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‘An amazingly accomplished first novel with a memorable heroine…Hyland’s hard-hitting prose has conjured up not only the atmosphere but the spirit of this remote little community and its colourful inhabitants. He’s a definite writer to watch’
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‘The writing in Diamond Dove is absolutely beautiful, and we are presented with a witty, angry and moving book. This is a breathtaking audacious debut novel that demands to be read, and that will remain in your mind for a long time after’


Reviewing the Evidence


‘A brilliant portrait of different cultures attempting to coexist in a climate of ignorance, taboos, racism and greed. Emily’s investigations take her to the heart of the conflict and lead to a denouement as impressive for its elegance as for its tension. A startling, confident first novel’


Guardian


‘A clever murder story in a fascinatingly filthy setting’


Literary Review


‘The book is extremely well written with extensive use of local dialect never detracting from the story … Adrian Hyland not only writes extremely well about the Australian outback, he also gives a very convincing portrayal of a restless and defiant young woman’


Crimesquad.com


After studying languages and literature at Melbourne University, Adrian Hyland moved to Central Australia where he lived for ten years, working in community development in remote Aboriginal communities and living with the Warlpiri people in the Tanami Desert. Diamond Dove is his first novel.
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Author’s Note



Readers familiar with the Northern Territory will recognise that I’ve taken liberties with time, geography, even politics – if nothing else, the rednecks are no longer in office! While my portrayal of the Warlpuju is based upon insights gained during my years of working with a number of Central Australian communities, they do not exist: the people, the dreamings and the places described are inventions. The Warlpuju language is also mostly fabricated; it does, however, include some terms that are common to the languages spoken across a wide area to the north of Alice Springs.




About Skin Names


Aboriginal society is traditionally organised into ‘subsections’ denoted by ‘skin names’. A person’s skin determines many important aspects of their relationships with others – from how they should be addressed to whether they are eligible for marriage. In Central Australia’s Indigenous communities this framework is still fundamental to everyday life.








Glossary



[image: Image]





Fat Flies and Green Water: the Sunlit Plains Extended



I parked my little white ute on the outskirts of the camp and sat there, looking out at the scatter of corrugated iron hovels.


There’s enough people here, I thought. Boys brawling over a flaccid football, girls bouncing a basketball in a cloud of dust, young men working on a car, pensioners chewing on the cud. A bare-arsed tacker raced past pushing a pram wheel with a length of wire.


Fifty, maybe sixty people all up. The Moonlight Downs community.


They stopped what they were doing and stared at me. Every one of them.


I climbed out of my seat, stood by the door.


‘Er, hello…’ I called. My voice trailed away unanswered.


The only up-front individual in the place was a dog – a mangy leatherjacket with weeping eyes and a snout like a stubbed cigar which slunk up and sniffed my wheels.


A minute or two crept glacially by.


I took a look around. To the south was a row of rust-red hills, to the north the scorched yellow spinifex plains that would eventually crumble and fade into the Plenty Desert. The camp was nestled in between, its standout features a sidling windmill, a silver caravan, a long-drop dunny and a horse-yard made from lancewood posts. The amenities seemed to consist of a leaky tap and a solar-powered radio mounted on a pole.


Dust devils whirled, lifted scraps of rubbish into the air. Somewhere a child cried, somewhere a crow called. A trio of hungry-looking kite-hawks eyed me from the windmill.


We waited and watched. Maybe they knew what we were waiting for, but I sure as hell didn’t. We were miles from nowhere. The nearest town, Bluebush, was four hours of rough roads away, Alice Springs another five beyond that. Even so, there was a nagging voice inside my head telling me to turn around and go back the way I’d come.


Fat flies came hounding out of the green water at the base of the tap. A toddler sat in the puddle and picked at the number eleven under his nose. A woman took out her teeth and inspected them, possibly for stress fractures or white ants. A burly, middle-aged bloke with an eye-patch, a fur hat and a T-shirt with a picture of a frog in a bun above the caption ‘Cane-toad Burger’ sat on the bonnet of a wrecked car and tapped two boomerangs together. The effect was more menacing than musical.


Then I realised who we were waiting for. He came crawling out of one of the rabbit-hutch humpies, scratched his pants and stretched his thin frame out to its full six feet. He shaded his eyes against the late-morning sun, squinted in my direction, then began to walk the same way. He was bow-legged and barefoot, wearing, as he’d always worn, a checked shirt, a white beard and a look of bemused anticipation.


Lincoln Flinders.


I scooped my blanket up from the seat, threw it around my shoulders, kicked away a couple of dogs and took a step forward.


When he was ten feet away he paused, examined me more closely.


What would he have seen? A short woman in a blue denim dress with a mass of wiry black hair, a tawny complexion, a pair of apprehensive eyes. Anyone he recognised? I should be so lucky.


A stubbly smile crinkled his beard.


‘Why, ello h’Em’ly!’ he croaked, his brown eyes beaming.


A wave of relief swept through me. The years had taken a toll on his teeth but not his powers of observation. I hadn’t seen him for over a decade, and he sounded like I’d just stepped out for a smoke.


‘Hello, Lincoln.’


He shook my hand, put an arm around my shoulders and said, ‘I shoulda knowed you straightaway from that ol red blanket.’


When I was growing up, the blanket I was wearing had gone everywhere with me: in winter it was my coat, in summer my shade.


‘I’ve been out the Jenny, Lincoln. Visiting Dad. He’s been keeping it clean for me.’


‘Mmmm,’ he nodded. ‘I see. Your Moonlight blanket, look like.’


