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 An Aussie Glossary

abattoir: a slaughterhouse

Aga: a wood stove

Ag bike: a motorbike used on farms

"all the go": popular

B&S: a dance for young rural people

billabong: a pool of water along a riverbed where the river has stopped flowing

billies: short for billycans

billycan: a container used on fire for cooking

bitumen: asphalt or tar

bloody: a swear word

bloodyminded: stubborn

Blu-Tack: adhesive used to fasten paper to walls

boot: a car trunk

burl: a knotty part of a branch or trunk of a tree

bush: the uncleared Australian countryside

bushbash: to force a path through the bush

cactus: doomed

chemist: a pharmacist

chook: a chicken

Chrissie: Christmas

coolroom: a walk-in refrigerator

cricket stump: a stick used in the game of cricket

crims: criminals

crush: a pan for farm animals

cubby: a hidey-hole constructed by children

cutting: a place where a track is carved out between two high points

Deb: powdered mashed potatoes

didgeridoo: a musical instrument made and used by Aboriginal people

draught: draft, current of air

drop bear: a mythical Australian creature that drops out of trees and attacks people

duco: the surface of a car or truck body

emus: large, flightless birds native to Australia

feedlots: small fields where farm animals are confined and hand-fed

"flat chat": full-speed

floaties: devices for keeping children afloat while they learn to swim


 "forty-four": a forty-four-gallon metal container

frogmarched: being forced to walk by someone who's twisting your arm up behind your back

frogmouth: a type of owl

gastro: short for gastroenteritis, a stomach ailment

grog: alcohol

gumnuts: nuts from the gum tree

herbing: going fast

"hiding to nothing": a choice between two bad alternatives

hot water service: heater for water

k's: kilometers

knickers: underwear

"knock him back": reject him

knuckles: a game played by children, using the dried knuckles of farm animals

lollies: lollipops

Maccas: McDonald's products

milkbar: a small corner store, minimart

Milk Trays: chocolates

mincer: machine for grinding up meat

moleys: moleskin trousers, often worn by farmers

mono'd: to ride a bike while making the front wheel come off the ground

mosquito wriggler: mosquito larva

muleser: someone who cuts dirty wool and skin from around the anus of a sheep

mustering: rounding up farm animals

myxo: rabbit poison

nature strip: a strip of grass between the front fence of a house and the road

netball: a sport similar to basketball

op shop: short for opportunity shop, a shop at which second- hand products are sold to raise money for charity

Panadeine: a brand of painkiller

Panadol: a brand of painkiller

petrol: gasoline

poly-pipe: black plastic pipe for heavy-duty watering

pooh-sticks: a competitive game in which sticks are floated down a stream

pressies: presents

PTO: the "power take off" device on a tractor from which attach- ments can be run


 rellies: relatives

roos: kangaroos

shout: to treat

skerrick: a tiny amount

soak: a place where water soaks into the ground from a spring

Social: a social function, dance

spanner: a wrench

"spat the dummy": had a tantrum

swagmen: tramps

tacker: a young person, a kid

"taking the piss": pulling your leg

Textas: colored marking pens

torch: flashlight

tray: the flat back section of a pickup truck on which the load sits

trots: diarrhea

tucker: food

ute: utility vehicle

Vegemite: sandwich spread

Vo-Vos: a brand of biscuits

whinger: a whiner

windscreen: a windshield

wing minors: sideview mirrors

yabbie: a crayfish

yarn: to tell stories


 For Charlotte Lindsay (Austin),

without whom there'd have been no Ellie


 
 One

It was hot and dusty. The sun sat up there all day without moving. It saw everything and it forgave nothing. Sometimes it seemed like you were alone in the world, you and the sun, and at those times you could understand why people in the old days feared and worshipped it.

I hated the sun. For months on end it had no mercy. It burned everything. Everything that wasn't covered or hidden or fed with water, it burned.

It was mid-December and we were forty millilitres down on the monthly average. The dams looked like muddy pools, and the stock hung around in the drying mud, more interested in staying cool than in eating.

Three of us were working in the yards: Dad, Quentin, and me. Quentin had been late, as usual, and that got Dad snarling.

"Don't know why I bother with him," he said to me as we waited. "If that new woman's any good she'll have half his business in three months."

The heifers milled around noisily. They didn't know what was going on but they didn't like it. We'd penned a hundred and fifty in the yard and run about thirty of them into the holding pen, ready to put them through the race, but of course to do that we separated lots of mothers from calves. So they bellowed and moaned, as they shifted backwards and forwards. Most of the time you were so used to it you didn't even notice, but sometimes it got on your nerves and you felt like bopping the poor things on the forehead with the back of an axe.

 Not really. They couldn't help it. They were just being good mothers. Good mothers and loyal kids.

We saw Quentin's little cloud of dust as he came across Cooper's, one of our flatter paddocks. Cooper's is about twenty-five hectares. It's named after a soldier-settler who took up a block near our place after the First World War and lasted seventeen years, longer than most. When the bank got his place Mr Cooper came and worked for my grandfather. He died of liver failure. His block ended up as part of our place eventually: Dad bought it before I was born, and it's now our eastern boundary, only we turned his seven paddocks into three, that we called Burnt Hut, Nellie's and Cooper's.

Quentin arrived, as usual without bothering to apologise. He wanted to lean against the crush and yarn before he started work but Dad wasn't having any of that: Quentin charges by the hour. So it was on with the overalls and straight into it. Quentin's arm, wearing its long glove, disappeared inside the first heifer and a moment later he was nodding and coming back to the pen so we could put the next one into the crush.

My job was pretty easy. The three of us helped fill the smallest yard, then all I had to do was swing down the big steel bar when the heifer was in the crush, and open the gate when she was allowed into the next yard. Occasionally a calf got in there too, which didn't matter if it was in front but did if it was behind, because then Quentin couldn't get at the heifer. That was about the only real problem.

 There was plenty of time to think. I spent most of it watching Quentin. It always seemed so unhygienic wearing the same glove all morning. Wouldn't you think he'd pass on infections from one cow to the next? I asked him once and he said it almost never happened. And how come the heifers didn't mind his arm going right up them? With some cattle, the quiet ones, you could fill the race and Quentin would just walk along and do them in there, one after the other.

Homer would say they enjoyed it. But that's just Homer.

