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October

The death that took place on this afternoon was the kind of death that came with the territory and the season. It was the northwest, and it was the dry season.

In the dry season, the land of the razorback and of the Big Red kangaroo became flat and cracked. The green growth turned gray and crumbled and the late-afternoon breezes blew it off the plains, leaving behind only the red earth which formed into smooth, wide pans of hardened clay. These claypans were sometimes a hundred feet across, sometimes two miles across, and between them only the grim, immovable vegetation grew—like the lignum scrub, the saltbush and, in lower sections, the mallee reeds that would turn brittle white but hold fast until they could again become part of the marshland.

It was on the roots of all these that the wild razorback hog fed in the weeks before the dry season forced it to turn carnivorous: then it ate what it could bring down, or what was already down.

The only other natural vegetation was the brief, fresh up-springing of small clusters of grass and plants where itinerant cloud formations occasionally dropped water in isolated patches. The green shoots would rise temporarily after a rain, but be dried and gone very quickly again. It was on these that the Big Red kangaroo fed, because he had the speed to move across great distances to find them. Like no other feral animal in the northwest he had the dexterity of his paws to forage out the few green shoots from the center of an otherwise dried-out plant.

The third kind of vegetation was man’s. Watered crops complemented the grain and the hay for his sheep and cattle. There was never enough food in the dry season, and so the sheep and cattle had to vie with the razorback and the kangaroo for the natural vegetation. The razorback and the kangaroo in turn stole man’s crops and grain. The dry season created a cycle that made the northwest an intense battlefield on which four million kangaroos, a million razorback, and man’s stock fought the common war of survival. None of the three ever totally won, or totally lost.

On this afternoon, on the claypans outside the northwestern New South Wales town of Gamulla, one found food, one died, and one merely survived.

*

The pregnant ewe was on her side in the hundred-degree shade of a wilga tree, panting and vulnerable in the throes of imminent delivery. Because she was behaving unusually and making small noises of strain, none of the other sheep in the vicinity came close to her. The razorbacks were thick in the first half of a dry season and the chances of a newborn lamb surviving to the “safe” age of three months were only about forty percent positive; more than ten percent were taken at the moment of birth. The ewe breathed heavily and jerkily in the afternoon heat.

*

A short distance away a Blue Flier—the female of the Big Red kangaroo—was bent upon a patch of fading Stipa grass and she parted the strands so that the young male in her pouch could reach down to the greenest shoots. She had carried the joey in her pouch for 235 days and now, at eight pounds, he was about to make his first excursion to forage on land for himself. It was the first moment of the joey’ s independence, to be followed by another four months of maternal care until he was large enough to remain outside the pouch permanently. Slowly, awkwardly, he levered himself from the pouch with his hind leg protruding first, beside his ear, then farther out, then straightening to bring the small furry body all the way to self-support on the ground between the doe’s protective forelegs.

The moment the joey was on land, it bent forward to the clump of Stipa grass. The doe remained upright, her ears twitching in ever-changing directions like radar beacons. The mortality rate among newborn kangaroos was less than among sheep only because of the Blue Flier’ s speed. When the joey was out of the pouch he was as vulnerable. In the westering sun the doe stooped to the grass only intermittently, keeping her attention partly on the surrounding claypans.

*

A mile to the north, a razorback boar of enormous size and speed tore its way through the wire-mesh fence along the northern boundary of the grazing property. It had traveled south across the New South Wales–Queensland border and it was not typical of the boars of the northwest. In the remote reaches of Queensland’s center, among the thick tropical jungles, it had five years earlier been born through a series of coatings between the huge weighty domestic black pigs that had gone wild at the turn of the century, and of the tall rangy Asiatic stock that had been introduced to the upper Queensland coast as early as 1827. It was then that the so-called Malays came to the coast from Timor to gather pearls and beche-de-mer, and brought with them their high-backboned native pigs for food.

The boar that moved swiftly across the clavpans north of the town of Gamulla on this afternoon had benefited from both these genes, and from a third. It carried the characteristics of the horizontally striped Asian hog introduced to the north by the immigrant mass of Chinese “coolies” who worked the great gold rush of the 1890s. The interbreeding of all three strains through eight decades had produced this boar, just as it had produced a select number of its antecedents through five previous generations. Like theirs, its domestic-stock lineage came from the giant richly fed sows that populate the inner jungle region. It was born with their size, yet the double Asiatic ancestry gave it the high-boned back, the thick gristle that protected its shoulders, chest and vital organs, and, more importantly in the dry season, the legs. The speed. There had been reported sightings of such rogue boars this far south of the tropics during the past thirty years, but they were as often as not dismissed as some bushman’s imagination.

The boar moved quickly this afternoon because it had traveled south all day and had not eaten since dawn. Although it had the speed, it suffered the razorback’s susceptibility to dehydration and hyperthermia, and it was essential that it reach water or wallow at least once a day. Twelve hours in the open sunlight in temperatures above one hundred degrees was usually fatal for lesser-sized boars. Only hunger kept it moving. After one hundred twenty days moving south and into the dry season, it had long since turned carnivorous and its appetite had no patience for the goring out of lignum roots.

Its eyesight was typically poor, and when it paused among the saltbush between the last and the next claypan, the light easterly breeze carried the message that live meat was close at hand. It moved slowly among the clumps of undergrowth.

From across the next pan its snout and limited sight picked up two impressions, not far apart, but its senses were not specific enough to identify the doe with her joev, or the ewe in its late stages of delivery. It moved around the semicircle behind the cover of saltbush toward the nearest of them, only because they were nearest.

When it emerged from the scrub and into the small clearing toward the trees, it accelerated to full pace. Its head thrust forward, low to the ground. It swept out of the sunlight into the shade with a force that might have brought the tree down had they collided. The prostrate ewe stiffened in its final moment of awareness.

Without altering its momentum the boar locked its jaw around the still wet foreleg of the newborn lamb even as it had begun to emerge. The head, the second leg and then the whole body tore free in one swift motion. The ewe’s limbs continued to jerk spasmodically, but its heart had stopped.

When the boar had crossed the next claypan and moved among the lignum scrub, it stopped and let the newborn lamb drop to the ground. It was devoured within a few moments, the only remaining trace a dampness of the red clay. The boar moved on farther southward.

For the razorback in the dry season, it was a small victory of survival. For the Blue Flier and her joey, it was merely survival. The kinds that came with the territory and the season.


Part 1


1

Boxing Day, December 26

SYDNEY

He walked back along the wharf that jutted into the harbor from Woolloomooloo docks, staying under the wall of shade that was thrown along the pier’s length by the cargo ship Carpentaria. It was hot on the wharf, and he wanted the cooler air of the port authority’s lunchroom where Sid Gorman was watching the television.

Yabsley didn’t relish the idea of Gorman’s conversation for the next hour, but worse was the sight of the pleasure craft out on the bay. They reminded him that Boxing Day was a public holiday, a day for the beach or the track, for being out there with the sailboats that traditionally ushered the start of the Sydney-to-Hobart Yacht Race at noon. It reminded him he should have been home, and that Helen had really sounded like she was leaving him this time, kids and all.

It would take more to smooth that over than it had taken to smooth the tracks that led from the scene of Sid Gorman’s disaster this morning. That’s what he was doing here—saving other people’s asses and jobs. Not that Helen gave a damn about them when the phone rang at 4 A.M.

Once again, Brian Yabsley had found himself caught between his wife and his job, and sooner or later one of them was likely to go.

