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PART ONE


October 1900




Chapter One


On a map of the Northern Territory, Black Wattle cattle station would hardly have rated a pinpoint. Nor, for that matter, would its far larger neighbour, Victoria River Downs, even though it covered somewhat in the order of eighteen thousand square miles, give or take a dusty red-ochre plain or an ancient crater, or a long-forgotten dent in the overheated landscape where once a proud river had flowed down to the now extinct inland sea; where once dinosaurs might have plodded and paddled, giant serpents stalked, and monstrous birds flapped and swooped. For the Territory, still only a part of the ‘top end’ of Australia, could lay claim to half a million square miles. Pinpoint or not, Victoria River Downs – or the Big Run, as it was known – and its neighbouring stations were staggering in scope, thereby causing the concept of land size, and distance, to swell in proportion for the occupants of these great estates.


To Zack Hamilton, who, as a young man, had inherited the family cattle station called Black Wattle, the size of his huge property was nothing special. He took it for granted that space was needed to support his herds in semi-arid country where ghost gums and high red termite mounds were the only objects capable of rising above the dry, spiky grasslands. It had taken Zack three days to ride over to confer with Charlie Plumb, manager of the Big Run, but that didn’t bother him. Their meeting was important to set in motion co-operative plans between the stations to cope with the floods that were bound to come once the wet season set in. What did concern him, though, was Charlie’s request for assistance.


‘We’re short-handed, Zack. Six of our stockmen took off for the goldfields last week. I’ve sold a thousand head of cattle and I have to get them over to the buyer before the wet sets in. His men will pick them up at Pine Creek.’


‘Left your run a bit late, haven’t you?’


‘Don’t I know it! I had to send for a droving team from Katherine. I got Paddy Milligan and his rig. Only a small team. You met them?’


‘No.’


‘They’ll be fine, but they don’t know this country too well. I just need you to take them to Campbell’s Gorge and see them through it. After that they’ll be right. It’s only a few days out of your way, Zack.’


‘On past my way,’ Zack growled. ‘Seventy miles east. And my wife sitting home with the hat and gloves on, ready to leave for Darwin. Not to mention Lucy; I swear she’s been packed for a month, with the boyfriend coming home. I’ve already put them off for a week.’


‘Ah, the ladies! They won’t mind. Plenty of time yet. How is Sibell anyway? I heard she wasn’t well.’


‘She’s fine,’ Zack said. This was no time to be discussing his wife’s constitution, or, more accurately, her state of mind of late.


‘That’s good to hear. Now you’ll help me out, won’t you, Zack?’


He nodded, grudgingly. They had both known he wouldn’t refuse. Could not. The unwritten rule of the outback, of this wild and isolated country, spelled survival. You gave assistance whenever and wherever it was needed; lives depended on co-operation.


‘Is Milligan ready to go?’


‘Yes, they’re moving the mob out now.’


A few days or so? Zack groaned to himself. With a slow-moving herd of cattle? Four or five more like it.


Lucy Hamilton walked to the end of the high veranda and stared anxiously down the long track that led away from the homestead, disappearing, eventually, among the knobs of treetops, but there was no sign of movement. Nothing stirred. You could almost imagine that the dusty landscape was empty, that this house, perched on a low hill, presided over a realm devoid of constituents or their flocks. Especially now. At noon. The air practically sizzled. There was a musty smell about the station, an ancient, hot smell, as if the land itself was tired, worn out, ragged, and everything was so quiet. Deathly quiet.


Even though she knew that somewhere out there, stockmen were working, the Aborigines who lived on the property would be going about their business, native animals would be dodging about seeking shelter from the midday heat, the quiet still got on her nerves.


And where was her father? He should have been back yesterday. The dry season was almost over. Any day now, it seemed, this awful heat would have to explode, but of course it wouldn’t; the wet season was due, the rains a relief.


Lucy shuddered. She hated this time of the year, waiting for the thunder, waiting for the monsoonal rains to sweep in, turning the creeks into rivers, the rivers into vast flood plains. Cutting them off if they didn’t get out in time.


So where was Zack? she worried angrily. He had promised them they would be leaving for Darwin today, at the latest, and there was still no sign of him. It was hell hanging about like this. Everyone knew that the climate was trying at this time of the year, that it sent everyone a bit crazy, yearning for a break after the long dry season, yearning for the smell, the sound, the welcome wash of those first rains. Those thick walloping dollops that sent the dust dancing, the animals licking their lips, and people rushing out, arms outstretched, smiles at last. It didn’t seem to help that everyone knew this was a crazy time. Knowing was not a solution. Tempers were short. Fights broke out among the men. People snapped. Sulked. Mistakes were made. Gates left open. Food burned. A loss at cards, a broken plate, any little thing could cause a row. Even the livestock were edgy.


Lucy often wondered if the cattle knew danger lurked but could not define it. They had to be moved well away from the dried-up river flats and placid waterholes to the safety of higher ground before the floods came down, but it was not an easy job. Too many of them became cranky and stubborn, resenting the intrusion, confronting the whips and curses of the whirling horsemen. Thousands of cattle were being rounded up and redirected now and Lucy wished she could be out there helping; anything would be better than moping about the house, but her father had forbidden her to take part in musters at this time of the year.


‘Too dangerous,’ he’d said. ‘No place for a girl.’


Her mother had agreed. But then Sibell Hamilton disapproved of Lucy riding and working with the men at any time, claiming it was not ladylike. Never mind that in the old days she had taken stock work in her stride when extra hands were needed. Even now Zack’s sister-in-law, Maudie, owner of Corella Downs, still preferred the horse to the house and she was fifty. A tough old bird, Lucy grinned, born in the bush and proud to be a ‘pioneering Territorial’, as she called herself.


Lucy’s mother and aunt were like chalk and cheese. English-born, Sibell disapproved of Maudie Hamilton’s rough ways, and they never seemed to agree on anything, though Zack claimed they were good mates underneath the bickering. Now, at the dawn of the twentieth century, there still weren’t very many white women living in the outback, and that, Sibell claimed, was all the more reason for local women to assert themselves. To show by example that their isolated situation was no excuse for graceless living. Sibell was house proud. The Black Wattle homestead was no mansion, rather a sprawling timber house with high ceilings and wide verandas and an iron roof, painted red, that could be seen for miles around, but it was comfortable and neatly furnished. With the help of her Chinese cook and black maids, Sibell liked to entertain their few visitors in style, and that suited Lucy, but she couldn’t accept that her role was to waft about the house learning the duties and social graces expected of young ladies. She hated sewing, could not paint or play the piano, and loved romantic novels, instead of the ‘better’ reading her mother placed on the shelves. But she did love the station itself, and the outdoor life suited her.


Lucy was a tall girl, with long blonde hair, even features and a slim, athletic figure. People said she was good-looking, though Lucy had her doubts about that; she didn’t feel she was actually pretty the way heroines were described in the penny novels, curls and all that. Zack always said she was beautiful, but then he would. He adored her. Proud of her really, she supposed, because she was a fine horsewoman, could ride side-saddle or astride, whatever the occasion required, and had won cups at the annual race meetings and gymkhanas. But where was her dear father now? Had he forgotten them?


Every year at this time they moved into Darwin for the summer, staying at their beach house. There was no escaping the torrential rain, or the humidity, but they could be overlooked in the congenial atmosphere leading up to Christmas, and the annual reunion with old friends from other outback stations. It was a marvellous time for everyone: a well-earned rest for hard-working country men, when they could relax with their mates and pretend it was a chore to escort the women to all the parties and dances that were already being arranged; a chance for the women to enjoy the bustle and fun of female company again; and as for the younger generation … Lucy smiled, feeling a little smug.


The summer months in Darwin were known as the ‘meet and match’ months. Romance was in the air, and love. ‘And lust,’ Aunt Maudie always said in her usual crusty manner. But it was exciting, and Lucy wouldn’t miss this Darwin summer for the world because a certain gentleman was coming home at last, returning after nearly two years in London. A very important young gentleman who had written to her, without fail, every single month that he had been away. Lucy Hamilton had no need to join the fray of eligible spinsters in the marriage market; the love of her life was coming home. She and Myles Oatley had been friends since childhood, and before he left for London he’d asked her to wait for him.


As she’d said in her first letter to him, there was no need to ask, she would wait for him; the love they shared was only made fonder by absence.


Her parents were happy about the arrangement – they liked Myles, the only son of old friends – but Maudie, typical of Maudie, had other advice.


‘You shouldn’t be sitting about waiting for him. Play the field, girl. Have a good time, don’t be sitting home like an old maid. Good God, you’re twenty. You should have had other boyfriends by this. And don’t put all your eggs in one basket neither. Like as not he’ll come home from London a different person, bragging about his toffy friends. He won’t be a bushie like us no more, you mark my words.’


‘That’s ridiculous,’ Sibell argued. ‘His parents went on a world tour for their honeymoon, and when they came home they settled right down to work on the Oatley station as if they’d only been across the road. They never put on airs and graces.’


‘Yes, but they went together. If he was so keen on Lucy, why didn’t he marry her and take her with him?’


The arguments didn’t bother Lucy. They amused her.


‘Tell me, Maudie, why haven’t you remarried?’ she’d asked, to deflect the criticism of Myles. ‘You were young, Wesley was only a baby when Uncle Cliff was killed.’


‘Don’t get smart with me, girl. I looked about, you bet I did. But every suitor that came along had a gleam in his eye for my station. They were after Corella Downs more than me, and I wasn’t having anyone getting their hands on my place and thinking they could boss me around. No, siree. I soon sorted them out. You should keep an eye on the ball too, my girl. You’re a good catch. You’ll own Black Wattle one day. You’ll be worth a bit.’


‘If it comes to that,’ Lucy laughed, ‘so will Wesley. Your son is older than me and still single. Who’s he got in tow?’


That always ended the arguments. Maudie never had a good word for poor Wesley’s girlfriends. Lucy pitied the girl who’d take on a mother-in-law like Maudie.


