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FOR CECIL MANN

At last the old man died

And left his sons a legacy,

Of hate and fear and broken pride,
To wear beneath their finery:

And the dream'’s lie, and the pain

Of the seed that dies to be born again.

— ANDREW PRYOR.



The characters in this book are fictional. So are the institutions, mines,
banks, etc., named and described.

This is not to say that the book is a work of imagination. On the contrary. To
acknowledge the memoirs, travel books, histories, letters, and manuscripts on
which the author has drawn for the details of background and period would
require a big volume. He would like to confess his indebtedness especially to
Sir Timothy Coghlan's Labour and Industry in Australia, to Professor Shann's
Economic History of Australia, to Ann Williams' history of the Vigilantes of
San Francisco, which opens up a little known by-blow of Australian affairs,
and to the truly splendid pictures of life, industry, and the eccentrics of the
outback to be found in the writings of C. E. W. Bean.

INHERITORS



Part I: The Family at Cabell's Reach



Chapter One: The Old Man

UNDER the ferocious heat of the Queensland midsummer afternoon
the iron roof cracked and strained. The family sitting round the table in
the big dining-room of Cabell's Reach stared down anxiously at their
plates as though expecting the flimsy shell of rafters to splinter over their
heads. About them lay the debris of festivities into which fear had
intruded, petrifying them with their hands full of tinselled paper and the
gewgaws vomited by bon-bons. Against the distress, anger, or
resentment on their faces, these wilted proclamations of “Peace and
Goodwill” and “Merrie Christmas” had the sardonic prominence of some
monument of human aspiration and piety left standing in a landscape
rifted by war.

Derek Cabell, glaring at the bowed heads of his wife and children,
brought his fist down on the arm of the chair again and cried, “Shams!
Makebelieves! Lies, | tell you. Lies, lies, lies, like everything else in the
country.” He sucked the breath back through his lips and held it for
another long silence before he growled, “Christmas! In a hog-pen —in a
den of thieves, upstarts, scum!”

Emma, at the bottom of the table, pushed a wisp of hair from her damp
face, glanced at him impatiently, a trifle defiantly, reached out to pull the
fly-cover over the remains of the pudding, and edged into her chair
again, primly upright with her hands in her lap. Beside her Larry, their
eldest son, lanky, morose, dark, turned a cup of tea in his big hands,
sunburnt, work-stained, with the tar caked under the nails. Next to
Cabell, Larry's younger brother James fidgeted a finger under his high,
stiff collar, opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it, brushed a
speck of confetti from the lapel of his coat, and concentrated his
disapproving stare on the wall.

For half a minute longer the only movement at the table was from the
youngest boy, Geoffrey. His plump hand stabbed a fork into pellets of
bread and his washed-out little eyes flashed sly glances towards his
father. The girl, Harriet, on her father's right, pressed herself back in her
chair, with one hand on the edge of the table and the other at her throat.
Her eyes were fixed on her father's hands, clutched round the arms of his
chair, the knuckles shining whitely. In the grip of those hands she
seemed to find the essence of some terrifying proposition. Her eyes
widened looking at them, and the heat flush deepened on her face.



Thus they awaited the next spasm of a familiar outburst — brought on
them, as always, by some trifle, some chance word — the bitterness of
which confirmed dim suspicions they did not want to have confirmed,
rumours that threw the shadows of a dishonourable past across their
young lives. Fights, bloodshed, trickeries, shameful liaisons, and all the
inhumanities of a time when men had struggled for a foothold in the new
land — out of this dark drama their parents had come, scarred and
stained by it, twisted and embittered. Strange things were said of their
father, Rusty Guts Cabell, who arrived in this valley in 1847, forty-one
years ago, with a handful of sheep and cattle, slaughted the blacks,
fought everybody, dug himself in — very strange things that threatened
to burden them for life. But still stranger things loomed intimidatingly
behind the personality of the old landtaker himself, behind his outbursts
of irascible protestation. His shifty eyes, always sliding sideways to door
and window as though he expected someone to come creeping on him,
his secretive habits, the ugly marks on his face, but above all the
eagerness to justify himself, which spoke through all his outcries against
the country — these things hinted at alarming mysteries, mysteries he
seemed always threatening to reveal, to concrete as inescapable facts, as
disgraceful episodes in their own personal histories, that would shut them
off for ever from their fellows and from all hope of fulfilling life's bright
promises.

To Cabell, glancing from face to face, their silent opposition and
dislike were as tangible as the dusty air in his lungs, as the glare of
sunlight beating in through the rattans on the veranda. It exasperated and
saddened him, made him want to take hold of them and shake them,
made him droop his head and sigh.

He laid his hand palm upwards on the table in a gesture of appeal and
muttered argumentatively, “There are two sides to every story — if
anybody took the trouble to trace it back.”

But in the rigid mask he turned on them he left no chink through which
they might have pried out the forgivable motives of his life. His left eye
was blind and patched with a raw-hide leather patch, the right peered out
through lids narrowed to a slit by forty-six years in the sun of a land
where an iron roof ten miles away flashes back cruel thumbs of light to
gouge the eyeballs. Forty-six years of the bullocking labour that makes a
man drain even the muscles of his mouth for the extra ounce of energy to
move a bogged dray-wheel, for the extra spark of endurance to survive
some inhuman ordeal, had pressed his lips into a thin, tight line. A weal
bitten into his cheek by a myall's spear dragged his mouth up at the left
corner into a mirthless, supercilious smile. Healing dry and hard, the
wound had left a furrow of red cicatrice to stand out, like a fresh raddle
stain, against the pallor of his face and the inky blackness of his beard.
No flesh remained to soften the gaunt cheek-bones or the line of his jaw.



His neck rose out of his collar like a bone, bleached and stiff. And
dominating every other feature — underlining, with its hawklike
immensity and truculence, the calculating glance of his eye, the
challenging twist of his mouth, the hostile jut of his chin — his beak of a
nose curved its sharp bridge out and down, and its indrawn nostrils
suggested strain, expectation, and ceaseless irritability.

The father's words passed a slight stir round the table. Harriet turned
her eyes away quickly. Larry grunted. Emma'’s impatience leaked into her
fingers, become suddenly busy among the litter of food and plates on the
table. Geoffrey slumped deeper into his chair behind his barrier of sly
glances. But reaching James the stir became articulate. He licked his lips,
pushed his chair back and said, “Well — if we've finished I'll go and
write some letters.”

He spoke out the brutal intolerance of their youth resenting the dead
hand of the past and the law which visited the sins of the father upon his
children.

Turning in his chair to focus his one eye, Cabell found a jaw as
obstinate as his own pushed out towards him.

“No, we haven't finished, you puppy,” he snapped. “You'll please to
hold your tongue and listen.”

The boy tried to hide the nervousness of his hands in his vast cravat.
“But we've heard it before,” he said doggedly, “and it's — it's .. .” But he
baulked at telling the old man that his life, with its stories of violence and
suffering, was unpleasant to the ears of a new generation, a new and
gentler code of ethics and social decency. His eyes wavered and he
finished, “ . . . so hot sitting in here.”

Cabell sniffed. “Too hot for your namby-pamby hide, is it? Well you'll
get broken in. You'll sweat the starch out of that clerk’s collar the same as
| had to.”

The fresh young face, with full red lower lip and clear eyes and
rounded chin, seemed suddenly to hang at the end of a long vista of
years — his own face before this country had clawed it. “Perhaps you
don't believe | was ever the spit of you. Ask your mother here. Or that
you'll ever be the spit of me now. Wait and see.” He found malicious
satisfaction in the thought. This damned generation, with its fancy
clothes and soft hands and everything made clear and easy for it, was
beginning to put on airs and look down its nose. But it wasn't going to be
all so clear and easy as that. They'd learn. Even saints learnt. Even kings.
Life was bigger than men's little jumped-up notions of themselves. It
could give. It could take away. It could make and break. So, musing on
this, he had a moment's relief from the obscure annoyance which rose in
him whenever he looked at their young faces. Yes, they would grow old
too. “Chockablock with skite,” he growled. “I know. | was your age
once. Think you know it all, that you'll be able to get through life better



than anybody before. Think you'll come out at the other end without a
spot on your dandy shirt or some mark like this about you.” He tapped
the scar on his cheek. “Huh, you'll find out in good time. | was young
once too.”

Young once! The rush of memories jostling his senses dazed him. He
felt cold English sea mists blowing in his eyes — saw the yellow burst of
broom on Dorset hills in May — himself as ardent with unadventured
hopes. . . . Then he was lying on a roadside watching convicts in dirty
yellow jackets tramp through a haze of red dust — he was shouting at a
roomful of men with unfriendly faces — fighting for his life — driving
sheep, driving bullocks, driving men — always angry and fighting and
driving. The vision of nearly sixty years flashed by in less than the
instant it took him to run his finger down the furrow on his cheek, and
left him clutching the overhang of the table-cloth, with his heart leaping
in his chest, as though he had just crossed a precipice and only now seen
the risk he had run. He had to clear his throat to say, with slow
conviction, “You're lucky if you don't end up on the gallows. Just
damned lucky — that's all.”

In outraged silence they considered this verdict on his life. It wrung
from James the courage to protest, “But many men have lived upright
lives and died honest.”

“Not many round these parts,” Cabell answered. “I've seen it from the
start. I've seen Pat Dennis in chains and now his sons could buy me five
times over. | knew the McFarlanes' old man when he was nearly on his
uppers, and Sir Michael Flanagan when he had hardly two pennies to rub
together. You don't think they lined their pockets by observing the
Commandments, do you?”

James flushed. “Sir Michael Flanagan is — well, | like him.”

“You do? Never heard you knew him; did he tell you what he did to
me?”

James swallowed, flushed deeper, and talked at his plate. “You told us
that — about the land and . . . all that. But . . . perhaps there was some
mistake . . . misunderstanding. Anyway, it was years ago, before | was
born, or Harriet, or Geoffrey. We don't think . . .” He tried awkwardly to
find some place for his hands on the table, finally thrusting them away in
his pocket.

The old man drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair and cleared
his throat impatiently as he always did when somebody else talked too
long. “Well?”

“We don't think anything that happened so long ago concerns us. Not
properly speaking. Really, sir, it's not just — nor proper. You can't ask us
to go about and not talk to anybody who quarrelled with you before we
were born. You quarrelled with so many, sir. We think . . .”

“To the devil with what you think,” Cabell roared. “I'm telling you now



for good and all, Flanagan's a Dublin rat and a shyster. | won't have his
name spoken in this house again, see.”

The water drip, drip, dripping into the earthenware jar of the filter on
the veranda, the scraping of the yellow bone studs in the starched front of
Cabell's shirt as he breathed, counted off twenty slow seconds while the
eyes round the table fixed expectantly on James. Then Geoffrey
chuckled. His little eyes, sideways on his brother, glinted with delight.
“It's not old Flanagan you like so much, eh, Jimmie? Tell the truth, you
humbug.”

James glared. “Hold your tongue, you.”

Cabell shifted his eye questioningly between them, caught the flutter of
Harriet's finger across her lips, James's answering frown. Secret signs.
Conspiracies in his own family “Here, what's this?”

“Some joke of Geoffrey's. Nothing.”

Geoffrey smiled. “What about you sitting out on the veranda with her
at the Todhunters' en? That wasn't nothing.”

“That's a lie.”

“Sitting with who?”” Cabell demanded. “Out with it, boy”

“Jennis Bowen,” Geoffrey said.

“Oh, Geoffrey!” Harriet cried. “You sneak!”

Cabell gave his daughter a worried glance, then demanded of the table
at large, “Well, who's Jennis Bowen?”

“The Bowens of Penine Downs, of course,” Geoffrey told him.
“Flanagan's granddaughter.”

James began to rise.

“Sit down. Explain yourself,” Cabell said.

James glanced quiltily at the others. “It's nothing, sir. Really it's
nothing at all. Can't a chap talk to a girl and . . .” But he stopped and
burst out rebelliously, “Of course | sat with her. Why shouldn't 1? I said |
liked Sir Michael and | do. And I like her. I intend to ask her to marry me
assoonasl...”

Cabell rose. “A conspiracy right under my nose. And with Flanagan!
The fellow who robbed me of my land. God Almighty, what next?”

“It's no conspiracy,” James protested. “I've been intending to tell you

since | came home. About the mine too. Really . . .” He gestured
apologetically. “I can't go on studying mines, sir. I've got no aptitude. Sir
Michael has promised — suggested — if | study law. . . . He says he

would use his influence to get me into politics. He is sorry for that
quarrel. Genuinely sorry. He would push me out of friendliness for you.”

“Shut your mouth.” The old man cleared a space before him with a
sweep of his arm. “You've been intriguing with Flanagan, eh?”

“l haven't been intriguing with anybody,” James said sulkily. “Jack
Bowen is studying at the University. | met him there.”

“He'd've been digging peat in Irish bogs if his grandfather hadn't stolen



the price of a fare to Australia. Studying — bah! To become another
politician and parasite like his grandfather, | suppose. Politics! Rubbish,
boy! What this country needs is engineers, not log-rollers.”

“Jack Bowen is a gentleman,” James said bravely.

“A gentleman whose grandmother came out with her convict husband
and had him flogged to death.”

There was a nervous shuffling round the table. It voiced itself in
James's grimace and cry, “For heaven's sake, sir, can't we forget all that?
We — we want to start a fresh leaf. That's all over and done with.”

“Hmn, well.” Cabell glanced furtively down the table to his wife, and
rubbed his beard. “Yes, yes. But they're not good friends for you, that
mob,” he said hastily, “putting crazy notions in your head. You go
straight ahead studying the mine business and we won't say any more
about Flanagan. Understand?”

“Butsir...”

“Don't argue. You don't understand. The teat's hardly out of your
mouth. But you ought to have the nous to see that there are millions in
that mountain — millions!”” A curious elation came into his voice, a kind
of ecstasy. “Before many more Christmas Days are gone it will be mine.
Enough to buy a Carnegie out, to make a king crawl after you.”

“But sir . . .” James looked at his father and protests, arguments,
appeals melted in his throat, the passion of his own desires in his heart,
as he realized once more how completely the old man's wilfulness and
greed blinded and deafened him to all arguments and appeals and all
desires except his own tremendous lust to get and to hold.

“But we've got to hurry,” he was muttering. “Don't you see how they're
raking the stuff out as fast as they can. Listen!” He grabbed James's arm.
“Hear them?”

Faintly across the valley came, from time to time, the rumble of distant
explosions.

“Even to-day — Christmas Day — they waste no time. They rob me
day and night.”

“And enrich you too,” James said, more to protest against his father's
insane phantom-mongering, greed, and hatred, to the service of which his
life was being enslaved, than to state a fact.

“A paltry seventh share. When it's all mine by rights. I came here first,
didn't 1? | made this valley so men could live in it? On that very
mountain | shot down a tribe of blacks.” He dug his fingers into James's
arm. “But I'll get rid of them — if | have to gamble everything | own.”

Emma's face, tattooed with brown wrinkles, stiffened. “Gamble the
Reach? You couldn't be so mad.”

Cabell glanced at her, at Larry, sitting with his elbows on the table, and
his sullen face, propped in his hand, staring down at his cup. “By God |
would.” And as a sort of challenge he said, “I'd do anything. Anything.



Haven't you said it often enough, you two.”

Harriet covered her face with her hands and burst into tears. “Oh, what
a family! Is there never to be anything except strife amongst us? Even on
Christmas Day?”

In dismay, anxiously, Cabell gazed at the crown of her head where the
rift of parting split the shining masses of brown hair, reached out and laid
a hand on her shoulder. “You don't understand, child. One of these days
you'll be worth your weight in gold a hundred times. Then you'll know.”

Under his hand, his eye brooding over her, she shuddered — and under
the eyes of her mother and her brothers watching her jealously.



Chapter Two: Brand

HARRIET was nineteen then. She was delicate, with a pale,
transparent skin and no blood in her lips. In the crude old house, hewn
from the bush with axe and paling knife, its walls buckled by the heat, its
rats and cockroaches, its smell of sheep and dust and sweating men, her
peculiar beauty was as strange as the English flowers that blossomed
with sickly haste in the garden. Cabell had planted them there, against
the background of grey scrub and grey immense distances, coaxed them
out of the unfriendly soil, with the absorption of a man who tries to
evoke dreams of an unattainable beloved from a stick of opium. Just so
had he tended his daughter, till she bloomed with an exotic delicacy and
refinement which fulfilled some frustrated longing of his own.
Governesses had taught her a language her brothers and her mother could
not understand, tastes they could not share, so that she lived amongst
them, under his infatuated eye, almost like a courtesan he had set up in
his house. And as something of the kind, vaguely, they thought of her
— as the symbol of an ungovernable lust in the old man which no loyalty
to them and no sense of propriety or honour could restrain. “He'd do
anything. Anything,” they said, and saw all their personal ambitions
being sacrificed to her.

The words were Joe Gursey's. “He's barmy as | am. He'd do anything.
Anything.”

There was no doubt about Joe. He was barmy right enough. One of the
hatters, bewitched by the nibbling, bleating sameness of sheep,
loneliness, and the blind stare of the bush. There had been other
things — back in the days of The System, when he came out in the
bottom hold of the old Osprey to do a stretch for inciting cotton workers
in Manchester. He used to talk about them to Larry, in the storehouse at
the bottom of the yard, where the semi-darkness, scented with leather,
tobacco, and rum, was streaked by the silver of light in the cracks of the
wall. There he was a mere agitated heap of rags behind the counter,
muttering an incessant gibberish of hatred and self-pity, from which
would emerge before the eyes of the young boy a picture of a man
cruelly maltreated by the fates and his own kind — a picture as vivid and
incredible as the face, pitted, twisted, starved, that thrust suddenly from
the dim shape in the corner and hung for an instant in the beam of
sunlight striking across the gloom.



“ “Give him a hundred at half a minute,” says the Beak. They liked to
make it last, see? So they took me out in the yard and there was a cove
walking back from the triangle with the blood squelching in his boots. A
dog was licking it off the triangle and there was as many black ants as
you'd see on a meat-safe. One of the police that was taking me stopped to
pat the dog. ‘That's Darky's dog, a bloody fine ratter,” he says. Then they
tied me up. | couldn't see nothing in the sun for a while. Then | saw
where the flogger's foot had worn a hole in the ground with the last
bloke. . . . That was in Bathurst courtyard, fifty years ago. The first red
back | ever got.” He spat. “The sods!” His curse startled the motes
swimming lazily in the beam of light. They whirled upwards, settled
again. He sank back into his corner and brooded with his chin on his
chest. For the rest of the day he would brood there, in his rat-hole of
malodorous rags behind the counter, till the sun began to set. Then he
would come out into the yard, blinking at the light, dragging one leg
behind, casting myopic glances about as he sneaked to the gate, down the
slope, and into the scrub. He would skulk there for days, muttering,
squaring up to the trees, coming down to the river at night like the wild
cattle to drink, hiding himself, trembling, whimpering at the sound of
Cabell's voice shouting at cattle and men. But sooner or later he would be
back at the kitchen door, his cabbage-tree hat in his hand, cringing,
whining, “Won't you give a bite of tucker to an old timer that never
wished you anything but well, missus. | been walking around a long
time, missus. Spare something from the dogs.”

Emma would bring him the food hastily and thrust it into his hands.
“Thank you kindly, ma'am. It's good to think there'll be more like
yourself. It must be fine always being the way you are.”

Emma was always pregnant in those days. She would shut him out
quickly and go back to her work, but his voice would keep on for a
minute or two, ingratiating, but somehow indefinably abusive.

“Nobody knows how you deserve the good things better than Joe
Gursey, missus. Old Joe knows a thing or two. Breeds a bit himself, he
does — breeds lice. Ha ha.”

Emma would stand with her eyes sideways on the floor till his feet
padded away in the soft dust and they heard the door of the storeroom
bang. Then she would turn to Larry. “You keep away from that trash or
I'll know why.”

But he could not keep away. The intense imaginative life with which
he solaced his loneliness between a silent mother and a scowling father
took stuff to feed on from Gursey's mad tales. Back in the storeroom he
found Joe chuckling to himself. “Breeds a bit himself, | told her. Breeds
lice. Ha ha. Ach, the bloodsuckers.”

He munched the food noisily between bony gums, muttering, * . . .
country soon be lousy with his brats — fattening on it — eating it to the



bone — then hop it — back to England — chuck the bone to the scum.
....” His hand appeared in the limelight of the sun, clutching a mutton
bone. “They'll crawl for it. “Thankee kindly, sir’ — lift their lids
— ‘thankee for chewing all the meat offa our bone. For stealing our land.
For emptying our rivers. For burning our timber. Thankee kindly, sir.” ”

Larry ducked, and the bone hit the wall and rattled the the bottles on
the shelves.

Out in the yard a man was hard at work filling the water-butts at the
kitchen door. The old water joey, Tom, stood on three legs quivering the
flies off his rump till the butts on the sleigh were empty, then turned and
plodded down the slope and into the river, knee deep. The man, with his
trousers rolled up his thin horseman's legs, followed slowly, flashing the
tin dipper in the sunlight.

Gursey sneered. “Look at that poor gazook, Sambo. He'd call your old
man God Almighty even if he starved him to death. Thirty quid a year
and tucker — the same tucker and the same amount they used to give us
in the bug-house.” He hitched himself up to the counter to peer through
the door at the valley spread out before them in a sweep of blue shadows
and grey, still scrub. Away in the distance, up near the Three Mile, men
were digging post holes. Their minute immobility magnified the hills and
the open grassland. Here and there sheep, cattle, horses, and the slow
smoke of scrub burning off.

“A hundred thousand quids' worth, and what did we get? Damn all.”
His voice that was like a bad-tempered dog's yapping went up half an
octave. “There were five of us come here with him — me, Sambo,
Cranky Tom, Old Dan, and a bloke named Penberthy who made a pile at
Ballarat later. The blacks killed Tom and Dan. Sambo's working a dead
horse, in debt to your old man for the duds he's wearing. And here's me.”

He pushed his grey face into the sunlight as if to lay before Larry
irrefutable evidence of his father's avarice. “It isn't the way he kicked me
out in the flood the night you was born, after | brought him here in the
first place. And it isn't the way he walks round me in the yard now as if
he might catch something. He knows what | know — that there's nothing
behind his aristocratic mug now but fear. No, it's none of that. It's just
that once, ten years before you saw the light, he slammed the door of
chokey on me for life. | nearly had my ticket and he put a trick on me to
make me escape. And a man can't escape. There's nothing left for the
man that tries to but watching and waiting to be grabbed. That's what he
did to me. For the sake of a thousand sheep. He'd've done it for less. He'd
do anything. Anything.”

A hard lump was beginning to form in the pit of Larry's stomach. He
flew into sudden rages, hammering his horse with the handle of his
stock-whip, slashing at the piled bales of wool in the woolshed. After
that he felt easier for a bit. Now, as he listened to Gursey, it was like the



pain of dry vomit. He felt he had to get something out or stifle. Pity for
Gursey was not the only thing. He felt he had known this all the time, as
though Gursey was only blowing the ashes from his own smouldering
fire. Things he had forgotten came back to him, and things he did not
know he had seen: his mother standing in a doorway; his father watching
her for a moment, then brutally pushing her aside so that her head
cracked against the wall and her hair tumbled over her face; his father
shouting at his mother and threatening her in words he could not
understand; his father sneering at her, “You and your family — dregs!
Scum!” His father looking at him with glassy eyes, never talking to him
as a son, calling him in another room, “Your brat!” He was eighteen now
and still growing, with Cabell's nose and the sensual lower lip of the
Cabells, his mother's shiny jet hair, sunken, secretive eyes, and gipsy
skin.

Gursey watched him intently. “And why? Why wouldn't he stick at
nothing, even at robbing the shirt off Sambo's back, even at murder?
Because we're just dirt to him. So everything he does to us is right. That's
bred in his bone.” He tapped Larry's arm. “Mind this, lad, there's only
two kinds here — them who came free and privileged to make a pile and
spend it in England, and them who came because they had to — lags and
the offscourings England had no place for but a stinking back-street
tenement in Manchester.” His ranting voice died wearily in the back of
his throat. “We reckoned it would be a new heaven, but we didn't reckon
with your old man, and his like.”

Larry began to see his father as the apotheosis of all evil as he had
learnt to understand it from the affairs of the little world locked in
between the two blue ranges of hills. This much he got from listening to
Gursey — a moral principle of hate, a rationale for the hard pain sprung
in his vitals.

He spent more and more time in the storeroom, sneaked down every
night to sit in the corner, where the guttering candle threw the blackest
shadows, and listened while the men, strolling up for a plug of Barrett's
Twist or a packet of Holloway's Pills, lounged about arguing, grunting,
telling tales in high, laconic voices.

They had a sheet of old newspaper, and Jack Berry, the stockman, was
reading bits out of the advertisements, laboriously, his head sideways, his
eyes screwed up, the paper tilted at arm's length towards the light.

“One brand new music-box for sale,” he read. “Plays ‘Killarney,’
‘Home Sweet Home,” “Irish Jig,” etc. Quick sale, two pounds.”

Monaghan the rouseabout listened with his mouth open, in guileless
wonder, Sambo, lounging cross-legged against the wall, in sardonic
disbelief.

“Ye could buy one of them things yeself then,” Monaghan said. “Ye
could too.”



“Set of Bengal razors. Good as new,” Berry read. “Five pounds in
leather case with velvet lining and mirror in back.”

“Velvet!” Monaghan made a papery noise with his fingers in his beard.
“Velvet, eh? Only a fiver. A man could buy that.”

“Effects of the late Sam Goossens, of Spring Street, Fortitude Valley.
One silver watch and chain, one suit white ducks, one straw hat and
pugaree, one pair new spurs, three pairs boots, size nine, one picture in
gilt frame, one Odd-fellow's apron. Widow will take twenty pounds to
clear.”

“Twenty quid!” Monaghan exclaimed, goggling at the hitherto
unsuspected richness of the commodity market. “And here's me knocked
down twice that much in one go down Mother O'Connor's last month.
Next cheque I'm taking it down to Brisbane and buy some of them
things. Jist you make a note of them names, Jack.”

“Wouldn't catch me wearing nothing offera dead man,” Sambo
mumbled. “It ain't safe.”

“Aw, | ain't scared catching nothing off a music-box.”

“Ain't catching nothing,” Sambo said. “It's the bad luck.”

“Jeez!” Monaghan detected the snag in a too alluring proposition.

“Had a dog here once,” Sambo said, “belonged to a bloke named Herb
Tutt. Spanker the dog's name. Collie mongrel. Tail as long's yer arm.
Dog died — haunted Herb to death.”

The light washed into Monaghan's mouth, gleaming on the two hard
ridges of bone that had grown to replace teeth long wasted away, danced
shadows across Jack Berry's red face and naked, hairy chest, painted
Sambo and his splendour of a stockman, red shirt, speckled
handkerchief, Wellingtons, snowwhite moleskins, and snake-skin belt,
flat on the darkness.

“Bloke died in the scrub off Pyke's Crossing road. Swaggie found five
bob in his pocket. Swaggie kicked the bucket down the Five Mile. Tells
Herb about the five bob to ease his mind, but Herb's a ignorant sort of
bloke and don't know no better — pockets it. Coupla days after comes
riding in hell for leather. Reckons something's after him. ‘That there
Spanker,” he says. ‘Keeps sneakin' round behind me." A week later,
riding home in the moonlight with the boss, sees a man get up on the
track just ahead with his arms stuck out — and you could look right
through him.”

“Jeez, a ghost?”

“Ghost! Ain't no sich thing. But the boss, he near had a fit. Near pulled
the mouth offa his horse. That old chestnut mare it was. ‘Who's that?’ he
says. ‘Speak!” And it don't say a word. Just stood there, shivering like a
mirage. And the funny thing was it didn't have no face.”

Gursey's rasping cackle made Monaghan jump. “He didn't wait to ask
twice, I'll bet me bottom dollar.”



“Whatyamean? Boss ain't scared no man.”

Gursey winked. “Supposing it wasn't a man? Being like a mirage and
having no face to speak of.” He cackled again at a good joke. “Might've
been something the boss hadn't expected to see again this side of
nowhere. Might well've been.”

“Eh?” Monaghan said nervously, and they all looked at Joe,
guestioning.

Joe frowned and slid back into his corner. “Mind your own business.”

“Supposing!” Sambo jeered. “It wasn't nothing but that bloke Tutt, see.
We went back in the daylight and found him lying on his back along the
track, dead's mutton. Maggotty. Boss seemed pleased. Said it was an
option on something. But | reckon it was that there Spanker. Herb
shouldna et that dog's tail.”

“Et a dog's tail?”

“Yeah, that's what he done. Got swept away in the Fifty-one flood,
night young Larry here was dropped. Got washed up a tree, hangin' on to
Spanker and a billy. Up there four days, starving. Always reckoned
Spanker kept waggin' his tail in his face to tempt him. So he cuts it off,
boils it in the billy, gives Spanker the bones to eat, and drinks the broth
himself. Anyhow, Spanker went mad from the flies after and bit a sheep
and the boss put a blue pill in him.” He nodded sagely. “Always said that
dog had a lot of dinger in him.”

Jack Berry picked up the paper again. “Those unemployed blokes been
making it hot down Brisbane,” he said, “pelting the police and shouting,
‘Bread or blood.” ”

Gursey stirred. “They'll make it hotter one day. Shouting don't scare
these lousy landgrabbers.”

Berry's heavy frame rolled on the tea case. “You talk a bit fierce, Joe.
You talk a bit too fierce!”

Gursey's head appeared over the edge of the counter again. The
dancing shadows and the perpetual twitch in his cheek — relic of his last
flogging, he told Larry — blurred the outline of his face, but his eyes
were vivid. “A bit fierce, you think? Well you've got a lot to thank them
for, Jack Berry. You've got your woman here maybe? Or didn't | hear the
boss saying, ‘Be damned if I'll provide you with rations for wife and
brat?” ” He laughed scornfully.

“That's a fact,” Monaghan said. “Stone the crows, a bloke ought to fork
out an extra ten pounds of mutton when a bloke get's a chance to do a
line with a shielagh.”

“I don't hold with agitators,” Berry said stubbornly.

“D'you hold with them bringing in Chows to do your job?”

“No, I don't hold with Chows in a white man's country.”

“D'you hold with kanakas and coolies?”

Berry wriggled.



“Huh, you don't hold with nothing, but you lickspittle just the same.”

“Never lickspittled to any man,” Berry said. “It's no business of mine
how he runs his affairs. Let him pay up my cheque next year and nothing
else concerns me. I'm going across the border to get some of that
selection land and get married.”

“You've got a mind like a sheep, Jack Berry,” Gursey sneered. “For
one thing thinkin' he'll let you get off with a full cheque, putting up the
price of your snout and pickles the way he does whenever you get a rise
out of him. And thinking there'll be any land but stony ridges waiting for
you in New South Wales. Or d'you expect the squatters to come and ask
you to pick the eyes out of their runs, eh? You're just gettin' the willies
dogging sheep, Jack Berry. That's the matter with you.”

“I'm going, anyway,” Berry said. “l been wanting a place of my own
and there's a lot like me.”

“Hope they got more guts'n you,” Gursey said. “Or they'll soon be
piggin’ it on rice like the Chows.”

Berry shook his head. “Never get anywhere being so fierce, Joe. We're
all men and every man's got his rights.”

“No, we ain't,” Gursey said, “we're men and bosses. Two different
races. One's got his fist on the land and the other's just let work on it.
That's where the difference comes in.”

“Yes, men and bosses,” he said, when they had gone, stumbling each in
turn over the doorstep on feet unused to walking the earth, “and there
can't be nothing in common between us but hatred. We're not even the
same nation of people any more. We belong here. But they're never done
thinking of the day they'll be back in the Old Dart with a deer park and a
mansion. So they go away and change back and their children ride with
both hands on the rein and look at you as if you were a shape in the air
like Tutt's mirage. Absentees — throwbacks, still hanging on to the land
and gutsing up the profits, milking the country and us.”

The thick hot darkness outside, coagulated under the shards of black
cloud gathering for the rainy season, shuddered with spasms of sheet
lightning that lifted a hill, a black silhouette of grasping boughs, a glitter
of tree-tops from the nothingness and dropped it back — a world
agonizing to be born.

Larry tried to think of England but he could think only of his father
talking about it, half-shouting at his mother with an exacerbated intensity
of grievance, glaring at him as though England was all the strife and
bitterness between them.

“But you belong here, Larry,” Gursey was saying. “Weren't you born
with a birthmark?”

Larry shook his head. “No, Joe. | haven't got no birthmark.”

“You've got a brand,” Gursey said. “You've got a birthmark all right.”
He grinned. “Inherited it from your ma, you did.”



The rains came. The brown of the valley turned yellow.

“Looks as if it might be a good year,” Emma said. “The dam's running
over.”

Cabell, in his rocking-chair on the veranda, stared across the flooded
country-side. “Let it,” he growled. After twenty-nine years he was tired.
Ahead he saw only a procession of years as monotonous as the dribble of
rain-drops leaking from the roof. Lambing — shearing — carting wool.
Lambing — shearing — carting wool. Year in, year out. . . .

One night Larry woke and heard between the gusts of rain hissing on
the roof the peevish cry of a baby, the sound of his mother twisting and
groaning in the next room. The other babies were wailing in their crib.
Emma was forty-nine then. She had a hard struggle before she could cut
the cord with her scissors and take the baby to her breast. A girl. There
were three babies now. Larry watched his father fondling them.

“Harriet, that's what we'll call you, little one,” Cabell said, dandling the
sickly newly-born. “And when you grow up we'll send you Home to kiss
the Queen's hand and marry the handsomest man in England.” And
looking at Emma he repeated it defiantly. “So we will, by God.”

“Your ma's done her dash,” Gursey said. “She won't drop no more.” He
was lying in his bunk wrapped up to the ears in blankets. His gums
chattered with ague and the tic leapt up in the chalky skin hanging
loosely on his skull. His voice kept breaking back into a hoarse whisper.
“But she never had more than one of her own kind and that's you. These
others — he'll take care of them. You see. They'll be Cabells. They won't
have the brand on them.” He lifted himself on his elbow and let the
blankets fall. “See?” he said. “See the brand?”

Larry's eyes widened, looking down at the thin shoulders calloused like
the hide of a working bullock with the weals of many scourgings. “My
mother!” he said scandalized.

“They stripped her in the streets of Sydney and the mob stood round
and watched her flogged. She was a real devil, was Em Surface, your
ma.”

He died the same night, leaving Larry the legacy of an inexpugnable
hatred that had kept him alive through sufferings unimaginable to
generations to come. In Larry's brooding imagination his wrongs and
humiliations became the dark shadows of Emma's own story, which she
kept locked up behind her squawlike face. He soon forgot Gursey, but
the pictures of floggings and starvings bit deeper into his mind. It was his
mother he always saw in those pictures in place of Gursey, and in place
of the English mill owner, the English judge, the brutal soldiery, the
squatters using the convicts like nigger slaves, he saw his father. Pity,
shame, and hatred burnt him up — pity for his mother, frail in her simple
blue dress of a vanished fashion, with big, ugly hands hanging at her
sides, wrinkled face, everlasting patience — shame for his birthmark



— hatred for his father.

Cabell, on the homestead veranda, watched Sambo and Jack Berry
shovelling the damp clods on to Gursey's grave behind the woolshed.
“They're dying out. The times are changing. Maybe my luck will change,

too,” he murmured to the child in his arms. He was always a great
believer in omens.



Chapter Three: Climacteric

“BAH! It never changes,” he muttered in the next breath. He was forty-
seven then, suspended in the climacteric of scepticism that is the spiritual
malaise of middle age. He could remember so many years of promise, so
many promising omens — shining baits to trick him into optimistic
drudgery. “Like the carrot they hang in front of the donkey to keep it
jogging,” he used to say.

Looking back on his life now he felt as though he had been risking his
neck to climb the wrong peak. But the disillusion was too profound for
regret or self-reproach. There was even a sort of comfort in it, revealing
as it did the process by which the blind will of the seed, to flower and
fruit and give forth seeds to flower and fruit again, got itself fulfilled.
What was the use fighting any more? The aspirations men fought for
were only the lure of powers that breathed their incense from the
luxuriant vitality of the thing they had created, from the sweat and
suffering of men. “Like the dung I put on the flowers to buck them up,”
he told himself. “That's what these silly damned notions are.”

Once he had tried to believe that it was his own will that had made his
life what it had been, even what he wished it had not been. Then he had
had to explain why, after nurturing it for twenty-three years, he had
suddenly renounced a dream of going Home to end his days in the placid
security of a little village by the sea. If he had not willed it so then he
would have had to admit that such things came about in the adventitious
way of a world bereft of all rhyme or reason, or that Emma, weaving her
own ambitions into his life, had trapped him, led him by the nose. Had
either of these been true what could he have expected from the future?
Scarcely less alarming than the potentialities of a madhouse given over
to the caperings of Chance, was the alternative which delivered him up
as a bond slave to Emma's will. No, no, that could not be true. It must not
be true. It had all been his own doing. To prove this he crushed out of his
heart the resentment which festers from defeated longings, made gruff
overtures of friendliness, let a spurious kind of intimacy grow up
between them, half-ashamed after years of estrangement. Behind all this,
really, was his desire to forget what he had lost, to placate the still
watchful schemer in her eyes, to salvage his courage and battered self-
respect. Besides, he was tired. He wanted a truce. He wanted rest.

So Emma was pregnant again. To him the children came as a diversion



in the arid monotony of a life from which the spur to think and act had
vanished. To Emma they represented God alone knew what blind urge of
fertility ebbing to its close, what obscure motive of triumph or revenge,
or what merely provident expedient against the unpredictable vagaries of
his spirit. But he accepted these new responsibilities without any explicit
comment, except a vague expectation as her time drew near, a vague
surprise when he found her up and about the house again, as well as ever,
and, perhaps, a vague annoyance. As the sight of Gursey, emerging from
his annual bout of fever, a little more wizened, a little more cadaverous,
but still vividly, ominously alive and full of spleen, wrung a spurt of
indignation from him. But it passed, swift and gestureless, leaving him,
stretched out in his rocking-chair on the veranda, to contemplate the
valley with the blank, uncritical stare of resignation.

His comfortable theory of triumphant wilfulness had given way by then
to an immense lassitude and indifference, for he had begun to perceive,
in his twenty-five years of hard graft, a constant pattern of hope and
disappointment, hope and disappointment — the subtle disappointment
secreted in success. He was like a gambler to whom the inevitability of
mischance has been mathematically demonstrated. His power to project
new plans, ambitions, wilted before irrefutable logic, which tore the veils
from his future and showed him its years, days, hours, minutes spread
out in the same sterile and fore-ordained design. He still bullied the men,
weighed their rations in skinflint ounces, haggled with carters, cursed the
shearers, but merely from habit and without zest. He ought, he told
himself, to begin fencing properly like Miss Ludmilla over at Ningpo,
ought to build a new shearing-shed, ought to do something about the
offal dump. But he did nothing, except by fits and starts, sunk in a
terrible stasis of boredom after a generation of days filled every moment
with action, dreams, and conflict. His cattle wandering off into the bush
with the wild scrubbers to return, within a few years, to shaggy, hump-
backed primitivism, the shed leaning eastwards from the winter
westerlies in rain-sodden, ant-eaten decrepitude, the rats obscenely
squealing and fighting around the offal dump in the dusk only served to
deepen the conviction that effort was wasted in a world given over to
inevitable decay. The kangaroos began to come back and ravish the
pastures and the neighbours' fences. There were quarrels. He didn't even
want to quarrel. Yes, he ought to do something, he agreed. He hired men
to sink the post holes but forgot to hire men to cut the posts, put it off till
the holes had caved in. The dingoes came down from the hills again to
prey on his sheep, the blacks came back too. He sent the poison cart out
every day for a month, then forgot about it for the next six. One day he
went down to the blacks' camp and chased them all across the river with
his stock-whip; a week later they were crowding round the table where
he was salting meat, stealing bits under his nose.



“Aw, patch it up,” he said when Sambo came to tell him that the white
ants were getting at the stockyard.

“Oughta see the yard they just put up over Black Rock,” Sambo said.
“Iron bolts 'n" all. Putting up a cement washpool too. Got a ram paid a
hundred quid for.”

“More money than sense,” Cabell said.

“We usta have the best stockyard round here,” Sambo said. “Usta have
the best rams 'n' the best horses too.”

“Damn you and your rams,” Cabell flared with the irritability of a sick
man protecting the blessed coma of half-death from the lure of a
resurrection to life and suffering. He brushed Sambo's equine face, with
its caricature expression of outraged pride, from the empty, the
mercifully inhuman field of his vision — that blue-grey arc of sky and
hills at the end of the valley where nagging thoughts and all fretful sense
of personal being dissolved in vistas of immemorial unchange.

If Sambo's alarums had disturbed him at all it would have been only for
the moment. The times conspired to bemuse him with a false security.
They were bad years: rains were poor, banks dried up, squatters who had
borrowed heavily had to sell out and go looking for a job. Dirk Surface,
Emma’s brother, failed for a mortgage of ten thousand and Winbadgery
was sold. Bellamy drank himself out of Black Rock and one of the new
agricultural companies bought it. Down in Brisbane the Government was
bankrupt, men were rioting for bread. By contrast Cabell, owing no debts
and getting fairly good prices for his wool — thanks to years of careful
breeding — seemed almost to progress. At least no urgent cause for
thought or action came to rouse him from the trance in which he tried to
forget the debacle and horror of the past and to sterilize the future of all
motive to hope and struggle and be again disappointed.

Emma watched him, marked how his beard grew shaggier, how his
teeth blackened and broke away, how he wore trousers frayed at the heel,
saw the casual habits of inert and aimless reflection gaining upon him.
Her eyes, blurred in their cavities of bone and wrinkles, like the
foreknowing eyes of an old cat, watched him sideways through the
doorway as she worked in the house, covertly under their lids at the
meal-table, her only comment the satisfied silence of her catlike waiting.

One, two, three years went by. Then, “You better quit wasting time and
learn some real work,” she told Larry, sullenly, in the usual way of their
intercourse.

Through the kitchen door and across the half-darkness of the living-
room they could see Cabell mummified in his chair.

“That drivel of Gursey's won't help you much when you're boss here,”
she said.

“l won't ever be boss here, Gursey says.”

“You'll be boss here. One day. You better get some real work and learn



how to be boss. You'll want to do better than your uncle Dirk.”

“I won't be boss if | live to be a hundred, Gursey says.”

“You'll be boss before you've learnt how to be if you don't start soon.”

They were husking corncobs. Their heads were close together, his skin
fresh and clear like a dusty ivory — the gipsy blood of the Surfaces
— hers wrinkled in deep, tiny wrinkles, like taut wires holding her jaw
tight so that she to speak out of the corner of lips scarcely movable. They
looked as if they were hatching a plot, as if they knew it.

After a while Larry slunk out with lanky, loutish clumsiness, his face,
as always, bent sulkily to his feet plodding in the dust. He too had a crisis
of age to fight through or be damned. It took him to the men's hut where
the plump face of Berry's bride-to-be, smudged with Berry's thumb print,
smiled down, drifted him out again to lounge over the fence and watch
the sun sink into the gold and opal Valhalla of gathering clouds, left him
stranded in the black chaos of night and his own frustration. Turning
back to the house he saw his father's head cameoed against the light from
the living-room. He hesitated, thinking of the long legs sprawled across
the top of the stairs where he must go. The knotted dry retch of anger
came up in his stomach again, then he sheered off to the back door.

But under Emma’s eye and nagging he abandoned his life of pottering
about the backyard and the scrub, and rode out with the men. Cabell saw
him driving in horses for the muster, and at the muster saw him swinging
his whip easily in the thick of the dust and moiling bullocks. He was
down at the washpool working the race and through the shearing slaved
at the woolpress with the dogged industry of a paid hand. He took the
poison cart out again, hunted the kangaroos with Sambo, put new posts
in the stockyard, patched the shed.

“A proper Currency Lad,” Sambo said, approvingly. “Give him a
paling knife and a bit of number nine wire and he'll build a humpy fit fer
Queen Victoria.”

The genius of the bushman was in him. He would fit a tyre on the
wagon, forge a horseshoe, turn a tea case into a piece of furniture for his
mother, break a horse, douche a sick cow, mend a saddle, pull out a tooth
for Jack Berry, carve his rosewood whip-handle and inlay it with mother-
of-pearl, kill the ration bullock, salt the meat, tan the hide and make a
pair of shoes out of it — all in the day's work.

These glimpses everywhere he went of Larry working among the men
as one of themselves but with an undefined authority startled Cabell
under the swathes of preoccupation. He did not understand why until one
day he rode down with a buyer from the meatworks to see the men cut
out a mob of fats. There was one large bullock, a big red brute, which the
buyer particularly wanted, but it kept in the centre of the mob and Sambo
was a long while bringing it up to the coachers, which were grazing a
few yards from where Cabell and the buyer sat watching on their horses.



Suddenly it sheered off and made, head down, for the scrub by the river.
Cabell pulled his horse around and galloped across to turn it but he was
careless and it swung aside and got past. He sank his spurs and tried
again, and again it beat him. He tightened his knees then and was riding
full tilt, angrily, at its shoulder when, in a flash of chestnut horse and red
shirt, a man rode past, cutting Cabell off from the bullock and shaking
him in the saddle, took the bullock like a football from Cabell's toe,
forced it round, and sent it with a flick of the whip into the middle of the
quiet mob.

“God blast you and damn you for a clumsy dog,” Cabell roared, then
cantered out of the dust and saw Larry riding away, half-turned in his
saddle to look back. The sweat and dust were caked on his face, a mask
to the shine of his eyes, from which the excitement of riding had
burnished the dull, sullen glaze.

They exchanged a quick glance, with the ground racing away between
them, then Larry rode back to the men, leaving Cabell to swallow the
dust from the chestnut's hoofs as he yelled, “Be more careful where
you're riding.”

The buyer laughed. “Bit too smart for you now, Cabell. Getting stiff
like me. Ah well . ..”

“What? Getting stiff? Me?” Cabell frowned at an impertinence.

“Ah well, got to give the young'uns a chance,” the buyer said. “It's a
young man's country. They don't do the old man in with a club like in
some places | been — that's something.”

But glancing round quickly at the valley, unchanged in its grey
antiquity since first he saw it thirty years ago, frozen in some instant of
past time, fossilized in time like a fern frond that was green when this
stone was a handful of living, breeding mould, Cabell could not believe
in his fugitive mortality, the sudden image of himself laid out, the shiver
of fear in his bones, the wind of fear rising suddenly in his ears. “Huh,”
he muttered. “Huh.” But the wind, like the breathless, fierce wind in the
shell, persisted in his ears for days as he sat in his chair on the veranda
and watched Larry among the men in the yard, head and shoulders above
them now, strong as a young bull; as he watched him eating at the table
with eyes downturned, sulky and evasive eyes like Emma's, face like
Emma'’s, patinaed like Emma'’s, with a soft black beard already beginning
to lick sideways from his habit of pulling at it with his right hand; as
Larry passed him in the yard, his hat pulled over his eyes which he kept
fixed on his feet striding along in eager search of the promising but
elusive destination for which youth is always setting out.

“Damn it all, I've got another thirty years' work in me.” Work? And
here a new resentment came to plague his long hours on the veranda.
Work for whom?

That woman's brat — thought he'd gone through all that — chucked



England, exiled himself — just to provide for him. That woman's brat!
Well? For what had he “gone through all that?” A question the tone of
his disillusioned musings was not likely to solve. A rich station, ten
thousand pounds' worth of freehold, fifty thousand acres of leasehold,
thirty thousand sheep, cattle and horses — what was to become of all this
when — well, one day he would have to decide. “That woman's” other
brats, crawling about their mother's feet in the kitchen, were just as little
his, just as discouragingly, when he thought of them, the symbol of
aspirations come to nothing. He let his hand slide down his beard and lie
upturned and inert in his lap. Oh, well, one of them would have to get it.
And the brief revolt of the life in him against the daily maturing death in
him ebbed away, and the drumming in his ears ebbed away, into the
horizon where his thoughts, ambitionless, automatic, decomposed in
silence and haze.



Chapter Four: Excuse to Live

A MONTH later the girl was born. She had brown eyes and a round
chin and a short, straight nose — unlike the others, her mother, or Cabell
except in the colour of her eyes. But hers were darker than his. Stopping
at Emma's door to take a casual look at the newly-born — the last, he
guessed, from Emma’s drained lips and jaw gone loose after a night's
struggle — he was swept out of the room, where the heat-and-rain-
buckled timbers of the walls were like trees still writhing from the brutal
axe scars on them, back into a room with damask curtains climbing to the
sky-lofty ceiling of a childhood memory. Between himself and the
direful immensity of the room hung brown eyes and the reassuring smell
of something known and trusted.

“I'll be jiggered. My mother had eyes like that.” He picked the child up
awkwardly and held it at arm's length. “And a nose and chin like that too.
No, that's Harriet's chin.”

The child began to cry.

“Harriet, that's what we'll call you, little one,” he said. “And when you
grow up we'll send you Home to kiss the Queen's hand and marry the
handsomest man in England.”

He had a vision of a young man dressed in the Cossack trousers and
Byronic cravat of the thirties, wooing a girl in the green gloom of a lilac
bower. In this vivid picture he could see the medallion holding the low
neck of the girl's dress, the dark up-curling side-levers on the young
man's cheek, could hear the birds, smell the lilac. Not far away the sea
shuffled the pebbles on the beach in a long, slow, heavy surge like the
pounding of his own heart. Why, yes, it was himself — that afternoon.
... Or had such a thing ever really happened? He shook his head — as if
the confusion of dream and reality could be so easily dissolved.

It was Emma’s eyes looking up at him which turned the scent of lilac
into the smell of mud steaming under the floorboards, the soft rush of the
sea into the sound of the rain thrashing the iron roof and making the river
hiss and splutter as though each drop was a globule of melted lead. She
looked at him through eyes smoky with pain, like eyes of glass that had
been breathed on, and closed them again, leaving him in a muddle of
angry emotion — exasperation at the sight of her thin body persisting
through yet another ordeal, revulsion from the thought that here was just
one more of “her brats,” resentment when he remembered the sacrifices



which permitted her to look at him in that reproachful way, as though to
wish for anything apart from her wishes would be to rob her of her just
dues. Ach, she was thinking of that sulky brute out there! And his face
hardened as he stared at Larry for a moment before leaning over the bed
to say, “So we will, by God.”

But his life did not change. He was content to dandle the child and
think, watching the valley and its sheep fulfil their yearly cycle of
breeding and wool-growing through seasons invariably fair, “Oh, well,
there'll be enough for her. And I'll make my own will, confound them.”
The pleasurable malice of that thought, as he saw Larry toughening into
manhood and authority under the eager watchfulness of Emma,
reconciled him to the futility of the too splendid hopes into which he had
been betrayed the morning Harriet was born. But sometimes, in a pang of
previsioned pain as he felt these same hopes stirring again out of some
inextinguishable core of folly in his heart, he would not look at the child
for days. Or was it that he did not put them away, that he had never put
them away, that hopefully he was trying not to hope, afraid to arouse, by
the merest whisper, the merest gesture of desire, the diablerie of bad luck
always impending. . . .