I touched the end of the steel pipe that formed the nearest crossbar to me. It was a bit rough, and there was a bolt sticking out near my head. Dad was always saying we needed to take the rough edges off the stockyards. They bruised the cattle, and you couldn't afford that. Marbled flesh was all the go, because of the Japanese market. Everything had to be perfect. It put a strain on farmers. The ones who knocked their animals around didn't survive any more. Even Mr George had given up using a cricket stump to move them through the stockyards. What we really needed was a circular yard, because you get a better stock flow then. Homer's place had a circular yard.

My time of thinking-music was interrupted.

"This one's empty," Quentin said.

Empty. Such an ugly word. You could tell that most farmers—and most vets—were men. A woman would never have come up with a word like that. I let the first two beasts out and slammed the gate shut on the nose of the empty cow. Quentin grabbed his clippers, closed her in from the rear, banged her tail and put the tag on. I climbed over the rails and swung the bar up on the other side, so she could come out into her own little yard, with her new short tail.

 "Welcome to Failure City," I said to her. "You're not pregnant. You've failed as a woman."

"Ellie, are you going to get her out or are you going to have a bloody conversation with her?" Dad shouted.

I went red. I hoped he hadn't heard me. I waved my hat in her face and out she went. It was true though, what I'd said. They only got one chance and if they missed, they were finished. You couldn't have them eating all the feed in the paddocks if they weren't breeding. They had little value to anyone once they got that tail-tag. It was off to the abattoirs. Didn't matter if they had nice personalities or a good sense of humour or were good to tell problems to, or were really intelligent. If they got pregnant they had value. If they didn't, they hadn't.

At school, in Year 8, there was this young teacher from the city, I can't remember his name, but one day I overheard him saying something about the girls off the properties being rough as guts. But God, why wouldn't we be? As long as I could remember I'd been watching vets shoving their arms up heifers' bums, feeling their wombs to see if they were empty. I bet that teacher never had to pull grass-seeds out of the eyes of four hundred ewes: all that white mucusy stuff and the slightly off smell which gradually makes you want to throw up. I bet he never had to pull a dead calf out of a heifer in labour; a calf that had died a week earlier and decomposed inside the mother. And I noticed he didn't say anything about the boys being rough. Next to some of the boys, we were Qantas stewardesses.

 The next empty heifer might have been reading my mind because she was a bit mad. When she wouldn't move I gave her a tap with some poly-pipe. I didn't like using poly-pipe even, but you have to have something and I don't think poly-pipe bruises. When she still didn't move I bopped her hard. She dug her front hoofs in and lowered her head and stared furiously at me. In the end I had to get an electric prod from Quentin's Toyota, and even then she was stubborn. When I got her into the rejects' yard she stormed up and down for ten minutes, like a yabbie in a billycan.

It wasn't that good a morning actually, not because of the heat but because there were too many empty heifers. Fifteen I think, out of a hundred and fifty. When we'd finished and let the others back in their paddock Dad and Quentin had a chat about it, leaning against our Land Rover.

"Probably this dry weather," Quentin said. "They've lost a bit of condition."

I never liked asking questions that made me look ignorant but I'd learned ages ago that if I listened I could usually pick up the answers. So somewhere along the line I'd learned that heifers won't come into season when they get down in weight. If the feed's poor they don't cycle: they have to be a certain weight before they rejoin. I guess it's Nature's way of stopping them having calves they can't support.

"Hmmm," Dad said. "Maybe I should have given them more time with the bull. They had six weeks. Probably could have done with a couple more."

 "What about another month?" I suggested.

In the end the heifers got a reprieve. Fifteen was too many to write off that easily, so they went back with the bull for another go. If they still didn't get pregnant at least they could have a good time trying.

Today we party, tomorrow we die.

The very next day the rain came, good soaking rain that filled the dams and greened the country, even if it was too late to give us much feed. But I never found out if the heifers got in calf or not, because less than a month after that the soldiers invaded and normal life ended forever. There was no time then for carefully culling poor performers as part of a long-term programme to improve the fertility of the breed. No time for long-term programmes of any kind. From the day the bombers roared overhead, and the tanks and convoys rolled down our highways, there was time for one thing only, and that was survival. All our energy went on that.

Sometimes there didn't even seem much point to it. Why go through hunger, cold, exhaustion, burns, bullet wounds, the death of family and friends, when at the end of the day the invasion had been so successful that we had nothing to look forward to anyway?

I changed my mind about everything every day. OK, I know that's what being a teenager's all about, but it was a thousand per cent worse since the war started. So one day I'd think "Yes, we're not going so badly, there's still hope, we can win." The next day it was more like "Oh God there's no hope, we should give up. If only we'd been caught in the first place it would have been better." 
It was unfair: we'd been saddled with this huge responsibility just because we hadn't been caught. Because of this incredible fluke we were expected to put our lives on the line.

 On the line? Three of my friends had put their lives over the line. They were dead. I had lost them. They were my friends and they were no longer on this earth and I would never see them again in this life, and it was all because of this rotten scummy war.

It seemed so random. I don't know how Robyn and Corrie and Chris were chosen, if choosing was how it worked.

The stupid thing was that we didn't have to be here. I kept dreaming of our days in New Zealand. It's not like we did nothing there but laze around watching TV, sleeping, eating chocolate, and partying. Well, OK, we did do all of those things for a while, but we did some useful things too, and worked quite hard, visiting schools and raising money for the war, stuff like that. Until the pressure was put on us again. Colonel Finley, the New Zealand officer who seemed so powerful in saying how this war should be run, could be a smooth talker sometimes. I don't blame him for getting us to come back, but I wish it had worked out better. I still burned with anxiety to know what happened to the Kiwi soldiers we lost near the airfield. I was proud of what we'd achieved at the airfield, and how we'd survived by using our own brains and taking some big risks, but it hadn't helped us find Iain and Ursula and the others.

And now here we were in hiding. Again. Half of Stratton was ruined: bomb craters and blacked-out streets and deserted houses. At least my grandmother's suburb wasn't too bad, and her place was OK. It was hardly damaged at all, except for a bit of vandalism. But we were leading a pretty grotty life. We didn't see too many people. Our only neighbours were young kids living much the same way we did, not far from us, and we knew how fierce and dangerous they could be. Sometimes I imagined the streets of the cities and the paddocks of the countryside teeming with feral humans like them, living in burrows and cellars, coming out at night: shadowy half-wild creatures.