Now Lucy walked along the veranda past her parents’ bedroom and her mother called to her.


‘Is Zack home yet?’


Lucy pushed past the limp lace curtains in the open doorway. ‘Not yet.’


She stared. Open boxes and trunks were lying about the room.


‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m packing.’


‘But you already packed. You don’t need any of this stuff in Darwin. And the trunks won’t fit on the wagon!’


‘I know. I’m having them sent on.’


‘Having them sent on? What’s all this?’ She peered into another trunk. ‘This one’s full. We’re only going for a few months, not ten years.’


Sibell emptied a drawer of underclothes on to the bed and sat down beside them. She looked up at her daughter. ‘I’ve been trying to pluck up the courage to tell you, Lucy. I’m leaving.’


‘Leaving? Where?’


‘I’m leaving here and going to live in Perth.’


‘What? When?’


‘After Christmas.’


Lucy strode across the room and opened the large wardrobe, stunned to find it bare.


‘I don’t understand. What are you doing? Going for a holiday?’


‘No. For good,’ her mother said quietly.


‘Rubbish. Zack wouldn’t leave Black Wattle. What is really going on?’


‘Your father isn’t leaving. I am. I can’t live here any more. I’ve decided to live in Perth.’


‘Why? Have you and Daddy had a fight? I thought you were both being rather touchy lately. But you can’t up and leave just because you’ve had a fight. It can’t be that bad.’


‘We haven’t had a fight. Not really. He knows I’m leaving and he’s upset.’


‘I can’t imagine why,’ Lucy snapped. ‘What’s the matter with you? Have you gone off your head or something?’


‘No,’ Sibell said patiently. ‘It has been very hard for me to come to this decision, but I really can’t stand living out here any more. I’m tired of it all.’


‘What all? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Her mother sighed. ‘Oh, everything, Lucy … the isolation, the dust, the violence, the never-ending crises …’


‘It was the mouse plague, wasn’t it? Now I come to think of it, you’ve been jumpy ever since then. But that’s over, it won’t happen again for years.’


Sibell shuddered. ‘Don’t remind me. Those damn things, I feel sick every time I think of them, in the house, in the bed, layers of them. But they weren’t the real cause, just the last straw. I want to live normally, in a normal climate, walk down a street, go to the shops when I feel like it, things like that. I’m nearly fifty. If I don’t make the move now, I never will.’


‘And what about us? Daddy and me? You’re just going to walk out on us?’


‘I’ll be in Perth. You can visit.’


‘But this is your home. You can’t do this. Is Daddy just going to stand by and do nothing?’


‘Not exactly, I have to admit. He’s taking it very hard. I hoped you might have a word with him. Explain to him how I feel.’


‘Explain to him? That his wife is leaving him? I’ll do no such thing! I can’t believe you’re being so selfish. Put all that stuff back! I don’t want to hear any more about it.’


Lucy slammed out of the room and Sibell shook her head sadly. She loved them both but they were not children. They’d have to understand that people could change, could need change. In her case, desperately. But she would not go so far as to admit that.


She’d tried to tell Zack that she’d felt her life had come to a standstill, that she needed a new outlook, but that had been met with derision.


‘Fresh pastures, eh? Anyone in particular in mind?’


‘You don’t mean that, Zack. A remark like that is unworthy of you. I’ll always love you but—’


‘So you show it by leaving me?’


She felt sorry for him. He simply could not grasp her reasoning. The whole idea seemed to be beyond his comprehension.


‘Is it the house then? We could renovate, make it bigger if you like. Whatever you want.’


‘No. The house is very comfortable. Can’t you see I need change?’


‘Then take a bloody holiday if you want to get away from me. Get it out of your system.’


Why was it so hard to explain? Maybe because she couldn’t put a finger on it herself. Sometimes, in a less positive mood, Sibell thought she might be searching for something that didn’t exist, but she was determined to find out. Or maybe she was reverting to her earlier years, to that young girl who had been brought up in the serenity of an English village.


She sighed. That lifestyle had come to an end with a jolt when her parents made the ill-fated decision to migrate to Australia. She’d only been nineteen.


Shipwrecked. Lost both of her beloved parents. Cast ashore on a deserted beach north of Perth, only a strange man for company. Rescued, they’d thought, by a mob of Aborigines only to find their chief a vicious fellow, more interested in ransoming them than in caring for them. It was only through the intervention of a young Aborigine farm boy called Jimmy Moon that they had been able to escape from that filthy camp.


Jimmy Moon, she thought sadly. He’d been a friend. He too had come north, some years later, to escape his own troubles down there. It still hurt to think of him.


Sibell herself had ended up in Perth, living with awful people, until she met Zack’s mother, a wonderful woman. Mrs Hamilton had been in the town to see a specialist who broke the news to her that her eyes were failing. Needing a bookkeeper to help her manage her large cattle station, Black Wattle, she’d offered Sibell the job.


Sibell found herself smiling. I had no idea what I was getting myself into, she recalled. What a shock that was. It took about a week to get here from Darwin. Riding! No trains in those days. I thought I’d reached the end of the earth.


But then Mrs Hamilton could have had an ulterior motive inviting a young Englishwoman to her station. About a year later I married her son.


She had no regrets though. It had been a battle at times, with the terrible loss of their little son, the elements, the distances, the fight to protect and nurture the great herds of cattle. So many things, but she’d coped, and come to like the station. But now it was time to go.


When she went in to lunch, Lucy was still angry.


‘Have you come to your senses yet?’


‘Can’t we talk this out without rudeness?’


‘Very well. Tell me this. What violence? I know my uncle was killed by blacks before I was born, but we rarely have that trouble now. And we have accidents with the men and horses, but they can happen anywhere. How can you say there’s violence here, at Black Wattle?’


‘I’m sorry. It was the wrong word. Forget it.’


Born here, Lucy wouldn’t understand that, to Sibell, of late, distance was violence. So was the weather. The temperature, the storms. The dried-up, baking creek beds. The isolation – the nearest neighbour was three days’ ride from here. Longer by wagon.


‘It’s more what’s not here,’ she tried. ‘Suburbia. I’ll settle for suburbia.’


‘Rot. You’d be bored stiff in a week.’


‘I don’t think so. I feel lost here now. I don’t know why, but being here depresses me.’


‘It’s your home. What’s to be depressed about? Mother, I really think you are just bored. You’ll feel better once we get to Darwin. I know you. After the summer months in town, you’re always pleased to get home.’


‘Maybe,’ Sibell said, to close down the subject. ‘We’ll see.’


Tears were smarting in her eyes and she turned quickly to hide them but too late. Instantly Lucy was at her side.


‘Heavens, Mother, what is it? Aren’t you feeling well? Is that the trouble?’


Sibell wished she could say, ‘Yes. I am ill. Pass me the medicine. I’ll be better in the morning.’ That would be preferable to the bouts of misery that assailed her, but she was not ill. Physically, she was in the best of health.


‘I’m quite all right,’ she said, ‘really I am. Just a bit tired. I’m probably just run down of late.’ She dabbed at her eyes, forcing a smile.


‘Yes, you ought to have a lie down. I hate to see you unhappy, Mother. Maybe it’s the beastly weather … the heat is almost unbearable today. It must be some sort of a record, well over the century I’d say. It will do you good to take a nap. Sleep away the worst of it.’


Sibell nodded. ‘Yes. I’ll do that. Thanks, Lucy.’


Safe in her bedroom, behind closed doors, she dissolved into tears. What was the use of trying to explain the problem to anyone, when she herself had no idea what was wrong. It shamed her to think that Sibell Hamilton who had a loving family, a good home … so much to be thankful for … could be so ungrateful as to be talking about leaving. To be leaving. Her mind was made up. These miseries had been stalking her for about two years now, getting gradually worse. She was poor company these days, a cheerless person, and that made her impatient with everyone.


Zack, in his kindly way, had tried to talk to her about this, asking her if perhaps she could be a little less difficult with people, especially the staff.


He wanted her to regain her sense of humour, to learn to laugh at little setbacks again, not to take everything so seriously, and of course, it was inevitable, she’d ended up in tears, her husband mystified, upset too. Several times he had tried to discover why she was so unhappy, asking what he could do, or say, to please her, gradually becoming irritated by what he called her ‘moods’.


It wasn’t the weather. Sibell knew that. She’d survived years of drought without falling apart, and she already knew that the holiday in Darwin was no solution. Last year she’d hoped the sea breezes would blow away this despondency but they did not, and it was then that she’d realised she dreaded returning to the station. Now she’d had a year to think about this, to try to understand why she had this awful weakness, an embarrassment, since she really was a strong person, and it had come down to one answer. There was no reason at all for her to be so depressed, none at all, therefore she felt she was losing her reason. There seemed no other explanation.


But this was not something she would dream of mentioning to anyone. Tell them she thought she was going mad? Never! She would put a stop to it, she would find the cure, and that meant the move to Perth. Sibell was certain she would feel better there, happier, more relaxed in a city atmosphere, and now she was even looking forward to the move, despite the opposition from Zack and now Lucy.


She poured water from the jug on the washstand into its basin and taking a face cloth swabbed her face and throat for a little temporary coolness, and then lay on the bed with the wet cloth over her eyes, hoping, as usual, for a miracle. That she would rise from this bed a happy sensible person again and all would be set right in her world.


After lunch, Lucy returned to the veranda and ran down the outer steps, heading for the stables, still worrying about her mother’s crazy idea to leave. On the way, she met Casey, the station overseer.


‘Ah, Lucy, I was coming up to see you. Your dad has been held up.’


‘What’s happened?’


‘Nothing much. He had to help move some cattle from the Big Run over to Campbell’s Gorge.’


‘Oh no! How do you know this?’


‘He met up with a couple of our blacks on the stock route and sent them back to let us know. In case we were worried.’


Lucy was furious. ‘Worried? I’ll strangle him. What the hell is he doing? Does he want us to be stranded here?’