“Hey, Brian,” Gorman called from near the TV set, “that Yank woman’s on again—giving us hell!” The lunchroom was empty but for Gorman. He was a man in his fifties, had ten years and a hundred pounds on his boss, and all morning he’d worn the apologetic expression of a man who’d just wrecked his best friend’s car. Any subject was better than this morning’s accident. “The bitch is really sticking it to us this morning. Jesus, listen to her go.”

Yabsley tiredly arranged his lanky form around a stool and watched the screen. “So if the drought continues another four months and the shooting goes on unchecked, Australia may well have to forget the kangaroo as its national emblem,” the woman on screen was saying, “…the only ones left will be on your dollar bills.”

Yabsley ignored the words, but found himself drawn to her face, especially her eyes. He’d seen Beth Winters’ picture in the papers often enough since she arrived, but print didn’t do justice to those eyes. When she spoke on her favorite subject, kangaroos, he saw that her eyes burned. They came out of the screen at him, personally. He could feel them. She was a professional all right. He watched her now, working the mike and the camera with more effect than the program’s host—lowering her pitch, lifting it, sensing when she was in full closeup or long shot. In the few weeks she’d been here, Beth Winters had given the local media a lesson on how to make the public sit up and get outraged.

The trouble with it was, she was making them outraged at the company Brian Yabsley and Sid Gorman worked for—PetPak Petfoods, Ltd., the Australian subsidiary of PetPak, Inc., U.S.A. It was in the service of PetPak that Yabsley and Gorman were on Woolloomooloo dock this morning, waiting to complete the loading of a shipment aboard the Carpentaria.

Sid had fucked up last night—bad—and Yabsley was trying to cover it up. “What’s the latest out in the warehouse?”

“They say another hour maybe before they even start to unload from our truck,” Gorman said. He used the sleeve of his coveralls across his forehead and lowered his two hundred fifty pounds onto a chair closer to his boss. “But I can wait, Brian…no need for both of us. Why don’t you go now, have the day with the missus.”

“An hour. Christ.” He ignored Gorman’s offer. Take the day off, sure. It was way too late for that. As much as he didn’t want to be here, he didn’t want to be home with Helen today, if she was still there. Yabsley liked Sid well enough, but if he was very straight about why he’d gone through so much in the past five hours in his foreman’s behalf, he would have to say that it was mostly because he’d hired Gorman in the first place. When Sid screwed up, it threatened to become ammunition for PetPak’s general manager, an opportunity for Todd Wallace to say that Brian Yabsley had hired a drunk as his store foreman.

“What’re you going to tell Mr. Wallace about this, Brian?” Sid asked, his anxiety showing in the form of wide sweat circles that began under his arms and spread around the belly of his coveralls. “He’s going to notice we took three thousand cans from the Hong Kong shipment, right?”

“I’ll think of something,” Yabsley said. He wasn’t about to let Sid think this had been handled without sweat, not after last night.

If he told Wallace the truth, it wouldn’t do either of them any good. The truth would be that his foreman had demolished the PetPak Company truck en route to Woolloomooloo dock shortly after midnight—sideswiping a sanitation loader and skidding off a railway overpass onto the tracks at Marrickville, spreading three thousand buckled and leaking cans of dog food for a hundred and fifty yards.

It would be that Sid was carrying a gutload of beer and fell asleep at the wheel, that his woman, Maggie, had been taken to the hospital with a broken foot and her own hangover after some passers-by fished both of them up from the rail tracks. Yabsley could manage a nervous smile at the prospect of laying that little story on Wallace’s desk tomorrow morning and watching the blood vessels pop in his cheeks. No, he’d stick with the truth only as far as the PetPak truck going off the bridge, an event that would be difficult to disguise at best. Otherwise he’d have Sid at the wheel alone, the victim of some idiot in a sports car who forced him off the road. It wouldn’t go down well, but nothing was going to go down well.

“If he asks,” Yabsley told Gorman, “and he’s sure to check on what I tell him, you say you had to swerve to miss some kid in a convertible—and Maggie wasn’t with you, got that?”

“Right, I got it.” Sid nodded eagerly. “I’m really sorry I let you down, Brian. Real sorry.”

“Forget it.” He could see in the pallor of Gorman’s face that some delayed shock and a punctual hangover were jointly calling for the hair of last night’s dog, but fuck him. They’d wait together for the dockworkers to pull their fingers out.

Yesterday, Christmas Day, had been the last straw for Yabsley’s wife. She gave the kids their gifts alone, while their father made the loading of the Carpentaria his priority.

His compromise was to leave the dock when the job was three-quarters through, trusting Sid to get the final batch to the wharf from the plant, and loaded safely. When it happened last night, Yabsley had been in the process of rescuing his domestic peace. The kids had been sent to sleep over at Helen’s sister’s place about nine o’clock, and the Yabsleys settled down for their own, long overdue, private party.

By 3 A.M. they were both champagne silly and Brian Yabsley’s redemption seemed at hand. During the next hour, giggling like children, they’d sneaked out to the car in the driveway beside the house because Helen and the champagne said it would be nice to do it in the back seat like they’d done a lot of Christmases ago. They’d fumbled around to the point where Helen’s feet were comfortably on the two front headrests, and reconciliation was imminent.

Then the phone rang inside the house.

“The children!” Helen said.

Yabsley had suggested they let it ring, but the moment was lost. They went inside. At 4 A.M., while Helen stood by anxiously, he’d listened to Sid blurt out the news of the accident from the hospital ward where Maggie’s foot was being plastered.

As soon as Helen heard the children were safe, she walked into the bedroom and waited for a resumption of their evening, ready to pick up where they’d left off.

But out on the phone. the news from Gorman had wrapped Yabsley’s chest like a strait jacket.

The shipment Sid spilled over the rail tracks was the final batch of a load destined for the United States. PetPak headquarters. If a shipment to the U.S. arrived short three thousand cans then the Australian subsidiary was in trouble. Todd Wallace was in trouble. Yabsley was in trouble.

Again, Helen would have to wait.

“I won’t be here when you get back. Brian, I promise. If you go then you can start sleeping with Todd Wallace for all I care. I mean it.”

Sometime between four and four-thirty, while he showered, he had put together the outline of this rescue plan to save all their necks. And it had worked. He’d called Sid back at the hospital, met him at the Parramatta canning plant at five-thirty, and together they’d loaded three thousand replacement cans. They’d had to borrow them from the Hong Kong batch which was awaiting shipment in the storeroom, but they could juggle the paperwork later. They put the three thousand onto a flatbed truck and headed for the dock. The work was fast and neat. They were at Woolloomooloo by 7:05.

Now they waited.

“Christ, imagine being married to a woman like that,” Gorman said of the American woman on screen. “She’d still be talking about kangaroos while you were screwing.”

On the contrary, Yabsley felt himself becoming more absorbed by the level of Beth Winters’ passion. He guessed she was about thirty-three, and there was something very fresh about her. “The world will one day judge Australia by what it does to save the kangaroo,” she was saying. “Your opera house won’t mean a damn, your sports record won’t matter. If you let the kangaroo become extinct then your famous Outback will one day become a dirty word, ignored by the world’s tourist brochures.” To Yabsley she seemed like an evangelist—stronger, more convincing than any he’d seen—but for the ecological god. She was the enemy of Yabsley’s livelihood, yet she had the power to move him.

Helen complained. Helen might have left him already. But seeing Beth Winters in action reminded him that Helen hadn’t really done much with her life.

Sid Gorman interrupted his thoughts: “It’s been more than two hours now, Brian, and those fellers are still on their arses in the warehouse.”