But something was astir in the country now. He heard no more of
bankrupt squatters and mobs rioting for food. The road that wound in
from the south, across the valley, and out to the north-east and the Never-
Never between Black Mountain and its sister at the end of the valley
forty miles away, was busy again with the coming and going of wool
drays, travelling cattle, people in search of land and work, drovers,
swagmen, and “lone lean bushmen on lean horses with lean dogs trotting
in their shadows.”

A swaggie came to the kitchen to beg. “I been walkin' round a long
time, missus. Could ye spare me that much beef and tea ye wouldn't miss
it in the fine place ye've got here, bless ye!”

Emma went to get the things and he unloaded his bluey and sooted
billy and sat down on the doorstep. The children gaped shyly from their
mother's skirt at his face like an old boot withered round the two, still
bright, brassy sprigs of his eyes, his cabbage-tree hat with corks dangling
from the brim to keep the flies off, his clothes held together with bits of
fencing-wire.

“Fine kids ye've got there, missus. And I've got an eye for fine kids.
Wasn't it me, Pat Doolan, cured a deaf and dumb kid they had up
Mulberry Creek on the Downs there that they never thought would speak
a Christian word. ‘Git along wid ye,” says I, ‘that's no bewitch'un that. It
hasn't got the dead face of one on it. 'Tis nothing more,” | says, ‘than a
kid ye've never spoke baby lingo to. That and nothing more,’ | says. For
the da and ma was Scotch folks, missus, that never spoke a word to each
other because of the terrible loneliness that was over the place they was



in and nothing new happening from one shearing to the next.”

Emma gave him his meat and tea.

“Bless ye, missus. Thanks, now. And would ye have a bit of snout
knockin' around the boss didn't have no use for?”

James ran across to the store to get some tobacco. “But it ain't the same
up there no longer,” the swaggie told Emma as he stowed the meat away
in his sack. “With them putting down the track for the steam horse, it's
like being in the centre of town if you live on the Downs. Not like in
days gone by. With fences and suchlike, and gentlemen jackeroos
dressed up to the nines and smoking the best Manilas after tea, and
telegraph poles, and new houses, and them bringing in new-chums fast
enough to empty the Old Country. And money to burn, missus.”

“Is that the way it is?”

“That's the way it is. I've been humping my drum up along the Darling
and Balonne and Condamine these ten years and never seen such things.”
James brought the tobacco. “Thank ye, missus. Thank ye now. I'd be
ashamed to nip ye for one thing more if it wasn't for matches.”

Emma gave him matches. “You didn't hear tell of railways coming out
this way, did you?”

“Didn't 1 too? Why, ain't they bringing a line in to Pyke's Crossing.
There won't be enough Irish navvies to knock them hills flat at fifteen
bob a day. Millions to chuck away, missus. Millions. . . .”

Larry lounging behind the flame-tree in shyness of a stranger, Cabell
pottering about his rose-trees in the garden, listened to the wheedling
blarney of the swaggie, who went on for a long time pouring into
Emma’s ears the tales of great new roads, great new cities, of a great
wave of prosperity looming, which fed her dream of Larry's great future
wherein her heart found recompense for its old pain. He talked of the
gold pouring out of Gympie, the new buildings in Brisbane, the toffs at
the Melbourne Cup, the steamships which came through the Suez Canal
to Australia in a third of the time the old Indiamen took. He told them of
houses the rich squatters had built, “as big as an Englishman's castle in
Ireland,” of land selling at a hundred pounds a foot in Brisbane, of
civilization spreading everywhere across the Continent, “even to the
banks of the Barcoo, even to the verge of the Nullarbor Plain.”

And when he had shouldered his bluey and departed, plodplod-
plodding, with the terrific persistence of a fly in a bottle, towards a blue
horizon always unfolding on a blue horizon, Cabell and Larry stared
down the road till he was no longer visible in dust and distance. The
image he had evoked, of a teeming, fruitful life lapping round the hills
that shut them in, stirred both of them and left them both frustrated
— the one because he was young and afraid, the other because he was no
longer young and therefore more afraid.

But more swaggies came, and bullock-drivers, the much-travelled men



of the bush, and the strange nomads who worked a while and wandered
on, stockman to-day, miner to-morrow, navvy, cook, or well-sinker the
day after, and they were all excited at the things they had seen — steam
trams in Sydney, telegraphs, railways. They were germ carriers, men on
whom something like a fever was working — the fever of a boom.

The landtakers, like Cabell, for whom the country would always be
alien, grey, inimical against the sharp image of England's loveliness,
were dying out and with them the weariness of those who had had to
fight too much. The old hands like Gursey were going too and with them
the despair of those who had had to suffer too much. There was a new
generation, and for the young life is always full of promise, and death is
a mirage, and wisdom, disillusion, and despair have to be won afresh by
every son.

After the dark years of the sixties the price of wool was shooting up
again. They had at last discovered how to send meat to England. People
were clamouring for land. “More land.” Investors were clamouring for
borrowers. “Take our money.”

“Oh, I've seen it all before,” Cabell muttered to himself and it was like
a prayer to some fiend not to tempt and torment him any more. “Wasn't it
the same in Fifty-one when they discovered gold? In Sixty when they
made a new State? Didn't | let them pull the wool over my eyes? Bah, it
never changes.”

But it changed as he watched. Merchants were opening up big stores in
the very street of Brisbane where, thirty years before, he had seen
convicts march to a flogging. The telegraph had conquered the Dead
Heart of Australia. Politicians were talking about filling the empty spaces
with a hundred million people. Squatters were borrowing easy money,
fencing, cutting down costs, growing richer than he could believe. “No
more droughts,” everybody said.

“Why not let Larry boss the board at the next shearing?” Emma said.

“Larry?”

“He's old enough.”

“And old enough to sign my cheques and pay the undertaker, | expect.”

“We won't live for ever.”

“I'll live long enough to see that brat doesn't grab everything!”

Harriet was four years old now. Her eyes were bigger and browner,
with a faint iridescence in the core of the iris — the spit of his mother, he
thought. She was already frightened of him, his big, black beard and the
way his one eye, with the blood spot in the white, like a second pupil,
stared into hers. He went down to the offal dump and got some knuckle-
bones and polished them and taught her to play. He took her out walking
on his shoulder. But whenever she could she wriggled out of his hands
and hid in Emma'’s skirts.

“Governess, refined widow. Newly arrived in Colony, seeks country



employment,” he read. “Best English references. Mrs Alice Todd,
G.P.O., Brisbane.”

He rode to Brisbane with the wool and found Mrs Todd extremely
refined and not too young — forty or so. While she was packing to join
him at the coach for Pyke's Crossing he wandered round the sprawling,
busy town, lost his way in its streets crowded with women in styles
grotesque and unexpected, men in white ducks and straw hats with
pugarees. On the top floor of the Town Hall he found his old lawyer
Samuelson, face still yellow and damp with beads of viscous sweat as
though he had just been sprayed with oil.

“Could a man borrow ten thousand?” Cabell asked. “Don't say | want
it, but could he?”

Samuelson rubbed his hands. “Get you twenty thousand on your
security. When you want it, eh?”

“l don't want it. And I've got to catch the coach now. Good day.”

Mrs Todd, jolting among her trunks and wicker baskets in the back seat
of the chuck-me-out, which was all he could hire in Pyke's Crossing
where the coach stopped, babbled her protests about the heat, the dust,
the flies, and the barbaric roughness of colonial roads into a deaf ear. He
was looking ahead where the sun was setting low down on the earth in a
transparent haze of golden bars and red dust rising from the mobs of
cattle, the drays, and the horsemen pressing north. In this alchemy of
light even the gums and the muddy waterholes were transmuted to gold,
even the flesh on his hands.



Chapter Five: Vain Challenges

CABELL confided an idea to Mrs Todd. “In two or three years' time
I'll send you home to England with the girl. I've got a sister down in
Dorset. This is no place for a girl to grow up in.”

So Mrs Todd lived in hope. She endured her yearly dose of blight, like
grains of hot sand in the eyes, her yearly dose of the shakes, the appalling
fecundity of little black ants, rats, flies, and snakes. More difficult to bear
was the malice of Emma.

“That's nice lace you've got on your dress there,” Emma said, pointing
down, and Mrs Todd looked and saw a band of fleas, two inches wide,
round the hem of her tarlatan skirt.

But she endured the fleas, consoling her loneliness in this outlandish
place with rambling stories of the way she had walked in the fields
around Hampstead when she was a girl, picking buttercups in May. In
England it was always May.

Harriet clung to her. Then she clung to Harriet, when five years had
passed and Cabell, sooty from a bushfire, stinking of foot-rotting sheep,
of the sweat of horses, stopped at the door of the schoolroom to watch
Harriet's little hands struggling up and down the keyboard of the piano
and say, “In two years' time | reckon you ought to be about ready to go
home to your Aunt Harriet with Mrs Todd here.”

Harriet sat on the high piano stool with her red-stockinged legs
dangling and looked down at her hands in her lap. She had her mother's
trick of submission behind a dead face. But Cabell saw only her brown
eyes and straight nose like his mother's — her difference from the rest.
Two years. Twenty-four months more. He picked her up and kissed her
on the lax mouth. “In ten years it won't be me kissing you but some flash
young new-chum, eh?”

When he was gone Mrs Todd burst into tears. “He promised — he
promised . . .” She did not change perceptibly, but by the end of the year
no longer worried the boys about holding their forks too far down and
the way they said “school,” and “girl,” about the fleas on her skirt and
the rats nesting in her boxes. She gave up laundering her stiff tarlatan and
her innumerable white petticoats, and, as though only the starch in them
had supported her, collapsed into a shape, like a cottage loaf, of three
super-imposed spheres of skirt, bust, and damp face.

She drank a lot of tea.



“You drink too much tea,” Cabell told her. “That's what's the matter
with you. Look in the pot and you'll see what your insides are like.”

“It isn't all tea, Papa,” Geoffrey said, ingratiating Cabell's indifference
towards his sons. “There's a lot of Hollands in it too.”

“What's that?”

“Mummy gives it to her. | saw.”

Mrs Todd cowered. “A lady needs something to sustain her.”

“Even a lady,” Emma said, “that's been brought in to teach the children
their mother eats like a bullocky.” And a rare smile moved her lips, silky
and dry like the skin on an old scar.

So Mrs Todd departed next morning, protesting feebly the deceit and
injustice of Cabell. Finally he lost his patience, picked her up, bundled
her head first into the buggy beside Sambo, then lashed the horses across
the rump and sent them careering down the hill. The buggy skidded,
lurched, rattled over the bridge, and carried Mrs Todd, ludicrously
clutching her hat in one hand, Sambo with the other, out of sight in the
scrub.

Harriet went away from the window quickly and sat down in the corner
of the schoolroom pretending to sew her sampler. But she watched the
door out of the corner of her eyes and her hands shook. When her father
came in, still angry, slamming the door, she started to cry, with a
detached, uncontrollable passion. It was not for Mrs Todd that she cried.
It was the sound of Mrs Todd's dress ripping from waist to hem in the
scuffle, the thud of Cabell's whip-handle on the horses' ribs, and the wild
scamper of hoofs across the bridge which filled her with a sick fear. That
image of her father abandoned in violence would never be wiped out.

“Harriet, little Harriet! What's the matter?” He bent over to pick her up,
but her body stiffened in his arms, her teeth clicked together, and she
vomited.

Emma nursed her for a fortnight. When Cabell came near the bed she
edged towards her mother. “Go away,” Emma said, “you frighten the
child.”

“By Christ,” he said, “don't you try to turn that child against me.”

“Don't be a fool. Go away. You only make her worse.”

He dashed off to Brisbane to get another governess, and the air in the
house seemed suddenly easier to breathe.

James ran wild. He was ten years old, with a high-boned face, freckled
and gay, the Cabell nose and jaw, and the mischievous, head-erect stare
of a young wild bull. Sitting at the window of the schoolroom through
the dusty afternoons he used to see Larry riding about the valley. He
wanted to be like Larry, who could stick any buckjumper, shoot a
kangaroo from the saddle, or jerk a steer off its feet with one gigantic
throw.

He had soon become sick and tired of Mrs Todd's maunderings and the



futile labour of copying out her pothooks and hangers. The smells in the
valley excited him, the smell of the grass burning, the smell of cattle.
When the rain, breaking the long dry season, had departed, the sky was a
hazy saffron-blue, like a soft plush cushion in which the whitewashed,
red-roofed buildings of the station had embedded themselves. The
shallow water lay about in sheets of broken mirror with the grass
growing out of it and a strange, reversed world inhabited by dim birds. In
the midday heat a musky smell came up from the flocks of glossy ibises
standing motionless in the water. From relief after the long months of
dust and heat and the weeks of rain and mud he wanted to rush out and
throw himself on the ground, alive with new grass — feathery wild
parsnip, sweet marjoram, that scented his hands, pigweed with sappy, red
stalks. His voice was hysterical. He wanted to chatter to his father, press
himself close to his mother. But the self-absorbed lives of an adult world
excluded him. The personality of his father looming grimly over their
uneasy meals, of his mother remote and busy among clattering pans,
brooms, and torrid ovens, of Mrs Todd dankly obsessed by her hard fate,
kept him in rebellious submission.

A day would come when the black shadows in the scrub and the lace of
sunlight on the lagoon at the Three Mile were irresistible. Mrs Todd
would look everywhere, silently for fear of letting Cabell know that he
was wagging it, and not find him. He was wandering about in the bush
looking for honey, or cat-fishing with Sambo, listening to Sambo's
stories of horses and dogs and blacks.

“Oughta see them myalls down the coast fishin'. Got two first fingers
off. Tie a bit of hair round them till they rot, then put their dook in a bull-
ants' nest and let the ants eat the flesh. Better to hold the lines with they
reckon.” Sambo spat in the yellow water. “Aw, but they ain't proper
myalls. Oughta seen them me 'n' yer old man shot. Burned 'em after
— and the grease run out like butter . . .”

“My father must've been — fierce,” James said.

“Fierce? By gum, if he went in a paddock with a sapling in his hand all
the horses'd jump the fence. That's how fierce he was. Just oughta see
him stoush a bloke!”

“Can he fight?”

“Pity you wasn't here to see when he put Black Jem, the bushranger, in
his bunk and when he stoushed that bloke M'Govern.”

“Who was he?”

“A bloke.” Sambo pulled his line in and baited it again slowly. But his
lower lip overlapped the upper for some time after it had helped to solve
the difficulty of making a lump of damper paste stick on a hook. “A
funny bloke,” he said. “Come up from the south and started bossin' yer
old man round. Bossed me too! Then he mizzled.”

“Did they have a fight?”



Sambo frowned. “Of course. Bloke don't mizzle in such a hurry he
leaves a three-year-old chestnut behind without being hoofed out. Mind
you, no one actually seen it. Night the old humpy burnt down it was, and
yer old man was just gettin' better from bein' blinded. Fell in a bush they
reckoned. That was funny too. Never heard of yer old man fallin' offera
horse before. Funny the way he looked when we see that cove without
any face down Ningpo way that night just after. And funniest of the lot a
bloke leavin' that chestnut . . .” He was silent for some time, pondering.
Then he shook his head and abandoned a mystery for an indisputable
truth. “Chestnut's best kinda horse. Gimme a chestnut any day.”

These stories scared James. All at once the glitter of the day was
tarnished over. “l better go home,” he said. He sneaked into the house
and hid in the room where he slept with Geoffrey, heard Emma setting
the table for dinner, Cabell washing his hands behind the kitchen, heard
them sitting down. Silence, except for the flies and the drip-drop-drip of
water in the earthenware filter.

Then Geoffrey spoke up. “Miss Todd couldn't find Jimmie this
morning. But | know where he is.”

Nobody encouraged him.

“He's hiding in the bedroom, if you want to know.”

“Sssh-shhh! Eat your dinner,” Mrs Todd said hastily.

It was not that they expected Cabell to get up and belt James. He did
not expect that himself exactly. He didn't know what he expected. He
was terrified of a violence — rumoured, sensed in the cringing of men
when Cabell shouted — as vague and terrible as the past from which
came Sambo's stories. The ugly scar on Cabell's face, the patch on his
eye, the other eye that seemed to concentrate all the light that had once
been in two, the ruckles of purple flesh on his arm where a fire had
scorched him, were a hint of this past and of the terrific spirit which had
endured it. But it was hidden away, buckled down, and that was what
frightened James most of all, for Cabell, biting his teeth on a retort to
Emma, thrusting his fist in his pocket when Larry answered him back,
seemed to be buckling down the devil in his heart.

All day he hid about the house. The smell of the meat roasting for tea
made a painful hole in his stomach, but he was afraid to come out and get
the food Emma left about for him. He was hiding among the flower-pots
at the end of the veranda now. The sun was going down. Monaghan was
bringing a mob of sheep across the flat: the yap of the dogs and his shrill
voice wailing “Hoy-hey,” breaking down into a rumble of bass snarls at
the dogs, “Gedaway back, Blue. Gedaway back, blast yeh,” rose clearly
through the froth of noises marking the end of the day — the rhythmic
creak-creak, creak-creak of a wagon coming through the scrub, Sambo
and Larry bailing up a wild cow by putting a noose over its horns and
hauling it in on the windlass, the calf's frantic moaning, the rattle of



buckets, the tame magpie whistling in the garden, cockatoos squabbling
like bad-tempered old women, the dry patter-patter of sheep on dusty
ground, the clink of trace chains in the yard, cicadas, a stir of breeze in
the trees like leaves turning in a book, voices. . . . This excited chatter of
men and animals and birds finishing another day swirled round the house
but did not enter it, as though the place had a hard shell to protect the soft
kernel of its silence, spongy, rotten, yet ever threatening to give forth
some monstrous, unexpected foliage.

Cabell came up the steps and settled into the rocking-chair with a sigh.
An oven door slammed in the kitchen and James heard the clatter of his
mother's big, greenhide boots in the passage.

She stood in the doorway watching the back of Cabell's head. The
wrinkle-wires jerked in her face.

“Well, what d'you want?”

The silence, that always seemed about to burst and give forth some
rank growth, like the yellow nut-grass that sprang up in the semi-
darkness under the house, clotted around them.

James shivered. “They're going to have a row,” he thought and felt the
earth tremble under him as if its pillars were being shaken.

“Well?” Cabell turned in his chair. “What the devil are you standing
there for?”

The sun flamed behind the silhouette of his skull for a moment, as
though trying to keep itself in the sky against the slow, pitiless will of the
night closing in upon it from the east, then sank into the hills in an
impotent fury of crimson light which left his face ashen and pinched.

The wrinkle-wires relaxed and Emma laughed abruptly. “Oh, well, you
can't go on for ever — no more than the sun can. And you can't take it all
with you — that's certain.”

“Bah!” he turned away.

She laughed again, without mirth. “You had your chance and you
passed it. Now it's too late, see. Too late.”

“Stop your clack!”

“l won't stop my clack,” she flared up. “You seem to forget that I'm not
here on charity. | earned it. And Larry's my son. To hell with your
fancies.”

“To hell with you,” he shouted, but lowered his voice and began to
argue, waving his hand against the washed-out blue of the western sky.
“Christ, it didn't give you a lien over my thoughts and feelings for the
rest of my life. I'm grateful for what you did that night — whatever it
was — but . ..”

“But — be damned. I'm not talking about liens and gratitude. I'm
talking of what is. You know what happened. | know what happened.
And nobody else knows.”

The cow went on moaning bleakly for its calf.



“And so what?”

Emma was a long time answering. “Nobody wants to die in their bed
more than | do,” she said at last, “but Larry's my son. He's nearly twenty-
seven. It's time you gave him a chance. If you throw away what's his by
right — what | earned for him that night . . . Oh, I don't know what I'd
do.”

He jumped up and the chair began to rock, with an increasing tempo, as
iIf moved by the vibrations of his anger — then stopped. The bodiless
shadow jerked a cardboard arm across the dwindling arc of light in the
sky. “Nonsense, woman. You're obsessed. Larry'll get his due. Why
not?”

“Obsessed?” Emma sniffed. “And you?”

“The run's been going to ruin and now I'm putting things shipshape
again. Is that anything to make a song about?”

“And the next thing you'll be up to your neck in debt with the place
overstocked, thinking to make a fortune and serve some barmy idea
you've got about Harriet. Then there'll be a drought and where will Larry
be? Or Harriet or anybody?”

“You talk as if | didn't make this place.”

“You'd've made it different if I'd had a say. And now | have.”

“You can mind your own business.”

“That's what I'm doing. So watch yourself, Derek Cabell. You're not
the only one with notions on this earth.”

The darkness came in from the east like a tide, in long, slow, peaceful
waves. A man marched up the slope under a load. As he approached the
cowyard the cow bellowed again and tore at the rails with her horns. The
man stopped to throw a stone at her and came on. It was Sambo. He went
round the back of the house and knocked on the kitchen door. “Where
y'want this veal hanged up, missus?” The sickly-sweet smell of fresh
blood filled the house.

“You'd do anything. Anything,” Emma said. “And so would 1.”

Her feet clattered back to the kitchen and James lay shivering quietly,
crushed by the discovery of his world's instability in the hands of adults,
passionate, untrustworthy, given over to a struggle in which he counted
for nothing.

Cabell was talking indignantly to himself, “Bleed me, would she . . .”

But James did not want to hear. He let himself over the edge of the
veranda and crept off to a new hiding-place.

When Cabell had gone to bed Emma dragged him out from under the
house where he had fallen asleep among the weeds and the big, golden
fungi.

He wanted to hang on to her and be caressed, but she dug bony fingers
into his arm and shook him till his teeth rattled. “You little fool! D'you
want him to see you and belt the hide off you?”



At the age of ten James lacked the key to the drama of his fears,
longings, and day-dreams. Sometimes he saw himself rounding up a mob
of scrubbers single-handed and heard his father say, “That's fine bit of
work!” Again, he dreamt that his father chased him with a stock-whip
and his mother got between them and snatched the whip from Cabell.
But at the breakfast-table next morning, when Cabell kept the impassive
profile of scar, hooked beak, and eye-patch turned to him throughout the
meal, the sharp terrors of his adventure died away in anticlimax. He
returned to the schoolroom, subdued by the implacable indifference
against which the challenges of his awakening ego were hurled in vain.



Chapter Six: Ideal

GEOFFREY was no comfort to his loneliness among these self-
engrossed adults. He hated Geoffrey — his plump, clean face and piggy
eyes; hated him for the way he curried favour with Mrs Todd by copying
twice as many pothooks and hangers as James, for his sneaking tittle-
tattle, and for running unasked to fetch his father's cigars and boots, so
that Cabell had begun to expect it and to repay him with a grunt from
time to time.

He wanted to be like Larry — gruff and independent and unafraid.

The shearers had knocked off for the day. “Who told them to?” Cabell
demanded.

“l did,” Larry said. “I told them.”

“What for?”

“The wool's wet.”

“What if it is?”

“Men can't work wet wool.”

“Men can't work my—— — . See here, you get those men back to
work!”

“Men can't work wet wool.”

“Men can work what | pay them to work. When you pay them it'll be
time for you to say when they can't work.”

Larry did not answer. His face was swollen and heavy with
stubbornness.

“You get those men back to work. D'you hear?”

He did not answer.

“D'you hear?”

James's teeth chattered.

Larry got up and went out. They watched him ride up the valley past
the shearers' hut without stopping. The shearers sitting at the door
listening to a man play his accordion waved as he passed.

Cabell grabbed his hat, rushed down to the shed, flung the accordion
away, and in ten minutes the men were back at work.

“From now on you're a paid hand here,” Cabell told Larry. “I give all
the orders here.”

“Men ain't dogs,” Larry insisted. “They can't work wet wool.”

James tried to make friends with Larry, but it was not easy. Larry was
sullen and knew about two hundred words, which flowed only when he



was talking to his father. Knowing Geoffrey, he was suspicious when
James hung round the door of the stockmen's hut in wet weather
watching him and the men padding their saddles, mending shoes, frying
pancakes, and playing “flip the sixpence.” They had a chalked circle in
the middle of the floor with a sixpence in it. The game was to turn the
sixpence over inside the circle with a stock-whip. James crawled about
on the ant-bed floor recovering the sixpence from corners. Once he got
too close and Larry's whip took a sliver of skin off his cheek. From his
idea of his brothers and their relation to Cabell, Larry expected James to
run wailing to his father. He was surprised to see Emma shake James for
five minutes without finding how he came by the wound on his cheek.
Cabell did not even notice it.

“Want a whip?” Larry offered the next time he met James in the yard.
“Might make you one some time.”

James hung back.

“When | get time,” Larry grumbled, retreating into his sulky shell at
once.

But the ice was broken. He made the whip and let James help him,
showed him how to stretch the bullock-hide on a wheel and cut out a
circle, round and round, till there was one long thong which they pulled
out and straightened; how to make the sixteen strands, thick in the
middle, tapering at the end, so as to get a good belly; how to scrape off
the hair and pare the greenhide into beautiful, thin, flat strings as pliable
as a kid glove. When the whip was finished and greased, with a strip of
red silk handkerchief in the end for a cracker, Larry said, “Better not let
him see it. He'll take it off you.”

James glanced at the house where his father sat in the rocking-chair
with Harriet on his knee. He was tempted to tell Larry what he had heard,
to share with him the burdensome knowledge that some awful disaster
overhung their lives. But shame at revealing, even to Larry, that these
demi-gods were capable of quarrelling and cursing each other made him
blush. From some budding sense of social prudence he turned away and
mumbled, “Who, Papa? Oh, he wouldn't.”

Larry was quick to feel the boy's evasion. He turned away. “Don't
suppose you'll ever have any use for it, anyway,” he said, “learning
lessons from that old crow. You and Geoffrey'll be like them Jardines out
Narrow Gut that live in Sydney and never come near the place in case
they get their hands dirty.”

He stalked off, and James ran after him. “I don't want to learn from
books,” he said. “I want to be a stockman like . . .” He stammered,
blushed again, “like Sambo.”

Larry glanced at him doubtfully, shyly.

So when Cabell was away getting another governess James ran wild in
the valley, and this incoherent friendship deepened — eager and



admiring on James's side, heavy, sullen, monosyllabic on Larry's. They
went shooting quail together in the dry thistles, went out at night after
scrubbers, laid baits for dingoes, hunted kangaroos. Larry showed him
how to tan a kangaroo pelt and make a knife-sheath out of it afterwards.
On Sundays, when the stockmen prepared themselves to appear in
dandified glory on Monday morning, James helped Larry polish his four-
and-a-half-inch silver spurs and concertina his Canton moles to remove
every speck from them, and on Monday morning at daybreak he would
be down at the hut to see Larry put on his new elastic-sided boots,
greasing his feet with tallow first because boots had to be a size too small
so as to fit like a glove. The vitality of James's mind, wanting to know
everything — why cattle stampeded at the smell of blood, how to break a
horse in, how to make a cabbage-tree hat, why the sheep would not eat
the clover till it dried off — stirred Larry's gloomy, inturned thoughts,
and replaced, with a pride in knowledge he had not been conscious of, a
resentment against the kind of learning Mrs Todd had been brought to
drive into his brothers and sister — a learning that was drawing them
farther and farther from his mother and himself. Already James's accent
was clipped and slightly domineering, strange among the slurred, lazy
voices of the men. Geoffrey's was more so. But it seemed less important
to Larry when he saw James trying to copy the way he rode or cracked a
whip.

They were sitting down to dinner one day when the chuckme-out
creaked wearily up the slope. Cabell handed out a stocky, rawboned
woman in a gaberdine dust-coat.

The new governess. “Miss Montaulk,” he introduced her.

Her eyes looked fixedly just over Emma's head and her face, like a
jailer's, repudiated the stare, disparaging and hostile, which Emma
returned. She discarded her coat, washed her hands, and ate her meal
without a glance at Emma.

As he was taking her to her room after dinner Cabell stopped at the
door and told James and Geoffrey, “You two had better get ready. I'm
taking you down to school in Brisbane to-morrow. Miss Montaulk can't
be bothered with you.”

When he returned Geoffrey bawled, “l don't want to go. Don't make
me.”

Cabell did not notice. He was absorbed. He seemed anxious, and paced
up and down the veranda looking out at the valley. Emma grew restless
too, and snapped Geoffrey into silence. She recognized symptoms she
had not seen for years. Instead of lying down after dinner with a paper
and cigar, as he usually did nowadays, Cabell went to the stable and
saddled a horse. Emma followed him.

“Where're you going?”

“Up the river. Where d'you think?”



“What for?”

He climbed into the saddle and turned the horse towards her, but she
stood her ground.

“Well, if you want to know I'm going to look at some country |
bought.”

“What country?”

“The scrub.”

She stared. “Going in for selling firewood?” But she could not hold her
anger back. “So you're going to start it again!”

He spurred his horse and pushed her aside.

“Where did you get the money?” she yelled after him,

“Picked it up on the road.”

“Thief!” she screamed. “That's what you are. Robbing your children.”

“l can look after my children,” he yelled back, and rode out of the yard.

Now there was a revolution at Cabell's Reach. Fencers and well-sinkers
were busy over the run. A gang of Chinese came to ringbark and burn off
ten thousand acres of scrub, which carried the Reach back to the
boundary of Black Rock on the south. Cabell brought in new rams and
culled over his flocks and shot the scrubbers. Where the delicate native
grasses had been eaten out he planted rich English grass. His appearance
changed. He got a set of false teeth, had his beard clipped, and began to
wear the starched shirt, low stiff collar, narrow black tie pinned with a
golden horseshoe and frock-coat which he wore to the end of his days,
long after such clothes were out of fashion. He stopped thinking about
the past and its lessons, and the peace of a will resigned to death departed
from him. If he sat down for five minutes he would start to fidget.
“Wonder if those cattle are all right on that grass?” He would send for
Sambo. “Think we better move those cattle? Can't you smell a fire?” His
superstitions returned. Thirteen sheep in a pen or a ladder put up where
he couldn't help walking under it made him storm. He dressed in a
ritualistic order: tie, collar and shirt first, then trousers, then waistcoat
and coat, then socks and shoes, and if anything compelled him to change
the order went round all day expecting the skies to fall. His meanness
returned too. His room at the end of the veranda was soon full of scraps
of iron, bits of leather, rusty nails, boards, sheep-skins, and old clothes.
“Never know when it might come in useful,” he grumbled. He pared
shavings off the men's rations, and instead of giving them flour worked
out a combination of bran, pollard, and a third flour. “Headstones,” the
men called the heavy black damper this made, and threatened to strike,
but Sambo laughed them out of it. “What's the matter with it. It stays.
This fancy bread — you wouldn't know you'd eaten it.”

“He's cheating you,” Larry said.

Sambo was indignant. “Never been a better boss'n Rusty, and any
bloke calls him names gets a head put on him.”



That year Cabell cut five pounds off Sambo's wages. Yet Sambo's faith
was unshaken.

But the most significant development at the Reach was the wing he
built on to the rambling, low-roofed homestead. Here Harriet lived under
the jailer's face of Miss Montaulk. The room was walled with rough slabs
and overfurnished. There was a grand piano, a Turkey carpet, a pair of
big, blue vases with sticks of pampas, gilded mirrors, screens, a sofa, a
suite of near-Sheraton, and lace curtains. All this display around a little
girl with startled eyes and pasty face seemed crazy, slightly evil; perhaps
because the magenta hills and sky pressing against the window and the
omnipresence of half-wild animals and men caked in mud and dust
revealed, through the room's lavish incongruity, a mind lost in a fixed
idea; perhaps because of the personality of Miss Montaulk, as inevitably
a part of its furnishings as the lock in the door between the little girl and
the life outside at which she was always peering through the curtains.

“Béte! Imbécile!” Miss Montaulk scolded her. “Leave prying and do
your lessons or God will make your wicked back smoke with his
branding-iron like those cattle down there.”

She had a jagged, dull voice. She spoke little, but always irritably in a
hissing accent, slightly foreign. Crapulous, untidy, and precise in
niggling details, just like a jailer, she was utterly unlovable. Her hair,
which hung in rat's tails over her ears, had been dyed some time ago and
since had grown three or four inches, so that the top of her head seemed
to be covered with a dirty-white, inadequate skull-cap. Her upper lip had
a black moustache, bristling and tough from treatment with depilatories,
and black hairs grew out of the moles on her neck. She had a nose like a
pug dog's, with the nostrils turned out, and strong buck teeth. She was
not old, thirty or so, but it was impossible to imagine that she had ever
been young, smelt young, or looked out with any but repellant eyes,
which peered fixedly at people with quick appraisal, the eyes of an old
bawd Cabell would have recognized if he'd been a bit less innocent.

She was a French woman and a Protestant, she said, and had good
references. But most important, she was repulsive — no child could
grow to like her — and she was capable, she assured Cabell, of
protecting a charge against disagreeable family influences.

“l want her to be fit to take the place that belongs to her when she goes
home in a few years' time,” Cabell said. “I want her to play the piano, to
converse — you know, all the fandangles.”

Miss Montaulk understood. “And you want her protected.” (She said
“brodected” and it had an ominous sound even to Cabell.) “A girl needs
careful protection in this place. The men!” She shivered. “So bold! So
animal looking!”

“She's only a child yet.”

“But she will grow up. And young ladies! I've had experience.”



He felt shy before her intense, questioning gaze. “Ugly bitch,” he
thought. “Like a hungry snake. Well, that's all to the good.” He was
thinking of Emma and Mrs Todd.

Now the silence of the house, buried in its grove of orange, plum and
peach-trees, was complete. Emma lived in the kitchen (she refused to
have maids in the house), Larry with the men, Cabell among the cattle
and sheep. Lost between these monomaniac, closed worlds Geoffrey
wandered aimlessly. “lI don't want to go to school,” he had kept
blubbering. “I'll do my lessons. | won't bother Miss Montaulk.”

“All right. All right,” Cabell said testily. He reflected once or twice that
Geoffrey was getting to look like one of his brothers, John who used to
ride with the Barminster and always stuck around his father like a leech.
The same incessant whine and fat face. “He'll come to nothing,” Cabell
thought and dismissed him from the list of his potential enemies in the
family and indulged him off-hand.

But James went to school.

“I'll break the chestnut gelding in for you while you're away,” Larry
said.

“Oh, Sambo reckoned you wouldn't give that up for anything.”

“I'll break it in before you come back Christmas.”

James was overcome.



Chapter Seven: James Makes a Discovery

JAMES came back from school early in December. Cabell forgot to
send any one to meet him at Pyke's Crossing so he borrowed a horse
from Danny O'Connor, proprietor of the Travellers' Rest, and rode the
two hundred miles alone. He arrived at midnight on the fourth day and
went to his room without waking anybody. Geoffrey overslept himself as
usual next morning, so James was unexpected when he walked into the
dining-room at breakfast-time.

Cabell looked up. “You! Of course, your holidays.”

“Why, how did you get here?” Emma asked.

“l borrowed a horse.”

Emma looked at Cabell. ““You even forgot the boy was due home!”

“I've been busy,” he said. “Anyway, that bit of a ride won't do him any
harm.” But a fugitive pang of remorse, as he noticed the boy's slender,
fine hands lying on the table, made him add, “Grown a bit, haven't you?
Must've liked it down there?”

James's heavy lower lip pushed out. “I didn't. | hated it.”

Cabell laughed. “Tanned you, eh? | bet you deserved it.”

“l won't go back,” James mumbled. “l want to go to a new school.”

“What's wrong with the school? It's the best school, isn't it? Ought to
be at the price.”

“l don't want to go to any school in Brisbane. | want to go to Sydney.”

“Nonsense,” Cabell said. “What's the matter with you?”

“Didn't they give you enough to eat?” Emma asked.

James glanced resentfully from face to face, repudiating them all, even
Larry. “l won't go back. I don't care what you do to me.”

Cabell pushed aside the stock-market summary which he was trying to
read. “Damn it, boy, if they didn't thrash you and they didn't starve
you — they must have done something. Did they give you a report?”

James brought it out.

Cabell read and frowned. “There now, that sounds pretty. ‘Impudent,
aggressive, rebellious, and has several times been punished for rough and
overbearing conduct towards his comrades.” So you've been kicking over
the traces, you young guttersnipe . . .”

“It's a lie,” James burst out. “They started first. They called mea . ..”
But the enormity of the insult and the hopelessness of rousing sympathy
in his father's stony face choked him. He turned his head down.



“Seems | should've paid a bit more attention to your manners before
sending you among decent folk,” Cabell growled and picked up the
stock-market summary again. When he rose from the table he left the
report crumpled beside his plate, forgotten.

Larry rose too. “See you later, Jimmy. | broke in that chestnut all
right.”

James wiped his eyes on the back of his hand and said nothing, buried
in incommunicable sorrows.

When they were alone Emma learnt over the table and asked, “Called
you names, did they? Who?”

James turned his face away. “Doug Peppiott.”

“Peppiott.” Emma nodded. “What did he call you?”

James scowled. A flush of shame and anger wiped out the freckles
round his nose.

“Well what?”

But he would not answer.

“Anyway,” Emma said, “you know now. As for the Peppiotts, they've
no call to put on side.”

In the yard he found Larry waiting for him with the chestnut and a
brand new saddle and bridle. “Get your whip and I'll take you over the
river and see the new Hereford bulls. They're bonzas.” He was excited
seeing James again, and waited anxiously to hear what the boy would say
about the chestnut and the new saddle and bridle.

James ran his hand over the shining hot coat of the chestnut, then
turned away. “I don't want to.”

“Don't want to ride the chestnut!”

In the last nine months hardly a day had passed when James had not
fortified himself against the brutality and snobbery of boys towards a
stranger with the thought of this horse and his whip and the life, so
familiar, secluded, in the valley. And now suddenly he was sick with
disappointment. The horse was only a bony, grass-fed hack after all, not
the horse he had imagined. Think of the horses he had seen in the
carriages that brought the day boys to school — sleek and fat and
highstepping, in silver plated harness with a coachman, in livery and a
shining top-hat, on the box. Doug Peppiott's for example. What would
Doug say to this?

He felt unspeakably thankful that Doug Peppiott would never be able
to see it and say, “What, this the hunk of dog's meat you were skiting
about?” But he flushed again, remembering what Peppiott had said: “Got
a prize blood horse, have you? Well so you ought to. Your old man
pinched enough. He nearly got into jail for it, like your old woman.”

He had retaliated furiously with his fists and more and more outrageous
proud lies. “My father's the richest squatter in the north. He's got ten
thousand cattle and a hundred thousand sheep.”



“Go on, young Cabell, you're thinking of the number of stripes on your
old woman's back.”

He had fought and lied heroically to the end. And now he could no
longer lie. With the horse before him his dreams of it evaporated. He
hated it now. An undisguisable brumby, it symbolized all the hollow
pretences he had indulged in during the past year. He was ashamed of it,
as he was ashamed of his father, ugly and rough, compared with the men
he had seen in Brishane — Doug Peppiott's father who wore a big, gold
ring on his finger and had white hands; the schoolmasters who talked in
precise, soft voices. As he was ashamed of Larry, who talked and looked
like an ordinary stockman, who sucked his tea out of his saucer and
picked up bones from his plate with his fingers, who slouched along on
slightly bow legs and had never been to school. As he was ashamed of
the homestead with its rough walls and battered furniture, when he
thought of the homes other boys had — big mansions with men working
in the gardens and servants and stables and coachmen. As finally he was
ashamed, humiliatingly, cringingly ashamed of his mother, her difference
from the women who came to see their sons at school and left behind,
wherever they went, the scent of their perfumes; her hands, with the
broken nails, and the grime bitten into the coarse lines of her fingers; her
wrinkled face; her old-fashioned dress of faded blue; and, worse than all,
unforgivably worse, the things they said about her. All this the horse
brought home to him again, as he looked at it with the eyes of Doug
Peppiott, the magically endowed and fortunate Doug Peppiott who had a
beautiful mother, a handsome, rich, and kindly father, and a birthright to
look down on the rest of the world.

The freckles came out big and burning against the sudden pallor of his
face. “No,” he answered Larry. “l don't want to ride it.”

“Aw,” Larry said, “you must be dog-tired, eh? Ride it tomorrow.”

“l don't want to ride it at all,” James said, and hurried away.

Larry opened his mouth, then closed it tight. Simple fellow, he was
dumbstruck at first, then broken-hearted, then angry. He thought that
James was going out of the way to avoid him, but James was avoiding
everybody. Oppressed by gigantic problems, he hung moodily about the
house, bereft of books and companions. Each morning he counted
another day off the six weeks that were racing him towards the moment
when he would again be in that big, echoing hall with the hard and
scornful eyes of other boys looking him up and down. In his rebellious
misery he was forced at last to make conversation with Harriet, sitting at
her window.

“What're you always sitting up there for?” James asked her. “Why
don't you come down here and have a game?”

“Because I'm not allowed, that's why.”

“What's stopping you?”



“The same thing that makes you go to school in Brisbane.”

“Papa? I'm not scared of him. | won't go to school.”

She looked at him gravely. “What will you do?”

James kicked a cloud of dust out of the dry earth. “I'll run away.”

She gazed over his head at the scrub. Where ringbarkers had been at
work the trees were shedding their leaves. The bark hung in long tatters
from the trunks, like the hide of a bullock bogged in a waterhole during a
drought and picked over by hawks and dingoes and crows. Underneath
the white bones were beginning to show through. The trees writhed up
into the sky, knotting their black branches in death pain and clawing at
the brass vault of the heavens. The birds were gone, all except the crows,
cawing invisible among the dying timber like the trees talking sadly
together. The Chinamen, like vindictive underground creatures come out
of their darkness to destroy the earth, went about the scrub in wide
pantaloons swinging their axes and fleeing with frenzied gabble from the
earth-shaking fall of a big tree. Their thin, naked backs, shining sweatless
in the sun, were yellow, like the grass that grew under the house. Their
moaning cries frightened her. The dying trees frightened her. It was like
the landscape of some ghastly fairy-tale.

“Aren't you afraid of Chinamen?” she asked.

“Of course not. I'm not frightened of anything,” James boasted. “What
can they do?”

“They take you away and hide you. Then they burn the bottom of your
feet in a fire so you can't run away. Then they take you to China and sell
you to an old Chinaman, Miss Montaulk says.” Her precocious eyes
glittered against her hollow face with its high cheekbones and wide
mouth. “l wish they'd take her and burn her feet right off!” she said
passionately.

James was shocked. While he gaped at her a hand wrenched her away
and the window slammed.

“For that,” Miss Montaulk said, rapping her knuckles with a pencil,
“you shall not leave this room for three days.”

Harriet snatched her hand away, grabbed the pencil, and stabbed it into
Miss Montaulk's arm.

Miss Montaulk exhibited her blood-stained sleeve to Cabell. “A
wicked child,” she said. There was a joyful glint in her eyes. They looked
slightly crooked, like drunken eyes. “You must allow me to be more
severe or one day she will do something. . . . And as for that evil boy . . .

So James found himself under the care of Mr Shaftoe, who looked after
the station books, and kept the store, and filled in his spare hours
providing Geoffrey with the elements of a gentlemanly education. He
was bald, with a fringe of red hair over his temple like a thin scurf of
rust, which was beginning to pit his bald forehead with little rusty red



freckles. He had a fleshy pale face, like soft wax, a pair of watery blue
eyes, half a dozen red hairs on his eyelids, and a brick-red, swollen nose.
His duck suit was dirty, the trousers concertinaed up his thin legs. He
rarely changed his shirt or laced his boots, but he kept half a dozen
strands of bear-greased hair punctiliously brushed across his crown and
was always fingering them delicately and uttering a deep “ah”
afterwards, as though from this vestige of better times he extracted the
moral strength to go on living in a hard world. His fate — barring a
miracle — was to drift farther and farther west to smaller towns and
simpler people as civilization improved the standard of cardsharpers and
confidence men in the east. Once every three months he got a remittance
from England and went to Pyke's Crossing to blow it. From Cabell he got
no wages — they all went in gin, of which he kept a bottle always
uncorked on the table beside him as he discoursed, in an urbane but
slightly Cockney voice, of bare-knuckle champions, Derby winners,
cock-fights, and wealthy, noble relations, to Geoffrey dozing over the
table.

“Wake up,” he would say, knocking Geoffrey's elbow off the table and
slapping his fat thighs with delight as the boy fell out of the chair, “or
you'll miss something. Never want to sleep in a land of opportunity.
Here, I'll deal you a hand.”

He shuffled a pack of greasy cards and dealt five of them to Geoffrey
and five to himself. Geoffrey picked up his cards.

“And now,” Shaftoe said complacently, “I'll tell you what's in both
hands. In yours — four jacks and a ten of sparklers. What? And mine
— a brace of spades and four one and onlys. Ah.” He turned his cards up.
“See, smart boy Albert Shaftoe. But you wouldn't want to play that one
too many times.” He drained his glass and yawned, gazing through the
window at the yard littered with old cart-wheels, horseshoes, and clinkers
from the forge. “What a dickens of a life for Albert Brighthurst Shaftoe,
fifth son of Brighthurst Shaftoe, Bart., the old so-and-so.” He swaggered
a bit, then collapsed into his soft pointed belly and gulped another gin.
‘Pity you weren't a bit older, son. I'd play you a game.”

“I'll play,” Geoffrey offered, reaching for the match box.

Shaftoe frowned. “l mean a real game. For real shekels. What d'you
think? | don't suppose the old man would give you any. No,” he sighed,
“he wouldn't — the tight-wad. Just like mine — the methodistical
old—— — ” He pushed the cards wearily away and poured himself
another drink. “Mind you, where there's a will there's a way, and yours
truly didn't go unprovided for, not by a long chalk. Oh, no.”

Geoffrey watched him admiringly. His friendly patter, his mysterious
tricks with cards and dice, his thrilling stories of racehorses and fighters,
his nods and winks and assumption of dark knowledge stirred Geoffrey's
lethargic imagination with the dim picture of a world where nobody was



lonely and everybody was rich who knew how to be. Assiduously he
copied Shaftoe's English voice, his winks and sighs, his contemptuous
way of talking about Larry and the hands — “Mere hinds, boy, and badly
paid ones at that. Not worth boning” — even beargreased his hair.

And occasionally he got a chance to see Shaftoe putting his attractive
theories into action, as when he condescended to fill in a dull evening
winning tobacco or Epsom-salt from Sambo, or when some traveller
called at the store and risked his spare change on a game of euchre. Then
Shaftoe would jingle his pockets and give Geoffrey a few shillings
— and win them back.

James spent a month taking in wisdom from him.

“Lead with your left and cross with your right. Good.” Shaftoe took a
couple of hits on the belt and returned to his gin-bottle. “Pity there isn't
somebody here your own weight. I'd lay an even dollar with Geoff — if
he had a dollar.” He raised his glass. “Well, here's to the day when he
has!”

James returned to school, rebelliously but with an experimental
interest. As he drove across the bridge beside Sambo they met Larry
riding in. The sadness of leaving home for another adventure in the
unfriendly world made James remember the happy times they had spent
together — long, long ago it seemed to him, looking back with a child's
exaggerated sense of his scurrying days and pleasures and his present
unmitigable pains. Now he was sorry for the way he had behaved about
the chestnut. He leant out to say good-bye, but Larry rode past with his
head down. “Stuck-up little swipes the pair of them,” Larry was thinking
of his brothers. “The way they talk — like that limejuicer Shaftoe.”

He hated Shaftoe, whose easy flow of words made him uncomfortable.
He thought Shaftoe was trying to take a rise out of him, and so he usually
was.

At the store of an evening the stockmen and boundary-riders
forgathered to goggle at Shaftoe's card tricks. He offered a card and a
pencil. “Now our gifted colleague, Mr Larry Cabell, will oblige the
company by inscribing his name. Mr Cabell!”

Larry hung back outside the pool of lamplight which gapped with
unfathomable darkness their upturned mouths, like fledgelings at
Shaftoe's feet.

Monaghan shoved him forward. “Go on, Larry. He wants you to write
down your monniker.”

“Go to hell.”

“My ultimate colonial experience without a doubt,” Shaftoe chuckled,
“but not to-night, Josephine.”

“What's he say?” Monaghan asked.

“Aw, clean your ears.”

Larry seized the pencil, wet the point with his tongue, and laboriously,



agonizingly, wrote his name, LARY CABELL.

Shaftoe took the card and examined it, screwing up one eye, then the
other, holding the card at arm's length, rubbing it on his trousers,
grimacing. “Mercy sakes,” he cried out at last. “What's this? ‘I'm a
Scandinavian cockatoo.’” ” He blinked at Larry. “Dear me.”

Sambo and Monaghan rocked on the tea cases, Geoffrey's squeaky
voice rising above the others.

Larry reddened. “That's not there. My name's there.”

“Gentlemen!” Shaftoe held up his hand. “I put the case to you. | ask the
young gent to write his name on a ten of hearts. You see him do so. And
the words you see him write, as you can read for yourself, are ‘I'm a
Scandinavian cockatoo,” and now he has the face, gentlemen, to deny it.
Is that a ten of hearts and is that the gent's handwriting?” He handed the
card around.

Monaghan, with his tongue hanging out at the corner of his mouth and
one eye closed, pretended to read. Larry snatched the card from him and
slowly spelt out “I'm a Scandinavian cockatoo,” written in his own
handwriting. He threw the card on the counter.

“Don't trouble to beg pardon,” Shaftoe said mockingly.

Monaghan's raucous laughter hooted up into the rafters while Larry,
confused and maddened by such inexplicable tricks, slunk back to his
corner and pulled his hat over his face.

“l don't believe Larry wrote that,” Geoffrey piped up, “because he
doesn't know how to spell long words. He doesn't even know how to
spell his name. He never went to school.”

“Sad,” Shaftoe said. “l daresay he spent his youth running after those
blackgins.”

“Haw! Haw!” Monaghan roared. “Now | know where all them
crossbreds down Pyke's Crossin' come from, Larry. Haw! Haw!”

Larry slunk out. In the darkness he stumbled over a bucket and kicked
It across the yard. “Bastard,” he muttered. “Could he ride a brumby or
chuck a steer? Skite.” He repudiated the whole brood of them with their
superior, easy, educated voices and manners. Here was a world different
from his, where the things most valued were not the things he did best.
He had been used to hearing men applaud him for the way he broke a
horse or handled a mob of cattle or sheared a sheep, but Shaftoe and
Miss Montaulk and Geoffrey, and now James, seemed to look down on
him, and his father, with every word, made it plain that from this
mysterious other world to which his brothers and sister belonged he was
shut out, that Sambo and Monaghan, not James and Geoffrey, were his
proper mates.