Casey grinned. ‘Plenty of time. Rains are a whiles off yet.’


‘Oh really?’ Lucy twisted around and pointed to a furl of grey cloud far in the distance. ‘Then what’s that? Smoke?’


‘No, that there cloud’s just for openers. Be a while before the weather hits and a good while after that for the rivers to get a go on. You’ll be on your way soon.’ He went to walk away and then turned back with a wink. ‘I heard young Myles Oatley is due home. Is that what all this fuss is about?’


‘Of course not,’ she snapped, marching away. Damn. Damn. Damn! It would be days now before they could get away, depending on how close to the gorge the drovers were, and there was nothing much to do around here any more. Except to try to talk some sense into her mother.




Chapter Two


The walls of the gorge seemed to leap from the earth too fast for the eye to assimilate at one glance, massive red-streaked twin towers, reaching up and up, on and on far into the heights until the narrow band of blue above the cleavage that was this gorge became not sky, but a roof, clamped on by a hand as powerful as the great structure itself.


Down in the depths, along the two-mile sandy base of the cavern, tall palms hung loftily above a string of waterholes, lending grace and a wisp of exotica to the harsh surrounds, seemingly unaware that they were dwarfed by the sheer size of this gorge.


Yorkey stared at the trees, wondering how they could survive here. There was heat and water aplenty but little nourishment, and in the wet season they’d be battling to cling to the earth. Many of them were young trees though, skinny, grasping for the light as soon as they claimed a foothold, reinventing their little oasis, season after season. A wonder. But the gorge itself was a wonder. Awesome. This was strength, this place. Power. Bold and uncompromising. He felt like cheering, just to be here. To have found it after all.


His mother had told him about this place, famous in Dreaming legends, where the spirits had become annoyed with two tribes warring over the land, and so had cleaved the earth in two, settling the matter. But in doing so they had also separated two lovers forever, and the young man, despairing, had leapt to his death from the heights. He had been of Yorkey’s mother’s people, Waray, so they had claimed the gorge as their own. That was the story as far as he could recall. She’d only told him this stuff at rare times, when she was in the mood, and she’d said the gorge had several people names, being such an important landmark, all of which were lost to Yorkey by this, if he’d ever thought to hang on to them in the first place. He’d grown up in the white man’s world …


Wistfully now, as he studied the great walls with their jutting cliffs and buttresses, he wished he had taken more notice. It would be interesting to know about that story. What spirits? Who were they? More likely, going back into the mists of time, it had probably been a battle between powerful spirits rather than a couple of tribes. He believed in the Aborigine spirits, no different from the white men’s gods, who could also strike with lightning force, but he doubted many of them would take sides in wars.


His mother had told him that this place was now known as Campbell’s Gorge, after the white man who discovered it, so Yorkey had remembered that name. But she had considered it an insult. Discovered! Like as if no one had ever seen it before. Like as if a thousand generations of the people hadn’t known every inch of it.


Yorkey grinned. She had a point. But nothing he could do about it. All that mattered was that she’d been right about this gorge. It was spectacular. It was awesome. Dim though her memory of it had been, she hadn’t exaggerated. Yorkey loved the place and he wished he could tell her. Put a smile on her poor worn face.


He sighed. Led his horse to drink at a waterhole and waded in himself, not a little shocked by the chill of the water on a warm day.


But he was here on white man’s business and he’d better get on with it.


Yorkey was a drover with Paddy Milligan’s team and they had a herd of cattle to bring through this gorge. A big herd, now two days’ ride back there. Paddy was an experienced drover, one of the best. He had a rule when travelling through country strange to them, like this Northern Territory job, further west than they’d ever ventured before …


‘You get the lie of the land from locals, when you can find any, then you go ahead and check it out, like you would an Irishman’s directions. A yard could be a mile and a wet patch a bloody swamp.’ Paddy prided himself on delivering all of his charges intact.


It was hard, though, to concentrate on the job in Campbell’s Gorge. The bloody place was incredible. Though Yorkey had never seen a cathedral, he imagined they must be something like this. Only smaller. Tinier. But full of spirits. Ghosts.


Squelching about flat rocks and boulders in his wet boots he felt a tingling in his spine at that thought. It was a bloody lonely place. Eerie. A lost world. Rock wallabies clambered about the burgeoning heights, soundlessly, making no mark. An eagle soared gracefully to a safe nest on a craggy point. A large lizard slithered to a rock on the sunny side and remained still, very still, like the water in the pools.


‘Hello!’ Yorkey shouted suddenly, listening to the echo bouncing off the solid walls, but as his call reverberated, he thought he heard an answering sound, discordant, another voice. He looked up sharply, shading his eyes, tracking ledges, outcrops, massive shafts of rock and all the discoloration of seams that marked the ages, but saw nothing. No one.


He tried again. The bush call. ‘Coo-ee!’ The practised call was guaranteed to travel and was rewarded by a cacophony of echo and, to his keen ears, another distant call that seemed to clash and yet mesh with his echo.


It wasn’t an animal sound. It was a voice. Someone was there. But where in this great cauldron of sound?


‘Where are you?’ he yelled. That echo banged and battered about but there was no intrusion this time, just his own voice. He tried again and again for a response, but in the end gave up. Some fool, somewhere, being smart. What the hell! Who cared?


The locals were right. A short cut through the gorge could save them a week. They could easily move the herd through if they took it quietly, a mob at a time. The cattle would think they were traversing heaven, tramping through a shaded gorge sheltered from the sun, and shoving on over the shallow waterholes. They’d probably drink the gorge dry, a mob this size.


But Yorkey wasn’t fooled by the sharp outlines of the gorge. He’d lived in the north of this country all his life, plenty long enough to be aware of the dangers of the wet season.


‘Big dry country my arse,’ he commented to his horse as he swung into the saddle. ‘A trap for new chums, the lot of it. But safe enough for the time being.’


Shrewdly he studied the walls of the gorge. The groaning convulsion that had rent this plateau asunder could not alter the surge of monsoonal rains, and the telltale signs were there. The walls were ribbed from the high cliffs to the base with distant pale lines tinged with green, almost as if they were hiding cracks or seams in the rock formation, but they were no such thing, Yorkey knew. They were overflow courses, bone dry now, but what a cascade they would produce in the wet.


He turned about and examined the discoloration of the walls at his own level and knew that when the overflow began, it would turn into a torrent that would flood this gorge.


The catchment area was up there somewhere and those striped rivulets would deliver falls at a thunderous pace from that height, too fast for the gorge to cope. It would hold what water it could, yards deep, and then send the runoff into the outlying plains, thereby pleasing the cattlemen in the district, but the gorge itself would be impassable for months.


‘Oh well,’ Yorkey said, as he spurred his horse to travel back through the gorge, ‘we’d better get a move on.’


He hated leaving this wondrous place, deciding that when he had some time off he ought to come back, camp here awhile, on his own. Campbell’s Gorge fascinated him. Just as it had his poor mum, he supposed, though for him it was different. She’d had her ways, her memories. Strange things. People business. For him it was something else. It would draw him back, he knew it, though he couldn’t quite figure out why yet. Admiration maybe. Yorkey didn’t have much in his life to admire. He was only an ‘Abo’ drover, just another bloke on the stock routes, and lucky to be that. There were plenty of other Abos worse off. But he sure as hell admired this gorge, whatever it was called.


‘You’re sure we can get through?’ Paddy worried.


‘Yes. No problem.’


‘We wouldn’t have bogs in there?’


‘No. It’s a sandy base. A bit narrow in parts but we can do it, Paddy. In stages.’


‘You’re a good lad, Yorkey. Get yourself to the cook wagon. You probably haven’t had a proper feed in days.’ He laughed. ‘Unless you’ve been gorging on bush tucker.’


That was always a joke between them. Aborigine though he might be, Yorkey didn’t have the faintest idea how to survive in the bush, nor did he have the taste for Aborigine fare, which he’d often tried.


He hadn’t bothered to mention to Paddy the strange echoing voice he’d heard in the gorge. Mulling it over as he rode back, he’d decided that he could have imagined those sounds, that voice. No one had been there. It had been as empty as a dry pub. The gorge, a strange place, was like that. You could imagine all sorts of things.


Zack wiped sweat from his face with a rag and squinted, from under his battered hat, at the sea of cattle that swayed and stumbled ahead of him. They were moving along at a steady pace, moving well, thanks to Milligan’s expertise and his willingness to take directions. On a sketch map it looked like a hundred and fifty miles or so to the gorge from the Big Run, but the terrain was deceptive. Precious time could be lost driving cattle into dead-end gullies or over rough and rocky land hidden by high speargrass, and Zack, aware of the anxieties stirring back home, was trying to make sure not an hour was lost on this drive. He had advised Milligan to break the mob up into three groups as they approached the gorge to avoid a stampede when they smelled water. The deep canyon would still have a thread of waterholes, he was sure, even after an exceptionally dry season. It was a magnificent place, and important as a short cut through a ridge of sandstone hills, but perilous. Often, for no particular reason, cattle would get spooked in there; maybe the clatter and echoes bothered them, but whatever, they had to be kept under tight control.


There was also the problem of landslides from the steep cliffs; they could cause chaos, but fortunately were rare at this time of the year. The walls of the gorge were often destabilised by the sheer weight of water that plunged from the catchment area above in the wet season, so landslides were still possible after the flooding had subsided. Always wary, Zack avoided the gorge for at least a month after the wet, to allow the area to dry out.


He was tailing the first mob, watching them spread out, crashing through the scrub bordering the old track, sheer weight ploughing the way, when a bull broke loose up ahead, leading a breakaway mob with him. As the renegades started to lumber obstinately to the left, they gathered speed, barging off into the bush. Zack wheeled his horse and went after them, but a black stockman was quicker off the mark.


