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	Chapter One

	


	THE BOY AND his dog crept down the sunlit landscape, carefully down the sandstone ridges golden with a froth of wattle blossom between the tall white gums. The boy crept, but the dog merely eased his pace, not because he was trained to, but to keep beside him, for he was a hunting dog only by instinct.

	Below them, unnoticed in the intensity of their stalking, the huge valley dropped in breath-taking swoops far down to the grass-brown reach of the plain; down to where the smooth white trunks of the giant gums gave way condescendingly to the jungly crowding of the thick lantana-bushes. High above, in the heat-faded blue of a sky from which the sun’s rays fell steeply, a wedge-tailed eagle sailed effortlessly in wide, smooth sweeps, attracted by this movement thousands of feet below among the wattle and gums.

	The stalker carried in one hand a pea rifle with a wire seizing round the scratched old butt, notched eight times for eight wallaby kills. He used his other hand to brush aside alternately the low wattle-branches and a tuft of brown hair from his narrowed eyes, and to hitch up his father’s long trousers. His eyes had an oddly experienced look about them; they were almost constantly narrowed, for all his life had been spent on the range. They had the slitted, protecting look of a sea-captain, or a bushman, men long used to staring into strong sunlight over great distances. They were strangely at variance with the eager, boyish face. It was a clean face—clean in form. His nose was straight and long, a ridge separating the weather-burned brownness of his lean cheeks, running down to meet a square little jaw which, with the nose and narrowed eyes, was the index to his character. The whole face, lean with hard health, was now set in a study of concentration. Over his shoulder was slung a mildewy old cartridge-belt, fastened with grocer’s string where the buckle had been, and half-full with shiny brass shells.

	Then the wallaby jumped. The boy brought his rifle up and the dog tore yelping after the bounding brown ball.

	‘Come back, Tiger; Tiger!’

	The boy dodged round trees and bushes trying for a clear shot, yelling at the dog and making the wallaby go faster. It showed for a moment against a green patch of gumtips. The rifle cracked as a black-and-white body hurtled in pursuit; and a sharp yelp chased the shot’s echoes across the ridges. Tiger had collected the best half of a ricochetting .22 slug in the back part of his rump.

	He stumbled, whimpering, towards the boy. Jim ran to his dog, the wallaby forgotten, and when he saw the blood the walls of his chest seemed to close in and choke him. It was a nasty gash, but Tiger was making more of it than a true hunting dog would have done.

	Jim wrapped a handkerchief spotted with gun-grease round the dog’s rump, slung his rifle and picked him up in his arms. He sobbed a little as he ran and stumbled up the steep ridge-back. It was a good two miles home, and his arms and back were leaden with the weight when he got there.

	His mother saw him coming up the long front veranda steps.

	‘My heavens,’ she said to the baby and the cats. ‘What’s he been up to now?’

	She recalled one afternoon a year or so earlier, when she had noticed an unwonted quietness in her brood, and that the breakfast-room door was shut. She had walked quietly to the door. From inside came guarded murmurs of delight and a muted ‘Here, boy!’ Then, as her hand reached for the doorknob, there was an almighty crash, a frantic scuffling and Jim’s voice, ‘Now we’re in for it!’ She opened the door.

	She saw the vase first, or what was left of it, and the maiden-hair fern and water making a dark stain on the green baize tablecloth. Then she saw the pup. He crouched on the table, his guilt plain to see, a poor shivering little waif with a black head and ears. The rest of him was white except for a black saddle that seemed to be slipping off and a black stocking on his right hind leg. His tail with its wedge-chopped end stuck up like a miniature telegraph pole. His liquid-brown eyes looked from one to the other and always back to Mum’s hostile glare, and as she stepped forward his little body crouched and trembled. He looked round again, quickly, and still crouching, crept on little legs across the table to Jim. Jim put his hand on his head and the pup stopped trembling; the ways of a dog and a boy are mysterious.

	‘Don’t hit him, Mum. It’s my fault. I called him and he knocked the vase, Mum. He couldn’t help it, honest. I found him on the green an’ he was cold and shivery an’ he hasn’t got anywhere to go. An’ I’ve never had a dog, Mum. Oh, Mum, don’t hit him!’

	She put her hand out and laid it on the velvet black head. A little pink tongue crept out and licked it.

