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‘A brave and well-considered novel, redolent with a deeply felt and beautifully conveyed sense of place ... Miller has eschewed both sentimentality and easy answers: his characters and conflicts ring vibrantly true, his conclusions remain realistically, challengingly open.’—Katharine England, Adelaide Advertiser 
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whose story this is 





Contents 

Melbourne: Winter 1995

Burranbah Coal 

On the Road

Zamia Street

Zigzag 

Ranna Station 

A Plague of Dogs

Townsville 

Mount Coolon

May’s 

Amazing Grace

The Last Stone Woman

Verbena Station





A ruling caste always remains slightly barbaric.

Robert Musil 





Melbourne: Winter 1995

THE MOMENT SHE OPENED THE FRONT DOOR AND STEPPED into the passage she knew he was gone. She stood in the silence, her heavy briefcase hanging from her hand, staring at her reflection in the bevelled mirrorglass on the hallstand. The passage smelled of fish from next door’s cooking. It was raining again and the tyres of the cars going past in the road outside were making a swishing sound. A week earlier they had celebrated her forty-second birthday together at her favourite Italian restaurant in Carlton. That evening with their meal they shared a bottle of wine then went home to bed and made love. After making love she slept soundly and woke next morning refreshed. That day, which was a Saturday, they began planning a trip to Europe, to be undertaken in the autumn. There were conferences they would each attend, hers at Kent on Globalising History and his at Leeds on Biography as Fiction. After her conference she was to look up family connections in Somerset and they would then meet in Frankfurt and spend a week there together with his brother’s family before flying home.

She looked along the passage towards the stairs and called, ‘Dearest?’ Her voice, however, was small in the evening stillness of the house, her tone uncertain against the silence, pitched a little too high for conviction. Her throat was tight and dry. She swallowed and stood listening. The car tyres hissing on the wet road outside; the faint sound of voices through the party wall, her Greek neighbours who always seemed to find something in life to shout about. Then she saw the envelope on the hallstand. She noticed also that his green windstopper and umbrella were gone. Perhaps she had already registered the absence of these things, but subliminally, when she came through the front door. Perhaps it was their absence that had made her so certain of his absence. For he always worked at home on the biography on Thursdays. Indeed Annabelle’s husband, associate professor Steven Küen, was a man of regular, even strict, habits and could be relied upon to be where he was expected to be. Perhaps he was even a little old-fashioned and inflexible in this regard. She had always thought of him as a man of principle and been ready to defend him against the occasional charge of dullness. He was eight years older than she and would turn fifty this year. The Big One, he had called the upcoming birthday. And when he had confessed to her his fear of growing old she had playfully reminded him that Cervantes was sixty before he published his great novel, Don Quixote. ‘Cervantes would have been a faint footnote in history,’ she told him, ‘instead of being celebrated as one of the founders of the Modern Era of European culture, if he hadn’t persisted well beyond his fiftieth birthday.’ She had teased Steven about his fear of growing old, feeling herself to be secure behind her eight-year advantage over him.

She set her briefcase on the floor and reached for the envelope. On the front, inscribed in his careful hand, the word Dearest. Their word for each other. Dearest; Most Dear; Beloved, the association of phrases slipping through her mind and arriving at, Dearly Beloved, we are gathered here . . . But was that for weddings or funerals? She could not remember. It was a long time since she had attended either of these ceremonies . . . She and Steven had never addressed each other by their names. Not even in the beginning. It would have sounded ridiculous if he had ever called her Annabelle or she him Steven. She turned the envelope over. He had sealed it . . . She thought, The seventh seal: And when he opened the seventh seal there was silence . . . She put on her glasses and opened the envelope. She unfolded the single sheet of closely handwritten paper and stood reading. When she had finished reading, she refolded the sheet and put it back in the envelope and replaced the envelope on the hallstand. As if this was where it was to belong. She took off her glasses and put them in the inside pocket of her jacket.

She could see herself in the mirror. She looked tired, a little worn. A middle-aged woman. Her make-up had faded during the day and she had not taken the trouble to reapply it before getting in the car and driving home. The skin of her cheeks was fiery. Her lips thin and pale, already the faint pencillings of convergent wrinkle lines. Her short hair was in need of fresh colouring, the grey showing near her scalp. She had believed herself to be cherished by him, safe from reproach within the privacy of their life; loved, cared for, at liberty with him to display her faults, her weaknesses, the shameful blemishes . . . He had discarded her.

She knew that the calm that possessed her was shock, and that she was not really present in her body. She felt soiled, as if by some indiscreet action of her own, as if she had not taken proper care of herself. She was shamed and humiliated. Steven had done this to her. He had cast her aside. She felt discarded, as something that is unclean and impure and is no longer worthy of respect. It was not his disgrace but hers, she knew that. He would be admired, even envied, for his conquest. He would not need her again to defend him against the charge of dullness.

She turned from the mirrorglass and stepped along the hallway. Slowly she mounted the stairs, her hand to the banister, and entered his study, the sanctum sanctorum of his ambitions. The smell of his presence. The anxiety of his fraught endeavour. She switched on the light. Everything was in place. He had not taken his books or his PC. The growing pile of the manuscript of the biography rested on the tower of the PC, the chapters marked with pink iridescent post-it notes, the grey wedge of antique marble he had picked up in the Foro Romano weighting it—she could see him now bending to souvenir the piece of marble, slipping it illicitly into his sidepocket. She stood beside his chair looking back at the room from the desk. His Hasselblad was not in its usual spot on the filing cabinet. Apart from the unusual absence from his study on a Thursday evening of associate professor Steven Küen himself, the absence of the expensive camera she had given him for his fortieth birthday was the only other sign that anything was amiss. Was he taking photographs of the girl? Posing her naked in a cunning halflight to capture on his black and white prints the exquisite grain of her perfect skin? All the words they used in their striving to describe it to themselves, honeyed, golden, gilded, café au lait, skin like a young fawn. The endless phrases struggling to be the experience. The old man mounting the young woman while he thinks of his own death. Annabelle felt a movement of nausea in her stomach . . . She had never opened the drawers of her husband’s desk. They had not spied upon each other. There had never been a cause for mistrust between them. She leaned now and opened the small top drawer, where he leaned his right elbow, the fingers of his hand lightly controlling the mouse. There was a curled copy of a glossy magazine in the drawer and nothing else. The magazine was titled Tush. As if it were a quaintly archaic exclamation of disapproval. A picture of a girl on the cover wearing brief panties and bra. The girl was looking over her shoulder, thrusting her glossy buttocks—her honeyed, her golden, her café au lait buttocks— towards the camera, her red lips parted, her startlingly violet eyes wide, her blonde hair soft against her back. The girl could not have been more than eighteen or nineteen years of age. Despite her pose, she looked to Annabelle to be guileless and innocent. Her beautiful body unreal in its perfection. Did her mother know what her daughter’s job was?

Annabelle closed the drawer and went downstairs and into the kitchen. She stood at the sink looking out into the darkening garden. She drank a glass of water, her ghostly reflection suspended in the windowglass, gazing back at her, detached and incurious, as if from a place in the future already far removed from this moment. Their carefully tended patch of lawngrass beyond the shade umbrella and the table and the Weber was vivid green, sparkling with raindrops in the evening light—the golden, the honeyed, halflight of evening . . . Annabelle was seeing her husband with the young girl on the cover of Tush. He was naked, standing behind the girl making love to her. Of course he couldn’t possibly be with that girl. She knew the girl he was with. She knew he had let himself be seduced by one of his Honours students. A voluptuous Israeli woman, dark, intense, self-assured and aggressive. Twenty-two at the most. Annabelle had teased him about the way this young woman had stared at him at a faculty evening and he had laughed and kissed her and said not to be so stupid. He had written in his note that he was very, very sorry for what he had done. He still loved her, he wrote. He would always love her. Nothing, he wrote, could ever change that. She must know it. He would not hurt her for the world. He had written that perhaps it would not work out for him with this young woman and that she should think of it as an aberrant episode, a brief rite of passage, if you like, that men need to pass through before they can settle down and grow old with dignity and grace. We may even find, he wrote, that it is genetically determined. But at any rate, when it is over with Sara, you and I will surely look back upon this episode as if it has been a soul cleansing for me. Annabelle had never heard Steven speak of his soul before. His midlife crisis, he wrote, though this was not a term he cared for, it was nevertheless a term he found it useful to employ on this occasion. He knew, he assured her, that he would come back to her, perhaps quite soon. Sooner than they could imagine. But for the time being he had moved in with the darkly beautiful girl who had worn the uniform of a soldier and seen the corpses of young men lying in the streets and whose gaze was still and deep and strong and whose body had cast a spell over him . . . He had not planned it, he wrote. She must not believe that of him. He had not planned to hurt her. It had happened between himself and Sara one evening in his room at the university and now he was powerless to resist. It had been like an accident. Unforseen and unpreventable. As inevitable almost as an act of God . . . While she was reading the letter Annabelle felt his lust for the girl seeping into it, as if he could not resist boasting of his passion to her and might at any moment begin to describe the details of their lovemaking. She might think of him, he wrote, as suffering a kind of moral trauma. It had been as much a surprise to him as it would be to her when she read this letter. He was confident, however, he ended, that with the passing of time she would come to forgive him and that they would once again be together as they had always been, their trust restored . . . 

Annabelle set the empty glass on the draining board. She wiped her cold lips with her fingers and took out her mobile from the sidepocket of her jacket. She switched the phone on and entered her code. The smiling face on the illuminated screen advised, CODE ACCEPTED: Human Technology. An invitation to search the menu. She was trembling. One by one she considered her friends and closest colleagues at the university. When she thought of these women listening at the other end of the phone, however, she knew she could not confide her story or her emotions to any of them at this moment. In the normal course of her life there could only have been one person to whom she would have spoken of something so devastating, so intimate and so shocking as this, and that person was Steven, her husband . . . Her stomach felt suddenly heavy and bloated and she thought she was going to be sick. She pulled out a chair from the table and sat down. The Greeks shouted joyfully to each other next door, the smell of their cooking fish sweetened with the aroma of dill . . . She sat at the kitchen table for a long time, until it was night and the room was in darkness, illuminated by the nightglow of the city sky, the eye of the green dial on the oven, the seconds counting over on the clock on the refrigerator. The unnatural stillness of the house making her a stranger in this familiar place. Once she started in alarm, swinging around to look behind her towards the passage, thinking she heard someone at the street door . . .