“Who the hell cares about them piano tunes,” he jeered to Sambo as
they hung over the fence one afternoon listening to Harriet practise her
pieces.



“Aw,” Sambo protested. “It's real pretty. Like cow-bells a long way
off.”

Larry nodded to the shearers' hut, whence came the wheezy chug-chug
of a concertina. “That's the kind of music I like.”



Chapter Eight: Larry Finds His Mates

THE shearers were beginning to arrive. They came, generally in pairs,
a man and his mate, from the north-west — big fellows in flannel shirts
and stained moles, with an oilskin, like a cavalry pack, tied neatly across
their saddles, and their packhorses laden with frying-pan, smoke-
blackened billy, patched tent-fly, and newspapers trailing behind. Their
great yearly trek had begun, from shed to shed, from the far Outside
— where the stations were little lonely townships in treeless plains of
brown grass haunted by mirages and the fear of men holding a perilous
redoubt at the caprice of burning skies — to the verge of the matted
scrublands of the coast, to the rolling grass seas of the Darling Downs,
and, beyond, across New South Wales, to the Alps, to the Southern
Ocean; and with them went a wave of excitement, keying up the flaccid
days with work to be done quickly, with fights and anxieties and the
tangible assurance, in the mounting piles of wool-bales, that the struggles
of the year had not been wasted. Here the stir was just perceptible. Cabell
was restless, worried about his sheep and the way the men would handle
them. He rode around the stations telling the riders when to bring their
flocks in so that the shearers would be kept busy and no time wasted,
driving in cattle for rations, going over the stocks in the storeroom to see
that there was enough flour and tobacco and tea for the coming rush and
fixing with Shaftoe the exorbitant prices at which these things were to be
sold, watching the sky incessantly, for fear of rain that would wet the
wool and leave the shed-hands, “a pack of day-labouring idlers,” on his
books. In a month's time it would all be over. The last shorn sheep,
astoundingly tiny and white, would be trailing back to their paddock in
long lines, ungregarious from bewilderment at the brutal revolution in
their placid lives. The shearers would be departing as they came, casual
and aloof in their nomadic detachment from any circle of familiar faces
or any web of local loyalties and affections, like sailors homeless, and
pledged like sailors only to their own clan and an endless wandering at
the skirts of the season.

Sambo, Monaghan, and Larry leant over the fence of the horse-
paddock watching the shearers ride in at sundown and turn their horses
out. Sambo disliked shearers, as the homekeeping man always dislikes
the footloose soldiery which billets itself on him, struts in his sight, and
steals his women. But for Larry the shearers had the glamour of



travellers in lands with strange names — “Croajingolong,” “the Snowy
River,” “back of Bourke,” — in waterless plains where you wet your
throat with the few drops of water you could drain from the end of a
sapling by burning it in the fire, along the Darling where the sheep-dogs
wear little leather shoes to protect their feet from the bindi-eye, in the far,
red west where you wouldn't see a tree for miles. Shearers went
anywhere they wanted, no boss, no nagging mother, and all mates
together. They talked of beautiful barmaids in pubs far, far away.
Glamorous fellows!

On the homestead veranda Harriet and Miss Montaulk, and farther off
Emma, stood shielding their eyes against the level rays of the sun and
watching the shearers go down to their hut, as though these were troops
who had raised a siege on the place. And so they had — a siege of
monotonous days and dusty sheep and monotonous dusty faces. Shaftoe
came to the door of the store and rubbed his hands briskly. Geoffrey, at
his heels, already impressed like a little fat puppy with the personality of
his master, rubbed his hands briskly too. The dogs trotted into the yard
and barked, and the sheep drying off from the washpool on the green
river flats huddled into a mob with a faint crepitation of alarm. Shearing
tomorrow! The burden of the year's waiting, in momentary expectation
of fires or drought or disease, lifted from the station.

Cabell, riding home from the washpool, calculated, “Thirty thousand at
four pounds each and ninepence a pound — ought to cut close on four
thousand quids' worth.” He leant down and patted his horse
affectionately.

Sambo stretched his leathery neck over the rail and spat towards a
shearer who was taking the saddle off his horse and rubbing a handful of
grass over her back. “Whatya call that for a horse?” he asked,
disparaging the man in the most final way he knew. “Clothes horse, is
it?”

The shearer straightened his broad shoulders and said mildly, “That's
the cheapest horse to feed in Australia.”

“Too thick in the hock,” Sambo said.

“Anyway you haven't got the money to buy her.”

“Me buy that dinger bait! Whatya take me for?”

The shearer picked up the saddle and walked slowly over to the fence.
“Some poor cow-chaser, | bet. | thought so — Sambo.”

They peered through the dusk. “Berry,” Larry said. “Jack Berry.”

“Whyn't you say so before?” Sambo growled. “I took you fer one of
them bloody shearers.”

“So I am.”

“Still shearing another man's wool?” Larry said, remembering the
arguments in the storeroom twelve years before.

“That must be Larry,” Berry said. “A grown man, eh? Well, yes. I'm



still shearing other men's wool. My place down there didn't turn out too
good. Got to keep the pot boiling.”

“Gursey told you it wouldn't,” Larry said. “You got stony ridges like he
said, en?”

“Perhaps | did. Too many in before me. But it's a big continent. I'm
taking a place near Pyke's Crossing now. And what became of Joe? Died,
eh?”

Larry nodded.

Berry shook his head. “He was a bit too fierce. You don't get anything
being too fierce.”

“You don't get anything not being fierce either, by the looks of it.”

Berry laughed. “Sounds as if Joe made a bit of a redragger out of you
down in that store.”

Larry did not answer, glowering over Berry's shoulder at the
ringbarked trees that raised their frustrated boughs into the limpid sky of
the spring evening. At the top of the slope the plum-trees, domed in
white, lay close to the earth with the placid, pregnant stillness of
blossom. The scent of the honeysuckle came down in heavy waves, as
though it was the slow breathing of the night. On the hills the day
lingered for a moment longer in a terrific apotheosis, then the stars
flickered out and the colour drained suddenly away through these holes
in the indigo sky. The despairing sadness of the young, always sensing,
fearing the doom of their own unfulfilment, made Larry walk away from
the men and shut himself into his room, slamming down the window to
keep out the gay skirling of the concertina, the babble of the shearers'
voices, and the tremulous suspiration of the scrub astir in the moonrise.

The coming of the shearers had put him in this bad mood. From
beneath the sluggish drift of years given over to his father's obscure
purposes they evoked, with their aura of adventurous activity, a hectic
picture of life beyond the valley — spacious, ripe with opportunity. It
was a picture on which he had spent much longing, but there beside him
was his mother, always promising, threatening, beseeching him to be
patient and think of nothing but the run and the day when he would be
master of it, and there before him was his father, tough and lasting as
iron. Caught between their wills his own was bewitched, as in a dream:
he was frantic, not knowing what he wanted, only that he most
agonizingly wanted. At moments like this he hated them both, Emma as
well as Cabell.

A murderous rage took hold of him as he worked at the woolpress
during the shearing and watched his father triumphantly asserting his
truculent personality against the strong and resentful personalities of the
men — all hating him, trying to work some little point against him and
all losing in the showdown. Bitterly Larry despised the tarboy for
scampering eagerly down the line to daub a wounded sheep when Cabell



shouted for him, the lads who swept up the tailings and pieces for the
industrious clatter of their brooms, the rouseabouts who carried the
ruglike fleeces from the floor to the classer's table and from the table to
the press when, in Cabell's presence, they ran to and fro and strained
themselves to hook the finished bale out and stow it away, instead of
loitering and poling on each other as they did when his eye was not on
them. But for special hatred and contempt he marked any shearer who
cringed on to his sheep while Cabell stood over him and roared, “That's
my hogget you're mutilating, curse you. Have a care or I'll take a patch
out of your hide.”

But few of them cringed. They were not like the halfwitted shepherds
whose spirits had been crushed under the incessant pitter-pattering feet of
sheep. When he entered the shed they seemed all to draw together behind
a wall of deaf and dumb hostility. Nothing was heard under the long,
low, half-dark roof, but here and there the bleat of a sheep, the rattle of
the blades, the creak of the press, and the impatient stamp of his heels on
the floor. The glassy boards, polished black by the grease of the wool,
mirrored the bars of the sun striking through cracks in the wall, a bony,
excoriated sheep, as it struggled to its feet before the shearer thrust it
down the shoot into the pen outside, the white curve of Cabell's shirt-
front, and the white faces of the men overworking themselves to out-do
each other, not for Cabell's sake but because it was an honour to be
ringer of the shed. The light, which lay like a sheet of brass across the
door, locked them into a voiceless gloom where the undercurrent of their
hatred was as vicious as the rasp of their shears in the thick fleeces. It
expressed itself in the flick of an eye sideways as Cabell thumped past, in
a stream of spittle fired covertly at his heel, a murmur of voices as he left
the shed and a more significant silence as he returned.

At dinner-time, as the men were trailing off to their hut, Berry went up
to Cabell in the yard and said: “You raddled ten of my sheep this
morning, boss. What does that mean?”

Cabell hitched a bandanna handkerchief from his coat-tails and wiped
the grey salt of dry sweat from his lips. “It means you ought to be
working in a butcher shop, not shearing good sheep.”

Berry's broad, simple face, shiny red like a good honest apple, stiffened
a little at this blow to his pride. He glanced down at his shears, which he
always carried with him in a greenhide sheath because, he said, only
half-jokingly, they lost their edge if left out in the wind. “But no man
ever told me | was a bad shearer before, boss. | never took a second cut
since | was a learner.”

“I'm telling you now,” Cabell said. “The sheep in your pen were a
disgrace. I'll pay you fifteen bob a hundred for to-day's lot and perhaps
you'll have a bit of care in future.”

Berry rubbed his hands, soft from working in the greasy wool,



together. “That's not what you agreed on, boss. You agreed on seventeen
and six.”

“And you agreed to shear my sheep like a man.”

The others stopped at the door of the hut watching them. Scenting an
argument Joe Goggs, the bush lawyer of the shed, bustled out and
wormed his sharp nose to the front. “What's the matter, Jack? He can't
sack you without cause.”

Berry waved him quiet. “It's not right nor true. No sheep were ever
raddled with less reason.”

Cabell's ever-ready temper flared. “You take it to law and see if it's not
right.”

“It's not right just the same,” Berry said. “And if the law says so,
more's the pity, for you as well as me, for it'll be helping to set honest
men against you.”

“Hear. Hear,” Goggs shouted. “Bloody squatters' law.”

The men huddled closer together. Loitering in the hot sun, the flies
darting at their faces, the glare beating into their eyes, and their dinner-
hour running away made them irritable. “Hear. Hear,” they chorused.

Cabell put his handkerchief away and faced them, menacing in his
long, black coat, with the leather of his eye-patch burning in the sun and
the scar standing out like a fresh wound on his cheek.

The men in the front ranks shuffled and they all stopped shouting,
except Goggs, who had no idea what the argument was about, only that it
was an argument. “Jack ain't broke the agreement,” he began. “We'll get
a summons for wrongful dismissal. . . .”

Berry cut him short again. “That being so | hope you'll give me my
cheque, Mr Cabell. I wouldn't like to go on with a man who wasn't
satisfied with my work.”

“And we're with you, Jack,” Goggs shouted. “Ain't we boys? Let him
shear his own bloody sheep. There's plenty more waiting for us.”

Cabell glanced round the ring of faces, distorted by the painful glare,
and spat deliberately into the dust at their feet.

“Have it your own way, men, but whoever takes a step off this place
before the cobbler is through those gates goes without a penny bit.
Understand?” He turned and strode off up the slope.

The men made grumbling for the shed. Berry shook his head and
shouldered through the crush at the door, followed by Goggs demanding
to know the rights of the matter.

Larry, standing in the yard, found himself clutching the pole they used
to prod sheep up the ramp to the catching-pens. He threw it aside, glared
after his father, and walked across to the shearers' hut.



Chapter Nine: The Young Bull and the Old Bull

GREASY BILL, the cook, was draining a calabash of pumpkin into
one big tin dish and piling charred mutton chops into another. He
skidded the dishes down the table and the men took their places and
scrambled with their knives for a share of the food. The din of blowflies
was loud and savage. The men scraped them off the mushy pumpkin,
spat them out with mouthfuls of tea.

The long, low hut was a noisome place for men to eat and sleep it. The
only ventilation was through wide gaps in the twisted slabs of the walls.
Tiers of bunks ran round the shed. They looked a few inches shorter than
most of the men, suggesting a horrible proximity of faces and unwashed
feet. The walls went straight down into the dirt floor, uneven, dusty, and
flea-infested, where pools of water in the corners nurtured the
mosquitoes which began to drone and torture human hides when the flies
vanished at sunset. The bunks were made of rough slabs covered with
straw. When there were no shearers to live in the hut Cabell used it for
calving dairy cows, as clumps of cowhair on the sides of the bunks,
pancakes of dry cowdung on the floor, and a heap of ammoniac straw
near the door suggested. The shearers called this hut, which was their
home for six weeks, “the black hole of Cabell's Reach,” but it was really
no worse than most other shearers' huts.

“A proper pigsty,” Jack Berry called it, glancing round a little more
fastidiously than usual and sniffing the clothes soaked in sweat and the
yoke of wool, dogs, a near-by latrine, and odds and ends of garbage left
lying about by men bound to the place only for a season of back-
breaking toil. “Damned if I'd stable my nag in it.”

“Neither would Cabell,” Joe Goggs said. “See the new stables he's
building up there? Cement floor bloody sight cleaner'n this table.”

Snowy Wagner, a hulking, sprawling, good-natured brute of a man
with a big blond beard and hazy blue eyes inherited from some south
German peasant ancestor, shouted through a mouthful of pumpkin,
“Cabell's not the worst. What you ought to see's them planter blokes
down the coast — the way they treat their kanakas. Wouldn't ask them to
bog in the places they give a white man to sleep in. Seen a boss give a
black bastard a lift when he'd passed me by.”

“Whatya expect?” Goggs said. “Coons is cheap. They'd knacker us
white bushmen if they got the chance and let them Chows and Jimmy



Tannas breed like rabbits.”

“And this Cabell, he's the king-pin of the lot, you ask me,” Greasy Bill
said through whiskers rat-tailed with soot and sweat. “Mean as a
dunnekin rat.”

“Greasier'n you, Bill,” Goggs said. “He's that greasy your eyes slide off
him.”

“Yesty seen him sool the dogs on old Ike, the hawker,” Bill told them,
“because he had a bag of flour to sell. Three bob for a fourpenny bar of
soap and two pound ten for a bag of flour that wouldn't be worth a quid
in the Crossing — that what he's hittin' yous blokes up.”

“Yes, that's not right,” Berry said. “It's not honest.”

“He ought to be took to law,” Goggs said. “It's against the
constitution.”

“He is the law,” Wagner said. “Ever heard of a shearer who was a J.P.
or a member of parliament? And dingo don't eat dingo.”

Goggs banged his pannikin down. “So ought we. Ain't there more
shearers'n bosses. We oughta strike. He'd soon come running after us
when he seen the grass filling his wool with seed.”

“He'd come running after you all right, with a troop of mounted Johns.
That's how he'd come.”

“You can't put twenty thousand bushmen in jail,” Goggs said. “We'd
soon run the squatters and bosses out the country. You should've been
down the Eureka like | was. We showed 'em something then.” He jerked
his face at them as he spoke, like a dog shapping at the air. It was one of
those shoddy, plebeian faces that seem to have been jerrybuilt from odds
and ends — eyes too small for the nose, one cheekbone higher than the
other, ears uneven and outsized for the small bullet head, which bristled
with closely shorn hair of a nondescript colour, like wire. He had a
mongrel shifty gaze and his voice a formless, mongrel tone as though
words were not so important for the ideas they conveyed as for the
savage tone in them. He looked a nasty customer, snipping at the air with
the razor-sharp blades of his shears, not a simple yokel at all, but the
child of centuries of ill-nourished growth in the back alleys of a great
city.

Berry glanced at him and frowned. “That's mad talk,” he said.

“It's only talk,” Wagner said. “Shearers ain't fighters. Being ringer and
dodging putting shears on the last wrinkled cobbler in the pen — that's
all interests them.”

“You think it's mad, do you,” Jerry Coyle said. Sitting apart at the end
of the table with a book propped up before him he looked at Berry over a
half-eaten mutton chop smoking on his knife. “Is it mad to stop
somebody robbing you?”

“l can look after my rights without any Eureka stockades, if that's what
you mean.”



“You can look after your rights.” Coyle tore a mouthful of meat off the
chop and chewed it slowly. They waited respectfully for him to speak
again. A shrewd-head, they thought him. He could quote pages of
Tolstoy and Marx and Donnelley and Winwood Reade, trailed a
packhorse-load of books from shed to shed across eastern Australia. But
although they respected him, somehow they did not like him. He was not
one of the mob, had no mate, was never seen in the bush shanties
knocking down his cheque, and never took part in sentimental interludes
of song and dance around the concertina at night. His face was lean,
ascetic, his eyes grey and without depth. Their gaze stopped just short of
you in a cock-eyed sort of way. He seemed to be thinking hard about
something all the time — about what you could not guess, for behind
those eyes and toneless voice his personality was evasive. “You can't get
to the guts of Jerry Coyle,” they said. Like Goggs he was no simple child
of the bush. He had fine features and small fine hands. “Dead spit of his
old man.” Years ago old Jimmy Coyle was hanged for robbing a bank
and going back to hack the teller's head off with an axe. An old lag who
had been transported at the age of eighteen for rioting in Dublin, where
he was a student. A red-hot Tipperary man. Well, there was no hot blood
in Jerry, they said. He was as cold as a lizard — went to see his old man
hanged!

He fed the rest of his chop to the dogs sniffing round the men's heels.
“You're no better set up to get your rights from Cabell and his like than
an abo is,” he told Berry. “They own the land — they took it before you
were born. So they own the parliament. Therefore they own the law.
You're just a wage slave. You want to walk out of here now, but you
can't. You're leg-ironed.”

“What's to stop me?”

“Starvation.”

“Well, a man's got to work.”

“Sure. For himself and society? Or for some greedy big bug who just
had the luck to get here first and collar the land? As long as he's got that
you haven't even got the right to work — except when he says.”

“That's right,” Goggs said. “We ought to strike and burn them all out.”

“We will strike — one day,” Coyle said “when you get the brains to
know what to strike for.” He went across to his bunk, littered with papers
and books, and brought back a big volume. “That's Karl Marx. Read it
and you'll understand that it isn't only Cabell who's responsible for you
being a half-starved cocky on a stony ridge, but a whole society of
Cabells. Landgrabbers and Capitalists. And behind them all the gunboats
of England.”

Berry pushed the book away. “Gunboats,” he said contemptuously.

“Sure. Who d'you think owns this country?”

“The squatters, you just said.”



“And what're the squatters? The deputies of English money-lenders.
That's where all this dough's coming from that Cabell is spending on
fences and stables. There's too much money in England since the
Germans began milking the French and got capital for themselves to
drive the English out of the world markets, so the English are putting
their spare rhino in here. That's why | say gunboats. A few shearers with
sparrow guns ain't enough. We'll need every man armed to win a war.”

“War!” Berry snorted.

“And then what?” Wagner said. “It'll be all rosy till you and me start
being bosses and the bosses start being shearers.”

“It won't be like that at all,” Coyle said. “That's the English way.
There's a history behind that — a long history of aristocrats and serfs. So
we've got to drive the English right out of here and do it our way.”

“What's your way?”

“Not my way — the Australian way. That's the way we eat here out of
a common dish. The way the lags used to share a bit of rotten meat with
a bloke that had none. The way a man goes into the bush with his mate
and they stick together.”

“To hell with your schemes,” Berry said with increasing irritability. “I
want to own my own land.”

“All right. But to-morrow you'll be thinking my way. Wait till they
bring in a few more Chows and kanakas and immigrants to cut down
your cheques.”

“There's getting too many dagoes and new-chums in this country, that's
a cert,” Wagner admitted.

“Just wait a bit then and they'll bring in more. Like they took shanty
Irish into England. Then you'll see the triangle back in the streets and
another hanging judge on the bench.”

“Not in this country, by Christ,” Goggs said.

“You've forgot how this country began,” Coyle said. “Ain't we the sons
of men and women it happened to. | saw the scars on my old man's back.
So did you, Goggs. And Cabell's one of them that helped to put 'em
there. He was an overseer where my old man was a lag. The sort who'd
do anything to a man. Because he's an aristocrat, an English aristocrat
— that is a bloke born with a right to look down on you like dirt. Don't
you see — that's his guts. Getting the land isn't enough. We've got to get
rid of everybody with that aristocratic superior guts before you can have
the proper mateship, like there was between lags, between diggers, and
between two men in the bush.”

“Well, my old man wasn't flogged,” Berry said. “He came of his own
free will.”

“He came because he couldn't stand it in England any more. He came
because he was tired of the English way.”

“The English way. Bah, you can't get your old man's back out of your



head,” Berry said. “But that's finished. It's all different now.”

“You think so?” Coyle rooted in his pocket and brought out a
newspaper cutting. “Listen to this. ‘A beautiful place is England — in a
coal mine,” ” he read. “ “This is how a miner evidences it. “l have to hew
coal one foot ten inches to two feet thick lying on my side for hours, all
but naked in some inches of water and a sort of shower bath from the
roof, picking and shovelling as best | can. This is not the place to sit
down and take lunch or dinner in, so we work on except for having a sup
of cold tea or a bit of bread and water till it is time to leave the pit. And |
have been in other mines so full of gas that the trail of the safety lamp
left a blue flame behind as you moved the light.” * That's the England,
home and beauty they're always cracking up,” Coyle said. “The place
where they transported blokes to Australia for asking for just more than
enough to buy dog's food for themselves and kids. The place where they
passed an Act of Parliament that when a man left his work for three days
he could be branded on the chest with the letter B, and if he ran away
they branded S on his cheek with a red-hot iron. And afterwards when
they formed unions they had to meet in the pitch dark and call each other
by numbers instead of names so that the police pimps wouldn't know
them.” He smiled a thin smile which tightened the skin on his face and
sharpened his sharp features. “It wasn't much different from that a few
years ago here and it won't be any different if the Cabells have their way.
Because they're tying their Jew-gold bonds of Empire round this place
and they'll make it another little England. And that's why we'll have to
get rid of Cabell and England if we want to keep Australia.”

Wagner laughed. “Stick your republics. Three meals a day — that's all
| want.”

But Berry flared up against Coyle's entranced gaze watching him
closely. “The stink of the jailyard's on everything you say.”

“Sure. Sure,” Coyle said quietly. “That's what I'm telling you.”

“To hell with you then. It don't concern honest men.” He stood up to
leave the table, wiped his hand roughly over his face, sat down again,
and looked round in a dazed way at the company.

Coyle took out his pipe and began to fill it. “Typhoid coming on, Jack?
Must account for the rotten way you shore them hoggets this morning.”

When the last flock, bleeding at the noses, had bolted through the gates
and fled on jerky toy-legs back to its paddock, and the shearers had taken
their cheques and departed, leaving the viscous silence of days as blank
as the stare of the animal they rose and set upon to ebb once more about
the homestead, Berry remained behind in the hut and sweated the flesh
off his bones with typhoid. On the box beside his bunk was a plate of
greasy, untasted food, a mug of water with two dead flies floating on it,
and a candle in a rum bottle. Larry came in the evening and lit the candle.

When Berry could talk Larry argued with him. “Wasn't it right what



Coyle said? His shed made you sick, but will he make it up to you for the
cheque you lost at Black Rock?”

“It isn't right you talking about your old man that way,” Berry said.
“It's the bad ideas Gursey put in your head when you were a kid.”

“Gursey was right. He said | wasn't the same as my old man. I'm not. |
feel it here.” He pounded the pit of his stomach with his fist. “I won't
ever be a squatter. I'm on the men's side.”

“No, no, one day you'll be a rich squatter.”

“I'm damned if | will.”

“He's your old man,” Berry said. “You can't go against your old man.
It's not natural. | don't blame Coyle. His old man was a trouble-maker
and a convict. It's in his blood. But you — | mean — | mean. . ..”

“l know what you mean,” Larry mumbled.

He left next day because he was due at Boondarooba, fifty miles along
the road to Pyke's Crossing, and could not afford to lose another thirty
pounds. The same day Cabell returned from a trip to Brisbane with a pair
of white Sumatran ponies, frisky and sleek like kittens, and a little
rubber-tyred gig, enamelled, with yellow leather cushions. It had been a
good season and he had bought Harriet a present. “Cost me fifty quid
apiece,” Larry heard his father telling the child, boast-fully, anxiously, in
an effort to rouse her from the indifference which hung upon her like the
repellent starched petticoats.

“A hundred quid for those fancy horses and he did poor Jack Berry out
of half a dollar!” Larry was filled with pity for Berry and all his kind,
cheated, like himself, by his father's greed. He was reading a book which
Coyle had left with him — Progress and Poverty, by Henry George. He
would have made little of its long words if the hard, burning rage in his
stomach had not illuminated it. How incontrovertibly right it made that
rage seem.

He did less brooding now. He liked to watch the bulls fighting when
they came down to drink — the young bull and the old bull. The young
bull was quicker, the old bull more wily. Their horns crashed and locked
and they circled, head to head, thrashing the grass flat. The cows, knee
deep in the stream, their images reflected on the slime-painted waters,
lifted their heads and watched and bellowed.

“War's the law of the system,” Coyle had told him. “War between
squatters and shearers, men and bosses, young and old, fathers and sons,
the bloody English way and our way.”

The old bull manoeuvred the young bull till its feet were in the mud of
the bank, then threw up its head and sent the young bull tail first into the
water. The cows splashed up on to the bank and the old bull roared and
cantered after them.

“He'll try that once too often, that old bull,” Sambo said. “He's gettin'
older 'n" weaker and the young'un's gettin' older 'n' stronger. One of these



evenings soon he'll wonder what's hit him.”

“Soon,” Larry thought, looking at the gates of the sunset, unbarred for
some climactic advent. “Sooner than he expects.”

And then, in a way which nobody expected, which is the way of life,
came something to shatter the peace of the valley and the serene
maturing of Cabell's designs and Larry's.




Part I1: Black Mountain



Chapter One: The Dirtiest Trick

ONE afternoon early in the summer of 1883 Cabell was lounging
across the counter of Liam O'Connor's ironmongery store in Pyke's
Crossing talking over the prospects of the season with the proprietor,
whom he had watched grow from a tow-headed, pippin-faced child,
crawling about the dirt floor of a lonely shepherd's hut across the Downs,
into the prosperous burgess of a thriving town, no more than a single,
tumbledown grog shanty at a river crossing when first he entered it thirty
years before. Fencing-wire and rum had made its fortune and the fortunes
of the two hundred and eighty O'Connors, wives and offspring, second
and third generation, who owned every stick and stone and barrel along
its one dusty street.

True, there was a foreigner in the place, a wizened and infuriated
Scotchman named David Kyle, who had entrenched himself behind the
fly-blown window of a druggist's shop, at the promptings of some
suicidal impulse, to flaunt a yard of yellow ribbon on every 12 July and
declare, wherever there was an O'Connor within earshot, that he would
never rest content till he had eaten a beefsteak off the Pope. To save him
from the consequences of these demented challenges the physical
strength of many combined O'Connors was often called for. “We
wouldn't have nothing happen to the boy,” said Danny, head of the tribe
and owner of its chief asset, the Travellers' Rest, “for isn't he bound to
marry an O'Connor one day and quit larkin' about. There ain't no one else
to marry.” To which the Scotchman retorted by singing “Boyne Water”
in a noteless voice of quavering fury.

It was this voice, shrieking through the suffocating stasis of noon,
which now roused Liam O'Connor from behind the counter and made
him exclaim, “That's the damn Scotchman. He's been pickin' on them
Irish again.” He grabbed an axehandle from the counter and hurried out
of doors where fifty other round and freckled faces were blinking up and
down the street, empty except for the horses tethered outside the Rest,
and the Scotchman approaching on feet winged with dust plumes.

People shouted after him. A man began to pursue him, and one or two
women, with their aprons thrown over their heads against the sun. As he
drew nearer his wild yodellings took form. “Gold!” he was shouting.
“Gold!”

Liam ran into the street with his axe-handle raised. “Stop or I'll brain



ye, madman.”

The Scotchman hesitated and his strength drained out. He collapsed
panting into Liam's arms and goggled over Liam's shoulder at Cabell,
still shouting “Gold! Gold!” in his punctured falsetto.

A crowd gathered.

“Ye've been drinking then, have ye,” Liam said, “or what is it?”

The Scotchman tottered on to his feet. “Gold,” he panted. “I've seen it.
The telegram — the sergeant sent it — to the Government in Brisbane.
That furrin mon come in the morn — he's wi' the sergeant noo — all the
blinds down — he discovered it. Gold! Rich gold! Maggie O'Connor's
father, the postmaster — he showed me the telegram — they're leavin'
for Cabell Valley immediate — in secret — the Government doesna
want a rush made of it. . . .”

The gabble of voices broke out again.

“Where?” Cabell demanded.

“In yer ain country,” Kyle said. “In Cabell Valley.”

“Impossible!”” Cabell said, and outraged by the mere thought that he
could have laboured all his years away with a mine of gold undiscovered
at his feet, he added, “It's a damn lie. | had a man fossicking all over the
valley. Peters his name was. You remember Peters, Liam. He was a
friend of your mother. He dug holes all over the place and never
discovered anything worth twopence.”

“It's maybe just some blind of yours for leavin' the town and givin'
Maggie O'Connor the slip after all,” Liam said, raising his axe-handle.
“I've a mind to have the sergeant, me brother-in-law, lock you up for
safety.”

But at this moment there was a rattle of hoofs at the end of the street
and four horsemen galloped by — the sergeant himself, two troopers,
and a man with a flowing white beard leading a packhorse between them.

The crowd gaped, then scattered shouting to their wives and families
gathered in doorways, “Gold! They're discovered another Gympie.”

Five minutes later the window of Kyle's shop was stripped of its goods.
Ten minutes later his dilapidated buggy jolted out of the yard and
disappeared north in dust. Half an hour later ten horsemen left the
Travellers' Rest in the same direction. By this time a Dooley who was
married to an O'Connor had had it from a Fagan, who was his third
cousin and clerk in the bank, that a man named Larsen had that morning
deposited five hundred and sixty-nine pounds' worth of gold-dust at the
bank. At sunset a wagon drew away from Liam O'Connor's store loaded
with picks and shovels, kegs of nails, tents, axes, and a ton of odd tools.
At nightfall only Father Joseph O'Connor and the many Mesdames
O'Connor, Fagan, Dooley, Farrel, O'Brien and O'Niell remained in the
town. The coach for Brisbane, which Cabell had come to join, stood
unharnessed in the yard of the Rest, from the parlour of which emerged



the shrill chaotic flow of women's voices, birdlike in their strange
resemblance to reasonable speech.

Cabell loitered in the bar till it was dark, then called for a meal and ate
it in the corner of the big room, bleak with unaccustomed emptiness and
the reek of stale booze. Twelve-year-old Teresa O'Connor, deputy for her
absent father, set the white enamel, two-gallon pot of tea before him.
“Ain't you goin' to the gold rush, Mr Cabell?” she asked.

He gave her a malignant stare. “What gold? There isn't any, you fool.”

She snatched her hand from the pot. “I mean the gold they discovered
at Cabell Valley.”

“There isn't any gold | tell you,” and when he had wiped the smudged
outline of her face from the blackboard of doorway with a fierce sweep
of his hand he repeated it to himself, “Duffer rush to catch fools,”
denying with anxious obstinacy that all the bitterness and disappointment
and tragedy of those years might have been spared him if he'd only
struck a pick in the right place.

He was a young man when he went to the valley, nearly forty years
ago. Why hadn't he discovered the gold then if there was any? Was there
an inch of its ground he had not explored with bright eyes always
urgently seeking the key to unlock the door of his exile. “I'd've been on
to it like a shot.” And yet — what was more eminently in the order of
things as he had found them than that this wealth, which could have
bought him out of exile, should fall into the hands of a pack of wasters
who would use it to enrich blackguard publicans.

He jumped up and shouted for Teresa. “Get my horse. I'll ride across
the Downs and catch the train.”

But at the end of the street, where the bush began like a tidal wave
frozen into a wall of menacing green as it curled to crash down and
obliterate the town, he pulled his horse back on its haunches and turned
in the saddle. Beyond the sporadic chirruping of insects and the gusty
rustle of the dry peppertrees the houses lay in hysterical darkness. Over
the place hung the rabid air of a gambling-table . . .

The twitter of women's voices paused as he galloped past the Rest
again, splashed through the ford, and clattered away north into the
hushed night.

“He changed his mind then,” Liam's wife said.

“He said there wasn't no gold,” Teresa said.

“Nor there won't be none for nobody else now,” her aunt said.

Forty miles out he came on David Kyle defending his possessions
across the body of his dead horse from a cavalcade of pressingly helpful
O'Connors. His ginger side-levers bristled in the dawn like the attenuated
pale flames of righteousness. “I'll no be beholden to ye apostate rabble,”
he shrieked.

Cabell got twenty miles more out of his horse before it knocked up.



Then he had to walk ten miles to borrow another. The infection had
spread fifteen miles on each side of the road. Even the grog shanties were
emptying. Trees were flat behind the haze of dust: two hundred
horsemen were ahead of him. He passed a crowd of pigtailed Chinese,
one with a crate of fowls on his head. With sad fatalistic faces they
trotted on as though entranced by an approaching doom. Here and there
he overtook prospectors, loaded with pick and shovel and rusty tin dish,
lured from their fossicking by the rumour of a find. They went forward
without haste, disillusioned but helpless automata of hope.

He snatched a mug of tea with one of them at the roadside.

“If ta's gold there we'll all be in time for a pickin',” the man told him.
“If ta's nowt what's the use abustin' your guts?”

But to Cabell it seemed that half the population of the state was ahead
of him and that they would have time to raze a mountain of gold and
melt and sell it before he could get on the spot.

“Bless ye, this isn't the rush,” the miner said. “Wait till ta laads on
Gympie and every other payin' goldfield up and down ta country gets
wind of it. We'll see somethin' then. Nothin' like a whisper that some'un's
found somethin' that looks somethin' like gold to get those softies away

from a good livin'.



Chapter Two: The Rush

THE gold was in one of the gullies among the foot-hills of Black
Mountain, a stone's throw from the hole in which Peters, after
prospecting for six years with undiminishable faith, had died and rotted
to a tiny white skeleton. A creek, shrunk to a shallow gutter in this dry
season, twisted through the undergrowth of ferns and vine. Where the
rush had halted it swelled into a wide lagoon scaled with lotus flowers.
Big staghorns hung from the trees and the maidenhair grew with a lush
magnificence to the men's waists. There was a musky trace of ibises on
the stagnant air, heavy with the scent of rotting gum-leaves and the
intense, evanescent flowers of the tropics. Here no cool breeze ever
penetrated through the intricate overlapping of hills, from the midst of
which Black Mountain thrust a sugar-loaf head gashed bloodily and
covered with cancerous outcrops of black and red rock. On a ridge of this
mountain, four hundred feet above the gully, Cabell had shot down a
tribe of blacks in the early days. Since then not more than half a dozen
white men had come up the steep and stony seven miles from the road,
stockmen looking for lost horses or cattle gone wild in the scrub. Cabell's
Reach was forty miles away and Narrow Gut, the Jardine homestead and
the nearest settlement, nearly ten.

Cabell arrived at eleven o'clock on the second morning after he left
Pyke's Crossing, but already the first excitement of the rush was over.
Larsen had washed out three pans of dirt to satisfy the sergeant that the
field was payable and had marked the twenty-one claims that were to be
his reward. Then, red-eyed from sleeplessness, he sat on the edge of the
shaft and watched a hundred and fifty of the men who had gathered
around him on the road, with bland, impetuous trust, scampering for
claims near to his, cursing, quarrelling, hurling themselves into the
treacherous undergrowth, numbed by fear of losing their share. Around
them the gully preserved its aloof, immemorial silence, in which the
ferns and palms had slept their graceful dancer's sleep long, long before
there were men to be tricked into mad activity by the illusion of owning
rare things. But already, as a forewarning of a new order, the sound of
axes, the scent of trampled grass and flowers and earth laid bare, fretted
the edges of its tranquillity.

All this was over before Cabell arrived and found the vanguard of the
rush, still panting, bleeding, dazed, like somnambulists roughly



awakened from an almost fatal misadventure, seated on their claims or
standing hostile guard over the sticks driven into the ground to mark their
boundaries. He hurried on and came out in the little clearing which
Larsen had made when prospecting and secretly working his find in the
previous two months. There the sergeant, a trooper beside him, was
sitting on a pile of saddles and listening to a dispute between two men.
The sweat, drying from his cheeks, had left the dust in leprous patches. It
had soaked through his boots, his cap, and the shoulders of his tunic. His
hands, holding his unlighted pipe, lay heavily on his fat legs as he
listened to the wrangling of the men with the diffused stare of a horse
asleep on its feet.

Near by in the shade fifteen or twenty other people waited for the
sergeant to decide where they were to scramble for the privilege of
erecting their grog shanties and stores. Six O'Connors, representing
almost every branch of trade and commerce, whose supplies were slowly
approaching by pack-horse and wagon, sat their horses apart from the
rest in a clannish solidarity of freckled faces cast to the same grave
mould.

But others were already doing brisk business. Ike, the Syrian hawker,
an itinerant of boundary-riders' and shepherds' huts in the valley, who
had fallen in with the rush on his way to Narrow Gut, was busily
spreading a slab of tobacco, a bottle, two sticky glasses, and a billy of
water on a rock in the shade of a cabbage-tree palm, and soon the men
were crowding around to pay two shillings for a nobbler of his vile,
anonymous liquor and threepence for a fill of their pipes.

Now that the first excitement was over the hunger and weariness of the
long, foodless scamper were savage. Quart-pots bubbled over the fires,
the improvident many were going round trying to beg, borrow, or steal
the makings of a damper, a trooper was boiling a mess of rice and raisins
for the official breakfast. Only one man had brought a rifle. He sold the
loan of it to others and they went off looking for birds to shoot. Two or
three were chopping down a cabbage-tree palm for its succulent heart,
but most who had nothing to eat tightened their belts, dragged their
saddles on to their claims, and lay down to sleep out the hours till the
first packhorse came. “Perhaps to-night,” the O'Connors said.

Cabell pulled into the shade and looked around, wondering what to do
now that he had got himself here at such an expense of horseflesh.
Vaguely he had expected to see the men carting the gold away in great
lumps under his nose, but all the gold in sight was the few unimpressive
grains of it in Larsen's dish, which lay neglected beside the heap of
police saddles, arousing a splutter of tired curses from the sergeant's cook
every time he stumbled over it on his way to the fire. The owner of it was
kneading a damper on the back of his shovel with gluttonous
concentration, the discoverer, one might have thought, of some infinitely



precious particle of sustenance in a world famished for food, not for
gold.

Cabell became aware of his own hunger then, catching a whiff of
bacon frying and tea on the boil. They belonged to a man in bowyanged
moleskins and cabbage-tree hat, who sat on his heels quietly smoking a
corncob pipe in the shade, swagman by the looks of him. He caught
Cabell's eye on the billy as he hooked it off the fire, took a second look at
him, and said, “How about a mug, mate? Thirsty?”

Cabell climbed down and tethered his horse to the tree behind which
the swaggie was hiding these preparations for a good breakfast.

He poured Cabell a pannikin and took the billy for himself. “Ain't you
Cabell from up the valley?” he asked.

Cabell nodded.

“Thought | spotted you. What d'you think of it, eh?” He jerked his
thumb towards the clearing. “You been here twenty, thirty years . ..”

“Nearer forty,” Cabell corrected sourly.

“All right, forty. And the dirt's been here a couple of million and it all
has to be settled before 11 a.m. on 15 November 1883, or whatever the
day is.”

“Twelve o'clock will be a bit too late for somebody.”

“Don't you believe it. | saw them washing off this morning. There's a
lot of gold around here. But | doubt if there's much in this gully. Just
shallow stuff, poor man's stuff.”

“You've got a claim?”

“Not on your life. No, sir. | got no claim. And don't want none.” He
buried his face in the billy and swallowed long draughts of scalding tea.

“What're you here for then?”

The swaggie laughed. He had an engaging laugh, deep from the pit of
his thick chest, which was burnt, like his face, the colour of mahogany.
“God knows that,” he said, wiping his mouth on the palm of his hand and
reaching for the bacon, “because it takes a man a long time to learn
nothing, | suppose, even when he started learning it like | did at the age
of twelve in a tough house like the Sacramento.”

“You were in California?”

“Yessir, | was. In the blessed year of forty-nine. That's why you'll hear
them call me Yankee Jack. Yankee Jack Cash — that's my monniker, but
| was born in Surry Hills, Sydney, forty-six years ago.” He lifted a rasher
out of the boiling fat, dropped it into his open mouth, then chewed it
slowly with his mind on something else, as though it was cold meat he
was eating. “Yes, Lucky Yankee Jack,” he said. “Yet | been on every
field from the Ovens to the Towers and never raised more than enough
gold to buy me a blind to forget it. No, gold ain't my lucky stone.”

Cabell, waiting for his own tea to cool, paid a polite and drowsy
inattention. The two miners were still wrangling with the peevish and



reiterative monotony of the tired. The sergeant no longer listened. He
was settling business with the tradesmen, who had marked out their sites
somewhere back in the scrub, and trying to finish his arrangements for
the rush to come and get a few hours' rest. Many of the men, spuriously
exhilarated by food, were beginning to sink shafts in their claims. They
were new hands at the game. Those who had been at a rush before either
busied themselves cutting bark for a gunyah or slept, or sat waiting for
someone to start work in the claim next door to see whether it was worth
digging up their own.

The heat flowed in glutinous waves from the high wall of the gully.
Flakes of light crystallized turned to butterflies in the shade. Parrots,
brilliant, episodic, fluttered among the trees and made a sound like silver
bells carelessly disturbed. Dragonflies played with their own images on
the still lagoon, where lotus flowers, crushed from the surface by miners
dipping for a drink, burned through the yet clear water as though behind
glass. For this last moment in its long history the gully, hence-forth to be
known as Larsen's Bakehouse, slept in Edenic serenity; and the men slept
in Edenic serenity, too, upon dreams of wealth.

Cabell, worn out now that he had rested a moment, gave in to the tug of
the earth's inertia and flopped his back against the tree. “What were you
lucky at then?” he asked, now for the first time taking a good look at his
host, garrulous and alike unaffected by the stirring events around him
and the over-powering heat of noon.

Behind his black beard, as solid with tight, close curls as a lump of
carved jet, his big mouth was constantly twitching with vivacious
amiability, like an energetic little animal eating its way through a hard
rock. It was the only feature which moved in that face, cut to an
attractive monkey-ugliness, or rather moulded out of brick-clay and
baked hard. His eyes were wide and hard and looked straight out,
impervious to the glare. But they were really not like eyes at all, they
stared so hard and fixedly, more like two thin sheets of coloured mica
behind which his eyes were hidden. Yet there was nothing cunning or
secretive about him. On the contrary, the flat squat face was without
depth or guile, unless in its up-turned corners his mouth secreted a faint
irony.

At a first glance a commonplace character of the bush, which exposed
itself in gestures of a simple and innocent frankness. But Cabell had had
time to take a second glance over the rim of his pannikin, and was
puzzled to fix this man in any simple and innocent class of bush life. His
voice was crisp and vigorous, not the voice of a bushman drawling on
and on over meandering tracks of thought that petered out, sooner or
later, in the vast, unchartered wilderness of day-dream. He had not the
soft hands of a shearer, the dandyism of a stockman or horse-breaker, the
swagman's air of a broken-spirited straggler from a defeated army for



ever doggedly retreating across the waste. His boots were out at the toes
and mended with fencing-wire, but he wore a heavy gold ring on the
little finger of his left hand and a gold bracken-leaf tie-pin jauntily in the
silk handkerchief around his neck. His hair was brushed into an arrogant
scythe of curl over the right eye and his beard was neatly trimmed.

Cabell repeated the question, sharper with interest. “What do they call
you lucky for then?”

Cash swallowed the last piece of bacon, wiped the pan around with a
piece of damper, swallowed that, and took out his pipe. “Lucky not to be
stretched on a hundred-and-thirty-foot Oregon flagpole erected in the
name of liberty and justice,” he said.

Cabell started. “Oh?”



Chapter Three: Apprenticeship to Life

“YES,” Cash said, glinting his teeth in an equivocal, apelike grin,
“justice was pretty rough in San Francisco, but we were a sight rougher,
and it took more than those cat-lap hicks from the East knew to hold us.
There was maybe a couple of hundred coves from this side the Pacific
hanging round the El Dorado in Kearney Street or hatching mischief in
Sydney Valley or Little Chile. Not many of that mob was looking for a
place to dig gold out with a shovel and sweat. They knew a better lay.
They were some of the flashest bugs from London and all old fakirs.
Stuck together, too — been mates in a hotter place. If you wanted to get
in a vault there was plenty of bricklayers to tell you how, and plenty of
blacksmiths to cut a key for you, and plenty of clerks to tell you where
the dough was planted. There was even a Sydney-sider looking after the
lawful property of the hard-working frock-coats of San Francisco. If you
couldn't make a do of it with all those outside pals there was always a
bumboat in cooee with a couple of willing Australian arms to pull you
off to an Australian ship.” He stroked his beard where drops of grease
from the bacon were beginning to harden in waxen icicles and winked.
“Come the night when | wanted one of those boats myself. . . .”

He shifted his hard stare from the fire to Cabell's face and examined
him coolly for several seconds. “No saying what you blokes in frock-
coats will do when your pocket's been touched,” he said, and grinned
derisively back at Cabell's tight mouth through the gossamer of his pipe
smoke. “They took my old man up a lane once and cut his ears off. But
he was a right smart cove and they never laid hands on him again till the
night I'm speaking of. They were coming back from church and caught
him lugging the safe out of old MacPherson's warehouse, with me
holding the horse ready for him. All Vigilantes they were — hot for law
and order and topping off a few Sydney Ducks for an example. But my
old man had been near stretched so many times he didn't set any store by
threats. “‘Just you keep your glib shut,” he says, ‘and we'll be home in bed
in half an hour. These fancy traps ain't got the bone to kill their own
chats.” They'd got us into a house by that time. “You better confess,’ they
said, ‘and we won't make it so hot for you.” *Kiss me backside,” says me
old man. ‘We'll hang you,’ they said. “*You couldn't hang wall-paper,’
says the old man.

“And sure enough they looked a damn sight whiter round the gills than



he did. ‘Look at 'em,” says the old man. ‘“They look the dead speaking
spit of hangmen, now don't they?’

“But | was listening to something else. A sound like a beetle crawling
on paper. It was getting louder. | took a look behind me through the
window and saw the street outside crowded with people, standing there
not talking, just moving their feet impatient in the dust. ‘I wish we hadn't
gone near that place to-night,” | says to the old man. ‘Aw, stop
snivelling,” he says. ‘I never been hanged yet.’

“And things did change a bit brighter then because there was a bit of a
lull and one bloke blows his nose and says, “Well, gentlemen, if there's a
reasonable doubt . . .” He was a little fat cove who kept a draper's shop
and his collar had gone like a bit of wet bread round his neck. ‘I, for
one,” he says, ‘would never agree to topping off a man unless . . ..” But
while they're hanging in the wind up jumps a fellow called Barrett, a real
nasty looking bastard. ‘What's the use beating about the bush,” he says.
‘We come here to-night to hang two men, | reckon. Let's get down to
business. Call the parson.’

“ ‘But are we sure enough?’ says the fat cove.

“*I'm sure of one thing,” says Barrett. ‘If we don't we'll get laughed out
of town.’

“The little fat cove looked out the window — sounded as if there might
be two or three thousand beetles there now — and blew his nose. ‘Well,
yes,” he says, ‘perhaps for the public good . . .

“And then | knew our number was up. In comes the cushion-smiter and
starts trying to make my old man pray, but Barrett cuts him short. “That's
enough talk. Get the praying business over. I'm going to hand these men
in half an hour.’

“ *Not this youth, surely,” says the parson. ‘He's so young.’

“*Younger the better,” Barrett says. “Like bugs.’

“So he goes to the window and asks the crowd and the crowd vyells,
“Yes, hang 'em both. Chuck 'em down here.’

“ ‘That's all right. You'll see 'em hang,” Barrett says. ‘In half an hour at
the Old Adobe. Go and put a block and tackle on the Liberty Pole.”

“With that they cheered and marched off. It took 'em about fifteen
minutes to get clear and then Barrett turns round and says, ‘Are you
ready, gents?’ So they grab hold of us and push us downstairs and into
the street. There was a wind getting up. | could smell the sea strong.
‘Wish to Christ you'd stayed in Australia,” | says to the old man. “What're
you saying, you damned whelp?’ says he. “You know if | stayed in
Australia I'd 'a' been hanged.'

“All the Vigilantes were crowding round us now, holding a rope fence
round us with about ten men on each side and in front, and half a dozen
outriders with carbines. Barrett shoved his gun into my old man's back.
‘March!” he says.



“It must've been near two o'clock. The crowd had lit torches. You
could see the glow a mile off. Suddenly the engine companies' bells start
to toll. Up Sansome Street to California we went, then up Clay and
Montgomery to Portsmouth Square. Then my heart come up hot in my
mouth. | heard a cooee, and a mob from Sydney Valley rushed out from
the side of the street and start pulling the outriders down. But we went on
and after a bit the outriders come up and said they shot a man.”

He paused to look in his pipe, knock the ashes out, and fill it again. The
sun had moved the shade away from him and its flails beat down on his
back and bare head now. He did not notice. Sitting there unwearyingly
on his heels he seemed, against the background of his story, encased in
an invisible mail of imperviousness to, more than mere discomfort, all
possible vagaries of a reckless destiny.

Cabell, man of order and property, hardened against him, instinctively
recognizing the eternal soldier of fortune, race-course tout to-day, jailbird
to-morrow, and strutting gentleman of brilliant means the day after, but
through all of them glazed over with this impervious, because
contemptuous, fortitude to change and disaster. Still, he had had too
many troubles in his own life not to admire fortitude and envy it. “Well,
what then?” he said.

“One thing about that night,” Cash said, “I got finished with dying, if
you know what | mean. | mean | died fifty times crossing Portsmouth
Square, and after that living was like getting a second run for your
money. It's just so much for nothing, so you don't worry about losing it
again. That's why my old man took it so easy. He'd slept in the
condemned cell twice and been pardoned. I'd begun to hang back, but he
only cursed harder. The mob was all around us. They sounded like a lot
of niggers singing — you know, without a tune. And then we come
round the corner all of a sudden and there was the hundred-and-thirty-
foot Oregon flagpole and another mob around it with torches, holding the
rope ready. We stopped then, and Barrett tried to get hold of the noose,
but the cove that had it didn't want to give it up. He held it in both hands
close to his chest and kept his eyes on me. So they had to crack him on
the head with the butt of a gun to get it off him.