	‘Get him out of this room at once,’ she had said, and turned her head aside, away from their eyes. ‘Put him in the washhouse on a bag. And if ever I catch him in this room again I’ll tan the hide off both of you!’

	Jim looked a sight. Tears caked with dirt streaked his freckled face, and a smear of blood from his wet hand crossed his forehead and stuck the points of the refractory tuft together. His khaki shirt was bloody, where Tiger’s rump rubbed it. Mum threw the wiping-up cloth on the polished dining-room table—a sure sign of agitation—as she hurried through the hall and took the dog from his little arms.

	‘Mum,’ he sobbed. ‘Mum. Tiger’s been shot.’

	Mum looked down shrewdly at the scarred spade-head. Tiger felt the questioning glance and wriggled. Nevertheless, she laid him gently on a clean bag on the scrubbed veranda.

	‘Mr. Kent’s up the back with Dad. Run and get him.’

	Jim tore through the house, and in a minute was back with Mr. Kent, rolling up his sleeves.

	Mr. Kent was the kennel-man from Stuart Street across the green, and he knew more about dogs than there are commas in the Bible, as Dad said. Though not even Mr. Kent, when Tiger joined the Brady household as a shivering pup, could define with accuracy the breed of his parents.

	Mr. Kent looked down at him now, and sensing authoritative knowledge, Tiger lay still, his brown eyes glancing up obliquely. The kennel-man grinned, and then, not wishing to spoil the main actor’s tragic role, he turned to Jim, his face serious.

	‘Here, Jim. Nip into your bedroom a moment.’

	Jim held back his tears.

	‘Oh, Mr. Kent. It’s not bad, is it? Real bad?’

	Jim held back his tears as he bent down beside his dog, gently stroking the well-bitten head, his hair falling unnoticed over his eyes, looking up at Mr. Kent over his shoulder.

	‘No, lad, not real bad. At least, I don’t think he’ll die. Now … in you go.’

	Jim left reluctantly, telling Tiger with his eyes that he was deserting him under orders.

	Mr. Kent dropped to his knees beside Tiger. A minute’s probing and wiping, a subdued yelp, and it was over. Mum sighed with relief and called:

	‘Come on, pet. He’s all right now.’

	Jim came out of his room along the hall and the dog’s ears perked and he looked up quickly. It was time to make it up to Jim. He leaped to his feet, and stood there trembling for a second, then bounded into his arms and began licking his face. Jim muttered over and over: ‘My little ole puppy-dog,’ and the tears flowed down his cheeks and Tiger licked the tears away. Mum and Mr. Kent grinned as they walked away and a sleepy Sunday peace settled once more over the Brady’s place.

	It was a big house with a big yard. With four boys ranging from two to sixteen, a girl, a dog, three cats, twenty fowls and six ducks, it had to be. Built of wood, once painted cream, now yellow, the house perched, as did most Queensland houses to let the cool air circulate, on posts twelve feet high, shortening to stumps at the back under the kitchen to allow for the slope of the land, where a small boy could comfortably crawl and a vengeful big brother could intrude no more than his nose.

	In this inaccessible, dimly-lit cave, stood the stone buttress of the dining-room fireplace, and in it, stored in cracks gouged in the cement between the big blocks of rough-hewn blue-metal stone, were cached Jim’s treasures. A shanghai with rubber bands cut from an old bicycle tube, a half-empty packet of jelly crystals pinched from Mum’s safe, his supply of pea rifle shells—the only method of making the weapon useless to others—and four torn, well-used Sexton Blakes.

	Around the house itself—the backyard extended away into four acres of grass known as the Side Paddock and the Back Paddock—towered the father of all hedges, which served two purposes: it kept out the howling winter westerlies which came slewing from the Darling Downs across the hill-cupped town, and, by interlacing the immediate precincts of the house with a tangled maze of roots, effectively prevented the growth of any form of plant life apart from grass and two hardy cactus plants whose chief object in life was to receive the arrows from Jim’s hedge-branch bow. Beyond the Back Paddock the swelling grassland scalloped to the eight hundred foot breast of Tick Hill.