He turned around and yelled at the milling masses: ‘Hey you mob o’ lazy myalls, come say ello to li’l h’Emily.’ I smiled at the heavily aspirated pronunciation of my name. ‘H’Emily Tempest! That Nangali belong ol Motor Jack. Get over an make ’er welcome! She come home!’


Which they did; and which, for a day or two, I almost thought I had.


*


‘Li’l Emmy, parnparr,’ said Gladys Kneebone as we sat by the fire half an hour later. ‘Didn’t they feed you down south?’


Gladys herself was a battleship on stilts. She wasn’t much older than me, but she’d exploded in every direction. She was immensely tall, immensely fat, wearing a green dress and a coiffure that looked like it had been fashioned with a splitting axe. She thrust a pannikin of head-banging tea into my hand, fossicked through the embers with a stick and offered me a leg of… a leg of what? I wondered warily. Rabbit?


‘Good tucker that one,’ she exclaimed.


I took a look at the scorched carcass grinning up from the ashes. Jesus, a fucking cat! Been a while since I’d had one of those. What the hell, I decided, it couldn’t be any worse than some of the crap I’d endured in roadhouses on the way up here.


It wasn’t. Kind of stringy, kind of greasy, kind of… well, cattish, but I managed.


Many of the adults I remembered from my childhood – Stumpy Dodds, Spinifex, Timothy Windmill – drifted over and had a quiet word, shook my hand or threw their wiry arms around me. Cissy Whiskey slipped in through the ruck, touched my face as if it was a sacred object and gave me the long-lost-daughter spiel. Cissy was famous for her ash-baked damper. I must have eaten tons of the stuff, smothered in golden syrup and washed down with sweet black tea. Despite the damper, Cissy herself was as skinny as a picket, with piercing eyes and an aureole of white hair.


Lincoln’s daughter, Hazel, was nowhere to be seen. My father had told me she was away out west, and evidently he was right. For that I was grateful.


Lincoln eventually hunted the mob away and we sat by the fire and talked, just the two of us. He was an easy feller to talk to, Lincoln. Always had been. He was the head stockman on Moonlight Downs station, where my father Jack was the mechanic, all through my childhood.


He still carried himself with the quiet authority that had made black and white respect him. He was a smooth-skinned, handsome man, skilled in the whitefeller ways of cattle-work and motorcars, but among his own people a religious and community leader.


We talked about my father, nowadays running a small gold mine out at Jennifer Creek, a couple of hundred k’s to the south. I told him a little about my wandering years: Adelaide, Melbourne, boarding school, university. I’d started three degrees and finished none of them, had a dozen different jobs, most of them in grungy pubs and bars. Done a lot of travel. Somehow, it seemed, always gravitating towards the drier parts of the world.


‘So all them places you seen?’ Lincoln asked, shaking his head. ‘China. India. Africa. Uz… whatever that one.’


‘Uzbekistan. Yep. Went there too.’


‘How were they?’


Jesus, where do I begin?


‘Good country?’ he prompted me.


I took a look around. Women were cooking tea and damper, men were playing cards, laughing. Kids were decorating each other’s faces with puffballs. Two teenage girls had made a cats cradle out of lengths of hairstring, and were shyly glancing in my direction and grinning.


‘Never as good as here.’


Lincoln nodded, clicked his tongue in the sympathetic manner he had for anybody who’d had the misfortune to leave Moonlight Downs, and then told me about their own homecoming.


For decades blackfellers had been deserting their traditional country and drifting into outback towns. But in recent years, as they won their land back through the courts, there’d been a counter-attack. Blacks all over the Territory were packing their kids and dogs into motorcars held together with fencing wire and moving back out into a world of ghosts and songs.


It was the same with the Moonlight mob. For most of the time I was away they’d been squatting in a fringe camp in Bluebush, but they’d been back on Moonlight for a couple of years now. Technically, they were its owners, successful claimants of the property under the Northern Territory Land Rights Act.


When Lincoln talked about the future, though, there was an edge to his voice. The return to Moonlight hadn’t worked out the way he’d hoped it would. For many, the move had come too late: the ghosts were gone, the songs forgotten.


‘Still aven’t scrape the bitumen from their boots,’ was how he put it. The young were hanging out for computers and booze, the middle-aged for soft beds, fast food and DVDs. They scuttled back into Bluebush at the slightest excuse. Only the kids and the pensioners, it seemed, were content to be back on their own country.


While we were talking, I noticed a pack of young guys hovering in the distance but keeping a surreptitious eye on me, whispering into their fists as they mangled a rusty Holden ute. The car was balanced precariously on its side, propped up by a shaky-looking log beneath which they were nonchalantly working away. I had no idea what they were doing under there, but it didn’t look like it involved fine-motor skills: their main tools were a sledgehammer, a crowbar and a length of wire.


When Lincoln looked like he needed a rest, I moseyed over to the young men, said hello. The biggest bloke, a young feller with cauliflower ears and a zucchini nose, ran a greasy rag across his mitts, shook my hand and gave me a familiar name.


‘Why Bindi!’ I exclaimed. ‘I remember you! How’d you turn into a fucking mountain? I used to wipe your arse.’


He grinned shyly, scratching the arse in question. I hoped I wouldn’t have to wipe it again.


‘We goin huntin, Em’ly,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you come along? Mebbe getta turkey, pussycat. See a bit o’ country.’


‘No worries, Bindi. Love to.’ I took another look at their transport, now restored to the horizontal. It looked like something the Japs had dropped on Darwin. Its tyres were as bald as the camp dogs. One of them – the tyres, not the dogs – had been repaired with spinifex and fencing wire. ‘I’ll bring my own wheels, though, if it’s all the same to you.’