Both Annabelle’s parents were dead, but she now pictured them as if they were still living. They had loved her devotedly and would have been stricken for her at this moment, sharing her humiliation and incomprehension, wounded by the injustice of her betrayal. The two of them growing old and frail together in the rambling weatherboard house on Zamia Street in Townsville—the way their eyes would meet and the way they would not speak openly of such a difficult and unseemly thing as this, but would each know the other’s mind and would bear it in silence . . . Tropical North Queensland. Thousands of kilometres from Melbourne. It was another country. She had neglected the old connections. She had not even visited Townsville for three years, since the tragic death of Allan Templeman, her sister’s husband, in a car smash on the Bruce Highway. She would have telephoned Elizabeth now but her sister was travelling somewhere in Italy with her son, Peter. There was only one person in Townsville at this moment to whom she could appeal for a hearing. Susan Bassett was a woman of Steven’s age. Unmarried and childless, she had been a friend and colleague in the department of history in Melbourne until she turned her back on academia and went alone to Townsville to set up the first cultural survey business in North Queensland to service the requirements of the new Cultural Record Act. But Annabelle had neglected this friendship too and had not been in touch since Allan Templeman’s funeral, when she and Susan had had lunch together. Annabelle checked the phone book on her mobile. Susan’s number was not on it. She rang directory assistance and gave them Susan’s name and the name of her street in Townsville. When the recorded voice directed her to press 1 if she wanted to be connected or to wait if she wanted to hear the number, she pressed 1 and listened to the number dialling out. Perhaps it was the distance and the absence of recent contact between them that gave her the courage to ring Susan Bassett. For in a way she knew that in telephoning this woman she was telephoning another reality, and did not really expect to make contact with it. The number rang once then was answered.

‘Hello, Susan Bassett.’

Annabelle couldn’t speak.

‘Hel-lo!’

‘It’s Annabelle Küen,’ she murmured.

‘Annie! What a lovely surprise. We were only talking about you the other day. You’re not in Townsville are you? Are you coming up to see us?’

‘I’m in Melbourne.’

There was a pause.

Susan said uncertainly, ‘Are you okay?’ Her voice took on a note of concern, ‘Has something happened?’

‘Steven’s left me.’

‘God! When did this happen?’

‘Tonight. Just now.’

‘You’re serious?’

‘I don’t know what to do. I didn’t know who to talk to. I’m sorry to bother you.’

Susan said with gentle concern, ‘You’re not bothering me, Annie. I’m very glad you rang me. We have to think of what you must do.’

‘I’m scared he might come back. I thought I heard him at the front door before. I couldn’t bear it. I can’t bear the thought of seeing him or hearing his voice. He’s moved in with one of his students.’ Her voice broke and she began to sob.

‘O Annie! This is horrible. What can I do? There must be something I can do.’

‘Nothing. You can’t do anything. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have rung you. I feel as if he’s beaten me. I feel as if he’s turned on me and beaten me to the ground. Enraged. His teeth clenched. Not saying anything. Not giving me any reason. Smashing me as hard as he can. Steven,’ she said helplessly, ‘I can’t believe it’s him. It’s like he’s an insane stranger. I keep wanting to ring my old Steven, the kind one, the real one, the gentle one, and tell him to come home and help me.’ She wept, sucking her breath and gasping into the mobile. ‘He thinks I’m going to forgive him. I can’t bear the thought of ever seeing him again.’ The sobs engulfed her. ‘I’m terrified he’ll come home and I’ll have to face him. I’m scared, Sue. I know he’s going to suddenly come through the front door. I couldn’t face him.’

There was a long pause. Susan said firmly, ‘Pack some things and get on a plane at once and come up to Townsville. Do it now. I’ll ring and book you on a flight.’

Annabelle blew her nose and wiped at her face with her handkerchief. ‘Do you really think I should?’

‘You’ve still got Zamia Street, haven’t you? You and Elizabeth haven’t sold the old place, have you?’

‘No. We keep meaning to. We had tenants there for a while.’ 

There was a silence.

Susan Bassett said, ‘Pack some things and get a cab out to the airport. Pick up your ticket when you get there. I’ll ring them now. Don’t stay in that house a minute longer.’

‘He’ll follow me. He’ll track me down. He’ll know I’ve gone to Townsville.’

‘No he won’t. I have to go to Burranbah tomorrow. Come with me. The Burranbah job will take me at least a week. We can pretend you’re my assistant. It’ll give us time to think of something. He’ll have no idea where you are. Leave a message at work to say you’re sick. Do it now, Annie. I’ll meet you at the Townsville airport.’

Annabelle said, ‘I completely lost my poise then. I’m sorry.’

‘Poise for God’s sake! Christ, you’d have to be a bloody robot to be poised at a moment like this.’

‘I feel calmer already just talking to you. Thanks Sue.’

‘Hang up and ring a cab at once. I’ll be at the airport. Okay?’

‘Okay . . . Thanks. You always were incredibly strong.’

‘Nonsense. Just do it.’

Annabelle took a deep breath; behind her pain she detected a flicker of curiosity at the thought of what was happening to her life—the ghostly reflection of herself in the kitchen window, observing her distress from the incurious detachment of a future time. ‘All right, I’ll do it. You don’t have to be at the airport. I’ll go to Zamia Street.’

‘I’ll be at the airport. Hang up and ring a cab.’





Burranbah Coal

BURRANBAH WAS A COAL TOWN UP IN THE LONELY CATTLE COUNTRY west of the Carborough Ranges, three hundred kilometres inland from Mackay and a good eight or nine hours drive down the eastern seaboard from Townsville. Susan and Annabelle loaded the gear into Susan’s Pajero the night before and left Townsville in the dawnlight the next morning, heading south along the Bruce Highway, Susan keeping her foot down hard and swearing at the trucks and caravans that were slowing them. She held the trembling steering wheel with one hand, her back pressed hard against the seat, leaning her free elbow out the sidewindow, counting roadkilled wallabies along the verge. She shouted above the roadnoise, ‘You never see a dead crow. They feed out there near the wheels and never get hit. I’ve been looking out for one ever since I came up here.’ She was a big energetic woman, dressed in faded khaki overalls and walking boots. An old brown trilby hat, sweat stained and misshapen, set back on her cropped grey hair. ‘Crows!’ she yelled admiringly. ‘See them birds step aside!’

They had sat up until the early hours at Susan’s flat, drinking red wine and talking about Steven Küen and the evil ways of men, going over old memories of their time together in Melbourne and lamenting the deteriorated culture of universities and the decline of civilised standards in general. They had both done a lot of laughing and crying by the time they finally went to bed. After two hours sleep Susan woke Annabelle at five with a cup of tea. They gave breakfast a miss and were in the Pajero speeding down the highway before Annabelle’s dreams had faded from her mind. Riding beside her friend now Annabelle was in a state of heightened nervousness, a peripheral anxiety teasing her expectations—the events of the past forty-eight hours and the landscape speeding by too fast for her to keep up. She shouted across at her older companion—older than her by the same margin that Steven was older than her, ‘You haven’t told me about any of this yet. If I’m going to be your assistant, I’ll need to know what’s going on. I don’t even know why you’re doing this survey in the first place. Everyone will think I’m an idiot.’

Susan yelled back, ‘Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. There’s nothing to know. Before they can open up a new section of their coal lease the company has to survey the area for evidence of previous Indigenous and European occupation. Significant occupation, they call it.’ She laughed drily. ‘The idea is that they don’t obliterate any more history than they absolutely have to. Which can still mean they obliterate all of it before they’re done. Every development up here has to have an approved cultural survey before it can go ahead these days. That’s what I do. That’s the business. Bowen Basin Archaeological Surveys Pty Ltd. That’s me! The meat in the sandwich between the traditional owners and the multinationals. Everybody needs me. Everybody hates me,’ she yelled gaily. ‘The local Indigenous community hire me to help them do the surveys and write the reports. They send along a couple of their cultural field officers who are supposed to know the country and we search the area together for evidence of the old people. I record our finds on the GPS and the mine foots the bill. The cost is nothing to the mine. It’s the delays they can’t stand, the leisurely pace of life out here. The Murris don’t work to whitefeller schedules. That’s not the way it is.’ She fell silent, pulling out into the oncoming lane and concentrating on passing a semitrailer. ‘Come on, darling! Come on!’ she urged the Pajero. She made it past the semi and pulled back in, the oncoming truck flashing its lights at her. ‘Yeah, yeah, okay, I see you.’ She settled herself in the seat again. ‘What were we talking about?’

‘You were doing the survey.’

‘After we’ve done the survey, I eventually produce location maps of the artefact scatters from the GPS records, and whatever other stuff we come across in our search of the country, then I submit the written report to the Murris. It can all take a considerable while. There’s a lot of politics gets mixed up in it before it’s done. We’ll dignify this one with the title Burranbah Coal Cultural Heritage Study, and if the Japanese are still buying coal by the time everyone’s approved it, the company will get down there and dig out its little seam of black gold.’ She waved out the sidewindow, ‘Another scrub wallaby! That’s fifteen not including your side. This road’s a meatworks for the crows.’ She fell back into a singsong recitation, ‘The reports include an archaeological assessment of the significance of the finds and a management plan for any sites we think ought to be preserved or restored.’ She reached around behind her seat, feeling about among the litter of papers and empty soft drink cans, the speeding Pajero veering out into the oncoming lane then swerving in again. She pulled out a spiral bound wad of manuscript. ‘Here!’ She dropped the manuscript on Annabelle’s lap. ‘Have a look at that. It’s a draft of one we did for a cable rollout for Telstra last year. They’ve rejected the recommendations. It’s not settled yet. It’s a game we play. They can’t roll their cable till the Murris say so. There’s a lot of power in that.’