	In the house Sunday-night tea was laid in the breakfast-room. A large room painted green, flanked by big glass sliding windows, one of which led handily out on to the rain tank manhole—with one’s head poked down inside this watery dimness it was a favourite place for making one’s voice echo. In the corner opposite the door was Jim’s oldest brother’s wireless-set, made in the wash-house. An old couch covered with a chaff bag rug overlaid with bright-flowered chintz waited under the windows, and behind the door was Mum’s ironing-board, a wooden clothes-horse made at the sawmill by the wireless expert, and a huge pile of yellowing grocer’s and electric light bills made by all.

	Places at the table were permanent: Dad, one end, Mum, near the bread-board and butter, the other; Jim handy to Dad’s right hand, the others on either side, and Tiger and the cats fighting for position in the passage outside. The family believed in the scriptural maxim that those are helped who help themselves, and through all the clamour and chaff and entreaties for more butter Dad masticated his easy, genial way, brown-faced, well-bellied, a pair of old khaki trousers and shirt on his body and a permanent ink-stain from the insurance office on his finger.

	After tea, when grace had been said—Dad said grace after meals, for he believed God appreciated thanks more than petitions—plenty of light lingered in the summer sky, and there was still time to go and see Old Peter.

	Jim was tacitly excused wiping-up tonight because of his harrowing experience, and before the last mouthful of banana-custard met the corned-beef he was out of the gate, a miraculously-revived Tiger jumping beside him, and whistling with the penetration of a railway engine for Greg Retterdel. A quarter of a mile away across the paddock echoed a return whistle; but Greg had no claim to exemption, and it was ten minutes before his chunky figure came hurrying through the grass, nearly as high as himself—good Red Indian country.

	‘Hyah, Jim!’ 

	‘Hyah, Greg!’ 

	‘Hyah, Tiger!’

	After which cryptic exchanges the three friends moved off towards Peter Vosper’s hut, Tiger sniffing and scrambling and jumping around and ahead of them as, Jim maintained, a good Indian scout’s dog should.

	Old Peter was the town outcast. Tall, gaunt and stoop-shouldered, he was normally dirty and unshaven, except on Sunday evenings, when his only two friends came to listen to his stories. They had been friends ever since the day Jim and Greg sat down near the bark shanty on the edge of the range overlooking the Brisbane road, ready to howl because it was only nine o’clock of a glorious bush morning, and the second round of their pea rifle had jammed in the breech and it looked as if the day would be spent mooching round the house. So miserable were the hunters they did not hear the step beside them, until Tiger came running from the creek and growled. They looked up and saw Old Peter, unshaven and smelling of rum, his face scored like a gully. Yet somehow they weren’t afraid. Peter bent carefully down and asked in his deep still vibrant voice which could have been the voice of a sergeant of Marines, ‘What’s up, sonny?’

	Jim held up the gun. ‘The shell’s jammed, Mr. Vosper.’ 

	Mr. Vosper! He took the little gun in his dirt-grimed hand and bent closely down to look at it, so that his face was hidden. It was a long time since anyone in the town had called him “mister.” Usually it was Old Hollerbones, because he was the town drunk, and boys threw stones on his tin-roof and turned his water-tap on when he was lying doped on his chaff-bag stretcher. The good townsfolk said he’d sooner run a mile to tell a lie than sit down and tell the truth. But Old Peter didn’t tell lies; just tall stories, and if they weren’t exactly the truth, well, the truth can stand a lot of punishment. The boys had never spoken to him before.

	‘You know about guns, Mr. Vosper?’ Greg asked, kneeling beside him.

	‘Why, yes, sonny,’ said Old Peter, working with a bit of fencing-wire at the rim of the cartridge, and succumbing at once. ‘Once I was in the King’s Navy and had three thousand guns in my charge.’ He expected the boys to laugh, but they looked at him wide-eyed. Glad of the chance, he went on:

	‘That was up the Yangtze Kiang’ (he pronounced it ‘Yanksi Chang’, which unfamiliar though right-sounding name rocketed him at once above the stature of Susie Randell, the geography-master) ‘when we was after gun-runners from Saigon. D’you know,’ asked Old Peter intently, ‘what those yeller-eyed heathens woulda done to me if they caught me?’ 

	‘Wha-at?’

	‘They’d a’ filled me as full of bamboo needles as a porkerpine!’

	Even Tiger pricked his ears. Gratified, Peter went on.