 Certainly the kids were as scary as the soldiers who patrolled the suburbs on their motorbikes.

All in all, I'd rather be back in Hell. Well, I'd rather be on the farm, helping Quentin and my father move the heifers through the race. Failing that, I'd settle for Hell. I missed that peaceful wildness, that deep sanctuary. But I knew we couldn't just cruise on back there. I had to keep reminding myself of that, and push away the temptation to run out of the house and straight out of Stratton. I knew we didn't dare go back into the bush yet, didn't dare go near Wirrawee. After our little effort at the airfield they'd be looking for us till we were old age pensioners.

And the truth was that while we were in Stratton we could do a bit more to help the war effort. There were still targets in Stratton: soldiers everywhere. I just hoped there weren't any soldiers in Hell.

But there was another reason I didn't want to go back in the bush for the time being. It was because I thought it might be claustrophobic, stuck in the basin of Hell. I had a feeling the five of us might end up in an enormous fight. Until recently in this war we'd got on pretty well, but at the moment things were tense. In Stratton we could get away from each other, and that seemed important. I still wanted them all near me, with me. Needed them with me. But I also needed some space.

 The two who especially weren't getting on well were Lee and me. I was so angry at him. Our relationship had hit a problem. And unlike some problems, which are about trivia and in the long run don't matter much, this was extremely horrible and serious. I didn't know where it was heading. I just knew our relationship had hit the gravel and rolled end over end, and was still rolling.

So although I gave myself an occasional little holiday by going back to those lost days before the war, I couldn't do it for long. My memory was fading. I started out deliberately thinking about my parents every day, as a way of keeping in touch with them, with the way life used to be. But it had become harder and harder. There'd been so many days when I was too scared or too tired, and other days when I just forgot. Then, when I couldn't get a clear picture of how they looked I'd panic, and try desperately to remember every single detail of our lives together. That day with Dad and Quentin the vet, preg-testing the heifers: for some reason I could relive that so realistically that when I closed my eyes I felt I was there again. But there were only a few memories I could call up like that. Most of everything else had ebbed away. Getting with Steve at the Year 9 Social, digging out the old well, trying to reach the top apples in the tree, lounging against the Aga while I talked to Mum about the Nelsons' horrible feedlots or the problems with Eleanor and our netball team or whether my short silver dress would do for the party at Robyn's ... I could remember those moments but I couldn't smell them or taste them or feel them any more.

 Other people used tranquillisers or grog or drugs I suppose, to shut out awful grey realities. I didn't have those but I wouldn't have taken them anyway. I clung to my daydreams, and tried to use them. They weren't enough, not by a long way, but they were something. On the really depressing days they were all I had.

Daydreams could be dangerous though. On my school reports teachers wrote "Needs to concentrate harder." It didn't bother me much back then. But in this war concentration became a matter of life and death. You missed hearing a twig break, you were dead. You ignored a truck parked off the side of the road, you were caught in a trap. You blocked out your sense that something wasn't quite right, and the next minute you were lying on the ground with a gun pressed in your neck.

And it wasn't just yourself who got wiped out. You could kill your friends by not concentrating.

Oh, I suppose you could do that in peacetime by driving too carelessly, or using a firearm recklessly, but here the probabilities were much higher. In peacetime there weren't people looking for you to kill you.

So I made myself snap out of my little daydream of the heifers and calves in the stockyards. Daydreams now were like watching TV in the old days—something to do when your jobs were finished.

That was the theory, anyway.

I was standing by the kitchen sink of my grandmother's house in Stratton. I'd half-filled the sink, using a bucket, so I could peel some potatoes. I was thinking about Christmas and wondering when it was. I'd lost track of dates pretty much completely. We'd managed to pass almost a whole year without celebrating any birthdays. Unbelievable. It was mainly because half the time we didn't know what week it was, let alone which day. Sometimes someone would say, "Is this August? Hey, it's my birthday in August." But as we were usually attacking an enemy at the time, or hiding in a blacked-out school building, or changing sentries at three o'clock in the morning, the comments about birthdays tended to float off into the Milky Way, to be read by any passing aliens.

 Plus birthday cakes were in short supply.

It was sad though, to think I'd missed a birthday. When I was little it never crossed my mind that this could happen. Birthdays were so important. No, more than important. The whole year revolved around birthdays and Christmas. Months of waiting and dreaming and hoping. The funny thing was that afterwards you didn't spend months reliving the wonderful day. Within twenty-four hours it was gone and you just had to think how long it was till the next big one.

One thing I could never understand about adults was how they didn't seem to enjoy Christmas or birthdays any more. They said sterile things like, "The best present would be if you got better grades in school," or "You don't really want presents when you get to my age."

Not want presents! I couldn't imagine that! For me, that day would never come. Never! But the adults turned it all—Christmas especially—into a nightmare. They spent weeks complaining about stuff like shopping and the rellies and the cards they hadn't writ
ten and why you hadn't got a tree yet and why you hadn't put up the decorations. They sounded so tired and cross and cranky, going around saying, "Sometimes I wish Christmas was only every second year," or "It's just a big commercial rip-off."

Didn't they realise that for us kids it wasn't that way at all? Had they forgotten so much already about what it was like to be a kid?

I saw a poem once, in a book, and it was by a kid, and there was a bit that said:

No one can get in

Our world.

It has a wall twenty feet high

and adults

have only ten foot ladders.


Boy, was that ever right.

Yet here I was, peeling spuds and thinking, "Well, Christmas sure doesn't mean much to us any more. There isn't going to be a Christmas this year."

What was that Dr Seuss book, How the Grinch Stole Christmas? The soldiers had stolen Christmas from us.


 Two

It was Homer who first had the idea of making another approach to the ferals. The ferals was the name we gave to the gang of kids who were running wild in the streetsof Stratton. And I mean really wild. They weren't just average naughty little tackers. They were ferocious, dangerous, frightening. They had caught us and mugged us more successfully than the soldiers. They had at least two guns, and a bow and arrow that would be as lethal as a gun, assuming they could use it.