As shipments manager Yabsley had been through it too many times to fool himself that he could shake action out of a dock on a public holiday. “If they can spin it into eight hours they get paid for eight hours…with penalties.” He could stand the wait. To know that he had so far endured against the odds helped dull the senses to the oiled air that drifted across from the moored tankers and the diesel fumes that came from the forest of great dock cranes behind him. “We were lucky,” he added, suddenly feeling the urge to verbalize his success up to this point, “that the Hong Kong shipment was still in store at the plant.”

“Eh? Oh yeah, we sure were.” The heat would pass the hundred-degree mark before midday, and Gorman’s thoughts had been on a cool drink sitting in front of him on the bar at his local leagues club, waiting for him to pick it up.

“If the Hong Kong shipment had gone on schedule last week we would have been stuffed. Wallace wouldn’t have liked that.” He smiled, not really caring whether Gorman was interested. For Wallace the disaster might have been worse than either of them knew. Some of the rumors he’d heard about the plant lately were along the lines that PetPak, Inc., was already giving Wallace heavy flack about the way he was handling the publicity being stirred up by this American woman Beth Winters, and her campaign to stop them from putting kangaroo meat into their dogfood.

Jesus, kangaroo meat was PetPak dogfood.

Sid leaned forward from his box and hitched the legs of his coveralls up thick, stubby calves. “You think we’ll have time to replace the Chink stuff before it’s due to sail again?”

“Probably not,” Yabsley said, “but it doesn’t matter a damn. Hong Kong only takes eight thousand cans every three months anyway…. To tell you the truth, I never understood why we bother frigging around with a penny ante contract like that. It’s more trouble than it’s worth. I’ve never figured it.” There was another part that he’d not understood about the Hong Kong deal. The shipment and every detail involving it was always handled directly by either Wallace or his sidekick, Vic Scully, the floor supervisor. It was such a small contract that he didn’t care much, but the way they gave it their personal attention was something he thought about from time to time.

“Maybe they expect the market to build up in Asia in the future,” Gorman guessed.

“Maybe. If this Winters woman has her way we’ll only have Asia and Europe to sell to.”

“What company does it go to in Hong Kong anyway, Brian?”

“Believe it or not,” Yabsley said, “I don’t know. I checked the shipping tag in the storeroom this morning and it’s all numbers, some sort of code.” He wasn’t sure why, but he wished that he’d had time to take it down, because the more he thought about it the more it intrigued him, now that he had time to think. He was considering it again when the movement of men near the warehouse door snapped his attention away from the TV. “Looks like we got some action down there at last!”

Real calm, for the first time in many hours, came to Yabsley’s stomach as he and Gorman made their way down beside the Carpentaria and watched the crane groan to a start. A fork lift removed the stacks of PetPak from the back of the flatbed and lowered them within reach of the cable hoist.

“No need for you to stick around, Sid. Go home. Take the truck back to the plant and I’ll grab a taxi when this is finished…. Give my best to Maggie.”

The foreman didn’t protest with anything more than his eyes, and then not strongly. “Thanks for all this, Brian. I’ll always owe you one.” He walked away toward a beer, Maggie. then another beer, in that order.

At three-thirty, Yabsley watched the last of the cans hoisted above the deck and lowered into the ship’s hold. As it disappeared from his view he knew, with somewhat bitter certainty, that it was done; that on this day he had saved Todd Wallace’s arse. He knew how he would play it tomorrow when he walked into the general manager’s office above the plant at Parramatta. Real low-key. Like, sure it could have been a disaster, but he’d handled it, no big deal. Wallace wouldn’t say thanks, of course, but they’d both know who saved who’s balls in these hours.

The Carpentaria sailed out of Sydney Harbor and through the Heads on schedule at nine o’clock that night.

*

December 27

“You took from the Hong Kong shipment? You just took it!”

The bloated redness of Todd Wallace’s face was not all due to the holiday’s sun, and it immediately told Yabsley he had trouble. Something was wrong, but Yabsley couldn’t figure out what.

“Sure I took from it—three thousand cans.” he repeated. “What else was there to do? The U.S. shipment was at stake.”

“You were supposed to use your fucking brains! You didn’t call me. You didn’t ask!” The general manager’s voice was breaking and Yabsley noticed a trace of what seemed to be real tears of rage. Something was very wrong.

Yabsley tried to keep his voice calm until the situation cleared itself. “There wasn’t time to call.”

“Did you call my secretary? She knew where to locate me. Don’t try to tell me you couldn’t locate me!”

“I didn’t say I couldn’t locate you, I said there wasn’t time.” Fuck him. He’d given too much of his sweat to be spoken to like this. “This was the American load, and you know the shit if that arrived short. In that circumstance Hong Kong can screw itself—it’s only a shit contract anyway—and you can…” He came close to saying it.

Wallace was too undone by the problem that beset him. whatever it was, to take offense immediately. “Hong Kong was my contract. I set it up—don’t tell me how important it is. You weren’t even assigned to the shipping arrangements on that load, damn you!-

“I’ve wondered about that,” Yabsley said, but decided to let it ride. He’d had enough. Yesterday he’d garbaged his day off for PetPak and today he was getting shat upon. He turned away from Wallace’s desk and tried to keep his voice calm. “Next time what I’ll do is let the fucking load go short.”

Wallace for the first time seemed to control the pitch of his tantrum as Yabsley reached the door. “There’s no next time,” he said evenly. “You’re finished here.”

Yabsley hadn’t been ready for this. It shook him so deeply that he showed no reaction. There was something he couldn’t tell them about yesterday. That yesterday had cost him much more than a day off. That last night, when he got home, Helen and the kids had moved out.

Todd Wallace had to pay something for that.


2

January 16

THE NORTHWEST

From about two hundred yards, it had seemed to be a branch of some kind, semi-upright and misshapen. Like everything else they’d seen setting out along the Gamulla Road from Bourke this morning, it was reddish, probably with dust, and as she squinted at its approach Beth fixed her hands more firmly on the steering wheel so that she could divert her eyes from the road momentarily as they drove past.

She glanced down at it through the window quickly, and in the blur she saw the image flash unmistakable to her heart. “My God!” she breathed. “Ginny, it’s a…a kangaroo. It’s been hit.” Her foot stamped hard on the brake pedal, sending their Ford compact into a sideways slide that only ended after a fifty-foot drift through dust that piled up into castles against each wheel.

The excitement of the broadside was the first part of the journey that hadn’t left the younger of the sisters drowsy with boredom. “Wow,” Ginny said. “And you were complaining that I drove too fast.”

Beth Winters ignored the remark. “Quick,” she ordered, “grab the water bottle. It may still be alive.” She jumped from the car, leaving it where it had stopped, sideways in the middle of the broad, dust road one hundred fifty miles west of Bourke, eighty miles short of Gamulla.

Her first close look at the animal from a few paces brought a gasp, and her hand shot up to her mouth. She turned toward Ginny, who was approaching with the bottle. “It’s alive, Gin. What can we do for it?”

Ginny knelt on the road for a closer examination. The creature was breathing, and its eyes were open, but it was just breathing, and the eyes were glazed, either unseeing or too far gone to care that she was there. The kangaroo was a Western Gray. Ginny guessed, a buck, but its coat had been discolored for hours by the red powder thrown up by passing vehicles and wind gusts. It panted helplessly in the heat. Its injuries were not obvious beyond a deep wide gash over the left ribs, but inside it had to be bleeding to death.

“There’s nothing we can do, Beth,” Ginny said.

