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Chapter One



The summer storms are the wildest. Maybe that’s because they’re so unexpected. But they can really rip a place apart. It’s like the sky saves it all up, then lets it go in one huge blast. The air shakes. There’s nothing soft or gentle about the rain: it pours down, a huge heavy torrent that wets you to the skin in half a minute. The thunder’s so close and loud you feel it all around you, like a landslide or an avalanche. And sometimes there’s hail.


Before the war, I found summer storms exciting. I enjoyed the noise and the violence and the out-of-control wildness, even though I knew there’d be problems afterwards. Trees blown down or struck by lightning, fresh-shorn sheep getting dangerously cold, creeks flooding.


Occasionally the problems came during the storms. One time I had to go out in massive rain to move a small mob of ewes, because a falling tree brought down their fence and the rams were getting horny. I started moving the mob but Millie, the dog, got a bit excited and when one sheep went the wrong way she chased it straight into the creek. The creek was running at a million k’s an hour, about to break its banks. The water was just beginning to lap over on both sides. The ewe and the dog, both paddling like mad, got swept away. I ran along the bank, trying to find a spot where I could jump in and pull them out. To be honest, I didn’t think they had much hope. But a kilometre down the paddock they were washed up on a gravel spit. The ewe staggered out, half-drowned. Millie staggered out, half-drowned too. She didn’t hesitate. She went straight after that sheep again, chasing it back to the mob.


Poor sheep. There are times when I feel quite sorry for sheep.


Another time we were out at the Mackenzies’ when a big storm hit. We got home to find a sheet of galvanised iron had come loose on the shearing shed. It was flapping in the wind with a sound I’ve never forgotten. Like it wanted to beat itself to death – a frantic, desperate, wild noise. When I got up on the ladder, I could see the iron tearing centimetre by centimetre: solid indestructible metal being ripped apart by the wind. It was quite scary trying to hammer down this crazed, thrashing thing in the dark.


Here, in this place I’ve learned to call home, a summer storm is dramatic. In the Bible it says Hell is a place of heat and fire. This is officially called Hell – that’s the name on the maps – and it does get hot in summer. But when a storm drops on top of us, it’s hypothermia country and the temperature can fall fifteen degrees in half an hour.


Of course if life had gone the way it was meant I wouldn’t be sitting in a little tent in Hell, watching the fabric stretch and pull, watching the rain chuck a tantrum against the fly, listening to the screech of another branch ripping and falling, and trying to keep writing this record of our lives.


I would have been sitting in our snug cabin in New Zealand, eating pizza and reading Pride and Prejudice or The Horse’s Mouth for the fourth time. Better still, I would have been back at my real home, checking the water troughs in the paddocks or yabbying in a dam or cutting the poor breeders out of a mob of cattle, to send to market.


Well none of those things would happen for a while yet. They might never happen again. I just had to accept that, but it didn’t stop me playing the old useless game of ‘if only’.


If only our country hadn’t been invaded.


If only we could have carried on the way we used to, watching other people’s wars on television.


If only we’d been better prepared, and thought more about this stuff.


Then later, when we’d got ourselves out of the battle zone, if only we hadn’t agreed to come back and continue the fight, to help the Kiwi soldiers in their failed attempt at the airbase.


Well, we didn’t really have much choice about coming back – Colonel Finley put so much pressure on us.


And we put pressure on ourselves.


That was another ‘if only’. I suppose we would have felt guilty if we hadn’t come back. Besides, we had such high hopes of meeting up with our parents again. If only we could have all been as lucky as Fi. She at least got to see her parents for half an hour.


I was still burning about Colonel Finley. The helicopter he was meant to send. The helicopter he’d promised us. The way he more or less abandoned us after his Kiwi troops went missing. The way that when we called up and asked for the chopper, suddenly they were too busy. For a dozen crack New Zealand troops we knew there’d have been no problem. But for us, there was a major problem.


The joke was that we’d achieved more with our rough-and-ready tactics, our homemade bombs and make-it-up-as-you-go approach than just about any professional soldiers could have done. We thought so anyway, and when we were in New Zealand enough people were ready to tell us that. Only now that we were back here, trapped in lonely wild Hell, they seemed happy to forget us.