	‘Now, when we come acrost their camp by the river we snuk alongside and called on ’em to surrender. Not they! Up y’r jumper, f’r ours, they shouted in their own lingo. So we let ’em have it. Pom-poms. As near as that bluegun they was. An’ when it was over, and five hundred of the yeller devils laid flat on the ground, I went ashore an’ collected their guns. Do I know much about guns? Why, I minds the time—’

	The boys’ faces were bright as light globes as they listened to story after story about the King’s Navy, staring up into the bleary old face, oblivious of the rummy breath and the hot sun climbing up the sky. It was Tiger’s impatience which broke the spell.

	‘Holy smoke!’ burst Jim. ‘Mum’ll be after me!’

	Since then Old Peter had taken them to every corner of the Seven Seas, and a few more besides, in all sorts of strange craft, from battleship to river gunboat.

	Tonight Peter was ready for them with a clean face and hands and a nearly-clean shirt. He had eased up on the rum bottle since the advent of the boys. At first it racked his body and seemed to tear his stomach fibres with the longing for its pungent bite. But one fear kept him almost sober. He believed that if Mrs. Brady knew that the boys were spending Sunday evening with him she would put a stop to their visits at once.

	Tonight he had decided on cowboys; here he shone. With picturesque verve he took them over stretching prairies, rescued maidens from burning stockades, scalped Indians with the best of ’em, rode and fought, chased and was chased, until he had his young listeners in a perfect fidget of delight. But, most tremendous of all, he actually knew a man who had fought alongside Wild Bill Cody himself.

	The three of them and the dog sat there in silence, the boys digesting the latest adventure and the old reprobate considering whether he’d done it justice. The moon rose from behind the crest of the range, first setting its fanged edge alive with a running flame of orange light, then climbing into sight, growing in size and paling as it rose, flooding the wooded valley below with silent silver.

	Jim and Greg climbed slowly to their feet.

	‘Good night, Mr. Vosper. I’m real glad you beat Chief Hawkeye with that tomahawk. Can we come again next Sunday? An’ d’you think you could tell some more stories about the Navy? Gee, I like them!’

	Old Peter looked oddly dignified in the moonlight filtering through the leafy gums.

	‘You like the Navy, son?’ He paused, and when he resumed he seemed to be talking to himself, or the gums, or the silvered, whispering night.

	‘Yes, you would like the Navy. Just as I did at your age. Just as I did.’ He looked at Jim. ‘What’s your Dad got in mind for you when you grow up?’

	Jim grinned, and flicked his tuft of hair back.

	‘Aw, I dunno. I might be a telegraph-messenger. Greg’s brother’s in that. They give you a bike, too.’

	Peter snorted.

	‘Telegraph messenger! Runnin’ round on a push bike when you could be runnin’ all over the world in a battleship! Wouldn’t you like to join the Navy? Eh? Go way from here an’ end up in China, or Africa, or India, where the elephants is?’

	Jim rubbed one bare calf with a bare foot.

	‘Gee, yes, Mr. Vosper, that’d be beaut. But—aw, gee—I don’t suppose Mum’d let me out of her sight for that long.’

	Old Peter nodded his head slowly. ‘We’ll see, son. We’ll see. Yes, I’ll tell you more about the Navy. See if I don’t.’ He said the last words to himself, in the fashion, almost, of a man promising to pay a debt.

	Jim turned back from the winding track leading to the gravel road.

	‘If you like, Mr. Vosper, I’ll bring you some beaut tomatoes that are just about ripe.’

	Old Peter laid his horny hand on Jim’s brown head.

	‘Bless you, lad,’ he mumbled, and walked into his hut.

	All the way home the boys talked. Whatever Old Peter had been in his life, he could never have expected to be what he was now—a boys’ idol, worshipped with fanatical and private intensity.

	From fourteen aspirants Mr. Lester, the headmaster, picked Jim to play the school’s latest acquisition—the drum; to march the whole school in at nine in the morning and again after dinner at one. As soon as school was out for dinner Jim grabbed his drum and lugged it outside, letting Greg carry one stick. He lifted it on to a seat under the big camphor-laurel, and there on the brown, beaten earth the class clustered to touch and admire.