 But we'd had vague ideas for a while about doing something for the ferals. It was horrible to see kids so young and so crazy. Homer said once that we wouldn't have given up on them if they were our little brothers or sisters. In a vague abstract kind of way we all agreed with that idea. We just hadn't ever got around to doing anything about it. We had enough worries of our own. And I don't know about the others, but I was pretty damn nervous of these kids. With the frights and the horrors we'd been through already I wasn't anxious to go looking for more trouble.

Once I'd offered them some food. I left it on the footpath near their hide-out, with a sign saying FOOD—HELP YOURSELF. But to my surprise, they hadn't touched it. It was strange, because I was sure they were hungry. When they mugged us in the alley they seemed desperate for food. If they were city kids, like we thought, they probably weren't too good at foraging for food. Before the war they'd probably had a life of supermarkets and milk bars, opening the fridge door and helping themselves to a yoghurt or a tomato or a Mars Bar. Like the Grade 2 kids from the city who'd camped on the Mackenzies' property. One of them asked Mr Mackenzie, "How do you get the wool onto the sheep?"

Anyway, whoever suggested having a go with the kids certainly started something. Fi in particular got quite worked up at the idea of making contact with them again. I suppose enough time had passed for her to forget how scary it was to be at their mercy. My talking about Christmas set her off in a big way. I think she immediately imagined a happy Christmas dinner with everyone sitting around a decorated table and Santa making a surprise visit down the chimney. I didn't get the same picture when I brought it up on my monitor. These kids would eat the reindeer and strangle Santa. But I didn't say anything. I didn't want to spoil her dreams.

 Fi's the last of the great romantics.

Kevin wasn't so tactful. "Are you kidding?" he said, when we started talking about it. "You guys told me they were a hair and a freckle away from killing you."

"I agree," Lee said. "We've got enough problems of our own. We're just setting up a lot of grief for ourselves if we think we can save everyone."

We didn't go as far as putting our hands up for a vote, but we were obviously divided. Our discussion, which was in Grandma's lounge room, broke up without a decision.

But I didn't confess to the others that I'd been keeping an eye on the ferals anyway. They were hanging out in a deserted milk bar on Mikkleson Road. I'd taken to going past it at night, just quietly, across in the park, a hundred metres from the shop, so as not to provoke them. I'm not sure why I did it, just some vague feeling that I wanted to make sure they were OK. If I was in the area anyway, it was easy enough: no big deal.

Then I did get closer to them, briefly, but not in a way I'd expected.

It was late in the afternoon. We never seemed to see the motorbike patrols between four and six o'clock, maybe because they were changing shifts. I was doing a little patrol myself, at the other end of West Stratton, near one of those shopping centres that have only a milk bar and a fish-and-chip shop, and a newsagent and a chemist. This one had a computer repair shop and a Red Cross op shop as well, but it was pretty boring, and of course there was nothing valuable left in the shops.

 In both Wirrawee and Stratton there were certain houses that seemed to attract attention. Any nice-looking place, or big rich place, was guaranteed to be worked over by looters. My grandmother's was one of the biggest in West Stratton, so it had been plundered, but not as badly as some. We'd learned not to bother with big places much because there was never anything worthwhile left in them, just like the shops. We mainly checked out the smaller houses.

So I don't know why I went into this big house on Castlefield Street. No particular reason. I was wandering. The house was solid dark brick and stretched along the street for a hundred metres. It wasn't pretty but it sure was big. They had a pool in the backyard: Like all pools these days it was filthy and stagnant, the water such a dark green it was almost black. The front door was so solid no-one had even tried to smash it down, and the back door had been attacked but not broken. Around the corner though, was a side door which had been easily forced. It led into a rumpus room, a big area with a polished wooden floor.

As I stepped into that I heard voices. For a moment I thought, "No way, it must be birds outside, or water gurgling somewhere." I'd been caught out by both those sounds before. But then I heard a high-pitched voice say, "It's my turn," and I knew that it was no bird or broken pipe. It was a child.

 The instincts I'd developed during the war gave me a strong message. Strong and unmistakable. "Get out!" was the message, and it yelled at both my ears from the inside. So I couldn't pretend I didn't hear it.

But I went forward. I tiptoed across the room to the far side and crouched next to the door, so if anyone came in they wouldn't see me straightaway. The voices had faded and I thought they might have moved off, but a minute later I heard them again.

"Put her up here," the same voice said, and another child answered, "Wait, I'm changing her dress."

"Hurry up."

Then a new voice, quieter, murmured, "The pin thing's broken. Try this one."

I still hadn't heard an adult. The door was half open and I put my left eye to the crack. There was nothing to see, just a long corridor stretching somewhere, quite dark, with the same polished wood.

I crept around the door and looked down the corridor. At the end was a short flight of steps, only three or four, going up to another half-open door.

The biggest danger was that my boots would squeak. I started along the corridor, putting my feet down carefully and slowly. I was half-way towards the door when it moved suddenly, swinging towards me. I froze. The blood rushed to my face so fast it seemed to burn the skin. The door had moved maybe twenty centimetres.

Then it moved the same distance back again, and I relaxed. The draught was shifting it.


 The voices came again, much more clearly. The first child, a girl, said, in a highly aggravated tone, "But she has to be lying down."

I went another five steps, which took me right to the end of the corridor. I could see the beginning of a carpet, a deep red colour with a green crest stamped on it every ten centimetres or so. The girls were heading into a fight now. I thought there were three separate voices and I was sure they were all girls.

"Put her on the bed," one of them said loudly and aggressively.

"No," another one answered. "We did that last time. Put her on the chair. Then the soldiers can come in through this door."

I'd heard enough to know they were playing. The sounds of kids playing are different to any other sounds. You can't mistake them. They get so absorbed in their game, and I think they actually put on more adult voices. That's what these kids were doing.

The argument suddenly flared into a full-on fight. One of the girls, the second one, said, "No, don't touch her, she's mine!" and the third one said, "Yeah, Brianna, don't be so bossy."

Brianna screamed, "Well, you're not doing it right, you're so stupid. Why don't you listen to me for once, you're always sticking up for Casey."

The next minute the door was flung open and Brianna—it had to be her—was standing there. I recognised her from the hold-up in the alley. She'd been one of the noisiest. She was a fiery little thing, all red hair and burning red face. About ten years old and with a haircut that a kid must have given her: some bits too long and some bits too short, and a fringe they might have done with a whipper-snipper. She held a large stupid-looking doll with blonde hair and a dirty bride's dress.