“Barrett looked at it and tried it, with the mob waving their torches and
yelling, ‘Put it on, Barrett. Don't waste time. Put it on the old bloke first.
Put a torch to him. Burn the dog.” And just at that moment somebody
grabbed my shoulder. It was the little fat bloke, the draper. He was
hanging on to my shoulder breathing hard. His face looked like a lump of
lard melting. | saw he was going to be sick and gave him one shove and
he staggered back and fell and they walked over him.

“When | looked round Barrett was holding the noose up over the old
man's head. | thought, ‘This is the stone end,” and stopped feeling scared.
The mob, and the torches, and the horses rearing and kicking hell out of



the mob all got mixed up, and I felt a bit lushy and as if it was nothing to
do with me anyway. Barrett had hold of the old man by the beard and
was pulling the noose on. They'd made it a bit small so it took all the skin
off his nose. He put his hand up and felt his nose and yelled something,
and then he stumbled suddenly and went on his knees and somebody
started to shout, ‘Look out. He's escaping. They got him by the legs.” |
looked down, and sure enough there was somebody, some Sydney Duck,
had crawled up in the dark and got my old man by the boot and was
trying to pull him out under the rope fence, with Barrett white as a sheet
pulling the other end of the chit and my old man's head in between with
his tongue hanging out and wagging like a long, red leaf — like the leaf
round the end of a bunch of young bananas. It looked nearly six inches
long and | expected to see his face turn inside out any minute. He was
hanging on to the noose too and they were jabbing at his hands with a
torch trying to make him let go, and then he let go and Barrett looked
over his shoulder and yelled, ‘Every lover of liberty and good order lay
hands on the rope,” and about fifty of them grabbed hold of the loose end
and my old man went up the pole like a rocket, hung with his legs in the
light for a moment while they got another grip, then disappeared into the
dark.”

His pipe had gone out again. He stowed it under his bowyang, and
drank a few mouthfuls of lukewarm tea from the billy. The afternoon
was settling in now with a stir of birds rousing from the midday heat and
the rasp of insects, like the audible brazen clang of the sunlight striking
down on the rocky walls of the gully.

There was a commotion in the bushes and ke, the hawker, appeared,
leading a miserable pantomime horse with a cloud of flies round its head
like a nimbus.

“Sold out, 1ke?” Cash asked.

“Ah, Yankee, | sell too chip.” He began to whine in a thick, slightly
rancid voice. “Zat's my trouble.”

“That's all our trouble,” Cash said. “Still, if good rum was cheaper than
kerosene and lampblack | bet you'd still use kerosene and lampblack.
You're just made that way.”

The Syrian bobbed his head over a pair of intent, viperous eyes and
grinned, “Yis, Yankee.”

“Where're you sneaking off to now? Just stole something?”

“No, Yankee. | jist go bringa bifsteks.” He waved down the gully.
“Plenty more come. Plenty hungry. I bringa bifsteks to-morrow.”

“Public benefactor,” Cash said.

“Yis, Yankee.” The Syrian flashed his vindictive glance between them
and went on.

“There's a shrewd-head,” Cash said. “You wouldn't catch him swinging
a pick after gold that mightn't be there. They reckon he owns a street of



houses in Brisbane.” He leant forward and touched Cabell's knee. “You
weren't thinking of navvying in this sweat-house, were you?”

“I'm not here for the scenery,” Cabell said.

“l always heard you were a shrewd-head too.” Cash laughed. “But
perhaps you don't know goldfields like | do.” He nodded past the tree.
“Look at those poor plugs digging. How much gold d'you think they've
got? Nothing. And not likely to. No, Cabell. I could lay you — both of
us, that is — on to a better thing than that.”

Cabell jerked his head round with the exaggerated turn necessary to
focus his one eye. The hard confidence in the eyes of the other repelled
and alarmed him, but attracted him too.

“My face mightn't appeal,” Cash said, “but my name ought to. Then
there's my luck.”

“Yes,” Cabell said, hedging, “but you didn't finish your yarn.”

“Neither | did.” He swung back on his heels again. “But there's not
much more. While everybody was looking up at the pole, jerking about
like a rod with a big fish on it, someone reached over and cracked me on
the head with a torch and laid me out. | felt a lot of feet around me
kicking and then | didn't know where | was till I come to running down
Clay Street for the lick of my life. The bells were still tolling. I just kept
on running towards the smell of the sea . . .”

Cabell grunted. “You were damned lucky.”

“A lot are lucky,” Cash said, “otherwise a lot more would go up the
pole.”

“Eh? Lucky? Yes, yes, you're right there.”

“So with my luck and your luck we ought to get along,” Cash said. “Is
it a deal?”



Chapter Four: Partners

THE partnership began with an innocent transaction in beef, mutton,
flour, tea, molasses, and tobacco.

“To-morrow,” Cash said, “nobody will be thinking about gold except
to spend whatever they've got of it or expect to get on tucker. By
breakfast they'll be ready to sell their grandmother to a Chow for a
handful of bird-seed.”

So, with the aid of Cash, Cabell sold meat at eightpence a pound, flour
for two shillings a pint, and tea by the spoonful before Tim O'Connor
could bring a load of steer beef from Narrow Gut and the packhorses
arrived at sunset next day. He rode home with two pounds' weight of
gold in his boot and his confidence in Cash was much deeper.

Cash inspired confidence. The miners liked him. After a bit, when the
gold began to flow, the Cabell Valley Goldbuying Agency and General
Store opened its doors on Larsen Street with Cash as the amiable and
hard-fisted manager. The place was always full with a roaring crowd
— men for the most part in cord trousers, red shirts, and long California
hats, the regular miners from Gympie, the Palmer, and Charters Towers,
from Ballarat and Bendigo, even from New Zealand — wild spenders
and simple fellows, simple as children, craving bright gewgaws, eye-
glasses, and drinks in silver-topped bottles.

“True scales and rum pretty well all rum, that's what fetches 'em,” Cash
told Cabell.

“That fellow Kyle doesn't trouble himself much about whether his
scales are true or not,” Cabell grumbled. “I bet he makes a couple of
pennyweights on every ounce.”

“One night they'll kick Kyle down Larsen Street into the lagoon,” Cash
said. “Then you'll admit it was a lucky day you met me.”

“What d'you mean?”

Cash only laughed. Cabell's rampagings didn't worry him. “Patience,
man. Who's raking it in as fast as you?”” He ran his fingers through a pile
of gold-dust which he was weighing and packing into little chamois-
leather bags for Cabell to take in the night coach to the bank at Pyke's
Crossing. “Ten bob on every ounce you buy, 200 per cent on everything
you sell.”

“Yes, yes.” Cabell walked to the door and looked out. The ferns,
palms, and maidenhair were gone. The trees were gone, cut down for



firewood or timber or bark. Everything green was gone, and the earth lay
bare and mauled, wasting in an arid miasma of dust. There was a kind of
gratuitous evil in the hasty ugliness of the scene — the holes, abandoned
and half-filled with water by a shower of rain, the muddy piles of sludge
at the edge of the ochreous lagoon, the clumsy miamias of bark and
calico sprawling across the slopes of the gully, more like kennels than
human habitations, the sardine tins and broken bottles at their doors, and
the stench they breathed of human sweat and human garbage — as
though the place had been mutilated, not by men strong and brave and
steady in a decent cause, but by terrified ravishers, clutching and
demented. The beastly mark of this fear was on everything and
everybody, on the miners digging in the earth, afraid that they would not
find gold, afraid that the gold they found would peter out; on the faces of
men hearing about a new find up the gully, afraid to leave what they had,
afraid of missing something good. It was as though a jocular and
infantile god of Chance had been given this square mile of earth and the
two thousand men on it to play with. Under his paw there could be no
certainty, peace, or contentment.

The fear had bitten fatally deep into Cabell's susceptible heart. Here
was a store of riches momently dwindling, slipping through his
fingers — such wealth as he had never imagined within his reach. So
easily to be come by, so easily to be lost. Henceforth he would be
inescapably chained to this adventitious stone, plagued by the thought
that under the slow grass of his pastures gold might lie waiting to enrich
someone else, lacerated by regrets and a sense of colossal injustice.

“Patience! Damn it all, Cash, I've been walking round this stuff for the
best part of my life, drudging a few miserly quid off the backs of sheep
when | might have been . . .” A vision of fields ploughed into straight
furrows rising peacefully to the skyline of an English evening confronted
him out of the broken earth.

“Might've been!” Cash said. “What's the use thinking of might've
beens.”

“I might've been a different kind of man, that's what | mean. A lot of
things wouldn't have happened.” He gestured towards the miners
scurrying up and down the gully. “I feel as if they've robbed me of
everything | wanted — confound them.”

Cash stroked his beard. A dribble of smoke seeped through it like a
rich, blue liquor he was wringing from the hair. “Trouble with you,
Cabell, is you're . . .” A word eluded him and he continued to stare at
Cabell's back and ponder. “Blokes say you're hard as nails — think of
nothing but money. But it might be better if you did think of money just
as money, | mean. But you don't. It's not just money in your brain.”

“No, no, it's not the money.”

“You put me in mind of a bloke,” Cash hitched his chair around. “He



was pretty tough too — had that reputation. Men were civil to him where
men aren't usually civil, but behind his back they reckoned he was mean.
Mean and inhuman. No more feeling than jerked beef's got juice. A
blackbirder out of the Mary River — that was his line. Chuck a cargo of
coons in chains overboard as soon as spit in the sea. And all the time that
bloke was in love with a shielagh about half his age down in Sydney. He
hadn't even spoken to her and she didn't know he existed. Saw her in a
theatre one night and fell in love. Only once, mind you, and he used to go
and stand outside her house for hours in the hopes of seeing her again.
He was a bank clerk on thirty bob a week, and she was Sir Somebody
Something's daughter. So he chucked his job and went north to make
enough money to marry her. Reckoned he had eight years. He had a
crazy old ketch you nearly went through the deck of when you walked
about, leaked like a sieve. | don't know how he bought it, probably
robbed the bank for a start. Anyway he made money — hand over fist. |
went one trip with him. Nobody else would. And he told me about the
tart in Sydney. Tears come in his eyes. This bloke they called Bill the
Body-Snatcher. Imagine that. The day before | saw him go and shoot up
a chief who wouldn't trade any boys, and here he was blubbering about
her ‘beautiful raven locks,” or something of the sort.”

Cabell turned away impatiently. He was getting used to Cash pulling
his leg.

“No, but wait a bit,” Cash said. “He went back to Sydney. Sold his boat
and bought a new pair of flash duds and washed the smell of coons off
his hands. And what'd he find? Of course the shielagh had married. She
had a right to, but he didn't think so. He got into the house and beat up
her husband and called her every kind of bitch under the sun. He
would've done her in too, had hold of her by the throat when they came
in and rescued her. She didn't know who he was from Adam and nobody
knew what he meant by saying that she was responsible for him killing
and enslaving decent coons, so they put him in a rathouse. But he wasn't
mad. He wasn't sorry for what he'd done to her either, only wished he'd
done worse. You couldn't get it into his head. He was . . . ah yes,
infatuated. That's it, infatuated. That's what you put me in mind of — an
infatuated bloke.” He nudged Cabell gently. “It's not that tart over your
place, is it?”

“What tart?”

“The one with whiskers. | saw her the other day. She looked at me as if
| made her mouth water.”

“Ah,” Cabell said brightening, “then you saw my little girl too, did
you?”

“That funny looking kid dressed up like . . .” He checked himself.
“Yes, | saw her in the jinker. Pretty.”

“Too pretty for this hole,” Cabell said. “I'm sending her home to



England. That's what | need money for now, if you want to know. Not
for myself — for her.”

“Some bloke'll be lucky,” Cash said, packing the last bag of gold into a
sweat-stained valise and snapping the lock on it.

“Yes,” Cabell said, “some lucky young devil,” and sighed. Again the
grimy chaos of dirt and toiling men faded and left him staring at the ever
more vivid picture of a girl and a boy clinging to each other under a
canopy of lilac blossoms.

“That reminds me,” Cash was saying, “you ought to keep an eye on
that other kid of yours.”

“What other kid?”

“The little fat one. He was down at the races with Shaftoe last
Saturday. | don't like that kind of crook.”

“l know. | know,” Cabell said. Then his eye lighted on the bag and he
picked it up. “How much?”

“About nine hundred quids' worth. Buying's been good.”

“Ah!” He balanced the weight of it in his two hands, slightly huddled,
turning his predatory beak and staring eye from Cash to the open door
and back to the bag like an old jealous hawk. “Ah!”

By the middle of February there were three thousand men on the field.
Larsen's Bakehouse was a town now. Twenty miles off across the valley
you could tell where it lay from the clouds of dust always whorling redly
up under Black Mountain. In Larsen Street there were ten grog shanties,
four general stores, a bank, butchers' shops, embowered in rusty leaves,
one for each station in the valley, and a post office where a wild-eyed
postmaster received the mailbags from the coach, dumped the contents
into a heap on the floor, and rushed back to his claim yelling, “Mail's in.
Help yourself.”

Burrowing, indomitable, destructive, like a plague of insects that would
soon eat the place out and depart, the men swarmed in the gullies, along
the vanishing, viscous creek, and about their tentative homes and resorts.
Day and night the creak of drays, caulked up lest a handful of their load
escape, carrying dirt to the creek; the crack of whips urging wagons and
packhorses up and down the stony road to the valley; the shouts of men;
the agglomerate mad roar in the pubs; the clang of blacksmiths' hammers
sharpening picks; the melancholy wails of drunken blacks enriched by
selling bark and firewood; the hysterical gabble of Chinese, working
over deserted tailings, since they were forbidden to take up claims of
their own, with the multitudinous and incomprehensibly nourishing
industry of white ants in a dry log; fights; celebrations around a bucketful
of champagne; and above everything the rustle, like a quiet sea, of gravel
in the cradles at the creek-side.

These were the lawless days. A fight on St Patrick's Day, which began
through Kyle strolling into the Miners' Arms, calling for Scotch whisky,



and whistling “Boyne Water” reflectively on his way out, ended with
everybody going down to set fire to Chinatown. Next morning Sergeant
Flaherty arrested Kyle on a charge of feloniously wounding. The
Sergeant had lost the top joint of his right-hand forefinger, and he gave
evidence that Kyle had bitten it off and swallowed it. The O'Connors had
to use their influence again.

Two miners had an argument about a shovel and fought a duel around a
shed with shot-guns. The fight went on all day until one of them threw a
jam tin with a plug of dynamite in it. When they were both recovered
with brandy, the owner of the shed took them down and threw them in
the lagoon.

A miner came in and spread a rumour that he had found gold in a gully
about two days' journey away. At once there was a rush to the new
prospect. The miner looked over the deserted claims and jumped the
best. Legally he was entitled to it, but a week later the man who had left
it returned with his friends, and the claim-jumper would have been
Ilynched only he took refuge in Cabell's store. Cabell recognized the man
who had given him a cup of tea when he was riding up from Pyke's
Crossing. Cash soothed the mob. The claim-jumper's name was Custard,
a north countryman with a mean, pinched face and a cunning eye. He
knew a lot about mining fields. He told Cabell that hundreds of pounds'
worth of gold was being stolen from Larsen's claim and sold to the
Chinese. Cabell gave him a job. Soon Cabell was buying the stolen gold.

It was midsummer now. The ragged shard of sky over their heads was
the colour of sand. At midnight the rocks were still warm. The miners
awoke and looked out and saw the stars. Reassured they dropped off to
sleep again. In the day a distant rumble paralysed them, and they stood,
faces uplifted, their uproar hushed with an uncanny, insect-like
spontaneity. From across the ridges to which they had driven it flowed
the waiting silence of the bush, where birds and cicadas were hushed like
themselves in expectation of something hovering behind the hills to the
north-east. And then, more clamorous than ever, more fiercely
burrowing, indomitable, and destructive, they returned to work. In the
afternoon a black cloud thrust an edge over the valley and withdrew
behind Black Mountain to make the stars shudder with the St Vitus's
twitch of its lightnings.

But at last, inevitably, the rain came — the cloud-burst of the wet
season that lifted rivers twenty feet in a night and turned the bone-dry
valley to an islanded lagoon. Just before dawn the creek broke through
their dam and rushed down Larsen's Bakehouse like a fury bent on
cleaning the valley of their pollution. At sunrise the sky was cloudless,
and the only assurance that they had not heard it all in a bad dream was
the broad ribbon of creek flowing with a soft purr of satiated anger. The
piles of dirt that might have made them rich men were gone, with a



blacksmith's forge, the road to the valley, and a few Chinamen. Their
sluices and cradles had disappeared too and their shafts were flooded.
The rain seemed to have washed a thick fur of rust off the sky but it had
only cleaned the air.

The grog shanties did good business that day.

The storm that night was longer and more savage. It razed bark
humpies, pounded the roof off the Ningpo station's butcher shop and left
sides of beef buried in the mud a quarter of a mile away, scoured the
earth from the treeless gully as a knife cuts butter, washed a side out of
Cabell's slaughter-yard and stampeded fifty prime stores into the hills,
then settled down into its well-known perpendicular drizzle, which cased
off of an afternoon to let the sun steam the marrow out of every living
bone in Larsen's Bakehouse. The green bark walls of the humpies
buckled like paper in a fire and the town fell to pieces about its soaked
and dejected inhabitants. Flour caked in its bags, tools rusted, the creek
crept farther across the gully, whirling more and more of the precious
unbound earth away, and finally an epidemic of fever began. The
carpenter turned from making cradles to making coffins and David Kyle
from taking the miners down with crooked scales to tramping the flooded
gully night and day with physic for the sick, a top-hat on his head and a
Bible under his arm, to give a “decent Chreestian burial” wherever it
might be needed by the way. “Earning merit,” Cash said, against the time
when there would be more gold to buy.

Cabell earned merit too. He got a drayload of beef through bog and
torrent and landslide, and half-starved miners and miners' wives poured
from the hovels and mobbed him, women in gunny-sacks for skirts,
children, men shaking with fever whom a few weeks before he had seen
in his store with nuggets and gold-dust, overbearing with success. The
sight of them now scared him. Not because he was afraid they would
rush his dray and rob the beef he expected to get high prices for, but
because of their abject lack of spirit to do more than stumble along
beside the dray and beg. So potent was the ever-imminent malice of
Chance. He trembled for his own fortunes. To placate evil powers he
distributed twenty pounds' worth of beef.

They cheered him. “A thousand blessings go with ye,” an old woman
called.

“Go to blazes,” Cabell muttered, and drove on, calculating how much
more he would have to wring out of his customers to get back that twenty
pounds.



Chapter Five: Sambo Looks for the Stores

THE store was locked up. Cash, as usual of late, was over the road at
Joe O'Connor's Golden Sunrise, a rickety shack with a tattered calico
sign now rain-smudged. The patrons were not making so much noise to-
day, and as he backed the wagon up to the door and took the tarpaulin
off, Cabell could hear Cash roaring out one of his yarns.

“l only had fever once,” he was saying, “when I was gullyraking with a
mate in the mountains at the back of Richmond, down south. We had a
mob of horses planted. Then me and my mate went down with fever
together. 1 couldn't hardly move an eyelid and the only living thing in
fifteen miles was our dog. We kept him starved and chained up in the hut
to make him savage. And wasn't he, by Christ! Turn your back and he'd
be up on it like grease lightning. | must've been out to it about eight days.
| lost count. Used to stagger up and get a drink and tear my duds out of
the mongrel's teeth and fall down and lie there dreaming he was eating
me. And by God when | came to and looked round damned if he hadn't.
Not me, but my mate. He'd slung his hook and the dog had chewed his
right leg clean off.”

Their interest was lethargic. He gave them up and lurched to the door
to look at the rain, like a great rat slowly eating the town away. Up the
street a wagon, with a dead bullock beside it, was bogged to the axle-
trees and abandoned. Outside Kyle's Aberdeen Emporium a youth was
auctioning picks and shovels. “’Ere ladies and gents, we ‘ave a bran' new
pick, shovel, and cradle — never turned an ounce of gold. Carried all the
way from Pyke's Crossing on this 'ere bloke's back, ladies and gents. A
pick and shovel to start a market garden with and supply the Chows with
greens, ladies and gentlemen. 'Ere's your chance.” A week ago a pick and
shovel would have brought twenty-five shillings the set. Now no one
would bid even five.

Cash scowled at the wreckage of the town. The scene, no longer
pregnant of that sensational action in which his spirit found its only
assurance of being, made him restless. “Dead as meat,” he muttered, and
staggered through the mud to the shelter of the Goldbuying Agency,
where he found Cabell, to whom all action, all toil and sweat and
violence, had long ago become slightly unreal, dreamlike, against the
conviction of the fantasies they served, hard at work unloading his dray.

“Here,” Cash said, “it's a caution to snakes in this dump. I'm clearing



out. Give me my dough and we'll call it quits.”

“Clearing out?” Cabell's jaw went down. Why, Cash was his lucky
token. Hadn't he prospered more than ever before in his life with this
man at his side? Besides, Cash's clearing out must mean that the gold
was nearly done. “But there's a ton of gold here yet,” he protested.
“Larsen told me. He says the top's hardly been scraped off.”

“To hell with the gold. I've got enough. | want a change of scenery.”

“I'll give you a cheque to-morrow,” Cabell hedged. He hoped Cash
might be sober and reasonable by then. For, all other considerations
apart, the business would suffer if it lost Cash, a man knowing in the
ways and means of goldfields — how to spot dosed gold, how to coax a
miner with a tight fist on his bag of dust, whom to back with credit,
whom to watch.

“See you do,” Cash said, then laughed and slapped Cabell's shoulder.
“Old Rusty Guts, eh? Well, I reckon you're not a bad bastard, Cabell. I've
seen plenty worse and better thought of.”

And there, strangely enough, was not the least of the reasons which
made Cabell regret losing Cash. He liked nobody and nobody liked him.
When he walked into a bar men stopped talking and looked round at him.
He knew they called him skinflint and Rusty Guts, and that there was a
new generation in the land who had never known the old days and
therefore could never, never understand. That young prig James for
example. Dressed up like a sore finger and going round the house with
his nose in the air. He'd been hearing things from a parcel of
nincompoops at school, and now he was beginning to look down his nose
at his father. From the loneliness of his shame and bad conscience Cabell
took refuge in the robust amorality of Cash, who had seen so much life
and concluded that he was not a “bad bastard” after all. Not that he felt
any affection for Cash. That pottery face and derisive eye invited no
tributes of gentle regard and Cabell was many, many stressful years past
feeling them, past feeling for anything except the kindly phantoms of his
brain; but he did feel a sort of gratitude to a man who thought less badly
of him than others.

Next day Cash was dead drunk on the floor of the Sunrise. That was
better for Cabell's purposes than having him sober. He remained drunk
for three weeks, and by that time the first stage in the history of Black
Mountain was past. Discouragement, as rabid as hope, had emptied
Larsen's Bakehouse. Even many of the regular miners, who knew that
there was gold in the place, had departed — a strange legion tied, like
Cabell, to no steadfast star and therefore with no use whatever for gold
when they found it. A kind of rakish joy in seeking moved their arduous
lives, but the treasure itself they fled from at the first excuse as though
they were afraid that it would seduce them to quiet days. About fifty of
them were fossicking around the hills and another fifty were waiting in



the pubs for the flood to go down. Apart from these only Cabell, Larsen,
Ike the hawker, Joe O'Connor, sole remaining representative of his clan,
John Flagg the warden, a couple of troopers, some storekeepers, a horde
of Chinamen, and Kyle — fixed to the spot not by any faith in its
potentialities now but, more obstinately, by the efforts of O'Connors to
lure him back to the Crossing — were left under the sagging roofs of the
mushroom town. The rain had cleared and the river was still several feet
deep over the claims, though it had fallen enough for the old hands to
come back from their fossicking and start to potter about the debris when
the second phase of the story opened.

That was on a sunny day in April 1884, when Sambo and Monaghan
were riding across a spur of Black Mountain in search of the fifty prime
stores which had broken out of Cabell's slaughter-yard the night the rains
began. They had pulled up in a fern gully, cooled by waterfalls, to rest
and light their pipes.

“They bin coming down here for a drink,” Sambo said, examining
some cattle tracks in the rocky ground. Then he bent and picked up a
piece of stone, about as big as his head, which had broken recently from
a weatherworn and moss-grown outcrop. “Cripes!” he said, letting the
reins slither off his arm. “Stone the crows! Whatya make of that, Mon?”

Monaghan took the stone and examined it, and instinctively held it
away from Sambo, reaching over to point at a delicate line of reddish-
yellow, veining its crystals like a chain of lightning. “I seed one of these
here gold specimens down Larsen's,” Sambo said. “If that ain't one . . .
Here, give it here, | found it.”

“What're you going to do with it?”

“Sell it. Whatya think? Boss'll give you a fiver for that.” He gathered
his reins and prepared to mount.

“Wait a bit,” Monaghan said. “There might be more.”

So they tied the horses up and spent the afternoon chipping lumps off
the outcrop. Some had gold in them but not much that they could see.

The shadow of Black Mountain, intruding on their rapt research, made
Sambo look up and say, “Four o'clock! Cripes! Them stores. Boss'll be
sore.”

“To hell with the boss 'n' his stores,” Monaghan said, then looked at
Sambo slyly. “Unless you want to go and look for them. | ain't working
for him no more.”

“You ain't . . .” Sambo gaped at a changed Monaghan. The sagging
lines of his sun-blackened face had tightened as a rope tightens in the
dew. His lack-lustre eyes, like the neglected knobs of a door long closed
on disused vacancy, were shining and alert, concealing a cunning idea.

But at last it had dawned on Sambo too. “Gawd stiffen the crows. Why,
we could start a goldmine of our own!”

“We could,” Monaghan admitted grudgingly. “Suppose we did both



discover it.”

Sambo was in the saddle. “We oughta be gettin' back soon's we find
them stores. Tell the boss . . .”

“Tell him! What for?”

“We don't know nothing about goldmines. He'll put us wise.”

“Here, wait a bit. You're barmy. Look, we'll take this,” Monaghan
picked up the first piece of rock Sambo had found, “and we'll cover all
the rest over in case any of those prospector blokes come bummin'
around, and we'll go and tell the warden and no one else, see? Or by Jeez,
Sambo, they'll grab it offen us like a dinger grabs the lights offen a
bogged cow.”

Sambo glanced round and licked a leathery tongue over his lips.
“Cripes, Mon, but the boss'll be dead sore.”



Chapter Six: Waterfall

CABELL was angry, but with a wordless, helpless anger when, called
from the Reach by an urgent message from Cash, he arrived on the new
field, which had depopulated Larsen's Bakehouse as completely as the
Bakehouse had depopulated Pyke's Crossing, and found Monaghan, in
top-hat, monocle, and new elastic-sided boots, entertaining a select
company of advisers to champagne in his tent. The top-hat was once an
accessory of David Kyle's “Chreestian burials,” and Monaghan had been
overcome to discover that it could be his for the mere trouble of signing
an 10U. He was sitting in an arm-chair acquired on the same terms from
the postmaster, and his tent was stuffed with odds and ends of apparel,
furniture, and toilet articles wherewith he fulfilled a lifetime's yearning
for commodities hitherto as remote, in the fables of newspaper
advertisement, as the Grand Cham's treasure.

When Cabell walked into the tent he was waving an empty bottle and
declaiming his plans to a humble audience of shopkeepers: “And none of
your lousy twist for me no more. Nothing but the best Manilas, see?
Then I'll get married and have a bloke come in and shave me every day
and...and...”

He blinked at Cabell and bobbed his head like a dog that expects to be
kicked, glanced round his possessions, so like the jumble of an opulent
dream, felt the dreamlike softness of the upholstery under his buttocks,
and half rose. But the realistic smell of dust, in the haze of which Cabell
looked bodiless and without danger, the rattle of shovels, the shouts, the
crash of trees reassured him. His nostrils closed and he pushed his
chinless face out defiantly. “Nor | won't eat no more of your maggoty
burgoo neither!”

Cabell turned stiffly away and met the eyes of Sambo, modestly drunk
behind a heap of bottles. He swung his long equine face from side to side
looking for a way of escape, then his jaw dropped and his mouth opened
as if habit had taught him that the best way to take the bit was quietly.
“Them stores, boss,” he said. “They musta got through the Pass. I'll track
‘em down to-morrow first thing.”

“So you're a miner now, eh, Sambo?”

“Something like that, boss. I ain't rightly got the hang . . .”

“Huh. What d'you think you're going to do with it?”

Sambo fingered the new handkerchief round his neck, looked at a pair



of new boots on his feet, a new hat on the heap of bottles, considered
cases of bottles unopened, and scratched his head for an inkling of wants
unsatisfied. “I might buy a racehoss.”

“A racehorse! Jesus!”

Sambo twisted his handkerchief like a garrot round his neck. “I dunno
then. Was you thinking of something, boss?”

Cash steered Cabell into the open air, noisy with the new rush. Here
were only hard-bitten miners yet, and they were going to work with
deadly expertness to strip the ridge of its trees and ferns. Already Joe
O'Connor and lke the hawker, had grog shanties in full blast, and
deformed hovels of bark and wattles marked the future main street of
Waterfall Town — Monaghan Street as it was to be called.

“Steady now,” Cash said, shaking Cabell roughly. “Take a pull or
you'll cruel our pitch.”

Cabell took a handkerchief out and wiped his face. “Sambo! Think of
it! I remember when he'd never seen a two-story house, and now . . . He's
going to buy a racehorse!”” He stared vacantly at the tent. “Yes, yes, that's
the way it is.”

“Stop moaning a second and listen,” Cash said and shook a
preoccupied attention out of Cabell. “There's a big rush coming,
understand? Bigger than Larsen's. Big money. The day before yesterday
Sambo found a nugget with nearly five hundred quids' worth of gold in
it. When the telegraph sends that round Australia they'll come in
thousands. So you better take your finger out.”

But Cabell was looking round Sambo and Monaghan's claim, a
prospector's claim of twelve men's ground running nearly two hundred
yards up the side of Black Mountain. “And all to enrich the first blasted
crook that comes along and spins them a yarn!”

“Well?” Cash grinned. “Why shouldn't we be the first . . .?”

As he had foretold, the news of Sambo's find brought a new and bigger
rush to the valley: miners who had resisted the first rush, station hands,
clerks from the city, their women and children, their tykes and camp-
followers, swept on by a snowball story of nuggets lying about on the
ground as big as a man's fist, as big as a man's head — as big as hope and
imagination. Coming, they met the despondent and footsore fugitives
from the Bakehouse. “Go back — it's a duffer,” these told them. “The
poor sods there are living on grass.” And some did turn back, but most
came on, and before the winter had settled six thousand people were
living at the foot of Black Mountain, which rose from its gullies like an
old barnacled octopus asleep on fabulous treasure.

Almost from the start Waterfall was a more solid town than Larsen's.
The masses of iron-stained stone cropping from the ridge — most
abundant in the Lost Stores Prospect but scattered over nearly the whole
mountain-side — which looked to the old miners like quartz containing



plenty of low-grade gold, promised the place a long life. Companies
were forming and machinery was on the way to extract this thin
peppering of wealth, but in the meantime life seethed about the almost
daily finds of nuggets and free gold lying in pockets on the spurs of the
hills and their gullies. For half a mile along the erratic creek, dammed
hastily with logs and stones but nevertheless evaporating, seeping slowly
away, men and women and children were hard at work sinking and
panning off. Every one had an assay to talk about, a glittering specimen
with which to tempt credit from storekeepers and effort from their own
weary bodies. From the first streak of dawn till the quick night came
down they slaved with pick and shovel and pan, then sat up till the early
hours of the morning hammering the stone to dust in their mortars, for
there were no stampers on the field yet. Their shadows crouching on the
hessian walls of the humpies or fierily across a doorway, the incessant
crunch, crunch, crunch of their thousands of hands slowly turning the
skeleton of the earth to powder, made the dark gully seem like some
strange Nibelung underworld.

The road wound precipitously three miles from the valley, the last half-
mile out of Waterfall a perilous razorback which broke the legs of
bullocks and the hearts and whip-handles of their drivers. The wreckage
of many wagons was strewn about and many dead bullocks, bloated and
hived with blowflies. Precisely at four o'clock every afternoon, as the
mercifully early shadow of Black Mountain was spreading across the
blistered town, Cobb and Co.'s coach toiled up that boulderstrewn
rampart, past the Chinese market gardens — a mirage of incredible green
against the barren hills — through China-town — set in pariah isolation
but breathing a pleasant perfume of samshoo and joss-sticks on the dust-
clogged nostrils of the poor devils in the coach — past the hessian and
bark and packing-case houses of the outer suburbs, furnished, many of
them, with piano and sewing-machine, glazed with windows of piled
bottles — turned the summit into Monaghan Street and completed the
last two hundred yards of its two-hundred-mile dash from Pyke's
Crossing with a bravura gallop past David Kyle's Aberdeen Emporium
and Mortuary, past the Ningpo Butchery, Peter O'Connor's Shamrock
Hotel, Liam O'Connor's Hardware Store, Joe O'Connor's Golden Sunrise,
Jake O'Connor's Auction Mart, the Bank, the Police Station and Lock-up,
the Cabell Valley Goldbuying Agency and General Store, Aloysius
O'Connor's Produce Exchange, Ike the hawker's Queen Victoria Tavern,
Shaftoe's Billiard Parlour and Gymnasium, McFarlane's Butcher Shop,
the Grand Opera House — with a poster of a waxworks outside — the
Stock Exchange, and the Post Office to draw up, in an all-obscuring
cloud of dust, like a pack of red devils that had been chasing it for nearly
two days and had at last caught and swallowed it, in front of the Grand
Central Hotel of Danny O'Connor.



Grey with grime and weariness the travellers climbed stiffly out and
staggered into this the town's choicest resort — a rambling iron building
with a long, low roof, which collected the thirsty heat of the day and held
it, an adjunct to a bar trade which roared on till early morning, like an
oven. How Danny found room for this unending flow of visitors, new
hopefuls, travellers from far lands, investors, salesmen for mining
machinery, shady company promoters, newspaper correspondents, or the
merely curious, was one of the town's major mysteries.

Danny winked. “Now haven't ye never heard tell of the Yankee plan by
which you put the first mob to sleep then stand them up in the corner.
They don't take up so much room that way. Then you put the next mob
off and stand them up till ye've got 'em all stowed away as snug as
sardines.”

The visitors arrived at the climax of a day of whispers, rumours, finds.
From the stout slab walls of the Stock Exchange across the street
emerged the roar of the late afternoon trade, the fierce, angry, frantic,
outraged, waspish, despairing wails of brokers selling “Hit or Miss,”
“Southern Cross,” “Kyle's No Liability,” obliterating even the clatter of
pots, the steady noise of guzzle, badinage, quarrel, and conversation in
the Grand Central bar, and the moiling struggle about the window of the
post office next door where the mailbags from the coach were just being
opened.

Perhaps, while they waited for the coachman to finish his phlegm-
cutter and unload their baggage from the boot, they would see a
gentleman in an unexpected top-hat and a still more unexpected carriage
and pair, passing up the street with a florid and amiable looking lady at
his side. Driving from the back seat with the box vacant he looked like a
drunken coachman taking the cook for a drive — generally pleased with
himself but slightly oppressed by anxiety about time, for he kept drawing
a tremendous gold watch from his pocket and studying it with puzzled
concentration.

“That's Monaghan, the man that found the first nugget,” Danny would
tell them. “Now owns a quarter-share in the Lost Stores. And that's
German Lizzie, his wife, that was one of my best barmaids. And that's a
coach he paid a hundred quid for to Miss Ludmilla, from over Ningpo,
who had it from her father, the Colonel. And the day Monaghan and
Lizzie was married in it the boys put golden shoes on his horses and
chained him and his missus together with a golden chain.”

They certainly would see Cash, bustling out of the Exchange when the
day's business closed and the crowd transferred itself across the street to
moisten its rasped throats at the Grand Central. And as he passed,
slapping Danny's back or stopping to hitch his trousers and look at the
new arrivals if there were any ladies among them, Danny would whisper
behind his hand, “Now there's a feller! Owns a quarter-share in the Lost



Stores with Cabell from over the Reach. And there's another feller.” And
he would nod over that two or three times with one eye closed. “As me
old mother used to say, ‘A man that's got as much as that one on his
brain-pan,” says she, ‘and don't never touch liquor will be hollerin' for a
blanket to keep him warm in hell."”



Chapter Seven: Chisellers

HE felt no bad conscience when he set about chiselling Sambo and
Monaghan out of their claim, anyway. It was almost a crusade of
righteousness. But before he had gone far he found himself up against a
spirit as dogged as his own, righteous too, but in a way Monaghan was
more likely to understand.

“Ha'e no truck wi' the cut-throats,” Kyle told him, “or sure as your
name's Monaghan they'll strip ye of every brass farthin' bit. Why, isna
tha mon Cabell known for a dirty, horse-stealin', wife-beatin', goddam
rascal from one end the country to the ither? Ask Dugald McFarlane.
Didna Cabell no steal mares from his old mon and try for to drive him
off his verra hearthstane by legal chicanery? And wasna it no clearly
revealed in the courts of law at the time that he was mixed in with Black
Jem the bushranger? Och noo mon, ye'd save ye'self a lot of heartburning
by gi'in' ower yer purse to the blackguard wi‘out more ado if ye've got it
in mind to let him back ye in the claim.”

That was the first stage of the fight. Who was to put up the money for
working the big Lost Stores claim? Wages had to be paid, powder and
fuse and food bought, and finally expensive machinery.

“Noo, I'm no a bloodsucker,” Kyle said. “I'll gi'e ye two thousand
pounds for one half-share in the claim.” Considering Sambo and
Monaghan athwart his thin, red nose he stroked his ginger dundrearies.
Renowned whiskers these, said to be worth a couple of thousand a year
to Kyle. When he was buying gold he fingered the fine dust and hummed
and hawed about the quality and the risk of its being dosed — and
stroked his well-oiled side-whiskers. They said he washed a couple of
pennyweights of gold out of those pale, aspiring flambeaux after every
customer. “Mind ye, it's no so certain there's a muckle gold in yer claim,”
he told Monaghan. “Ye havena no jewellery shop here like is in the Hit
or Miss or the Black Crow. A prudent mon wudna look for more than an
ounce to the ton from that red stane.”

Cabell and Cash had Sambo in a corner. “Let Monaghan let that Scotch
bastard in and you're as good as done for,” Cash told him. “See what he
did to those poor ginks he backed up the gully — backed them right out
and put his own name over the mine.”

Torn between loyalty to Cabell and loyalty to his mate, Sambo could
only keep repeating, “I dunno, boss. Gawd, boss, | dunno.”



Their haggling ended in the Lost Stores Goldmining Company Ltd
posting its name at the Stock Exchange. It had a nominal capital of ten
thousand pounds in ten thousand one-pound shares, a quarter held by
Monaghan, a quarter by Sambo, a quarter by Kyle, and a quarter by
Cabell and Cash. With four thousand pounds to spend the company put a
dozen men to work, sinking shafts, timbering, building log stages for the
windlasses, and piling up heaps of mullock, carefully stockaded against
thieves, in readiness for the stampers, which were on their way.

Cabell fretted to see the gold hidden from his eye in these heaps of
stone. He was always crawling about in the stockades, fingering bits of
stone, chipping them.

Cash laughed. “Looking for something?”

“It might be a duffer after all, Cash. | don't see a trace of gold.”

“Because you're looking in the wrong place,” Cash said, pointing up
the street to the Stock Exchange. “That's where our gold is.”

In those early days of Black Mountain, when there was still much free
gold to be found, the real centre of the field was the Exchange. Shares
rushed up and down between sixpence and two pounds or more. The
look on a miner's face, a wink, a whisper was enough. At nine o'clock in
the morning the news that the exploratory drive in Hit or Miss had
opened a likely-looking piece of dirt sent Hit or Miss to twenty shillings
in a few minutes, but when at four o'clock in the afternoon there was no
sign of gold in the buckets coming up the shaft Hit or Miss began to fall,
and after the Exchange closed the selling went on in the street and in the
bar of the Grand Central till Hit or Miss were hardly worth buying for
shaving-paper.

Cash was a hard gambler, an unwearying collector and distributor of
tips and clues at Danny O'Connor's bar. This it was which held him to
Waterfall, the swift, daily dramas of the Exchange, not the prospect of
wealth to be acquired by a long and laborious development of the Lost
Stores property. But Cabell held back from a dangerous game. There was
not much of the adventurer in Cabell. His dreams were not of money but
of a great mine which would swallow all the other mines and belong to
him. He saw its batteries, windlasses, sluices, chimneys, shafts,
windmills, engine-rooms covering the hillside, and himself the man of
power, owning a mountain of gold, with bankers, politicians, capitalists,
promoters, and “all that mob in Brisbane” kotowing abjectly. And, of
course, Harriet marrying the kind of man such wealth would entitle her
to. Yes, dear little Harriet: it was all for her.

“No gambling for me,” he said. “Look at Larsen. He came from the
Bakehouse with eight thousand quid and now he's a wages man for Miss
Ludmilla.”

“Pooh, this is no gamble,” Cash said. “It's a drummond. Look, to-
morrow we'll sell a thousand Stores.”



“We'll do no such thing. Kyle will buy them.”

“Not him. Not at the price they are. He's got too many irons in the
fire.”

“But | want to buy shares, not sell them.”

“All right. We'll buy some later.” He took out a pencil and paper.
“Look. We sell a thousand. Say at eighteen bob. Then I oil up the mob at
Danny's and we'll slam in another thousand and they'll come down with a
bump.”

“Well?”

“Well what? Buy them back of course. Say they go down to ten bob. It
might shake Monaghan out of a few if the market started to jump a bit.
Or even old Kyle. He'd gamble on the sunrise.”

They sold a thousand. Stores was not sensational stock, but it was
known to have a lot of low-grade ore scattered through the claim and a
fair dividend in the mullock heaps, and its machinery was due any day.
They were good for anybody who didn't mind waiting. Eighteen and
sixpence a share they brought.

In Danny's Cash received the news that somebody had just unloaded a
thousand Stores. “Must be Kyle,” he said and frowned.

Next day he sold a thousand and let everybody know he was doing so.
The price came down to seventeen and six. “What's the use sitting on
your rhino like an emu,” he told Danny. “Between ourselves, strictly,
they just got word the stampers won't be here before Christmas.”

“There now,” Danny said, “and you told me they'd be crushin' next
month and here's me hanging on to five hundred of them things | give
Monaghan a pound each for.”

“Well, we've got fifteen hundred more to unload before the news gets
round.”

In the afternoon Stores slumped to twelve and six, sellers. Cash and
Cabell bought back fifteen hundred and the market rose to sixteen
shillings. They picked up the other five hundred in dribs and drabs within
a week at an average of eighteen to nineteen.

“There you are,” Cash said, handing back the scrip. “Two-fifty quid for
damn all.”

Cabell was relieved to have his shares again. “Never more,” he said.

“Never's a big word,” Cash said. “Wait.”

A week later the Lost Stores announced that it had laid open a rich vein
of gold giving seven ounces to the ton in the drive from No. 1 to No. 2
shaft. Stores leapt to fifty shillings, no sellers.

Cabell stood all day at the head of the shaft watching bucket after
bucket of yellow-veined stone come up.

Cash drew him aside. “It won't last, so you needn't kid yourself. Let us
get rid of a thousand while the selling's good.”

They sold a thousand. Kyle sold a thousand and Monaghan sold a



thousand. Next day the buckets brought up less and less gold and at last
the same old red stone. Kyle persuaded Monaghan to sell another
thousand, and himself sold a thousand short at thirty shillings. At twenty-
five shillings Monaghan wanted to buy back, but Kyle told him to hold
on till they reached a pound, and himself bought back Monaghan's
thousand for a cover and at twenty-two shillings the thousand he had sold
at fifty, thus finishing with a profit of sixteen hundred pounds and his
own block intact. There were now two thousand five hundred shares on
the market. Cabell and Cash held fifteen hundred, Kyle and Sambo their
original quota, and Monaghan, who was four thousand pounds in pocket,
most of which he owed to Kyle for money advanced and goods
purchased, none. But at twenty shillings he got back five hundred, and as
the market was weak decided to wait and see about the rest. Cash and
Cabell were about three thousand pounds up, having speculated
energetically all the way down the scale from fifty shillings. Cabell
wanted to square up now, but Cash persuaded him to wait and see too.

Sure enough, Stores went down to nineteen when the Exchange opened
next morning, but the market was still weak so Monaghan put off buying
a bit longer. At sixteen shillings Cabell overruled Cash and began to buy
in, but unexpectedly there was hot competition. The price went back to
thirty shillings, no sellers. On the way he bought five hundred. He was
now five hundred short and very angry.

Cash was puzzled. Why the rush on Stores? Nothing unusual had
happened in the mine. The buckets were bringing up the usual red stone.
“If I'm right, Monaghan was two thousand short when we started to buy.
That makes two thousand five hundred on the market. Who's got them?
Kyle? No, he would have sold on the way up to thirty bob. He knows
there's nothing to back the rise up.”

“| told you. Curse your schemes.”

“Keep your hair on. Anybody'd think you'd just been ruined.”

Cabell's eye bulged. “My — your luck must be changing.”

“Don't worry,” Cash cheered him. “Somebody's caught somebody
short. Wait till there's another big find somewhere. That'll bring Stores
down.”

Cabell clung desperately to his easy, impervious optimism. But they
did not pick up the outstanding shares, and the price, instead of falling,
climbed slowly on the strength of a number of puzzling, vague rumours
that unexpected developments were to be looked for at the Stores and
that somebody was trying to buy Sambo and Monaghan out.

Sambo denied it. Then his eyes drooped and he confessed, “She made
me promise to keep it dark, boss.”

“She?”

Sambo beat about the bush a bit longer, then it came out. Miss
Ludmilla had offered him ten thousand pounds for his shares and he had



sold them. “That bloke Shaftoe reckoned he knew where to get a roan
filly'd win the Melbourne Cup if | had the dough to train it.”

“Ten thousand pounds!” Cash and Cabell were both flabber-gasted.

“She's off her nut,” Cash said. “That's what happens to these old tarts
that don't marry. But just wait till we start crushing next month and she
finds out we haven't got a lot of nuggets hid away under the mullock
heap.” He rubbed his hands. “There'll be some nice short selling then.”

He was wrong. Ludmilla and Larsen came to the weekly meeting of
shareholders.

“Welcome,” Cash said. “You must hold about half the shares in this
concern.”

“Yes,” Ludmilla said. “Just five thousand.”

She was a big woman of middle age, with big pleasant eyes and a hard
mouth. Her body was gaunt mannish, her complexion weather-beaten,
but she had tiny hands and feet. Men laughed at her behind her back but
they were afraid of her bitter tongue and her temper on a hair-spring.
They told how she took on a new-chum to jackeroo at Ningpo years ago
and married her sister Aurelia to him — at the point of the gun, they said.
Observing how she bristled when Cabell was near and how, in her
presence, he was fidgety, almost furtive, the knowing ones winked.
There had been queer doings in the earlies.

“Why?” she asked Cash. “Would you like to buy us out?”

“Well — how much?”

“Fifty thousand.”

Kyle grabbed his whiskers in both hands. “Woman, ye're crackit.”

“Will you sell out then?”

“Weel and | might. What wud ye . . .”

Monaghan jumped up. “I .. .”

Kyle pulled him down. “Hold yer peace. It's a most palpable deceit,
Mon.” Then to Ludmilla, “Wud ye let this yin and me retire to consider
the matter?”

Ludmilla nodded and they went outside.

“If you're handing out any more charity, Miss Ludmilla . . .” Cash said.

Cabell nudged him. “Shut your mouth.”

Ludmilla smiled sourly. “I've bought things from Mr Cabell before.
Sheep.”

Cabell licked his lips.

“Yes, he'll tell you about it. | suppose he's told you already,” she said,
challenging them.

“No, no, Ludmilla,” Cabell said hastily, “not a word.”

She laughed. “Oh, it wouldn't trouble me.” But her eyes shifted timidly
between them as if she expected to catch them laughing.

The door opened and their attention turned to Monaghan and Kyle who
came back looking pleased. Monaghan picked up his hat from the table



and went out again. When the door had closed Kyle said, “Noo | control
three thousand shares. Will ye gi'e a price for the lot?”

“Ja,” Larsen said, “eighteen t'ousand.”

Kyle's mouth came open, then set tight. “I'll no sell them,” he said and
sat down.

“Very well,” Ludmilla said. “If you won't you won't. And you?” She
looked at Cabell.

“Not at any price.”

“Good. Now listen. Mr Larsen here has made a discovery which may
cause this company to change its plans. He has found that your battery of
stampers will be quite unsuitable for treating the stone in the mine, which
Is much richer than you suppose. He has been able to have specimens
treated in the laboratory by a method of his own and believes that if this
method is tried out on a big scale it will bring you six ounces to every ton
of rock. Isn't that s0?”

Larsen nodded his white head.

She silenced their incredulous outcry with a wave of her hand and went
on, “Mr Larsen and I, as joint shareholders of all rights in this process
and of the largest number of shares in the company, want to have a new
company formed with at least half a million shares. We will take two
hundred and fifty thousand and each of you will get ten shares for every
share you hold. The rest will go on the market. We'll need every penny
we can get. The plant will be expensive.”

They were silent for a while, then Cash asked, “What's to prove this?”

Larsen brought out a paper and handed it to Ludmilla. She unfolded it
and laid it on the table.

Kyle and Cabell read over Cash's shoulder:

This is to certify that treatment of the stone, submitted by Lars Larsen,
in the modified Wheeler pans resulted as follows:

#1. Brown haematite 3 0z. 6 dwt.

2. Red ditto 6 0z. 16 dwt.
3. Aluminous sinter 3 0z. 15 dwt.
4. Stalactite brown haematite 6 0z. 11 dwt.

5. Silicious sinter veined with quartz 4 oz. 5 dwt.
6. Mixed mass of ironstone and silica 6 oz. 3 dwt.
7. Ironstone silicious sinter 10 0z 14 dwt.
AVERAGE 60z 1 dwt.

A specially selected mass of silicious red stone yielded up to 20 oz.
When treated separately.

“It's a trick,” Kyle said.

“Well, sell and get out,” Ludmilla said.

Cabell grabbed Kyle by the shoulder. “I'll give you twenty thousand.”

Kyle walked around the table two or three times, then sat down again.



“Nae, I'll abide and consider.”

Ludmilla drew her gloves on. “Consider well then. We'll see you to-
morrow.”