Anger gave an accusatory tone to Beth’s reaction. “You’re supposed to be the nurse! What do we do? Just leave it in agony out here like every other bastard who’s driven past?”

“I didn’t run over it, Beth,” Ginny said. About fifty miles back a Big Red had leapt in front of their car from a cluster of trees while Ginny was at the wheel. She’d had to veer off the road to avoid it—a quick bit of driving she’d thought, and complimented herself on it. But it had brought complaints from Beth that Ginny was too careless, going too fast in an area where animals were likely to cross the road. “You drive!” Ginny had proposed moodily, and since then it had been forty-five miles an hour all the way.

“Just do something,” Beth ordered. She had always left the practical work in Ginny’s hands, and not just because her sister had the nursing skills.

“There’s only one thing to do,” Ginny said solemnly. “I’ll get the needle.” She walked back along the center of the road, raising small dust clouds as each pace brought the red powder up to her ankles.

When she returned with the satchel from the back seat, Beth was staring vacantly off into the distant claypan. Her thoughts were far ahead, in pursuit of the person who could, after striking this animal, drive on. “Don’t go near it, Ginny…. It’s dead now. It stopped breathing while I was looking at it.”

She remained out on the road in the still, airless heat for several minutes while Ginny returned her satchel to the car and got in. In the rearview mirror, Ginny watched Beth standing back there, going through her necessary bitter penance for all the wrongs of the world. Ginny saw that as the essential difference between her and her sister. Beth was the leader, the figurehead of the World Animal League; its spokesman, its chief campaigner, her face known to millions via the media and her name invoked in Washington whenever somebody sought to put an animal welfare bill into the legislative forum.

Even in private, this was Beth in action; passionate, outraged, but remaining mistress of ceremonies while Ginny had to do something about it. Until she joined Beth in her “cause” two years ago, she had been a nurse at Lenox Hill Hospital in New York, so it made sense that she should be the one to get the satchel. She didn’t mind that—except that was how it was in all areas. Ginny had to learn to handle the sound camera because Beth was too busy leading the campaign. She had to arrange the press conferences, because Beth had to prepare herself to address the reporters. When an article appeared in the Washington Post under the headline, “Murdering Australia’s National Emblem,” it carried Beth’s byline, though it had been co-researched, and co-written. There was nothing in WAL’s charter that said Beth Winters alone was the voice of the cause, but somebody had to hold the camera.

“Thanks, Gin,” Beth said when she got behind the steering wheel again. “I’m glad you’re with me today.”

Ginny nodded silently. She didn’t like herself for the kind of resentment she’d just felt, any more than she did the other times. It was only in the past few months, and particularly on this trip to Australia, that she’d begun occasionally to indulge it. It reminded her of the way they’d been as teenagers.

She’d followed Beth through Huntington High, then Columbia University, and all she’d heard then for ten years was Beth. If her hair were shorter and curlier, she’d look like Beth. Beth was good at this. Beth belonged to that. More than half her textbooks had Beth’s name crossed out on the first inside page and Ginny’s written underneath it. The truth was that Beth hadn’t done all that much for Ginny to live up to, but Beth had done it first.

By the time she left Columbia, Ginny was determined to do anything but follow Beth into journalism, and so she’d gone into nursing. She didn’t much like it, but there were none of Beth’s footprints at Lenox Hill. Then, from the anonymity of the maternity ward on 77th Street, Ginny spent four years watching Beth go from environmental correspondent of the Boston Globe to international recognition as the country’s leading voice for animal welfare.

When Beth invited her to jump aboard the crusade two years ago, the temptation to work at the level where headlines were made was too great to pass up. In any case, by then she’d reasoned that they were both adults, and she could deal with her big sister on an equal footing.

As she shaded her eyes to the lowering afternoon sun ahead of them on the road toward Gamulla, Ginny believed she still could. Jealousy was pointless, childish. It was simply the heat getting to her.

Ginny had wanted to stop a little way back in the town, Billsville, where they passed a hotel sign, but to pause now would, for Beth, have been dereliction of the cause. But thirst was fraying Ginny’s mood more seriously as the journey wore on. “It wouldn’t have hurt to stop for ten minutes or so.” She was slumped in the passenger seat. “I mean, we’re going to arrive in this godforsaken town looking like we left our mudpacks on.”

“No, ten minutes wouldn’t hurt,” Beth said, her mind only partly on the conversation but wanting to keep her sister content. “But your ten minutes have kept me waiting an hour in the past. Anyway, I’m the one who has to worry about how I look in front of the camera.”

Ginny forced herself not to respond immediately. She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the discomfort of her head bouncing on the back of the seat. She kept her mouth closed and hoped that by breathing through her nose the eternal dust of this voyage would stop somewhere short of her lungs. She crooked her hand just outside the window to deflect air onto her face, and she tried to take her mind off the cool comfort she might have found at the roadside hotel Beth had insisted on bypassing. “Ten minutes wouldn’t have cost any animals their lives.”

Beth’s stare turned on her sharply. “Don’t make jokes, Ginny, not about that.”

“Sure, I know.” Ginny reached over the back seat and took a by now warm bottle of water from the side pocket of her overnight bag. Holding a handkerchief out the window, she poured from the bottle until it was soaked, and then tied the cloth so that the moisture cooled the back of her neck. This time she didn’t ask Beth if she wanted one of her own.

Damn it, she wanted to be fair, but there were times when Beth’s intensity became too much, as though she were trying to prove to the world, and to Ginny, that nobody, but nobody, could care as much as she. “You don’t have a monopoly on saving them, you know. You may be up front, on camera all the time, but that doesn’t make you a four-star carer and me a three-star.”

“Oh Ginny, don’t be silly.” Beth softened. “You know there’s no such thing in our work. Look, maybe I could have stopped, but…we have to make sure the light is still good if we’re going to shoot film today. We’re about twenty minutes away and its twenty after four already.”

“Christ, Beth, don’t patronize—give me some intelligence.” That angered her more than anything. “The goddamn light will be good until eight o’clock out here, you know that. The truth is you were afraid I’d suggest we have a drink—and then you’d feel some stupid guilt about taking five minutes out for yourself.”

Beth gripped the wheel more tightly, staring straight ahead at the broad endless path of blood-red powder on which she drove. “That’s not true, Ginny. and it’s not fair.”

“Oh it’s fair all right.” her sister continued. She was miserably disheveled and dressed less practically than Beth, who in khaki jeans and shirt somehow managed to look as though she were between takes for a perfume commercial. Even Beth’s shorter red hair absorbed this grit and dryness without the obvious disfigurement it wreaked on Ginny’s longer brunette steaks. She felt angry—at Beth; at the monotony of hundreds of miles of roadside that offered a flat, nothing view of nowhere or at best an occasional cluster of dried and broken trees half buried by the wind; at herself for not once saying what had been on her mind during their plane flight to Bourke. and throughout this day’s drive: Let me do this interview.

“If you don’t mind my saying so. Beth, I think your trouble with Gene might be partly caused by your attitude toward this.” She knew the ice was thin under a statement like that.

Beth’s voice was cold and her attention through the windshield undiverted. “Let’s leave my husband out of this, shall we. That’s something that’s not your business.”

“Okay, okay, maybe that wasn’t fair.”

“You obviously think it was fair, Ginny, or you wouldn’t have said it.” Beth’s face was unusually tight with anger. “You’ve made cracks like that before. As a matter of fact, maybe now is the time you made clear what you think does give you the right to say something like that. Is it because you once?…”

“No,” Ginny answered coolly. “You’re right. Gene is not my business.” Enough was said. Both of them knew that Gene Taylor had briefly been hers before Beth started going with him. It was the single area of their lives where Beth had actually followed Ginny in something, and the younger sister wasn’t at all uncomfortable with the idea of giving Beth an occasional subtle reminder.