It was all the same to everybody. Word travelled fast. By the time I got back to my Hilux it was staggering under a load that would have broken the back of a Shanghai bus. There were old blokes squinting down their rifles, little old ladies armed to the gums with nulla-nullas – fighting sticks – and crowbars, young mums with undies in their hair and babies on their breasts, kids with globs of snot bubbling under their nostrils. Slippery Williams, with a confidence that belied his name, was casually reclining on the roof. Lincoln materialised in the passenger seat next to me.


We completed a noisy circumnavigation of the camp, then set out across the sunlit plains extended. Bindi was in the lead. The nine or ten guys in his car belted out what I first thought was some ancient Warlpuju hunting song but which gradually crystallised into the flattest rendition of ‘Six Days on the Road’ I’d ever heard.


‘Sik DAY-on de road an ah’m a-gunner make it ome tonight!’ My own car-load bellowed from the back whenever the chorus came round, roaring with laughter and punching air. Lincoln tapped out the rhythm on the door.


‘What a hoot!’ I said to myself an hour or two later. ‘What a bloody hoot.’ I’d forgotten the pleasures of hunting with the Moonlight mob.


The trip so far hadn’t been much more than an excuse to see a bit of country and make a lot of noise. They shut up now, though: we’d just rounded a bend and pulled up behind the Holden, which had pulled up alongside a bush turkey. So alongside was it, in fact, that Bindi could have just about reached out and throttled it. When you have in your hands the miracle of modern technology, however, you’re obliged to use it, and to that end a rusty rifle barrel came creeping out the window. The turkey looked up into eternity with interest.


I watched Bindi’s finger squeeze back and closed my eyes, not wanting to see that naïve head blown off.


Nothing happened.


I opened my eyes. Another squeeze of the finger, another agonised silence. The tension was killing me, if not the turkey. Although it was, at least, beginning to look a little suspicious.


A long black arm emerged from the passenger’s window and rummaged quietly through a box on the roof. Looking for a spear? I thought hopefully. A boomerang? Even a well-aimed spanner would have done the job.


It emerged with a can of CRC. Oh god, I thought. He’s gonna persist with the high tech!


The hissing of the spray onto the rifle seemed to disturb the bird more than anything else thus far. It took a step or two to the west, but kept an eye upon us, still reluctant to tear itself away from the circus.


Lincoln, sitting next to me, had been fidgeting restlessly throughout the entire performance. When the rifle clicked yet again, he roared out the window, ‘More better you run the bastard over!’


The rifle swung back in our direction and I ducked for cover. If the bloody thing was ever going to go off it would be now, for sure. ‘What you bin say ol man?’ yelled Bindi.


That was enough for the turkey, which lumbered into the air.


‘I say you better let the pensioners ave a go!’ Lincoln was out of the car in an instant, rifle in hand. He steadied his aim with an elbow on the bonnet. The bird was a hundred metres away and rising, but he dropped it with a single shot.


An hour later we pulled up for a break, my under- and over-aged passengers in need of a pit-stop. I stretched back, took a long, soothing drag of Champion ruby, surveyed the scene around me through a haze of smoke. The old ladies were digging for yams and some of the younger ones were using a rake to drag a bush banana vine down from a bloodwood. The turkey on the back of my ute had been joined by a kangaroo, a couple of scrawny cats and a bucket of conker-berries.


It was their home country, all right. But was it mine?


I grew up on Moonlight Downs. Came here when I was four years old. My mother, Alice Limmen, was a Wantiya woman, from the Gulf country five hundred k’s to the north-east. Of her I remember almost nothing except a thin, sweet face, a Wantiya lullaby and the enveloping breasts upon which I used to nuzzle myself to sleep. My father, Jack Tempest, was a wandering whitefeller who courted, married and buried her in the space of five years.


After Jack and I came to Moonlight I ran wild, energetically evading his half-hearted attempts to enrol me in the radio-based School of the Air. The blackfeller camp was school enough for me: I’d be down there at dawn and I wouldn’t make it home till dusk. In the intervening hours my little mob and I would hunt in the hills, fish in the creeks, climb the skeletal trees, scour the countryside on horses borrowed from the stock camp.


Occasionally, when I returned from some such expedition dirty and dishevelled, wild honey dripping down my chin, lizards wriggling in a pocket, I’d catch my father glancing at me with a troubled look on his face. Presumably wondering what sort of a wild thing he’d created. But he did, at least, seem reassured by the ease with which I learnt to read, both the books on our shelves and the rocks through which he and I fossicked whenever we had the opportunity.


Jack was a part-time prospector back then, a gouger, and he reckoned I had a good eye. During quiet times on the station he’d take Hazel and me out bush for weeks at a time. The three of us would go rambling across country in his old Bedford truck, looking for traces of gold or working some little claim in the hills.


This wild, magical world came crashing down around my head the year I turned fourteen. Tim Buchanan, the station owner, died without an heir, and the property was taken over by a hard-nosed bastard by the name of Brick Sivvier. The Warlpuju, whose language makes no distinction between p and b, called him prick, which wasn’t that far off the mark.


Within a month of his arrival Sivvier had turfed everybody, black and white, off the place and brought in his own people, from Queensland. For me, this meant being shipped off to boarding school in Adelaide. For my father it meant transforming what had been a part-time interest – gold mining – into the full-time occupation that would eventually make his small fortune. For the Warlpuju it meant leaving their homeland for the ten-year exile in boozy, brutal Bluebush.


