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A black stretch limousine with blacked out windows pulled up to a section of curb clearly signed ‘No Standing’ in front of a brick and tile mansion in River Terrace, Kangaroo Point. A large billboard towered over the freshly painted white two meter high, barred wrought iron and brick fence. The billboard displayed images of select rooms inside the mansion with ‘Auction Today’ spread across the images in large black letters.

Three dark suited males climbed out of the limo and pushed their way through the crowd waiting for the auction to begin.

As each member of the crowd recognised Minister Pedderley they smiled a greeting and moved back, creating enough room for the three to move closer to the front fence. The three suits stopped two feet from the opened gate and had a whispered conversation with one of the auctioneer helpers.

Then Minister Pedderley smiled at the crowd. As the crowd smiled back, he moved forward shaking hands with each person.

“How are you, today?’ He smiled and nodded as he moved to the next and shook their hands. “Yes, too hot to stand in the sun for long.” He moved along the front of the crowd, chatting to each person, until the main auctioneer tapped a small mallet on his clipboard. Silence descended over the waiting crowd.

“Are you all ready to bid on this wonderful, last of an era, Queenslander?” The auctioneer paused and watched the crowd. “Who will open the bidding at two million?”

The auctioneer helpers stood tall and watched sections of the crowd.

“No bids? Or just shy?” The auctioneer smiled like he had all the time in the world. “Who wants to open the bidding at one and a half million?”

“Here,” called one of the auction helpers.

“Thank you, sir,” the auctioneer said after he located the bidder pointed out by his helper. “Any more bids?”

Minister Pedderley hurried back to stand with his companions.

The shorter of his two companions raised his hand to make a bid when the price reached two and a half million.

“Thank you, sir,” the auctioneer said, but he nodded at Minister Pedderley. “Any more bids?”

Minister Pedderley leant close to the shorter of his companions. “Do not go past three million.” Then he leant against the fence and watched as the price steadily increased as people tried to outbid each other.

When the bidding price reached three and a quarter million, Minister Pedderley wiped sweat from his forehead. He frowned at the crowd for a moment, and gently touched his companion’s arm. “No more!”

“You can still have it,” the companion whispered. “Your last competitor will fold at the next increase.”

“He is bidding for the Chinese couple standing behind him.” Minister Pedderley sweated some more. “They will keep going to four and a half.”

His companion raised his hand and called, “Three point three!”

Most of the crowd drew a breath at the offer.

The agent for the Chinese couple nodded at the auctioneer.

“Three and a half bid on my left. Thank you, sir.” The auctioneer looked at Minister Pedderley. “Any more bids?”

Minister Pedderley shook his head, but his companion raised his finger. “Three point six.”

Minister Pedderley lost all colour from his face and slumped his shoulders.

His second companion gripped his upper arm to hold him steady and whispered in his ear. “Don’t you want this place for your wife?”

“Not at that price,” Minister Pedderley answered.

The auctioneer slammed his hammer down on his clipboard after two more calls but with no takers. “Sold! To the gentleman on my right!”

Minister Pedderley hurried through the thinning crowd and climbed into the waiting limo, leaving the other two to sign the papers.

His second companion climbed in and settled next to the minister. “Bob can handle the paperwork. What is your problem?”

“I do not have that sort of money.”

“If you persuade the council to rezone that parcel of land I told you about, then I will front the money. You can pay it back whenever you can for as long as it takes.”

Before the minister could answer, his mobile rang. He put the call on speaker. “What!”

“That small newspaper problem is about to been sorted, but I can’t find your missing file.” The male’s deep voice sounded very confident. “I asked my associates to search the unit, because the file could have been taken west by mistake.”

“Good! Call when you locate it.” Minister Pedderley ended the call and slipped his mobile into the breast pocket of his jacket.

“Trouble?”

“Hopefully it will be sorted by morning.”

His companion nodded. “I can transfer some pocket change to you tonight.”

“Better to make it small monthly payments.” Pedderley turned to look directly at his companion. “I can’t start repayments on that property until after the next election.”

“Get the rezoning before the election,” his companion said with a smile, “and you can take all the time you need.”