 She took one look at me and her mouth opened like she'd seen Jack the Ripper. She made a little gulping noise, clutched the doll, and ran back through the door. "That girl's out there," she yelled at the others as she ran past them, with me right on her heels. But she was too quick. She had the next door open and was through it and gone, like a mosquito wriggler slipping through your fingers in a cattle trough.

I turned around. The other two were heading out the first door, just as fast as Brianna. "Wait," I called. I lunged at the closer girl and grabbed her by the back of her T-shirt. She sobbed and swung around, hitting at me with her spare hand, but missing. I let her go anyway, partly because I didn't have a good grip, partly because I didn't like to hold her, didn't like to make her a prisoner. But when she charged off again she ran straight into the open door, hitting herself hard. Her forehead, her nose, her chin: she really cracked them.

She staggered back holding her face and crying, and I grabbed her a second time. "It's OK," I said, "don't cry. You'll be right." This time she didn't fight, but stood there letting me hug her. She sobbed heavily, like someone who hadn't cried for years, like she was crying from somewhere deep inside. I hugged her for maybe a minute. Then the third girl reappeared at the door, very cautiously. She obviously didn't know what she was going to find. She stared at us for a moment. She was a pretty kid, a dark slight little thing with solemn brown eyes. She looked like an autumn leaf who'd blow away in a breeze.

 In an uncertain voice she said, "Come on, Casey."

Casey hesitated, then pulled away from me. I let her go. It actually hurt me to do that, hurt me quite a lot. But I couldn't force her. "If you love something let it go. If it doesn't come back, it wasn't yours in the first place." I didn't love these kids but I felt sorry for them. They were Lord of the Flies come to life. One minute they could play with dolls, the next they were a savage street gang, dangerous and violent. Casey looked back at me, kind of sadly. I shrugged and said, "I won't hurt you," and she got a very serious puzzled expression, like "Do I believe her or don't I?" but then the other girl said, "Come on," with a lot of emphasis on the last word, and they ran out together without another glance at me.

I didn't try to follow them, just stood having a look around the room. It seemed like a regular playground. Toys were scattered everywhere. I suppose they had their pick of toys from all around the suburbs. The invasion came so suddenly that there wouldn't have been time for the average kid to pick up his toy collection. But maybe there's such a thing as having too many toys, because the ones in this room seemed to have been given a hard time. I counted six broken porcelain dolls, and a lot of other stuff. A Barbie mobile home, for instance, that looked like someone had sat on it. The remnants of two Hungry Hippos. And a telephone set that had been ripped apart. I guess anything like telephones, which relied on batteries, would have been a bit frustrating when the batteries ran out.


 There were lots of toy guns, too. I thought that was kind of interesting. I assumed they'd be so sick of guns that they wouldn't play with them. By now they should all hate guns.

Sitting on a windowsill was one of those cute little bears that are made of plastic or something, and dressed in different outfits. This one was in a suit with a waistcoat and a gold watch chain, and carrying a briefcase. He looked very pleased with himself. I put him in my pocket as a present for Fi. Sometimes we needed our toys too.

I wasn't taking over sentry till midnight, so I decided I wouldn't go straight back to Grandma's. It was a nice evening, the kind where the light fades so slowly that you don't notice it getting darker. It changes gradually, losing its hardness, its brightness. The glare goes. It was at that softer stage now and it gave me the urge to get out of town again. For an excuse I decided I'd look for mushrooms. There'd been a bit of rain, so I figured there should be a few around.

I took a couple of bags from the house on Castlefield Street, and set out along the back streets till I got to the factory area. There were still a few factories that hadn't been bombed, and they often worked nights, so I avoided them, detouring round the back of the bowling club.

I found a lot of mushrooms along the roadside, but it was too dangerous hanging around there, so I went into the paddocks. There were plenty in among the damp grass too, but mostly yellow-stainers, that look like perfect field mushies, but when you scratch them they go yellow and you know they're poisonous. So I didn't do as well as I hoped. Still, I found a couple of nice patches, ate half a dozen on the spot and brought back a bagful to share with the others.

 I was approaching the milk bar, still a hundred metres from it, when I smelt something funny. When you're a non-smoker you can smell a cigarette from miles away. You can smell it on someone's clothes the day after they've had a smoke at a party. Or on your own clothes, if someone near you has been smoking. And wafting towards me down the street, was the smell of a burning cigarette.

My first thought was, "Don't tell me these kids are smoking, at their age," which was pretty silly considering they seemed quite capable of murder. When they mugged us I'd wondered if they were on drugs. But I didn't know where they could have got cigarettes. At this stage of the war everything perishable had been looted. Cigarettes and grog were among the first to go.

Still, they could have found a hoard somewhere.

I crept twenty metres closer, and waited. Minutes and minutes and minutes ticked by. The smell of the cigarette had gone but the person who smoked it had to be there. If I wasn't patient before this war I was now. I don't think impatient people survived too long. I didn't see anyone; all I had to go on was that smell. As time went by I started telling myself I might have been mistaken, maybe I'd imagined it, or maybe it was the smell of smoke from our cooking fire, or maybe it was the kids and now they'd gone back into their shop. But I didn't move. It must have been an hour; could have been one and a half. My legs ached—the backs of my thighs especially—my feet got really sore, and I had to keep rolling my shoulders to ease the tension in my neck. I did a little dancing on the spot, but really just wriggling my toes, to stop my calves cramping. I'd almost forgotten why I was there.

 Until I saw a shadow flitting across the nature strip. I only got a glimpse, before it disappeared around the corner. I couldn't see for sure, but I'd swear it was a male and I'd swear it was an adult. Then he was gone and I was left with my thoughts and fears and imaginings.

And I did a lot of all of those. In some ways a patrol of soldiers, in uniform and armed, was easier to deal with. You knew where you were with them. You knew what they wanted. But one dark spying figure, skulking around in the undergrowth: I didn't have a clue what that was about. It stirred me up, stirred me deeply. Scared me deeply, to be honest. I couldn't think who he might be or what he might want.

I waited another ten minutes, as my mind got more and more scrambled with the possibilities. When I got back to my grandmother's I rushed to find Homer. Fi and Lee joined in as Kevin listened silently. We were all very disturbed. We felt a bit helpless to know what we could or should do about it. The feral kids didn't want to know us, but on the other hand there was no good reason for an adult to be hanging around them, so maybe we should protect them, whether they liked it or not.