Still, I reflected as I relaxed at the wheel of my ute, knees on the dash, fag hanging off my mouth, they can’t be doing too badly if they can enjoy themselves this much.


Bindi’s clutch had packed it in, as a result of which he couldn’t change out of first gear. Nor could he stop, since he wouldn’t be able to start again so he circled slowly around us like a great clanking buzzard, cracking jokes and occasionally flushing the old boys out of the bushes.


‘Aaaiiyy!’ yelled Bindi. ‘This drivin round in circle tangle up my brain…’


My passengers gave up their various diversions and clambered back aboard. We inscribed a slow circle in the dust and headed for home, swapping insults, oranges, tobacco and, occasionally, passengers, as the kids took whatever opportunity arose to make death-defying leaps between the two cars.


We were running along the foot of Jimpili Hill, almost back at the camp, when something – a shift in the noise level, a subtle tension in the air – made me look up.


There was a row of rocks on top of the hill, or what I took to be a row of rocks until one of them moved. The figure rose to its feet and bellowed, ‘Kantiya!’ – stop there! – in a voice as deep and dark as a valley full of thunder.


My heart sank as he drew closer and I recognised him: he was a tall, powerful man encased in rags, fur and army surplus, a tuft of owl feathers in his headband, a rifle across his shoulders, a pack of ratty dogs at heel.


Blakie Japanangka.





A Reading from the Book of Blakie



Blakie strode down the slope, all windmilling arms and blowabout rags, red dust boiling behind and a fleet of flies scudding above. Around his neck was a quartz crystal on a hairstring necklace. His daks were held up with a length of fencing wire, his chest jangled with a bandolier full of filthy knives. A bloody snake’s head wobbled out of a coat pocket. In his left hand he held a huge fighting stick.


‘Oh no!’ I groaned to Lincoln. I’d forgotten about Blakie. ‘Hasn’t anyone put him out of our misery yet?’


Lincoln clicked his tongue, sighed fleetingly. A sign of disapproval perhaps, though whether of Blakie’s arrival or my lack of respect for an elder was unclear.


Growing up on Moonlight we were forever being threatened and regaled with tales of the demons who lurked in the bush at night, monsters with snakes in their hair and crystals in their eyes, fabulous creatures who’d rip your head off if they caught you dreaming in the wrong direction.


These stories were presumably no more than standard Warlpuju fear-mongering, but I thought they’d all come to life at once on that distant winter night when Blakie first wandered into camp.


I remember lying in the swag with Hazel, terrified, as he stomped from fire to fire and sent a withering blast of invective at the bewildered Warlpuju.


‘Fuckin sea comin,’ he growled, ‘flood water risin, green sea roar, wash away white man, wash away blackfeller white as a ghost inside…’


Blakie’s physical presence was bad enough, but infinitely worse were the whispers that followed him.


Blakie was a sorcerer.


Sorcerers out here can cure you or kill you, depending on the mood, and Blakie’s mood tended to swing towards the murderous end of the scale.


He was occasionally called upon to save the sick from whatever was possessing them, and they did tend to make speedy recoveries, though my father contended that that was more from fear of their doctor than anything else.


But when the doctor had it in for you, that was it. You might as well give up the ghost, say your good-byes, start the sorry business. He could rip the bones out of your body with a single glance, send his manti – his spirit familiar – into your skull and suck the eyes out of their sockets, seduce your woman from the other side of a claypan, turn himself into a whirlwind and hurl you into the clouds.


Blakie’s origins were a mystery. Some of the old people said they’d seen him as a boy, chained to a tree out at Kilyubatu, in the desert north of here. The Kilyubatu mob swore that he’d been raised by dingoes. Teddy Bushgate had it on good authority that he’d been thrown, fully formed, out of a volcano. Us kids, except for Hazel, who was strangely immune from the universal terror and seemed almost fascinated by him, called him Mamu: the Demon.


My old man told me once that, as far as he could piece together the story, some missionary mob had taken the young Blakie to an orphanage in Adelaide, from where he’d absconded into the desert. He emerged years later, blistered, burning and mad as a car-load of camp cooks.


When the Moonlight mob were hunted off the place he stayed behind, of course: if Adelaide couldn’t contain him, Bluebush sure as hell couldn’t. And when they came back he was still there, roaming across the country, as wild as the whirlwinds that rattled the camp from time to time.


One of which whirlwinds, it appeared, was about to be unleashed.


Bindi pulled over. I had little choice but to do the same.


‘Why are we stopping?’ I groaned.


‘Oh, more better we let him give us an earful now,’ Lincoln replied. He’d always been pretty casual about Blakie. Lincoln had been in Darwin working on the wharves when it was destroyed by Cyclone Tracey, and Jack reckoned he’d been pretty casual about that too. ‘Otherwise he might get really wild.’


If Blakie wasn’t really wild already, I didn’t want to be there when he was: he stormed up to the convoy, caterwauling and cat-walking, letting fly with a volley of spittle and spite which didn’t diminish even when he got to Lincoln. If anything, it intensified: he halted, roared, dragged the poor old bugger out of his seat and hoisted him into the air. There must have been twenty people there, but such was the awe in which Blakie was held that they just sat and gaped like a load of slaughterhouse cows.


He had a fist pulled back, apparently about to belt Lincoln, when he suddenly stopped, distracted by something.


Me.


He stared at me with those ferocious eyes, and I wanted to shrivel up and disappear. He forgot about Lincoln, dropped him with a thud and moved in close to me. Very close: I could feel his parasites hopping over to check me out. His hair was as black and greasy as a morning-after frypan. There were desiccated grasshopper legs on his lips and dead blowies in his beard. His face was a mess of scabs and scars, his nose looked like the sort of thing you’d scrape off your bull-bar. I got a close look at the inside of his mouth: it was a concerto grosso of cold sores, hot breath and black teeth.