They’d only gone out about five times during the course of a couple of months. Ginny hadn’t really thought of Gene as anybody special, and as far as she could remember she was dating at least two other guys at the time. But she clearly remembered why the relationship had to be suddenly suspended. Her period had been three weeks overdue. It might even have been Gene Taylor, but there was only one time it could have happened—the first. At the time she certainly hadn’t thought the baby was his—not that it mattered anyway, because she decided it was time for a short vacation and she disappeared upstate, thankful for her medical contacts.

The last time she’d been with Gene before she left, the two of them had sat in the living room of their Manhattan apartment, holding hands and watching a Monday-night football game.

The day she returned was a Sunday, and Gene was again in front of the TV set watching a football game. Beth was beside him. Ginny had barely blinked, largely because she’d almost forgotten him during her emergency. If anything, she’d rather liked the idea that she’d given Beth a hand-me-down. She’d even double-dated with them in the months that followed, and after their wedding.

The idea of having any sort of claim on Gene and Beth’s relationship hadn’t occurred to her until after she had joined the WAL two years ago, and once again begun to feel that all paths before her were Beth-trodden. Only during moods like today’s did the way it had happened seem, in retrospect, to have the smell of a cheat about it. What if she had wanted Gene Taylor for herself? For all Beth knew at the time, she could have been crazy about him. In that circumstance Beth’s interest in Gene would have been an intrusion, and a lousy one.

Now when she saw the marriage in trouble, Ginny could find herself regarding Beth’s treatment of Gene as a kind of ingratitude for a gift she had once given. Not that Beth would acknowledge that impression for a moment.

“I’d be grateful if you didn’t mention Gene again on this trip, Ginny, okay?” The edge was gone from her anger, but the firmness of her words made it clear she’d take no more interference.

“I said okay—okay?” Let up, Beth, don’t push it. That was part of Beth’s problem, she didn’t know how to back off even when she was in front. There were a lot of things Ginny forced herself not to say.
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GAMULLA, NORTHWEST NEW SOUTH WALES

The old man at the corner of the bar embodied the northwest. He was indeterminably aged—going on immortal—a permanent fixture on the same stool he’d occupied in Turner’s pub for more than the past quarter-century. His surface was cracked, and his growth was faded and dried. Through the years, changes went on around him, new faces and new seasons, but Hubert Burrow was there on the stool, silent, immovable, whenever anybody walked in.

He was as much a part of Turner’s Hotel bar as the rusted iron fuel stove that sat at the eastern end of the room and glowed through the winters, more durable than the Log Cabin Tobacco wall poster that had long since bubbled and split with the heat of summers. He was there when Jake Cullen walked in from the sunlight of Gamulla’s only street.

All Cullen knew about him was that he’d once been a professional shooter, and their few conversations had shown that the old man knew the game; knew its challenge, its freedom, its conscience. He had an understanding of the compulsion that hadn’t let either of them consider any other life. Cullen moved onto the stool next to the old man’s because there he would not have to make conversation. More than that, there was something about old Burrow that, especially in the dry season—and more especially in this dry season—fit the mood of the northwest.

It was a mood that had the smell of rotting cattle and sheep carcasses to give it substance, and Cullen sensed it everywhere. It wasn’t just the drought that was now in its ninth month, and it wasn’t just the lost livestock and livelihoods that were the normal price of the long dry months, it was more threatening in its own way to these graziers, farmhands, and pro shooters who stood silently or in low, spare conversation at the peeling weatherboard bar of the Gamulla hotel.

It was a mood that suggested that these days, good or bad as they’d been for the past thirty years, were about to endure a new, untried test, worse even than the devastating droughts of the sixties that had wiped out hundreds of properties; that maybe for a lot of them, these days were coming to an end. It was a mood that hung in the air twenty-four hours a day, both in here and outside in the white heat and the dust clouds and on the flat, red claypans that were already veined with three-inch-wide cracks for two hundred miles in any direction.

It was a mood that every man in the bar identified with the name Beth Winters. Mention of the American woman and her World Animal League seemed to add another ten degrees Fahrenheit to the hundred degrees already showing on the bar’s thermometer, and had the effect of eroding a man’s sense of humor and making fists clinch a sentence sooner than they might’ve yesterday.

The mood was especially strong with the shooters, like Cullen. They would be the first to go, though a few didn’t know enough to see it yet.

The kid called Dicko never knew when to keep his mouth shut. “What she needs to get is one of the Big Reds grab ’er by the tits and she’ll forget about what she came for,” the kid was saying as Cullen pulled himself onto the stool. “Then she’ll soon forget about savin’ the kangaroo.”

Dicko’s brother Benny chuckled a bit for his kin’s sake, but none of the other shooters and graziers propped over their drinks bothered to look up. Like Cullen, they didn’t appreciate talk about the Winters woman or the problem unless it was important, and no one among them could remember the kid Dicko ever saying anything that qualified.

Cullen kept his eyes down and one hand cupped over the top of his beer to save it from the bush flies. His other hand rested on the hide panel he’d stitched down the front of his jeans legs to withstand brittle scrub. His right leg jutted stiffly at an angle toward old Burrow because it would not bend any more at the knee. There were another fifteen drinkers in Turner’s pub this afternoon, most of whose names he knew, a couple, like the Bakers, he’d like to forget except that they shot for the same canning company and they were unavoidable. In another hour there’d be twenty or so more coming in from the outer properties to turn the accumulated dust in their stomachs into mud.

Hearing Dicko Baker reminded him that he didn’t want to be here for that, because he didn’t like conversation much more than old Burrow did, less when its generator was booze, and not at all when he knew in advance what it would be about.

Dicko was still at it. “…Or maybe. she should meet up with that old boar we seen the other day, eh Benny? That fucker was about seven hundred pounds!” He winked toward his brother as he said it.

“Yeah,” Benny said uneasily.

“Jeez, he was some fuckin’ pig, wasn’t he! Tusks over a foot long. This Yank bird gets one of them up her arse an’ she’ll choke on it.”

“Yeah,” Benny obliged.

For one of the few times since he had first met and spoken to Dicko when the Baker brothers arrived in Gamulla three years ago, Cullen turned to face him now. He was only mildly curious, out of an old habit, but he had to ask the question. “How big you say that pig was, son?”

“Six-fifty pounds at least,” Dicko promised. “He came out of the mallee scrub on the west side of the Wagner property, but soon as he saw us he jumped back in—a real smart bugger, I reckon.”

Cullen examined the expression on Benny’s face to estimate how much the kid was exaggerating and figured the boar for four-to-five hundred pounds at the most. “Didn’t have any markings—any stripes up near the shoulders, I suppose’?”

“Matter of fact,” Dicko started to say, “think I saw…”

“Nah,” Benny interrupted. “Anyway, it was gettin’ too dark to see. He was just a black, that’s all.”

Cullen turned back to his beer, as alone as he’d been a few minutes earlier. Somewhere to his right, between his drink and the rear wall, the kid was still saying something but his ears didn’t want it; he was sorry he’d asked.

He was always sorry he asked. But there had been a boar once that Cullen estimated weighed close to six hundred pounds, and nobody believed him. They believed him less when he told them about the rusty dark stripes that patterned its high-ridged backbone, because any Outback man knew that the stripes were peculiar to the smaller Asian hogs of the northwest, but even they only carried stripes through the first several months of life. No boars of the northwest fit Cullen’s description. He had to be wrong.