Annabelle put on her glasses and opened the report. She squinted at the print trembling and dancing in front of her eyes: Before the conquest by the white man, all of Australia was land owned under Aboriginal terms by Aboriginal people. Within this context, the Birri Gubba people were and still are the traditional owners to the area bounded (in proximity) by Ross River in Townsville, the Valley of Lagoons north of Charters Towers, the Great Dividing Range west of Pentland, the Great Dividing Range being our western boundary, down to Alpha, across to Emerald, across to the junction of the Mackenzie and Dawson Rivers and across to Marlborough north of Rockhampton. The Birri Gubba people have never conceded ownership of this land to the white man. This land is still ours and will remain ours for all time.

She closed the report and took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. It was too difficult to read with the Pajero jumping around. She needed a cup of coffee.

Susan was yelling into her mobile, arranging the rendezvous with the Indigenous cultural officer and the mine representative. Susan shoved the mobile back into the chest pocket of her overalls. ‘I’m way behind schedule. I promised to have this job done six months ago. I’ve got too much work coming in. That’s the trouble.’ She counted on her fingers. ‘There’s six surveys, not including this one, either part done or not even started yet. You saw the mess back in the office.’ She nodded at the report on Annabelle’s knees. ‘What d’you think of that? Don’t tell me. It’s a load of crap. I know. God, I must sound cynical to you. I need a rest, Annie.’ She waved at the interior of the Pajero. ‘From all this. I need to pull back a step or two from black politics and white greed and take another look at little old me. I’m fifty this year.’ She tucked the speeding Pajero in perilously close behind a caravan, watching for her chance to pass. ‘Come on! Come on!’ she murmured. ‘Let’s go!’

They reached the place of rendezvous at three o’clock in the afternoon. A clearing in the brigalow scrub twenty kilometres beyond the mine entrance at the end of a fresh bulldozer scrape. Two men stood talking beside a green four-wheel drive, the white and gold mine insignia on its doorpanel. A white Ford truck parked a short way off in the thin shade of a stand of sandalwood trees. Two people sitting in the cabin. The windows wound up. Their faces impassive behind the screen reflecting sky and trees.

The two men talking by the mine vehicle turned and watched the Pajero drive up. One was wearing a white hardhat with an empty lampclip, a site ID clipped to the pocket of his shirt. As he turned to watch them come up the plastic site ID caught the sun. The other man wore a pale cowboy hat set back on his head, a stripy shirt and blue jeans, his pointy-toed riding boots turned over at the heels. Annabelle recognised in him the style of man who had worked for her father; the itinerant stockmen who stayed a season, mustering the scrubs then rode out with a polite goodbye and were not seen again, or who maybe reappeared a year or two later to muster the scrubs again, greeting you as if they had not been away and no time had passed. Independent, gracious and modest horsemen. Silent for the most part. Respecting the mysterious ways of the scrub cattle. Going about their business, then leaving with their cheque when they were done. Leaving you with the impression that although they were hired hands they worked for themselves, seeking some higher purpose of the brotherhood to which they belonged and acknowledging their equals only in each other. Annabelle smiled to see him. ‘A Queensland ringer,’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen one of them for a long time.’

‘Yeah. They’re getting to be a scarce breed up this way too,’ Susan said. ‘He’s a good man. We’ve done a lot of work together. Some of these so-called cultural officers they send up have never been in the bush. I’ve had them ask me if there are snakes in the grass. Oh yes, I say, there’s snakes in the grass and you’d better watch out for them. Some of them will sit in the truck drinking Coke and watching me do it for them, complaining about the heat and the flies. Not this feller. He’s okay.’ She pulled in alongside the mine vehicle and switched off the motor. She swung her door open then reached back into the cabin and put her hand on Annabelle’s arm, ‘You sure you want to do it this way? You can still be a visitor if you like? You don’t have to get involved.’

Annabelle opened her passenger side door. ‘I’m already involved,’ she said. She smiled at Susan. ‘Let’s stick to the plan.’ She was wearing a pair of new green overalls, not dusted yet from travelling, the creases still showing from the shop. On her head one of Susan’s old wide-brimmed felt hats. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ she said and she reached and firmed the hat.

Susan held her gaze, questioning her.

‘I’ve hardly given him a thought, Sue. Honestly.’

‘Good for you!’

As she stepped down from the Pajero, Annabelle caught the trampled smell of the bush. She drew in a breath of the elusive fragrance, tantalising and familiar. The smell of life up here. There was no wind, a silvery membrane of palest blue shimmering in the remote stratosphere high above them. She was moved by recognition, something of memory and of curiosity and excitement in this apprehension. It was true: it astonished her to realise that she had scarcely thought of Steven all day. Perhaps she may even have begun to feel that the Steven she had loved and believed herself cherished by was dead or had always been an illusion. That man was still somewhere. In her mind. In her memory. That was not the man who had betrayed her. The man who had betrayed her was another man. A stranger. For the moment she did not feel required to consider Steven Küen or her own future, when she would undoubtedly once again be in Melbourne and would have to deal with the realities of her situation there. For the moment she found herself at liberty to be in the present, distracted from her fear of that other reality.

Susan said, ‘Annie, meet David Orlando. David, this is Dr Annabelle Küen, from Melbourne University. Annabelle’s going to be doing some casework up here with me for a while. I had to start from scratch when I came up here, but Annabelle’s a native of this part of the world.’

Annabelle stepped up and shook the mine man’s hand and said hello.

He smiled into her eyes, ‘Welcome to Burranbah, Annabelle. If there’s anything we can do to assist you while you’re up this way, you just let us know. Whereabouts are you from originally?’

‘Mount Coolon,’ she said, aware of the ringer’s interest. She pointed. ‘Mount Coolon’s about a hundred Ks through the ranges northwest of here.’ If the ringer was familiar with this Isaac River country around Burranbah, then she was confident he would have mustered the scrubs of her home country at some time in the past, so she added for his sake, ‘My parents had a cattle station on the Suttor before they sold up and moved to Townsville.’ She glanced across at him. He was watching her.

‘I don’t know Mount Coolon,’ David Orlando said. ‘But I do know there’s no coal deposits up that way. Have you ever seen a longwall operating?’

Annabelle said she hadn’t and confessed she did not know what a longwall was. She could feel the ringer examining her, figuring out who she was, placing her among the people of the remote cattle stations along the Suttor.

David Orlando indicated the ground where they were standing. ‘The longwall’s operating right here under our feet at this very minute.’ He pointed to the perimeter of the clearing. ‘If you’d like to step over here I’ll show you the subsidence cracks.’ He might have appointed himself their tour guide. He spoke as if he disclosed privileged information that must astonish them. ‘We’re taking out a seven-metre seam three hundred metres below us here and this surface is subsiding less than a metre.’ He looked at each of them in turn, ready to acknowledge their mystification. ‘Mining’s not what it used to be. These subsidence cracks are the only disturbance to the landscape, Annabelle. No mullock heaps. No removal of overburden. No open cut. She’s clean green coalmining.’ He grinned. ‘That’s longwalling. If you have a morning to spare for the induction while you’re up this way, I’ll take you underground and show you her operating. She’s an awesome sight.’ He held a hand over his head, palm flat to his hardhat and he bent his knees, making scooping motions in front of his belt buckle with his other hand. ‘She holds the overburden up while she rips out the coal and slips it back along the conveyor, and she walks forward as she clears the seam ahead of her.’ He stayed crouched, taking small scuffling steps forward. He looked back over his shoulder, still crouched, one hand still over his head, the other scooping, being the longwall. ‘And she lets the roof collapse in behind her.’ He straightened and wiped his palms, as if he really had been the machine digging coal. ‘And that’s how we get these subsidence cracks on the surface. The Burranbah machine’s the biggest in the world. Eighty million dollars worth of hydraulic hoists and conveyors down there thundering through the seam twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty-five days of the year.’ His eyes shone. He turned to the other man. ‘I’m sorry Bo, I’m forgetting my manners.’

Susan stepped forward. ‘This is Bo Rennie, Annabelle. Bo’s representing the Jangga people. Dr Annabelle Küen, Bo.’

The ringer stepped forward and lifted his hat. ‘How do you do,’ he said. His manner formal and dignified, his voice little above a murmur.

She said, ‘Bo Rennie. That’s a name I know.’

The whirling world of the past forty-eight hours had suddenly come to a stop and she found herself standing in the stillness of the fragrant sandalwood scrub shaking this man’s hand. He observed her, waiting to know who she was. ‘Dad and Mum had Haddon Hill,’ she said, and she let go his hand.

‘Then you must be William Beck’s younger daughter that went down south.’

Annabelle turned to Susan. ‘The Rennies had Verbena Creek Station. Our homesteads were twenty miles apart. We had a common boundary along Gunn Creek.’

‘That’s right. Gunn Creek,’ he echoed her, his dark eyes steady on hers, the past secure with him.

She felt herself blushing. ‘So you’re Bo Rennie.’

‘Well they christened me Iain Ban Rennie, after my grandfather,’ he said playfully. ‘But then Grandma called me Bo and it stuck.’ His amused gaze confided a deeper understanding to her, however, a shared knowledge of the other’s past that set them apart from David Orlando and Susan Bassett, who stood by watching and unknowing.

Susan said, with a shade of fatigue or impatience in her voice, ‘Well, it sure is a small world out here once you get west of the ranges. I soon discovered that for myself, David. There aren’t many people out this way and you either know all of them or you don’t know any of them.’

Annabelle said, ‘We were born on adjoining stations and I heard of Bo, of course, but we never met. I was eleven when I went away to boarding school, and from school I went on to the uni.’ She turned to him. ‘Then I went overseas.’

Bo Rennie said evenly, ‘We met all right, Annabellebeck.’

She heard with astonishment the syllables of her name elided together on his murmuring voice, as if he rechristened her, or divined a secret intimacy in her name and laid a claim upon it.

‘Never! Where then?’ she challenged him.

He said easily, ‘The swimming hole by the redcliff.’

‘Oh?’