If only the chopper had turned up and whisked us back to safety. I wanted it to be like a taxi: just dial the number. Where are you going? How many passengers? What name? We’ll have it there in no time, love, no worries.


It was hard not to be bitter. We felt like Colonel Finley had dumped us. We talked about it non-stop for a week, till we got sick of it as a topic for conversation, and agreed not to talk about it any more. That was the only way we could stop it poisoning us.


After we’d finished our week or so of sulking we started getting restless. Lee was the worst. Since he found out about the death of his parents he was burning for action. When I say action I don’t necessarily mean revenge, although he sure was keen on that. But I think he could have been distracted from thoughts of revenge if there’d been other things to think about, other things to do.


There was nothing. We’d built a few odds and ends in Hell – the chook shed mainly – but we couldn’t build anything else because it was too dangerous. There was such a risk of being seen from the air or even from the top of Tailor’s Stitch, the ridge that wound far above us, the west wall of our hideout. Lee didn’t seem interested in reading the few books we’d brought, he didn’t have his precious music with him and he wasn’t in the mood for talking. All he had were his thoughts. He sat alone for hours every day and wouldn’t even tell me what he was thinking.


Homer and Kevin weren’t any better. One afternoon they spent four hours trying to hit a tree trunk with pebbles. They sat on the bank of the creek and chucked stones at the tree until they ran out of ammo, then they went over and picked up the pebbles and started again. By the end of the afternoon Homer had hit it six times and Kevin three. Fair enough, it was fifty metres away, but I thought they could have done better. I thought I could have done better. That wasn’t what bothered me though. It was their mood. They seemed so flat, so uninterested. I nearly suggested going out and attacking the enemy again, just to get them motivated.


As it happened I didn’t need to suggest that. Almost at the same moment as I thought it – well, less than half an hour later – Lee suddenly turned to me and said: ‘I’m leaving here, going to Wirrawee or somewhere. Cobbler’s Bay maybe. Stratton even. I’m not going to spend the rest of the war sitting around waiting to be rescued. I want to do as much damage as I can.’


My breath went. I knew I couldn’t stop him. In some ways I didn’t want to stop him. In other ways I did. I was deeply in like with Lee. Maybe even love. I wasn’t sure about that. Sometimes it definitely felt like love. Other times I didn’t want anything to do with him. When it came to Lee, I felt the full range of emotions, from wild passion to revulsion. On the average I think I was in like with him.


But it wasn’t just Lee that I wasn’t sure about; it was everything. Maybe it’s just a teenage thing, not being sure about stuff. I wasn’t sure if there was a God, if there was life after death. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see my parents again, if Lee and I should have made love, if we’d been acting the right way since the invasion, if the sun would rise in the morning or set at night. I wasn’t sure if I liked eggs hard-boiled or soft.


So Lee saying calmly and strongly that he was going out to continue the fight – how could I tell him he was doing the wrong thing? I was less sure about that than I was about the sun rising.


We were sitting quite a way up the track, on the last flat bit, at the point where it started to climb to Wombegonoo. For a long time neither of us spoke. I knew what a big statement he’d made. I knew we were approaching the end of our short rest. We both knew we might be approaching the end of our short lives. Death might be sneaking up on both of us right now. Because I knew, of course, that I couldn’t let Lee go out there on his own.


I think we both felt that none of us, none of our group of five, would let Lee go alone. In a way I should have resented him putting us under this kind of pressure, not giving me or the others a real choice. He’d done it to us before and I hadn’t liked it. I didn’t like anyone putting me under pressure, telling me what to do, making decisions for me. I remember going off my head when Homer announced we were coming back from New Zealand in the first place. If it was different this time, perhaps it was because I knew things were getting too desperate; the war was at such a critical stage and our help was needed like never before. We simply couldn’t lounge around having long rests between gigs.


When we talked to the others I found things were a bit more complicated than I’d expected. Homer and Fi reacted like I thought they would – pretty much the same as me. But Kevin … well. I hadn’t let myself think that any of us might go off like he did.


How could I? If I did, I might have to think about my own fears. Those fears had sent me into panic when Colonel Finley said he wanted us to come back from New Zealand. Those fears had taken control of me completely when the enemy soldier walked towards me in the streets of Wirrawee. Those fears caused a scream to come ripping out of my throat, when silence was the only option. For all I knew, my scream might have caused the capture or death of the twelve New Zealand guerillas.