Dicko’s voice came at him more loudly from the right and Cullen noticed that a hand was jabbing at his shoulder. “I said, what you think about this Yank sheilah, Jake boy?”

Cullen turned to him quickly. He didn’t react well to touching and he gripped the kid’s finger angrily. “Don’t do that, son.”

Dicko felt his manhood clearly challenged, and he lashed back by sweeping Cullen’s beer across the bar to the floor at the publican Jed Turner’s feet. “When a man asks you a question three times it’s…he expects to get an answer. Dicko jabbed his finger again at Cullen’s face.

Cullen’s right hand rose evenly, almost calmly, from his side and enveloped the kid’s entire fist, tightening until Dicko’s knees began to bend. “A while ago I asked you something, son, and that was my mistake—but since then you’ve been making a lot of them. Maybe we should call it a day.”

The others, the older regulars at the Gamulla pub, might have been paying attention, though nobody would have known. They either stared straight ahead into the rows of liquor bottles lined up on yellow weatherboard shelves behind the bar or they watched moisture tears slide down the outside of their glasses.

Cullen let the kid go as Benny grabbed his brother by the other arm and pulled him down to the wall end of the bar. He knew Dicko was stupid enough to try to take Cullen out.

Since they were kids, Dicko had been a problem for Benny. He was the little brother who never really grew up, at least not in some ways, and when he got a little crazy he would start acting just like Benny remembered their old man used to act. It usually started with a few beers, but not always. Sometimes something would just get into their old man and he’d go off his mind, just like that. Usually it was their mother. When he thought back, it was his mother who did most of the drinking, not his old man, so it couldn’t have been the drink that caused it.

He would just go crazy some days and that was when he would start punching Benny and Dicko’s mother around. She rarely remembered it much when it was over because her memories were usually drowned with liquor when it happened—and maybe it was her getting pissed all the time that caused their old man to beat on her like that. At least that’s what Benny had come to believe when he was about twelve years old. He knew it was something else when their old man started beating on him and Dicko as well.

When he was finished with their mother she would just lie there whimpering and sometimes throwing up, and that’s when he would turn on them. It went on for three years like that until Benny was fifteen. Then he killed him.

It wasn’t too hard. He shot him while he was asleep. He didn’t feel bad about it, except it made a lot of noise in the late night and he was worried somebody might have heard it. He and Dicko took off right away just in case, and they never knew whatever happened to their mother after that. Once in a while now Benny wondered what might have happened to her or if she was still alive somewhere, but only once in a while. But when Dicko started acting crazy, Benny always thought about his father. Dicko and his father were a lot alike.

He put Dicko between himself and the wall, away from Cullen, while the publican Turner moved up to keep Cullen in conversation.

Turner got nervous about trouble in his bar. When you ran the only hotel within a lot of miles. you had to try to keep both sides of any argument happy or you risked losing half your regulars overnight. “Say, what do you think about this American woman, Jake? You think she’s coming up this way like they say? I’ll tell you what I think, I think this whole business will blow over in a month or two when she goes back home.”

Cullen didn’t answer. His mind was in the claypans. This time last year, after the rain, there’d been lakes—miles of them from here to the fading horizon of the flat country; then fields rich with wildgrass and greening saltbush. Now they were just dirt. Red, dry clay, clay cracked so wide in places, a cigarette butt would drop out of sight, and the only vegetation the kind you could snap with your fingers it was so brittle—most of it already uprooted by the pigs goring for base moisture during the night.

“You wait ’n’ see, Jake. this animal lover will spend one day out here in the heat and she won’t be able fast enough to get her dainty little arse back into her city hotel room with the air conditioner and some fancy drink on the rocks.” The absence of Cullen’s attention told Turner he was wasting his time, but the trouble had subsided now, so Turner backed off to his bar duties. “Well, that’s what I reckon anyway.”

Cullen doubted if anybody gave half a fuck what Turner reckoned. Turner would reckon anything any paying drinker wanted him to reckon. He lowered his gaze to the injured bush fly that was stuck in the wet circle formed on the bar by his previous beer. The liquid was edging inward along the grain cracks, closing in, and the fly had nowhere to escape. It had some time yet, but the space was shrinking around him inexorably.

Some things in life were certain and were only a matter of time. They all knew, every man and every sheepdog knew about the Winters woman. The word traveled faster than the city newspapers got to this part of the country.

There was a chance, a big chance, that the Americans would put a ban on the roo, and that meant three-fourths of the market was gone. If it had meant that three-quarters of the pro shooters would be out of work, and only the best would survive, he could have lived with that. But the word was that the government would put restrictions on all of them. Everybody would get so many tags, and when you used up your tags you stopped making a living. How well a man did his job wouldn’t matter anymore. He couldn’t live with that. When limits were imposed it took the freedom out of the game, and the freedom was why he had been in it for thirty years, why old Burrow had been in it for thirty years before that. It was the last of the primary occupations for a man who wanted to work the land without owning it.

Their fathers had done it. They did it better with better equipment. It had been said that they’d turned the northwest into a bloody slaughterhouse yard. but he saw that as city bias. The guns like Burrow’s and his own killed quicker and cleaner than the electric hammers and mechanized slaughter at the Homebush Meatworks in Sydney, but lies made good time in some circles, and Beth Winters was just somebody who knew how to feed them.

Already this year, with her animal politics loud in Canberra and Washington, D.C., the tally was way down. The graziers were jittery about allowing big shoots on their properties until things quieted down. They needed and wanted the kangaroos culled, but they were scared, and their fear was leaving the roos to eat Christ out of what was left of the flora out west. The razorback packs had turned thick and carnivorous, and at their present numbers could claim close on sixty percent of the lamb yield this season.

Turner had continued his conversation with the Bakers. “That’s what they don’t see, eh? There’s even roos bloody starving in a dry season like this. Worse death than any bullet.”

“Fuckin’ aye,” said Dicko, whom Benny had calmed with another beer. “They might as well let us shoot ’em and use ’em for something.” His grin yellowed with a thought. “Only difference is whether they end up as pig shit out here, or they end up as dog shit stuck on some Yank’s shoe over there.” He giggled like a child and scanned the length of the bar to see who else got it. Only the bartender Turner laughed with him.

“How you managing, Jake?” Old Hubert Burrow had been beside Cullen for the half an hour since he walked in and this was the first time he’d spoken. Cullen was the only one he ever spoke to, and that included Turner, who by now had had to pick up Hubert’s almost imperceptible hand signs that ordered drinks. The mere question meant Burrow was in a gregarious mood.

“I’m managing, Hubert.”

“Enough properties?”

“Just enough. Some of ’em are holding back waiting to see what happens.” He could see their point. If the kill rate was high while the campaign against it was strongest, then it would only help the campaign. He wasn’t certain they weren’t doing the smart thing.

“Now’s the time they should get it done. Might be too late when they stop it—then they got thousands they can’t get rid of.”

Cullen looked sideways at Hubert, half-smiling, not at the validity of his argument, but recognizing the old man had just spoken the longest sentence since he’d known him. Old Burrow had to be really worked up over what was happening. “That’s true enough, Hubert.”

“You got trouble both ways by the look of it. How’s it break down these days anyway?”