It was hard to keep a secret in that rumour-stricken place. That Sambo
had been paid four pounds each for his shares and that Monaghan had
sold out to Kyle was soon common gossip. Stores leapt to six, seven,
eight pounds and stopped there, with nobody selling. The whisper went
round that Larsen and Ludmilla had found a way to extract fabulous
guantities of gold from the red stone. Some of the other claims,
particularly those along the same ridge as the Lost Stores, had red stone,
too, but not so much. They sent specimens to Brisbane and found that it
did contain gold in unsuspected alloy, but that the process of extracting
this gold would be complicated and expensive.

But Kyle had found that out for himself. He returned from a visit to
Brisbane in a hurry to sell before the news broke. He got thirty thousand
pounds from Cabell for his three thousand shares, and when he had the
money safely in his pocket showed Cabell the letter in which the experts
reported that by no process known to metallurgy could more than thirty
per cent of the gold be profitably recovered.

Reassured by Cabell's look of dismay, he could not forbear selling a
thousand shares forward to Liam and Danny O'Connor, certain that
Cabell would have to sell as soon as he made public what he knew and
Stores collapsed.

They did collapse for a day or two, but Cabell did not sell. He was in
so deep that he could only cling hopefully to his link with Cash's
fortunate destiny and Cash said, “Don't sell. Ludmilla wasn't spinning a
yarn. Larsen's got the goods.”

This miscalculation led to a rapid, dramatic change in Kyle's affairs. As
he could not meet his obligations to the O'Connors he was utterly at their
mercy. They held a family conference which resulted in Kyle's repaying
nine thousand pounds plus interest to Liam and Danny and taking a trip
to Pyke's Crossing. Three weeks later he returned with a wagonload of
furniture and Maggie O'Connor. The wedding breakfast lasted a week
and suspended all operations on the field, because Liam O'Connor filled
the water-tank with rum and each morning the guests, staggering out to
drink themselves sober on water, renewed their intoxication until the
tank ran dry.

Cabell now held five thousand of the ten thousand Stores and had laid
out fifteen thousand pounds in buying up shares in all the claims along
the ridge where there was any show of the precious red stone. His plan
was to offset his bargaining disadvantage with Ludmilla and Larsen by
offering these shares as the basis of a new amalgamation when the time
came to float the company. But when that time arrived, after nearly
twelve months' haggling and intrigue and backing and filling, he found



that Ludmilla and Larsen held a controlling interest in these companies.

In the winter of 1887 Waterfall Amalgamated issued its prospectus. It
was capitalized at seven hundred and fifty thousand, in one-pound
shares, one hundred and fifty thousand held by Ludmilla, one hundred
thousand by Larsen, one hundred and twenty-five thousand by Cabell,
seventy-five thousand by Cash. Three hundred thousand went on the
market. It was the height of the boom and they sold at a premium.

Cabell extended the mortgage on the Reach and bought ten thousand
more shares. He had now cleaned out every penny he had saved and
owed twenty thousand pounds beside, but he owned a station worth a
hundred and fifty thousand pounds at a moderate estimate and one
hundred and thirty-five thousand shares. He was scared, never had a full
night's rest, but extravagant dreams of power and affluence never lifted
from his brain. Why shouldn't he drive out Larsen and Ludmilla, put in
his own men, Cash as manager, James, Custard, people he could trust or
dominate? They said there were millions of pounds' worth of gold in the
ridge. With that behind him he could become as rich as Carnegie
— beyond all reproach and contempt. Why, already they were beginning
to bow and scrape, “that mob in Brisbane.”



Chapter Eight: Father and Son

THEY detested him, but they bowed and scraped just the same. Even
the big men, politicians and bankers, thought it was worth while cringing
to placate his arrogance and unfriendliness. Indeed that hard, ugly front
only deepened their respect for him as a man of ruthless power, a popular
view of his character confirmed by an incident which happened at the
Reach about this time and was talked of throughout the country.

Three years had passed since Cabell's quarrel with Berry. In those
years the big national groups of shearers and miners had become more
and more aware of their solidarity, more and more annoyed by the tight
grip the squatters kept on the land and the tremendous prosperity of men
like Cabell. There had been small strikes in mines and shearing-sheds.
Newspapers were born to sharpen and define the men's hatred, which
was as old as the first convict and the first migrant who came out under
hatches because they had no choice and knew that whatever of the good
things of life they were to have they must get from the soil of the new
land. Not many of the old lags were left, but their sons were there, the
Coyles and Goggses and Larrys, heirs to their parents' hatred, disgrace,
or hopes of a new and freer life, of their parents' stories about the
ugliness, injustice, poverty, and despair of life at home. This generation
had grown up in the bush and saw its stark and graceless beauty against
no memory of English lanes. All they knew about the Old Country was
that it had famines, poorly paid workers, slums, unconquerably vested
powers, hanging judges, and an aristocracy with a “birthright to look
down its nose.” Australia seemed a fine, free place beside this, and they
were determined to keep it so. In the prosperity of these years they
thought they saw the earthly paradise dawning which their fathers had
hoped for and not lived to enjoy. But at the same time it was borne in
upon them more clearly than ever that all this wealth was enriching not
themselves but men like Cabell who, because of his memories, would
always be alien to Australia, and therefore hostile to what they wanted
the country to be — an Englishman at heart however the land had
changed him, however crude and un-English he had become on the
surface, an Englishman in the intimate, secret chambers of imagination
where alone a man lives his life. And this was the difference between the
two states of mind — one was orientated towards Australia and the other
towards England, one impatiently towards the future, the other



regretfully towards the past. The difference had become very clear in the
last few years. The squatters were sending their children Home to
schools and universities or even themselves going to live there, like the
Jardines of Narrow Gut who left a manager on the property and
reappeared at rare intervals, astoundingly white of skin and immaculate
of dress, to stay awhile till the mosquitoes and boredom drove them back
to England. But the sons of the lags and the immigrants were a hard-
bitten proletarian stock raised in mining-camps and shepherds' huts and
the homesteads of poverty-stricken selectors, and had no use for “these
Nancy English ways.” Their genius was for using their hands and
enduring heat, thirst, and bullocking graft, a sardonic contempt for
anybody unlike themselves, and a strange gift for mateship, which Coyle
said was their legacy from the jailyard and men sticking together in the
bush. They were dug into the country, and their struggle with the bosses
was taking on the grand outlines of a nationalistic crusade.

True, a part of Cabell, too, was well and truly dug into the Australian
soil. The bush was no longer repulsive to him as once it had been. When
business took him away to Brisbane he was always restless to get back to
the Reach. The first glimpse of the homestead roof among the orange and
peach-trees never failed to give him a pleasant sense of home-coming.
Against the crudities of an ungracious life he had grown a crude hide to
protect himself. Equally as any native-born he was impatient with new-
chums “who can't work, can't ride, and can't stand in the sun without
getting sunstroke.” And finally no old lag had been more utterly shut out
of England than he. But these changes in his character had not touched
the inner life of his fantasy, which everything he did must somehow
serve before he could get the energy to do it. Himself in a mirror was
another man — a disreputable fellow whose life he did not want to think
about. All he cared for was planning Harriet's future and how she should
go back to England and marry a handsome young man and become a
great lady — *just to show them what a ‘voluntary jailbird’ could do.”
He thought of that with a joyous expectation, as though it was himself
who was to inherit, after so many years, the fruits of his hard work and
tribulation. Out of these thoughts and expectations came his resolve to be
rich and powerful, the meaning of life, the very urge to live.

Only one obstacle frightened him — Emma. For thirty-seven years she
had been fighting him with a cunning, conscienceless obstinacy as
effective as his own — more effective since everything she wanted
(though he didn't like to admit this) had come to pass: he had married
her, provided for her brother, bought land, had not returned to England,
and had given her children. “Her brats.” And now through one of these
brats she was trying to overreach him again. She was determined that
Larry should be master of the Reach.

He did not understand that thereby she sought to fulfil a fantasy of her



own which gave her the power to go on living and lighted a little torch of
warm light in the darkness of her life. To see Larry a great man, looked
up to — her son, Emma Surface's son — would wipe out her
humiliations, but if she failed what would her life have been but just
humiliations? Watching Larry grow up she looked out anxiously for a
sign that the old leaven of Surface recklessness was still at work — the
recklessness she had had to fight in her father, in Dirk, her brother, in her
cousin, Black Jem, which she felt in her own passionate heart. And sure
enough, there it was — making him risk his neck on wild horses, making
him go out of his way to anger his father, making him sullen and restless
under her strong hand, less and less like a solid, respectable flock-master
every day and more and more the friend of Coyle and “that trash.”

Larry was thirty-seven years old now. He looked the dead image of
Black Jem as she had last seen him, despite his Cabell nose and mouth.
Like Black Jem he drank for hours without getting drunk, merely staring
at the floor with puffy, sulky face. If you asked him what he was thinking
about he didn't know, really didn't know, but suddenly he would go out
and pick a fight and either be half-killed defending himself against a
barful of men or have to have his fingers prised off some poor devil's
throat. The only time his face lighted up was when the shearers were
around.

But Emma remonstrated angrily. “You keep away from the shearers'
hut. It's no place for you.”

“Why, what's wrong with it?”

“The trash inside — that's what. You keep away.”

“They're my mates.”

“They're trash. You keep away or they'll get you in trouble.”

“They're my mates. They're not trash. He's the trash and it's him the
trouble's coming to, one day. .. .”

“That's none of your business, all that nonsense they talk. You don't
listen to it. You're not a shearer — a lousy good-for-nothing set of
tramps.”

“I'm just the same as one. I'm not a boss.”

“But you will be.”

“l don't want to be. I'd rather hump my drum. And | will too one of
these days.” He looked at her. “It's no good rousing. I'm going. There are
places | want to see and — things.”

“You want a wife,” Emma coaxed him. “Some nice girl like Florrie
Heffernan, the manager's daughter over at Black Rock.”

He blushed and stammered. “I don't want no wife. I'm going on the
wallaby.”

“Oh, Larry, Larry,” she cried out. “You ungrateful fool. What d'you
think I've waited for all these years. To see you cadging snout at
homestead doors?”



The vehemence of her cry startled him. He looked up again shyly. How
frail and helpless she seemed against the background which her words
conjured up, of scourgers, jailers, drunken squatters. His lips, thick with
stubbornness, smiled suddenly, and he rubbed a hand across the knuckles
of his fist. “You should've seen the old bull this morning. That Hereford
near tore the ribs out of him. He's over the back there now licking
himself, and the Hereford's with the cows.”

Emma narrowed her eyes. “You keep away from the shearers' hut, | tell
you. It won't be him who licks the wounds. He's dealt with harder men
than you or any of them.”

But Larry was with the shearers that morning in 1889 when they came
down to the washpool and clustered in a silent circle round Cabell.

Coyle stepped out. “We want a word with you, boss. It's about what
you're going to pay this season.”

“I'll pay the usual if you come up to scratch. Don't worry.”

The men shifted their feet in the dust. “Haw will yer?” Goggs said.
“Very kind of yer.”

Coyle turned his empty eyes and Goggs fell back. “Righto, you go
him.”

“It's like this,” Coyle explained. “The boys think they're due for
something more.”

Cabell glanced round, recognizing some of the men who had been
shearing at the Reach for years — Goggs, Wagner, Greasy Bill, and, in
the back rank, Berry picking anxiously at his thumbs, and Larry. “You
think so, eh? Well, you're wrong. | pay the same.”

The disarticulated features of Goggs's mongrel face collapsed in a heap
around his mouth. “What'd | tell yous? No use wasting words on a
dingo.”

Cabell took a step forward and Goggs got behind Coyle. A stir of alarm
passed through the crowd.

Berry's voice turned their eyes. “After all, boss, you've had a good year
and got more coming. The boys don't want much.” He plucked nervously
at the buttons on his shirt. “Only what's a fair thing.”

“A good year! A fair thing!” Cabell snorted. “D'you think I've been
slaving here for forty years to give it away to you. Get to work or get out.
Shearers aren't wanting.” He looked about for a break in the ranks but
they stood solidly together, encompassing him with their mob hostility,
which irritated him. He made straight at Goggs. “Get out of my way.”

But Coyle pulled him back. “A word before you go,” he said in his
quiet, reasonable voice. “If you don't fork out this year you'll have to
next. There'll be a union of shearers next year and they might say all
hands off your wool. The carters wouldn't cart it, the wharfies wouldn't
ship it. You're short-sighted.”

Cabell pushed him aside. “Oh-ho. Threaten me, eh?”



Coyle smiled.

The thin, mirthless smile struck a spark in Cabell's memory. “You're
the spit of your old man, Coyle,” he said. “A bad egg. You can get off
this place now. You're leading these poor fools by the nose.”

“That's all right. | was going.”

“And the rest of you get back to work,” Cabell said, and while they
were waiting for something to happen pushed his way out.

Goggs spat angrily. “You shyster,” he yelled. “Who robbed his mates?
Who pinched their goldmine?”

His infuriated squeak stirred the men out of their anti-climax. They
turned to watch Goggs run after Cabell shouting, then followed.

“Yes, who skinned Sambo?” they took it up.

“Who robbed his mates?”

Cabell got on to his horse and rode off without haste. His stiff
shoulders flung their insults back, maddening them.

They were running on each side of him now. From the tail of his eye he
could see Larry out on the right wing, striding along, saying nothing,
watching him with a grin of venomous satisfaction. Every now and then
he stopped and tried to shake off Berry's hand and trotted on again to
catch up with the mob.

At the gate, as he bent to lift the catch, a lump of hard cowdung hit
Cabell stingingly on the side of the face. In a spurt of rage no longer to
be repressed he turned his horse and galloped into the crowd knocking
the men over and scattering them in all directions.

At a safe distance they halted and drew together again. “Yah. you
bastard, if we had you off that horse!” Goggs yelled.

Cabell went after Goggs. He caught the flying figure by the slack of the
shirt, dragged it round in a circle, climbed off, stood it on its feet, and
laid it flat with one swingeing blow between the eyes.

The men ran up babbling and clustered around them.

Goggs rose dizzily and smeared the stream of thick blood over his face.
“Who yer — hit one yer own size.”

Cabell had his fist raised for a second blow when a strong hand seized
his wrist from behind and jerked him away. It was Berry. “There,” Berry
said. “You've given him enough.”

Cabell saw the big moon-face through a red haze, swung his fist up,
and sent Berry staggering into the arms of Larry. Something snapped in
the pit of Larry's stomach and the hard aching pain of hatred came up
into his throat like vomit. He'd hit Berry, even Berry, who'd always stuck
up for him and held the men back. The rotten, unjust dog!

He pushed Berry aside, and while Cabell was turning his face, tense
with anger, around the semicircle of faces, planted his fist on his father's
mouth. Only when he gazed down at his father, spreadeagled among the
men's legs, did Larry realize that he had moved at all.



“Larry!” the men roared, and fell away.

Berry took a step forward, but Coyle restrained him. “Leave them.
They've been waiting for this.”

Cabell rose, licked his lips, pulled his cuffs back, and came slowly
towards Larry, his head thrust out and sideways to focus his eye, the
patch, slightly skew-whiff on its string, revealing the purple, ball-less
gash of his blind eye-socket. The red blood-spot in the white of his eye
seemed to glow and grow like a live coal and the scar on his cheek was
like a lick of flame.

“Stop them,” Berry shouted. “He's too old. Larry will kill him.”

“Let him,” Coyle said softly.

But Larry backed away, intimidated by his father's white, speechless
fury and the slow, animal persistence of his advance. Cabell followed
him round and round the ring through ten long seconds, then sprang
across the space between them and socked a vicious one-two on to
Larry's face. It was enough to have laid him out for a long time, but he
swung back and the fists just grazed his jaw, ripping the skin as though
Cabell had drawn two pieces of raddle across his cheeks. Larry fell on
his knees and stayed there, not shirking but trying to control the
trembling in his hands and knees.

Goggs pushed through the crowd with a hat full of water. “Here, take a
drink, Larry.” He splashed Larry's face. “And don't let him close on yer.”

Cabell was waiting with his fist drawn back, ready to hit. His lip was
swollen from Larry's blow. The sight of it gave Larry the strength to rise.

The men cheered and pressed in.

“Goit, Larry.”

“Stick it into him, Larry.”

“Dump the bastard.”

“Look out for his dirty left.”

They met in a fleshy slash of fists, conscious of nothing except their
unbearable detestation. Through Larry's brain, as he sparred and swung
and threw himself on his father's tireless battery, raced images of insults
nearly thirty years old. . . . “Your brat. Dregs. Scum of the earth.” Cabell
pushing his mother aside. “Take it you're a paid hand here . . .” A feeling
of relief, release, joy swept him. “I can beat him and go away,” he
thought. And in an interval, when he stood back from battering his
father's head, the revelation came to him, “I couldn't go away till I'd
beaten him.”

They rushed together again.

“His eye,” Coyle shouted, in a piercing, unrecognizable yell above the
men's voices. “Hit him in the eye. Blind him.”

Larry smashed through his father's guard and sent him staggering
among the men, followed, and pounded at his body.

Suddenly the men stopped shouting. They felt, all at once, that this



fight did not concern them at all, that it tapped sources of hatred beyond
their understanding, which would not be satisfied with a bloody nose or a
black eye. Their own hatred cooled. The brutal abandon of father and son
shocked them now.

“Stop them,” Berry shouted, struggling away from Coyle. “It's gone far
enough.”

But just then, measuring Larry's onrush, Cabell landed squarely on his
jaw and spread him out, unmoving, in the dust. The men looked down,
appalled, at the bleeding wreck of Larry's face, then at Cabell, also
bleeding freely and waiting for Larry to rise.

“Jesus, your own son!” Wagner said.

Their shouting broke again in jeers of disgust. “Swiped his own son!”

“Tried to murder him!”

“What a swine!”

Lumps of cowdung began to fall in the ring and break upon his face
and bare head.

Berry held up his hands. “Boys! Give him best. He hit him square.”

Cabell turned on them. “Who wants best? I'll fight any man here.” He
looked round for the biggest. It was Wagner. “I'll fight you.”

Wagner grinned. “No, you won't. I'll wait for the Utopia and summons
you for back pay.”

“You!” he shouted at Coyle. “Come out here, you crawler. I'll give five
pounds for a hit at you.”

“Wait a bit,” Coyle said, “and I'll give you a chance for nothing.”

“You then,” Cabell roared at Greasy Bill.

“l get enough fight cookin',” Bill said.

Crouching before them, the blood pouring down his shirt front, he
looked like a bull baited half-mad.

“Get out. Get to hell,” he said. “I'll shear without you.”

They carried Larry to the river and brought him round, and an hour
later rode past the homestead and out the gates, boo-hooing as they went.

For miles around they raddled on sheds and fences:

DON'T SHEAR AT CABELL'S REACH
HE TRIED TO MURDER HIS OWN SON
WHAT WOULD HE DO TO A SHEARER?



Chapter Nine: Father and Daughter

“EVEN your own son!” Emma said. “And now you'll kick him out,
will you? Will you?”

“Bah.” He jerked the rocking-chair away and raised his paper between
them, but the menace of her anger, like the sensed presence of a snake in
a dark room, made him put it down and look at her uneasily.

Twisting her apron into a rope between her brown hands she was
leaning over him with an expression of such viperous threat in her eyes
and the sprung wrinkles of her mouth that he started back.

“There's only one way to deal with a man like you,” she said, summing
up a long train of thought.

His alarm became audible in the rustle of the paper on his lap. “Do
your damnedest,” he muttered, but as though in her eyes, sunk into her
head under the weight of their evil knowledge, he read what that
damnedest would be, he shot his hand out and caught her arm. “What |
mean . . .” He waved towards the shearers' hut. “You know yourself, he's
been getting thick with Coyle and Goggs these last four or five seasons,
and what are they out for but to work up troubles for me.”

She shook his hand off. “And whose fault was that? If you'd treated
him right and not driven him into their arms he'd've been different. But
you did it on purpose — to destroy him, like you're trying to destroy the
others. Letting Geoffrey go down to Brisbane with Shaftoe and his
racecourse crooks.” She put her hand out appealingly. “Can't you see?
You're like what you said about your own father — that he was to blame
for your brothers being wasters and you being what you were. And now
you're to blame for Larry being mixed up with a lot of bad eggs instead
of — oh, doesn't the world ever get any better?” She leant against the
railing and beat her fists together in a kind of exasperated despair. Her
apron, released, writhed to the ground, spending the energy her hands
had twisted into it, and lay in still folds about her body, drably creased
like her face, which sagged with sudden discouragement. She let her
hands fall limply into her lap. It was as though claws had dragged across
her face, scarring it with wrinkles. She looked old.

The energy seemed to have flowed into him. He threw the paper aside.
“He didn't need me to make a blackguard of him. He was one by birth.
Your brat.”

A slight convulsion round her mouth turned into an ironic smile. “You



can say that! You can call somebody else a blackguard! Why, you
couldn't even call Black Jem . . . you couldn't even call another man a”
— she leant over and whispered at his upturned, gaping face — “a
murderer.”

“Eh?” He bent and picked the paper up and folded it slowly, watching
her.

She smiled again and nodded. “You must forget that sometimes, or you
wouldn't be so free with your tongue. Men weren't just made convicts for
that, you know. They were . . .”

He waved his hand in front of her mouth. “I know. | know.”

But she insisted, with slow, malicious, ruthless pleasure, “Hanged.”
And, her voice rising, her two hands about her scraggy throat, repeated it,
“Hanged — hanged — hanged!”

He beat the air with both hands, looking fearfully around while she
bent over him laughing. “They hanged them. They were worse than the
common thieves. They were the lowest of the lot. And they hanged
them.”

She spluttered into silence against his hand, pushed roughly over her
mouth. But he could not cover her eyes, vindictive and evilly knowing.
He took his hand away, felt for the chair, and sat down again.

She nodded. “You just remember that.”

The evening was settling. From the other end of the house came the
subdued sound of a piano and a clear, low voice singing.

Nur wer die Sehnsucht kennt
Weiss, was ich leide.

Nur wer die Sehnsucht kennt
Weiss, was ich leide.

Allein und abgetrennt

Von aller Freude,

Seh ich ans Firmament

Nach jener Seite.

Ach! der mich liebt und kennt
Ist in der Weite.

The sad melody ended on a discord and a murmur of harsh protest.
Emma sniffed.

Cabell's shifty eye met hers. “I never said | was going to kick him out,
did 1?” he said. “Only keep him out of my sight, that's all.”

Miss Montaulk nodded over her embroidery frame. “A very nice song,
Harriet,” she said, as Harriet's voice died away. “Your father's favourite.”

Harriet grimaced, brought both hands down flat on the keyboard, and
rose.

Miss Montaulk jerked up her stubbled jailer's face. “Harriet! What are



you doing? Sing. Your father will be listening.”

“l don't want to sing.”

“Go back to the piano and sing your father's favourite song, Harriet,”
Miss Montaulk said. “Ach, you do not deserve the love of such a father.
You are a wicked girl. It is beautiful the way he loves you. When he
strokes your arm at the piano there it is beautiful to see. He looks
almost — handsome. You will never have such a pure sweetheart as your
father, Harriet.” She licked her lips. “They'll paw you, the others. Ugh!
It's horrible to think of.” She sat thinking of it and shaking her head.

Harriet shuddered and moved away to the window.

With bright eyes appraising the thin, girlish figure burgeoning breasts
and hips, Miss Montaulk watched her, then frowned. “Harriet, you're not
wearing your dress right again, you disobedient child. It should hang
below your shoulders, not on them. You know your father admires your
neck.”

Harriet crossed her arms on her breast and pulled the dress higher. “I
won't wear it like that. I won't. | don't like it.”

The bright, probing, pricing eyes swept her from head to foot.
“Modesty is all very well, Harriet. But he is your father. If you're afraid
to show your shoulders to your father what will happen when you have a
husband?” She laughed her grating, derisive cackle. “Husbands don't
stand on ceremony, child.”

She went on, cracking her smooth mask of rouge and powder, while
Harriet sank into the chair at the window. For a moment the girl stared at
her reflection in the window-pane — the long flat planes of her sallow
cheeks, shadowed slightly in the hollows of her deep, intent eyes, her
wide red mouth, her heavy eyebrows. “I'm not beautiful,” she told
herself, remembering the regular features and creamy complexions of the
beauties she read about in novels. The thought pleased her at this
moment. “I'm ugly. Loathsome.” She stretched her mouth between her
fingers and pressed her nose flat and disordered her wavy hair to make
the image in the window-pane more unbeautiful still. “I'll go to England
and nobody will marry me and I'll be able to live all by myself like Aunt
Harriet.”

Her eyes escaped past the reflection on the window to the steep wall of
the southern range. In the light of the setting sun the hills were burning
up in a purple fire, glowing, shimmering like a coal. Then the glow faded
and they were ashen black against the sky, with the white stark skeletons
of the ringbarked trees wandering about the dusk like sentinels watching
her.

“No, I won't go to England,” she told herself, confronted suddenly by a
picture of her father sitting beside her in a bower of lilac blossom with a
great castle in the background where she would soon be taken and shut
up in a high tower behind barred doors. “I'll run away.” She imagined



herself slipping out of bed in the night, careful not to disturb Miss
Montaulk repulsively asleep under a flannel night-cap, dressing,
tiptoeing out to the stable, and galloping away down the winding tape of
road, away, away. . . .

“Where to?” She relaxed in her chair and stared again, disconsolately,
at the darkening wilderness. These childish fancies would no longer
serve. For nearly eighteen years she had been gazing out of this
window — watching the clouds of red and blue butterflies that came to
play over the purple flowers of the lucerne on the flats, imagining herself
one of them that would soon rise and flutter away into the scrub, high
above the murderous reach of the Chinamen, escaping, gone; imagining
herself a thistle ball torn from the dry, hot earth by the wind and whirled
away into the cool blue. Sitting up in bed at dawn to watch the coach for
Pyke's Crossing go by with a thud of hoofs, she had pretended that it was
carrying her off on an endless journey of escape. In the winter, when the
westerlies fell and the day was like a big shining crystal, she would
make-believe that there was no one except herself in the glittering, clean
world. And in the fever time when the rains came, throbbing against the
iron roof at night like the beat of her own sick blood, she would lie in
bed and let her imagination go — how she would burn Miss Montaulk
with a branding-iron, tie her in barbed wire and drag her across the valley
behind a horse, throw her into the cactus plant which Mr McFarlane had
planted on his ridge. Thus she had tried to revolt against the will of her
father, which lay over her life like a kind of fate, shaping her, for some
obscure end of his own, to a personality foreign and friendless in her
home. What this end was she sensed, in a rush of anxiety and distaste,
when he came eagerly to see her at the end of each day and sat brooding
over her as she played the piano, when Miss Montaulk fussed about
preparing her for these visits like a knowing old cocotte.

Obliquely, in the hothouse intimacy of their lives, she had learnt a lot
from Miss Montaulk — things, supplemented by the hints of novels (she
had glanced into the Paul de Kocks Miss Montaulk stuffed behind sofa
cushions), which alarmed her for a future where some mysterious evil
awaited her.

“Men. Ugh!” Miss Montaulk's eyes seemed to swell in her head. “I can
hardly tell you what I've seen. Girls your age — nice girls all shut up in a
room with the soldiers outside banging on the door. That was in the war
of 1870. I was only a girl myself and some might have thought | was
pretty.” She leered and wriggled, giving out that faint odour of
corruption, like stale flowers, which always made Harriet hold her breath
and turn her head away. “At last the door began to give and they looked
in — big drunken soldiers with black beards. And the things they said!
One of them reached through the broken panel and touched me. | feel it
now — that hand. Fortunately an officer came along and we were



saved.”

“Would they have killed you?”

“It would have been worse than that,” she whispered, her eyes dancing,
glittering, “worse than death.”

Harriet shivered and wondered. Her thoughts were less distinct than her
feelings, which concreted themselves in a dream that began soon after
she discovered what “becoming a woman” meant. She dreamt that she
woke up and found her father leaning over the bed. There was blood on
his beard. She screamed and tried to get away, but Miss Montaulk held
her down while her father kissed her. She tried to push his face away,
and, when she awoke, so vivid was the feel of the clammy beard on her
fingers that she had to get up and wash her hands before she could sleep
again. Sometimes it was not her father who kissed her but one of the
repulsive mad old shepherds.

Since this dream had begun, her fantasies at the window had become
less and less satisfying till to-night, in sudden disillusion, she saw how
childish they were. “Yes, where could | run to?” she asked, and there was
no answer. She put her hands over her face and began to cry softly.

Long after the sticky tears had dried on her fingers she sat there with
her face in her hands, afraid to look up and see the familiar hills and
ringbarked trees mocking her. “I will run away. | will. I will,” she kept
saying to herself, but only because there was nothing else to say.

From the other end of the house came the buzz, like a wasp disturbed,
of angry voices, ending on the clatter of an overturned chair, the
slamming of a door, and her mother laughing.

A clear picture of her mother, in the faded blue dress of an old fashion,
full in the skirt and tight about the waist and fallen breasts, came to her.
From some infantile memory of them she recovered a sensation of the
reassuring strength in the brown hands holding her close to those skirts,
clean smelling and capacious to hide behind. That was years ago before
Miss Montaulk came to dress and bathe her and take command of her
life. There had been a rift between them since. Harriet had learnt to speak
French and Italian, play the piano, sing, paint watercolours, and eat little
mouthfuls of food. She wore a different silk dress every day of the week,
and when she went out in her gig walked across the dusty yard in
mincing steps and carried a parasol to keep the sun off her complexion.
Now her mother hardly ever glanced at her. When she did it was with
such a strange look in her dark, deep-set eyes that Harriet was compelled
to give back a stare of bewildered defiance. Yet how she yearned to be
taken back into the security of her mother's arms, to be comforted by the
low voice, in the sad tones of which spoke a heart wise from terrible
experience. On the vague rumours of that experience, got mostly from
James, she speculated now, not as at first with shame, but with
admiration for the strength which had endured so much suffering. She



thought of the convict ship, the jailyard, the whipping-post, and Black
Jem, as James had pictured them with the brutal over-emphasis of his
offended pride, and her own troubles seemed paltry. Her mother, who
had come through these things, who could, as Harriet had often seen,
silence her father's testy humours with a glance, appeared to her now a
woman of superhuman power — the only being before whom she had
seen her father's eye falter and turn away.

Again she was tempted to go and throw her arms around her mother
and put the shield of the still, wise face between herself and the rest of
the world, but the impulse died among discouraging memories of that
face watching her scornfully, as she drove out in her gig of an afternoon,
from the window of the kitchen where Emma lived with shining pots,
and black iron kettles singing over a torrid fire, and tables scrubbed as
white as sand.

Only once had she tried to break down the barriers. That was over a
year ago, on the day her father returned from Brisbane with a necklace
made of little nuggets of solid gold strung together with pearls between.
He had frightened her as usual with the over-emotional intensity of his
words, which always became more pressing the more they chilled her.
She was just then struggling with the morbid, pernickety self-disgust of
her adolescence. She turned her nausea upon him with a sudden loathing
for the rank male smell of his clothes, his sour breath, and the astringent
silky flesh on his ageing cheek. When he was gone all her bottled-up
longing for somebody to caress and pity her and take off her mind the
load of fears which were becoming unbearable to her loneliness drove
her to the kitchen. Her mother was there occupied, as usual from early
morning to late at night, over one of the thousand trivial tasks her restless
energy created to exhaust itself upon.

“Mother . . .” She hesitated before the old woman's unwelcoming stare,
which fastened at once upon the necklace, where Cabell had doubled it in
a heavy rope around the girl's thin neck. She began to whimper, “I'm
frightened, Mother ... 1...”

Emma watched her coldly. “Frightened? What of?”

“l — | want . . .” But she did not know what she wanted or why she
was frightened. Her whimpering turned to tears.

Emma wiped her hands on her apron and came around the table, and
almost shyly put her hand on the girl's shoulder, but at the same moment
a heavy step sounded in the passage and Miss Montaulk appeared.

“Harriet! Whatever are you doing in this place? Your father would be
SO ... Why, what's happened?”

“Nothing's happened,” Emma said harshly. “Except the girl's green-
sick. Take her away and give her a dose of calomel.”

Harriet opened her eyes and stared through the window at the
thickening darkness to blot out this memory of a fiasco. No, there was



nobody to help her, to like her, or to understand.

Miss Montaulk was lighting the lamp and preparing the room for
Cabell's evening visit. As the lamp burned up Harriet saw the reflection
of her own face shining on the window-pane once more, vividly now.
Her eyes, softened by tears, stared sadly back at her. Her disordered hair
fell in curls around her cheeks, warm against the blackness of the night.
Her dress had slipped down from one shoulder and the light falling upon
it was like a radiance of her own skin. She shrugged the dress off the
other shoulder, revealing the white spread of her wide, young breast,
turned her head critically from side to side, patted the curls back into
place, and smiled.

It was at a memory of her brother James that she smiled.

The day he arrived home on his last vacation he had come to the
window and called her. He was excited. “Is she there?” he asked.

“No — why, Jimmy, what's happened to you?” A year's growth in
James, a budding moustache of black down, a change from untidy
clothes to a tailored suit, high white collar, and bulging cravat did not fix
her immediate awareness of his change from youth, skulking nervously
at the window, to manhood, flushed and triumphant and pleased with
itself.

“Jimmy, you look like — like something out of a book.” She had never
seen such a man before, so well-dressed, so dashing.

He covered his moustache shyly with his hand, then laughed. “Harriet,
I've got something to tell you.” He looked at her doubtfully. “You'll keep
a secret, won't you?”

“Who should I tell?”

“l wouldn't want him to know. Not yet. Later . . .” He pushed out his
jaw, which was beginning to show a line as hard as Cabell's. “I don't care
later. He can go to the Dickens.”

“He's going to make you an engineer and work at the mine. Has he told
you yet?”

“Yes, he told me, but . . .” James frowned. “l don't want to be an
engineer. | want to study law and go in for politics and have a station of
my own and breed horses. That's what I'm going to do. | am.”

She was impressed again by the quality of his new manliness. The
recklessness of the young boy, who used to alarm them by staying away
from meals and defying his father, was still a twinkle of light in the
depths of his violet eyes, a wild simmer of excitement in his laughter and
in his nervous hands, but his eyes had steadied and his voice was deeper
and subdued and his hands gestured and folded themselves gracefully
instead of wandering aimlessly about his person like lost animals. Harriet
no longer felt superior, as before she had always been, looking down on
him from the window and her precocious foreknowledge of life as Miss
Montaulk's pupil.



“Will you?” she said. “Oh, Jimmy, won't he be angry?”

“He'll be angry all right,” James glanced round with a fugitive return to
the skulking indecision of boyhood. But his defiance recovered itself at
once. “But that's nothing. That's only a flea-bite. Wait till I tell him that
I'm going to marry . . .”

“Marry?” she said sharply.

He blushed to the ears. “Aw, Harriet, wait till you see her. You've
never seen anything so beautiful, so . ..”

“I've never seen anything at all,” Harriet snapped, “except Papa and
Mama and old Montaulk and sheep and . . .” She paused, a lump of self-
pity in her throat. Then all at once she realized that this it was which had
changed James, this fabulous experience of love she had read about in
books, which haunted her own life in the elliptical gossip of Miss
Montaulk and her father's talk of the future.

She grimaced, horrified now, slightly disgusted by the hot eagerness of
his words, remembering how, when driving once with Miss Montaulk,
covertly under the brim of her hat she had seen a bull and a cow. “Filthy!
Abominable!” Miss Montaulk had said when they were past. “To think
that men are like that too!”

James reached up and touched her arm. “I met her at Doug Peppiott's
father's. He had a house in Sydney for the races and she was down with
her mother. She's so beautiful — it's like being drunk to look at her.”

Harriet drew her arm away. “Who is she?”

“Her name's Jennis — Jennis Bowen. Her father used to own Penine
Downs. He's dead now. Sir Michael Flanagan's her grandfather.”

Harriet smiled scornfully. “You booby. Do you think Papa would let
you marry Sir Michael Flanagan's granddaughter? Why, he's always
talking about him. They had a quarrel.”

James thrust his hands in his pockets and kicked up a tuft of grass. “I
know. It was about some land. That's when all that came out about
Mother and Black Jem and all. Everybody remembers it. It's awful. You
can hardly hold your head up in Brisbane. You never know when
somebody's going to come out with something else about him, something
....” He glanced up under his black eyebrows, “something you'd never
live down.”

In troubled silence they speculated upon the secrets, the potentialities
of their father's face, on which the scars were like hieroglyphs with some
bizarre meaning if one could read them. “What d'you mean, Jimmy?”
Harriet asked nervously.

“Oh——" James drove the phantoms of the ugly past behind him, “I
don't know. | don't care. It's got nothing to do with us. We're not
responsible. We weren't born. What's it matter what he did or who he
quarrelled with? It's none of our business. | don't care if he had a court
case with Sir Michael. That's over twenty-three or more years ago. I'm



going to marry Jennis Bowen and do what | like. I don't want anything
from him...”

Harriet had been deeply impressed by the change which the beauty of a
mere girl had worked in her brother, making him look forward to a fight
with his father and a new, independent life. At first she had not been able
to think of it because she could not think of him kissing the girl without
feeling her own flesh creep and tingle, and could not recall his excited
rapture without recalling also the excitement of the bull on heat. But
now, looking at her image in the window-pane, struck, in the sudden
dissolution of her fancies, by the reality of her own personal being, and
understanding that through this alone, not through any chance or miracle
or the kindness of any one in her little world, was she likely to be rescued
from the mad fatality of her father's will, she thought about the
metamorphosis of James without shrinking and with such an immediate
perception of all it involved that she seemed to have been thinking of it
for a long time. Perhaps it was that very thinking, at work in some corner
of her mind, which had destroyed her fancies and shown her that her only
power was in her own body and herself.

The discovery presented itself far less explicitly — merely as a simple
question, “Will any one ever fall madly in love with me? Madly enough
not to be afraid of — anything?” And doubt of her ability to inspire in
any man the tempest of feeling that had overwhelmed James when he
talked of Jennis Bowen made her lean forward and examine fearfully her
reflection in the glass. Oh, if only her mouth were smaller and her eyes
wider and her nose a little less sharp and there were a bit more colour in
her cheeks! Yes, she must be terribly, terribly ugly, for had not James
said, “By George, Harriet, you don't know what beauty is until you see
her. All other girls look like wet hens.”

Chin in hand she considered this gloomily for some time, then tossed
her head. “Well, there are other men,” she thought. “They mightn't think
so.”

What men?

The question plunged her chin into her hand again. The McFarlanes?
Those tow-headed, bandy dullards! The Jardines? Why, she never saw
them! Who else? There was nobody else, except her brothers and the
shearers once a year — and oh, yes, Mr Cash.

Her forehead puckered. Thinking of Cash she forgot herself and her
problems, for Cash was a problem in himself. Did she like him? She
didn't know. He was so full of bluster and laughter and noise, she was a
bit scared of him sometimes. Then he had that irritating way of talking to
her as if she were a child who couldn't understand. And he was different
from anybody she had ever seen. In what way different she could not
say — that was the puzzle about him. But different in the same way that
a person in a book was different from a person in life — clearer, more



real, more solid (of a piece, she thought, like ivory which was ivory all
through, whereas there was nothing in the middle of a bone but some
spongy stuff, and that's what most people seemed like, people like Mr
Shaftoe or Miss Montaulk), and always fresh and — yes, exciting. He
told them stories about shipwrecks, and fights, and running guns to
Venezuela in a revolution, and blackbirding, and the time when a
schooner he was on caught fire and when he went down to loose the
kanakas somebody accidentally closed the hatch so that he couldn't get
out and the kanakas went mad and began to trample each other in the
dark, smoky hold. Even horrible things sounded funny when he told
about them not like the stories her father told, which always depressed or
frightened her. She decided that it was because Cash never felt any
regrets about anything, and so it sounded all right, whereas her father
always looked guilty and made you uneasy about him. Everybody liked
Cash. Larry came to dinner to hear him, Emma laughed a little, and even
Cabell, she noticed, took his advice and depended on him a lot. That
made Harriet think of him as the only person beside her mother who was
not afraid of Cabell. Still she couldn't be sure about liking him herself: he
was so big and unusual in the little monotonous world her father had
built up around her. She did like the laughter wrinkles round the corners
of his eyes though, she thought, and catching herself thinking so she
made a face. “Pooh, as if he'd do! He's old,” and she dismissed him from
her mind.

Who else then? Somebody like James — handsome and young and
brave. No, there was nobody. And it came to her, as the essence of her
misery, that there would never be any man except her father, jealously
watching over her and excluding every one else because every one was
frightened of him,

A shadow on the pane lifted her chin from her hands. She glanced up
and saw the wraith of her father staring at her. He had come in quietly
and tiptoed across the carpet. She pulled the dress over her shoulders and
rose to face him.

“Did | startle you, dear?” he said anxiously. “I'm sorry.”

She did not reply. Her breath moved the hand at the neck of her dress,
and the bracelets and rings he had loaded on her sparkled in the light.
Her fingers were too thin and she kept working the rings back on with
her thumb.

“Poor child. Your nerves must be on edge. It's the heat.”

“No,” she said quickly, snatching the breath to repudiate his sympathy
as though afraid it would commit her to a deeper liaison. “I'm perfectly
well. Perfectly well indeed.” She did not look at him directly but watched
his feet come slowly across the space between them, knowing that in
three seconds he would take her face in his hands, turn it up, and kiss her.
She could not bear to look up and see his one intent eye, his beard, his



scar, his twisted mouth — ogresque in a memory, vivid and terrifying
since early childhood, of his face as he bent over her.

He stroked her hair, traced the line of her jaw with a rough forefinger,
and raised her face. His lips brushed her forehead.

Harriet opened her eyes and glanced at him quickly. Then her eyes
fixed on his beard and widened. “Oh.” Her breath, held against the rank
smell of his body, escaped in a startled gasp.

He grabbed at his beard. “What's the matter?”

“There's blood on it!”

He glanced into the mirror on the wall. “Confound it. I thought I'd got
it clean.” He rubbed a handkerchief across his face. “There, is that
better?”

But she was sidling away from him, pale with an inexplicit fear that
was the fear of her dream returning irresistibly upon her.

“Why, Harriet child, nothing to be upset about. | couldn't help it.” He
drove her back to the piano stool. “It was his fault. | couldn't stand there
and let him belt me, could 1?”

She saw he had been fighting. This reasonable explanation for the
blood on his beard calmed her, and she breathed freely again, gazing at
the carpet.

“Could 1?” he repeated, and when she did not agree he burst out,
“Damn it, you all seem to think I'm some kind of a monster. Even you!”

Her silence, parrying his appeal as though she feared that a word, a
gesture, of denial would involve her in some unwholesome compact of
emotion, loosed a torrent of reproach. “Even you, Harriet. You believe
them when they say I'd do anything. Somebody's been telling you lies
about me. Your mother? James, eh?”

She shook her head. “Oh, no.”

“Lies,” he growled. “Lies, lies, lies. All lies. They say | tried to steal
land off McFarlane, duffed horses, robbed Miss Ludmilla, cheated
Sambo. And now she says I . . .” He wiped his hand across his lips and
went tramping round the room.

Harriet did not look up.

This unjust judgment of silence infuriated him. He stopped in front of
her. “You all look down on me — you and James and all the rest. Huh.
You don't know what it was like here forty years ago. Say a man held a
gun at your head. What would you do? Sit there and let him pull the
trigger? And say you didn't? Would itbe . . .”

She preserved a dead face, trying not even to hear him.

He gestured helplessly. How could one explain and justify to the blind
and unjust. “You couldn't understand,” he said quietly. “You'd have to
trace it all back to the beginning.”

He walked over to the table, sat down, and wedged his face between
his hands. “I was as clean skinned and innocent as you in the beginning,”



he muttered, gazing over her head at the square plague of darkness and
the stars sweeping away beyond.

There was a jingle of tiny, muted bells. A moth was fluttering under the
frosted shade of the lamp at his elbow. Bells . . . the clang of ships' bells
coming out of the sea mist, himself a boy with his face pressed against
the cold window to watch the beacon glow on Tenterburn Hill and the
ghostly topsails of a ship fighting away from the Cliffs — church bells
on Sunday morning and the rustle of starched dresses in High Street, the
lavender smell of his mother's gloves — the bell calling him once more
to the ordeal of a meal-table shared with quarrelsome brothers and a
father crude and violent and contemptuous . . ..

The jingling ceased in an upflaring of the steady light and a sizzle of
burnt wings. He started, looked at the lamp, and sighed. “Yes,” he said,
“l was young like you. Then | did something. If you understood
everything — the years, struggling, thinking, waiting . . .” His teeth
clicked.

He looked at her, but the stubborn uncompassion of her eyes held him
off. “You!” he said bitterly. “Where would you be?”

“Oh, for goodness sake, Father,” Harriet said, flashing her rings at him.
“l don't want to understand. It's not fair. | want to go away. Send me
away from here. Why do you always promise and never send me away.
Send me to England.”

“Harriet! Child! Dear!” He jumped up, went to the piano and put an
arm round her shoulder. “Why, you're shaking like a leaf. Did | scare
you?”

“Scared — no. I'm angry,” Harriet said. “It's monstrous.”

“Monstrous? Why, child, what d'you mean?”

“Oh, I don't know,” Harriet said and her lips began to tremble. “It's the
way you want everything. Oh, | can't explain.”

“Me want everything! But only for you, darling. In a year's time — two
years — I'll be as rich as Carnegie. You'll be an heiress to millions.
They'll all want to marry you — fine young men, like | was. Believe me,
dear, | was — young, handsome, in Owerbury . . ..”

She struggled against his arm, crushing the breath out of her, then gave
up struggling and went lax against him. In a flat voice she said, “You'll
never send me away. You'll keep me locked up till I'm old and ugly like
Montaulk. Never seeing anything but sheep — like a prisoner . . .”

“Good heavens, girl, what're you saying? After all, you're barely
eighteen.”

“Yes, and I've never been out of the valley — not even to Brisbane.”
She freed herself and went to the window.

Cabell was startled by this sudden rebellion of a girl who had been so
gentle, so unresisting, so like his mother, he had always thought. Now, as
she stood by the window watching him sideways with the shadows in her



long eyes he saw, for an instant, a resemblance to Emma, but pushed the
idea away. “You're a bit overwrought,” he said. “Perhaps a change would
do you good. As a matter of fact | was thinking I might take a house in
Brisbane . . ..”

She looked at her reflection in the mirror and shrugged.




Part I11: The Nice People



Chapter One: James Hoists His Colours

EVERYTHING came to a head between Cabell and James after
Geoffrey let the cat out of the bag at the Christmas dinner of 1889. Or
rather James had his chance to bring it to a head. He puttered aimlessly
about the place, pouring out his grievances to Harriet, or in one of his old
hideouts along the river framing over and over the arguments with which
he was going to shout his father down and prove how futile it was to
make an engineer out of him or to try to prevent him from marrying
Jennis Bowen.

But these powerful reasons and angry words, which welled up so
fluently when he was alone that he had to talk them aloud to the trees,
seemed feeble when Cabell was near and he felt, like a palpable chill, his
father's blank indifference. Cabell often took him aside now and talked to
him, but just as he might have talked to a clerk. “You get finished with
your studying quick. By that time I'll be ready to use you.” He talked too
of Ludmilla and Larsen and of the way he would drive them out of his
mine. James listened and despaired. How could he hope to prevail where
so many had been beaten. Again, as in childhood, he looked at the
battered face and read there how his father had suffered and fought,
committed crimes perhaps, and emerged from all ordeals with energy
and purpose unspent.

He went to Harriet. “I'm going away to-morrow.”

“What, you've had it out with him? Oh, Jimmy!”” She took his arm and
huddled against him. “What did he say?”

“l didn't have it out — no. What's the use. He only yells.”

“But you're not going back to Sydney! You're going to do what you
said and marry Jennis.”

James scowled. “Yes, I will. And | won't study till he's ready to use me.
I'm damned if | will.”

“Ah Jimmy!” She turned up to him eyes bright with admiration and the
appeal of her own hopes. “But what will you do? He won't give you any
money!”

“l don't suppose so,” James said, worried. Then he threw himself into a
chair and buried his face in his hands. “Damn him!”

“Then you'll have to go and tell Sir Michael everything straight away,”
Harriet said briskly. “Tell him what an unreasonable man Papa is. He'll
help you. He said he would, didn't he? He said he'd help you to learn the



law and go in for politics.”

“Yes, he said so.”

“That's all right then. You'll get a position and be able to marry
Jennis.”

“Oh, | suppose so0.”

“You only suppose so. But haven't you made up your mind? Oh,” she
cried, “if 1 was a man and | wanted to marry a girl and Papa said |
couldn't I'd — I'd buy some sheep and go out into the bush and start a
station and get rich. Why, like Papa did!”

James smiled sourly. “That was all right for him. Look at the kind of
man he is. He never thinks of anything but sheep and gold-dust. Besides,
there wasn't anything else then. Now it's different. There are more nice
people now. Like Doug Peppiott's father and Sir Michael Flanagan and
all the people they have at their houses. You haven't got to show you're a
man by fighting and swearing and talking about sheep. You don't
understand. You haven't been in Brisbane and Sydney. It's civilized
there.”

“l wouldn't care,” Harriet said, “if I was in love. | wouldn't care about
anything.”

“Rot! You don't know what you're talking about.” Then he glanced up
quickly and said, “And you don't want to go talking like that in front of
people in Brisbane when you go.”

“Why?”

“A girl oughtn't to — that's why. It's only a certain kind of girl talks
like that.”

“I must be a certain kind of girl then.”

“You don't know what you're saying,” James grumbled. “And | jolly
well hope you don't go on talking like that in front of nice people. It's bad
enough having Geoffrey down there running about the town.”

Harriet laughed and put her arms around him. “I won't run about the
town. I'll sit at home waiting for someone to come and propose to me.
And if they love me enough | don't care where they take me or how
much money they've got.”

“A fat lot of need you'll have to worry about money,” James said
resentfully.

Next day he left for Brisbane — two hundred and fifty jolting dusty
miles by coach and another hundred in a tiny oven of a railway carriage,
which he shared with a couple of drunken squatters from the Outside.
They had a barrel of beer in the compartment and wanted him to drink
with them.

“First time been Brisbane twelve years,” one of them confided,
thrusting a tankard under James's nose. “No women, no nothing but
sheep and gins. Out Never-Never. Got fifteen thousan' quid blow in.
Goin' have bender. Me 'n' mate. You come along young plo'.” The train



lurched and he spilled half the contents of the tankard into James's
immaculate lap.

James removed himself to the other end of the carriage and carefully
sponged the spots off his clothes, thinking, “Twelve years and nothing
but sheep. | couldn't. No, I couldn't. I might get just like him.”

He took a room at the Royal Hotel in Queen Street, cleaned and
dressed himself carefully, and set out for Sir Michael Flanagan's house
on Bowen Terrace. The streets were full of well-dressed men and
women, cabs and carriages and smart gigs. He looked nervously
sideways at a reflection of himself in a shop window, appraising his
clothes. Yes, they compared, he thought, pleased with himself, and
covertly adjusted the set of his coat. Men passing waved to him and
ladies bowed. He began to feel a little more confident. These people
liked him. He was one of them. They would help him because of that and
because they were generous. So everything would surely turn out all
right.