So I couldn’t think about Kevin not being as brave as me. I couldn’t condemn him for lacking a bit of guts sometimes.


It happened while we were at the fireplace, eating a lunch that was mainly rice, like a lot of our meals these days. Lee started making his big announcement, but he’d hardly finished his first sentence before Homer burst out: ‘We might as well go and do something. This is hopeless, sitting around here. Even if we do some tiny little thing, it’d be better than this.’


‘Danger’s a drug,’ I thought, as I sat there watching him. ‘And you’re hooked on it, Homer.’


‘I don’t mind doing little things,’ Fi said. ‘I just hope you guys can stop at little things. But you never seem satisfied with that. You always want to go for the big blast.’


Kevin said nothing for a minute. Then, with voice shaking, he said: ‘I don’t think we should do any more. The way Finley’s dumped us here … it sucks. Why should we do anything for him? He’s sold us right down the creek.’


No-one seemed to know how to answer that. I mean, I think we did know; it’s just that no-one wanted to be the one to do it. We weren’t too keen on flowery patriotic speeches.


For some stupid reason I opened my mouth though. I had no right to, but I did.


‘Kevin, this isn’t anything to do with Colonel Finley. We’ve all said about a thousand times what we think of him not sending the chopper. That’s not the issue. The main thing is that we’re in a position to do something to help and no-one else can. I don’t think we’ve got much choice.’


Then I said the stupid thing, the unforgivable thing. ‘I know we’re all scared Kevin, but we’ve just got to go out there and do it.’


There were some things we never said to each other and the word ‘scared’ was one of them. Oh, maybe at night in our sleeping bags when we were being honest and we couldn’t see each other’s faces, but this wasn’t one of those times.


Kevin went red and even Fi, sitting beside me, drew away a little.


‘At least I don’t scream when I see a soldier,’ Kevin said.


He got up and walked off. I sat there burning with shame and fury. I knew why he’d said it: even in my rage I knew why he’d said it, but I didn’t know if I could ever forgive him. I had enough trouble forgiving myself.


Homer said, ‘That wasn’t very smart Ellie.’


‘Oh leave her alone,’ Fi said.


Lee didn’t say anything. That hurt too. I thought he would have stuck up for me, especially against Kevin, who he didn’t like much.


So that was why I was lying in my tent listening to the summer storm smashing into the bush, watching the thrashing and threshing of the tent, crying out in fear as a small branch landed on the nylon fly. The thunder boomed and blasted, the rain had never fallen more heavily, and I never felt more alone in my life.





Chapter Two



We were all paralysed by the tension between Kevin and me. I thought it would blow over in an hour or two, like most of our arguments, like the summer storms. But Kevin wouldn’t talk to me and no matter how keen the others were to get out of Hell they didn’t seem able to make a move while this coldness went on. I tried to apologise to Kevin, but he wouldn’t listen. That made me feel I was definitely in the right now, which didn’t help settle things, as it made me less interested in trying again.


On the third day though Lee settled it, in a kind of way, by saying suddenly and aggressively: ‘Look, I said to Ellie the other day that I was going, whether anyone else came or not. I should have gone then, when I said I was. So the hell with the lot of you, I’m going now.’


‘I’ll come,’ Homer said, straight away.


‘So will I,’ Fi said.


‘I will if you want me,’ I said.


‘Of course I bloody want you,’ Lee said, looking irritated.


No-one looked at Kevin, who was trying to clean a frypan that had some burnt rice stuck to it. I don’t know what recipe he’d used for his fried rice, but it hadn’t worked too well. His face was red, but probably not from the sweat he put into his scrubbing. He didn’t say anything for so long that we gave up and assumed he wasn’t going to speak at all. Instead we started talking about what we needed to take with us. Suddenly Kevin interrupted. ‘You could at least include me in this,’ he grumbled.


We looked at each other. This time I wasn’t going to be the one to say something. No-one else seemed in a hurry either. Finally Fi, the peacemaker, said: ‘Well, we weren’t sure if you wanted to come.’


‘Of course I’m coming,’ Kevin snapped. ‘What, did you think I was going to stay here on my own? I’m not that stupid. You saw what happened to Chris.’