Being the middle of the night, the others didn't really want to do anything. Sure, it was partly because we couldn't think of anything to do. To be honest, though, I think the main reason was that everyone was tired. They were going to bed when I got there, and it's hard to change your mind-set when you're thinking sleep.


 I suppose because I'd seen the man—and smelt his cigarette—I was more involved, more convinced of danger, more anxious. I felt a sense of urgency that was on a different level to the others'. Homer just spread his hands helplessly and said, "Honestly Ellie, what can we do? We can try approaching them to warn them, but they're more likely to shoot us. We can chuck a message into their shop or something. But it's the same problem. If they see us coming towards the place they'll go for us. We have to wait for morning."

"I thought you felt sorry for them," I snapped.

"I do, of course I do. But it's not like some TV programme where they show a kid with cancer going to Disneyland and he's a total angel and you're meant to sit there with the Kleenex. OK so these kids are war orphans or whatever you want to call them, and if they were on TV you'd be ordering tissues by the truckload. But it's not quite like that, is it? These cute little orphans will kill us if we're not careful. We just can't go in at night."

A few weeks back Homer was all for helping the kids. Now, when I felt it was time to act, he dug in his heels. And the others more or less agreed with him. They said we should try to get a message to them in the morning. "They're not going to come rushing down the street with tanks just for a bunch of kids," Lee said. "They've probably known for ages that they're there," Fi said. "How do you know it was a soldier spying on them?" Kevin asked. "It could have been someone like us."

I ended up angry and frustrated. I sat there sulking like a little kid for a while. Then, like a little kid, I said, "Well, if no-one else'll come I'll go on my own."

This was breaking all our rules. We had been acting more independently since coming to Stratton, but not if it meant danger. Only Lee had broken that rule, with terrible results. I knew we had to stick together, but I couldn't help myself. Maybe I was as tired as everyone else. That's my excuse anyway. That's always my excuse. The others just looked at me, totally exasperated. Finally Lee, of all people, said, "I'll go with you."

 "It's not that easy," Homer said. "This affects all of us. How exactly do you plan to do it? Bowl up to their front door and ask for a few moments of their valuable time?"

"They're paranoid," Fi said. "They think we're their enemies too. They don't trust anyone."

That was no news to me. But I admit I hadn't thought it through. I had some vague idea that I could go to them with a big stupid grin on my face and they'd throw down their weapons and embrace me and ask me to adopt them as their big sister or their mother. The moment when Casey clung to me in the playroom of the big house in Castlefield Street, that affected me pretty strongly. It triggered deep feelings in me. If I were honest, I think that was another reason I was acting differently now to the others. But I also hoped the kids would give me a better reception than they might Homer or Lee. If the girls from Castlefield Street saw me, I thought they'd be slower to pull their triggers.

On the other hand, as the war went on we'd been forced to improvise, and these days we did it quite well. It had become a way of life. I was starting to rely on it, spending less time planning, as if planning wasn't necessary. That was a big change.

So even though we sat round for twenty minutes trying to figure out a way of handling the situation, at the end of it, all Lee could say was, "Well, we'll just have to play it by ear."

 By now the others were more co-operative. My bloody-minded threat, to go on my own, had worked a bit. And no-one had been unkind enough to mention that I was meant to be doing sentry.

All the time we talked I was getting more nervous, thinking that something could be happening already at the milk bar. I was keen to go. Kevin mumbled that he'd do sentry duty for me. I had a few reservations about that, but I needed him too much for me to make any waves. I also wasn't very happy about going off alone with Lee, not after the way he'd sold me out with his black-haired girlfriend. I knew though, that I'd run out of choices. So with Lee by my side I slipped away into the darkness and headed straight to the shop.

We got there six or seven minutes before the soldiers. I shudder to think what would have happened if we'd spent another five minutes arguing around the kitchen table at Grandma's. But we came sneaking towards the milk bar, being shadows among the trees, something else we'd become quite good at. We stood behind a pine tree, silently watching. The shop was completely still. If you hadn't known they were there, you'd never have picked it. But I was sure they were inside, and confident they'd have a security system. The previous experience I'd had with them, near the old stables where they'd been hiding, taught me that. They'd had a cute little booby trap there, a net of pots and pans that made almost as much noise as the airfield blowing up. So I scanned the street and the front of the building.


 After about four minutes I pinched Lee's arm and whispered, "See that dark patch along there?"

I was pointing to a part of the footpath about fifty metres from the shop.

"What about it?"

"There's something shiny."

I strained my eyes, squinting, trying to work it out. It was such a dark night, and the area I was looking at was one of the darkest parts of the path, shadowed by an overhanging awning from another deserted shop. I thought Lee wasn't interested because he didn't seem to be looking at the place, but I was wrong, because after a moment he said, "There's another one over there," pointing down the street in the opposite direction.

I moved to get a better view, and it worked. Straightaway I could see what the shine was. Those cunning little rats, they'd put big sheets of galvanised iron in various places along the footpath, mainly around the front of the shop. It meant you couldn't get to the shop without walking on the iron, or, if you wanted to be smart, without lifting it up and moving it. Either way you'd make an awful noise, and they'd be warned you were coming. They'd only need one sentry to cover all the approaches to the shop. And they'd have an escape route too, no risk.

But just as I figured the strategy I heard a faint humming noise, like a pump. We weren't used to mechanical noises these days, so it stood out pretty strongly. I moved back next to Lee. I didn't have to say anything: he obviously heard it too, because he turned his head towards it and listened with full attention.

As it got louder I realised what it was: some kind of heavy truck, a diesel engine, but driven at low speed. Funny, because it didn't sound heavily loaded. It wasn't one of those grinding straining noises that you get from an engine having to work its big end off. I started getting really uneasy. This shouldn't be happening here, in this suburb, at this time of night. If a truck can sound sneaky, this truck sounded sneaky.

 "What do you think?" I said to Lee, urgently.

"I don't like it," he said, looking around a little wildly. "They might be coming here. Or to your grandmother's."

I was horrified at the second half of what he said. It never occurred to me that they might be after us.

But before I could do much with this new idea the truck suddenly sounded louder and closer. I lost any doubt that it was heading this way, and I'd underestimated how close it was. It still sounded sneaky, but it could have been just two blocks down the street.