	The drum had been used in the Boer War. With thick sides painted red, white and blue, and a couple of lions couchant, and a drumhead so sonorous it might have been made of biltong. The sticks were ebony, long and heavy, and its snares on the bottom had been reduced from eight to three through the passage of the years. Nevertheless, Jim’s drum was to be heard, once, on the top of Tick Hill three miles away.

	But one was there who stood off from the band, glowering at the prize-winner with envious dislike. Amos Sneldon was a big boy for his age, mainly through a doting mother’s puff-pastry and quarter-pound blocks of chocolate and a natural reluctance on Amos’s part to indulge in any exercise more strenuous than mastication. He was always well-dressed—his father owned the sawmill—and he invariably wore shoes and socks. Yet this ragamuffin from Tick Hill with a pair of sandshoes on his feet and an odd-coloured patch on his seat had beaten him for the prize. Unused to it, Amos’s disappointment welled over in blind rage. He moved over to where Jim stood among the admiring group. One good sock would fix him.

	He said, ‘Hey, you!’

	Jim turned, and read the danger signal. He stiffened beside his drum, as thin as a rail and as hard. His eyes narrowed to watchful slits. Amos drew back his great podgy fist and lunged. To a range-bred lad used to dodging subconsciously the whip of lantana branches and lawyer-vines while he looked about for wallabies and birds’ nests, Amos’s paw coming at him looked as an acre of moving earth would to a fly. He bent his body, took a quick step forward, and with his bony right fist flattened Amos’s fleshy nose out towards his ears. Greg whooped with glee and Amos whooped with pain. The defeated Amos was quickly bundled back to the outside of the ring, to where the girls stood in nonchalantly disinterested groups. Wary still, Jim watched him go, and saw Noelene, the centre, as usual, of her group. He picked up his drum and walked over.

	Fourteen years old, fair-haired, her locks curled, Noelene crossed her long legs and waited, her eyes flicking shyly sideways at Cora Thompson, her desk and play mate. Jim came up and stood before her. He turned the drum in front of Noelene, without speaking, grinning a little. Noelene inspected the offering, archly aware of the girls behind her. Before she could speak Cora interposed her plump body in front of her.

	‘Jim Brady,’ she gurgled, ‘you know that word you told Noelene to look up in the dictionary? Well, she did. And she’s going to tell her mother. You wait, Jim Brady!’

	‘Heck!’ Jim’s face was aghast. Noelene enjoyed his discomfiture a moment before her face hardened and she turned on Cora.

	‘Oh, keep quiet, Cora!’

	‘You’re not, are you, Noelene?’ Jim queried anxiously. Noelene tossed her curls.

	‘I’m not sure yet. I should. It was a dirty word.’

	Sure now she shouldn’t split, Jim glowered.

	‘You asked me what it meant. You know darned well you did.’

	Greg came hotly to his defence.

	‘Yair, I heard you ask him. An’ I might tell your mother you asked him, too.’

	Furious at Cora’s putting her on the defensive, Noelene sniffed. She touched the drum with the tip of one foot.

	‘Oh, go and play with your little drum.’

	‘Better than playin’ with stupid girls,’ Greg spat. ‘Ya, ya, ya!’

	Noelene favoured the raggedly-dressed Greg with what the pictures had taught her was a withering look, linked her arm in Cora’s, and strolled towards the classroom.

	Greg and Jim watched them go.

	‘Beaut legs, ain’t she, Jim?’ Greg decided. ‘An’ I bet a quid she knew what that word was even before she looked it up.’

	‘Aw, bugger girls, anyway,’ answered his friend. He tossed his hair back and turned again to his drum.

	Jim had been tapping away for a week when Greg’s father, who taught the violin, suggested a musical Saturday evening at the Feakes’ place out near the bacon factory. Mr. Retterdel taught the five Feakes’ girls, and thought it a good idea to have a time-keeper, so back went Jim, Greg and Tiger on Friday after school to the headmaster’s house with a note.

	Mr. Lester was annoyed at this reminder of his week’s work, but Greg’s father and fiddle were handy on the night of the school dance, and Jim got the drum.

	He would have liked to carry it through the main street and every other street where the school kids lived, but this exquisite pleasure he had to forgo in order that he might indulge in one just as ecstatic—he had to have time to practise.

	It was Greg who, before they got home, suggested showing the out-of-school prize to Old Peter.

	‘Yes,’ breathed Jim, ‘He’s been in the war—he might even have played one.’ His face lit. ‘And I can march you down.’