There was another pause, then we kept going with our plans, with Kevin making the occasional comment, usually negative. For once though we didn’t have many plans. I didn’t like that. Normally we gave a lot of thought to what we were doing. The longer the war lasted, the more we seemed to make things up as we went along. It made me feel insecure.


There was only one thing I wanted, and that was to go in the direction of Holloway, to look for my mother. The others had no particular objection to that. Homer’s parents were thought to be somewhere near Stratton, and we didn’t want to go that way. The country there was too built up, too closely settled. It seemed too dangerous for us. We didn’t have much clue where Kevin’s family was – somewhere to the north apparently. All we knew was that his mother was in the Showground, like my father. We had no hope of getting into the Showground. Anyway, we weren’t keen on going towards Wirrawee or Cobbler’s Bay for a while. We’d made things a bit hot for ourselves in these places. If we went the long way towards Holloway – via the Wirrawee–Holloway road instead of taking the short cut through the mountains-we would then have a choice of going to Goonardoo or Holloway. Goonardoo was on the main north-south railway line, so we might be able to do a bit of damage there, and they were both big towns.


That was as far as our actual plans went. The rest of the time we just threw ideas at each other. Lots of sentences beginning with ‘Maybe we could …’ or ‘What about if we …’ It was like playing ‘if only’ with the future, instead of the past.


Fi wanted to call Colonel Finley, to tell him we were leaving Hell. There was no particular objection to that either. That was the trouble. No-one particularly objected to anything, except Kevin, who objected to everything. All we had was this strong feeling that we should get back out there and be useful.


I don’t know about the others but I’d started blocking out fears about danger and death. Seeing so many people die, including some of my own friends, had made me feel weird about my own life. I’d moved gradually into a different state of thinking, where I didn’t dream much about the future. Maybe that had happened to all of us and that’s why we didn’t do a lot of planning.


I think I’d started to believe I wouldn’t survive the war. One of the slogans people chucked around a lot in peacetime was ‘Live for the day’. It’s like in sport, ‘Take it one match at a time’. Unconsciously we’d started doing that now. I’d never lived that way before the war; I hadn’t liked the idea at all. It wasn’t a good way to farm. ‘Live as though you’ll die tomorrow, but farm as though you’ll live forever.’ Everything you planted, everything you built, had to be for the long term. No good sticking up a fence that would fall down in a year or two. We’d dig a hole a metre deep for a corner post but that wouldn’t suit Dad. ‘Better go down another foot. Be on the safe side.’


‘You mean thirty centimetres,’ I’d tease him.


We’d never hold back from planting an oak tree just because it wouldn’t come to maturity for fifty years. ‘I won’t live to see this full-grown,’ Dad would say. Then he’d plant it anyway. He grumbled at the way the nurseries advertised everything as ‘rapid growth’, ‘quick growing’, ‘instant’. He thought that was a bad approach to life.


Now I had to face the possibility that I wouldn’t live to see those oak trees full-grown either. I was living the way we never had, the way I’d been taught from the cradle not to live, the way every instinct in my body told me not to live. But it was hard to stick to my parents’ ideas in the face of the deaths of Robyn and Corrie and Chris. Their deaths, the deaths of all the other people I’d seen or heard about, and the disappearance of the twelve New Zealand soldiers had been working on me slowly and steadily. Eating away like a creek at a gully. Like footrot in sheep. Like cancer.


So I left Hell with the others, feeling pessimistic, wondering if I’d ever see it again. And with no real plans. If I could find Mum, I’d be happy. I didn’t think beyond that. I didn’t know if I’d live beyond that. But at the same time I knew we had to keep fighting. We were well past the point where we sat around debating if it was morally OK to fight and kill. We’d gone so far down that road, there was no turning back. We had to go on to the end, no matter what it might be, trusting it would work out OK. Some of our earlier talks about fighting seemed naive to me now.


On and up we climbed. The storm had come through here with a vengeance. Fallen trees cut the track in three separate places. I had this little game with myself, that the three trees represented Robyn and Corrie and Chris, and that if we found any more it would mean some of us would die.