“Average roo brings two and a half dollars,” Cullen said. “But supplies, equipment…all the prices are up. I figure it costs me a dollar eighty for each kill.” He’d worked it down to the last cent, in fact, when the rumors of government intervention first started. It cost him a thirty-cent state royalty on every carcass, in advance; thirty-two cents a mile on his four-wheel drive. Each bullet, with shell, powder, and primer, cost twenty-five cents every time he pulled the trigger. They were the ongoing expenses. His Sako .222 rifle and the barrels he had to replace after each five thousand rounds came to close to one thousand dollars a year. The spotlights, scopes, mounts, and other tools came to about seven hundred dollars.

“Anything below seventy-five percent hit-rate you’re losing money,” Hubert Burrow announced after a period of silence.

“That’s about it, Hubert.”

“What you are, son, Burrow said, “is a threatened species.” He looked back to his beer with the kind of intense concentration that said he was through talking, maybe for another decade.

Cullen finished off his drink and scattered some change on the bar before picking up his World War II digger’s hat. He pulled his stiff right leg around the stool and aimed it at the door and stood up.

Before he had taken two steps, the kid Dicko was in front of him. His voice was taunting. “Careful that big boar don’t come get you, big man. You know how mean them big boars is.”-He poked his fingers out from each side of his mouth, mocking the charge of the razorback.

Cullen’s fist closed momentarily behind his hat, then relaxed. He knew what the kid was getting at, and it hurt badly, but it would hurt more if he let Dicko, or any of them, know it. Instead he walked a few paces toward Benny, who was nervously wanting to get his younger brother back to the bar. “You want to keep him safe you keep his chain on.”

The bar was silent as Cullen turned and loped slowly toward the door and the board veranda, and those inside listened to the uneven creaking on the planks as he limped into the sunlight.

“Limp, limp, oink, oink.” Dicko grinned as he returned to Benny and picked up his drink.

“I told you before. Dicko, don’t fool around with that bloke. You’re gonna buy trouble.”

“Him?” Dicko chuckled. “He’s scared of a little old pig. Nothing to be scared of him.”

The elder Baker grabbed his brother by the shoulder. “And what was that shit about the big boar? We didn’t see no big boar. Why’d you say that?”

“Just wanted to get him goin’,” Dicko said. “You see his eyes pop open when I said that? Jesus, he fell right in. He’s real spooked by those things. Cullen’s boar! Watch out! Here comes the monster! Cullen’s boar!” Dicko giggled ecstatically.

Benny could smile at that too. Since they’d been working around Gamulla, “Cullen’s boar” had become the Bakers’ favorite joke when Cullen wasn’t around. Nobody knew the details, but somewhere back there Cullen had got himself gored in the right leg. It had left his leg stiff at the knee. Nobody remembered hearing how, or any of the details, but Cullen had come down to the northwest from somewhere in Queensland a lot of years ago, and the story of his fight with the boar had followed him. It was along the lines that somebody close to him had got himself killed by a boar and Cullen had done nothing to help. He came out of it with some story about the boar being a monster or something, too big to stop.

“You know what I think he saw?” Dicko grinned to both Turner and his brother. “I think he saw some fat old sow and he just got hisself panicked by it, that’s all. You seen that look in his face when I mentioned the big boar. Shit scared, that’s what he was.”

“Got to admit he didn’t look like he wanted to go out and wrestle with it,” Turner said.

*

When Cullen moved into the sunlight at the edge of the dirt road he stopped and looked along the line of vehicles toward his Land Rover, and the appearance of his sheepdog at its driver’s side window confirmed that his rifle and equipment were safe. Behind him the new burst of Dicko’s laughter had drifted from the split door of Turner’s pub. He limped forward to where the road hardened with the bitumen hidden under the overlaying blanket of ground-in red dust, and at the beginning of each step the toe of his right boot dragged slightly in the dirt.

He headed away from the sun and toward Warner’s General Store and Post Office, diagonally opposite the hotel, leaving behind the trail of small drag marks that told the town regulars that Jake Cullen had been around.

It was bad enough that they knew any of his business, but somehow the word had spread that he had gotten his limp from the razorback. Whatever else they knew had to have blown down from across the border with the winds, for he had not talked about it to anyone in Gamulla since the day he arrived; but whatever they knew, or thought they knew, didn’t interest him. It was enough for him to remember.

He did owe his limp to a boar, and it was a special boar—the same boar that had taken his eight-year-old son twenty-five years ago. For no moment of any day did his mind give him rest from that memory. nor had it for twenty-five years. Sometimes, like now, when he had to pause halfway across Gamulla’s main street to catch his breath and fight for control, it was especially vivid. Other times it was just there.

He had been in the dry desert of western Queensland then. and he’d made his first and last attempt to own some of the Outback that gave him his living. He’d never even talked about it to Burrow, not about his boy, or about the woman who left him after the boy was killed.

Whenever somebody, even a fool like Dicko Baker, made mention of an outsized boar, he was powerless not to ask the question. There had been such a boar. He didn’t fear it—at least he didn’t think he did—but he feared the memories it brought. His mind, or maybe his conscience, had searched for another one like it since the day he came to the northwest. Somewhere inside him was the erosion of an image, a trace of doubt that there ever had been such a strain of razorback that could weigh six hundred pounds and move with the rangy speed of the Asian razorback. When he heard the description being laughed at, as it had been ridiculed many years ago, he had to wonder if he hadn’t let his mind tell him a lie about what he saw that night, so he could go on living with himself.

He was a big man, broad and about six feet three inches tall. His hair was straight and dark but its ends had faded to a rust color with the sun. He was built for long, strong strides, and as he headed over the road toward Warner’s store the retarding gait of his right leg seemed out of place.
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The outskirts of a town were hazily emerging from the distance, and, according to the map Beth had folded on the seat beside her, it had to be Gamulla. This was where they hung out at this time of the shooting season, the men who let the blood.

She slowed the car to a crawl as the first sagging and abandoned buildings came up on her left. Uncertain what she expected to discover, she studied them for some sign. She felt there should be some indication, some black mark on Gamulla’s soul that would be visible, that would surely say to her, Yes, we’re the ones, we kill. Any community that gave shelter to the guns that had helped massacre millions of animals, any town that sustained people like that had to have the lines etched somewhere in its face.

The car came to a halt below a tilted wooden post that carried the name Gamulla on a crossbeam. The beam was hanging loose, bleached gray with only scant patches of the white paint that once backed the letters. Beth counted eight bullet holes through the word.

“It means gut,” said Ginny, sitting up and leaning forward to look upward through the windshield.

“What?”

“Gamulla—it means belly, stomach, gut,” she repeated. “It’s an Aborigine word. I looked it up.”

“They should have called it Gutless,” Beth said bitterly.

She eased her foot down on the accelerator and pushed farther down the town’s only street, the one they’d been driving on for more than two hundred miles since they left Bourke. A few hundred yards of bald field separated the first cluster of deserted weatherboard shacks and the next group, no more habitable than the first, but with full clotheslines that said they were lived in nonetheless.

A black boy about eight years of age was swinging a rope above his head in the front yard of one asbestos-and-iron dwelling about the size of the Bourke motel room Beth and Ginny had shared the night before. A trace of pale smoke rose and disappeared above a chimney that had been fashioned from drainpipe and poked through the corrugated iron roof. They passed three similarly shabby huts—one patched with cardboard box sides—in which either children or dogs played mindless games in either the front or back yards.

“Notice something?” Ginny asked.

“They’re all black.”

“So far. It looks like we are driving through the black ghetto of Gamulla of the Outback, sister. It’s the old South out here.”

“It’s the Indians of today,” Beth said. The place recalled for her the conditions she’d found among the Oglala Sioux when she briefly adopted their cause during the Wounded Knee siege of the ’72–’73 winter. “But that’s not what we’re here for.”