A voice hailed him from the kerb. “Hey, young fella me lad!” It was
Doug Peppiott, lounging in a flash-looking run-about with a pair of
beautiful grey horses straining at the reins, which he held in his yellow-
gloved hands so as to show off the fine arch of the horses' necks.

James hurried over and greeted him.

“Steady!” Peppiott said. “You'll scare the nags. They're a bit hot
standing.”

“What a match!” James said. “Where did you get them?”

“Picked 'em up off old Lord Bacon when we were down Sydney,
Christmas. He wanted to give 'em to me, but the Pater wouldn't stand for
it. Not a bad old boy. Cottoned on to me like a long lost.” He gave the
end of his red moustaches a flourish. “Matter of fact, he's going to give
me some tickets for soup when | go Home to Oxford later in the year.”

“You're going to Oxford?”

“Pater's idea. Just as soon stay and buy a place and start breeding nags
myself. But it ought to be fun knocking about with the Johnnies for a
couple of years.” He glanced at James to see how he was taking this, and
was pleased to see him taking it very badly. “Better than making stinks
and mud-pies in a goldmine, eh?”

James frowned at him. He was bigger than James, with a full, florid,
good-looking face, belittling grey eyes, and a drawling, scornful voice. A
typical good fellow, a well-flushed, breezy young man about town
— first-class polo player, dashing fellow on the cricket field (he had
knocked up fifty against a visiting English team), generous spender,
leader of wild pranks in town (he threw a piano downstairs in the Royal
Hotel one night when somebody complained about the noise he was
making), sentimental baritone balladist in great demand at “evenings,”
and hero to his mother and to the ladies of Frogs' Hollow. In his spacious



gestures and easy smiles spoke that assurance of a fortunate destiny for
which James had always envied and, furtively, hated him. Since James's
first year at school when Peppiott had hounded a merciless pack after
him with the story of Cabell's early days he had become, in James's eyes,
a symbol for all those who had no skeletons in the cupboard and
therefore could afford to judge and despise others. How he had always
wanted to be like Doug Peppiott — and how his heart seethed with spite
against him. But he bit his tongue whenever it tried to speak out because
he was afraid of the pack which Peppiott was born to lead. To stand in
well with them, to be accepted as one of them, was all he desired. If
someone had told him that as he stood there envying Peppiott, Peppiott
was envying him for having a father who, all agreed, would soon be one
of the richest men in Australia, James would not have believed it.
Peppiott looked bigger and handsomer and more self-assured than ever
as he gazed down from the runabout with the two proud-looking horses
fretting against his strong hands, and James felt shabby and small. To
make up for his sense of this he said manfully, “I'm not going into the
mine. I've made up my mind.”

Peppiott laughed. “We know all about that. | ran into Geoff down in
Queenie's last night and he told us what your old man said about
Flanagan and his granddaughter. He must be a bit of a doer, your old
man. Is it true he makes the miners strip starbolic naked in front of him
to show they ain't pinching any of his gold?”

James tried to glare, but Peppiott's sarcastic eyes were too much for
him. “I'm not going into the mine,” he snapped. “Geoffrey doesn't know
what he's talking about.”

Peppiott chuckled. “You want to be careful,” he said, “or your old
man'll be towelling you up as he did your brother Lar . . .” He stopped,
confused, and turning, James found that Peppiott senior had come up
while they were talking and was now frowning at his son.

James's only desire was to get away from them, but Peppiott senior
seized his hand and pump-handled it. “James! What a pleasure.” He
pronounced it pless-shaw, unctuously, crouching slightly as though to
drop these two little drops of oil on to the back of James's hand. He was
tall and thin with a long, thin face set in rat-skin dundrearies. His head
was long and narrow, like a melon, and he wore his sparse patent-leather
hair brushed straight back and parted in the middle. He lifted a pair of
gold-rimmed spectacles to the bridge of his sharp nose, then let them
swing on their ribbon. “No i-deah you were down, my dear fellow. On
your way somewhere? Let us drop you.”

“There isn't any room with these high-flyers,” Doug grumbled. “He'd
rather walk.”

“Walk in this heat? What rot. You move over.” He moved over and
Peppiott bundled James in and wedged his thin buttocks down between



them.

The horses pranced and shied and swung out into the traffic.

“l hear a rumour that your father is taking old Judge Bullenough's
house at New Farm. Is it true?”” Peppiott senior asked.

“l did hear something,” James mumbled.

“It would please me,” Peppiott said, “if it gave me an opportunity to
renew my acquaintance with your father. 1 knew him years ago. A re-
mark-able man. He deserved to get on. | suppose he will bring your sister
down for a little amusement?”

“I suppose so.”

“Ah. We must see that she is not disappointed.”

“Mother coming too?” Doug put in.

Father and son exchanged looks. “Mind where you're driving you dam'
fool,” Peppiott said, spitting drops of venom, not oil, into his son's ear.

Angry and embarrassed James lifted himself half out of the seat. “You
can put me down here,” he said. “It's not far to walk.”

But Peppiott held him back. “No, just a moment, James. | have
something to ask you — if you don't think it would be impertinent of an
old man who has seen you grow up and come to look on you as — well,
you've been about with Douglas so much that it is almost as if you were
my own son.”

James blushed. “Not at all, sir. Anything . . .”

“It was about Jennis Bowen, my dear boy. Douglas tells me that you've
quarrelled with your father.”

“As a matter of fact — yes.”

Peppiott put his spectacles on and turned to look at James. “Ah, James,
I'm sorry to hear it. Very sorry indeed. Of course, crabbed age and youth,
as the Bard says . . . But your father had great provocation, my boy. |
suppose it's on account of the land Sir Michael . . .”

“Yes, he's still pretty mad about that,” James said. “In fact, he's pig-
headed.”

Peppiott tut-tutted. “Adamant, you say? Quite adamant?”

“Quite.”

Peppiott patted his knee. “Needless to say I'm extremely sorry for your
sake, James, but | cannot help thinking it is for the best. Your father is
a — sage man. You must let him guide you. Be sure he sees through
Flanagan. | believe Sir Michael asked you to make overtures to your
father? Is it true?”

“He asked me to let Father know that he was sorry for what had
happened.”

“He specially asked you to say that?”

“Yes, he was genuinely sorry. He didn't have anything else in mind,
I'm certain of it,” James said quickly. “He liked me, and he said . . .”

Peppiott laughed drily. “I daresay he was sorry. And you told your



father.”

“| tried to, but he wouldn't listen.”

“Ah!” Peppiott rubbed his hands together. “Ah! It was only to be
expected. Flanagan did him a great wrong.”

James was put out to hear Peppiott defending his father like this and
casting doubts on Flanagan's motives. “lI don't know,” he said, “but it
seems to me that what happened all that time ago shouldn't interfere with

“My dear James!” Peppiott pressed his fingers in a limp, dry hand.
“Take my word for it, what Flanagan did was unforgivable. Perhaps if
your father had taken my advice — I was his solicitor at the time, you
know — the matter would have turned out more agreeably, but . . .” He
sighed. “A very self-willed man. A very re-mark-able man.”

They were at the gate of Flanagan's house. Peppiott held on to James's
hand and bent over it to dribble a few more drops of oil on to its palm.
“James, old fellow, let a disinterested well-wisher advise. Beware of this
specious affability of Flanagan's. All he is after is your father's money.”

“I'm much obliged, sir. Thank you, sir,” James stammered, tugging at
his hand. It slipped out of Peppiott's fingers as though it were now too
greasy to hold, and James stumbled backwards off the step of the
runabout. Angrily he wiped his hand on his trousers as he hurried
through the gates. Was the whole world in league with his father to
thwart and torment him? Well, Flanagan wasn't anyhow — that much he
extracted from Peppiott's speech. Flanagan was his father's enemy,
Peppiott said. Encouraged a little he went briskly up the drive.

As he stepped on to the veranda the French lights opened, letting out a
clamour of voices and laughter and glasses tinkling, and Flanagan, a
paunchy, bouncing man, emerged. “l see ye come up the garden,” he
said. “My, it's a treat to set eyes on ye again.”

James looked at him anxiously, but before he could speak Flanagan
whisked him off the veranda into the room where a number of other
paunchy men were standing about a table of drinks.

“Gentlemen,” Flanagan said, pushing him forward, “meet a young
fellah ye're going to hear a lot more about one of these days, Mister
Jimmy Cabell. Old Cabell's son.”

They welcomed James with lusty handshakes, backslaps, and words of
congratulation for he knew not what. A few names he recognized
— Fleck, a member of the Cabinet, Grose, a banker, Carney, a rich
squatter, and one of the Dennis brothers, who were said to own half the
land on which Brisbane was built.

Again he was irritated. They were too friendly. “Cabell's son, eh?” they
said, and he scowled and mumbled. The power of his father's ego seemed
to extend even here, crossing and dwarfing his. He was relieved when
they took themselves off and left him alone with Flanagan.



Flanagan pulled a chair into the open doorway and pressed him into it.
“lI know it isn't me ye've come to see,” he said, patting James's cheek
affectionately, “but ye can spare an old friend a minute, now can't ye?”

“As a matter of fact . . .” James began and stopped. Thinking of what
Peppiott had said he looked at Flanagan doubtfully, trying to estimate
what lay behind the soft, beguiling brogue and pink fat. But whatever it
was beside sheer kindliness James's inexperienced eye could not
discover. Obesity had long erased everything except an expression of
complacent affability from Flanagan's face. The fat was like a vast bed of
quicksands into which he was rapidly sinking. It had engulfed all but the
tip of his nose, a glint of his eyes, a signet ring on the little finger of his
left hand. He panted desperately and clutched the arm of the chair as
though making a last frantic effort to save himself from being swallowed
up once and for all. Here was no sign of the greed and cunning Peppiott
had warned him against. His father was greedy and cunning — you could
see that at a glance: he looked like a weather-beaten, hungry hawk. But
these blue eyes expressed only a pathetic eagerness to be friendly. James
thought so anyway. “l did come to see you,” he said, rubbing his hands
nervously on his knees. “Yousee —1...”

“Out with it,” Flanagan said. “I'm your friend. Ye know that, Jimmy.
It's a rumpus with your da, eh?”

“Yes, that's it.”

“l thought as much. He's a quick-tempered man, too. Who knows if |
don't. But what's he at ye about?”

“It's about — everything. First he wants me to be a mining engineer
and | don't want to. | don't like mines. I'd rather do what you suggested.”

“Ye told him that?” Flanagan paused in lighting a cigar and watched
James over the match.

“I tried to. But he wouldn't listen. He said I'd got to study. Oh, it's no
use arguing. | just packed up and came here.”

“Huh.” Flanagan jerked the match through the door and grunted non-
committally again. “Huh.”

The sound curdled James's blood. “You told me you'd help me, Sir
Michael — put me in the way of studying law and getting into politics.
You will, won't you?”

Flanagan put out a webbed hand and patted James's knee. “Sure, sure,
Jimmy. Who would I help if it's not one that's not much short of being
me own son.” He laughed, spreading about James a prosperous scent of
whisky and cigar smoke. Then the laugh ceased abruptly, like a stage
laugh, Kkilling the half-born smile of relief on James's lips. “But now let
us get at the rights of the business. Ye've cleared out, ye say? Have ye
done it on your own bat or did he kick you out?”

“Oh, no, | just came straight here to see you because | knew you'd . ..”

“Of course.” Flanagan wriggled forward on his chair and made a



strenuous effort to force himself to the surface of his fat. A faint smile
emerged and sank again immediately. “But ye'll understand, Jimmy, I
didn't have no idea your da was all that set on making an engineer out of
ye, and | wouldn't like to be coming in between a young man and his da.
Now . ..” He waved James's protests aside, “Listen to me — an old man
with no axe to grind. It's no use going against that fellah. Ye'll get the
worse of it. If it's an engineer he wants ye to be, an engineer ye'd better
be or by the Holy he'll cut ye off without a shilling.”

“But | don't want a shilling from him,” James said. “That's why I've
come to you. I'm willing to work hard. I'll study and become a lawyer
some day and then — perhaps — I'm young yet — but in a few years'
time — oh, you know I'd like to marry Jennis, sir.”

“Sure, | know it — and mighty proud of it too. She's head over heels,
she is, ye lucky young scamp.” He kicked playfully at James, but became
serious and confidential again at once. “Still and all, Jimmy, | been
thinking about that law business and politics. It's a dirty game. What's
more, it would eat up a wad of your time studying, whereas what's the
prospects in the mine business? A couple more years in Sydney and ye're
well enough off to marry and yer own boss.”

“My own boss!”

“Come now,” Flanagan said shyly, “we aren't going to live much
longer, us old'uns. Your da's had a hard life of it. Come the day ye'll be a
big man up there — and down here too — and that right soon. It's worth
waiting.”

In his exasperation James pounded the arm of the chair. “But can't you
understand, Sir Michael? It's not the mine. It's everything. He wants it
all. He treats me like a paid hand. He only wants to use me for his own
purposes. And he won't let me marry Jennis. And — and he'll never die.”

“Did he tell ye that — about Jennis?”

James nodded.

Flanagan let go the arms of the chair and flopped backwards, as though
abandoning himself at last to the treacherous swamp of pink, perspiring
flesh. It closed slowly over his mouth and eyes. He sighed.

James watched him, hopefully at first, and as the seconds lengthened
into minutes with increasing irritation. It seemed incredible that such
massive inertia could persist against the cry of his urgent needs. He
shuffled his feet.

Flanagan opened one eye at last. “Oh, he'll get over that,” he said. “I'll
be seeing him. I've got propositions that'll interest him more than keeping
up a bit of a quarrel. Just ye take a pull on your patience.”

“It's not a matter of patience,” James said. “He'll never listen to reason.
If | have to give into him about this I'll have to give into him about Jennis
too. He'll just make a packhorse out of me.”

Flanagan shook his head. “Now, Jimmy, my boy, it's not right to be



talking about your da that way. He's tough, | grant ye, but he's your da.”

The tone of his voice, the words so much like Peppiott's, struck James's
heart cold. “They're all against me — they're all frightened of him,” he
thought.

Flanagan considered him. “l see just what ye're thinking now,
Jimmy — what a friend | turned out to be, eh? I've never been thinking
better of your interests if you want to know. Ye can't turn your back on
money — least of all in these parts. It'll buy ye anything mortal. And
while I'm on that,” he pulled himself gasping to the edge of his chair
again and leant forward, “be careful of that Peppiott gang. They're a two-
faced lot. Pretending to be your friends and thinking of nothing but how
they can use ye to go crawling to your old man.” He nodded shrewdly.
“Peppiott done some things perhaps your father never heard of. Ye'll be
wise to give 'em a wide berth.”

“I suppose they're after my father's money,” James said bitterly.

Flanagan slapped his knee. “Got it in one.”

“Not in one,” James said. “It took me a long time to find out how
important my father's money made me.” He jumped up, his lips
quivering at the corners, and took his hat from the table.

Flanagan's knowing blue eye took in everything. He rose slowly and
put his arm round James's shoulder. “We won't say nothing more about it
for the time being, my boy. But ye'll understand and thank me some day.
Now ye just run along and say how-d'ye-do to Jennis. | bet she's been
sitting on pins and needles up there waiting for us to stop talking this
nonsense we call business.”



Chapter Two: Shows Them

JENNIS was in the drawing-room upstairs.

Lolling back on the sofa in a sensuous liquefaction of bones she gazed
down at the garden and fanned herself. Her blue eyes were lost in a day-
dream which held them wide and wondering, parted her full lips, and
stirred her body with sad little sighs. Sometimes she almost stopped
breathing for a few seconds and the pupils of her eyes would dilate and
the tip of her red tongue come out between her lips. Suddenly a mighty,
shuddering breath swelled her heavy breasts through swathes of petticoat
and starched piqué, and she glanced round discontentedly at the half-
finished water-colour on the easel before her, the half-finished crochet-
work on the head of the sofa, the book open on her lap, and the clock
eating its way through the day with such aggravating unhurry. She
pouted then and sank back into the cushions, soon to be absorbed again
in visions that moved to and fro in the cool shadow of the bamboos. The
scent of the frangipanni, the pulsing waves of heat, like an excited breath
on her cheek, the brown arms of the gardener, and the glittering thrust of
his scythe in the grass wove through these dim fancies, which relaxed her
body and thrilled it with a pleasant sense of expectation.

The sound of a step on the stairs made her start guiltily. She looked
around and saw James coming down the passage, brushed the creases out
of her dress, patted the heavy pile of her blonde hair, and through the
corner of her eyes, while apparently gazing at her hands folded in her lap,
watched him enter.

“Jennis!” He hurried across the room and took her hand and kissed it.
“I thought I'd never get to you.”

“Jimmy!” She uttered a little, high cry which, coming from such a
strong bosom, gave James the delicious feeling that she was quite
overcome with passion at the sight of him. The stiffness liquefied out of
her bones again and her lips came damply apart and her hand seemed to
melt between his. He clung to it, amazed by the softness of its flesh,
which lay heavily in his palm, firing, confusing, and slightly terrifying
him with its complete acquiescence. Before he could check himself he
was filling it with kisses, bending it over his mouth, and hungrily
breathing its faint odour of her body.

Sunk in the cushions she watched him with eyes expressionless, almost
stupid, as though his mouth had drawn all her life into her hand.



Occasionally she uttered another of her faint, expiring cries which
sounded like “Don't,” or “Oh,” but did not try to take her hand away.

“Jennis, | love you terribly,” James said. “l won't give you up. | want to
marry you. And you want to marry me, too, don't you? Jennis! Don't
you?”

He had to call her twice before he saw a glint of consciousness return
to her eyes, which wandered vaguely over his face as she licked her lips
and whispered, “Yes, of course.”

Now that he saw her again, her white neck, the thick, silky loops of
hair, the swell of her breast, heard her voice, so gentle and shy, felt in the
unresisting tenderness of her hand the assurance that all this loveliness
wanted to be his, the worries of the last few weeks dissolved in a flash.
That he had ever for a single moment thought of allowing his father to
bully him out of marrying Jennis seemed unbelievable. Would he cut his
throat if his father said so? And to lose Jennis would be worse than
cutting his throat.

Yes, he decided, in a burst of courage and optimism, Harriet was right.
He must make a life for himself, and since nobody seemed ready to help
him he must go out in the bush and carve a place of his own.

“But would you leave here — all this . . .?” He glanced round the
room, overfurnished with carpets and tapestries and gloomy pictures in
gilt frames and hundreds of dusty odds and ends in mammoth cabinets.
“Would you be able to live in the bush with me? On a station?” He
watched her anxiously as she roused from the delicious hypnosis of
having her hand fondled and crushed between his hard fingers.

“Yes, of course,” she said.

“But the bush! No theatres. No dances. Nothing. Perhaps for years.”

“I like being in the bush. We always go to Penine Downs in winter. It's
nice.”

“That's not the bush. It's no different from being here. You've got
servants and everything, just the same as here.”

“Yes, of course.”

“But what if there weren't any servants?”

She was puzzled, but gave up trying to understand, and wriggled her
hand in his to remind him that it was waiting to be kissed.

He turned the palm up and looked at it. The thought that it was like a
white, soft body lying there waiting for him to take it made his cheeks
burn. “It's so soft,” he said. “Could it learn to cook and scrub and . . .”

Her eyes widened.

“Oh, you don't understand. | might have to start at the bottom like my
father did.”

“But Grandpa says that you'll have a lot of money. He says your papa
will be one of the richest men in Australia.”

“Yes, but . . .” James was stumped for words to explain the incredible



fact that his father did not want him to marry her. “Look, Jennis, suppose
| had a row with my father and he wouldn't give me any money — would
you run away and marry me and live out in the west?”

The look in his face alarmed her. She stiffened her back and withdrew
her hand. “Run away? Oh!”

“I'd soon make money for you,” James said quickly. “I'd soon be rich.
You'd have everything — servants and all. I'd be a thousand times richer
than him.”

His eagerness, burning in his eyes, sent pleasant little shivers through
her. She looked at him admiringly. “Oh, would you?”

“You bet | would. I'd do anything for you. I'd go through anything.”

“Oh!” She gave him her hand again and abandoned herself to the
pleasure of his mouth nuzzling her sensitive palm.

“You wouldn't give me up? No matter what happened?”

For her it was almost impossible to imagine that anything could happen
except the dull, repetitive march of days swirling harmlessly past the
serene tower in which she dreamed vaguely and excitingly of a young
man filling her hand with kisses. “No, of course not.”

“And you'd marry me — even if everybody tried to stop you?”

“Of course.” But why did he waste so much time talking?

A carriage crunched up the drive and they heard a minute later her
mother's agitated step climbing the stairs. He planted a last kiss in her
palm before they moved apart, just in time. Mrs Bowen burst in on them,
red in the face, out of breath, and plainly very angry.

“So you are here?” she said to James, who jumped to his feet and
bowed awkwardly.

“I just dropped in. Sir Michael said | might.”

“Sir Michael!” She snorted and looked around. “Where's that fool
Griswell?”” she demanded. “Jennis!”

Jennis stirred and looked around too. “Oh, Griswell. I don't know.
Perhaps she went shopping.”

“You sent her.”

“No, Mother.”

“You did. Don't deny it. You sent her out so you could sit here and
compromise yourself with this young man — you deceitful little hussy
you. In front of everybody. Making a public scandal of yourself. The talk
of the town — that's what you are.”

She slammed the door and rushed between them — a plump little
middle-aged woman with blinking, myopic, blue eyes, Flanagan's button
nose, a kind, fat face, a collection of innumerable trinkets, chains,
cameos, and brooches flashing and tinkling to the rise and fall of her
enormous bosom, and the distracted air of one who thinks she is being
left behind in the rush of events and generally ends by being well ahead
of them. She lived in a perpetual itchy awareness of cabals and



whisperings, plots, counter-plots, factions, and social mines, which
excited her to such frenzied plotting on her own account that she usually
managed to create the scandal she suspected and feared. Her grand
delusion was her shrewdness and discretion, for she was really as
indiscreet and innocent as a child.

True, there was plotting and whispering enough to appal the stoutest
and purest heart in the little hierarchy of wealthy squatters and citizens
who had become the leaders of society since the early days. The virtues
of yesterday, when the wild, empty country had yielded itself only to the
strong, were the skeletons in the cupboards of to-day. Out of the wealth
which the tough and sometimes dishonest pioneers had got together the
social graces were beginning to blossom. It was just one of life's little
ironies that those who had the best means to cut a figure had also, very
often, the least presentable of historical backgrounds to strut against,
which made them no less anxious to strut.

With the past so painfully recent, with the gaunt pioneers, more than
ever appalling in their old age, still haunting the scene, the skirmishes of
social life in a little community were bitter. Money plus a clean history,
with a titled second cousin somewhere in England, was unassailable. But
some had money and convict ancestors, and others had money and no
convict ancestors but were drunkards, or had broods of half-caste
children on the escutcheon, or were reputed cattle-duffers, or had been
indicted for selling sly grog on their runs, or had illiterate or low-born
fathers or mothers at the roots of the family tree. All such drawbacks
were eagerly canvassed and thrashed out and magnified over bars and
tea-tables, as they would be for another generation till time and
intermarriage had effaced the harsh outlines of the landtakers' ambiguous
lives, of which only the effect would survive in stringent libel laws, a
submerged sense of shame and inferiority, and an anxious abasement to
all forms of gentility that would amount almost to a national disease.

James, who lived in constant dread of disclosures about his father, felt
his legs go weak when Mrs Bowen began to use such words as
“scandal,” and “the talk of the town,” which were the currency of his
nightmares. He took a few steps towards the door and said, “I'd better be
going. | only dropped in for a minute.”

But, bubbling and outraged, Mrs Bowen turned on him. “You stay
where you are, young man. You make all the trouble, then you think you
can just run away. Indeed. Where will you run to? The public house, |
suppose, and tell all those good-for-nothings your friends what a fine
fellow you are, bringing disgrace on this poor girl . . .”

“l don't understand.”

“Now don't lie to me, James Cabell. 1 know all. Deny that puppy
Douglas Peppiott is your friend.”

“He is my friend, yes.”



“A fine friend! A harum-scarum hooligan. A nice one to talk. With his
family. A grandfather who took a stockwhip to his wife and then
drowned himself if you please, and a grandmother who . . . well never
mind.” She leapt at Jennis. “What are you listening for, you wicked
eavesdropper? Have | wasted all my love and care to raise a girl who
listens at keyholes as well as leads young men on to make a fool of her?
Leave the room at once. I've got something to say to this — creature.
And don't listen at the door.”

Undisturbed by her mother's reproaches and flurried scurrying to and
fro, to which she was used, Jennis obediently gathered together her book,
crochet-work, handkerchief, and fan, rose, brushed her dress, and trailed
leisurely from the room, smiling at James as she passed and for a
moment blotting from his agitated spirit everything except his urgent
desire. It swept over him when he saw the door close on her as a fear that
he had seen her for the last time, and gave him the strength to say, “Mrs
Bowen, there's something | want to tell you. It's about Jennis and me.”

Mrs Bowen bounced off the sofa and plunged at him, seized the lapel
of his coat, and shook him. “Never you dare to mention my daughter
again. Making her name a byword in low places with your plots and
schemes. That's what you've done. My daughter. She could hold up her
head with any of you. There's no convict blood in her.”

She bounced back on to the sofa and smouldered and panted for some
time while James hopped from one foot to the other and cursed the
Peppiotts and cursed his father and sweated in anticipation of some awful
revelation.

“That Lucy Peppiott,” she muttered. “ ‘I ought to warn you’ she says.
“They say James Cabell is going to elope with Jennis. Douglas heard it at
a place called Queenie's. It's all over town.” ” She plunged at James
again. “Queenie's? What's Queenie's? A — a place?”

“It — it's a bar in the Royal Hotel,” James gulped.

“And that Peppiott woman had the cheek to say my daughter's name
had been mentioned in a bar! With Mrs Astley looking on and smirking,
mind you. Why, everybody knows what she came from. Her
grandmother was nothing but a London fly-by-night and her father was
that old Curry who got rich stealing other people's sheep. Once his wife
had to publish her marriage certificate in all the Brisbane papers. He was
a crow-minder in the old days and many's the time my mother saw him
being flogged at the tail of a cart in Queen Street when she . . .” She
stopped and wriggled on the sofa, then went a shade redder and looked at
James more angrily than ever. “Well? What're you grinning at?”

“I'm not,” James said miserably.

“You're thinking of that nasty, vindictive story about my mother
bringing her first husband Duffy in to be flogged. Don't deny it.”

“l...” James gulped. “I . ..”



“It's a nasty, vindictive lie of your father's. He'll hear from my
solicitors about it. My mother was a lady and her first husband — he was
sent out for — for stealing a loaf of bread.”

James hung his head.

“You don't believe me? Oh, I know you think you'd be conferring an
honour on Jennis, don't you? Yes, | heard what your father said about it.
Or was it you said it in Queenie's?”

“I never said anything in Queenie's.”

“Well let me tell you . . .” She took hold of his lapel again and nearly
pulled the coat off his back. “If it was true, all the honour would be on
the other foot, young man, because Jennis hasn't got any of Duffy's blood
in her and everybody knows who your mother was — and what your
father was too, for that matter.”

James felt the room disappear in a sheet of flame. He came out of the
haze to find Mrs Bowen squeezing his hands against her bosom and
patting his cheek and crying, “Oh, my poor boy! What a wretch | was to
say such things. It's not true. Your mother's a fine woman. And that's just
what | felt like telling those two women this afternoon. “You've got two
lots of convict blood in you, Mrs Astley.” That's what | wanted to say . . .
Oh, there | go again.” She fussed around him, clucking and bubbling, and
pushed him on to the sofa. “Sit down, dear, and take it calmly now. Just
tell me the truth. I only want to help you. There. There.”

But as soon as he opened his mouth and said, “I only know I love
Jennis and . . .” she jumped up again and screamed, “There you are. |
knew it. You were plotting to run away with the poor innocent girl and
bring disgrace on us. You can't deny it. Lucy Peppiott told me. Thank
God I've got a few friends left with all this backbiting and scheming
going on. And vipers coming into the house and biting the hand that
feeds them. Ah, blood will out!”

“l wasn't plotting to run away at all,” James protested. “I mean, | want
to marry Jennis some day. You knew that, Mrs Bowen. But my father
says...”

She swelled over him. “What does he say?”

He hesitated, understanding at last that just this it was which had upset
her — that his father should have forbidden him to marry Jennis. “He
won't let me. That'sall .. ..”

She snapped her lips together and looked him up and down. Then she
collapsed on to the sofa and began to laugh, rocking to and fro, her big
bosom rattling its trinkets, and the tears running down her cheeks, while
James stared uncomfortably at the carpet. “Well of all the funny things!
Derek Cabell won't let you marry my Jennis, my daughter. Doesn't think
she's good enough for him. And what did he marry? And what did his
brother-in-law Dirk Surface marry? And what's that same ragamuffin
now — a butcher boy in Sydney. Did you know that? A common butcher



boy!” (This was not quite true, and Mrs Bowen knew it as well as James.
Dirk Surface, after leaving Winbadgery in 1867, had gone to Sydney
and, nagged on by his wife, had become a very successful merchant.
Starting with a butcher's shop he now owned many butcher shops and
had interests in meat canneries and freezing works and other enterprises
of the same kind. But it suited Mrs Bowen to distort these facts.) She
went off into unreal shrieks of laughter again till James could bear it no
longer.

“Mrs Bowen, please,” he said. “My father's old and obstinate . . ..”

“Obstinate? He's wicked — criminal. And you can go straight back and
tell him from me that | wouldn't have any of his sons marrying my Jennis
iIf he would let them, if he came crawling on his knees. Tell him that.
And let me tell you that my Jennis could marry anybody she liked. Not
ragtag and bobtail, but real gentlemen. When we were in Sydney last
year Lord Clanmorice's son, the Governor's aide, came to see her every
day. Yes, every day. That's the kind of husband my Jennis will have. And
now you take your hat and don't let me see your face in this house again.
‘A bog-trotter,” indeed. Isn't that what your father called my father? “‘Her
grandfather stole his fare to Australia.” Didn't he say that? Don't lie
now.”

“Oh, Mrs Bowen,” James cried, rising from her wrath. “I'm not
responsible for what he says. I've finished with him. I'm going to work.”

“Work at what? Horse-racing and gambling and drinking like your
brother?”

“No. I'll go out into the bush and take up land, and I thought that some
day I might — if Jennis still wanted to — and I'd made enough money

“What, my Jennis in the bush! A cockatoo farmer's wife! Milking cows
and breeding brats! So that's your plan! Here,” she dashed across the
room, snatched his hat off the table, dashed back, lugged him to his feet,
and hustled him to the door. “Leave my house at once. The bush! What
impudence! She speaks French and plays the piano! Get out at once. Get
out!”

James went clumsily, and benumbed by his thoughts hurried blindly
down the stairs. As he opened the front door he heard a patter of feet
behind and Mrs Bowen panted along the passage.

She took his hand. “Jimmy, forgive me. I'm upset by those women.
You're a good boy.” She pulled his head down and kissed it. “Perhaps if
you made money enough to keep Jennis like a lady, well — I'll see she
waits a couple of years for you, anyway.”

A couple of years to make his fortune! James opened his mouth to
protest but she slammed the door.



Chapter Three: Pulls Them Down

JAMES hurried away from the house where lights were beginning to
appear against the dusk. He was lonely and full of self-pity now. The
egotism of his youth, which had sent him to Flanagan with the bland
assurance that the wily old politician would help him out of sheer
affection, had had a sad blow. In the last two hours James had learnt
something important — that life does not shower its gifts on the
deserving. A simple and obvious fact, perhaps, but every one has to find
it out for himself. James was very upset.

As he slouched along between big houses where the lamps behind open
windows shone on tables laid for the evening meal he felt that no man
had ever been so shamefully deserted and betrayed. Every one except
himself had money and freedom to do what they wanted, marry whom
they loved, go where they wished; but he, if he was to get what he
wanted, must spend the best years of his life slaving like a nigger in the
bush and turning himself into a bumpkin like those fellows he had seen
in the train. No, it wasn't right, and James revolted against the idea that
the only alternative to doing this difficult thing was submission to his
father. Life could not be so hard, so cruel. There must be some way if
only he could think of it. More and more depressed he strolled up and
down Queen Street, thinking and finding fewer and fewer arguments to
deny that he must either go west and make his own way or crawl
ignominiously back to Sydney. Yes, it would be ignominious. What
explanation could he give to Harriet, to Mrs Bowen, except that he was
not up to doing what he had boasted he would do. He thought of Harriet's
scornful eyes. Oh, hell! Oh, hell.

James did not know it, but he was passing at this moment the very spot
where his father had sat by the roadside forty-seven years before,
struggling with the same thoughts in the same crisis of his young life,
when he had to choose between returning to England at the bounty of his
aunt or fighting a tough country and its tough people for a bounty of his
own. Like his father, James tried to shelve a decision by crossing the
street to the Royal Hotel.

At this hour the bar over which Queenie, the town's most regal
demimondaine presided in a gown of sequins cut low into her breasts,
was always full of bloods young and old — squatters in town for a race-
meeting, a wool-sale, or a spree, fat business men in side-whiskers and



pugareed straw hats, racketing young men about town, and citizens with
white suits stained by the dust and sweat of the day, to all of whom, in
this bebustled era of sanctified wives and pure sweethearts, the raucous
humanity of barmaid and whore was a blessed release. Essentially the
same mob Cabell had seen and cursed the day he came in here with
Flanagan, but half a century sleeker and richer. Money was plentiful,
drinking on a tremendous scale.

James entered the bar with the abashed shyness of a sober man among
drunks, and looked around hoping to see Peppiott or Geoffrey and find
some excuse for picking a quarrel with one of them. Peppiott was not
there but Geoffrey was, plump and important beside Shaftoe, at the
centre of a crowd drinking champagne out of beer schooners. They had
just come in from the races, and the ex-mentor, ex-storekeeper, ex-
gymnasium proprietor, now resplendent in clothes of a horsy cut, with a
gold watch-chain on his fallen paunch, a diamond ring on his finger, and
a grey billycock tipped on to the back of his rusty head, was holding
forth on the afternoon's sport to a gathering of thirsty pub-crawlers who
had accepted the invitation to crack a bottle with him. Echoing his
curses, shadowing his gestures, and backing up his rowdy boasts
Geoffrey revealed more than ever the idiotic resemblance of a poodle to
its master. He too wore a grey billycock tipped back, thumbed the arm-
holes of a check waistcoat, and had a watch-chain and the beginnings of
a little pointed belly.

James elbowed into the crowd, their faces swollen and greasy in the hot
lamplight. Standing beside Shaftoe he saw one of the squatters who had
come down in the train with him — the man who brought fifteen
thousand to blow in town after ten years in the Never-Never. He was
very drunk and promised to be drunker, for as often as he emptied his
glass Shaftoe filled it again.

“Yes, gentlemen,” Shaftoe was saying, “we as good as had twenty
thousand quid in the old stocking when they came into the straight. The
mare was a length in front and going strong. Then something happened.
She just dropped out of the race as if she started running backwards. It
wasn't the boy's fault — I'll say that. He rode her like Old Nick, but she
finished second last and — bang went four thousand. Well,” he drained
his glass, “Shaftoe can take a licking. Another bottle of pop, Queenie,
and we'll toast the winner.”

“Another bottle of pop, Queenie,” Geoffrey's squeaky voice piped.

Queenie brought the champagne and Shaftoe filled the out-stretched
glasses, with special attention to the drunken squatter. “To the winner,
God bless him!”

“God bless the winner,” Geoffrey chimed in, flushed with drink and
gambolling around Shaftoe's heels. He caught James's eye and winked.

James turned away in disgust and found Cash behind him, smiling.



“Not drinking?” Cash said.

“With them!”

“Have one with me.”

“l don't want to drink,” James said. His desire for companionship was
gone. He felt too miserable.

Cash looked at him. “You look as if one wouldn't do you much harm.
But come and watch me drink, anyway.”

James tried to protest, but Cash put a strong hand under his arm and
pushed him up to the bar. “Besides,” he said, “we're the only cold-sober
men here, our friend's been so free with his tipple to-night. Great
sportsman, eh?”

James grunted.

“Go on now, you don't see many shouting champagne when they lose.”
He banged the bar. “Queenie, dear, a rum.”

Queenie sorted herself from the bevy of minor Queenies behind the
bar, took the bottle from the shelf, and sailed massively towards them,
pursued by yearning eyes, deftly evading eager paws, and sending back
an impartial flash of gold-filled teeth. She had an eye like a piece of
agate under the bang of golden hair and a voice accustomed to shouting
down obstreperous cattlemen and miners, but both became liquid and
warm when she looked at Cash and said, leaning her dimple towards
him: “Oh, Mister Ca-ash. | am glad to see you. Where've you been hiding
all this time?”

“Not hiding, Queenie, my love. Only down to Melbourne on business. |
just got off the boat.”

“l suppose you saw a lot of pretty girls in Melbourne,” Queenie said
wistfully, glancing at her reflection in the mirror, framed with fat gilt
nymphs and cupids, over the bar.

“Nothing I liked as good as you, Queenie.” He patted her cheek.

“Oh Mister Ca-ash!” She rolled her eyes and cuffed him affectionately.

Urgent voices called her and she went off, her gaze lingering.

Stroking his beard Cash speculated on her rich curves. “Love's a damn
funny thing now, don't you think, Jimmy?”

James grunted again and turned away from the bar. “l don't know
anything about it. And I'd better be getting along.”

Cash held him. “Wait a minute now, mate. Did | say something?” He
studied James at arm's length, his eyes concealed under their mica
shields. “Well, if you're in that much of a hurry, | won't keep you, but
here, before you go. Will you help an old friend?”

“Help who?”

“Sambo.”

“What's wrong with him?”

“He's lying down in some drum in Frogs' Hollow with d.t.'s — skinned
alive with his guts burnt out by this tipple they've been helping him



knock his cheque down on.”

“Who has?”

“Shaftoe — who d'you think?”

“But | thought Sambo got ten thousand for his share in the mine.”

Cash finished his drink and wiped his beard on a big, navvy's
handkerchief. “That's true. And Shaftoe brought him down here and
helped him off with it. They bought a racehorse and Sambo paid Shaftoe
to get it trained. It ran to-day. Where did Shaftoe get four thousand quid
to lose on it? It was Sambo's of course. Only it wasn't exactly as Shaftoe
said. Sambo lost and Shaftoe won. The horse ought to've come in but
they had a crook jockey and now the bookie, who was only another one
of Shaftoe's outside pals, will get the horse too. He took a note on the
horse against an extra five-hundred-quid bet.”

James was horrified. “My brother Geoffrey helped to do that!”

“No. He hasn't the nous. But he's picking it up. Cogged dice and
marked cards and how to split a pound note — he'll know it all by the
time your old man gets tired of paying his bills and kicks him out.”

James slumped against the bar. A crooked brother as well as an ill-
famed father and convict mother. “But what can | do?” he asked,
throwing himself on the quiet savoir-faire he felt in Cash as the last
remnant of his own confidence to deal with the apparently depthless
cunning and evil of the world collapsed under this new blow. All at once
the young manhood was gone out of him, and he was again a nervous,
frightened boy with sensitive mouth and uncertain eyes.

He made a curious contrast to Cash, squat, ugly, and sunburnt, with a
stub of black cigar gripped in white teeth shining through his amiable
mouth and rocklike beard. Everything about Cash was rocklike: he was
like a squat, ugly rock over which many storms had beaten, weathering it
to a core of impervious metal. Yet he was handsome, too, in a way.
Vigour transfused his monkey-face, and even the stiff clothes and hard
little hat of his new prosperity took a romantic flow and swagger from
his energetic gestures.

Remembering the fat inertia of Flanagan, the oily piety of Peppiott,
James grasped at a hope that Cash would understand how to help him
and not be afraid. “What can | do?”

Cash shifted the cigar across his mouth. “One thing I'd like you to do
right away, is hold my coat while | hammer that sixpenny bludger, but |
wouldn't like to mess up Queenie's bar. You can do this though — you
can take Sambo back to the Reach when I lay hands on him and get him
sobered up to-morrow. I'd do it myself but I got business for your old
man.”

He watched James closely as he said this and through the long silence
before James blurted out, “I'm not going back to the Reach.”

“No? Oh, of course, you're on your way to Sydney.”



“I'm not going to Sydney either.” James frowned at the bar. “He wants
to make me an engineer so that he can use me to make money for . . . Oh,
whatever he wants it for. And I'm not going to.”

“What d'you aim to do then? You're not going to hang round here like
your brother?”

“I don't know what I'm going to do.”

“Maybe you got a job fixed up, eh? With one of your swell friends?”

“What friends?”

“Flanagan. | heard you were thick.”

“l wouldn't take anything from him. I'll make my own way. I'll go out
west. I'll take up land. And — and I'll show him.” Tears shone in James's
eyes.

Cash whistled, then slapped James heartily on the back. “That's the
way to talk. To hell with the lot of them.” He winked. “Now I'll tell you
something. Coming up to-night from the wharf | ran into your cobber,
Peppiott, and he told me you'd had a barney with the old man and cleared
out and gone to Flanagan's. I'm glad you didn't let that old welsher pull
the wool over your eyes. He's only using you to get in with your old man.
But you saw through that.”

“l suppose he was,” James said with a long face.

Cash rubbed his hands. “I thought for a minute — fact is, | planned to
get you out of town by sending you back home with Sambo before your
old man found out where you was and come after you with a gun. |
ought've known you better. You were always a game chicken by all
accounts, with too much spunk for knuckling down at the Reach.”

“But what am | to do?” James repeated. “He'll stop my allowance.”

“You'll find plenty. You've got two hands. You don't need an
allowance.”

“But | want to get married. Not now — in a few years' time.”

“It'll cost you a quid for a parson.”

“But — she's a lady, don't you see?”

“Aw, a lady. | don't know much about ladies,” Cash admitted.

The doubt in his voice pleased James — he did not know why. All at
once a light broke on his troubled mind. “You see it's not so much the
mine | object to. It's because he doesn't want me to marry Jennis Bowen.
But perhaps if | went west | couldn't marry her either, whereas if | stayed
here | could — well I could go on arguing with him and he might give in.
You see, | couldn't take a girl like that into the bush, could 1? She's never
done a hand's turn in her life. Oh, she'd go all right but — it would be
sort of selfish, wouldn't it? That's what's worrying me. If I'd only got
myself to think of it would be different.” This point of view, though new,
was Yyet so plausible that James decided at once that it really was the core
of his problem and that he had been thinking about it all the time.

But Cash understood and smiled. “Now, Jimmy, don't let it get you



scared at the start. The world makes a big noise but it's nothing to be
scared of. A bit like Shaftoe — a hell of a thing if you don't crack it at
the start to show who's boss. Let it get you on the run and you're done
for. That young Peppiott, now he'll be on the run all his life. No guts — a
proper sheep. Take your sister — a different proposition. Got enough
spunk for two, that one. You can see it in her eye. And a regular little
lady, eh? If it was her you were for marrying you'd have nothing to
worry about. She'd see you through. | reckon a regular lady might have
white hands but as much gumption as the next one if you happened to be
her fancy.”

Suddenly, irrationally, James felt annoyed with Cash. The fellow was
supposed to be his father's closest friend, and here he was urging him to
disobey his father, backing him up anyhow. If he was a true friend he'd
tell him to go to Sydney and no nonsense which, James admitted, not
explicitly, but with a prevision of the enormous relief he would feel if
someone were to force that decision upon him, would be one way out.

Cash lighted the stub of his cigar and puffed at it. “Take your old man.
He's different again. He's got guts — one kind of guts. He can fight all
right, ain't scared of anything or anybody, but there's another kind of
courage and he hasn't got it.” He studied the end of his cigar, framing a
difficult exposition. “The way | figure it, a bloke's got to make a clean
break and tell everybody to go to hell. He's got to do that often, and not
only just say it, like perhaps your old man done, but mean it. Because
there are things you can and things you can't have, and the quicker you
get over feeling sorry for yourself the better. It's up to a man. You don't
live at all, hankering. You're in one place and your brains in another,
‘whoring after strange tarts,” as the parson says. Well, strange tarts are all
right, but so's all tarts. Now your old man, he never made a clean break.
Them brothers of his for example: he never got over them living on the
fat of the land while he was grafting here. Of course he reckons he hates
his brothers, but hate and envy is pretty close and if he could've been like
one of them he would. So all the time here he's been ashamed of himself
as if there was a part of himself still in England watching the part of him
here. And that's real bad — being ashamed. It gets you on the run.
You've got to have a special kind of courage to accept what you are and
not care what anybody says about it, not try to buy them off with money
or make up to yourself for feeling ashamed by thinking how rich you are
and how blokes bellycrawl to you. Most men ain't got that kind of
courage. They're sheep. They belong to a mob. Well, maybe you've got
it.” He held James off at arm's length again and examined him
doubtfully. “You've certainly got a lot of the old man in you. Yes, you
must be the dead rink of what he was. But maybe you've got something
from your ma too.”

James scowled. “I'm not like him a bit. Anyway, | couldn't do the



things he's done.”

“What things?”

“Well, you know. Look at him. He must have done — well . . . terrible
things.”

“He done what he had to so as to live,” Cash said. “You'd do the
same.”

James was indignant. “That's rot. I'd never become like him. Never.”

Cash spread his hands. “Oh, yes you might. But | was saying — maybe
you've got both kinds of courage. Maybe you've got his courage to do
anything and maybe you've got something from your ma, something that
pulled her through what she had to put up with when . . .” He gestured
apologetically. “Say, something that a woman gets when she's been on
the outer. Besides, she was half a gipsy, wasn't she? There's a lot more
wolf than sheep in gipsies. She was a reckless one they reckon, Emma
Surface was.”

“l — | — that's all a lie,” James exploded, blushing to the ears and
glancing about nervously to see if anybody had heard what Cash said.

“Aw, it's nothing to be ashamed of,” Cash told him. “Your ma's a fine
woman. You ought to be mighty glad if you take after her.”

James was not mighty glad. The suggestion outraged him so that he
could not speak for the moment. With horror he thought of Mrs Bowen.
What would she say if she heard that her prospective son-in-law had the
qualities of a gipsy in him? What would Doug Peppiott say? What would
everybody say? James shuddered inwardly and tried to put the hideous
proposition aside, but it was a possibility he had never considered before
and its novelty overwhelmed him. Good God, could he really have
inherited something from his mother, something low and disgraceful
which allied him with a tribe of pilferers and fortune-tellers?

The crowd stirred around them. James looked up and saw Shaftoe and
Geoffrey and their friends going out. Shaftoe was singing, arm in arm
with the squatter now hopelessly drunk. Good God, James thought, that's
what makes Geoffrey hang around with touts like Shaftoe. It's the gipsy
blood in him. Good God, and that's what makes Larry hang around with
shearers.

Cash, oblivious to the train of thought he had started in James,
completed the idea. “If you have the guts to want to make a break it's
your ma you've got to thank for it, Jimmy. It's her give you what young
Peppiott hasn't got, | bet — the courage to chuck up something solid for,
well, for a tart say, or because you like the sound of a name like
Cartagena, or because a good-looking ship is leaving port, or mostly
because you know somewhere under your belt that you won't be a man if
you don't.” He stretched his arms and took a deep breath. “Reckon I'll be
getting a move on myself again soon. Only it's something I've never tried
before, wearing these flash duds and giving ten-quid notes to barmaids.



When that's worn out I'll hop it. Saw a bit of a schooner down in Sydney.
She set me thinking.”

James stamped circles on the wet bar top with Cash's glass. “Who said
anything about going to Cartagena?” he mumbled. “I'm not a tramp and
vagabond.”

“A man's a poor stick that hasn't got a bit of the tramp in him,” Cash
said, “like a woman who hasn't got a bit of the whore.” Still unaware of
the devastating effect his words had had on James, he slapped the boy's
back cheerfully and pulled out a roll of notes. “Now how much dough do
you want?”

“No, no, | don't want any.”

“That's all right. I'll be around in the morning first thing. You'll need
plenty if you're going off on your own. We'll talk about it.” He stripped a
note from the wad, called Queenie, and pushed it down the low neck of
her dress. “So long, darling, I'll be seeing you. Till to-morrow, Jimmy.”
He made a straight line to the door, followed by the mutter of drunks he
disturbed.

Queenie, watching him, sighed.

James's annoyance spurted again. “Arrogant beast. Thinks he's no end
of a fellow when he's no better than a tramp. Probably worse.” Yet in his
heart he envied Cash's swaggering confidence that nothing in the world
could harm, or thwart, or deny him. If only he could tell them to go to
hell . . . Then he thought of Doug Peppiott becoming a wealthy and
distinguished citizen, Harriet enjoying all his father's money, while he
... “Good God, if it was true what Cash said I might go to the dogs like
Larry and Geoffrey.”

He went out into the streets and walked about, thinking: “If 1 go back
to Sydney I'll be giving into him for ever. I'll lose Jennis. If | don't go I'll
lose — something solid. Yes, it is solid. Cash is right there. See how
Flanagan and Peppiott were this afternoon. “You can't turn your back on
money . . .. It'll buy you anything,” Flanagan said. Yes, if | was rich
nobody would dare to talk to me like Mrs Bowen did or like Cash.”

But far down in James's heart a voice protested that nothing could be
bought and much could be sold. It was a fading voice, its taunts, its
battle-cries, its reckless urges suffocated by an old shame and fear which
the day's events had sharpened afresh.

He arrived back at the hotel in the early hours, so weary that his mind
accepted without more protest the assurance, “After all, if 1 do go to
Sydney for another year, I'll still have time to fight it out. Jennis will
wait. And, who knows, Flanagan might make it up with him. If he tries to
stop me then — I'll show him!”

The hotel was in an uproar. The drunken squatter, nearly sober now,
was clutching his trousers and waving his belt and shouting: “I've been
robbed. | had three thousand pounds in my belt last night.”



Geoffrey and Shaftoe and a crowd of guests in night-shirts were
standing around asking questions. He did not remember anything, it
seemed. He had slept with some woman . . ..

Shaftoe shook his head waggishly. “A woman — aha! Was she worth
three thousand?”

Everybody laughed and went back to bed, leaving the squatter to go on
searching in his belt.

Geoffrey saw James and retreated hastily behind Shaftoe. He looked
frightened in contrast to his perky self-assurance earlier in the night. So
James thought, and himself became frightened. But he told himself
firmly that Cash was making him imagine things. Ignoring a breezy
greeting from Shaftoe he hurried past to his room.

“Does your mother know you're out?” Shaftoe called after him, and
Geoffrey squeaked, but forlornly, “Does your mother know you're out?”