We peered anxiously through the darkness. Just as I thought I was going to see the truck itself, it stopped. One moment there was the quiet rumble of the engine, the next we were surrounded again by the silence of the night air.

"What are we going to do?" I whispered to Lee. He didn't answer and I realised he had as little idea as me.

"You try to warn the kids," I said. "I'll go and check out the truck."

Again he didn't answer but an instant later he had gone. He could move so quickly, Lee. I caught a glimpse of him three trees away, then the shadows swallowed him.

I tiptoed as fast as I could in the opposite direction. I'd gone nearly the whole block, keeping in the row of trees, when I saw them coming. A line of soldiers on the other side of the street, then a second line on my side. I faded back into the park like I was a shadow myself. As they drew level with me I saw that they all carried rifles. My heart thumped painfully, and bile filled my mouth. I hoped desperately that Lee was successful in his mission. I hoped the kids didn't attack him.

 There was no time and no point in my going back towards the milk bar. I couldn't get between the soldiers and the shop. Instead I figured I had to do something that would distract them. As soon as the last soldier was past me I raced to find the truck.

That was easy enough. I got to the end of the park. Next to it was a bombsite: a house, or a shop, that had been reduced to a wreck. Two walls still stood, but nothing else did. The chimney was splayed across the footpath. I stole into the ruins, trying not to turn my ankle on a broken brick. The truck was sitting opposite the wrecked house, by the side of the road, under an elm tree. I could see only one soldier, a man, standing beside it, watching intently down the street. Obviously he wanted to see how his mates were getting on. But I thought as I watched him that there was more to it than that. He seemed to be standing ready to jump back in the cab. He wasn't just watching in a passive way; he was holding the truck door and watching like a man with a mission.

The truck was one of those solid single-axle army ones with a canopy over the back. It was very like the one we'd been put in for the drive to Stratton Prison. It might have been the same one. And I realised suddenly what this man's mission was. He was waiting for a signal from the others. When he got it he would drive down the street and pick up the prisoners—or the bodies.


 I tried to think coldly and calmly. In my mind I ran through any number of possibilities and rejected most of them. I was left with only two that seemed workable. One was to disable the truck; the other was somehow to take it over. I preferred the second one. The trouble with the first possibility was that it wouldn't save the kids at the milk bar. The trouble with both of them was that I'd have to deal with the soldier standing across from me.

I didn't have a weapon. But I thought if I was fast enough and brutal enough I should be able to get the advantage. I decided to be ambidextrous. I picked up a piece of broken pipe. Part of a hot water service probably. It was copper, but solid enough. I took that in my left hand and got half a brick in my right. I closed my eyes for a second, as I was moving, and bit my lip. I'd like to have said a prayer but there was no room in my mind for it. I headed around to the back of the truck. On the bitumen it wasn't too difficult to tread lightly. And the guy did seem to be concentrating hard on what might be happening down the road.

I'd figured out what I wanted. There must be a signal, and I needed to know what it was. That meant he had to speak English, but there was a fair chance he would. My idea was that if I jammed the pipe in his back and hit him hard with the brick at the same time he'd be so off-balance, so shocked and dazed, that he'd tell me what I wanted before he had time to think of doing anything else.

He heard me when I was still three steps away. I realised when I saw him start to turn. I covered those three steps in a rush and did what I'd been mentally rehearsing, shoved the pipe so hard into him I'm surprised it didn't come out the other side and brought the brick down firmly—not too hard—on his head. I started saying, "Drop your gun" but before I could even finish the second word he'd fallen to the ground. I was astonished. I was sure I hadn't hit him that hard. I think maybe he might have fainted or something. I honestly slowed the force of the brick as it reached him, because I got scared that maybe I would do him too much damage. Next thing I know he's lying on the ground not moving.

 I bent over him, not sure what to do, and even a bit nervous that he might be faking, that at any moment he'd jump up and strangle me. I remembered Kevin talking about a spot on the head where a slight tap could kill someone. I shuddered with disgust and fear. But a moment later I had something else to think about. There was a whistle from down the road, and a torch flashed at me three times.

I didn't need to ask the soldier what the signal was any more. They might as well have set off a fireworks display.

It was time to improvise. I grabbed the cap of the unconscious man from where it had fallen and jammed it on my head, then jumped in the cab of the truck. The keys were in it, thank God. It was a diesel engine but it started quickly. It would have still been warm. There was a horrible grinding noise as I put it in gear, like a chain rattling inside a grain bin. I hoped the soldiers down the road wouldn't hear the bad change, and I hoped it wouldn't wake the man lying on the road. But I drove straight towards the milk bar, putting the lights on high beam as I did so. It was probably breaking all their rules but I had to take the risk; I had to blind them as much as possible so they wouldn't see my face.


 With the lights on I could at last see what was happening. It wasn't a pretty sight. There was a pathetic group of kids, five or six of them I thought, the youngest only tiny. They all had their hands on top of their heads. In the middle of the group was Lee, towering above them, because of his height and his age. I mean, he was older than any of them, but as well he's tall for his age. He had his hands on top of his head too.

Surrounding them were four soldiers, and a couple more were away in the shadows.

They didn't even look up as I drove towards them.

At one stage I had the idea that I'd run the soldiers down, but the way they were grouped made that impossible. They were too scattered. So I did the opposite, bringing the truck gently to a halt just in front of them, sweating like hell and hoping desperately that they couldn't see me properly, high up in the cab, or that if they did, the cap would fool them. I didn't know what to do: just prayed for a bit of inspiration.

And at least I got my first wish: they didn't look up at the cabin. They ushered Lee and the kids around the back.

There wasn't much noise or drama. The kids seemed like they'd just woken up, all pale and shocked. Lee looked furious, his lips pressed together and his eyes narrowed. The soldiers hardly needed to speak. They weren't acting berserk; they acted like people going about their normal business. After all, they'd pulled off a nasty job successfully, without any of their buddies getting hurt or killed—as far as they knew—so I suppose their main feeling was relief.

There was a rear-vision mirror which showed the scene in the back. I watched closely. The soldiers helped by shining their torches in as the kids scrambled up. I knew I had to time this perfectly. I'd only get one chance.