Whip cracking, he hurled his little stockhorse through the scrub, straight at the escaping bull, bypassing his followers. The horse seemed to dance around the leader, harassing the hefty animal as much as the sting of the whip, and gradually he was intimidated into turning back towards the main herd, the rest of his mob swerving back with him. By this time Zack had caught up with them, his own long stockwhip lashing the loiterers into line, ignoring the angry grunting and lowing.


The incident seemed to have created a ripple of unrest right through the herd, and up ahead, almost hidden in the clouds of dust, Zack could see Milligan riding fiercely on the flanks to keep them steady.


‘Thanks, mate.’


Zack looked about to see the black stockman riding up to join him. He laughed.


‘You were doing all right. You didn’t need me, son. Fancy little mount you got there.’


‘Yeah, she’s a beauty.’


‘You work on the Big Run?’


‘No, I’m a drover. Been with Paddy’s rig for two years now. We usually work out of Katherine but he got a job to bring out this mob. Pleased as punch he was to get in good with them bosses at Victoria River. Plenty of work there, I reckon.’


Zack was intrigued. This young chap was a full-blood, no doubt about that, with square, chiselled features and a tall, rangy physique, typical of the blacks around here, but he had no trace of the usual pidgin English that most Aborigines used.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Yorkey.’


‘Where’re you from?’


‘All abouts.’


‘I mean what tribe?’


‘What’s it to you?’


Zack was taken aback. The owner of Black Wattle was unaccustomed to such a studied snub from white stockmen, let alone a blackfeller.


‘Nothing. I was just making conversation,’ he snapped.


‘Yeah, well there you go.’ Yorkey shrugged, then urged his horse away to shore up the stragglers.


Zack stared after him. ‘Well I’ll be blowed! The cheeky bugger.’


Yorkey was embarrassed. Why had he said such a stupid thing? Being smart, that was all. Trying to get the jump on the new bloke. Why hadn’t he given the usual answer: ‘Dunno’? That suited the whites, they didn’t know one tribe from another anyway. Nor did they care. Yorkey had never known his father, he’d died before he was born, but he’d been a fine man, a great man in fact. Of the Whadjuck people. But try telling the white folks that round the campfire and all you got was chiacking …


‘Ho! Ho! What sorta juck, Yorkey? A waddy juck? Or maybe a jumbuck? A sheep?’


All that stuff and worse. Bloody rude. Then you were a poor sport, couldn’t take a joke if you got nasty about it. But listening to the white folks he’d been intrigued, when they asked one another where they’d come from, to hear that many of them had sailed here from other lands. At first he’d thought they were from different tribes, but that couldn’t be, because they all looked alike and spoke the same tongue. Bit of a mystery that, but Yorkey was never interested enough to enquire.


The tips of his ears burned as he sent his horse cantering through the scrub again to take up another point on the flank of the mob, at least a half-mile from that new bloke. The one who had spoken to him so politely. But the bloke himself had said he’d only been making conversation. Didn’t that mean he wasn’t really interested anyway? Yorkey knew he was only making excuses for himself now.


Allowing the horse to lope along, he lapsed into thoughts of his mother …


‘Your father was a Whadjuck man, not this whitefeller we’ve got now. And not the one before. That first one, he threw me out bloody quick when he found I was getting a baby, not his. Too far along. He bashed me bad. I wasn’t no use to him any more.’


Seemed she’d worked on a station somewhere out this way, as a housegirl, and at walkabout times she’d been able to visit the gorge with her kinfolk. Anyway, when she found she was pregnant, with no man to stand up for her, she’d been so ashamed, she’d run off with a drover.


‘Your daddy had died. I was too frightened to say his name, not even his whitefeller name. And what was the use? He was gone.’


‘What was his whitefeller name?’


She had smiled. Real proud she was. ‘He didn’t have just one name like us, he had the two, the way of the whites. He was called Jimmy Moon.’


Yorkey had often thought about that. By rights, he should have the father name too, according to the white custom; he should be Yorkey Moon. But she never told anyone else, so it would be like making it up now.


Her name was Netta. She had called the second white man her husband, but there’d been no marriage. She was just his ‘black boy’, what they called black gins who cropped their hair, dressed like boys, shared their beds, worked as stockmen and cooked and cleaned for them. As ‘husbands’ went, this drover, Alfie Dangett, hadn’t been too bad, Yorkey supposed. He’d let her bring the kid along, the kid he called Yorkey after his hometown somewhere; but Yorkey and Netta had always called him ‘Boss’. That was the way it was. Then, when Yorkey was twelve, Netta had been killed in a fall from a horse.


He would never forget the night those men brought her body back to camp, wrapped in a saddle blanket. He had been shocked, disbelieving for a little while, just standing gaping, until reality struck and he began to scream. But that had been cut short by the astonishing sight of Boss, of old Alfie, down on his knees beside her, crying like a baby! Who’d have believed that a bloke like him would cry over an Abo woman? He had worked her hard but he must have cared for her after all. Yorkey wondered if she’d known. Not that it mattered. The real love of her life had long gone, Jimmy Moon.


‘Your father was a travelling man. A wise man. He came from way down south, from Perth. He knew languages. Some said he was a magic man. He’d crossed the big deserts where even the white men dare not go. A great man, and very beautiful. You look like him.’ Funny how women said soppy things like that.


But she never said how he’d died. An accident, Yorkey supposed, him being as young as her at the time. And being that he was so well respected, his white friends had wanted to bury him, but her people, the Waray elders, wouldn’t have it. They’d taken him away and buried him with proper mourning ceremonies.


Too bad all that.


After Netta died, Boss let Yorkey stay, still riding on the cook wagon, doing odd jobs round the camps, looking after the horses, mending canvas … plenty to do, until he was big enough to work as a stockman. In the meantime Boss took on another ‘black boy’ but she was a bad-tempered girl and couldn’t speak much English, always arguing and getting things mixed up. In the end he got rid of her. But then he met a white woman who would only take on Alfie if he gave up droving, so the team broke up.


By then they were way over in Queensland, so Yorkey had picked up with other drovers and eventually made his way back to the Territory because his mum had talked about it as a good place. And it wasn’t a bad life, this droving.


He reached down for his waterbag and took a swig, looking forward to refilling it with cleaner water in that gorge.


Droving gave a man a lot of time to think. Here he was in Waray country, his mother’s homeland, and he hadn’t woken up to it until the name of that gorge came up. She used to tell him stuff about her time here, her first sixteen years, the only times she seemed to care about, as if the rest of her life didn’t matter. But he couldn’t remember much. Kids never listen. Lately though, to pass the time, he’d searched his brain for little corners of information that he knew were there, but they were too dim to identify. It would be good to have your own sitting-down place, your own homeland, where you belonged. Claiming to be Whadjuck had been pathetic. No one had ever heard of it. But Waray was real. He probably had kin round here.


Yorkey shook himself out of this mood. So what? Who cared that poor little Yorkey didn’t have no one? Bad luck! Yorkey prided himself on being tough. He took no shit from nobody. He was a good hand, could ride rings around most of his mates. He’d even won two pounds in a tent fight against a bruiser from the south. Knocked him cold. Jesus! Did the mob cheer that night! And they all got drunk afterwards. The showman boss even asked him to join the boxing troupe, but Yorkey wasn’t that dumb. So what had brought on this latest bout of maudlin stuff? That bloody gorge probably. Spooked him, he bet, like he was just some poor old Abo trying to cling to the old days. Stupid.


He put his fingers to his lips and gave a shrill whistle to Paddy to alert him. The track had widened out into a dry river course. They were only a few miles from the gorge. Time to slim down the herd, and start to hold them back. Just then another thought came to him. That other stockman, the stranger, had asked him if he came from the Big Run. Which meant that he didn’t come from there either. So who was this ring-in? Where had Paddy found him?




Chapter Three


Five men were travelling cross-country. They moved fast, bare feet padding steadily over the hard dry earth, their bodies coated in dust, their faces cold and grim. On the trek since dawn, they made no detours, pressing steadily on over ochre plains scattered with pale spinifex and stunted trees. A tall willy-willy spiralled in from the horizon, engulfing them in a miniature tornado of whistling dust and debris, whipping at bare skin, almost blinding them, but it soon passed, and they emerged, undaunted, grateful for the clean air again.


They dropped down the battered banks of a dry creek bed, feet searching sand for signs of a soak, and, finding it, hands dug urgently until, arm’s-length down, water bubbled and they drank. Then they moved on again, covering mile after mile at the same pace, long hunting spears no hindrance to the rhythm of their gait. If they noticed that the harsh sun that had been tracking them all day was relenting, losing interest and fading into the distance, they gave no indication. Talk wasted breath. Mimimiadie was leading; they had to keep up with him, keep up, on this the fifth day of their desperate run.


These men were of the famous – or infamous, as the whites would say – Daly River mob, which in fact encompassed several proud tribes that had owned territory along that great river for aeons past. But in more recent years, war had been raging between the white settlers, drovers and miners in the Territory and the indigenous people, who would not easily give up their homelands. Though the new government, thousands of miles far south in Adelaide, urged humane treatment of the blacks, few Aborigines knew of this and very few white men agreed. This was a hidden, guerrilla war; facts rarely filtered through to southern newspapers and when they did, tales of murderous raids by black fiends were far more newsworthy, even titillating, to shuddering suburban souls. They couldn’t get enough of the bloody affairs and the heroic deeds of the magnificent trail-blazers of the north, standing staunchly against the black hordes.


No matter that on the other side of the world in London, the Queen’s own gentlemen had expressed horror at the news of the guerrilla war being waged in this colony, and had ordered attention to the law. Murder was still a crime, both sides should be forcibly reminded, through the courts. But how?


The administrative representative of the Government in the Territory resided in Darwin, and was known as the Resident. The latest was Lawrence Mollard, a former Secretary for Public Works. He paid lip service to the hand-wringing of parliamentarians in Adelaide, while turning a blind eye to the violence still being perpetrated within his jurisdiction. Mollard found it easier to pass off such reports as exaggeration.


And so the war in the outback continued, a secretive, stealthy war.