Well, we didn’t cross any more on the track out of Hell, but on the way up to Wombegonoo we came to two others. As I climbed over the splintered limbs, the broken branches and the crushed leaves – the trees were very close to each other – I couldn’t help wondering if they meant anything. Were they symbolic, or was I just being stupid? In English we’d done so much stuff on symbols. We’d given Ms. Jenkins such a tough time about them. ‘Oh come on Miss,’ we’d say, ‘don’t tell us the author meant it that way! I bet if he were here he’d say, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just writing a story.”’


There was a bit in To Kill a Mockingbird where Jem stops Scout from killing a roly-poly, whatever that is, and Ms. Jenkins said the roly-poly was a symbol of Tom Robinson, but I don’t know, it seemed a bit far-fetched to me.


On the top of Wombegonoo a strong fresh wind was blowing. It had chased away the clouds, and left a sky that glowed. The temperature was cool but not cold. We’d had a lot of rain lately, quite a few storms. They leave the air so clean and clear. They wash the dust away and let the stars shine. But I don’t think I’ve ever seen it as bright as it was that night.


If I were looking for symbols, maybe that was another one. The stars were so many different colours. Mostly shades of white of course, but some tinged with blue, some with red, some with yellow or gold. And others, a few, burning a strong red. When the Slaters had their Japanese friend visit a few years back she told me they were lucky to see a dozen stars at night in Tokyo. Well, I don’t know how many we saw that evening. In places they were so bright they became one shining stream of light.


Radio reception was good at first too. Colonel Finley sounded more relaxed. I guess the war must have been going a bit better. I don’t know, maybe he’d just had a second helping of dessert. Maybe he’d been promoted. Maybe he was happy to hear our friendly voices. He’d probably been sitting around the office saying ‘Gee, can’t wait to hear from my little buddies again. I miss them, you know. Might send a helicopter to pick them up.’


We had to be careful what we said of course. When we were back in New Zealand Colonel Finley told us to assume the enemy was listening whenever we used the radio. He told us to be ‘brief and circumspect’. Col and Ursula said the same thing. I’ve never figured out exactly what circumspect means but it wasn’t hard to guess.


Homer did the talking. He just said we were going out into enemy territory, but not specifically to look for the ‘Dirty Dozen’ – which is what we’d nicknamed the missing New Zealand soldiers. We had no real hope of seeing them again, unless it was by luck. If they were still alive we were sure they wouldn’t be in this area. Stratton maybe, but not around Wirrawee or Holloway. The best we could hope for was that they were prisoners, and of course they’d be in a maximum security prison, not Wirrawee Showground.


The nearest maximum security prison was Stratton, as we well knew, and it mightn’t be open for business any more. It took a hell of a pounding during at least one Kiwi air raid that we’d experienced. The air raids might have meant the end of Stratton as a place to lock up dangerous criminals, like us, or the Kiwi soldiers.


So we told the Colonel we were heading in a different direction, to do whatever damage we could. He didn’t sound quite so relaxed when we told him that. In his usual dry formal way he said: ‘Anything you do will be appreciated. If they have to move one soldier to your district in response to your activities, then that’s one soldier less to fight in the critical areas. Is there anything we can do for you?’


It was a pretty illogical question, as there wasn’t much he could do from way back in Wellington. But Homer grabbed the chance. ‘A lift out of here would be nice.’


Colonel Finley actually sounded a bit guilty when he answered. ‘Don’t get the wrong idea. We haven’t abandoned you. We will get you out, but we just can’t do it right at this moment. Don’t give up on us though.’


I think we all cheered up a bit when we heard that. But a moment later the reception went crazy: static and whistles and chainsaw noises. Homer started trying to call the Colonel back but I stopped him. The sudden loss of the signal and the weird noises on such a clear night scared me. It made me think that maybe one of our fears was justified: maybe they were monitoring us. I got him to turn the radio off. There wasn’t any point anyway. It was good to hear a friendly adult voice – nice and comfortable – but there was nothing else we could say to him. Not much else he could say to us, either.


We left pretty soon after that. We’d done our packing. Lee took the radio, wrapping it in plastic in the little emergency pack that he carried around his waist. I watched him, half smiling. He was so organised, so thorough. Sometimes it annoyed me, maybe because I knew I wasn’t like that myself. This time I couldn’t help making a comment. ‘You’re like a girl, you’re so neat,’ I said.


Lee shrugged. He didn’t seem upset. ‘You might thank me one day,’ was all he said. I knew he was right, and I knew my comment had been unusually dumb – even for me – so I shut up.