‘Grandma Rennie defied your old granddad. He wouldn’t have our mob on Haddon Hill, but she always told us the Suttor was our own country and she took us kids over to the swimming hole and defied him. Elizabeth never tell you about that? It was before you was old enough to remember. But I remember and I know Elizabeth remembers too. Grandma Rennie and your mother used to share a picnic back in them days. You and your sister Elizabeth and me and my sisters. We tumbled naked in the water together.’

Could his claim be true, she wondered. She knew the place and could see them there together, picnicking with their families, shining waterbabies in the pool below the redcliff where the mad explorer Ludwig Leichhardt paused in his wanderings more than a century and a half ago to sit cross-legged in the shade of the sweet flowering tea-trees and eat roast goose with Grandma Rennie’s Jangga forebears. Herself and Bo Rennie.

‘We met,’ he said and he took his tobacco from his shirt pocket and stood easily, his heels turned out, making a cigarette. As he progressed the cigarette he glanced up at her from under the brim of his hat a couple of times, as if to check on the progress of her thought. In the silence the steady thumping of music from the closed-up Ford truck. He licked the paper down and put his tobacco away and he said without surprise, ‘I knew you was gonna come back one day.’

She laughed shortly. ‘Well I didn’t.’ Did she imagine it, or did he offer an understanding that he had waited for her?

He nodded, knowing something, and lit the cigarette with a match. He tossed the lighted match into the grass.

David Orlando looked at the match, a curl of blue smoke rising from the silver grass. He stepped forward and put his foot on it. He looked at them all and said with a rising inflection of interested surprise, ‘So your grandfather owned a cattle station, Bo? That was unusual wasn’t it.’ He faltered, looking for encouragement to Susan and Annabelle. ‘I mean . . .’

‘My grandfather wasn’t a blackfeller, David,’ Bo Rennie said. ‘His old feller come over from Scotland.’ He turned, his hand going out in an indicating gesture, lining up a heading through the scrub to the northwest, explaining this detail of his story to David Orlando. ‘My Grandma now, she was born on the Suttor. Grandma Rennie was a traditional Jangga woman. One of the last give birth to up there in that stone country. She was took over to Ranna Station on the Broken River when she was a kid and she grew up there with them white Bigges girls as one of their family. That’s where my granddad, Iain Rennie, met her and they was married soon after. When he was killed off his horse, Iain left Verbena Station to Grandma.’ He looked up at David Orlando. ‘That’s how a Jangga woman come to have a cattle property out this way. It was unusual, David. You are quite right. But she was a unusual woman. She had them store people in Mount Coolon deal with her and us kids just the same way they dealt with the other station owners and their kids. We was on the tennis team the same as everyone. There was never no distinctions made while Grandma was alive.’

Annabelle said, ‘Grandma Rennie was a legend in the district.’ 

‘Is that so?’ David Orlando said.

Bo Rennie looked at her. ‘That’s right.’

They waited for him to go on with his story, but he said no more, standing smoking his cigarette and looking at the ground, toeing the silvery tussock grass with his boot, as if he retreated into a reverie of those past days and would disclose no more to them . . . The thumping of the bass in the music from the truck parked a way off under the stand of sandalwood, the cry of a scrub bird from the ridge, the lowering winter sun in their faces, searching their eyes, the first chill of evening in the air. The silence between them. As if the need of storytelling had withdrawn and it was time for the little group to leave the clearing in the scrub.

Bo Rennie lifted his eyes, the brightness of the sun, searched the perimeter of the clearing for a confirmation of the sign. ‘We’d best be slipping along,’ he murmured, his sense of the moment confirmed. He turned to Susan Bassett. ‘You and me have a talk in the morning, if that suits you?’

Susan said with a touch of weariness, ‘Sure, Bo. Any time. Whenever. There’s no hurry.’

David Orlando saw them settled at the mine accommodation centre and left them, promising to have someone meet them at the Isaac Tank in the morning. The accommodation centre occupied a rectangular clearing in the scrub. A symmetrical arrangement of aluminium demountables with a central compound in which there were parked vehicles and numerous containers. Surrounding the entire complex a four-metre chainmesh security fence. The compound and mess hall lit to a daylight brightness by arc lights on towers. It looked to Annabelle like pictures she had seen of concentration camps. She expected guards. They were each allocated a bare single room in the subcontractors’ barracks.

In her room Annabelle pulled the curtain over the little window and undressed. She had a shower and thought about putting on a dress but instead put on the green overalls again. She was hungry. Her hair was still wet and the evening was cold so she wore the hat. She left her room and crossed the wide passage separating the two wings of the demountable. She knocked on Susan’s door. When there was no answer she tried the handle. Susan was lying on the bed still dressed in her overalls, one leg hanging over the side, her boots on, her hat on the floor, her free hand clutching a bunch of papers to her chest. She was wearing her glasses, which had slipped down her nose. Her mouth was open and she was snoring. She looked like an old woman. Annabelle stood looking at her a while then retreated and gently closed the door. She went out of the barracks and crossed the compound. The night air was frosty. Bo Rennie was ahead of her. He turned and waited for her to come up to him.

He said good evening and held the door for her. She thanked him and stepped past him into the mess hall where the men were at their evening meal. He followed her, letting the door swing to behind them against the night and the cold air. As Annabelle went by their tables some of the men paused in their eating to watch her go by, but most did not. She held her grey felt hat in her hand, slapping the flat brim lightly against her leg as she walked, her tinted hair gleaming under the fluoros. She was glad she had not put on a dress. There were no other women.

At the counter Annabelle put the hat on and lifted two white dinner plates from the pile. She turned, handing one of the plates back to Bo. He took the plate from her hand without a word and they stood together looking over the cooked food that lay sweating in the steel tureens under the hot lights. A man was in the kitchen with his back to them. He was scrubbing out pots and singing along with the radio, You don’t know what you’re doin, a-leavin me here alone, and I don’t feel like livin just knowin you’ll be gone, you’re gonna be sorry.

They got their dinners and carried their plates back between the rows of tables. They sat by the door away from the men. The mess hall was emptying now. On the table were bottles of Heinz tomato sauce, HP, Lea & Perrins and Keen’s hot English mustard, bunched together alongside glass salt-and-pepper shakers and a spring-loaded napkin holder. Bo set his plate on the plastic table cover. He put his hat down on its crown beside his plate and pulled out a chair. He sat and reached for the bottle of HP, shaking the dark sauce into the brown onion gravy covering his steaks, mixing it in with his fork. Men in groups of twos and threes, and some alone, went by them without looking. Each time the door opened a gust of chill night air came across the table.

A young man of around twenty came in. He was followed by a girl of maybe seventeen years. The young man was over six feet tall, his arms held out and seemingly too short for the bulk of his torso, which undulated like a waterbed under a vast purple T-shirt. The young man’s black hair and beard were close-cropped, the expression in his eyes remote, detached and preoccupied, as if he dreamed of another life.

Bo gestured with his knife towards the counter. ‘Where’ve you been? You’re gonna miss out on a feed!’

The young man and girl ignored him. The girl smiled at Annabelle, shy and curious, examining her with interest. A plastic site ID tag was clipped to her black sleeveless T-shirt and she was wearing a white hardhat set back on her head, her black hair bursting out from under its peak. The men who were still at their dinner looked up and watched the girl go by, admiring her. Annabelle saw how the men’s eyes clung to the girl’s bare arms and shoulders—seeking the grainy detail of her golden skin, her honeyed, her café au lait skin, her skin like a young fawn . . .

Beside Annabelle, Bo ate in silence. She said, ‘She’s beautiful.’ 

‘Yes she is,’ he agreed, matter-of-fact. He did not look up from his meal to observe the girl’s progress through the hall of men.

The young man and the girl brought their meals to the table and sat across from Bo and Annabelle. They both had fish and chips. The young man carried an extra plate loaded with chips. Before he sat he pulled three bread rolls from his trouser pockets and set them delicately on a paper napkin beside his plate.

When they were seated Bo said, ‘This is Annabelle Beck. She’s no stranger to this country. Annabelle was born on the Suttor. She met your dad when she was a kid. Annabelle, this is Arner and Trace Gnapun. Their dad and me mustered the scrubs together when we was boys.’

Annabelle reached across the table and shook the girl’s hand. The young man did not offer his hand and barely acknowledged her presence. His broad forehead glistened with sweat. He ate without looking up, his eyes modestly cast down. He was enormous. She thought him grave and beautiful, like a dark prince in the grand and solitary expectation of his isolation, awaiting the death of the king when he will come at last into the inheritance of his kingdom.

Bo paused in his eating and looked across at the young man as if he would speak to him, but he said nothing and went on with his meal.

Annabelle would like to have drawn Bo into conversation about Verbena and his knowledge of her own people, but she sensed a reserve in him and held back.

They had nearly finished when Susan came in.

As she went by their table she said in an aggrieved voice, ‘Christ, one of you buggers might have woken me. They’re closing this place up.’

When she came back with her meal, Annabelle said, ‘Sorry Sue. You looked so out to it, I thought I’d better let you sleep.’

Susan said, ‘Don’t take any notice of me. How are you Bo? Got yourself a decent feed there?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said with restrained appreciation. ‘The tucker’s good here.’

Susan turned to Arner and Trace. ‘You fellers on the payroll, or you just doing the trip?’

Arner remained so unmoved by her question, so impassive and absorbed in his meal, that he might genuinely have been unaware of her. Trace laughed and looked at Bo.

Bo said, ‘They’re down in the contract as field officers.’

Susan said, ‘Dougald’s idea, I suppose.’

Bo wiped the gravy from his plate with a slice of bread and ate it. He reached for his mug of black tea and washed the bread down. He sucked his teeth and reached for his hat and put it on. ‘I’ll see you fellers in the morning.’ He pushed back his chair and got up. ‘Goodnight.’

Arner and Trace both got up and followed him out.

Annabelle watched them go.

Susan said, ‘So you two know each other?’

‘Bo says we met, but I don’t remember ever meeting him. I’ve heard a bit about him though. He and Dougald Gnapun were apparently wild men in the district when they were young. Dad would have known them. Bo’s dad and his grandma were famous. If famous is the right word.’

‘Tell me more,’ Susan said. She yawned and put her hand over her mouth.

‘It can wait,’ Annabelle said.

‘Sorry. I’ve run out of steam. I’ll be right tomorrow.’