White men carried off black gins, blacks slaughtered cattle. Warriors were hunted and shot. Homesteads burned. Whole families were rounded up by white posses, the adults shot, their offspring battered to death to save ammunition. Vulnerable white men were murdered in their camps. Retaliation was swift. Posses shot blacks indiscriminately, wherever they were to be found, while at the same time a hopelessly understaffed police force tracked and arrested some of the real perpetrators, both black and white, desperately trying to enforce law and order.


These men, these fast-moving travellers, were not necessarily all from the same clan, but they had gathered their families together to try to survive, making the best of skin differences which, according to their laws, were not all that distant. They had consulted an elder who had approved of the melding, under the circumstances, but had added that each should observe their traditions, where possible.


Each man, as he ran, carried grief with him. For Numinga, the oldest of the group, his grief was like a spear that had never again found earth. From the first day when he’d seen his father chained, fed – as a joke, it turned out – and then shot, that spear of pain had set out on its journey through his heart and on into the blue, searching for peace, for a place to land where the old days would bloom again. Though he was a wanted man he had tired of the war and yearned for peace with the whitefellers.


Mimimiadie was a tried and true warrior. A fighting man. Merciless. His wife had been with this small group on a hunting trip, but when they returned to camp they discovered her battered body in nearby bush. Mimimiadie had found revenge even before they’d buried the poor woman, even before the proper crying time had been accorded. Numinga knew he was a dangerous man, as were his mates, Matong and Gopiny, but what could he do? After they’d tracked two miners and killed them as they slept, though it was obvious that they’d had nothing to do with the killing of his wife, Mimimiadie had pointed out that he was simply waging war on white man’s terms. His woman had been innocent too.


The young fellow, Djarama, only about fifteen, had been scared stiff, witnessing that bloody attack. He’d run off from a mission house where, astonishing though it might seem, those white Godmen had informed him that the killing of blacks by whites was wrong. Criminal. An offence against the correctness of white law. The bloody fools! Djarama would have been safer at the mission. But no. Inspired by that talk, he’d made himself a spear and run off to fight the whites. And joined up with this mob.


Taken in as a toddler by the missionaries at the Daly River outpost, he’d lost touch with his own kin and had been thrilled to be accepted by these men and the kind woman. But she was dead now. And the grief in his eyes began when he saw her ravaged body. He was still in shock when Mimimiadie and his two mates made short work of those miners. Heard their screams. Cringed away, revolted.


As for their leader and his men, they were not so much grieved, Numinga pondered as he matched their strides, but scarred. Irrevocably scarred. Tribal warfare in the old days adhered to sets of rules, set down by the ancients. By their understanding of the Dreaming. Land ownership was rarely in question because every rock, every waterhole, every hill and plain had its own history, its place in tribal lore. Intrusions, raids, insults engendered battles, never this wholesale destruction of tribes and traditions; it was now a matter that needed a new way of thinking. But no one had been prepared. Even the greatest magic men and elders had no answer, no response, where once they had been called upon to sit in judgement to avoid bloodshed.


As they forged on into the dusk, Numinga didn’t need to look at the three men to enter their hearts. On average they were all about twenty years younger than him, but they were living in the past. The burden they carried was death; he could see it in the muscles straining on their backs, in the side-side, side-side fall of their hips, in the placement of their feet, step after step, in stride with each other. He sighed. They’d seen too much. Been hurt too much. They would never go in. Ask for refuge as ‘tame’ blacks, as so many had done. As Numinga himself had done. Work for the whites in return for food. They were warriors, but no stories would ever be told about them round the campfires over the generations; they would be forgotten in the whirlwind that had engulfed their race.


Numinga grieved on their behalf. But he had no advice for them. No solution. He himself had tried the white ways, many years ago, reaching out to the friendship offered by a white man. A cattleman. Intrigued by all this newness, by the horses that he’d come to love.


It had hurt him when Mimimiadie had speared the miners’ horses too. He’d tried to intervene but had been pushed away as an old fool.


‘These animals don’t belong here. They have no place in our Dreaming,’ Mimimiadie shouted. This from a man who’d proudly possessed a stolen horse for some weeks, until the police spotted it and took it away.


Numinga had worked at the station, fascinated by the need of white men to build shelters of such luxury. He’d learned to ride a horse, to muster cattle, and he soon picked up their language. He taught them where to find grub and water in what they thought was an empty wilderness, amused by their ignorance of the land. To his shame, a shame that still lingered, he saw his boss bring in a new gin, as they called the Aborigine girls. The boss didn’t have a woman and so he decided this one, stolen from a nearby tribe, would do. He tied her to a tree, to tame her, as if this was the most natural thing in the world. He left her there for three days, and Numinga hadn’t dared dissent, though he tried to take her food.


She was a beautiful girl, soft of skin and fine-featured. But she was fiery. She’d spat at Numinga, refusing his help. Screaming and kicking at the smiling boss when he came near her. When she was finally released, she attacked the boss, kicking and biting, so he’d beaten her. Beaten her too hard. He told his men to let her go in the end. And so they did. After they’d taken the bandages off her head. Because she was no use any more. Her brain addled and crushed, she’d turned into a madwoman, shambling off to the bush, never to be seen again.


The shame. Oh the shame of it, Numinga grieved, though it was long ago. He’d tried to console himself with the acceptance that black men were just as cruel with their women when they broke the laws. But what had that girl done? He tried not to think about it.


Not so long after that, a party of white men had come through the station, welcomed by the boss, who was pleased to have the new company. But these men, mounted police, had brought in six black prisoners, chained by the neck, just like they’d chained his father, and Numinga had been shocked. He’d thought those days were over. Or he’d managed to forget. They were left by a horse trough through the night but not given water, so he had stolen out in the darkness, with a pitcher of water for each man, appreciating their gratitude.


But even later that night, the drunken white men, including the boss, had stumbled out into the night, set the prisoners free and then shot them, one by one, as game, as they ran for freedom, cheering and shouting in glee as each man went down.


The next morning the visitors went cheerfully on their way, while the boss, with no sign of regret, bade them farewell.


Numinga, shamed again, could have used a gun. He knew how to use one, to kill maimed cattle, to ward off dingoes. The four white stockmen had guns, and ammo, hanging on a ledge by the cookhouse door. He could easily have picked up any of the handguns or rifles or shotguns lying about. But that would not do. He found time to shape himself a spear, a killing spear with a finely honed stone point, in the old way, not the long nails filched from whites of late. It was a fine spear, the best he’d ever made, and well deserving of its mission.


Numinga rode out with his boss one day, far out into the bush, and then suddenly he speared him in his right arm, so that when he fell, his gun would be out of reach.


‘You shouldn’t have shot them blackfellers down like they was nothin’,’ he said, to let his boss know why this execution was taking place. And his new spear did the rest.


Being known to the whites, Numinga had had a price on his head for years. He kept away from his own people for fear of retribution and had drifted along with various mobs since then, changing his name at will. But to the whites, oddly enough, after all these years, he was still known as Neddy the murderer. Neddy, he sighed. That was what the boss had always called him. Strange how it had stuck. But now he was travelling east, out of the range of the posses that would come, as inevitably as dawn, and take their revenge once again on any blacks they could find. Numinga grieved over that too, a burden of guilt to add to his heavy heart. Sometimes he thought it would be easier to end it all by his own hand, but his life surge was still as strong as his body, and his mind too attuned to many curiosities yet to be seen and experienced.


They had no particular destination in mind; eventually they would camp somewhere safe to sit out the wet season. High ground. The rains were due. Had they remained back there towards their own country, they could easily have been trapped between flooding rivers with no hope of escaping the horsemen and their guns. Eventually they would have to move on, and then Numinga hoped to go his own way and take the lad, Djarama, with him. They both knew the white men’s talk and their ways; they could go in. Pass as stockmen. Down south somewhere, towards the desert country. He would have to concentrate on young Djarama, turn his head away from futile wars, even if he was risking his own life. He smiled grimly. White men had long memories and astonishing cleverness at learning to recognise wanted blacks. They’d caught him a couple of times but he’d escaped. If he could save Djarama from walking into the guns, his own fugitive life might have some meaning.


He watched and followed as Mimimiadie began scrambling over rocks leading to a high ridge silhouetted against the pearly-pink skies of dusk. It was a tough climb, further than any of them had anticipated over the long-drawn-out slopes, dodging crevices and dead ends blocked by rock walls, each man eventually finding his own way in the darkness, to the top.


They camped overnight and in the morning found themselves on a huge uneven plateau that seemed to reach to the far horizon, but they looked back over the low country with delight. They could see the land spreading before them for ever and ever. This was eagle country. No one could sneak up on them. It was good country too; plenty of food up here, with small animals darting about and snakes and lizards dozing in the sun. And water. They found rock pools still holding a little precious water but they knew, by examining the worn rocky heights, that this place would never be able to absorb the torrents of rain soon to come. They would be safe, though, no shortage of shelter among bulky rocks and boulders, and no chance in the world the white men would need this land. Useless for crops or for cattle. Ideal. But the seasonal rains had to escape somewhere and there had been no evidence of falls on the slopes over which they’d just travelled. They began to explore further.


They followed dry fissures, carved so sharply into the terrain that they could only have been formed by swift falls of water, until they came to the precipice, and there they stood back in awe. Dizzied by the depths below his feet, Numinga almost fell back in fright. For safety, they lay on their stomachs to stare down at this magnificent gorge, the base so far down it seemed only a hand’s-width across. They studied the wall on the other side, gutted with caves that, they agreed, must have been caused by ancient blowholes in the surface of the plateau, where weaker surfaces had given way. And they remained there for a long time, overwhelmed by the majesty of the gorge.


That night as they sat around their campfire, all the talk was about the gorge and the wonderment of it. Mimimiadie claimed he’d known about it all the time. Not that anyone believed him. He was a bit of a bragger.