From Sydney James wrote a long letter to Harriet. “ . . . | will marry
Jennis. He jolly well can't bully me. I'll show him. .. .”



Chapter Four: Wanted — A St George

HARRIET did not reply. She was angry with James and busy with the
changes in her own life. Cabell had kept his promise and brought her to
Brisbane, where conspiratorial conferences with lawyers and bankers and
brokers kept him busy.

They lived in an old half-stone, half-timber house on the bank of the
river at New Farm, with an army of servants though no one except Cash
or Geoffrey ever entered the place, and Harriet was as much a prisoner as
before under the vigilant eyes of Miss Montaulk and her father. Some
ladies called and left their cards, under orders from their husbands no
doubt, for every one was anxious to catch Cabell's eye with some project
or other, but none of them saw Harriet except when her father paraded
her in the streets and the Botanic Gardens of a late afternoon behind two
high-stepping horses. So she remained as friendless as ever.

At first she did not mind, new sights and sounds bewildered and
thrilled her so much. She was content to wander all day in the big garden,
laid out half a century before by the convict servants of the military
officer who built the house, discovering the incredible beauty of
magnolias and crepe myrtle and English violets and the hyacinth which
packed the river for miles after rain, to lie on the grassy bank and watch
ships come in with sides rusty from long voyages, to drive in the streets
and see the traffic, three story buildings, shop windows, crowds on the
pavements, to admire from afar the men and women, more splendidly
dressed than she could ever have imagined, driving and promenading in
the cool of the afternoon.

The boom was at its peak. Everywhere new buildings, new houses,
new streets, and the delighted bustle of prosperity. To Harriet, fresh from
the sleepy life of the valley, the vitality of the busy little town was like a
gust of fresh, cold wind. Crowds of immigrants arriving at the Depot,
crowds fighting on the steps of the General Post Office when the English
mail came in, crowds getting into a theatre, crowds on a bus going home
at night, crowds in the Gardens on Sunday, crowds outside an auction
room. . .. “Don't stare, child,” Miss Montaulk was saying every minute
they were out. And then the crush in the streets — exciting but terrifying.
A dozen times she shut her eyes so as not to see somebody mangled
under the spanking hoofs of bus horses. How could any one live in such
a torrent of wheels — slow bullock drays, bright-painted advertising



vans heralding a concert or a new brand of bath soap, dog-carts bowling
along as fast as the wind with drivers in kid gloves, a smart curricle with
a footman in silk stockings and a coat of arms on the side. A lady leant
out and bowed to her but Cabell whipped up his horses and dashed on.

“Who was that, Father?”

“A woman called Peppiott.”

“What does the coat of arms on the side mean?”

“Don't ask me. When her father bought a carriage years ago, the first
time he went out in it he got up behind by force of habit.”

As they drove on up Queen Street men on the pavement raised their
hats but Cabell paid no attention. “That's the Town Hall,” he said. “Holds
three thousand people. When | came here gum-trees were growing there.
And that's where | was sitting the day | saw Flanagan's wife waiting for
her husband to be flogged. There were all convicts and soldiers here
then — no place for nincompoops in billycock hats I can tell you.”

Harriet, watching the lady in the curricle as it drew up beside them
again and passed, and the young man, very good-looking, who sat beside
her, was not listening.

Cabell glanced round and grunted.

“Oh, were you speaking to me, Father?”

“Never mind,” he grumbled. “It's time we went home.”

“Oh, but it's early yet.”

“Now, Harriet, you mustn't contradict your father.”

Cabell turned the horses and they went home.

Harriet began to feel discontented again. The seethe and swirl of the
place, crude, vital, intoxicating, which had amused her at first, now made
her loneliness harder to bear. As the night came on she heard the whisper
of gay doings — a band in the house across the river, a steamer
decorated with Chinese lanterns going down to the Bay, a housemaid
struggling with one of the grooms in the shadow of the stables. . . .
Harriet looked enviously at the buxom servant girl, swinging confident
hips, when she came to wait on the table at dinner-time, and was so rude
to her that Cabell stared and asked her if she was not well? After dinner
she wept a little in her room, then sent for the girl and gave her one of
her new dresses. The girl looked startled, especially when Harriet threw
her arms round her and kissed her.

For an hour she sat on the bed looking at her wardrobes stuffed with
new clothes, silks and velvets which rustled excitingly to the touch.
When she put one on and swayed its flounced skirt before the mirror her
blood burned with eagerness to show herself off.

Miss Montaulk came in. “Why, Harriet, whatever are you doing?”

“Leave me alone, you old cat.”

Miss Montaulk smirked. “Vanity and bad-temper, they are both terrible
sins, Harriet. You should struggle against them. Your father is waiting in



the drawing-room for you.”

“I'm not going down.”

“Ingratitude is even worse than vanity and bad-temper.”

Harriet went down. There was nowhere else to go. Through a long, dull
evening she played the piano, now carelessly and without interest, now
angrily, taking her feelings out on the keyboard till the flowers on the lid
shed their petals and the candles spilled hot wax on to her hands; then,
tired, she drifted into a melancholy fragment of Chopin and played it
well because it suited her mood, played it over and over, while her father
sat on the veranda and smoked and hatched his schemes, and Miss
Montaulk's eyes glittered like the swift crochet-needle in her hand.

So it was every evening, unless Geoffrey came in to wheedle some
money out of Cabell, who never seemed to notice that he was half-tight
and either gave him a handful of money without counting it and told him
to get to the devil, or clouted him and refused to give him a penny until
he did some work. But Geoffrey knew that he only had to wheedle long
enough and take enough clouts to get what he wanted. Sooner or later
Cabell would get tired of clouting and growling and give him the money
to get rid of him.

“He'll come to a bad end that boy,” Miss Montaulk said.

“Serve him right.”

Geoffrey brought news of the great world, a ball in the Exhibition Hall,
a levee at Government House, a race-meeting, a polo gymkhana. . . .

He winked. “Aren't the chaps breaking their necks to meet you?”

“What chaps?”

“Oh, chaps. Doug Peppiott was asking me.”

“Is he tall, very brown, with a moustache.”

“A ginger moustache — yes, that's him. He was asking me questions
about you.”

Harriet blushed. “He's very good-looking,” she said ingenuously.

“Watch your step, Sis, he's a heart-breaker.” He chucked her under the
chin. “See you later.”

He waddled off importantly down the drive and out through the big
iron gates. Oh, for somebody to scale those iron gates! It happened in
books, anyway.

She was passing the time by trying on a new dress in her room one
afternoon when she heard the gates open and the weary clop-clop of a
cab horse come up the drive. Looking out she saw Cash get down and
run up the front steps. He had just returned from the mine and called to
see her father, who was out. Impulsively, after glancing at herself in the
mirror and touching the little kiss curl over her ear, she hurried
downstairs into the hall.

He was already there talking to the maid, who was giggling and red in
the face. But Harriet had no time to notice this, for she arrived at the



bottom of the stairs in such haste that she stumbled, caught her foot in
the hem of her dress and would have fallen if he had not caught her up,
lifted her, and set her on her feet. “Upadaisie, girly. Want to break your
neck?”

She was annoyed with herself. “I — | — what are you holding on to
me for?” she said, trying to free her arm. “I've got two legs, haven't 1?”

“l like that!” Cash said, laughing. “You fall fair in a man's arms, then
blame him for having them there.”

“l didn't fall,” she said indignantly.

He glanced up the stairs. “Were you making a bolt from that old fire-
eater?”

She put her nose in the air and hurried past him into the drawing-room,
thinking: “There, you made a fine fool of yourself. Now he'll think you
only ran down to show yourself off to him.” She rushed at the piano and
pummelled the keys till her ears were cool.

It was a beautiful afternoon. The bougainvillea was in flower along the
fence, like a tremendous Persian carpet hung out to air. A breeze from
the river distilled the oversweet smell of pine-apples ripening on a string
along the veranda. She began to sing without thinking what she sang:

Alas, my love, you do me wrong
To cast me off discourteously.
And | have loved you so long,
Delighting in your company.

“Pretty,” he shouted, “pretty.”

She started round on the stool. He was leaning against the door, his
arms folded and his hat on the back of his head.

“I didn't know you were listening,” she said coldly, rising.

“Don't move. You make a pretty picture.” Against the cascade of green
passion-fruit vine falling across the veranda her pallor and white dress
were a cool vision for a hot man. “You sing nice too. Your pa told me.”

Harriet smiled.

“Ah well,” he said, “listening to little girls sing about their sweethearts
won't feed the pigs. I'm off. Tell your pa I called.”

Harriet's ears burned again. “Little girl,” she hissed at the piano, and
pounded the keys till Miss Montaulk called down the stairs, “Please have
a little consideration, Harriet. My poor head . . .”

Her fury passed. “I suppose | am a frumpy little girl really,” she told
herself. She returned to her room and studied her face. Yes, a skimpy,
frumpy little girl. “And I'll never be anything else,” she said aloud, flying
Into a passion again, tearing her dress off, and stamping its fresh
organdie under her heel. “I'll just wither up like a passion-fruit and he'll
keep me here, pretending I'm only a little girl and don't need a husband,



and that's all he wants.” She threw herself on the bed and punched and
bit the pillow and cried.

After this, the first time Cash had spoken more than ten words to her
directly, he never came to see Cabell without looking in at the drawing-
room to say hallo and tell her how pretty her dress was. But much as
Harriet looked forward to the little break in her tedious life, Cash always
seemed to rub her up the wrong way, so that she was tossing her head
and flashing her eyes at him all the time he was with her — “like a match
spluttering,” he said. He enjoyed the sight and always departed laughing.

“Men must be awful fools,” she told Miss Montaulk. “He thinks I'm a
little girl.”

“So you are, my dear, or you should be very glad men think so. You're
safe as long as they look at you that way.”

“Who wants to be safe?” Harriet said. “And I'm not a little girl. I'm as
much a woman as — as Emma Bovary was.”

“Goodness!”

“Yes, | am. I'm just like her. I've got the same feelings. I could do the
same things. I could be terribly, terribly wicked.”

Miss Montaulk's long upper lip came down over her buck teeth. “I
should say you were! A girl who could understand what that book was
about — and say so!”

At last a little incident happened to open Cash's very dull eyes. He
arrived one day when Cabell was out and sat in the drawing-room to
wait. He kept his hat on as usual and his fat, black cigar in the corner of
his mouth. Soon the stagnant air was so heavy with smoke that Miss
Montaulk had to go out on the veranda and choke it up.

“After that | reckon I'm as good as St George that smoked the dragon
out and carried off the maid. What d'you say?”

“l don't believe there are any St Georges.”

“You wait. You'll be carried off.”

“l was only thinking of my brother James,” Harriet said quickly. “He
says he's in love with a girl and Papa is against it, and he's too frightened
to run away and marry her.”

“So you've been giving him advice too. It's easier to preach than to do.”

“Men must be awful cowards then,” Harriet said. “If | was a man and |
loved a girl | wouldn't care what people wanted.”

He considered her, trying to make up his mind how much she knew
what she was talking about. Her candid eyes of a young girl, serene, icy,
humourless, with the colour hard and sharp on immaculate whites like
fresh paint, stared back at him. “Such things happen in fairy-tales,” he
said, smiling. “Not in life.”

“If | was a man it would happen.”

“Then it's a mercy to fathers that you're only a little girl.”

She bridled. “I'm not a little girl. I'm a woman. Don't you think |



understand? Perhaps | understand better than you. If any man ever falls
in love with me you'll see whether it only happens in fairy-tales.”

Cash was silent and thoughtful. Her words and the passionate way she
spoke them laid open the drama, only vaguely suspected before, between
Cabell and his daughter — in fact, the whole family. “Poor devil,” he
thought, “he's brewing a shinnanikan for himself.” Then, looking again at
those untouched eyes, that girlish, slight figure with the almost
transparent hands, and her face burning with an indignation which
always reminded him of the ineffectual brief fury of a match, it was for
her he felt sorry. “Don't want to go expecting too much,” he said. “Damn
hard place to get your own way in, the world. You want a hide like a
rhinoceros.”

Harriet tossed the world over her shoulder with a confident flick of her
wrist. “I'm not afraid of it.”

“No, that's the trouble. I reckon Jimmy wasn't afraid of it till the time
came. Oh well, I suppose it depends on the man.”

“Depends on the man!” she said contemptuously. “I'd wait till | died if
| depended on a man. They shake in their shoes when he's about, the
ninnies.”

Cash laughed.

She noticed again how pleasant the laughter-wrinkles at the corners of
his eyes were and how strong the hands, covered with little black hairs,
lying on his knees, but she demanded angrily, “What are you laughing
at?”

“You're such a thorough-going little spitfire I reckon you'd be equal to
carrying off St George and dragon and all.”

“You're making fun of me.”

“Notatall. I...”

“Yes, you're making fun of me because you're a man and you want to
think all women are just little girls. Like David's Dora. Oh, how I detest
her — simpering little fool. Or else like the sticks in Sir Walter Scott's
novels. And they're not. Or if they are I'm not. So there.”

He chewed his cigar in silence again, slightly abashed. “How old are
you, Miss Harriet?”

“Nineteen.”

“Yes, yes, you're a grown-up woman all right,” he said, apologetically
and as though it had just dawned on him.

Harriet went very red, but conquered an impulse to turn her eyes away
and hide her hands behind her. They had begun to misbehave in an
unaccountable, idiotic way.

“l daresay your pa'll be sending you home to England soon now,” Cash
said.

Harriet did not answer. Her father and all his schemes and false
promises seemed suddenly remote. She felt happy and mischievous.



“Would you miss coming here to laugh at me?”

“I'd miss seeing you right enough,” Cash said. “You bet | would.”

“But aren't you afraid |1 might run away with you, Mr St George?”

“If | was twenty years younger you wouldn't be game to ask that.”

“Oh, wouldn't 1?” Her eyes shone at him through their long, brown
lashes.

He patted her hand and rose. “Now you're laughing at me,” he said.

She stood up and they both laughed gaily.

Then he was laughing alone and she was forcing herself to smile while
her eyes circled the floor. Before she knew what she was doing she was
on her way up the stairs to her room. She threw herself on the bed and
hid her face. “How shall | ever look at him again. Oh, | was terrible
— bold.”

When she returned to the drawing-room Miss Montaulk was busily
fanning his cigar smoke out of the air. “What were you talking about?”
she demanded.

“Nothing,” Harriet said with guilty haste. “Oh, nothing at all.”

“That's untrue. You were talking about men and women. | heard.”

“And you were eavesdropping?”

“l was doing my duty. I shall speak to your father about him coming in
here. He's the kind of man who knows bad women.”

“Oh!” Harriet's face stiffened. “That's a lie.”

“You little fool,” Miss Montaulk said, her eyes shining with the same
virgin, happy brightness as Harriet's in the cracked mask of rouge and
powder. “You've fallen in love with him.”

“Why, he's old enough to be my father,” Harriet said quickly.

“I'll see that your papa puts a stop to it, anyway.”

But there was no need for her to trouble. Harriet ended those visits
herself.

The next afternoon was a Sunday. Cabell took them for a walk in the
Botanic Gardens. They passed Cash escorting a lady, who clung to his
arm with possessive affection. She was a big, red-haired woman dressed
in purple silk with a purple ostrich feather trailing a yard behind her hat,
and much jewellery. She waved to Cabell.

“Who was that with Mr Cash?” Miss Montaulk asked.

“Some lady friend.”

“Lady? A creature. He's a nice kind of gentleman to allow in the house
with a young girl, I must say!”

Cabell gave Harriet a startled look. Her face was blank and guileless, a
trifle pale. Alone with Miss Montaulk he said, “I'm surprised to hear you
talking that way in front of a child like Harriet. Of course she doesn't
understand, but . . .”

Her big teeth snapped hungrily at his ear. “Haven't you seen how she
always dresses herself up when he comes?”



Cabell watched, but whenever Cash was about Harriet stayed in her
room. When he came to dinner she had a headache and excused herself.

“I thought you liked Cash,” Cabell said.

“I think he's odious — vulgar,” Harriet replied indignantly.

Cabell was satisfied. Miss Montaulk reserved her opinion.

Then a new development in his tangled family affairs drove the matter
from Cabell's mind.



Chapter Five: Larry at the Crossroads

THE manager at the Reach wrote begging Cabell to come back
quickly. The shearers were giving trouble and all the wool would be
ruined.

He was a decent young fellow named Bellamy, a wool-classer by trade,
and Cabell had given him the job for his usual double-headed reason
— Dbecause he remembered Bellamy's mother as a gay young girl in the
early days of the valley before the bush had broken her spirit, and
because he counted on Larry and Emma’s old regard for the Bellamys to
keep the peace at the Reach while he was away. But he was wrong.
Between the lines of the letter it was easy to see that six months of
fighting the passive resistance of Larry and Emma had broken Bellamy's
nerve.

He closed the house up and hurried back to the station with Harriet and
Miss Montaulk to find things even worse than he expected. The first big
strike in Australia, a maritime strike, was just starting. He saw its
insolent manifestos placarded on trees and fences all the way from
Brisbane. As the coach was galloping out of Pyke's Crossing some
shearers hooted him. He recognized Goggs.

Bellamy looked done up. “The washers've been here for five days.
They won't do a hand's turn till they get another sixpence.”

“Shear in the grease.”

“The shearers won't sign on unless you pay the washers.”

“What'd you do with them?”

“| tried to argue, but . . .”

“You milk-sop, what's the use arguing. Bang their heads together.”

“There are forty heads all told,” Bellamy said dryly.

“I'll soon fix them. This is Larry's doing.”

“No, it's not Larry. It's more than that. It's something that's sprung up
all over the country. They're forming a union. Organizers are going
around everywhere. There's one in the valley now. He holds meetings.
It's like a Methodist revival.”

“Who is he?”

“A fellow named Coyle.”

“Coyle, eh?” Cabell said, got his whip, and rode out to the camp where
the washers and shearers had established themselves. They were derisive.
He wasted no more words but hurried to Pyke's Crossing, combed the



pubs, hired every available horse, and at the end of ten days had a new
gang of shearers at work. Then he sacked Bellamy and brought in
Custard, the north countryman he had saved from being lynched at
Larsen's Bakehouse, to be manager.

Still things did not go well. On the fourth day of the shearing, when
Cabell was busy going over the books in the store, he heard shouts. The
shearers had knocked off and were crowded around a man delivering a
speech. Recognizing Coyle, Cabell got his gun, whistled up the kangaroo
dogs, and set off to see what was afoot.

The men saw him coming with the gun and the dogs, and some of them
made for the shed, calling “Look out, here's Rusty.”

“What're you scared of,” Coyle said. “A man with a gun against twenty
of yous, against twenty thousand of yous? You're scared because you
don't know how to stick together, as mates should; and that's what I'm
here to tell you. Join the union, boys, and don't scab on your mates no
more, and it won't be long before he's looking down the barrel of the gun,
not you. As mates we stand, as scabs we fall — that's the ticket.”

Cabell went up to the fence. “Coyle, come down before | pull you
down.”

“You know me and you know him,” Coyle said. “Will you stand by
and let a mate . . .”

But Cabell had him by the boot, and he came down on his back in the
dust. He rose slowly, brushing his coat and looking at Cabell with his
dead, cold, truncated look, like a sleep-walker or a blind man.

“You know what | told you last time if | saw you on my property
again?”

“It's not your property. It's everybody's. You only stole the use of it.”

Cabell called the dogs to heel. “See that gate?” He nodded to the front
gate, a good quarter of a mile away. “I'll give you a minute and a half to
get there before | let the dogs go.” He pulled his watch out. “Get!”

Coyle picked up his swag and already running waved to the men, “I'll
be back, mates.” He had fifty yards to go when Cabell, true to his threat
as Coyle knew he would be, sooled the dogs after him. They vanished
into the long grass and appeared on the flat, their hunched backs red in
the sun. Coyle was astride the gate as the dogs reached him and leapt
snapping at his legs. He kept them off with his swag and fell away safe
into the road.

Intimidated, the men returned to work, Cabell to the store.

Emma was waiting for him. He tried to pass her without speaking but
she caught his sleeve. He was surprised, seeing her so close for the first
time in a long while, to notice how she had aged. The skin which used to
be moulded tightly to her jaw and cheek-bones now hung in spongy
bags. Her shoulders sagged. It was as though some vital sinew had
snapped, as though her face had been broken into little pieces and put



together again carelessly. He freed his arm but she followed him to the
counter where his books lay open.

“I've never asked you for but one thing, Derek,” she said, “and I've
given many.”

He said nothing.

“Now | want to ask you again — I'll go down on my knees if you
like — to make Larry manager at the Reach if you must have a
manager.”

“You must be barmy.”

“Perhaps | am. But think of all that's happened in these years. It's not
much to ask.”

“Holding a gun at my head again, eh?”

“No, no,” Emma said quickly. “I'm not even asking it as a right. I'm
only begging. You're too rich and powerful for me ever to hurt you now.
But surely there's enough for every one — for Harriet and the rest. Be
merciful.”

“If | hadn't been merciful he'd be humping his drum.”

“It was that Coyle. You know that.”

“Coyle's his friend, isn't he?”

“Yes, but that's what I'm asking you. You can save him from them.
Otherwise God knows what wickedness they'll lead him into. This strike
and the union and all — it's gone to his head. But how can you blame
him. What else have you given him to hope for?”

“He's made his own bed,” Cabell muttered. “Let him lie on it.”

“Oh, we've all done some wrong, haven't we? If you and | had to pay
for what we've done we'd never be through.”

He looked at her suspiciously again. “You are threatening.”

“What would be the use? It's not your hurt, it's my own peace I'm after.
Give Larry this chance and I'll die blessing you, Derek. You want to get
something for Harriet you've never been able to get for yourself, don't
you? It's the same for me. If Larry's set up I'll know that what we did that
night wasn't such a sin. If he just drifts off with Coyle and ends up in jail
what was the purpose of it?”

“A damn-fool question,” he said, eyeing her shiftily.

“l was a damn fool not to ask it of myself at the time.” Anger tightened
her stooped shoulders and the lax lines in her face. “When I stood in the
doorway, and the flames all around you, and M'Govern choking the life
out of you, both doomed and blind as bats, | might have stopped to ask it
then and been a sight richer now and nobody else the wiser. But,” she
sighed and stopped again, “l didn't. And if there's any justice you'll
remember now. If you don't — oh, how can you expect better for
yourself than you're giving me. It's the same life has us both in its hands,
and if it lets you do the dirt on me it will let somebody else do the dirt on
you too. Don't you see that?”



“Don't you get putting the hoodoo on me,” Cabell mumbled, then
roared, “I won't make him manager. So stop jawing. I've got work to do.”

“l didn't think you would,” Emma said at last, breaking a long silence
through which his pen scratched furiously.

He watched her under the brim of his hat as she went back to the
house, dragging in the dust her heavy greenhide boots which took a
fantastic shape from the callouses on her feet. The sight gave him a queer
feeling in the stomach. “That's the first time I've heard her speak like that
in years,” he thought, “the first time I've ever seen her without fight in
her!” Then he realized, all at once, that the vital spark of Emma’s life was
going out.

He had seen death in many forms, strange and terrible, but its reality
had never been so vivid as when he whispered to himself now, “She must
be dying.” Emma dying! The thought that she whose energy for hate and
hope had seemed inexhaustible, who had struggled against and beside
him for forty years, would soon cease to be, made his hand drive the pen
through the page before him. “Well, everybody's marked for it sooner or
later,” he told himself, but the queer feeling in the pit of his stomach
persisted. Whether it was pity, remorse, or fear he felt would be difficult
to say. His emotions were all mixed up and kept taking his mind away
from the figures in the ledger.

At last he laid his pen down and went to the window. Before him
spread the valley — his valley. The boundary-fence wobbling away
through the tawny grass, sheep coming in to be shorn, returning to their
paddocks, cattle dozing in the river, horses tail to tail under the trees, the
noise of the shearing, men burning off across the flats, their smoke like
monsters materializing from the weird forest of ringbarked gums, the rat-
ta-tat of hammers preparing the drays for the wool trip, the thunder of a
mob of draught-horses invisible in a cloud of dust coming up the valley,
like a storm low down on the earth — vyes, everywhere abundant
fulfilment of his strength and desire.

He took a deep breath, moved by the only happiness, the retrospect of
obstacles overcome. “To win — that's everything. That's living. Life's for
the winners, not the losers. They kotow to me now, because I'm a winner.
I've beat the bush. I've beat ‘that mob’ in Brisbane. Damn it, I'll live to a
hundred.” He returned to the counter and set to work energetically on his
ledger once more.

But soon the pen went dead in his hand again, and for a long time he
stared frowning at the page as he heard Emma’s tired voice speaking the
threat which of all threats frightened him most. “ . . . if it lets you do the
dirt on me it will let somebody else do the dirt on you too . ..”

“Who's done the dirt on her? | married her. | got her shot of Black Jem.
| helped her brother.”

Then he remembered with a chill of resurrected fear how that night he



lay in the yard with his head in her lap while the flames crackled through
the house showering sparks, like vicious ants, upon them, and how,
knowing what she had done for him, against her desire and interest, he
had sworn to make it up. But what had he done?

“What does she expect me to do? Hand-feed him? | had to make my
own way.” He said it aloud but, his confidence rapidly giving out, did not
believe it. Not he, not his masterful will, but a hundred and one lucky
chances were responsible for his success. Luck and Emma — yes, he
owed them both his life.

He admitted that grudgingly with a resentful underthought, “If it was
any other time but now . . . all this mining business coming ripe! The
bitch!” Under his pity and remorse he cursed her, as though all her
humility was just put on to prejudice fate against him.

Sambo and Larry came up the slope, Sambo holding forth. They passed
the window without noticing him, the one so intent on listening, the other
on expounding the unimaginable felicity of life in the Land of
Cockaigne, known otherwise as Frogs' Hollow.

“ ... never drink nothin' but booze outa bottles with gold paper round
the top. And the tarts! Jeez, Larry. There was one there like a regular
pitsher. Oughta seen her. Couldn't stand still a minute. Haw-haw, wasn't
she a doer! And every bed in the house had a feather mattress! Then you
oughta see the museum. Skeletons in glass cases and . . .”

“All right,” Cabell thought, and deeper down he thought, “I won't let
them get the better of me. Just wait till I've finished in Brisbane.”

He went across the yard to where Larry was preparing to chop some
wood for Emma. “Here, you.”

Larry looked up and let the axe swing at his side.

“Your mother's been talking about you being thick with the scum down
there.” Cabell jerked his head towards the shearers' hut. “She's worried.”

“They're not scum. They're men.”

“They're not the sort of men for anybody with my name to be mixed up
with. That fellow Coyle — his father hanged and so will he.”

* “They're men the same as | am. They're not convicts and that's what
you can't get out of your head. You think you can treat them the same as
you did in Moreton Bay. They're free men like you.”

“Just the same you're too thick with them. | been thinking,” he paused
but made himself go on, “one of these days | might make you manager.”

“l don't want to be manager,” Larry said like a shot.

“Oh? You don't, en?”

‘ “No. I'm not a boss. I'm a man, same as them. They're my mates. You
can keep your job.”

“Suits me down to the ground. | only offered for your mother's sake.
She thought it might save you from where you belong.”

“For Mother's sake!” Larry spat. “A hell of a lot you'd do for Mother's



sake.”

Cabell put his fists in his pocket. “That settles it then. You go to hell
your own way.”

But Emma, watching through the kitchen door, ran out into the yard.
“Don't go, Derek. For God's sake.”

He paused on his way back to the store.

“He doesn't know what he's saying,” Emma cried. “He's a fool and
they've twisted him round their fingers.” She took hold of Larry's arm
and shook him. He did not resist but looked at her with an obstinate
frown. “Can't you understand? He's offering to make a boss of you, a
manager? What're you sulking for?”

“l heard him. I don't want any favours. I'm satisfied as | am.”

“Satisfied to be a lousy hand when you can be a gentleman! You're out
of your mind. What do you think I've slaved for but this? But you're pig-
headed. You don't mean it. You're angry because he thrashed you. But
can't you understand — it's me you're hurting, not him.”

“l don't want to hurt you, Ma,” Larry mumbled. “Only I know better.
And as for the thrashing,” he glared at Cabell, “he needn't crow about
that. He'll get it in the neck. Before long there won't be any bosses here.”

Emma sneered. “What will there be then? Blackfellows and dingoes
again?”

“There'll be a bushman's republic. Like Gursey said.”

Cabell laughed.

“You'll laugh on the other side of your face,” Larry shouted. “You can't
stop men joining the union. There'll be a hundred thousand bushmen with
rifles. Laugh at that.”

“l heard that yarn in a convict settlement nearly fifty years ago,” Cabell
said and laughed again.

Larry watched his father's back-thrown head and open, bitter mouth.
Across the sunset stillness of the valley Cabell's laughter sounded
challenging and contemptuous.

Suddenly it stopped. The last ray of the sun flickered on the bright head
of the axe and flickered again as the axe fell with a clatter among the
wood and Larry turned and strode across the yard.

He was already climbing the fence to the cowyard when Cabell,
stumbling backwards, brought up against the wood-block. “You
murdering bastard. I'll teach you.” He picked up a piece of wood and
flung it at Larry's head. It struck him between the shoulder-blades and
sent him sprawling on the air. He picked himself up and trudged off,
shoulders slightly hunched, without a glance back.

Emma sat on the wood-block with her head in her hands and wailed
gently, rocking from side to side.



Chapter Six: Social Lie

WHEN the shearing was over and the station quiet once more Cabell
took Harriet back to Brisbane. Life changed for her again. The gates
were opened and people came to the house at all hours. True, most of
them were dull business men, but they did not seem dull to her. They
made a fuss of her, and for the first time she knew what it was to be
treated as a grown-up and charming young woman, for to Harriet even
banal compliments sounded original. Gradually the wives and daughters
of these lawyers and politicians and bankers and contractors began to
insinuate themselves past the basilisk stare of Cabell, and Harriet found
herself the centre of twittering tea-parties. She did not get along with the
women quite so well. She was too excited about them, too eager, and too
inexperienced in society. Perhaps she scared them. They retreated from
her wild, gauche enthusiasms behind polite smiles which she took for
signs of encouragement and affection until, led on to talk of herself with
a too egocentric unreticence, even the polite smiles vanished and she
found herself at bay before their downcast, or amused, or disapproving
eyes. Then she lost her nerve and her balance, and defended herself with
wilder and more gauche talk that was sometimes downright rude. She
asserted the rights of women to run away from their fathers, emulate
Emma Bovary, smoke cigars, ride bicycles, play tennis, earn their living
and any other bizarre proposition which came into her mind and seemed
likely to annoy them. But they were not annoyed. That was the most
irritating part of it. They looked at each other and giggled or frowned,
but at last they all cooed together. What a quaint girl she was! What a
little blue-stocking! But of course she did not mean any of it. She was
too nice. Oh yes she was. Too nice. She was on their visiting lists so of
course she must be too nice to believe, or even to understand what she
was talking about. A little half-witted maybe, but certainly quite nice. In
vain, passionately, Harriet tried to draw closer to them; this passion it
was which held them off. Away from the house they smirked, gossiped.
What could you expect from a girl whose mother was a so-and-so! But
they continued to call because their husbands made them. Cabell was
now an important business man in Brisbane.

Peppiott had introduced him to the fascinating game of landbooming.
The workers in the towns were prospering. They wanted houses and
land — a stake in the country. Suburban property that was virgin bush



less than half a century ago and worth hardly a pound an acre, auctioned
for a hundred pounds an acre and more now. You got an option over an
estate and on the option you borrowed money and on the money you
floated a company to buy the land. You divided the land and sold it on
time payment and out of the proceeds, including future payments,
declared a handsome dividend. The price of your shares went up and you
sold out. Then you formed a land bank and lent the land company money
to buy more land. That was the process. It captivated Cabell at once.
With Peppiott, Samuelson his old lawyer, and Cash, he began a series of
complex financial wanglings. Peppiott was well in with the Government,
which lodged its borrowings from abroad with the Queensland
Incorporated Bank. With Peppiott's help Cabell borrowed this money,
which was supposed to be used for railways and other such
developmental works, against his shares in Waterfall on a margin of
seventy-five per cent of the shares' stock-exchange value. The nominal
value of each share was one pound, and the mine had yet produced very
little gold. Journalists came to the house to dine. They heard the inside
story of Larsen's new works soon to be opened, of the marvellous assays
and the inexhaustible abundance of the red stone which gave six ounces
to the ton. This was all quite true, except that Larsen was disappointed
with his works: two ounces was all he could get. But the articles about
Waterfall, the Mountain of Gold, which appeared in the newspapers
every day hinted at nothing of the sort. Waterfalls rose slowly but
surely — six, eight, ten pounds. Cabell's liabilities rose too, but so did his
wealth. He bought fabulously expensive real estate in the heart of the
city. One block, for which he paid eight thousand at nine o'clock in the
morning, he sold for ten thousand at four in the afternoon. After that he
bought everything he could lay his hands on, in Sydney and Melbourne,
and refused to sell. The excitement of the boom had got hold of him
properly now.

Cash was a bit doubtful. “You better take a pull on yourself. You're
getting in too deep.”

“You're a fine one to talk.”

“Yes, but | don't like this gambling in the dark.”

“What's dark about it. The country's developing. That's all.”

“The money's not coming out of the country. It's coming in. And what
happens if the Government can't borrow and the bank can't lend.”

“Only a bit longer and I'm finished,” Cabell said. “I'll soon be ready to
tackle Larsen and Ludmilla. Give me a few more months to sell this land
and we'll bring Waterfalls down and I'll buy in.”

“Haven't you got enough? You must be worth a million or more.”

Cabell chuckled. “I'll be the richest man in the southern hemisphere.
You'll see them crawl then. That slimy dog Peppiott — you wouldn't
think he refused to do business with me once. | wasn't good enough. And



look at this.” He showed Cash a bundle of papers — mortgages over
McFarlane's run. “Samuelson bought them up for me. A pretty stiff price,
but worth it. I'll make them dance. And when Harriet goes to England!
By God, I'd like to see their faces in Owerbury then.”

“l suppose it's some satisfaction.”

“Were you kicked out of your home by a lot of bloodsucking brothers
and called a “voluntary jailbird’? Have you had dirt chucked at you in
court?”

They formed the Northern Land Investment Bank and the Land
Investment and Building Corporation to borrow money from the bank,
and buy and sell land, and, according to a prospectus drawn up by
Peppiott, “to enable the industrious and thrifty classes to participate in
the distribution of real estate or secure participation in the large profits
made by buying land in big quantities and selling same in moderate sized
farms or allotments.”

Cabell took Harriet to the Corporation's first big sale. Thousands came
In buses provided free by the Corporation. From marquees on the ground
a free lunch was served and boundless free champagne. A band played
“Advance Australia Fair” to open the proceedings, then Peppiott made a
speech. “This is no mere sale of land for profit. Brother citizens of this
great, free nation, it is a gesture of faith which we owe to our country and
the prosperity of her future to take unto ourselves some portion of our
precious native soil . . .”

Then the bidding commenced.

After the sale Peppiott gave a dinner at his house. It was a splendid
affair, with footmen and “the nicest people,” as Mrs Peppiott promised
Harriet, and much gold plate embossed with the scroll and leaping stag
Harriet had seen on the curricle — the coat of arms of the Earls of
Peppiott, to which “Albert is most intimately connected,” Mrs Peppiott
explained. Champagne flowed again, and they toasted “This Great Land
of Ours,” very lovingly, for it had been a highly successful sale. In
replying to the toast as a member of the Government, Peppiott was
seized by a vision of the country fifty years hence, with a population of a
hundred million people, cities as big as New York and Chicago,
hundreds of thousands of miles of railway developing its resources — a
future full of successful land sales.

Hearty applause.

Dr Barnett said cantankerously, when the clapping died down,
“Railways aren't development. That's only politicians' talk.” He was a
little man with white hair, a burnt-out yellow face, and a temper gone
sour in the tropics, where he cultivated sugar and conducted a political
battle to have the coastal strip of Queensland turned into a separate state
and allowed to become a stronghold of benignly autocratic gentlemen
ruling over kanaka slaves.



They looked at him respectfully. He belonged to “one of the oldest
families” (no convict blood), had been to Cambridge, and was separated
from succession to the Viscounty of Durlake only by a bachelor suffering
from chronic indigestion. “Development is not railways and it's not
roads,” he repeated in the voice of a man who is used to being listened to
with respect. “It's not a big population either. The most civilized people
in Europe have the smallest population and the fewest railways and the
worst roads. Norway is a civilized country. This will be when people
begin to live in it, not on it, like an army of occupation.”

“You mean culture,” Mrs Peppiott guessed. She was a big, toadlike
woman with a pendulous, floppy toad gullet and a laborious toadlike way
of breathing and a toadlike darting tongue and toadlike bulging eyes.
“Spiritual things — music, poetry, the drama.” She turned her eyes up
under eyelids crusted with tiny warts, just like a toad's. “How one yearns
for them among the Philistines. How one labours to make the people
understand and appreciate. But will they ever, dear doctor? Everything's
so coarse and vulgar. It's not like Italy, is it? So redolent of the past. The
Caesars! The Borgias! The air is full of poetry and romance. But here
— no past, N0 memories.”

A long pause followed this apostrophe, a very awkward pause, while
every one was thinking about the past — Mrs Peppiott's — and
wondering if she knew as much as they about her father, who came out
in chains.

“We've got the pioneers,” Peppiott snapped at her.

“Ah, yes, the pioneers, the glorious pioneers!” It went round the table
like a sigh of relief, and everybody looked at the two representatives of
that already legendary band of brothers and looked away quickly again.

One of them, sitting between Harriet and Mrs Peppiott, was an old man
named Purvis, whose father had settled on the land which had been sold
that afternoon. He was fabulously rich in real estate, but if it had not been
necessary to wheedle and placate him so that Peppiott's brother citizens
should be enabled “to take unto themselves more portions of their native
soil,” he would not have been invited to dine here among nice people, for
he smelt strongly of stables, ate with his fingers, and called crapulously
for rum with his soup. He took no part in the conversation at the table,
dividing his attention between shovelling food and gaping at the
footmen's legs. Served with snipe, he protested, “ 'Ere, lad, what's thisn?
| don't eat sparrers.”

“It's snipe, dear Mr Purvis,” Mrs Peppiott explained. “My husband's
cousin — the Earl, you know — sent the birds to us. Do taste them.”

“Nothin' but the parson's nose ter taste,” Purvis growled, but he put a
snipe in his mouth and chewed it noisily, and he did swallow it, which
was better than anybody expected from the look of disgust on his face.

This was all extremely distressing to Sir Alexander and Lady



Todhunter, for Sir Alexander, who was Mr Purvis's grandson, was one of
the nicest of nice people, so nice that he could not stand living in
Australia for more than six months at a time. The rest of the year he
appeared, from hints he dropped, to spend shaking hands with the Prince
of Wales, the Marquess of Queensbury, Lord Lonsdale, and other peers
of the realm. Nobody believed him, but it was true.

The other glorious pioneer was Cabell, sitting near Peppiott in his
shiny frock-coat and old-fashioned stiff shirt, and fumbling furtively
among an unaccustomed variety of forks and glasses. How diminished he
looked beside these people, Harriet noticed with surprise. Opposite him
sat Doug Peppiott, his broad, handsome face with a cameolike profile
radiating health and youthful self-confidence. To Harriet, comparing
them, the young man seemed twice as big as her father, twice as strong,
and twice as certain of his way through life. She saw the old man in a
new light, in a situation he did not dominate. He looked lonely and rather
pathetically out of it listening to these strangers' chatter about people and
things he had lost all touch with, and several times she saw him blink at
the table, the silver, the food, the footmen, as though he wondered if he
was dreaming. Once, in talking to Sir Alexander Todhunter, he began to
describe how the coach ran from Owerbury to Plymouth, but Sir
Alexander waved loftily and said, “My dear fellow, there's been a
railway there for the last twenty years.” “Oh? Oh?” Cabell muttered, and
after that had nothing to say, twiddled his thumbs in his lap between each
course, and “Yes-ma'amed” Mrs Peppiott with strange meekness. When
he upset the salt, Harriet saw him reach out to take a pinch and throw it
over his shoulder, then pull his hand back and look around guiltily as if
he expected someone to laugh. She was touched. It showed her how ill at
ease he was, for she knew he would worry all night about that salt, so
superstitious was he. “Poor Papa,” she thought for the first time in her
life, understanding, in this flash of sympathy, quite a lot of things about
the old man which before had seemed so unreasonable — his unremitting
hatred for “that mob in Brisbane,” which had insulted him once, his
arrogance, his rambling threats about “making them crawl.” And they
weren't crawling, Harriet saw, glancing round the table. When Dr Barnett
spoke about the railways Cabell had stirred to say something, but young
John Dennis interrupted him rudely and every one listened to Dennis and
took no notice of Cabell at all. And that was what touched Harriet most
deeply, because he was so sure that everybody in Brisbane was now at
his feet begging forgiveness for what they had done to him. “Poor
Father,” she thought again. “He's silly. He shouldn't come to Brisbane.
They're only making use of him and laughing behind his back.” She had
just intercepted a look of pained, fastidious distaste, quite involuntary,
which Lady Todhunter cast towards his string tie and bone studs when
Peppiott spoke of the pioneers. She glared at Lady Todhunter and Lady



Todhunter thought the little country girl was gazing at her with the awe
she was used to from little country girls, and smiled condescendingly.

“Yes, the glorious pioneers,” Dr Barnett agreed. “They were gentlemen
and lived like gentlemen.”

Nobody disputed it. They were all children of pioneers.

“But the confounded politicians changed all that by stopping
transportation.” Dr Barnett, insensitive to a slight bristling at various
parts of the table, sipped his wine, shot his cuffs, and prepared again to
be listened to with respect. “It was a golden age,” he assured them. “A
squatter was lord of the manor and the arbiter of his people's fate. His
convict servants were like his peasants, on the whole better treated than
peasants in Ireland. In time they would have learnt to live in the country,
which would have grown slowly and graciously on its own resources
without any help from the London Jews. But along come your damned
Liberals and humanitarians and turn Jack the jailbird loose to be as good
as his master, and the country's in the hands of the dregs of humanity,
and you, with your confounded development, draw them all to Brisbane
and Sydney and Melbourne to nurture themselves in useless occupations
and become a race of city-rats.” He took another sip of wine and
commenced to develop a picture of Australia as it would have been if
convicts were still transported to be the servants of squatters. A nation of
aristocrats and landed gentry, like the Ireland of Charles Lever, he
thought. It was his favourite topic. He could afford it to be.

For others present, however, the topic did not brighten a dinner-table.
Peppiott made an effort to turn the conversation by proposing “Our
Glorious Pioneers” and delivering a little speech about the debt they all
owed to such men as “our dear friend Cabell” — he let fall a little drop
of oil precisely on the top of Cabell's head — and *“our dear old and
highly respected neighbour, Joshua Purvis.”

Old Purvis had stopped feeding and was beginning to sit up and take
notice. “Blamed hot in here,” he grumbled, took his coat off, hung it on
the back of the chair, and sat down again. “That's better. What's that
you're sayin' about me, Peppiott?”

“We were remarking upon the debt we owe to those, including yourself
and our old friend Cabell, who opened up this great land of ours.”

Old Purvis finished his rum and smacked his lips. “Ah, them were the
days. Them were the days, eh Cabell? Nothin' here but blacks, and a durn
sight better neighbours than some white folks they were. Pity we shot
‘em all off.”

“Shot them?” Mrs Peppiott said. “Oh, how dreadful. The poor
defenceless creatures. And so interesting. You must come to a meeting of
our Aborigines Protection League. You know they prove all about the
missing link. So invaluable to science.”

“l don't know nothing about that,” Purvis said. “I know your old man



shot 'em the same as we all did.” He chuckled. “I mind the time he tied a
gin up to a cart-wheel and . . .”

“Yes, yes,” Peppiott said, “Mrs Peppiott merely means that it's a pity
the exigencies of the times compelled the white man to take such
extreme measures against a people so unique.”

“Exigencies of the times, you call it? We called it shortage of wimmen.
| mind the day . . .”

“Do have some more wine, Mr Purvis,” Mrs Peppiott put in.

“A drink. Well, I wouldn't spit in it.”

A servant began to fill his glass, but he snatched it away.

“'Ere, lad, none of that cat-lap for me. | want something to cut the
phlegm. This here,” he nodded towards his grandson while avoiding the
outraged Sir Alexander's bulging eye, “he nearly did me in with stuff like
that. Something he brought home from France. Might be all right for a
skinny Frenchman, no good for a man. Like most of the things he
brought home with him.” This was taken to refer to Lady Todhunter,
especially as it was underlined with obscure grunts about boots,
chimneypots, and collars, a tyranny Lady Todhunter had imposed on the
old man. “But | was sayin'. ..”

Sir Alexander cleared his throat and Mr Purvis kept his eye fixed on
Mrs Peppiott, which was as far as he could remove it from the eye of Sir
Alexander.

“l was sayin' I mind the day my old man pegged it. Went out to look
for a cow and a tree fell on him. It was burnin' in the butt and it kept on
burnin' and burnt him in two halves. Well, | was sayin' wimmen was
short, and by gum we'd hardly got the two halves of the old bloke under
the ground before the fellers start come ridin' in from fifty miles around,
and inside a month the old girl was in harness again. Yes, in the family
way once a year — that was the order in them days. Now a dandy young
gal like you,” he told Harriet, “you'd bin a ma three times over by your
age.”

“Mr Purvis! How can you!” All the ladies were shocked.

All except Harriet, who rather liked Mr Purvis's faded blue eyes. She
smiled encouragingly. “Oh, I wish I'd been there.”

“Well, you'd've married a man. Not one of them sore-fingers you see
about,” old Purvis said and chucked her under the chin. “By gum, I'd
married you meself.”

Harriet laughed and old Purvis laughed and laughed so heartily that he
disorientated himself and accidentally let his eye contact with his
grandson's. And that was the end of old Purvis. He licked his lips,
grumbled something to himself about “ 'igh society,” felt to see if his
collar was on, and got under the table on the pretence of unlacing a tight
boot.

Mrs Peppiott took advantage of the lull to move the ladies into the



drawing-room. When they were all settled to coffee on the veranda she
piloted Harriet to a corner. “Oh, | do hope you weren't offended with Mr
Purvis, darling. He's so coarse. But they had no advantages in those days.
Nothing to elevate the spirit. | think only the spiritual things matter, don't
you? The sweet strains of music, for example. How I love it. When | hear
Douglas sing — oh, he has a divine voice! Now wouldn't it be lovely if
you sang a duet together. Something really classical. One of those
heavenly duets of Sir Arthur Sullivan. I'll speak to Douglas about it. But
about Mr Purvis, darling, I must apologize. Of course you did your best

“There's nothing to apologize for,” Harriet interrupted. “I liked Mr
Purvis.”

“Yes, yes, of course you were splendid. An extremely awkward
moment for the poor Todhunters. Of course, Sir Alexander is a
wonderful man — to think he has risen from that. But now, darling, I'm
going to give you a teeny weeny word of advice. You mustn't encourage
such talk. | hope you won't be offended at my saying so, darling, but |
wonder you didn't blush. You took it so calmly — those awful words.
But then | suppose you didn't know what they meant.”

“What words? In the family way? Why, they're in Shakespeare.”

“In Shakespeare? Oh, I'm sure they're not.”

“Well, something like them. I can show you.”

“They're certainly not in our copy of Shakespeare. And, anyway,
they're not nice words, are they? When she hears such words a young
lady must pretend she doesn't know what they mean. You know, darling,
a lady has to be so careful. So many spiteful eyes.” She glanced at the
other ladies on the veranda. “Vipers,” she whispered. “They'll spread it
all over the place that you know more than a young girl should. And one
day a nice young man will want to marry you and I'm sure — | hope
you'll forgive an interfering old woman, dear, but when | look at you,
poor, motherless little thing . . .”

“I've got a mother. What do you mean?” Harriet said surprised.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Mrs Peppiott had repressed the fact that Harriet
had a mother. “lI mean here in Brisbane. You must be so lonely. Your
father's such a busy man, isn't he?”

“l can look after myself. I'm not a child,” Harriet said, touched on her
tender spot.

Mrs Peppiott smiled wryly — Harriet was certainly making things very
difficult — and changed the subject, or, rather, assaulted her object from
a new angle.

“Douglas tells me that your brother, Geoffrey, is going into the bank.”

“Yes, he had some trouble with a girl and Father had to buy her off, so
he gave Geoffrey a terrible clout and made him go to work,” Harriet said
frankly.



Mrs Peppiott was very pleased to glean this information, though
startled by Harriet's complete lack of decent family reticence. But she
had given enough advice for the moment and decided to leave a lecture
on family honour to the future. “And your brother James?” she asked
sweetly.

“He's in Sydney.”

“So providential he was brought to his senses, wasn't it, dear?” Mrs
Peppiott simpered. “It would have been most unfortunate if he'd persisted
and perhaps married into that dreadful Flanagan family.”

“Who, Jennis Bowen, do you mean? But he will marry her. He's
terribly in love with her.”

“Your father would surely not allow it.”

“What's it got to do with him?”

Mrs Peppiott's eyes widened with slow, toadlike astonishment. “You're
not suggesting that they would — elope? Without your father's consent?
Oh, what a scandal!”

“l hope they will,” Harriet said. “I'm going to offer James all my
jewellery to help him and if he doesn't | shall never, never speak to him
again.”

Mrs Peppiott croaked hoarsely with amusement. “What a romantic
child you are, Harriet, my love.”

“I'm not romantic and I'm not a child,” Harriet said fiercely.

“Ah, Harriet,” Mrs Peppiott said, coming nearer and lowering her voice
again, “you are romantic. Very romantic. One would almost think that
you were in love yourself.”

“Perhaps | am.”

Mrs Peppiott darted her little green tongue and watched closely,
shifting a little, as a toad watches a suspicious movement in the grass.
“Do tell me, sweet? Who is it? I'd be very interested and sympathetic.”

Harriet clutched desperately for a name. “It might be Mr Cash.”

“Mr Cash!” Mrs Peppiott let out a horrified croak. “Oh, that's
impossible. A common man like that.”

“What of it? My mother was a common woman — a convict. And so
was . . .” Mrs Peppiott's comment on Cash had piqued her, and her
tongue, which had not yet learnt its way in society, had nearly run too
far.

Mrs Peppiott sprang from the sofa and landed in front of her with a
damp, froggy flop. “I feel it my duty to tell your father of this. I'm sure
he knows nothing about it.”

Her unexpected anger startled Harriet. “Oh, no, you needn't. It's not
true,” she said quickly. “l was only pretending. I'm not in love with
anybody. How could | be? I don't know anybody.”

Mrs Peppiott dropped on to the sofa and patted her hand. “Forgive me,
dear. You frightened me. You see, you're such a nice young girl, and |



wouldn't like to see a nice young girl have her reputation spoilt by . . .
Yes, yes, | know. But you wait. You'll fall in love with a nice young man
and have a nice wedding and it will all be nice. I'm sure it will.”