	Greg grimaced. ‘Aw, cut it out. What if me sister sees me?’

	‘She won’t. Come on, Greg.’ Jim bent his browned face into the other’s, his eyes narrowed speculatively. ‘If you do—I’ll let you have a go when we get into the scrub a bit.’

	At this irresistible bribe Greg took station behind his cobber, and the three of them altered course for the range.

	Reluctantly, just above Peter’s hut, Greg handed over the drum. They marched down the rough track side by side, Jim distributing his beats pretty evenly between the drumhead and the wooden edge as the drum swung clumsily under his left thigh.

	Old Peter emerged with an axe, after the evening’s wood, as they came up.

	‘Hullo. What’ve you got there?’

	‘’Lo, Mr. Vosper. It’s a drum. My drum that I play at school. We thought we’d just bring her down and…’ Jim trailed off.

	Old Peter had dropped his axe against the wall of the shanty and was staring strangely at the drum. Facing him was the coat-of-arms, its lions and crossed rifles and draped flags still bright blue and red under the dirty white of the tightening cord. He reached out his hand.

	‘Take it off, boy,’ he said quietly. ‘Take it off and let’s have a look.’

	Jim wriggled his shoulders out of the strap.

	‘Have you ever played one, Mr. Vosper?’

	Peter took the drum, flicked a horny thumb against the skin, listened, looked at Jim, and suddenly laughed.

	‘Played one, boy—played one?’ He whipped the strap over his shoulder. ‘Ever heard of the Royal Marines? No, of course you haven’t. Played one? Listen!’

	His back straightened. He lifted both hands to his chin, elbows at right-angles, sticks rigid across his chest, tips touching. Then with a crash the sticks fell rattling upon the drumhead and Peter was marching up and down the beaten track outside his hut, head up, back like a ramrod, a light in his eyes, his grimed hands tossing and falling and beating in a practised whirr that rattled the old drum down and across the listening valleys as it had once given brazen tongue across the veldts of Africa.

	Jim and Greg listened to the staccato symphony in wide-eyed delight. Peter played on—but not on his brown-dirt terrace; he was in a London street, leading two thousand men in a march; or parading, all glitter and sparkle and stamping feet on a white holystoned quarter-deck to receive an admiral.

	It was nearly ten minutes before he tired; he halted before the boys, his momentary sheepishness dispelled by Jim’s ardent, ‘Gee, Mr. Vosper—will I ever be able to play like that?’

	‘Sure you will, son. Practice, that’s all you want—practice. Here, take this stick. No, like this. Now, the thumb does all the work—’

	It was a thumb-sore Jim who lugged the heavy drum home late that afternoon, impatient for the morrow. It would be difficult to say which kept him awake longer—his impatience for the dawn or his idolising of a man who could play a drum like that. But, drum or no drum, Mum’s Saturday jobs had to be done—a load of firewood from the bush crowding the Back Paddock; the billy-cart full of gravel from the pit up near Krortz’s place for the front path, payment for which had already been spent at the pictures last Saturday; and, with his three brothers, the front veranda scrubbed with the straw broom and buckets of water, and scrubbed again after Tiger, paddling in the slush under the house where the scrubbing water dripped through, had paddled on to the wet veranda—and not till well after dinner were Jim and Tiger free to practise.

	Up behind Krortz’s fence under a loquat-tree he settled the drum between his knees. Krortz’s place was a hundred yards up the road from his own and always had old broken-down cars outside so that the gravel road was blotched with grease and tyre marks. He owned a small garage in town. None of the kids liked Krortz. Big and surly, he wouldn’t let them skin his loquat-tree, nor set their sparrow-traps under the thorn bushes in his back paddock where half the Downs sprags seemed to muster.

	Jim rolled his sleeves up, baring his muscled young brown arms, settled his rump, flicked his hair back and started. In the quiet of that drowsy Saturday afternoon the old drum sounded like a battery of artillery. First a covey of starlings flew out from under Krortz’s roof, then Binn’s dog started to bark, which, of course, started Kerr’s and Knight’s and Kidston’s. Through all this cacophonic accompaniment Jim wielded his drum sticks, as taught, if not with the skill, then certainly the appreciation, of a drummer of the Royal Marines.