Annabelle said, ‘I might turn in.’ She was surprised to find herself looking forward to the bare little room in the barracks.

‘Yeah. I’ll give you a call in the morning.’

Annabelle woke from a delicious dream. She was cold. It felt like the middle of the night. Something had disturbed her. She had been dreaming that she was young and was making love to Steven. Only in the dream Steven was not Steven but another man. It was wonderful and she was annoyed to have woken up. She got up, drawing a blanket off the narrow bed and putting it around her shoulders. She opened the door and looked out into the broad passageway between the wings of the demountable. She smelled the smoke of a cigarette in the cold morning air. Bo Rennie was standing at the far end of the passage, his silhouette against the pink morning sky, the brim of his hat and the stand-up collar of his coat. He was smoking and gazing out beyond the perimeter chainmesh to where the tips of the grey scrubtrees were set alight by the dawn. Frost glistening on the roof of the parked Pajero and on the contractors’ vehicles and shipping containers parked in the compound. Annabelle went back into the room and closed the door.

After she’d showered and was dressing Susan knocked, calling from beyond the door, ‘It’s me.’ She came in and stood watching Annabelle button her blouse. ‘You look great,’ she said. She was holding a clipboard, a camera and a small hand-held GPS. She put the clipboard and the other things on the bed. ‘David rang just now and asked me if I’d go to a meeting this morning with the mine management. You can hang around here and wait for me if you like, though god knows how long I’ll be. Or if you want to you can go on out to the Isaac Tank with Bo and the kids. I spoke to Bo and he said he’d go straight out there. He’ll take the Pajero. I’ll get a lift out with David later.’

Annabelle said she would go out with Bo and the kids.

She and Susan stood looking at each other.

Susan said, ‘You’re enjoying yourself.’ She laughed and gave Annabelle a quick hug. ‘Take your mobile. That way we’ll be able to link up. You know how to use the GPS?’

‘Sort of.’

Susan showed her how to record a find on the global positioning system. She picked up the clipboard off the bed. ‘Record the coordinates of each find on these sheets. If something looks interesting enough, take a photo of it. Put the number of the photo and the reel beside the number of the find, then we’ll know what the photograph refers to later when we’re writing up the report.’ 

Outside, Arner drove up in the white Ford truck and parked behind the Pajero, the diesel motor of his truck ticking over, its headlights on dim. The faces of the two young people behind the windscreen impassive in the dawnlight, waiting. As if they had been prophesied in the occult stone signs of the old people, the voice music of 2PAC thumping instructions for living to them from their CD player, Kick the shit and make the white man bleed. God bless the dead . . . 

Bo stood behind the Pajero at the open loading door rolling a smoke, his back to the young man and the girl. He cupped his hands around the match and lit the cigarette. Annabelle was up front in the passenger seat. She was bent over studying a map on her knees by the interior light. Beyond her, through the windscreen, the crowns of the lofty cabbage palms planted by the company to beautify the accommodation compound were lit by the rising sun. Bo closed the loading door and came around the side of the Pajero. He climbed into the driving seat beside Annabelle and started the motor. He looked across at her, ‘You all set?’

‘Yep.’ She rolled the map and turned and put it on the seat behind them. They drove out of the compound, the sun’s bright semaphore winking at them through the net of scrubtrees. The young man and the girl coming on in the truck fifty metres back, the fairy dust of sleep and dreams gilding the morning air behind their wheels. Annabelle was experiencing the enjoyable guilt of avoiding her reality, setting out on this youthful adventure with Bo Rennie, Melbourne and Steven and the university unreachable.

They drove along a mine access track over brigalow and lancewood ridges for an hour. When they came off the stony ridges onto the open boxwood savanna, white Brahman cattle lifted their heads to gaze at the trucks as they went by. Bo spotted a scrub turkey standing head high in the buffel grass. His hand going out, indicating, ‘Ole turkey over there.’ Annabelle looked where he pointed but did not see the bird. The sky was pale china blue and there was no wind. A hawk on station in a poisoned boxtree lifted as they went by.

She offered to roll a cigarette for him. He thanked her and handed her his packet of Drum. When she’d finished she handed him the cigarette and he leaned on the wheel to light it.

‘Smokers smoke all the time,’ she said.

‘You ever smoke?’

‘Briefly, years ago. Elizabeth still smokes.’

For another half hour Bo eased the Pajero through the stony scrubs, changing up a gear whenever they came onto the sweeps of open buffel grass savanna. The boxforest had been poisoned by the cattlemen. The dead forest stood mile upon mile, grey and still. The ranks of lifeless trees like mute sentinels to some past glory, or bleak signposts to an apocalypse yet to come. When they crossed a fresh bulldozer scrape along the drill line Bo pulled up and sat in the cabin looking on, examining the scar. Red and white painted wooden pegs had been driven into the ground. He said, ‘They’ve pegged the chainages.’

‘Are you thinking of using the pegs as markers?’

‘I’m not sure how far apart they are.’

‘Can we ask them?’

‘I don’t see why not.’

She thought he might call up David Orlando or Susan on the mobile but he spat out the sidewindow and drove on.

A while later they came down off the ridges onto wide riverflats, beyond which the smoky foliage of tall gumtrees posting the course of a river against the blue sky.

Annabelle said, ‘Is that the Isaac River?’

‘That’s her.’

A green four-wheel drive, its duco iridescent in the winter sunlight like the carapace of some mythical beetle come to rest there, was parked by the side of a ripple-iron tank set back from the riverbank. A man was standing off from the shining vehicle. He waved, as if he feared they might not see him. He was wearing a white hardhat like the one Trace Gnapun was wearing. The plastic site ID on his shirt catching the sun as he waved.

They drew up to him and stepped down from the Pajero. The mine man came forward to meet them, offering his hand to Bo, his manner respectful, welcoming, uncertain. ‘You found your way all right then?’ He took Bo’s hand. ‘Andrew Wills,’ he said. ‘You must be Bo Rennie. I’m the mine safety officer. The environmental officer’s on leave, so David Orlando sent me.’

‘Oh yes,’ Bo said. ‘We found our way all right, Andrew.’ And there was a mordant note in the tone of this remark that made the mine man glance at Annabelle, checking perhaps with his own kind that he was not to be the butt of some clannish amusement. Annabelle stepped up and shook his hand. She smiled sweetly at him, the sun in her face, her wide grey hat and her bright hennaed hair and her modish sunglasses, through which the mine man could not see the expression in her eyes.

‘Bo mustered all this country years ago, Andrew,’ she explained.

Bo looked at her.

The mine man said helplessly, ‘Oh, I see. Years ago.’ He turned to Bo, eager to know, to be instructed even by Bo, to assure them he respected their reasons for being there, the things they knew of and of which he knew nothing. ‘This was a cattle station back then, I suppose?’

Bo thumbed his hat back and stood considering the country. ‘There was none of this African buffel grass here in them days, Andrew. They hadn’t poisoned this boxforest then. Just a few trees ringbarked and sawed for posts here and there, but mostly she was a living forest.’ His openhanded gesture took in the entire compass of the horizon, the known world, all that was between humankind and heaven. ‘The old people used to say there was sheep here at one time. But this was only ever cattle country as I knew it. That’s all it ever was. Shorthorns and Herefords in them days. The British breeds.’ He looked at the mine man as if he might be attempting to gauge the degree of his ignorance about this country and cattle.

Annabelle asked Bo, ‘This was all part of Picardy Station then, wasn’t it?’ She had been studying the map and had a pretty good idea where she was. She said to the mine man, ‘Picardy featured in the tragic history of this part of the country.’

Bo’s indicating hand came out again, his mobile fingers describing a line in the air that penetrated the tall gumtrees then crossed the Isaac River and went on north some way, taking a dip to the south and swinging eventually in a wide rounded arc behind them. His gaze following inwardly the country he traversed in his mind, seeking the scattered herds of red and blue cattle that had once camped among the lancewood and the brigalow, feeding contentedly among the leafy boxwoods then and starting up at the approach of his and Dougald Gnapun’s horses. ‘Part of Picardy this way.’ Turning to show them, and they turned with him, looking, as if they would see what he saw in his memory. ‘Wotonga and Morambah over here.’ His hand steadying and a pause, waiting for something to settle in his mind. ‘Them ridges is all good winter country.’

The mine man looked around at the encompassing timber, the low thickets of anonymous shrubs, gazing intently for a moment at the wiregrass as if he would read its hieroglyphs, bleached to a soft and silvery hue like delicate pencillings on the liverish soil, and he frowned as if he had not looked at this country before; as if he thought it might yet yield a precious mystery to him. He turned back to Bo. ‘What do you think you’ll find here, Bo?’ He looked at Annabelle. ‘I know you people have your methods.’

Bo toed the dust with his boot and plucked a strand of loose tobacco from his tongue. He looked up, narrowing his eyes as if he searched for a presence more elusive than the British breeds he’d hunted once. ‘Well, you never know what you will find out here once you start looking, Andrew.’ He waved his hand—that encompassing gesture, taking in the whole of heaven and hell and the world of men and of cattle; and of other things that would not be spoken of today, and perhaps would never be spoken of again but would become, after he was gone, the sediment of lost histories.

The mine man said uncertainly, ‘Our people have been over every inch of this country. We didn’t find anything.’

‘You fellers don’t see it. Because you’re not looking for it.’ Bo spoke gently to the mine man, his smile easing the blunt passage of his words. ‘But there’s stuff here all right. And we shall find it.’

‘Well good luck,’ the mine man said. He looked into Bo’s eyes as if he desired between them a strong meeting of men; a meeting he could reflect upon after he had left them and from which he might draw a reassurance of the substance of this encounter. ‘I’m sure you will.’ He was puzzled however. ‘If there’s anything you need, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask.’ He could not imagine what they might need. He looked at Annabelle and back to Bo again, wanting them to understand his willingness to assist them. ‘Anything at all. You understand?’ He waited, his hands on his hips.

‘Oh yes,’ Bo said; light, cheerful, content with the morning, from which the frost had gone, desiring nothing from the mine man. He took his packet of Drum from his shirt pocket and began to make another cigarette. He stuck the paper to his lower lip and worked the tobacco between his palms. ‘If we think of anything, we’ll let you know, Andrew.’