 Lee was last in, like I expected. The moment he was up on the tray I slammed the gear into reverse and dropped the clutch. I'd wanted to have it in reverse already but dared not, because I thought it would beep, or show reversing lights.

There was a thump and a swearword from Lee as he fell forward, then back. And a few cries from the kids, cries of surprise, fear, shock. I didn't have time to see if they were all right, and it was too dark to see in there now anyway. I was about to yell at them "Get down, get down," because I was expecting bullets, but then I heard Lee yelling it, so I knew he had survived his fall, at least. As we reversed I felt two distinct crunches. I guess I hit two of the soldiers.

I kept reversing, because it'd take too long to stop and find another gear, and also because, now I was past the soldiers, I thought it'd be better to have them shoot at me than at the kids. I tried to think if there were any side streets I could turn down but couldn't remember any. So instead I swung the steering wheel the other way, drove over the kerb, and set off through the trees and into the park, still going backwards.

It was bloody difficult. I'd killed the lights to make us a less visible target, and of course that meant I didn't have tail-lights either. Driving was completely blind. My memory said that once we got through the first line of trees it was clear ground for a while. I just had to hope my memory was accurate.

I got through the trees and went a bit further, then decided it was too dangerous. I swung the wheel hard and put us into a racing turn that went the full 180 degrees. At the end of it we thumped into something: I glanced in the wing mirror and by the brakelights saw a playground swing. I caught a glimpse of it toppling slowly away from the truck, but there was no time to watch it fall. I didn't hear it fall either, because by then I was making too much noise myself. I slammed the gearstick into second and revved it hard. The back wheels spun. We were probably in the sand from the playground. Suddenly the wheels gripped and we took off with a scream of rubber. The tail waggled backwards and forwards like an excited dog.

 I don't know if anyone was firing at us at that stage. It was all too dark and wild and noisy to know what was going on. At least now though, I could look through the front windscreen and get a bit of a view. It sure beat trying to use the wing mirrors. We went for a mad swerving drive through the park. As I chucked a crazy left across a big garden bed Lee came slithering into the seat beside me. He did it awkwardly, kind of head first and side on all at the same time, but he was up in a moment and staring through the windscreen as anxiously as me. I had a glimpse of his white knuckles on the dashboard. We crashed over a footpath and straight through a small low fence. We must have been travelling at somewhere between eighty and a hundred k's.

It was a speed of absolute insanity, but sometimes a thought takes over your mind so completely that everything else is pushed into limbo. And the thought that possessed me was the desire to get away from the men with rifles. All thoughts of sane, careful driving, of consideration for the passengers, were erased from my memory. I'd lost them on my computer.


 We went straight at the iron railings on the far side of the park. If we could get through them we'd be out on the street a block away from the soldiers. The truck was big and heavy but the railings looked hard and sharp. "Jesus Christ," Lee swore. "Hang on tight," he yelled at the kids in the back. I felt him ducking down as we raced at the pickets. I remembered how well we'd crashed through the fence at the airfield, but this looked to be a higher degree of difficulty. Like, a nine compared to a two.

Just as we were about to hit I saw that at the bottom of the fence was a concrete base. This was going to be the biggest speed bump I'd ever seen. Not to mention the steel spikes on top. I actually hauled back on the wheel as we raced at it, like this was a plane and I was operating the rudder. Then we hit.

It was the most God-awful crash. The shudder came up through the steering column and ripped the wheel out of my hands. I don't know what it did to the suspension but it would have been something chronic. The windscreen dissolved and cascaded all over me, a waterfall of glass. We became airborne. It wasn't like in the movies where you see the car fly across the bridge that's half open, or off the end of the unfinished freeway. In those the car is like a seagull, soaring gracefully. We were airborne for only a second and when we hit the road again it was with a crash that rattled every tooth in my head. I'd scrunched up in the seat, so I didn't hit my head, but there were screams from the back, so I guess they weren't so lucky. I had a mental image of the smallest kid bouncing around like a superball, and felt sick at the thought. The impact was so violent I was scared the floor of the cabin was going to rise and tear open. Everything not fastened down got thrown around: a Stratton street directory and a spanner both hit me before dropping to the floor, and a half-filled bottle of Coke fell from somewhere and lay on the seat pouring its insides out.

 We raced across the road out of control, the wheel wobbling wildly from side to side. I had to swing it with all my strength. It wasn't enough and we went over the footpath on the other side of the road and into the front lawn of a house. The best I could do was to straighten up enough to get on the driveway. I didn't have my foot on the accelerator but we'd built up so much momentum that it didn't make a lot of difference. The brakes were cactus, just went flat to the floor. At the end of the driveway was something, some structure: I couldn't quite see what. I prayed it wasn't a brick garage. I was scared to try changing down a gear, because if I missed the change and ended up in neutral—well, we were gone then.

It wasn't a garage. It was a carport, with a little aluminium shed behind it. At the last minute I actually accelerated, thinking it was better for us to try to smash it out of our way. We hit it hard. Aluminium panels went flying, and I saw the roof pop up way above us like a shining silver kite. Then we were through. Through it, and the fence beyond, accelerating still, smash or be smashed, ten tonnes moving at eighty k's. The screams from the back blended with the screams from the ripping metal, till I couldn't tell the human noise from the noises outside. I gripped the wheel like it was a lifebelt and I was in a whirlpool. All I could do was to keep it straight and keep going. I gripped that wheel till I couldn't even feel my hands any more.


Then we were through to the next driveway, back to back with this one, and here there was no garage, thank God, no carport, just an old rusted wheelbarrow that had probably been there since the invasion and which the truck dismembered. I wasn't worried about that: I hardly noticed it, because I had something else to think about.

That something else was getting the truck out of the driveway and around into the street, a turn as tight as a twanging wire. There was pressure back in the brakes, but I knew even as I pushed the pedal that it wouldn't be enough. We had built up too much speed, too much momentum. I also knew I couldn't keep braking this hard and turning at the same time, or we'd be over. I'd roll it and kill the lot of us.

So I had to make a wide arc for the turn. And when I say wide, I mean the front verandah of the house opposite. It was held up by poles and we snapped them like matchsticks. The roof of it started coming down but I didn't see much of that, because we were already through the fence and thumping back over the footpath. Only then could I get the thing under control and straighten up. And suddenly there we were, rocketing down the street in the dark, the fresh night air blowing sweetly on my face.
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