‘Mechanic daughter?’ he grunted, his curiosity evidently piqued. ‘Em’ly Tempest?’


If I’d been thrilled when Lincoln remembered me, I felt horrified that Blakie did.


‘Just passin through, Blakie,’ I assured him. ‘Just passin through.’


He gave me a look which made it abundantly clear that if he had anything to do with it I’d keep on passing.


‘You bin city?’ he asked.


‘Been to the city,’ I answered, nodding politely.


‘Which?’


‘Adelaide. And Melbourne,’ I added, remembering that he was said to have unpleasant recollections of the City of Churches.


Lincoln, meanwhile, had climbed to his feet, and put a hand on Blakie’s shoulder to draw him away from me. Blakie glared at him, yelled something I couldn’t understand. The two men flew into a fiery debate – or rather Blakie did, while Lincoln tagged along behind, looking in turn puzzled, sceptical and finally concerned.


My Warlpuju was almost as rusty as Bindi’s rifle, and whenever elders were talking business the language became arcane, but from what I could follow Blakie was issuing some kind of threat. Or was it a warning? With Blakie there wasn’t much difference: it’s easy to be a prophet of doom when, should the prophesied doom fail to occur, you’re crazy enough to make it happen yourself.


Blakie stood there snarling and growling, his great brow buckled, his beard fierce, his nostrils winged, his eyeballs snaking sideways. Something had been stolen. Or speared. But what? Wartuju juntaka. A fire bird? And someone was going to pay for it. I had no idea who, but Lincoln certainly wasn’t his usual easy-going self.


The argument ended when Blakie suddenly wheeled about and gazed up into the hills from whence he’d come. We followed him with our eyes. Somewhere in the distance I heard a jet plane passing with a high thunder that sounded like an echo of Blakie’s tormented mind.


‘See-im that?’ he growled.


See what? I thought. A plane? Big deal.


He stood for a moment, a wild, solitary figure with a corrugated forehead and a cavernous mouth, hearing what sounds or symbols I couldn’t imagine.


Then he strode off in the direction of the camp.


‘He’s going to be our guest for the night?’ I asked nervously.


‘Yuwayi. Bit of a wild bugger, innit? Still one of our mob, but.’


Weird bloody mob. ‘What was that all about, anyway?’


But Lincoln wasn’t listening. He stared after the receding maniac, an uncharacteristically troubled look on his face, then turned his gaze up into the ranges.


‘Lincoln?’ I repeated. ‘What was Blakie on about back there?’


‘Mmmm? Oh that? Nothin. Just dreamin. Business.’


But he didn’t look as though it was nothing, and some of the heaviest shit I’d ever seen – guys cauterised inside because a rock was moved, somebody speared because somebody else had killed the wrong animal – was ‘just dreamin’.


The Dreaming – the Jukurrpa – is everything to the Warlpuju: a map, a mythology, a memory bank, a song cycle, but also a code of conduct, out of which you step at your peril.


‘Which dreaming, Lincoln?’


‘Mmmm?’ He looked like I’d just woken him up, like he suddenly remembered he had a guest. He smiled the old compassionate-Buddha smile, patted my shoulder. ‘Oh, not your worry, h’Em’ly. You got enough on your plate, comin home after all these years. Me I might head up north tomorrow, take a look round, see what ol Blakie’s on about.’


‘You want some company?’


‘Eh? No, not this time. More safer you stay ere.’


‘Safer?’


‘Maybe.’


I was curious, but didn’t press him. Regrettably, in the light of subsequent events.


He came to me in a dream that night, Blakie. Or a nightmare, a nightmare in which a big, black man, heavily bearded and caterpillar-eyebrowed, was hunting me over an open plain. I was running for my life, summoning up every ounce of energy my body possessed, but it was no use: my legs were growing heavier, my feet were sinking deeper into the drifting sand. When I collapsed, as I’d known I would, he loomed over me, staring, his eyes burning.


Then he crouched down, thrust a knife-like hand into my right side, ripped out a chunk of dripping flesh. He gazed at it malevolently.


A kidney.


I sprang up in horror and clutched the sides of my swag, grimacing. My heart was spitting sparks. Shit, I thought, I hate dreams! Been hating them for years. A kidney. Christ! What was that supposed to mean? Kidneys have got all sorts of magical implications out here: they’re the key to the soul, the powerhouse.


I’d parked my swag out on the edges of the single women’s camp. Typical, I thought: out on the edges, uncertain of where I fitted in. The handful of old ladies near me were snoring heartily or murmuring in their dreams. I checked the stars: they’d barely shifted. I’d probably only been asleep for an hour or so. Blakie hadn’t wasted any time cutting into my nightmares.


People were still moving round the camp. Starlight glowed off the iron roofs. The windmill creaked. A dog barked, another answered, then the whole bloody lot joined in.


Blakie had camped with us for the night. I could see his fire up on Saddlebag Ridge, blinking and flickering and staring down at the camp like an epileptic eye. Looking at it, I felt vulnerable, lonely. A million miles from home.


I put the blanket round my shoulders, went and sat by Lincoln’s fire. Stirred the ashes, brewed a billy. Still shaking. After a while Lincoln came out and joined me. He poured the sugar, then poured the tea and handed me a pannikin with a gentle, reassuring hand.


‘You worryin for somethin, Nangali?’