Farther into the village the road became tarred, though still mostly red with overlying dust, and scattered trees somehow grew from the earth in front of five or six weatherboard houses that were larger and almost neat compared to the ones they’d passed. From here it was apparent that the rest of Gamulla stretched no more than a hundred yards, a distance that included a rough brick-and-board building that carried a conspicuously modern sign advertising WARNER’S GENERAL STORE AND POST OFFICE. Behind it lay the drooping wire mesh that had once surrounded a tennis court long since surrendered to paspalum growth and dust drifts. On the other side of the store were two more weatherboard houses, the farthest of which had a vertical blue-and-white metal sign on the gatepost that read POLICE. The house was shuttered, and the front door bolted.

It was on the opposite side of Gamulla’s street that life, such as it was, seemed to exist. Several board buildings, all with iron roofs, most of them apparently closed, attracted a dozen or more vehicles to nose into the curb on that side. A four-wheel-drive truck and an old Norton motorcycle pulled into the same vicinity during the time Beth idled the car once through the town and did a U-turn. As they headed back down the road, Ginny’s attention was drawn to the sign TURNER’S HOTEL on the awning of a motley, single-story board building at the middle of the row.

“That’s a hotel?” Ginny said. “That’s a hotel, and I was worried about how I look? Good God, it looks more like a construction shed.”

“I guess we’re here,” Beth said. She pulled the car to the roadside about twenty yards from the hotel. “Check the camera gear. I’ll go ask if anyone knows where our man is.”

Something in the silence, in the stark, still heat of this place was very different from the settings of other confrontations. This was a dead place, with no shouts of protest to back her up, no politicians she could accuse with the Constitution tucked under her arm, no followers but Ginny, no standing in the path of bulldozers, no press. She was a long way from home, and suddenly, as she faced the brink of the time for her attack, there was just silence and a dying town of strangers. She felt very much alone.

When she walked toward the door of Turner’s Hotel she was confronting an unknown. She breathed deeply.

Get angry, she told herself. Remember that creature back along the road and get angry. Anger always gave her the strength. She paused a moment outside the door, which swung in two separate sections, one atop the other, and she pushed through it.

Her next step brought her into a comparatively dark room, a little hazy with smoke from the cigarettes of a strangely quiet assembly of men who had their backs to her. The place didn’t have the sounds or the mood of a bar where men relaxed or got drunk. The only semblance of animation was in the man behind the bar who was quietly working the tap. She walked over to him and spoke across the counter.

“Are you Mr. Turner?”

“That’s me.”

“Could you tell me, is Jake Cullen here today?”

Turner’s eyes dropped quickly to the lowered faces at his right and left. He had the expression of a man who was lost for words and not looking to find them.

Beth spoke more loudly. “Excuse me—I said is there a Mr. Cullen in this bar? I believe he’s a shooter.”

American accents weren’t unknown in Turner’s pub. Tourists came through once or twice a year. But this was a woman’s accent, and it came across their bar about the time they’d been told Beth Winters would arrive in this part of the northwest. Not a head turned, despite the overwhelming curiosity in every man there. It wasn’t because of any unwritten code that these men refused to show interest or fear or any other emotion when they felt it building, it was just that in all things it seemed best to sit pat and wait.

Of all the drinkers with their backs to her, Beth noticed one who didn’t seem to fit in with the rest. He was wearing pressed sports pants and a shirt that was made for a tie, and she recognized him as the one who’d just arrived in the four-wheel-drive vehicle that pulled up as she was making the U-turn. Something about him said he wasn’t a local, and he was drinking by himself at the far left end of the bar.

She was about to head toward him when a hand came out from a group of men at her right, and it touched the sleeve of her shirt. She followed the arm up to the face. It was the face of a man in his early twenties, boyish but at the same time ugly, smiling an uneven grin as he began to speak. “If he’s a shooter, this Cullen, he’d have to buy his supplies at Warner’s store.” The stupid wink that accompanied the statement told Beth where she’d find her man.

She turned and walked back out of the pub’s swinging door. grateful more for the chance to get out of the room’s unnatural silence than for the kid’s directions. Ginny was on the veranda with the portable equipment strapped to her back as Beth came into the daylight.

“He’s over in that store,” Beth pointed. She took the microphone from Ginny’s hand without pausing. Her stride was eager going on fierce. She had the scent now. At moments like this, on the verge of her own assault, Beth physically felt the change come over her. Her senses sharpened and homed in on the target; it was a feeling that left no room for hesitation but marshalled inside her all the years of research, all the legwork, all the hate.

She’d come to Australia via a long route through Washington, D.C., and she had her battle scars. With Ginny she’d stood in the path of club-wielding seal hunters in Newfoundland and she’d lobbied against the National Rifle Association on Capitol Hill. And she’d made ground. She’d damaged enough of their programs to make her sense it had been worth the fight. But especially in this, the fight to save the kangaroo, the aroma of a true and absolute victory had been inhaled every step along the way.

It was in the air in Washington and on the faces of the pet-food lobbyists who had fought her for three years. The kangaroo was Australia’s favorite native animal, the symbol on its currency and of its freedom. A wavering government policy in Canberra and environmentalist pressure in D.C. made now the perfect time for headlines and TV exposure. She knew journalism, and she knew how to make it easy for them: she gave them news without costing them manpower and equipment time.

“Slow down, Beth, please,” Ginny complained behind her as they walked across the road toward Warner’s store. Beth had such a grip on the mike that the cord was taut and summoning Ginny at a pace she couldn’t comfortably meet.

“Come on.”

“He’s not about to go anywhere. Not around here anyway.” She doubted a person could misplace an aspirin tablet in this town.

Beth turned. “Is it light enough to shoot inside? You sure?”

“I’m sure,” Ginny answered, and followed the cord.

“I don’t want anything to go wrong with this one.” She’d done her homework. She had eye-witness accounts of a kangaroo shoot, she had photographs of the bloody, mutilated carcasses stacked on the backs of flatbed trucks.

Beth wasn’t sure of the nature of the men who did it, but she knew what some were capable of. Some were capable of gunning down four hundred creatures a night by spotlight, picking only the lower hind quarters as their target—an act whose purpose was expedience at its bloodiest.

A kangaroo wounded in the hip did not die in the darkness, he was merely crippled. He hobbled helplessly through the night and the early morning cold, unable to travel farther than a fifty-yard radius, unable to escape, unable to die. They were the living dead, chained to the spot by their injuries but left breathing so that their blood still pumped warmly at sunup when the shooter returned to interrupt the death throes.

Had the shooter killed outright the night before, the animal would be cold at dawn—difficult to skin, too stiff for easy butchering. But this way, crippled, it could be left overnight while the shooting continued, and at daylight the shooter could return to strip and quarter it while it was still warm and pliable.

At the peak of the slaughter they had killed two million kangaroos in the Australian Outback every year. How many of that number died this kind of death was a calculation Beth refused to make. There were times when she wondered whether she despised the butcherers any more than the millions who let them do it and didn’t care. But at those times she had to include her husband, Gene, with the millions. The fact that Gene stayed in New York and didn’t care about her fight—could not or chose not to understand it—was the turn that gave a final tension to their marriage in the past two years.

Once it had been her allowance for Gene’s indifference that gave moderation to her view of killers like Cullen, but as the marriage deteriorated, so had her restraint. Now she went for the throat when she had one of them cornered.

Today she had Jake Cullen cornered, and Cullen was the core of professional shooting in the northwest.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
EEEEE
NNNNNNN