* * *
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The old Bedford flat tray truck, loaded with boxes of dry goods under a tied down blue tarpaulin behind the cabin, and a load of two hundred, six foot long star pickets roped down at the rear of the tray, headed west along the South Western Highway in southern Queensland.

The open windows allowed the hot breeze to blow dust out of the cabin. Country music blared from the single speaker under the dash, and the driver sang along with each song, ignoring the heat and dust.

Twenty five meters behind the Bedford rolled a large rig, covered in chrome and shiny blue paint, except where the white letters of its call sign, ‘Born to Drive’ sprawled across the bonnet. The large rig also carried a blue tarp covered load.

Another large rig tailgated the blue rig. It was also covered with chrome and shiny white paint, with a black call sign of ‘Rolling Dude’ painted across the space above the windscreen. The fully covered tray hid any load, but in fact, there was no load. The rig was heading home empty.

Both large rigs kept their windows closed, and their air conditioning blasting through the cabin. The settling dust from the Bedford’s passing again spun into tall swirls as the two rigs drove through. It only cleared when the hot breeze blew the dust off the road.

If any ‘roos grazed at the edge of the road, they would have closed their eyes and waited for the dust to settle. But grazing ‘roos were not a problem for the old Bedford or the large rigs, because the three vehicles had bull bars attached, jutting out in front of the chrome bumpers. The solid bull bars would have made short work of any ‘roo waiting on the road, or ready to hop in front of the vehicles, but as it was more than two hours before sunset no roos grazed beside the highway.

Another half a kilometre behind the two large rigs, two late model Trailblazers also headed west. Neither four wheel drive vehicle seemed in a hurry to pass the large rigs, and the large rigs seemed in no hurry to overtake the old Bedford.

The occasional dust covered vehicle passed the convoy heading east, but for most of the afternoon the road was clear of traffic.

An hour before sunset, Mercy Connor slowed the old Bedford and pulled onto the shoulder of the South Western Highway ten miles east of Cunnamulla, right next to an old faded sign advising fast food, fuel and gossip ten miles ahead at Anne’s Roadhouse.

Flat dry land both sides of the highway left no doubt that the country needed rain. Lots of it. The remaining clumps of dead grass scattered across the red clay between stunted trees were not enough to feed a baby kangaroo let alone a goat, sheep or pig.

But Mercy hoped there was enough grass to keep a warren of rabbits healthy because Anne loved rabbit, baked or stewed, and as Mercy had a knack of dropping every rabbit she shot, she obliged whenever she could.

Mercy knew she would see rabbits at the active warren fifteen meters off the road south of the faded sign just before sunset, so all she had to do was wait until they popped out of the burrows to nibble on the dry grass.

And whatever she delivered to Anne to cook would also add to the tales Anne told of how Ted, Anne’s brother, and Andy, Mercy’s brother, never carried any rabbits home after a day out shooting because they were either lousy shots or the rabbits had time to dive into the burrows before both males could aim their rifles.

She removed the dusty maroon cap she wore while driving the old Bedford, because the only air con in the Bedford was when both windows were down, and the cap kept her curly, strawberry blond hair off her forehead and out of her eyes while driving.

The habit of running her fingers through her curls to unstick them from her hot sweaty scalp allowed the slight breeze to evaporate the sweat and cool her head.

Mercy reached behind the passenger seat for her .22 single shot rifle and a box of shells as ‘Born to Drive’ rolled past. He blasted his air horn, which drowned out an old Merle Haggard song playing on the radio before he disappeared around the next bend.

Mercy reached for her CB mike. “Catch you next week, Bill.”

“Probably have the misses with me next week, and you know how she hates stopovers delaying her shopping.” Bill kept the mike open while he laughed.

Mercy smiled at the reminder Bill’s wife kept him under her thumb.

The second big rig, ‘Rolling Dude’, rolled past the old Bedford and the draft rocked the cabin.

“Safe driving, Mercy.”

Henry always stopped at the road house in Cunnamulla for a meal and a sleep before he headed further west.

“I only want to bag a few rabbits for Anne. I’ll see you at the roadhouse shortly.” Mercy hooked the mike over the rear view mirror. Henry tapped his air horn before he followed Bill around the bend, stirring up the settling dust from Bill’s rig.

Mercy rested her hand on the door handle, but did not open the door. She decided to wait and see if the two black Trailblazers she noticed following when she left Toowoomba were still heading west, or if they had turned off somewhere back down the highway.