‘Just a dream, Lincoln. Just a bad dream.’


‘Mmmm,’ he nodded, running a ruminative hand through his whiskers. ‘Bad dreams. You ave em often?’


‘Often enough.’


He thought for a while, studied the stars, fiddled with the fire. Then he counselled me, ‘Just wait a while, Em’ly. Don’t worry. Don’t rush. Just listen, look around. It’ll happen. You been away too long. Take a little time for the country to remember you.’


I turned my head to look at him. He smiled, patted my knee.


Take a little time for the country to remember you?


You beautiful man, I thought. And curling up at his feet I drifted off into another dream, the antidote, this one. A vignette from one of the sweeter interludes in my life.


I dreamed about Hazel. I was nervous about meeting her, almost afraid, ashamed of the grief I’d given her. But this wasn’t the first time she’d enriched my sleep. I dreamed of the time we climbed the tabernacle tree at sunset and sat in its branches, singing along with a choir of birds. And I remembered how, somewhere in that lilting chorus, just for a moment, I’d imagined I was one of them.


Somewhere in the distance a cock crowed. Or a crow cocked. It was hard to tell the difference. Whatever it was it sounded crook.


I opened my eyes and spotted a rooster sitting on a nearby fencepost. I’d seen better-looking specimens on Redfern rotisseries: it was evil-eyed, balding, with dagger-like spurs and a fierce beak, presumably the secret to survival in this dog-infested world. The sun was still out of sight, but a golden windmill radiated up through the eastern sky.


Dreams, I thought to myself. Bloody dreams. I could be bounded in a walnut shell and count myself a king of infinite space were it not that I have bad dreams. Even when they’re as sweet as the one I’d just experienced, they’re still a painful counterpoint to the reality into which we must awake.


I stretched out in the swag. Dew lay across the canvas, beaded the grass. The cold night gave promise of a clear day. I rolled over and looked into the fire, vaguely surprised that it was still burning. Somebody must have stoked it.


A movement on the other side of the fire caught my eye. A baby, sucking on a smooth red stone and staring at me with eyes like search lights. And, through the haze of the fire, a woman, poking at the ashes with a stick.


It took a second or two to sink in.


The woman was Hazel.





Rough Music



I lay still for a moment, a battery of emotions pounding my brain. Given the circumstances of our last encounter, it was only my father’s assurance that Hazel wasn’t here that had given me the confidence to come back at all.


‘Am I still dreaming?’ I croaked.


‘Ah sistergirl, if you are I am too.’


Sistergirl? If only it were that simple.


‘Do you hate me, Hazel?’


‘Don’t hate nobody, Em.’


‘I never came back.’


She frowned, shrugged. ‘I coped.’ The rough music hadn’t gone from her voice. Her eyes were still as lively as a stream of tea being poured from a billy at sundown.


Everything else seemed to have changed, though. Hazel had been the wispiest kid on the station, but the passing years had moulded her into one of the rugged matriarchs upon whom the community was built. She was tall, strongly built, languid in her movements, brooding in her looks. She had a smooth, round face, thick hair and a trace of China in her eyes, a vestige of the days when the Chinese and the blackfellers had sought solace in each other’s company at the bottom of the shitheap.


She was wearing a white cotton dress, beneath which the contours of her body flowed as smoothly as the country songs they sometimes sing out here.


‘We come in at first light,’ she said. ‘Saw we had a visitor. Knew it was old Emily straightaway.’


‘How’d you figure that?’


‘Jesus, how many ways you want?’ She swept her hands through the air. ‘The shape of your swag. The size of your fire. The cut of your motorcar.’


‘Didn’t have a motorcar last time you saw me.’


She examined my ute. ‘Nah, but if you had of, this is what you would’ve had.’


I nodded at the toddler: ‘I hadn’t heard you were a mother.’


She looked horrified. ‘Neither had I. Jangala got another missus after me.’ Around the time I left the station Hazel had been rather precipitately married off to Jimmy Jangala Lively, who was older than her father. He already had one wife at the time. ‘You remember Winnie Broome?’


‘Vaguely. She was married to Jimmy’s brother, wasn’t she?’


Hazel nodded. ‘This little one hers.’


‘Jangala’s married to her as well?’


‘Yuwayi.’


‘Three wives?’


She shrugged. ‘Sort of. Winnie come live with us when ’er husband pass away.’


‘I’m lucky I got outta here when I did.’


‘You be one of Jangala’s women?’ A smile flew across her lips, a thoughtful, appraising smile that told me, more than anything else, how much things had changed. I was a year older than her, and when we were kids I tended to be the leader. Now it almost felt like we’d changed places: she’d stayed put, absorbed the strength of country, while I’d been drifting about like a boat that had slipped its moorings. ‘I don’t think so.’


We stood up. ‘Gimme a look at yer,’ she said. She put her hands upon my shoulders, looked me up and down.


‘Bout time,’ she said.


‘Bout time what?’


‘Bout time yer come home.’


‘Home?’ I looked around the camp, then out onto the lonely, windswept plains.


‘Well, yer best bet, anyway. Dunno how much longer you woulda lasted down there. Down south. Come say ello to the family.’


We walked over to her camp, Hazel gliding over the rough terrain with the smooth, low-slung gait that’s a hallmark of women out this way. Her feet were bare and her soles were cracked, her eyelashes as long and intricate as melaleuca leaves.


Hazel did the introductions. Jimmy Lively was the same skinny-legged old bull-frog I remembered, hopping about the fire in a fetching combination of short pants, dirty white socks and elastic-sided boots. The news of his proliferating wife-pool did give a certain lecherous edge, however, to what I used to think of as the affectionate gleam in his eye.