As the days passed, the others found ways to climb over the edge of that great gap, carefully getting toe-holds to narrow ledges, and moving along to the caves, avoiding the greasy slides of future cataracts that would soon descend down the steep surfaces. Exploring the heights of the gorge had become a game to them, but Numinga would have none of it. He was a river man, born on the flats, he was afeared of heights and didn’t care who knew it.


Then one day they heard a voice echoing up from the depths, and, unthinking, Djarama had responded, from his favourite lookout place.


‘Hello!’ he called, a white man’s word, pleased with himself as his voice banged off the cliffs too.


Then he heard the bush call, ‘Coo-ee!’ And he was off again, shouting back, ‘Coo-ee!’ as he had been taught at the mission, while Mimimiadie leapt about in rage.


He hissed down at the lad to stop, to come back up. And when Djarama was up on firm ground again he bashed him with a heavy stick.


‘You fool!’ he shouted, laying into the cringing lad again. ‘Do you want to tell the world we’re up here? That’s white men. Do you want to invite them up here?’


‘They can’t get up here,’ Djarama yelled, trying to escape the battering.


‘If we can, they can, you idiot!’


Mimimiadie was right, of course, but Djarama resented the assault, and as Numinga dressed his wounds, he slyly laid the seeds of dissension that could one day separate this boy from his heroes. He added a little stinging sap to prolong the pain.


The nothingness of their lives, far from their families, was bothering Djarama. Day after day they just sat up here, watching the clouds wallowing in the distance, looking forward to the great rains, content to hide out here for months. Even if they were living high in the sky it was searingly hot from the heat reflected by their rocky sanctuary and there was no way to cool off. The air was still, stifling, and they were all cranky, spitting at each other over the hunting and the sharing of meat. He was angry. They were doing women’s work, gathering what little there was in the way of ground food, finding less than a piccaninny could provide. Even at the mission they’d not had to live on just meat, and yet these men said this was good country. Numinga was the only one who could bring oddments of edible berries and pods and the occasional bush apples, but it was never enough, so Djarama was sent further afield with the old man in search of more sustenance, and he resented being ordered about like that.


One morning, though, something interesting came to pass. Far in the distance they saw a cloud of dust across the plains and instantly knew the reason. White men moving a mob of cattle. Pleased with their bird’s-eye view, they watched the cattle moving closer.


‘Big mob,’ Numinga commented. ‘Biggest mob I saw in a long time.’


‘Big mob,’ Mimimiadie announced, as if he hadn’t heard Numinga. ‘And coming right through our gorge I say.’


For days they watched until the drovers began steering the leaders towards the entrance to the gorge, both the horsemen and the hundreds of cattle seeming tiny and insignificant so far below them.


‘We could spit on them from here,’ Mimimiadie laughed, and Numinga looked back at the grey clouds still edging in slowly from the coast.


‘Soon the rains will be spouting great waterfalls down there,’ he said. ‘And they know it. See how fast they’re pushing those animals now. It’ll take more than a day to squeeze that mob through there.’


Excited, Djarama jumped up, imitating a rain dance. ‘Make it rain now! Make it pour! Send down the torrents, drown them all.’


No one took any notice of him. They knew the white men were too smart to get caught like that.


But then Djarama had a better idea. ‘Quick. Let’s get a pile of rocks together. We could hurl rocks down at them, a hundred rocks, bash the cattle, break heads! We could cause a great stampede, wipe half of them out. Why don’t we do that? Quick!’


Mimimiadie turned to growl at him. ‘Why don’t you shut up? I told you before, we’re safe here. We cause a stampede, kill a few cattle, maybe some drovers. Then what? They’ll be up here with their guns. Then where do we go? We can’t go back and we can’t go on. The rivers in front of us will be in flood too.’


But his mate, Gopiny, disagreed. ‘Wait on. They don’t have to know we’re here. There’s no need to be throwing rocks. We could stay hidden, we have to stay out of sight, but we could dislodge a few boulders. There are plenty out there on the ledges teetering already. I reckon they’re only waiting for the next rains to set them loose.’ He grinned. ‘We could give them a little nudge.’


Djarama was jubilant. ‘There! See! I told you so. We don’t have to sit here doing nothing and let an opportunity like this go by.’


Their leader held up his hand for silence. ‘I was coming to that. We could dislodge some boulders, easy, but I don’t want silly Djarama out there, showing himself or yelling out like he’s doing now. Like he did before. He could bring the trouble on us.’


‘That’s true,’ Gopiny said. ‘He stays up here. We’ll do it. Make it look like natural.’


‘I won’t stay here! I know where there are loose rocks. I could show you.’ Djarama was furious.


At a nod from the leader, Gopiny was on his feet, his spear in his hand. He swung about, kicked Djarama behind the knees, and when he fell to the ground he stood over him, a foot on his chest and the spear at his throat.


‘We don’t need trouble. You stay here. Agreed?’


‘Yes,’ Djarama croaked. ‘Yes.’


Numinga looked up as a warm gust of wind sped over the plateau. He licked his lips. ‘Water in the wind already now.’


They left him there, in charge of the unpopular one, he supposed, but if Djarama decided to disobey, to climb down the rugged rim of the precipice, there was nothing he could do. He still wouldn’t go near the edge. He heard a low rumbling, like distant thunder, and realised the cattle had entered the first chamber of the gorge.


Djarama was lying on his stomach by a wedge of granite.


‘Come and see!’ he called. ‘The cattle are in there, they look like ants from here, what I can see of them.’


‘I can hear them,’ Numinga said dryly. Indeed it occurred to him that the constant pounding of those hooves could easily unseat loose boulders without anyone’s help. And no doubt the drovers would be aware of that, looking up cautiously to save their own necks. He hoped the trio would keep well out of sight.


Djarama was fuming. ‘Why don’t they do something? They’re just letting them pass! I’d have let them have it by this.’


‘Plenty of cattle yet. They’re strung out there for miles.’


‘What difference does it make?’


Numinga didn’t know or care. He sat well back in the shade of spindly shrubs, rethinking his plan to rescue this aggravating kid from a life on the run. Would it be worth the trouble? Would it be possible? Djarama had no respect for any of his fellow travellers, his elders. Under tribal law a few thrashings would have cured that, taught him his place. But then, by all accounts the missionaries hadn’t been afraid to use the whip on him, with little success. Numinga dozed, worrying the problem, the low, persistent rumbling reminding him of welcome thunder. He was tired. He liked to rest in the middle of the day …


Unnoticed, Djarama lowered himself over the edge for a better view, moving carefully along the rough cliff face to a ledge hidden behind a buttress of rocks, and stepping down to another ledge. From there he could only see Gopiny, crouching quietly, waiting.


What for? Why didn’t they get on with it?


Then he heard a low whistle, and he saw Gopiny pick up a stripped branch and, using it as a lever, loosen a heavy rock. When it began to move, Gopiny flattened himself on the ground as if he were afraid he’d go with it. The rock teetered, but remained in place, so Gopiny gave it a hard shove with his foot.


It was away! At the same time, other rocks near Gopiny went pounding and bouncing down, and then, disappointingly, they fell out of sight, the angle too steep to see their full progress.


Gopiny was busy trying to move another rock, not boulder-smooth like the others, but a beauty, raw and jagged, part of a cracked seam that was wedged on a ledge. He worked on it for a while but couldn’t shift it, so he took his stick and moved on, out of sight. Probably to join the others. Just as he stepped away, though, Djarama saw the rock move. It definitely moved. He was about to whistle to Gopiny to go back, but changed his mind.


He would do it himself. Gopiny was a weakling!


Excited now, Djarama made his way over to that rock. He wished he knew what was happening down below. If the falling rocks had caused the chaos expected of them. But it was hard to tell. Further over he heard another rock bang loose, Mimimiadie’s work, and looked up in time to see it bouncing away in a spray of rubble. But only one! He’d imagined they’d be sending dozens of rocks pelting down the chasm, not just a couple here and there. A real landslide. Well, he’d give them a hand. He’d keep out of sight, not make a sound, so they couldn’t be angry with him. He’d just shove this one loose and then scramble back up to the old bloke. But it was hard to shift. Harder than he’d thought. He wished he had a sturdy stick too.


When he still couldn’t move it, he inched into a crevice right behind the stubborn old thing, and managed to squeeze himself into a sitting position on the ledge, his back firmly against a good strong wall. With both feet placed midway on the rock, he shoved with all his might, stifling a yell as it gave way and hurtled into space.


But beneath him the ledge was crumbling now, and he was scrabbling with hands and feet in disintegrating rubble. Frantic, he felt himself sliding away. He clutched wildly for support but nothing would hold him. He tried to stop the slide, searching for a foothold, but the whole section seemed to be giving way, so slowly, so casually, that he expected it to come to a standstill any second. But there was no stopping it now. Djarama was caught in a landslide that was fast gathering momentum. Then there was nothing. He screamed as he was flung away from the cliff face, plunging down. His screams echoed, and echoed, becoming fainter as the life drained out of them.


Numinga was dreaming of a river in flood, of a fast-moving torrent full of debris, but he was safe in a canoe, manoeuvring splendidly, unconcerned, though they were rushing towards rapids, and Djarama was there with him, but he didn’t look like Djarama; his passenger was a white man. And Djarama was screaming in fear, refusing to accept that they weren’t in any danger …


Then he sat up. Wide awake. Had he heard screams?


Mimimiadie and his mates were back, running, collecting their spears, destroying evidence of their campfires with brush.


‘What’s going on?’ Numinga asked fearfully.


Gopiny was trembling. ‘The kid. He fell. He was screaming. It was terrible. A ledge gave way.’


‘He fell! Ah no! Are you sure? Maybe he only slid down a little way. Are you sure?’


‘We saw him fall.’ Gopiny shuddered. ‘He went all the way down.’


‘And he’s dead.’ Mimimiadie had no pity. ‘You should have kept him up here. Now he’s ruined everything. We have to get out of here.’


‘Where will we go?’ Gopiny cried.


Matong, a sour fellow who rarely spoke, was already leaving.