We threaded our way along Tailor’s Stitch. Oh, ‘threaded our way’ – I think I just made a joke. Well, it’s what we did. I mean I exaggerate a bit when I write about Tailor’s Stitch. It’s not like a razor blade, where if one of the boys fell with a leg on either side he’d have a nasty accident. For most of the way you can walk quite easily, sometimes even two people side by side. At other points though it really is narrow and you have to be a bit careful. I mean if you did fall you wouldn’t plunge a thousand metres to your death. You’d just roll down the slope a way. If you fell awkwardly you might break a leg, but you can do that anywhere of course.


There is a track, worn by the boots of bushwalkers over the years. It’s always been quite a popular area for bushwalking. Some weeks we’d get a dozen people coming through our place on their way up to Tailor’s Stitch. Other times, especially in winter, we’d go a couple of months without seeing anybody.


The track wasn’t just made by humans. I was leading, followed by Homer, then Fi, then Lee, with Kevin quite a way back – surprise, surprise. But I had to slow down when I found myself behind the fat backside of a wombat, waddling along at his own pace. Wombats are a law unto themselves. When I was little, I had a friend out from town for the weekend: Annie Abrahams. She’d never been on a farm before, and the first night, just after dark, we were coming back from putting the chooks away – a little later than we should have – and she saw a wombat. Before I could say anything Annie ran up and gave it a hug. I guess she thought it was some kind of cute cuddly bear. Well, the wombat didn’t hesitate. He turned around and buried his teeth in Annie’s leg. She screeched like a cockatoo at twilight. I tried to pull the wombat off, but it was impossible. They’re so strong. I was screaming for Dad, and Annie was screaming non-stop and the wombat was grunting louder than a bulldozer on a slope. It was scary. I didn’t know how much damage it might do to Annie. I thought her leg might be mangled to pieces. Eventually Dad came running out. He tried to pull the wombat off too and failed, and finally he gave it a hell of a kick in the guts. The wombat let go and staggered away into the darkness. Then I didn’t know whether to be more upset about the health of the wombat or the state of Annie’s leg. But her leg wasn’t too bad. Although it was bruised, the skin wasn’t broken – I think it was more the shock and fear that had her screaming her head off.


I never found out what happened to the wombat.


Another time a wombat got trapped in a small toilet at the end of the shearing shed. I don’t know how it got in and I sure as hell don’t know why it got in. Looking for food maybe. Maybe it wanted to use the toilet. Anyway no-one found it till morning. I wasn’t there when they got it out, but I know it took forever. I saw what damage it did though. Unbelievable. If you’d gone in with a sledgie and spent the night swinging it round at full strength you couldn’t have done more damage. It was a wooden dunny lined with fibro, but there was no fibro left intact. It was in fragments all over the floor. The only bits still on the walls were the little pieces nailed to the timber. But much of the timber had been splintered and broken. It was like the wombat spent the whole night headbutting the place. I guess that’s exactly what he had done.


So, when I realised we were following this wombat’s big bum I slowed down. There wasn’t much room on the track, and I wasn’t looking for a fight just yet.


‘Oh look,’ said Fi, from behind me, ‘a wombat. Isn’t it cute.’


I had an immediate fear that this would be a repeat of the Annie Abrahams story.


‘Yeah, real cute,’ I said. ‘Just keep a safe distance.’


Fi paused and we watched the wombat as it waddled on ahead. We were getting close to the turn-off where the four-wheel-drive track went down the mountain to the farm, and the wombat started to veer to the left. I thought I’d grab the chance to show Fi a party trick that I’d never tried myself but had heard Dad talk about. With no knowledge of whether it would work, and not much confidence, I said to Fi: ‘Did you know that they’ll follow a torchlight?’


Fi had been teased by us so often, been the victim of so many practical jokes, that she wouldn’t believe me this time. ‘Oh sure,’ she said doubtfully.


‘No, really, I promise.’


I swung my pack down and opened the side pocket, pulling out my torch. Leaving the pack, I went forward ten metres and flicked on the torch. We were down below the tree line, so there was no danger from enemy soldiers. I focused the beam of light on the ground in front of the wombat and then moved it away to his side. To my surprise he turned as soon as I did it, and followed the light obediently. Of course I didn’t let the others know I was surprised. I just acted cool, like this was exactly what I’d expected.