I spent a couple of hours with Hazel’s eccentric little family and by mid-morning I’d pieced together much of their story. Maggie, wife number one, had been hitting the bottle during the Bluebush years, but now that they were back out bush she’d settled down into a chirpy senility. Winnie, the brother’s widow, was a dignified, middle-aged woman with whom Hazel had developed a relationship more mother–daughter than wife-to-wife. She was enjoying a merry widowhood, it seemed, and getting a bit on the side from some young budju in the single men’s camp. She had two other little kids as well as the baby, but nobody bothered pretending that Jangala was the father.


Hazel’s main claim to fame was that she had a job, of sorts, as the community health worker. She was at work now, in the casual manner of the bush community. Every so often some miserable bugger would come shuffling up as we were talking, ask for eye-drops or Panadol, which she dispensed from a drug cupboard in the silver caravan. From time to time she’d catch one of the kids, lather them up and scrub the living daylights out of them. She weighed babies, splashed the Betadine around, massacred hordes of head lice, lanced a couple of what their owners described as ‘boilers’.


‘Where’d you learn all this stuff, Hazel?’ I asked her at smoko. We were sharing a cup of tea on the veranda of the caravan. ‘Doesn’t look like you just picked it up as you went along.’


‘Did a few terms at the uni in Alice. Even went to Darwin. Wanted to go on, become a nurse – proper way, you know – but every time I got started I’d be called back to Bluebush for some family problem.’


I nodded. ‘Speaking of which, how’s Flora?’


A look of concern shot across Hazel’s face. Her little sister had been a sweet child, but so innocent and vague you worried for her. I’d been wondering how she would have coped with the horrors of Bluebush, and Hazel’s answer didn’t surprise me.


‘Ah, Flora,’ she sighed, shaking her head. ‘She was drinkin for a long time. Then, I dunno, she went a little bit warriya – crazy. Follow them Christian mob. Nowadays she’s livin in the town camp with some whitefeller.’


We were interrupted by Bindi, who came rambling up with a kid under each arm: ‘They got ear-ache, these two-pella,’ he announced. ‘Fix em up proper, eh Nungarayi?’


She put the cup down, passed him a syringe, showed him how to use it: ‘You’re a daddy now, Bindi. You gotta learn to do these things.’


‘Why sure!’ he burbled, enthusiastically injecting a syringe full of warm water into a child’s ear. A vile, tiger-coloured compound of wax, pus and dead fly came gushing out. Bindi took one look, rushed out onto the veranda, vomited over the railing and disappeared.


‘Ah well,’ sighed Hazel, pulling on a pair of gloves and grabbing the child, who wanted to follow his father. ‘One step forward…’ She cleaned the toddler’s ears and sent him on his way with a milk biscuit and a kiss. ‘Gotta keep an eye on em, all this dust,’ she said as she stood on the steps and watched him go. ‘Too easy to burst an eardrum. Still, better’n sittin around Bluebush sniffin petrol.’


A mob of kids followed us while Hazel did her rounds. Two teenage girls seemed particularly drawn to me: Tilly and Cristal, the camp spunk rats, a pair of fifteen-year-old honeys with apple cheeks and silky bodies. They giggled a lot, brought me little gifts and poked around in my bag when they thought I wasn’t looking. I suppose I must have seemed almost exotic to them. The girl who’d left the station and seen the world.


Nice to think that somebody was impressed by my less-than-brilliant career.


I spent the rest of the day in the women’s company, and for a few hours I resurrected the sweet rhythm of my childhood. We gathered wood, picked nits, washed our clothes in Cissy Whiskey’s cute little hand-powered washing machine. The girls and I went hunting with the old ladies, hooking witchetty grubs out of turpentine bushes and roasting them in the ashes of an open fire.


For dessert, I offered the girls the remaining hunk of my dad’s ‘survival cake’ – a power-packed concoction of rye flour, fruit and nuts that he claimed would have kept Burke and Wills going all the way to the south pole. They weren’t impressed. ‘Phhh…!’ spat Cristal, grimacing. ‘It not even made out of a packet!’


Hazel joined us when she could. She had as sharp an eye as any of the old women, scouring the baked earth for signs of life – tracks and cracks, bees, birds, vines – and hacking sugarbag out of a ghost gum with a ferocious axe. Sometimes she’d string along beside me, a tool or weapon of some sort on her shoulders; at other times I’d feel her watching me thoughtfully from a distance.


The camp was full of people, but Lincoln was not among them. He’d disappeared before anybody else was out of bed. ‘Somewhere up north’ was all anybody would tell me. I assumed he was following up whatever he and Blakie had been arguing about.


Blakie himself came down briefly from his ridge around the middle of the day, his powerful figure clad in a pair of khaki shorts and a layer of grease and ochre. His chest was furrowed with deep cicatrices, his legs were covered with the scabs and scars that are a legacy of the nomadic life.


He took a piece of meat from a fire. Stood there chewing it and staring at me, his nostrils flared, his jaw working. A piece of gristle lingered on his lips for an instant, then swivelled about and disappeared.


I shuddered and went back to the women, but I could feel his eyes burning into my back.


Late afternoon. The day going down in flames. Hazel and I climbed to the top of the Quarter Mile and sat there in silence.


I found myself being absorbed by the scene laid out in front of me: the angular women gliding back from the bore with babies on their hips and buckets in their hands, the veil of turquoise in the sky, the fish-hook moon, the gathering campfires.


And the woman beside me.