Harriet grimaced. “I don't want a nice young man.”

“Now that's not nice, Harriet,” Mrs Peppiott rebuked her.

Niceness! The word, which she realized suddenly was always on the
lips of Mrs Peppiott and the other women who called at her father's
house, irritated her, and she decided, in revulsion against them, that she
loathed niceness more than anything else. It was like an invincible
armour, this niceness behind which they smirked and gossiped, and
neither her eager frank advances nor the bolts of her rage could penetrate
it. After she had somehow betrayed herself, as now she had done with
Mrs Peppiott, they cooed over her with a triumphant, kindly niceness, as
though she was really some sick or abnormal or pariah thing and the
most charitable way to treat her was as a child, a foolish child. They
made her feel ashamed, despite herself, and more obstinately angry.

“I'm not nice,” she told Mrs Peppiott, “and | don't want to be.”

Mrs Peppiott shook her head and her loose gullet flopped the opposite
way. “You are very, very contrary, but I'm sure you're quite nice just the
same.”

“I'm not. I'm nasty. What you mean by nasty. | was born nasty. And I'm
glad. My father's nasty. And my mother's nasty.”

“Your father is really a very nice man when one gets to know him. He
has extremely good connexions in England. His third cousin is Lord
Felsie.”

“He's nasty,” Harriet insisted. “He has done nasty, terrible things.”

“How can you use such words?” Mrs Peppiott said hastily. “It's not
nice to bring up the past like that.”

“It's there whether you bring it up or not,” Harriet said. “Like a rich
cake you can't digest,” she added with gratuitous nastiness.

“It's not nice to talk about it. It doesn't concern us. The present is quite
nice, quite different.”

“The present isn't nice at all,” Harriet snapped. “Look what my father
and Mr Peppiott are doing — using money which doesn't belong to either
of them. Father explained it to me. Is that nice?”

“Really, you do say some extraordinary things, Harriet. I'm sure your
father and Mr Peppiott are doing no such thing.”

“They are. You know they are. Everybody knows. Just as everybody
knows our fathers or mothers or both were convicts and did nasty, nasty
things. And that Sir Michael Flanagan married a convict's wife when she
had had her husband flogged till he died. And that Jennis Bowen's father
died through drinking too much. And that old Mr Curry was nearly
hanged although his grandson went to Oxford. And that Sir Alexander
Todhunter's grandfather eats with his fingers. And yet you all pretend



that we're nice and that everything is and always was nice and that
nothing but nice things have ever happened. It's not true. It's a lie.”

Mrs Peppiott quavered before the storm, but she compressed her lips to
hide punishment, and when Harriet had finished returned, indefatigably
smiling, to the fray. “There, there, my precious. You excite yourself. Just
let me get my smelling salts. . . .”

Harriet sulked. Then she felt remorseful and tried to answer Mrs
Peppiott's undaunted niceness with a pumped-up niceness of her own.
But in her heart she hated Mrs Peppiott and her lying niceness.
Obscurely she felt that it was a lie against a part of herself, her most
passionate, most precious, most living self. It was a lie which had eaten
into the hearts of Mrs Peppiott and her kind and sucked the blood out, so
that they were animated now only by its lying formulas. She had seen the
process at work in James. There had been a fine fire of recklessness and
honesty in James and then it was gone. The dead, lying formulas she
heard so often on the lips of Mrs Peppiott and her friends, which struck
her forcibly because although Miss Montaulk used many of them they
had seemed unreal in the isolated life of the valley, crept more and more
frequently into James's letters. “One must avoid scandal,” “One must not
make a show of oneself,” “One must remember one's duty to one's
family — parents — society,” and much more of the same sort, so unlike
the James who was going to marry Jennis despite his father and make his
own way in life, that Harriet began to fear for herself, for the blind,
reckless, passionate desire to live, through which alone, she felt, she
would have the strength to escape from her father's stubborn will. What,
she asked herself, had happened to James? And studying the people who
came to the house, contrasting old Mr Purvis and Sir Alexander
Todhunter, Peppiott and what Cabell had told her about his father, she
decided that it was a fear and a consuming shame of the past which made
them hide behind this lie about niceness, the same fear she had seen in
James and felt in herself. A horrible, lurking fear of the past was in them,
not only of the brand of convictism but of the spirit of convictism and the
wild recklessness of the old hands from which many savage deeds had
come. They were afraid of that crude, reckless spirit their fathers had
handed on to them and they tried to kill it in themselves and others. And
when they couldn't Kkill it they pretended that it was not there, as when
they pretended that she was a little mad, and that Cabell was really a nice
man, and that nothing had really happened in the past which was not
nice, and that all convicts had been sent out for stealing a loaf of bread.
And having killed it or pretended that there had never been a savage
reckless spirit in the country, and that everything had always been as nice
as it was in England, and they themselves as nice as they would have
been if their fathers had stayed in England instead of coming to fight for
a hold on a new land, they got paunchy and withered, like Peppiott, and a



smug mask covered their faces. But what was behind the mask when you
had killed this crude, reckless part of yourself that must be there, because
your father and mother could not have come here and conquered the
country without being or becoming crude and ruthless and strong? Why,
nothing except the lie that they had been nice people and so you were the
inheritors of niceness — that and a consuming fear and shame. When she
lost her temper she had seen a beseeching look in Mrs Peppiott's eyes, as
though she was crying out, “No, don't say it. Please don't say it.” She had
noticed the same look many times in their eyes when an old landtaker
was in the room and insisted upon telling his dark, crude stories of the
past. Comparing the landtakers with their children, Harriet could not help
thinking that the wild, cruel, ruthless, reckless spirit of the old men was
much finer than anything with which their sons had replaced it. Anyway,
they had lived, and Harriet felt that if you made Mrs Peppiott's niceness
your ideal you didn't live, couldn't live. You must turn against yourself.
She was frightened of her father and she hated him, but he was really
finer than James whatever he had done, because rather than kotow to his
father he had gone out into the bush and carved a place for himself,
whereas James was too weak or afraid. He would take his father's nasty
money while coming to terms with the nice people who hated and
despised Cabell. In her youthful ardour Harriet could not understand why
the world should not be absolutely frank and honest and unashamed.

So after the dinner at Peppiott's she decided that she had had enough of
nice people. She avoided the men who came to see her father, and was
disgusted with herself for ever having felt that she could like such fat,
dull dolts. To the ladies she was so rude that they soon stopped calling,
except the more determined ones who had an axe to grind, like Mrs
Peppiott. Her wide mouth went a little grey at the corners and took on a
permanent pout. She slept badly, and dreamt badly, and day and night
felt a dull ache in her breast. It was the pain of her pent-up energy, love,
and desire, which were like a vine hungrily groping in a void for
something to take hold on. Her body, thinner than ever, began to look
like a vine, and in her hands, white and thin and restless, was the twisted
agony of vine tendrils, and in her eyes a lurking succubus look which
frightened the men on whom it rested.

It frightened Doug Peppiott the first time he was left alone with her
— one day when he drove his father to the house and stayed in the
drawing-room with Harriet while Peppiott and Cabell went to confer.

He sat opposite her on the sofa, looking down at his crossed legs,
which bulged muscularly in their tight trousers, with an expression of
sulky discontent on his face. His big eyelids hid his eyes, drawing
between them a curtain through which she tried to peer. He could feel her
eyes probing him, and under his disgust of her thin body and wide mouth
and pale gaunt face, and his anger at having his life upset by his parents'



determination that he should marry her, he felt little stabs of fear. He
sensed the hungry succubus in her and his manhood, which was not very
manly but rather spoiled and softened by maternal pampering, was
scared. Little shivers ran up and down his flesh as though he could feel
the tendrils of her spirit groping over him for a place to fasten on.
Summoning all the resources of his supercilious, masculine silence he
tried to cover himself from her witchlike, probing eyes.

“You went to school with Jimmy, didn't you?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“He often talks about you.”

Again a long silence, while he stared at his knees and burned with
resentment. He thought how her father's money had interfered with his
dreams of a good time in England, corrupting even his indulgent mother,
and he turned his resentment against her. He would not be polite and
talk, damn her. His indifference, his downcast eyes and silence
fascinated Harriet. She mistook them for strength and deep masculine
mystery.

“Do you work with your father?”” she asked.

“No.”

“You live in Brisbane?”

“Of course.”

“Oh!” She was rebuffed. Her quick temper came up. “Why don't you
talk? Have you got a toothache?” she attacked, in her usual blunt way.

Such direct methods shook him. He glanced at her. “No.” And added
morosely, “I don't want to talk, that's all.”

“What did you come for?”

“My father brought me?”

“By the hand?”

He glared at her, colouring.

“l hope you won't come again, anyway.”

He rose, very offended.

“Oh,” Harriet said, “I'm sorry. | didn't mean it. Please don't go.”

He remained standing stiffly, a little foolish.

Impulsively she took his hand and pulled him back on to the sofa.
“Please forgive me, Mr Peppiott. | didn't know | could be so rude. Of
course you must come again. Please promise.”

“No need to apologize,” he grumbled, freeing his hand from her hot
fingers.

“But you must forgive me. Really forgive me.”

“There's nothing to forgive.”

“But you must say it. Do.”

“Very well. If you insist. | forgive you.”

“Thank you,” Harriet said humbly, “but I'll never forgive myself. Now
let us talk about something else. Where are you going to work? Jimmy's



going to the mine, you know. At least, Father wants him to. | suppose
you'll learn law with your father.”

He hesitated, then with startling violence, looking at her accusingly,
said, “I'm going to England.”

“How lovely.”

“Yes, | am, and nobody's going to stop me.”

She studied his face, with the clipped, red, military moustaches, which
didn't seem quite to belong. The face, the soft chin, and soft, spoilt mouth
didn't quite come up to their fierceness. But Harriet, mistaking a sulky
swelling of the lips for resolution, thought it was the strongest face she
had ever seen. “I think I understand. Your father doesn't want you to go.”

“Yes,” he said. “But how did you know?”

“Oh, | think all old people must be alike. They want to rule. It's the
same with my father and James.”

“Anyway,” he repeated, as if delivering her an ultimatum, “I'm going.”

“That's right,” she said eagerly. “You go. You must go. Don't do what
James is doing — keep putting it off until it may be too late.”

The study door opened. They looked at each other.

“Have you got the money to go?” she whispered.

“Money? No — but . . .”

“You'll have to go as a sailor then? How exciting!”

“A sailor? Me? Don't be silly.”

“Why not? You want to go to England, don't you? You haven't got the
money.”

Her words summed up all the futility of his little rebellion. He had no
money.

Peppiott and Cabell were coming down the hall.

Harriet pressed his hand. “But come again, won't you, and tell me all?”

He felt gooseflesh pains spread over his hand. “Yes,” he said sourly,
“I'll come again.”



Chapter Seven: Succubus

PEPPIOTT and Cabell were very thick now and Peppiott dropped in
three and four times every day. As Mrs Peppiott had spied out the land
he always brought Doug in the afternoon when Miss Montaulk was
upstairs taking her nap.

But Cabell was not blind. He had watched Harriet so closely for so
long that he was aware at once of a great change in her. She had become
curiously still, concentrated, like a cat at the first faint nibble of a mouse
in the moulding. The look of discontent had gone from her face which
seemed to alter its very form, so that one became aware of features one
had not noticed before — the deep cavities of her eyes, the ripe
sensuousness of her mouth. Her body was less angular, more supple, but
clenched, sprung. All her restless energy had disappeared. She lounged
in the drawing-room, unmoving for hours, like a cat waiting with awful,
confident patience. So, though she no longer spent the day rushing from
piano to bookcase, to garden, and back to the piano, irritable with
unconsumed energy, she seemed more fiercely energized than before.
Her eyes were brittle and pointed with light, as if all her strength were
concentrated there in a hypnotic willing. Of what? Cabell wondered.

At first the change pleased him. She submitted when he caressed her,
listened when he spoke. Then he realized that this was because she
thought of something else all the time, and that when she looked at him
she did not see him, saw nothing. He had noticed Doug Peppiott's visits,
which he had to put up with because he could not get along without
Peppiott's help, but it never occurred to him that she might have fallen in
love — with all the naive ardour of her inexperience and a hungry desire
to spend affection for which she had never had any object. At least, he
refused to admit the possibility.

He needed much less to make him jealous: the mere idea that she was
friendly with a stranger, another man, was enough for that. She hadn't got
two words to say to her father, yet she seemed to chatter away for hours
to that young whelp. What about? He tried to question her but her eyes
filled with a secretive look he did not like at all and she answered
evasively. So one afternoon, instead of leaving the study with Peppiott,
he made an excuse to slip out alone and tiptoed down the passage. The
house was silent, except for Miss Montaulk's snoring and the chitter of
birds in the garden. But beyond this noise and this silence a deeper,



vibrant silence flowed from the drawing-room, the nervous silence of an
animal sprung in patient watching and waiting. The room might have
been empty for all the sound that came from it, but he knew it was not
empty, as a man, entering a dark room, sometimes knows that a cat is
waiting and watching there, even before he sees its eyes, glowing with
still, brittle fire in the blackness, blind to everything except their own
invisible desire, eyes no longer but organs of a pitiless, mesmeric will
which stagnates the air and holds walls and furniture in a trance of cruel,
watchful waiting.

He paused in the doorway with one hand on the door-jamb, fixed by a
strange scene. They were sitting on the sofa, Peppiott at one extreme end,
Harriet at the other. Peppiott sat erect and stiff with his arms folded,
gazing away from her through the open doors to the garden. He looked as
though he had just been offended in a quarrel and was refusing to be
coaxed out of his rage. A heavy frown creased his forehead and drew his
thin, red brows together. Harriet was looking at him. She lay back in the
cushions, her body paralysed, as though every atom of strength had gone
from it, sucked into her eyes. Her face was pale and her hands, palm
upwards in her lap, were white and boneless like the hands of a person in
a faint. But in her eyes was the condensed fire of her being. Under their
brows, black as jet against her bloodless face, they seemed to give forth
palpable heat. Though Cabell was almost in the line of her vision she did
not stir, absorbed in her concentrated gazing. There was nothing tender
in her gaze. It was domineering and unmerciful. It astounded Cabell,
revealing in his petulant child a woman of unsuspected power.
Fleetingly, her stillness, her deep-set eyes, and in those eyes an enigmatic
expression of resolve, almost of cunning, reminded him of Emma.

“Here, what's wrong with you, girl?” he demanded.

Peppiott leapt as though a gun had gone off in his ear, but seeing
Cabell a look of relief wiped the frown from his face and he smiled. “Oh,
sir, you startled me.”

But Cabell was watching Harriet, who turned without a flicker of
change in her expression. “Are you sick?” He went over and shook her.

“Of course not,” she said quietly. “Why?”

“Look as if you'd just seen a ghost.”

She shrugged impatiently. “I was only thinking.”

Cabell turned and looked at Doug. “Waiting for your father?” he
snapped.

“Yes, sir. Yes.”

“He'll be busy for an hour. We'll drive him home. You needn't stay.”

“Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Thank you,” Doug said with puzzling alacrity, then
positively darted from the room without a glance at Harriet. There was
something absurdly mouselike in the way he scampered out.

Cabell went on to the veranda and watched him drive away. He looked



potent, handsome, driving the two grey stallions, moving in the aura of
their high-stepping pride.

He came back into the room. “There's something funny going on here.
What is it?”

“Funny?” The glow had gone from her eyes, but they were still intent,
with a secret thought concealed in their depths and the ruckle between
her heavy eyebrows. Again, he saw the likeness to her mother, who also
had guarded a ruinous secret behind her eyes.

“Miss Montaulk ought to be here when people come,” he grumbled.
“It's not proper.”

She did not reply. She seemed to purr over her secret thought, half-
asleep.

She had never been more widely awake, more tensely alert in every
groping tendril of her vinelike spirit. Indeed, she seemed only now to
have awakened from a long coma in which she had dreamt of her father
and his schemes. She had believed that she was somehow doomed to be
his prisoner for ever, that nothing in the world was strong enough to
defeat his obstinate will, but as she compared him with Doug Peppiott
she saw that he was not like an eagle at all really, that he was just a
weak, cantankerous old man. For Peppiott was young and she was
young — young and resolute and strong. Oh, she could do anything if
only — if only Doug would love her and help her. And he would love
her! Yes, she would make him love her.

So she watched him anxiously for a sign, but he gave none. Her
anxious, shameless watching seared him. What kind of a girl was this? A
decent, modest girl, a nice girl, wouldn't look at a man in that hungry
way. What you heard about her must be true — that she knew a bit too
much. So he kept as far off as he could, and in his remoteness she
thought there was some hard, mysterious masculine strength when there
was nothing but plain funk — funk of what people would say if he
married a girl like that, and, deeper down, a worse funk of he knew not
what, a funk of being swallowed up. It was fantastic. He didn't try to
analyse it. But there it was. He wished, if his mother was determined to
marry him, she would pick on somebody else — Lady Todhunter's sister,
for example, a real lady, or Jennis Bowen. But this one — ugh!

His neck bulging in its tight collar, his mouth cut in a full, fleshy,
sensual bow, his eyes half-covered superciliously in their heavy lids, his
brown, athletic hands — these fascinated her as the attributes of a
mysterious, male power. Exigently, shamelessly, she pried into the
mystery.

“What are you thinking of now?”

“l wasn't thinking of anything.”

“But you must be thinking of something.” And hastily, as he frowned,
she added, “Oh, I'm sorry. I'm always bothering you.”



He was most uncomfortable when she humbled herself like that
suddenly, a subtle snare to put him in the wrong and force him to
reassure her. The cunning devil! He refused to answer. So they sat in
silence again with the length of the sofa between them, and he
determined, if he was to marry her, to give her nothing, not even a kind
word. And all the time he could feel her eyes, active, witchlike, and the
feeling was intolerable. He had to look around to see what she was
doing, as though he expected to catch her making passes over him. But
she was only watching him, waiting for a sign, and when she caught his
glance she thought it was a sign of relenting and began again.

“Why didn't you come yesterday?”

“My father didn't require me.”

“What did you do?”

“Various things. | don't remember.”

“Who did you speak to?”

“A lot of people. What does it matter?”

“But who? | want to know everything about — ” she hesitated,
“everything.”
“Well, | told you once — 1 don't remember.” This domineering

curiosity, this patient, shameless prying angered, then bewildered him.
What would she say next? What was she up to? What did she want? He
knew only two kinds of women, ladies and whores. He preferred whores
because a man could get his fun out of a whore without being bound to
give anything of himself except a little money. But a woman like this
one, as shameless and passionate (“hot” was his word) as a whore, as
possessive as the kind of girl who had a right to expect you to marry her,
he had never known. He resented the helplessly passive role he had to
play. Against a whore you could assert yourself by paying up and
clearing out. A decent girl never put a man in a corner like this: she just
sat and waited to be asked, strictly observing all the formulas and
conventions which nice girls knew. He would have liked to assert
himself by walking out of the house, since she apparently did not know
the formulas, or anyway did not pay the respect to them that any girl
good enough to be his wife would pay, but where could he go without
throwing up all he valued. He kept saying to himself, “I won't marry her.
I'll get a jackerooing job. I'll go to England and become a professional
cricketer,” but he sat there and submitted resentfully to her exigent
questioning.

“Did you call on anybody?”

“l suppose | did.”

“Who? Tell me about them.”

“l went to see a horse.”

“Was it good?”

“Good enough.”



“Who owns it?”

“Jack Bowen.”

“Oh, isn't that Jennis Bowen's brother?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see her?”

“Of course.”

“She must be beautiful. Is she?”

“They say so0.”

“But do you think she's beautiful? Do you?”

“Yes, | do,” he said spitefully.

“Oh.” Harriet's voice was small. “Oh, | wish | was beautiful.”

He said nothing, enjoying the long, awkward silence.

When he glanced round cautiously again her eyes were damp. He
looked away quickly.

“lI know I'm not beautiful,” she said humbly, “but am | ugly? Very,
very ugly? As ugly as Miss Montaulk?”

“I've never noticed her.”

“l wish | was so beautiful that somebody would fall in love with me as
James fell in love with Jennis.”

“You read too many novels,” Doug said sententiously, repeating what
his mother said.

“But don't you believe in love?”

He shrugged.

“l believe in it,” Harriet said raptly, and he could feel her rapture, like
the hot waves of perfume that flowed in from the garden. “If a man loved
me I'd do anything at all for him. I'd go anywhere with him. Have you
read Manon Lescaut? That's the way I'd be. Oh, you couldn't ask too
much of me if you loved me — | mean one couldn't.”

He could not listen to this without being moved. When he thought
about having her as a wife and all his friends saying God knows what
about her this wild talk made him feel as though he was being suffocated,
but when he forgot that for a moment little wires began to tighten and
vibrate in the pit of his stomach. “Say | didn't have to marry her after
all.” He turned around. Their knees touched and a sharp barb of fire ran
up his thighs. She lay among the cushions, limp, her eyes dilated, cheeks
flushed, lips damply apart. He saw the hard nipples of her breasts take
shape through the thin voile of her dress. “If she was just a tart!”

Harriet's heart was beating against her throat. The way his face had
suddenly relaxed frightened her, but made her happy too. Perhaps it was
the sign she had been waiting for!

But he turned away abruptly, wiped his face on his handkerchief,
folded his arms, and stared out at the garden.

Then Cabell came in and Doug went for his life. “For his life,” that was
just how he thought of it, too.



Peppiott arrived home pleased with himself. Things were going well.
Cabell had come back from the drawing-room looking worried. Peppiott
understood. “He wants to tell me not to bring Doug, but he's afraid to
offend me. He can't afford it.” But he said to Doug, “You be careful what
you're doing there. We mustn't make any mistakes.”

“I'm not doing anything,” Doug said. His face was puffed up and red
with anger. After this afternoon he felt desperate.

Peppiott winked across the dinner-table. “Tell that to the marines, my
boy. He must nearly have caught you red-handed.”

“I wouldn't touch her with a ten-foot pole,” Doug flared.

“Douglas!” Mrs Peppiott rolled her green toad eyes. “How can you say
such things about a girl who's going to be your wife — and the mother of
your children.”

“She's not going to be my wife. | wouldn't be seen with herin...” He
nearly said Frogs' Hollow but he was supposed to be innocent of Frogs'
Hollow and all its works, so he substituted, “the street.”

The thin glaze of amiability dried off Peppiott's face. “And pray, sir,
who says she will not be your wife?”

“l do.”

Peppiott fingered his rat-skin whiskers. “In that case, you will explain
perhaps how you propose to earn a living when you leave this house,
which | shall trouble you to do as soon as | am convinced that you mean
what you say.”

“Of course he doesn't mean it,” Mrs Peppiott intervened between them
hastily. “He couldn't mean it, could you Douglas? All this Papa is doing
for Cabell is for you really, your future.”

“But she's impossible, Mother. You don't know her.”

“A little undisciplined, perhaps,” Mrs Peppiott conceded, nodded and
smiled, “but we can see to that later. The poor child needs a firm hand.”

“She's — she's — ” he gulped the word two or three times before he
spat it out at them, “she's hot — hot as mustard.”

“Goodness gracious, Douglas, what are you saying!”

“She’s not a lady. That's what | mean.”

“But, Douglas, what do you know about such vulgar things? Surely . . .

He cringed behind the soup tureen. “No, of course not. Only she's not
like other girls. She doesn't seem right somehow.”

“Fiddlesticks,” Peppiott snorted. “She's spoilt. Your mama will soon
instruct her.”

“Besides,” his mama said, stroking his hand, “do you think we would
ever permit you to bring anybody into the Peppiott family who was not
quite, quite proper? Her father is most intimately connected with the
Felsies and her uncle was a bishop in England.”

“What about her mother?”



“What about her mother?” Peppiott snapped. “Her father made three
thousand pounds on the stock exchange to-day.”

Mrs Peppiott's eyes bubbled out from under their scaly lids. “Why,
Douglas, you'll be a millionaire. You'll be able to do whatever you like.”

“Will 1?” Doug muttered. “You don't know what she's like. The image
of her grasping old man.”

“But |1 know what my dear Douglas is like,” Mrs Peppiott croaked,
“and the girl who is good enough to be his wife couldn't possibly be a
mercenary girl. Nothing so vulgar and sordid could interest a Peppiott
woman!”



Chapter Eight: Lady Or — ?

THE next time Doug came Miss Montaulk was sitting in his place on
the sofa, and there she continued to sit, her inflexible face between them,
while watching him with a knowing, almost skittish eye. Twice she
chuckled aloud and shook her frowsy head over her sewing.

Doug was on pins and needles. The blatant immodesty of these two
women shocked him, the way they showed what was in their minds,
Harriet her wish to be alone with him, Miss Montaulk that she knew
and more.

Engrossed in their battle they took hardly any notice of him, and after a
few inane words about the weather he rose to leave.

Harriet rose too and went to the door with him.

“Now, Harriet, where are you going?” Miss Montaulk put her needle
aside and waddled after them.

But Harriet clutched Doug's arm so hard that he winced, and hustled
him into the passage. “Here, quick,” she whispered and pressed
something into his hand, then scampered up the stairs as Miss Montaulk
appeared in the door.

An arch smile, implicating him in some evil conspiracy, brought
wrinkles up from under the powder and rouge which gave her face its air
of disillusioned and unwearying lust.

He shuddered and fled, so upset by it all that he was in the trap and
trotting down the drive before he remembered the hard little ball of paper
in his hand. He opened it and read, in Harriet's thin writing.

Don't come to the house any more. Father has set this woman to watch
us. It is terrible. I'll go out of my mind if I have to put up with his spying
much longer. If you climb the fence at the bottom of the garden where
the camphor-laurels are you'll find me any afternoon at three. They won't
think of looking for us there.

A big H was scrawled across the bottom of the page.

He had to read the note twice before he understood, then he crumpled it
into his pocket and whipped the horses, so that he came out of the drive
into the road on one wheel, as though in flight.

She was actually asking him to meet her in secret — a girl who was
supposed to be decent enough for his wife. “By jove, she is hot!” At once
he thought of all his friends, the men in his club, the racing men, the polo
men, the squatters — the salt of his little world, his aspiring little world,



where scandal ran like fire in the wind. “Why, that lie about
Grandmother might come true.” His personal honour bridled, as though
she was already his wife and had already caused him some disgrace. He
pulled the horses into a trot and brought the note out of his pocket again.
Yes, it was clear enough: she must be barmy or a slut. Anyway, there
was this comfort in it, he told himself on second thoughts, her note
would settle the wretched business. Even his mother would see what kind
of a girl she was now — and perhaps he wasn't even the first!

That idea had a queer effect upon him. Instead of making him more
angry it sent a wave of hot blood to his temple and started the little wires
vibrating in his stomach again. He saw Harriet lying in the sofa cushions,
running up the stairs with her dress above her slim calves, felt her fingers
burning on his wrist. By jove, suppose he didn't have to marry her. What
about an assignation under the laurels then?

He reined the horses and looked along the road. It was empty. He
fingered his moustache, grinned, shook his head, and finally drove back
past the iron gates. There were the camphor-laurels, close to the fence at
the bottom of the lane dividing the garden from a banana plantation. He
glanced about. You could leave a horse over there and always reach it
quickly in case . . . A bit of a risk for him, but still . . . what a go for a
man! “And why shouldn't 1? There've been others. Just think what
everybody says about her — the way she talked to old Purvis. She knows
a thing or two.” Ah, but what if he had to marry her after all, after that,
when perhaps he'd found out he wasn't the only one? No, no, his mother
would get him out of it as she had always got him out. There'd be no
more talk of marriage when she knew — she was so pure.

For three days Harriet waited under the camphor-laurels, so still in her
concentration of willing and waiting that the little green-eyes and red-
heads fluttered around her as though she was stone, to flee in a sudden
throb of wings when at last her patience gave out and she crumpled into
the white spread of her skirts and wept bitter tears. As the sun was going
down across the river she returned to the house, with the resignation of a
sufferer facing an inevitable, futile pain, to count the hours of yet another
night.

On the fourth day he was already there when she arrived, half-hidden
behind the hedge of bougainvillea, like a rabbit ready to dash to earth at
the first alarm, and skulking into himself with bad conscience.

She stopped, seeing him, and went pale.

“Look here, I don't like this,” he began, indignant out of a vanity
wounded by the humiliation of climbing back fences and having to wait
half an hour with his heart leaping up his throat at every crackle among
the trees. “It's not right. If anybody saw me . ..”

She had to struggle with an unexpected shyness, which made her legs
wobble and her mouth go stiff, as in a cold wind. All she could do was



utter an inarticulate sound of joy, a cry of relief after all her hours of
waiting that sounded not joyful at all but rather sad. It startled a flight of
birds out of the nearest tree and seemed, to Doug, to shriek through the
sleepy afternoon.

“l say, a bit softer, can't you?” He paused on his way from the hedge to
the trees, where the shadow lay like a black wool carpet on the lawn,
reluctant to leave his rabbit hole altogether. “Yelling like that — you'll
have the whole pack of them down on me in a minute.”

She glanced over her shoulders. “There's no one. She's gone to sleep in
the drawing-room.”

“Where's your father?”

“He's not home.”

“Huh.” He got himself, with a quick creeping movement, into the cover
of a tree, took off his hat, and wiped his forehead. “I tell you this is a
devil of a risk for me. What's the idea?” For the moment he had forgotten
what his idea was.

She did not reply. She turned her head away from him and gazed down
at the rusted clover flowers trampled by some fury. That she was the
fury, this shy slip of a girl, was inconceivable. Even to her it was
inconceivable because all pain, the merest possibility of pain and anger
in the world, seemed inconceivable now that by coming he had given her
the sign for which she had waited so long. At last she could speak and let
out the love that for years she had shackled down and starved in her
heart. But for the moment she was content not to speak, even to know
nothing of her joy in the lifting of a shadow from her life, as a man is
content to sit down within sight of the track he has searched for through
frantic hours and to be free a while of any emotion, even thankfulness.

When she did answer him, saying in a low voice, “l wanted to see you
alone,” it was without knowing that she had spoken. Her eyes were intent
on the swift flight of the little birds, which she seemed to be seeing for
the first time, and she thought to herself how pretty they were, how
pretty their thin, quick little legs and clean white beaks, how fair and
good the whole world. Her voice went on speaking, with ventriloquial
remoteness, and she listened to it with surprise. “l waited and waited. |
thought you'd never come.”

“l was too busy.”

“l counted a million million seconds,” Harriet said, “and all of them
years.” She sighed, and to her the whole garden seemed to sigh in
sympathy, a long suspiration of leaves and flowers in a gust of breeze
from the river which saturated the air with scent of honeysuckle. With
the egotism of the happy lover she saw the world remade to be the
perfect mirror of her mood. Never, never again would there be storms or
night or wild winds — only, for ever and ever, this serene afternoon
enclosed in the misty-blue summer sky, a wall of luminous flowers and



leaves, and a river flickering glassy nipples of sunlight. “Of course, |
knew you'd come.”

“If I'd had any sense . . .” He craned his neck round the tree to find out
how far they were from the house.

“Yes, | was sure,” Harriet said.

“How were you sure?” he said. She was too sure, too damned sure.
Again he had that fantastic fear of being swallowed up by something in
her eyes. “She's a bloodsucker like her old man,” one of his friends had
said. Yes, by jove, that's just what she was. He wasn't given to flights of
superstitious fancy, but he felt uneasy watching her take it all so calmly,
so assuredly, and saying, with a secretive little smile, “Oh, | knew. You
always know when you're in love. It wasn't doubting you made the time
so long but just because you weren't here. Didn't | kiss the ground where
you're standing now — because | knew you'd stand on there soon. |
knew.”

He pumped up an awkward gallantry. “You needn't have wasted them
on the ground.” But the mood left him at once. The enormity of his
danger here in old Cabell's garden was beginning to dawn on him, and
the wires vibrated no more in his belly. This sort of thing was a durn
sight safer in Frogs' Hollow. Still, he could not quite bring himself to
make a bolt for it, scrambling over that fence like a fool in front of her.
Besides, a man would kick himself after: a girl didn't throw herself at
your head like this every day of the week. He moved away irresolutely
and picked up his hat, wiped a patch of dust off the nap on his sleeve.

When he looked around she was standing beside him, smiling up into
his face with an expression of happy surrender. She put her hands on his
shoulders and drew herself close till he could smell the sun heat in her
dress and feel her quick breath, coming from half-open lips, on his
cheek.

“There,” she said, vexed. “l knew | wouldn't be able to reach you even
on tiptoes.”

He averted his face in a youthful, gawky shame of being so intimately
handled by a girl, but she slipped her hands round his neck, laced her
fingers, lifted herself off the ground, and kissed him. Her lips were as
hard and naive as a child's. For a moment she pressed her cheek against
his, then lowered herself and knelt at his feet with her breast against his
knees.

“l say!” he protested, and grabbed at his tie, which she had knocked
skew-whiff on its column of starched linen. “Get up, can't you. Someone
might come.”

“Let them. You're not frightened, are you?”

“Not exactly — no.”

“You're not even frightened of him?”

“Your father? No — but all the same . . .”



“Oh, how can I ever be grateful enough. If only | was more beautiful.”

“Grateful for what?” he asked nervously.

“For things | could never count up. Because of you just existing. And
because you've saved me, yes saved me.”

He did not understand this at all. For that reason it scared him more
— but particularly because it sounded mad and exaggerated. He felt as
though he was sober and sensible in the company of a wild drunk who
had taken the reins from him and flogged the horses towards a precipice
while assuring him that the air would support them. He did not pause to
analyse his emotions so precisely. They summed themselves up for him
as a doubt, once more, of his ability to get out with his life if he let this
girl, whom neither shame nor propriety could restrain, drag him down
into the vortex behind her eyes. He could feel hot waves of emotion
throbbing into his thighs where her breasts crushed themselves against
him, stirring him deep under the skin, deep under the layers of his mind
where he could enjoy life and master it, enjoy her and master her as he
had intended, by giving no more and going no farther than any common
sensible fellow would.

“Let me go,” he said in a terrified voice, so pale that his fierce red
whiskers looked more than ever idiotically stuck on.

“I've got to go. It's late.”

She obeyed and smiled.

He almost sprang away, but stopped. Her smile held him, the humility
and obedience of it, lured and scared him. “She'd be up to anything.
That's a fact.” And yet . . . Why so ready to give in so suddenly? His
slow brain sensed a trap. Still he could not tear himself away. “She
knows a thing or two. By jove, a chance of a lifetime.”

Fumbling his watch-chain with one hand, the loose change in his
pocket with the other, he watched her, a foot advanced towards the hedge
to plunge him head first into covert if she moved.

She did not move. Stretched out on the grass with her head in her hands
she gazed into the trees. Her dress, caught tightly around her legs,
exposed her little slippers of blue satin, her ankles, a few inches of open-
work stockings, and the firm line of her thighs and hips. Her breasts
threw themselves upwards triumphantly, printing each tiny shudder of
her breath upon the thin bodice. Her long hair, which she wore loosely
on her neck, had come unfastened in her struggles and lay in ropes across
her throat and bare arms. Threads of gold fire ran through it, radiant,
shifting, impalpable, as though it was a mass of antennae she had put out
to suck the vitality and warmth from the air. So too seemed her staring
eyes — not observing, but drinking in from the sky the essence of its
light.

He perceived again how deceptive the slender fraility of her body and
bloodless skin were. There was about her, just then, an awful receptivity



which made her like an image of the earth itself, the passive, secretive
earth which swallows all things and thirsts for more. She did not move,
yet every fibre of her flesh seemed to quiver and pulsate like a live
ember. Perhaps it was an illusion caused by the dapple of light reflected
from the river across her face and arms or by the fit of the shivers which
passed through him.

But she was alluring and he was very young and very susceptible. He
wanted to run, but his knees gave way and seated him on the grass beside
her.

“Saved you? What are you getting at? | haven't done anything except
come here — as you said.”

She turned on her side and rested her head in her crooked arm. “Do you
ever read poetry?”

“Hardly!”

“Do you know a poem, | don't remember who wrote it, that says:

Western wind when wilt thou blow,
The small rain down can rain?
Christ, if my love were in my arms
And | in my bed again!

Do you?”

“No.”

“You've never been lonely, have you? You've never lain in bed at night
and thought that there wasn't a single person in the world who loved you
or you loved? That's what | was like till now.”

“l thought your father never thought of anything else, James said so.”

“Him! You don't know him. It's not me he loves. It's something else.
It's something the sight of me helps him to remember or forget. | don't
know which. But | know he'd do anything, even keep me locked up like a
prisoner for the rest of my life, if it pleased him. It wouldn't matter if it
pleased me. He'll never send me to England. He'll never send Miss
Montaulk away. | was giving up hope when you came.”

“Mel”

Harriet put her hand on his. “Yes, you. I'd read about people in love
— terribly in love. Tristram and Iseult, Troilus and Cressida, Romeo and
Juliet, Emma Bovary. | thought about it and thought about it and nearly
went off my head thinking about it. Because | could never imagine it
happening to me — up there in the bush with nobody but a lot of barmy
hatters and old men. And even they went for their lives when they saw
me coming.” She laughed. “You should have seen them. It wasn't very
flattering. | began to think | was the original ugly duckling. But I
suppose if I'd been as beautiful as Venus they wouldn't have let me get
within shouting distance — they're all so frightened of him.”



She explored his arm under the cuffs. “You're so strong. Brave too.
Like a knight — like Ingelarius who fought and killed Gontra for the
honour of the Lady of Gastinois.”

“Never heard of him,” he growled. That little extravagance cooled him
down again. By jove, if her brother Geoffrey heard her say something
like that it'd be all over the town in five minutes. By jove, a man'd be
laughed out of the place.

“Yes, it's in Brantdme. When | read it | wished | could find an
Ingelarius. I knew there was one somewhere, but how was | to find you. |
never saw a soul. So | made him bring me to Brisbane. He didn't want to.
If he'd thought of it he would have built a tower and a keep. But that was
hardly necessary with a hundred and fifty thousand acres of paddock and
scrub around me. He could have kept me there till | dried up like
Montaulk. | was desperate, | tell you.” Her mouth flattened on her teeth.
“I could have killed him.”

He looked shocked.

Harriet laughed gaily. “Oh, don't worry. He's very much alive. He'd
like to eat you — if he dared. But he doesn't. Didn't you see the other day
when he came into the room? He wanted to say something, but he was
frightened of you. He must be.”

“You haven't been telling him anything?”

“Don't be silly. As if he didn't know everything without me telling him.
| can tell from the way he looked. He only had to see me looking at
you — it must have been plain enough.”

“What're you getting at? What was plain?”

She was surprised. “Why, that I'd found my Ingelarius.” She smiled. “I
knew from the first moment | saw you that | needn't look any farther. |
was like that poem of Tennyson:

My whole soul waiting silently,

All naked in the sultry sky,

Droops blinded with his shining eye:
| will possess him or will die.

She repeated the last line to herself with a slow, and to Doug's ear,
deadly emphasis, “I will possess him or will die. Yes, that's what | was
like. How | waited and waited — for a sign. I'd say you were cruel only
now that you've given it | can't remember how terrible it was.”

“Gave you what? What sign?”

“You came here. Wasn't that a sign?”” she said, surprised again. “A sign
of courage for one thing. I'd have waited till 1 was an old maid before
anybody else had the courage to stand up against him. Not only against
him — against all the rest of them. They're afraid of their own shadows.
You wouldn't catch them climbing a fence to see a girl they loved, even



if she had a different kind of father from mine. They'd rather go without
love — if it wasn't the nicest kind of love, as in a coloured picture.”

“There's nothing really improper about it — just sitting here,” he said
quickly, to excuse himself to that world which her words brought to
mind with such dreadful clarity.

“Oh, what if there is? I'd rather be the worst woman in the world than
like . . .” She frowned and considered a moment. “Your mother wants me
to marry you, doesn't she?”

“Eh? | —really I don't. . .”

“Oh, yes, she does. Your father too. But of course it's impossible. That
Is, the way they want it. He'd never, never consent. And anyway, |
wouldn't. If it was anything arranged by them — why,” She looked at
him searchingly as a doubt began to intrude upon her self-centred and
fantastic preconceptions, “why I'd suspect even you at once.”

“You mean . . .” He sat bolt upright. “He wouldn't let you marry me?
No matter what my father did for him?”

“He hates your father.”

“And you? What about you?”

She looked at the tall stems of shivery-grass which trembled in unfelt
currents of air, plucked one, and held it up. “I feel like that sometimes.
I'm frightened. Even now I'm frightened all at once, even with you.” She
searched his face again, peering into every feature. “If | could only be
absolutely sure . . .”

“Sure of what?”

“That you wanted me. Do you? Oh, | know you came. But now I'm
frightened again. How can you want me — ugly me? Do you?”

It was his cue. He braced himself, then caught her eye and weakened.
“Well —er —vyes....”

“Ah!” She bent and kissed his hand. “Then we can do anything. I'll
think of a way.” She smiled, a trifle grimly. “And won't your nice mother
be upset and all her nice friends. I'd love to see their faces when . . .”

He freed his hand and stood up. “I'm really — I've got to go. . . .” He
was not sure what he was saying but he was sure that she was mad and
that his life, his future, his good name depended on the speed with which
he got over the fence and to his horse and far away. “Thank God I didn't
touch her. She can't hold anything over me.”

“Yes,” she said, “you'd better go.” She turned to the house, listening. “I
think | can hear someone.”

He dashed into cover behind the tree and peered out. “Jesus, it's your
father and Geoffrey. Will they come here?”

But they went into the house and a door slammed on the uproar of
voices, Geoffrey's thinly whining, Cabell's threatening.

He looked round for his hat, but Miss Montaulk calling, “Harriet!
Harriet! Your papa wants you,” sent him hatless into the bougainvillea.



Harriet ran after him. “Don't come here again,” she said, “or to the
house either. They mustn't suspect. I'll find a way.”

He was gone, ripping his cuff on a loose paling, swishing in the long
grass of the lane.

Harriet detached from the fence a small piece of thread torn from his
sleeve, kissed it, put it away in her bodice, and softly singing to herself,
but with a ruckle of thought between her eyebrows, returned to the
house.



Chapter Nine: A Noble Brother

MISS Montaulk was coming across the lawn to look for her.

“So there you are. Your papa wants you in the library at once. He's
very upset.” She paused and eyed the flush on Harriet's cheeks and the
disorder of her hair. “Whatever have you been doing, girl?”

Harriet passed without speaking and went into the house.

Miss Montaulk followed, but at the veranda she changed her mind and
waddled back to the garden, peeping under bushes and sniffing noisely
through her splayed nostrils of a moral bulldog.

Geoffrey was lurking in the passage near Cabell's door. Dazed by
sunlight Harriet stumbled into him before she saw the smudge of his
pasty face.

He grabbed her arm. “Harriet, where the Dickens were you? I've
searched the bally house. The old man's got a maggot — yelling for you
like Mary's little lamb. Done in some dough by the looks of it. The old
muck worm — serves him right!”

Harriet went on up the stairs, but Geoffrey ran ahead and blocked her
way. “Just a minute, old girl. I'm in a hole. | wouldn't ask you, only the
old man's clean off his nut. | thought he was going to fetch me a crack a
minute ago. All | want — you can soft sawder him out of a million if you
want, and I've got to have a hundred before to-morrow afternoon.”

“Ask him yourself.”

“Aw, you know what he's like. Expects me to live on the smell of an oil
rag lately. Fact is, I've had a run of stinking luck. It might be awkward at
the bank. Go on, Sis, he's corn in Egypt to you. Work the oracle for an
old pal.” He winked long and slyly so that for some seconds only one
little black aperture of an eye remained in the white slab of his face, as
featureless as a bladder of lard. “By the way, | know somebody who's
dead nuts on you.”

She started. “Who? What do you know?”

He winked again. “Wouldn't you like to know. A real, live Lochinvar.
Ha ha. Saw him nearly dong a bloke in Queenie's the other night for
saying something about you.”

Harriet's face lighted. “’You mean he hit somebody? For me?”

“He didn't have to. He just took a look at the bloke and made him say,
‘Miss Cabell's the only real and proper lady in this town and I'm not a fit
dog to lick her boots.” The bloke didn't make any bones about it. Cash



looked nasty.”

“Cash!” Harriet said, disappointed.

“There you are. | told you, Sis. | could've made you promise to put the
bleeders in the old man first. Aw, Sis...”

The opening of the library door cut him short. He drew away out of
sight as Cabell looked up and said, “‘Ah, there you are, dear. Come down.
| want to talk to you.”

He waited at the door and shut it behind her. His hair was tangled, his
face grey. On the floor lay his coat with the sleeves inside out and his
collar where he had ripped it off and thrown it down. He put his arm
round her waist and pushed her across the room, littered with papers
from drawers torn out of his desk and piled higgledy-piggledy against the
wall.

Harriet sat down under the window and he sat down beside her. He
looked at her for a while, gravely, then said: “You love your father, don't
you, Harriet?”

She kept her eyes on the floor. One glance had been enough to tell her
that some trouble had descended on him out of the blue, and that he was
about to attack her with one of his violent appeals for love and sympathy
which were like a tidal wave of a greedy sea in which she was doomed to
perish if she did not fight. For an instant she was shocked by the haggard
lines — deeper than the scar — which had appeared all at once on his
face, but she screwed her pity back and tried to evoke from the involuted
rose of the carpet a picture of Doug Peppiott lying beside her on the grass
less than fifteen minutes ago. Against her flesh she imagined she could
feel the wisp of thread he had left behind, a token of his love and daring
to which she clung with one fist doubled on her breast.

“You love your father, don't you, Harriet?” he repeated, and went on
quickly, “Why do | ask? | know you do. Hate begets hate. Love begets
love. I've hated men all my life in this plague spot and you're the only
one I've ever loved.” He fingered the string of black tie which had
remained about his neck when he tore the collar from under it, rose, and
walked the length of the carpet with his hands behind his back. “Harriet,
say | was to tell you I'd lost a pile of money, that most likely I'd lost
everything — what would you do?”

She glanced up and looked away at once from his bare throat, thin and
scraggy with age.

“Would you want to leave me?”

The injustice, the cunning of the question, made her frown. “Have you
lost money?”

“Maybe | have. But say | was to lose everything — the valley and
all — but nobody knew about it yet, so there was time for you to be
hooked up with one of these nincompoops like Peppiott before it all
came properly to light. That's what's in their minds, | don't doubt. And



they've got money. They could give you everything I've given you.
Would you?”

“For money?” Harriet said scornfully. “No.”

“Ah, | knew it.” He stopped and laid his hand on her head. “I knew I
could trust you.”

“But isn't there anything except money?” she said. “I wouldn't marry
for money, but if I loved . . .”

“Yes — love. Precious little of it I've had these many years, and now
it's likely to be all I have left because,” He sat down and took her hand,
“by this time next week | mayn't have a red cent in the world.”

“But that can't be. The mine?”

“Yes, yes, It's possible. Something happened. There's been a collapse
in the Argentine and Baring's went bust. . . .” He explained it to her
briefly, how the apparently inexhaustible springs of money flowing in
from abroad had suddenly dried up and how, vaguely understanding the
tentative thing their booming land and share values were resting on,
people were stupefied for a moment, then panic-stricken and began to
sell, sell, sell. Shares tumbled, Waterfall with the rest. At first Cabell did
not see the trap he was caught in. He refused to part with his Waterfalls.
He believed in their value. Nothing could shake his conviction. It was
only a small panic. Everything would be right. At any moment Larsen
would find out the solution needed in the vats to extract unheard of
guantities of gold and Waterfalls would be worth fifteen — twenty
pounds each. Meanwhile, Waterfalls went down and down. When they
reached five pounds the bank called for more margin for his loans, which
amounted to nearly five hundred thousand pounds, and at the same time
cut the margin they were allowing him from seventy-five to fifty per
cent. His Waterfalls were worth six hundred and seventy-five thousand
and the bank held also a mortgage for fifty thousand over the Reach,
which gave them security for twenty thousand less than his loans. He
tried to sell some of the land he had bought in the city and in Melbourne
and Sydney, but everybody else seemed to have land for sale. He offered
a block for which he had paid fifty thousand pounds a month ago and
refused sixty-five thousand last week. Even at a quarter of that it was not
saleable now. At boom values his assets in land were worth three
hundred thousand pounds, his shares and debentures of the Land
Investment Company and its bank one hundred and fifty thousand. The
bank accepted these deeds and shares, devalued sixty per cent, as
collateral for his loans, along with the Waterfall shares, which were still
falling. When the shares were four pounds the bank called him to a grave
conference. He must reduce his loans by half. His land was unsaleable,
his land shares were unsaleable and meanwhile the bank had devalued
both another twenty per cent, the Reach was mortgaged to the hilt, he
had borrowed everything Cash had to lend and called in every loan he



had made. There was nothing left for it except to sell. He put ninety
thousand of his precious Waterfalls on the market and got barely three
hundred thousand. That had happened to-day. If Waterfalls slumped
below three pounds he was done for.

His meek resignation to a blow which had come so suddenly that even
yet, though he talked of it, he could hardly believe it, deserted him.
“Done for. Yes, it is impossible. If there's a God in heaven. To lose a
lifetime's work in a few hours! At least,” he added quietly, letting his
hands hang limp between his knees, “it sounds impossible. But it's not.
It's life — which only gives so as to take away, only jockeys you up with
hopes so as to disappoint you, makes you proud so it can make you eat
dirt after, sends you to live on a mountain of gold so you'll see others
fattening on it when you've worked your hands to the bone opening the
way for them. That's the lousy thing life is. But you'll know nothing
about it. I'll save enough for that. If need be I'd shut you up in a
convent.”

“You wouldn't,” Harriet said. “You didn't shut yourself up. You must
have found something worth living for. I'm going to find it too.”

“You can't find shadows. That's all there is.”

“Love's not a shadow,” she said and pressed her hand hard into her
breast.

“That's true. Pain's real enough.”

“Love | said. Love is not pain — it's joy.”

“In books,” he said, “not in life. | loved my mother and my sister, and
the gorse on the hills at Home in the springtime, and a girl — something
like you she was.” He spread his hands. “A lot of joy that was to me
when the time came to leave them and the years went past — five, ten,
fifteen, twenty — and | knew I'd never set eyes on them again. And
loving my daughter's a pretty bitter pill when | think she might be left
without a penny in the world.” He paced the carpet again. “The plans |
had for you! D'you think there's much joy watching them go by the
board? To have had you married to an English gentleman — that would
have shown these upstarts a thing or two, that would have been a real
joy!”

“Joy for you,” Harriet said. “What about me?”

“For you too.”

“Because it cleaned off some old score that never had anything to do
with me, must it be my joy? Must | fall in love with somebody because it
serves some end for you? No, Father, love's not like that. I might fall in
love on my own account. What then? Suppose it was somebody you
didn't like?”

“You're angry,”