‘Posses coming. I’m going home.’


‘You can’t,’ Mimimiadie hissed. ‘They’ll be looking for us.’


‘Looking for us here too. Which way they come? You don’t know.’


Mimimiadie knew that was true – the whites could come from the gorge, either end – but he had to have the last word. ‘Better we split up anyway,’ he yelled as Matong loped away, retreating. ‘You come with me,’ he told Gopiny.


‘Where?’ Gopiny was panicking.


‘Unless you want to jump over the gorge, the only way left,’ he snarled, pointing north.


‘What’s up there?’


‘Good country.’


‘For a while,’ Numinga, their forager, told them. ‘Then it drops down to four swamps, unhealthy. No good until the rains come and clean them out. I could smell them from miles away.’


‘Then that’s where we go,’ Mimimiadie said stubbornly. ‘We only stay for a while. The whites come up here. Find no one. Think that dead one been making trouble on his own. They go away.’ He grinned at Gopiny. ‘Then we come back. Sit down here. Safe.’


Gopiny wasn’t so sure about that. ‘How safe? Next time the whites come with their cattle, they might look about up here first, with their guns.’


‘You’re stupid. Once the rains come past us up here and start falling down there, no cattle, no one could get through that gorge.’ He turned to Numinga. ‘Isn’t that right?’


‘Yes. It will flood.’


Gopiny looked back across the plains that led to the open forests and on to their own rich lands along the Daly River, and Numinga guessed he would rather follow Matong, taking his chances on making it home. But Mimimiadie was the boss.


‘Where are you going?’ he asked Numinga. Not that he cared; it was only a form of dismissal.


Numinga watched them leave, their hard black backs marked, like his, with cicatrices denoting manhood, but unlike him, they were not scarred as well from the whitefeller whips.


He shrugged. They were no loss. There had been no crying for the lad who had flown to his Dreaming and perhaps, he mused, that way he could find it, the poor lost fellow. Stranger things had happened.


But what now? Obviously he couldn’t stay here either. He’d be shot on sight. The whites tore into a rage if even one of their millions of cattle was killed. Those rocks must have caused that army of animals to go berserk. As a former stockman, he wouldn’t relish being caught in that confined space with a mob of wild cattle, especially a mob of that size. Going on numbers, he figured, the real confusion would be at the other end, where escaping cattle would be running mad, so the drovers, when they managed to extricate themselves from a stampede in the gorge, would be out there, trying to round them up, and from there, they’d be looking up to the gorge. Matong was right. Better to go back.


He stood, limbering up for a long trek to somewhere. He would have to run the gauntlet of searchers, posses or police, who would still be trying to track the killers of those miners; they never gave up. Unless of course they’d already executed a few innocent blacks in reprisal.


That was the terrible part of this war. Reprisals. He had learned the word from the whites, discovering it meant, simply, payback. What was the use of a war based on payback? he’d wondered. Payback, according to his rules, was for individuals who insulted or broke the law, and in extreme cases via the magic men, where pointing the bone was a useful punishment. But not this endless ‘you kill, I kill’, with no clear result mapped out. No sit-down talks to iron out problems between tribes like in the old days; just killings. Numinga couldn’t bear to look ahead to the end result. He was tired. Right now he only yearned for a safe haven.


There were still some tribes, so remote in the south, or over on Arnhem land, past the Alligator rivers, that they were not bothered by white marauders, but they were too far. He’d only joined up with Mimimiadie and his mates for company, and for his trouble had got himself mixed up in the murders. Though he really was upset about Mimimiadie’s wife. That was terrible. Another crime that wouldn’t have posses scouring the land. Only the distraught husband. Not the best wasps’ nest to disturb.


So. The safest place right now was within the sweltering jungles still owned by the Daly River tribes, which were too dangerous for the white men to infiltrate, unless they had a death wish. The trouble was, those Daly River men, like Mimimiadie, resented being pushed back into the crocodile-infested areas. They owned the lands far beyond, where they could hunt as they’d always done had the rapacious white men not taken them. That was why stubborn men like Mimimiadie were out there. Their territory. Their hunting ground.


Numinga shrugged. Mimimiadie had been right about one thing. It was better to split up. And he had a better chance than any of them. He could speak English. And hoping that no one recognised him, he could say he was a stockman, looking for a job. A stockman wearing only a rope twist round his waist? Not likely. If he was to make it all the way to the sanctuary of the Daly River, he’d have to find some clothes.




Chapter Four


The main herd was held back as four men took the first mob, about three hundred beasts, into the cool reaches of the gorge. Paddy’s son, Duke Milligan, was way up front, not so much to lead as to keep control when the herd forged out of the narrow confines on to the flat country beyond. Paddy was riding there with the cattle, keeping to the left-hand side, which provided more space between the walls and the shallow waterholes. Far from being a hazard, the watery passage was making life easier for the riders, Yorkey noticed as he followed Paddy. The heavy beasts were muscling and shoving each other to at least travel through water, aware that the shouting men and the whips were not allowing the pace to slow. Not far behind him, the stranger known as Zack was keeping his end up, feeding the cattle carefully into the narrower sections and then releasing them to move faster as the caverns widened.


It was all going well; the mob were steaming through on their best behaviour, snorting and shouldering, almost as if they were enjoying the change of air. Yorkey cracked his whip, edged his horse round a rocky patch and stood in the saddle to get a better look at the old gorge again. It would be really something to see the falls cascading down those walls, in full flood, but not possible. Not unless you were looking to drown. Then he remembered the voice that he’d heard, thought he’d heard, and craned to get a better look at the heights. Not that you’d hear an answering call over this racket. The noise of all those hooves drumming along would drown out a brass band.


He saw the movement in the flicker of an eye and shouted to Paddy to look out, waving his arms wildly, but Paddy didn’t look back, nor did he look up. The boulder tumbling from above, bouncing and crashing, dislodging more rock, didn’t seem to be making a sound. As Yorkey instinctively forced his mount forward, in a frantic attempt to warn Paddy, the huge rock and a shower of rubble thudded into the herd. Animals screamed, crumpled, others stumbled over them in a panic and then broke away, rampaging in all directions, causing yet more to stumble and fall.


Shouting to the stockmen behind him, Yorkey had no choice but to wheel his horse at the mob, trying to halt them, hoping that bloke Zack was doing the same, turning the last of them back until this lot could be sorted out. His whip cut viciously into the hides of the cattle still on their feet but another boulder struck and there was no holding the forward mob. There was a rush for them to get out now, a stampede. He couldn’t see Paddy, and his own position was too dangerous to hold, stuck right in the middle of the rush, so he pulled over to the wall, letting more pass, deciding it would be better to concentrate on the tail-enders.


Zack came up to join him, and the two of them set to work to cut off the slower, confused tail-end of the mob. They soon managed to slow them to a walk.


‘Where’s Paddy?’ Yorkey yelled.


‘Can’t see him,’ Zack shouted. ‘He would have had to go with them, to get out of that.’ He stared up. ‘We can’t go past that point in case there’s more loose rock. You keep easing them down here and I’ll go back to start turning them around. We’ll take this lot outside to the other blokes.’


He backed his horse to the wall and then nosed it slowly along the side of the shivering cattle that were quieter now, apprehensive, but suddenly Yorkey ploughed forward, reaching out, grabbing for Zack’s arm, almost pulling him from his horse.


Angrily Zack resisted, shouting at Yorkey, just as the landslide came crashing down on them. Not just boulders this time; a full slide.


Zack was struck by rocks but as he fell, Yorkey grabbed him, dragging him roughly from the horse before he slid to the ground himself, letting his own horse dash away in fright. He pulled the dazed man flat to the wall, in behind a mound of boulders, all hopes of maintaining control of their end of the herd forgotten. Away to their right, around the bend, a landslide was in full flight, tons of rock and rubble thundering down, and Yorkey was terrified, afraid that the whole wall was collapsing. And in among all that racket he thought he heard someone scream.


‘What was that?’ Zack cried.


‘Someone hurt. Bad, I think.’


‘Who?’ Zack struggled up, groping dizzily at the wall.


‘Dunno.’ Yorkey was spooked. It seemed to him that the scream had not come from the ground, from a man caught under those hooves or suffering the battering of rocks. It had come from the sky and faded into the dusty mists raised by the landslides. He remembered the stories his mother had told him, of the death leap, of the spirits that still lived here, and the overwhelming feeling he’d experienced when he’d first entered the gorge. Now he felt it to be true. This was indeed a sacred place and they’d been given a warning. As they stepped out to survey the dead and injured animals that were being carefully avoided by the surviving cattle that trotted on by, their own sense of order restored, Yorkey was nervous, believing he was in the presence of a spirit. Maybe the young man who’d leapt from the heights back there in the ages was still reliving his passion and his pain. A restless spirit, Yorkey decided, still here. He would have to think on that. Later.


Zack was scrambling about, calling to other men, searching, but the slides had left huge wedge-shaped piles of rubble jutting out on to the floor of the gorge, altering the shape of the caverns, and all around him lay injured animals, moaning helplessly.


‘We’d better go and find out if everyone is all right,’ he said. ‘I don’t know who screamed. It could have been an animal.’


Yorkey nodded. ‘Yeah.’ He wasn’t about to air his opinions to these white blokes and get laughed at. He stared at the huge extension of the wall created by the landslide. There’d be cattle buried underneath, but no humans. He and that bloke Zack had been the only ones in this section of the gorge.


‘Come on!’ Zack started to limp away, then turned back. ‘Hey, Yorkey. Thanks. I’m beholden to you. I reckon you grabbed me just in time, I was headed in that direction.’


Paddy Milligan was badly injured, lying half submerged in a waterhole with his son, Duke, kneeling beside him wailing like a banshee.


‘He’s dead! Me pa’s dead!’


Zack pushed him away. ‘Let me see.’


Paddy was drawn up in a foetal position as if to defend himself from the pounding hooves, and his blood had turned the waterhole pink, but he was still breathing.