She was sitting on her hands, leaning forward, a thin smile on her thick lips, the sunset copper-colouring her cheeks.


She was part of it all: the air, the earth, the community. She belonged.


I wondered whether I’d ever be able to say that about myself.





Tom Waits Meets Tiny Tim



As Hazel and I made our descent from the Quarter Mile a cavernous station wagon came dropping doughnuts down the track, the horde of young blokes on board looking like they’d just invented testosterone. Dust whirled, the chassis groaned, the motor emitted the great unmuffled roar of the outback bomb.


A couple of apprentice cowboys leaned out the window, one of them upside down. They roared, sang, hooted and howled, saluted us with their green cans.


The upside-downer looked familiar.


‘That isn’t Ronnie Jukutayi, is it?’


‘Yuwayi,’ said Hazel.


He’d been a four-year-old the last time I laid eyes on him. The squinty, weasel-faced toddler had blossomed into a squinty, weasel-faced adult. His head looked like it was welded out of corrugated iron off-cuts.


‘And is that Freddy Ah Fong in the back seat?’


She smiled. ‘That’s him.’


Freddy was Lincoln’s half-witted, half-smashed half-brother. He’d never been foreman material, but now he looked like something out of a Mexican horror movie, pouring the contents of a flagon down his throat then waving the bottle at us in an enthusiastic greeting.


‘Wild time in the camp tonight?’ I asked.


Hazel didn’t look too worried. ‘They been in the Bluebush boozer,’ she explained. ‘Don’t worry.’ She gestured with her lip at the track, where Lincoln’s long blue panel van was following them in. ‘Any humbug, ol man’ll sort em out.’


She wasn’t wrong. The hoons were only half way through their first paralytic circumnavigation of the camp when Lincoln pulled over, got out of his car and blasted them into submission with a look that struck like lightning.


They slunk off to the single men’s camp with their tailpipe dragging between their back wheels.


But Lincoln, unfortunately, didn’t hang around. He seemed troubled by whatever he’d found up north, and went to have it out with Blakie, who was still up on the Saddlebag. Soon afterwards I heard raised voices, and caught a glimpse of Lincoln rising to his feet and throwing his hat onto the ground. Clearly their argument was unresolved.


I tried to get an idea of what they were on about, but the distance was too great for me to learn anything, and I was shortly thereafter distracted by a perturbation among the drinkers. They’d smuggled in fresh supplies – a slab of beer, a bottle of Bundy rum – and with Lincoln busy elsewhere they broke them out.


The noise level rose with the moon. As the night wore on there was a lot of drunken yelling and a lot of drunken singing, the latter about as musical as the former.


I returned to the single women’s camp, lit a fire and unrolled my swag. Tried to get some sleep, but sleep was hard to come by in the general uproar. Where’s Lincoln when you need him? I thought to myself. I hadn’t heard him return from Blakie’s camp.


Festivities reached their nadir when somebody began to accompany a roaring chorus of ‘Midnight Special’ on an electric guitar that must have been tuned by Deafy Jupurulla.


I poked my head out of the swag, studied them by the firelight as another voice entered the fray. It sounded like Tom Waits singing through a cardboard box at the bottom of the dam: rasping, tuneless, truly horrible. Then it began to yodel. Tom Waits meets Tiny Tim.


‘That’s it!’ I spat, dragging my swag out into the bush and rolling it out behind a distant rock.


As I drifted off to sleep I heard Lincoln, obviously a man after my own tastes, roaring at them to shut up. His voice came from the direction of Blakie’s camp, up on the ridge. Things settled down after that, though I could hear one of the drunken bastards snoring, even at a hundred metres.


When I awoke the next morning the snoring had turned to snorting, and it was in my ear.


‘What…?’ I muttered to myself. And what was that unpleasantly familiar smell?


Halitosis. Equine halitosis. The community kept half a dozen horses in a yard over near the mill. Had one of them escaped?


I opened my eyes a little further: there was a horse’s head, huge and toothy, six inches from my own and dribbling green slobber onto my neck. It snorted again, nuzzled my cheek and grabbed the blanket with its teeth.


Shit, I thought, this is worse than yesterday’s rooster. I twisted around and saw Hazel, high up in the saddle, her skirt hitched, her shapely knees gripping the horse’s sides.


‘C’mon, sister!’ she grinned. ‘Out of the sack! We’re goin for a ride.’ I took a look at the ragged animal swaying in the breeze beside her.


‘Is that meant to be a horse?’ I groaned. It looked more like a deflated camel. Tufts of hair, or maybe spinifex, sprouted from its hooves. Flies floated around its weeping eyes.


‘More or less.’


‘I’ll take the less. Has it got a name?’


‘Kids call her Nightmare.’


‘Great. And you expect me to ride her?’


‘Yuwayi!’


‘Shit Hazel,’ I whined, ‘I haven’t sat in a saddle for years.’


‘You’ll manage.’


And I did, more or less, my knees remembering what the rest of me had forgotten. She’d chosen the horse well: it crept over the countryside slowly and reluctantly, like a road-train in bulldust, while her own little stockhorse danced about and had to be held back.


We rode out to Jukatayi Parti, a waterhole a half-hour’s ride to the north, for breakfast. Baked a few johnny cakes, admired the spinifex. Chatted so easily I began to wonder if we weren’t beginning to re-establish the intimacy we’d shared as children.


The rest of the camp was only just beginning to stir when we made our way back in.


‘You did all right for a mijiji,’ Hazel teased, giving Nightmare a playful slap on the rump. Which was a mistake, the horse taking this as a signal for the only burst of energy she’d produced all morning.
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