I took the wombat for a little walk by moving the light around. I felt like a choreographer. The others were all cracking up. ‘Oh my God,’ Fi kept saying, in her light little voice that sounded sometimes as if it’d float away, ‘that’s amazing.’


There still wasn’t much room around me, because Tailor’s Stitch was just behind and we were surrounded by thick bush. So I swung the light one more time and made the wombat come towards me. I felt totally confident, totally in control. I planned to walk backwards slowly as the wombat came in my direction. The wombat hadn’t read my script though. For no apparent reason he started charging, overrunning the spot of light on the ground. Maybe he saw me, but I really don’t think so. Wombats give you the feeling they’re just about blind. But they could be tricking of course.


At first I thought it was a joke, and I started going backwards a bit, getting faster as the wombat accelerated. Then suddenly I decided I was in trouble. It didn’t seem to matter any more what I did with the torch. The wombat had torn up the rule-book. He’d stopped following the rules and he’d definitely stopped following the light. The whole situation was out of control. I forgot about my dignity and began to panic. A wombat at full gallop is surprisingly scary. Considering that they look like stuffed cushions on four little legs they actually get up to quite a speed. So I accelerated a bit myself. Ignoring the wild laughter of the other four, I swung around so I could make a high-speed getaway up the wall of Tailor’s Stitch.


And I fell over my own pack.


I fell quite hard. The others were pissing themselves. I have to admit I was genuinely scared. I thought I was about to get torn apart by a wild wombat. The way he was grunting sounded seriously unfriendly. And I’d landed on my bad knee, which hurt. For a moment I expected the wombat to leap on top of me and tear my head off.


But he didn’t. He swerved off his line and disappeared deep into the bush, having had enough of humans for one night. I struggled up again, with no help from anyone. They were still all falling around laughing. They can be pretty stupid and juvenile sometimes. I brushed myself down, put my pack back on, and started walking. I left it to them to decide whether to follow or not.


The weird thing was that Kevin seemed to feel better about me after that. He was laughing more and talking more and including me in his conversation. I don’t know why he apparently decided I was an OK person again, but it seems like he did, and I thought that made the close encounter with the wombat almost worthwhile.


Almost, but not quite.





Chapter Three



In the morning Kevin was in a sulk again. We stopped just before 5 am and had a bit of a rest. We didn’t put up tents or flies, but we spread out the bedrolls for a snooze. I think I slept for maybe an hour. I woke just in time to hear the first blowie of the day buzzing around. You know the night’s over when you hear the first blowie. As you get into summer the earlier they come, and the more there are.


So I got up and pulled out a few things for breakfast. Nothing exciting, just dried apricots, fruit roll-ups and scroggin. We’d stopped about three hundred metres from a creek. It was something Ursula taught me: never camp right next to a creek, because the noise of the water will stop you hearing anyone sneaking up on you.


By the time I’d finished fiddling with the food and moving a few more things in my pack – I was always trying for the perfect arrangement of stuff in my pack; it had become a major hobby – the others were up too. None of us was much good in the morning, except Fi. She seemed to wake up and start functioning straight away. Not like a diesel four-wheel drive. She’d get up and immediately be moving and thinking and talking at normal speed. Lee was the next best but he wasn’t in Fi’s class. Kevin and I were the worst.


So I grouched around, mumbling occasional comments to the others, as we each threw together our bizarre variations of breakfast.


We hadn’t bothered with a sentry, because we were still in deep bush, though we were quite close to the Wirrawee–Holloway road. But while they were eating I went for a walk, to see what I could see. Despite the blowies it was a nice morning. It still had that fresh coolness you get early in the day, before the sun dries everything and bakes the air, and even the blowies have to give up and find shade for themselves. I had a good little stroll and managed to wake myself up at least, although the only interesting thing I saw was a trout breaking the world high jump record with a leap out of a pool to grab a passing insect. Talk about Cazaly. This fish was a metre out of the water. Well, almost a metre.


When I got back, a full-scale argument was raging. I could hear them from a hundred metres away, which worried me. We’d trained ourselves to speak pretty softly these days. In fact I didn’t recognise their voices for a minute, they were so loud. I had a terrible spasm of fear that we’d been found. Once I realised it was only them I went on in to the campsite, but not very willingly. I’d just had my nice walk and I didn’t want to get involved with something bad. I could hear Homer yelling at Kevin: ‘Christ you’re pathetic Kevin. You never want to do anything.’