	Krortz must have been very deeply asleep, for it was a full quarter of an hour before his big boots crunched on the gravel path and the gate flew open. Tiger growled and Jim stood up.

	‘Have you been beatin’ that blasted drum?’ Krortz growled. ‘Because if you have I’ll kick you and your mongrel dog clean over that fence!’

	Jim was not a virtuous son by any means. But two things he had never done: told a big lie (it was useless here, anyway) or ever allowed the slightest disparagement directed at Tiger.

	Jim looked into the ugly face above him with its nose covered in grease blackheads.

	‘Yes, I’m playing the drum,’ he said, eyes half-closed and his little jaw jutting. ‘And you can’t kick me or my dog or I’ll go for you.’

	Krortz lifted his boot and caught Tiger a thump on the rump that sent him yelping in pain in a circle and back, crouching behind Jim’s legs. Concern for his dog, and blind rage at the man who had kicked him, swelled in the boy’s throat till he gasped with the effort to breathe. He stared at Krortz, panting, his sharp white teeth showing like an animal’s, his brown eyes slitted. Then he flew at Krortz with his little fists whirling. He met a sharp cuff that knocked him flat on his back. And at that moment Old Peter came walking up from the town, his sugar bag of weekend meat and bread slung over his shoulder. Jim stumbled to him, hot tears of rage and thankfulness welling down his face. He clutched Peter’s arm and walked back close beside him, staring in mingled fright and anger at Krortz, but feeling safe with the man who knew a man who knew Buffalo Bill.

	‘What’s all this?’ said Peter importantly, divining at a glance just what it all was. ‘What’s the trouble?’

	‘I’ll tell you what the trouble is, you old sot. This blasted kid’s kept me awake all afternoon with that drum there! And I just said I’d kick him and his drum over the fence—and if you don’t like it I’ll bloody well kick you over with ’em!’

	Jim looked at Krortz in awe, then up at Peter. Gee, old Krortz was asking for it! Peter would flay him alive for that. But seconds passed and Peter made no move to annihilate this insulter, apart from moving his eyes in every direction but at Krortz’s. And as Jim waited for disaster to rend his enemy, and his enemy still stood there sneering, he knew with a horrible screwing in his stomach that his idol had taken the insult.

	Krortz gave the drum a contemptuous kick, and with a laugh that filled Jim’s eyes with a mist of rage and shame turned and slouched back through the gate.

	No word was spoken on the way home, Jim carrying his drum and fighting back his tears. Peter’s face was white and strained, and once he looked down at Jim’s quivering face and with a flinch jerked his head away and went his way up the road without a word.

	Only Peter and what he used to call his soul know what he went through that night, alone on his chaff bag bed with his memories and his shame.

	Next day, Sunday, Jim was not interested in the day’s plans—down the precipice for watercress, or a run down the range, or burning-off the Side Paddock. He sat up the back under the plum tree and read comics, and on every page he saw Old Peter’s face when Krortz threatened to kick him over the fence.

	Just before dark, when Jim was crossing the road on his way to listen to Greg’s gramophone, he saw Peter coming down the road. He whistled Tiger peremptorily and broke into a run across the green. Peter made no attempt to stop him, just trudged on, with his grey head hunched between his shoulders.

	Tortured between the longing to unburden his heart to his mate and shame at that burden, Jim brought Greg away from the gramophone, out into the warm dusk, to throw gibbers at lamp posts. He tried to excuse Peter, his drink-sodden condition, his shiftless living; he remembered how he must have been in his youth, tough, lean, a hard-bitten adventurer; and the more he contrasted Peter’s present softness with Krortz’s work-hardened bulk the worse he felt. Now Old Peter could never, ever, play the drum again.

	They wandered nearer home, Jim glum, Greg wondering. Under the street light outside Krortz’s place they saw Krortz as he hung his milk-billy on the gate. He looked up for a moment, hearing their footsteps but not seeing them on the other side of the light; and Jim saw, oh! saw his face!

	The boy breathed,‘Mr. Vosper!’ and flew up the road,

	Tiger’s ears dancing beside him, leaving Greg agape under the light. Past his own front gate, up and over the hill, breathlessly stumbling down the rough track and swift-footed through the paspalum and cabbage-garden. Outside Peter’s dark door he stopped. There was no sound, only a laboured breathing, now and again a groan. Jim pushed the door softly.