‘Settle down, Duke. He’s still with us. Help me get him out of here before he slides back in. Careful now. And someone do a count. Check if everyone’s accounted for.’


They brought blankets and made a bed for Paddy by the wall, then tore shirts to make bandages while Zack worked to stem the blood and make him as comfortable as he could. He had seen men trampled by cattle before, and he knew there was a fine line between helping and destroying in these cases. Even the doctors argued about it.


‘He’s in shock,’ he told Duke. ‘Find more blankets. Saddle blankets, anything, we have to keep him warm. And get some wood to light a fire; it will get cold in here when the sun sets.’


They brought whisky when Paddy regained consciousness, and gave him some sips, while Zack gently straightened him out, resetting a broken arm and a broken leg with sticks as splints, worrying all the time about internal injuries because it was obvious that breathing caused pain.


‘Go for help,’ he shouted at Duke.


‘Which way?’


Zack thought quickly. There were three men left with the main herd back there beyond the gorge, but they were too far from a homestead.


‘Go ahead. Make for Katherine. There are homesteads on the way. We need a doctor and a wagon.’


Duke held back. ‘I can’t leave my pa. What if he dies?’


‘Then send someone else. Move!’


It was then Zack realised that some of the men helping them were strangers.


‘Where did you come from?’ he asked as he eventually settled back, with Paddy cocooned by the fire.


‘We’re from Pop Oatley’s station. On our way home. Five of us. We’ve been on leave. Going home to hole up for the wet.’ The stockman grinned. ‘We were headed for the gorge and we come across all them stray cattle wandering about and not a drover in sight, so we rounded them up and two of our blokes are keeping an eye on them. Victoria River brand, eh?’


‘Yes.’


‘Too good to be runnin’ loose. We reckoned you must have run into strife in here. And by the way, we did what you asked. One of our blokes went on through the gorge and talked to your drovers out there. We did the count, like, and all your blokes are in one piece, except this poor bugger.’


‘Thank God. I thought I heard a scream. But I’d taken a whack on the head …’


‘I can see that. You’d better let me mop it up.’


‘All right. Must have been an animal I heard back there.’


‘Not surprised. It’s a big bloody mess. We reckon you’ve lost about fifty head. Hope it’s all right with you, my mates, and that Abo drover you’ve got, are going to shoot the beasts too beat to get up.’


‘Yes,’ Zack said numbly. ‘Yes. It’s a bloody disaster. I’m always wary of landslides here, but not at this time of the year.’


‘Could have been worse. Only two or three spots. Nothing major, just bad luck for your mate here. And the Vic River station won’t miss a bullock or two. Anyway, my mates reckon it was a mild quake. They reckon they felt the shiver. Can’t say I did meself.’


When Zack stood up, the stockman stared at him. ‘Jeez. You’re Zack Hamilton from Black Wattle. I thought you looked familiar. I thought you was a drover, with this mob. What are you doing here?’


Zack couldn’t remember when he’d endured a headache as bad as this, although the stockman, Johnny Wise, had announced when he’d cleaned the wound that it probably didn’t need stitching. Probably not, Zack thought, but my head feels as if my skull has been stood on by an elephant. He was still waiting by the campfire when he heard the shots, heard the animals being put out of their misery. Now, as well as worrying about Paddy, he had the carcasses to think about. They couldn’t be buried in rock. They would have to be burned or dragged out of here. Jesus bloody wept! Would he ever get home?


He looked at the men huddled by the campfire within reach of Paddy, who was quiet now, breathing huskily, and that reminded him. ‘How is Pop? I’ve heard he hasn’t been too good.’


‘Not too good at all. Had a heart attack and then got pneumonia on top of it. William Oatley was out there for a while, until the old man was on his feet again. He tried to talk him into going to Darwin with him, but you know Pop. Stubborn old coot, he wouldn’t budge. So William had to go on home. Last I saw of Pop, he was still wobbly, believe me, but he reckons he’s as fit as a trout.’


Zack laughed. ‘That sounds like Pop. Say hello for me when you get back. I hope he’s well enough to come to town for the summer, though. It won’t seem like Christmas without Pop Oatley making the toasts.’


He saw Yorkey return and squat by the fire. ‘The horses? Are they all right?’


‘Yeah. Your feller got a gash on the rump, that’s all.’


‘Ah well,’ Zack sighed. ‘Have you had some grub, Yorkey? There’s damper here.’


‘I got some back there,’ Yorkey lied. He wasn’t hungry. Didn’t even want to think about food in this place with those spirits hanging about. And that scream still echoing in his head.


That Zack, the ring-in stockman. He was a lean, rangy bloke, on the way to fifty, Yorkey guessed, and he’d taken over as if this was his show. Even Paddy’s other stockmen had jumped to attention under his orders.


One of them had ridden in to investigate the delay and been shocked, naturally, at this mess, suggesting they ought to turn back, but Zack had ordered them to stay put, hold the main herd until this was all sorted out. One by one they’d come in to see Paddy, but as they did they were given jobs with the other men.


None of them were strangers to the necessity of destroying cattle in time of drought, but as they shot the injured animals and built a bonfire to burn the carcasses, they were all distressed, with Paddy lying there helpless. Paddy, who prided himself on delivering cattle, all of his cattle, in good nick. If he were fully conscious he’d hear the shots and smell the burning, and he’d know … and Yorkey, working with them, was upset. This was a horrible thing to have to do in the beautiful gorge. It seemed like a desecration, as if it had become unclean. And right under the noses of the spirits. Had those old spirits struck back at the white men for some reason? Not hard to think of plenty of reasons, given the way the whites had treated their people. He shuddered. He hoped they’d keep in mind that he wasn’t one of the whitefellers if they decided to hand out more punishment on this gloomy night. It was cold in the gorge now. And black as pitch. For his own survival against the spirits of the night, Yorkey wondered whether he should sit with those men now huddled about the campfire, or stay apart.


Comfort won. He moved closer for warmth, hugging a blanket.


‘No more landslides, eh?’ Duke said to him. ‘Zack reckons they’ve stopped. He reckons we could bring the mob through just a few at a time tomorrow. After we get my pa out. I suppose he’s right.’


‘Who is he?’ Yorkey asked. ‘Where’d you get him from?’


‘Zack? He’s a local. The manager of the Big Run introduced him to my pa, to give us a hand. He’s a boss himself. Owns a big station out here called Black Wattle. I tell you, Yorkey, I’m bloody glad he came along. I wouldn’t have knowed what to do. Jesus, he even had a bottle of whisky in his saddle pack. Good stuff, given him at the Big Run, he said, but needed now for Paddy, to ease the pain.’ Duke was almost in tears. ‘Bloody nice of him, wouldn’t you say?’


Yorkey nodded. By the sound of things Duke had been given a few shots of the good whisky too. But what had he said just then? That cattle station? Black Wattle. Another whitefeller name for blackfeller territory. Like this gorge. Campbell’s Gorge. He hitched his tobacco pouch from his hip pocket and slowly rolled a smoke as if he were rolling that name round on his tongue, then dug back again into those tattered memories, remembering with an effort his mother’s stories.


‘We used to go to the gorge at walkabout time, from the station, from Black Wattle station … I was a housemaid there, the missus … she …’


Yorkey shrugged. Might be right. Might be imagining it too. And so what? They wouldn’t remember Netta now. Nor an itinerant blackfeller called Jimmy Moon. Twenty years ago. A generation of blacks had come and gone since then. He turned away from the firelight and stared into the blackness, wondering why he was even contemplating all this useless information now.


If you really want to go back, he told himself, you only have to ask for the Waray people; they’d be easy to find, some of them anyway, in the country you’ve just crossed. West of the gorge. The whites live their own lives. Separate. But what would be the point? What would you all do if you found relations? Sit and stare at each other? Because you’re separate too. Not of them any more.


Not of anyone.


He was restless all night. Dreaming, dozing, seeing his mother weeping, but it wasn’t Netta, it was a white woman, heartbreaking to hear, and he dragged himself away from her. Waking. Chilled to the bone. That was the way with dreams. They got everything mixed up. Even white with black.


There was hardly a chink of dawn when Yorkey stole quietly away from the camp, sickened by the stench of the dying fires. He sluiced his face with crystal-clear water from a rock pool and began to walk back up the gorge towards cleaner air, retracing their hazardous journey.


No doctor could be found but a wagon arrived to convey Paddy to the nearest station homestead, only forty miles away, and since word had got around that drovers were in trouble at the gorge, volunteers rode in all morning. Soon Duke had enough men for a drive twice the size.


He was nervous of taking on the gorge again but gave in to the general opinion that he had no other choice. Already clouds were encroaching on pale skies to the north. The slides had been random. Some said they were caused by a mild quake; others said it could have been blacks, but most argued against that. If blacks had been on the job they would have caused a damn sight more damage than this. It was just bad luck.


By the time they were all through, Duke was smiling.


‘Jeez, Yorkey, I wish Paddy could of seen this. Those blokes nursed our mob through like they were kittens. Bloody nice of them.’


‘Yes. It all went off pretty good. I heard some of them are going on with you to Pine Creek?’


‘That’s right. Mates of Paddy’s. They’re gonna see us there safe.’


‘Good. I think I might take a break here, Duke. Go back and have a look at this country.’


‘You won’t get far in the wet.’


‘I can always bunk in at a station. Do stock work for a while.’


‘Fair enough, Yorkey. We won’t have any work until the wet’s over anyway. You can pick us up in Katherine, we’ll always have a job for you.’


Yorkey shook hands with Duke, wished his pa well, and went in search of Zack, only to find he’d already left.


He was disappointed. He wouldn’t have been asking any favours, just seeing if there were any jobs around. Maybe at Black Wattle. He could have sort of mentioned that, like in passing. Now it was too late. But he could meander out that way. Somewhere west of the route they had taken from the Big Run. He’d find it. Maybe Waray people were still there. Maybe he’d have a chance to look about anyway. Nothin’ else to do.
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