Annabelle reached in to the back seat of the Pajero and fetched out the map she had been studying earlier. She spread it on the bonnet. The mine man leaned and placed his finger confidently on the word TANK. ‘We’re here.’ He looked up and pointed. ‘The mine’s through there.’ He looked down at the map again. ‘And that’s the Isaac.’

‘Through there,’ Bo corrected him, gesturing as if he advised a driver to adjust his steering lock a degree or two. ‘The mine’s through there, Andrew.’

The mine man laughed and looked at Annabelle. ‘Well roughly,’ he said. ‘It’s roughly through there.’ It seemed he did not take kindly to being corrected by a mere degree or two.

‘Not roughly. Roughly’s no good to you out here. You’ll get yourself lost in these scrubs following roughly. The mine’s through there!’ Bo said firmly, squinting along his adjusting fingers, his hand steady, advising precision. ‘She’s right there.’

Annabelle rolled the map and put it on the back seat and she closed the door of the Pajero.

There was a silence.

Bo said, ‘If you have a plan of the pegged chainages, it would be useful for Susan Bassett to have a copy for her report. I know that.’ 

‘I’ll have one brought out to you by lunchtime,’ Andrew Wills said.

‘This evening will be fine, Andrew. You can leave it for us at the accommodation centre.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘It would be no trouble to get it out here to you.’

‘We’re not gonna need it today.’

The mine man looked about, as if he could envisage no possibility of action among the wiregrass and shrubby bitter barks that surrounded them. ‘I hope you find what you’re looking for.’ He hesitated. ‘I guess David told you there’s no fires permitted out here?’ He looked around. ‘We’ve got charges set,’ he explained. ‘For the seismic mapping. You’ll see little red and blue wires hanging out of the holes. It’s a good idea to keep clear of them.’

Bo sniffed and spat.

The mine man laughed. ‘You should really be wearing your hardhats and IDs, you know.’

They watched him drive away. When he was gone and there was only the dying murmur of the motor, Bo said, ‘Mr Roughly.’ He looked at Annabelle. ‘We’ll have a drink of tea.’

Soon the fragrant smoke of a sandalwood fire sweetly perfumed the morning air. Bo crouched and set the billy to boil among the flaming sticks. When he was done he turned and looked up the hill towards the white truck. He waved and pointed at the billy on the fire, making drinking motions. The girl’s hand waved a bottle of Coca-Cola out of the truck window then withdrew.

Bo sat on the sprung branch of a toppled lancewood. He ate a thick square of banana cake from his crib and stared into the fire. Between bites of cake, he sipped the scalding black tea, sucking it from the lip of the tin mug. Annabelle squatted on the other side of the fire, poking at the burning sticks. There was a stillness in the bush, a peacefulness between them, that she was reluctant to disturb with her questions, so she held back. The fragrant smoke of their fire hanging like a mist of incense across the flat, layered among the pendulous foliage of the bitter barks in imitation of a Chinese scroll painting.

Bo looked up at her. ‘Safety officer,’ he said. ‘What is he then, do you think? An engineer?’

Annabelle ceased poking the fire. ‘I suppose,’ she said. ‘They want to help. They want to do the right thing.’

‘That’s my impression.’

There was the slam of the truck door back up the track. They both turned and looked. They watched the girl walk around the truck and go in among the grey trunks of the poisoned boxtrees. There was warmth in the sun now. They sat drinking their tea and eating the cakes they had packed with their lunch crib in the mess hall after breakfast.

Bo said, ‘Did your old dad ever bring home them scrub turkeys for you?’

‘To eat, you mean?’

‘They’re good roasted.’

‘I don’t remember. I don’t think so. I was young when I left. I missed growing up there.’

‘Your old dad always called in to Verbena for a drink of tea on his way into town. Never missed.’

Annabelle looked at him. ‘I don’t remember ever calling in with him when I was home on holiday,’ she said. ‘I don’t remember ever seeing your grandmother.’

‘A grey-haired old lady in a flowered dress. She ruled us. If one of us kids ever asked her where she was taking us when she took us into the bush, she’d give us a clout over the ear. And a good one too. It set you back a step.’ Bo fell silent. After a while he said, ‘Your old dad was very protective with you girls. I don’t think you was ever allowed to go anywhere, except to boarding school.’ He looked across the fire at Annabelle and grinned.

She stared into the coals. ‘I never went to a dance in Mount Coolon.’

‘No, you didn’t. Nor to the picture show neither. I’d remember seeing you there if you had.’

‘Later on I was too shy to go.’

‘That boarding school made you shy, I reckon. But not Elizabeth. Elizabeth was never too shy for the picture show.’

‘Elizabeth and me were always different.’

‘When Elizabeth come home from that school she never missed a dance. I remember her that first evening after she finished school coming into the hall there in Mount Coolon. She looked us fellers over as if we was a yard of steers. She shamed us all before she decided which one of us she was going to dance with.’ Bo cleared his throat and spat aside. ‘And she picked the wrong one then.’

They were silent.

Bo said, ‘He was a good old feller, your dad. My father mustered for him many times.’

‘Did you?’

‘No. I never did work for your dad.’

‘What was the reason for that?’

‘I don’t think there was a particular reason for it. It was just the way it come out. Once he give away yard building and travelling around the country fencing and all that, my old feller didn’t need me at Verbena. He managed the cattle work for Grandma on his own after that. Me and Dougald was working over here and down in that Broken River country by the time we was seventeen.’ His free hand waving at the country as if they might expect their fathers to ride by. ‘They was never friends, but our two old fellers got along all right. Neither one of them liked to see anyone have a day off. They was agreed about that. All they ever knew was work.’ He leaned and reached for the billy and refilled his mug with the stewed tea. ‘They were good old fellers.’ He paused. ‘And I think they knew it.’

Annabelle watched him.

The morning was slipping away. He seemed to be in no hurry to begin work. She wondered if he was waiting for something. She stood up and stepped across to the open door of the Pajero. She rinsed her cup and dried it on a tea towel. She put the cup away in the plastic grocery crate and stood folding the towel, looking back at Bo, impatient now to get going. ‘Where do you think we’ll start looking for artefacts?’

He cradled his mug in one hand, drawing on his cigarette and squinting into the fire. He sucked his teeth and looked around, considering. ‘Oo, well . . . I suppose we can go on up along the bank of that gully there. She swings around over here.’ He twisted around on the limb, his left hand reaching out, his aligned fingers steadying for the precise heading of the creekbed. ‘Comes into the Isaac a mile farther up.’ He laughed softly. ‘Roughly,’ he said, testing the novel status of the word.

‘Will Arner and Trace come with us?’

‘She might. I don’t think he’ll get out of the truck.’ Bo reached and stirred the dying embers of sandalwood with a stick.

Annabelle stood watching him.

He sucked the phlegm from his nose and spat hard into the embers.

Annabelle turned away. She went to the Pajero and buckled the hand-held GPS receiver in its softcase onto her belt and fetched the clipboard from the front seat. She looked across at Bo. He sat unmoved on the sprung branch of the toppled sandalwood. There was a light crack and the end of a dead branch fell from a nearby tree. A black crow rose with a cry and swept over their camp, its wings hissing in the still air, its white eye observing them. The branch hit the ground with a light tap.

Bo cleared his throat and firmed his hat. He stood up and set his mug carefully on the toppled log. He turned and started up the track towards the white truck. Annabelle watched his retreating figure. He was whistling the tune of ‘You’re Gonna Be Sorry’ that the man in the mess hall had been singing the night before.

When he came back she asked him, ‘Are they coming?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You said they’re down in the contract as field officers?’

‘They’re here, aren’t they?’ He went over and kicked loose earth onto the smoking remains of the fire.

She slung the strap of the camera case over her shoulder and went and stood with him. He looked up from the smoking ashes, his gaze taking in the camera, the GPS on her belt, the mobile phone clipped to the breast pocket of her overalls and the clipboard in her hands. ‘You got everything there, Miss Annabellebeck?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And you, Mr Bo Rennie?’

He looked into her eyes. ‘What if our old dads rode by now and seen us?’

‘They’d get a surprise,’ she said.

She followed in his track a step or two behind, skirting the shrubby bitter barks and making for the bank of the Isaac. The day was beginning to heat up.

‘She feeds him all that rubbish,’ Bo said over his shoulder, speaking his thoughts aloud as if he had been talking with her of this matter, as if indeed she were intimate to his concerns, his tone resentful, puzzled and irritated. ‘Bloody Milky Bars and Coca-Cola. Can’t he feed himself?’ He fell silent. ‘They’ve got that mission attitude. Where’d they get that from? They didn’t get that from their dad. Till he got sick, Dougald only ever had two days off in his life. He could work, that feller. What’s the idea of sitting in that truck all day? What’s that gonna do for them?’

‘Perhaps it’s just the way all kids are these days,’ she suggested. ‘Not just them.’

‘They’re not kids.’

They went on in silence until they breasted the bank of the river. They stood side by side then looking down at the broad sandy bed of the Isaac. The far bank fifty metres distant, the riverbed a level stretch of golden sand cutting through the sunlit timber like an abandoned highway from some unnamed metropolis of antiquity whose population had been dispersed and murdered long ago, the scattered survivors dreaming their time would come again and the great wheel of history turn once more upon another unimaginable revolution of their fate. The river a river in name only, carrying no surface water. The sand drifted and rippled by the wind, as if in imitation of the missing water, a crisscross of cattle tracks and four-wheel drive tyremarks. From a dark tangle of low scrub on the far bank the pale trunks of ancient bluegums rose clean and smooth, the upper limbs of the great trees breaching the blue sky sixty or seventy metres above the golden river sand.

Bo gestured and turned away. ‘We’ll go up here.’

She followed him. The warm air filled with that dry elusive smell.

After they had gone a few metres Annabelle asked, ‘Why did your grandmother hit you if you asked her where she was taking you?’