	‘Mr. Vosper?’ he breathed into the dark.

	There was no answer.

	‘Mr. Vosper?’

	‘What the devil d’you want?’

	‘Oh, Mr. Vosper. I just saw him. And, Mr. Vosper—oh, gee, Mr. Vosper. He’s got a corker black eye!’

	‘Get to blazes out of here,’ Old Peter said. And smiled in the dark through his broken lips.



	


	
	Chapter Two 

	TIME PASSED EASILY for Jim in the prosperous country town. The wheat sprouted on the rich black soil of the Downs, reaching for miles to the westward, now a waving green sea, then a vast acreage of brown stubble after the reapers and binders had crawled through the full yellow grains. The three big flour-mills worked day and night, and the rail trucks jostled into their sidings and left, gorged with heavy white sacks of flour. Milk poured into the town, and left in one-pound packages with a world-famous wrapper folding neatly the rich creamy butter.

	Now fifteen, Jim had grown into a toughly-muscled lad nearly as tall as his father. Porridge every morning, long tramps down the range at every opportunity, swimming and tree-climbing had given his limbs a wiry elasticity of toughness that had enabled him, once, in competition with a gang of boys from the other side of town, and, therefore, strangers, to run the five miles from The Caves up the range to Old Peter’s hut in a little under half an hour. He had been yarning with Peter for ten minutes before they straggled up the zigzag path.

	One morning, some three weeks after Jim had sat for his scholarship, he woke with the sun beaming in through the passion fruit vine clothing his half of the veranda, and grinned at Tiger waiting on the veranda boards beside his bed. At once the dog leaped to the bed, whining with pleasure as Jim cuffed him and rubbed his long black ears.

	He stretched his sunburned arms to reach the end wall of the veranda behind him, and turned on his side, snuggling cosily under the coarse, heavy blankets. Tiger cuddled beside him, waiting his pleasure. Thinking of what he and Greg would do this Saturday, Jim dozed. He heard, dimly, his father walking from round the side of the house, his feet crunching on the newly-gravelled path. Heard him stop in the front garden by the cactus bush, and open the paper. His head half out of the bed, his mind a pleasant vacuum, Jim lazily watched a meat ant navigating a crack in the floor boards. Then Dad came heavily up the long veranda steps and, instead of going straight inside through the front door, left always open, he turned and came up to Jim’s bed. Jim looked up. His eyes opened in surprise as his father, the Chronicle folded in one hand, sat down on the bed. It was the first time he had done that. Jim felt a vague embarrassment. Dad, Jim saw, was smiling, his habitually brown face creased.

	‘Well, boy,’ he said heavily. He tapped the paper in the palm of his hand. 

	‘Yes, Dad?’ Jim answered, wondering what this was all about.

	Dad slowly opened the paper, folded it at a long list of names, smoothed it on his pyjama-clad knee, and dropped it under Jim’s nose.

	‘You’ve won a scholarship,’ he said. ‘To the Grammar School.’

	‘Crikey!’ Jim sat up abruptly, forgetting his embarrassment, and spilling Tiger to the floor with a protesting yelp. He ran his eye down the columns of names, eager to see his name in print, so that he failed at first to see Dad’s hand. When he did he grasped it in confusion, felt the pressure and, suddenly, felt a man. For a long moment son and father looked into each other’s eyes. In that time Jim caught a glimpse of what this meant to his father. The talk at the office, hearing the manager’s congratulations … There had been three scholarships awarded in the whole town.

	The moment of unusual intimacy passed. Jim withdrew his hand and returned to the paper, oddly pleased that his father felt this way. It was the first indication he had that he felt like this about his studies. Though once he had heard Mum and Dad talking about his progress at the State school.

	‘Well,’ he heard Dad say, ‘my brother’s a New Guinea magistrate, my uncle was one of the State’s best-known politicians. No doubt at all where he gets it from.’ 

	Mum had said nothing, as she usually did.

	‘I wonder how Greg got on?’ Jim said, still scanning.

	‘He passed all right,’ answered Dad. ‘But, of course, no scholarship. He’ll go to the Technical College, I suppose.’

	‘Oh,’ groaned Jim.

	‘Well, my boy,’ said Dad ponderously. He got up from the bed
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