‘You’d better not make so much noise,’ I said as I arrived. ‘They’ll hear you in Wirrawee.’


Lee was standing against a tree. I’ve never seen him look so ugly. He had his arms folded and was staring with a terrible expression of contempt at Kevin. Fi was sitting at the creek, trailing her bowl in the water as though she were washing it, but not moving her hands at all. Homer and Kevin were standing facing each other like two bad-tempered dogs meeting for the first time. If they’d had hair down their backs it would have been bristling. Come to think of it, Homer does have quite a lot of hair down his back, but I couldn’t see if it was bristling.


Anyway, I shouldn’t make jokes about it. It was all too serious.


‘What’s the problem?’ I asked, when no-one answered my comment about the noise.


‘Kevin’s got cold feet,’ Lee said. ‘Again.’


I was a bit startled. Seemed like it was OK for the boys to say that to Kevin, but it hadn’t been OK for me.


‘I haven’t got bloody cold feet,’ Kevin shouted. ‘I’ve done everything you guys have done and more. I’m being realistic, that’s all. Just because of what happened with Lee’s parents he wants to rush off and kill anyone he can find. Well, that’s fine for him, but I’m not in a hurry to commit suicide.’


‘We’re not that stupid, Kev,’ Homer said angrily. ‘We’ve outsmarted them just about every time.’


‘Oh sure,’ Kevin said. ‘That last trip to Wirrawee was a huge success wasn’t it? We did nothing, we achieved nothing, it’s a bloody miracle we survived at all.’


‘You can go back to Hell if you want,’ Lee said, ‘but I’m not going back. Whatever we find out there, we’ll deal with it. I hope we find Ellie’s mother, of course, but I hope we find some targets we can attack too.’


‘Oh you’re such a bloody hero,’ Kevin sneered. ‘Listen, Lee, things have changed. The invasion is successful. It’s complete. They’ve won. It doesn’t matter where we go, they’re going to see us, chase us, catch us. And kill us. Don’t you understand that? There’s no point any more. Hell is the only safe place left. Everywhere else we go they’ll sniff us out. I tell you, in six months they’ll have bushwalkers coming through these mountains the same as we used to do, and you’d better pray Colonel Finley has sent a chopper by then, because that’s the only hope we’ve got.’


Even Fi flared up at that speech. ‘It’s not over yet,’ she said, without looking up. ‘I still think we can win. The New Zealanders think so too.’


‘I don’t think we’ll ever win it all back,’ Homer said. ‘Our best chance is that some day there’ll be a ceasefire, and they’ll split it up and we’ll get some back. And the way Colonel Finley explained it to me, the more land we’re holding when that happens, and the more we’ve got them on the backfoot, the more land we’ll get in the big carve-up.’


‘Colonel Finley – fat lot he knows,’ Kevin said. ‘He just says what we want to hear. Whatever he thinks will get us to do what he wants. It’s like your mother saying “Eat your vegetables so you’ll grow up big and strong”. Doesn’t mean anything.’


‘It worked for you,’ I said, trying in my usual tactful way to lighten the atmosphere. I might as well not have spoken for all the notice anyone paid.


‘Kevin, can’t you get it into your thick head that we don’t have a choice?’ Lee said, speaking through gritted teeth. His mouth was pressed together so his lips were just one thin line. I’d never seen him so angry. ‘If we don’t do anything, if we just wait to be taken back to New Zealand, we’re pathetic. We’re worse than pathetic. And if we never get taken back, then we’re dead. Dead meat. Sometimes there aren’t any questions any more. Sometimes there’s nothing to debate. If we have any choice at all, it might be as simple as this: to die fighting or to die as cowards. Not much of a choice, I agree, but if that’s the way it is, I know which I prefer.’


Lee’s statement shocked us into silence. He put in words what I’d felt for some time, but I hadn’t faced up to it quite so directly. We rolled up our mats and put the remnants of breakfast back in our packs. Then we walked on, still with no-one saying anything. It had seemed a nice morning half an hour before, but now it didn’t look quite as attractive.
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