Bo paused a step ahead of her on the steep cattle pad. He coughed and drew breath. ‘If we was wondering about where we was going then we wouldn’t be taking a lot of notice of where we was. You’ll know where you’re going, she’d tell us, when you get there.’ He turned and went on ahead of her up the track. ‘The old people didn’t like questions.’

They came over the top of the bank and walked on in silence for fifteen minutes or more, Bo making the trail through the dry stand of buffel grass, Annabelle a couple of paces behind him. They crossed an open area of poisoned yellowbox then started up the incline of a stony rise. On the flank of the rise the African buffel grass gave way to bare patches of red gravel between thin stands of sandalwood and bendee, spiky tussocks of purple wiregrass and buck spinifex. Bo paused, nudging a stone with the pointy toe of his boot until it loosened. He bent and picked the stone up, leaving behind the clean mould of its inset in the eroded surface of the red gravel. He turned the stone in his hand, rubbing the crumbly clay from its underface with the ball of his thumb. Annabelle leaned close to look. He handed it to her. ‘Chert,’ he said. ‘That’s heat splitting.’

When she took the stone from his hand she saw him glance at her wedding ring. She turned the stone between her fingers, considering its bladelike facets. Its pink surfaces glowed softly with an inner light, veined and deep.

Together they looked at the shattered splinter of pale stone in the palm of her hand.

‘You seen this stuff before?’ he asked.

‘I went on several digs and did some fieldwork in South Australia when I was a student. We saw a lot of knapped stone tools there, but I’ve never looked for them in Queensland. We never thought about looking for them when we were kids.’

They were both silent suddenly, standing looking at each other as if they expected the other to speak, the stillness of the bush warm and fragrant around them, a crushed weed or blossom scenting the air.

‘Yeah,’ he said and waved his hand around. ‘You find flaked tools all along these ridges. The thing with this heat splitting is you can’t never tell if they’ve been used or not.’ He delicately took the stone from her hand and considered it. He dropped it and they went on. She breathed freely again, watching him examine the ground, pausing now and then to pick up a piece of shattered stone that attracted his attention.

‘They’re not learning nothin sitting back there in that truck,’ he called back to her. ‘They may as well be home watching teevee.’ He squatted and picked up a stone. ‘Here’s something.’

She went over and looked to see what he’d found.

He reached up a battered orb of petrified wood. She took the rock from him. It was heavy, its substance dense and twisted in the grain of the primordial tree, the ancient growth rings striped red and purple and palest lavender. She squatted beside him and handed the stone back to him. ‘What is it?’ She would like to have told him, if it had been possible to speak of something so intimate in a simple way, of the quiet joy she felt at being in the bush with him on this modest expedition. She watched him fit the stone into his palm and heft it.

‘It’s what’s called a core,’ he said. ‘Here’s the bulb where he struck a flake off.’ It was a confidence he offered her in their examination of the stone. A stone that others might have walked past or kicked aside. Anonymous in its belonging to the landscape. He pressed the flat striking platform of the core with the nicotine-stained thumbnail of his other hand, and might have proposed knapping a flake from the stone himself. He handed it to her.

She took it from him.

‘When you think of it, that stone’s just sat there since the day the old feller finished with it,’ he said. ‘He must have squatted here just where we’re squatting now, flaking off his scrapers and tools. Then when he’d done he set it aside, just where we find it laying now.’ He reached into his shirt pocket for his packet of Drum and looked around them. ‘He had himself a good vantage here.’ He gestured down the ridge towards the Isaac. ‘He could see anybody coming up the rise off the riverflat from here. And he could look on down through the timber towards the gully.’ He picked up a tiny facet of stone and handed it to her. ‘She’s a jigsaw puzzle. If we sat here long enough picking over this stuff we’d find all the pieces belonging to that core except the ones he took away with him.’ He smiled at her, looking to see her thought.

Annabelle could smell the tobacco on his breath and the faint acidity of his sweat. She said, ‘I’ll record its position on the GPS.’ She unclipped the instrument and switched it on, putting it on the ground beside the core and watching for the screen to pick up the satellite coordinates the way Susan had shown her.

‘I believe them things is inaccurate,’ he said, a dismissive flick of his hand at the instrument on the ground. ‘I can always bring you back here any time you want to come. You don’t need that thing to tell you where you been.’

She said, ‘It’s just for the record.’

‘I know that.’

‘Maybe I should take a photo.’

He lit his cigarette and stood up, favouring one knee. He stepped away, examining the ground, circling the spot where she kneeled on the red gravel—as if she were a devotee engaged in some ritual arrangement among the stones and he the guardian of her occult procedure.

‘Flakes all around here,’ he called to her softly. ‘Must’ve been a campsite.’ He spoke as if the silent scrubs were haunted, as if he detected the movement of his grandmother’s people among the trees and did not wish to disturb them or to attract their attention.

She watched him a moment then leaned over the GPS, reading the grid references and copying them onto the summary sheet on the clipboard. Beside the grid references she pencilled, ARTEFACT SCATTER. FLAKING FLOOR. POSSIBLE CAMP SITE. Under the column headed ‘landscape’ she wrote, GENTLE SLOPE OF RIDGE ABOVE A GULLY, WITH SCATTERED STANDS OF SANDALWOOD AND BENDEE. She left blank the space under the column headed ‘Comments & Recommendations’. When Annabelle had finished entering her notes she unslung the camera. She crouched over the core and photographed it. As she pressed the shutter her mobile began to ring. She put the camera on the ground and took out the phone. She put it to her ear, ‘Is that you Sue?’

‘It’s me, Dearest. Where are you?’

It was Steven. He sounded uncannily close. As if he stood nearby among the trees observing her. She went very still, a chill passing through her stomach.

‘Please speak to me, Dearest! Don’t hang up! It’s over with Sara. I promise you. I’m at home. It’s horrible here without you. It was a ghastly mistake. I can’t believe I did it. We have to talk. Where can we meet?’

She said slowly and deliberately, ‘I don’t want to talk to you. Don’t call me again. I’ll call you when I’m ready to talk.’ She pressed END CALL and sat on her heels looking at the mobile. She had the sudden conviction it was about to ring again and she switched it off. She hated this fear of him, as if he might swoop down on her and persecute her. She stood up.

Bo was watching her. ‘You okay there?’ he said with concern. 

‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I stood up too suddenly. Have you found any more?’

He stepped across and leaned and picked up the camera. He handed it to her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘That wasn’t Susan.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think it was. Why don’t you sit down for a spell.’

She hesitated. ‘It was my husband.’

He nodded.

‘He’s in Melbourne.’

‘You don’t have to explain nothing to me unless you want to,’ he said.

‘We’re separated.’

He nodded again, looking at the ground then up at her. ‘You been separated long?’ he inquired carefully.

‘No. It’s why I came up here. I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m burdening you with my stupid problems.’

‘You got no kids then?’

‘No. Thank god.’

He was silent. ‘I’ve got two boys. They’re with their mother in Mackay. We’ve been separated seven years.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No need to be. We’re better off without each other. All we ever did was fight. The four of us.’

‘Do you ever see your boys.’

‘I see the boys once in a while. I camp down there with Dougald sometimes you know.’ He stood looking at her. ‘You want to keep going, or you want to go back and have a drink of tea?’

‘Let’s keep going.’

He didn’t move. ‘You afraid of this feller?’

‘No,’ she lied, meeting his gaze steadily.

He said, ‘I always had the feeling you was gonna come back up this way one day. Now you did.’

‘You said that before.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I probably did.’

‘Why did you think I’d come back? We didn’t exactly know each other.’

‘There’s some things you know without knowing why you know them,’ he said. ‘And it don’t help to try explaining them.’

She looked around them at the bush, the thin grey bendee and sandalwood, the dry stony ridges unchanged since time began. ‘I’ve always loved this country. I’ve always missed it.’

‘Well there you are,’ he said. ‘You knew you was coming back.’

‘I didn’t really know I was coming back, but if someone had told me I could never come back I think I would have been heartbroken.’

‘That’s it,’ he said.

It was mid afternoon by the time Bo and Annabelle walked out of the scrub onto the ridge behind the white truck. There was no sign of Susan or the mine vehicle at the camp below them. The muffled beat of the music from the white truck punctuating the stillness. They started down the ridge together along the wheeltracks towards the truck. When they drew level with the cabin Bo stopped and looked in at the girl and the young man. Annabelle didn’t stop but continued on towards the parked Pajero where it stood lower down among the bitter barks.

The girl reduced the volume on the CD player and swung the door of the truck open. She grinned at Bo. Her teeth were even and white. She was still wearing the hardhat, the plastic site ID with her photograph on it pinned to the neck of her black T-shirt. She rested one bare foot on the door handle. ‘Did you find lots of good stuff, Uncle Bo?’

‘What are you wearing that hardhat for?’ he asked her.

‘I’m doing what the mine man said, Uncle. Why aren’t you wearing yours?’ She giggled. In her beautiful dark eyes an expression both of modesty and mischievous delight, measuring the seriousness of her uncle Bo, hoping to make him smile. ‘They’ll be very annoyed with you.’

‘You seen Susan?’

‘We didn’t see no one.’

‘Me and Annabelle are gonna have a feed. You two had better come down and have a drink of tea and eat something.’

‘We already ate our lunch,’ the girl said.

Bo stood looking in past the girl at the young man. ‘You all right there, Arner?’

The young man turned his head slowly and looked at Bo, his eyes sleepy, his expression mild, reflective, detached. ‘Yeah sure,’ he murmured.

‘You ought to get out and walk around, old mate,’ Bo advised him.

The young man’s eyelids drooped. He said nothing, returning his attention to the view through the windscreen, or perhaps considering the corpses of the insects against the glass, broken wings snared in the blades of the wipers.

Bo stood, hesitating. He examined his broken fingernails. ‘We found campsites all along both sides of the gully.’ He turned and gestured, his arm extended, a considered embrace of the country he and Annabelle had surveyed. He dropped his arm and looked in at the young man. The girl looked with him. The young man gazed through the windscreen. He was golden in the wash of sunlight; modest, serene, enigmatic and beautiful, as if he possessed a thousand years and more and might await the moment of his destiny without the anxiety of time.

Bo said, ‘This was a favourite spot with our old people, Arner.’

The young man’s eyes closed then flickered open, his long curved lashes trembling. His hands were crossed on his vast stomach, his fingers loosely entwined. The cabin of the truck chill with the rush of air from the cooler, the smell of tobacco and cannabis, the strong acid odour of the young man’s sweat.

Bo stood by the open door of the truck. From the sandalwood ridge behind him a friarbird repeated its ardent cry again and again, warning off the intruders, Ar-coo! Ar-coo! Ar-coo!

Bo turned and walked down the hill towards the Pajero. The volume of the music increased, the voice of 2PAC pursuing him along the slope, I shall not fear no man but God, though I walk through the valley of death . . . The girl’s laughter, rich, youthful, sensuous. A liberation of some deep amusement. The dry groundcover crackling beneath Bo’s boots, releasing the musty odours of dead time. The girl’s indifference to the remains of the old people, flaked stone tools lying anonymously along the dry ridges of the Isaac. Bo seeing the longwall’s subsidence cracks meandering through the poisoned timber and thinking of the earth drying out and dying under the treeroots. ‘The valley of death,’ he said and spat to one side. ‘She’s afraid of that husband of hers. He’s probably coming after her.’ He spoke softly and as if to an intimate companion who walked by his side.

Annabelle did not mention Steven’s call to Susan. Although she did not examine her motivation in withholding this information, she was aware that a slight awkwardness might arise between herself and her friend if she permitted the question of her marriage to become a major area of confidence between them. Susan, it seemed to Annabelle, had troubles of her own about which she was being stoic and reticent. It was a sign and she decided to observe its message. 

Next morning the three of them breakfasted together in the noisy mess hall with the men employed by the subcontractors. While they were eating, the young man and the girl came in and joined them. They nodded and bid each other a good morning, each inquiring how the other had slept. The girl wore her white hardhat and ID tag. While she ate she leaned her elbows on the table and gazed around at the men. The men looked back at her and laughed and commented to each other. A man with his mate passing their table on his way out rapped her hardhat with his knuckles. ‘How’s it going there little sister?’

Bo looked up and the man smiled and nodded to him.

‘Yeah good here big brother,’ the girl replied, laughing and looking quickly at Annabelle, her dark eyes alight with the danger of her uncertain quest.

After breakfast they drove out of the compound through the striped boomgate into the encircling scrubs. All day Bo and Annabelle and Susan traversed the grid of tracks, prospecting on foot the gravelly outcrops along the gullies beside the sandbed of the Isaac, quartering the coal lease and linking their progress to the pegged chainages of the drill line—where the dozer had passed over the earth like some scouring disease over living flesh, leaving a bare scrape of gravel cankering under the dry flames of the sun. On the riverflats where the cattlemen had poisoned the boxforest, the African buffel grass grew too thick for them to see the ground, so they left the dead forest alone, the grazing Brahman cows and calves undisturbed by their prospecting for shattered stones in a landscape abundant with stone.

And each morning the young man and the girl followed them out of the accommodation compound and they sat all day in the cabin of their white truck, the windows wound up, the motor ticking over and the airconditioner going. Sealed away from the bush with their music, while the others walked the ridges and the gullies of the coal lease. At the end of each day’s survey Bo came and stood by the cabin of the white truck and spoke with the girl and the young man, and he told them what had been found, as if this passing on of what he knew to the next generation bestowed the grace of some point and purpose upon the labours of his day. 

They worked the mine survey for a week. Annabelle kept her mobile turned off. When she checked the messages there were three from Steven. She deleted them without listening to them. On the fourth day she found a strange stone artefact eroding out of the wall of a gravel gully. Susan and Bo were off a way to her left. She saw the stone from the bank of the gully and knew at once that it did not belong to the local stone types they had been encountering. She called to the others and they came over and scrambled down into the gully with her.

Susan said, ‘Well you found something here. It’s what they call a cylcon. A cylindro-conical stone artefact of unknown purpose.’ She looked at Annabelle. ‘Beginner’s luck. I’ve never seen one of these things before except in photographs.’ She turned to Bo. You ever see one?’

‘No,’ he said.

They recorded the stone’s position and photographed it. Susan said, ‘We’d better take it with us or it’ll get lost for ever down one of the subsidence cracks once they start mining this section.’ She turned to Bo. ‘You think it’s okay to take it?’

He shrugged and stepped away, reaching into his shirt pocket for his tobacco. ‘It’s not doing no one no good sitting here,’ he said.

‘Well, we’ll take it,’ Susan said, but there was a doubt in her voice. She took out her penknife and eased the stone out of its gravel embedment. It came away easily. She brushed the clay from it and turned it in her hand. It was a smooth cylinder, about twenty centimetres long, tapering to a point at one end, a deep circle incised around the tapering head. ‘Limestone,’ she said. ‘Are there any limestone deposits in this area?’ When Bo did not answer she looked around for him. He had walked away some distance and was squatting in the bed of the gully turning over rocks. She handed the stone to Annabelle. ‘Bo’s got the wind up. They don’t like finding this kind of thing.’ She laughed. ‘No one knows what these were used for. The meaning’s been lost. Whatever it was.’

Annabelle said, ‘Maybe we should leave it here then.’

‘Keep it,’ Susan said. ‘A memento of your flight to Burranbah.’ She laughed thinly. ‘Put it on the mantelpiece when you get back to Melbourne.’ She turned away. ‘We’re not going to get this survey finished if we don’t keep moving.’

Annabelle watched her walk back along the gully until she caught up with Bo. Bo stood up and he and Susan walked along together until they came to the place where they’d scrambled down the bank. Bo stood aside to let Susan go up ahead of him. He looked back towards Annabelle. She looked at the stone in her hands. She felt the weight of it, not in her hands but in her chest, the archaic mystery of its lost purpose a constriction around her heart.

She carried the stone with her all that day and neither Susan nor Bo offered to relieve her of it. That evening when she pressed Susan for more information, Susan said even the old Murris didn’t know what such stones had been used for. ‘They’re like words from a dead language. We’ve got no way of cracking their secrets now.’ 

After the meal in the mess hall the last evening Susan set up her laptop in her room and began drafting the preliminary report from the data they had entered on the summary sheets.

Annabelle came in and stood by her, looking over her shoulder and reading what she had written: Of the 68 sites recorded, stone artefact scatters manufactured from a range of raw materials were the most common. Together with isolated finds of artefacts they constituted just over 85% of the total. Their most common location was along the banks of the Isaac River and associated eroding gullies. The range of materials included quartzite, silcrete, chert, petrified wood, sandstone, basalt, mudstone, siltstone and ashtone, crystalline and milky quartz, as well as other volcanic and sedimentary materials. Other site type occurrences were less frequent. No occurrence of stone arrangements was recorded. 

Annabelle said, ‘Are you going to describe the cylindrical stone?’ 

Susan took off her glasses and massaged the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger and put her glasses on again. The reverse-cycle airconditioner in the wall above her head trembled on its mounts, blowing a thin stream of warm air over them, riffling the flowered curtains at either side of the narrow window. She sat staring out at the parked vehicles glistening with frost under the arc lights of the compound. ‘Go and get some sleep,’ she said. ‘I do these things on automatic.’ She turned and looked up at Annabelle, ‘We can describe your stone in the full report. This is just something to keep Dougald Gnapun and his mates happy. It might keep them off my back for a week or two.’ She turned back to the laptop, the keys going tickety-tack under her reddened fingers. She paused. ‘Steven called me,’ she said. She looked up at Annabelle. ‘He said he’d spoken to you.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘I said his call was the first I’d heard from either of you for three years.’ Susan resumed keying in the data.

‘Thanks.’ Annabelle hesitated. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t tell you he’d called.’

‘It’s okay. I don’t want to know the details. Just let me know when you’ve made a decision.’

When she came out of Susan’s room Annabelle saw Bo standing at the end of the demountable smoking a cigarette. She walked down and joined him. He turned to her and said good evening.

She said. ‘I love the smell of cigarettes in the bush on frosty nights. It reminds me of when I used to smoke.’ She waited but he said nothing. ‘My dad was the opposite to your Grandma. He was always urging me and Elizabeth to ask questions. He longed to give us the answers to everything.’

After a time Bo asked, ‘You hear from your husband again?’

‘He rang and left messages.’ She was silent a moment. ‘I deleted them.’

He looked at her. ‘You think he might come after you?’

‘He might, I suppose.’

‘What will you do?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You got a plan?’

‘No.’ She turned to him. ‘Your Grandma wouldn’t have approved of all these questions.’

‘I believe she would have understood,’ he said soberly. He stood thinking. ‘I seen your old grandad plenty of times. An old man in a narrow-brimmed hat. He was never without a coat. Always black. And a waistcoat, even on the hottest days of summer. He’d ride over with your dad when your people was buying our steers. While your dad was having a drink of tea in the house and doing business with Grandma, the old man would sit his horse out there in the shade of a yellowbox that grew just outside the garden fence. Never said a hello. He threw down a few pennies for us kids there one day. Grandma come out of the house and shouted to us not to touch them. He laughed at her. She never would let us look for them pennies and I guess they’re still laying there to this day.’ He stood thinking. ‘He was one of them real old-timers, your granddad. Us kids was frightened of him.’

‘Was your grandmother frightened of him?’

‘If she was she wouldn’t have showed it.’

They said no more. The sound of a movie on a teevee from one of the rooms along the passage. A mopoke calling in the scrubs. A vehicle door slamming and a motor starting up. Standing alone in the evening air with him, Annabelle felt no awkwardness in the silence that settled between them. It was as if they knew they had the rest of their lives to say whatever they might wish to say to each other. She realised she had never felt quite so at ease in the company of a man. When he said he’d known she would come back one day, had he meant, she wondered, that he had hoped she would come back? ‘I wouldn’t mind going back to the Suttor, one of these days. Just to have a look.’ It was not what she meant, but it would have to do for now. The reality was too complicated. There was too deep an ambivalence in her attitude to the country of her childhood to make anything she might ever say about it wholly the truth. She waited but Bo did not respond. ‘Have your people still got Verbena Station?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said shortly. ‘We lost the old place.’
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