While she waited, the radio finished a blues song and music played to announce the start of the hourly news items. More weather pattern changes were announced which meant no rain for another week. Nothing new there.

She expected to hear more hype about punishing everyone with higher taxes for helping raise carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere, but instead the next news item was about discovering some old Antarctic base.

Humming tires announced the arrival of the two four wheel drives.

The first vehicle slowed as it passed the Bedford. It was one of the two Trailblazers that had followed her from Toowoomba! Tinted windows stopped Mercy seeing inside, but as soon as the second started to slow, the first picked up speed again. The second also picked up speed and was tailgating the first by the time they disappeared around the bend.

Rubber neckers! Probably hoped to catch a glimpse of her relieving herself next to the front tire.

That thought made her aware her bladder was full. She sighed as she placed the rifle and bullets on the passenger seat, and climbed out of the cabin.

Once she relieved herself, she retrieved the rifle and bullets, climbed up onto the tray and settled on the roped down pile of star pickets to wait for the rabbits to show themselves.

The first rabbit stopped two meters to the east of the burrow to eat some grass. All Mercy could see were ears tips, so she lowered the rifle, breathed in, and fired.

Two more appeared and stopped to look towards the downed rabbit. She quickly sighted, fired, reloaded, sighted and fired. The way they dropped assured her she killed both before they had time to disappear back down the burrow.

She placed the rifle next to the box of bullets on the tarp covering the stores, and jumped off the tray. Her boots stirred the powdered dust. She held her breath until she was half way across the field to collect the three rabbits. Then she breathed again.

The first rabbit shot was still kicking slightly. She broke its neck, collected the other two and returned to the Bedford. There were enough to keep Anne happy for another week or two.
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The Trailblazer diesel engine hummed softly as the first of two black four wheel drive vehicles passed the old Bedford.

The thick necked, bald driver pulled down the black sun visor to block most of the glare from the setting sun blinding him.

The passenger made a call on his mobile. He set the call on speaker so they both heard the ring tone.

“What?” The person who answered the call sounded angry.

The passenger raised his left hand to shade his eyes. “Just outside Cunnamulla. She pulled off the road a mile back. What now? Wait for her in town or keep going to her property?”

“Keep going. Search her place from top to bottom. Don’t bother returning without her brother’s notes.”

The driver leant closer to the mobile. “What if she sees us?”

“Kill her!” A loud click told both of them that the caller had hung up.

“We need to stop and clean the windshield,” the passenger said to fill the silence. He pocketed his mobile before tapped the leather shoulder holster to make sure his revolver was secure.

“Could get some food, too,” the driver added. “And tell the other two our new plans.”

“What’s so important about those papers he wants?”

“I plan on living a long time, so did not ask.”

“Seems a bloody long way to drive for some reporter’s notes.” The passenger shifted his feet in the foot well as he slid his behind around on the leather seat, looking for a spot where he could rest his head without sunlight blinding him. In the end, he leant his head against the side wall between the two windows and closed his eyes, ignoring the seat belt pressing against his cheek. Then he sighed loudly. “It will be a long day for all of us.”

* * *
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Mercy rolled the Bedford to a stop next to Henry’s rig at the back of the roadhouse. In front of her cab, the six foot high chain wire fence bent outwards. She assumed another rig hit it before it rolled to a stop. At least three galvanised posts needed replacing before lifting and attaching the chain wire to the posts. That was another job she could send her workers over to fix as soon as mustering ended.

More weeds grew around the two rust covered garbage bins, and either side of the path leading into the rear of the roadhouse. Both Anne and Wally were too busy feeding and pumping petrol, or just too tired, to do yard repairs.

She carried the three dead rabbits into the roadhouse kitchen and dumped them on the large table before she continued out to the restaurant.

“Hi, Anne.” Mercy waved and smiled at the middle aged, grey haired woman ringing up the till for a local.

“You are late,” Anne greeted Mercy. “Henry is already eating.”

“Got three rabbits for you.” Mercy quickly looked at the board behind Anne. No new menu items. “My usual, please.”

The customer left and Anne walked back into the kitchen.

Mercy noticed three tables with customers and Henry at the rear table. The young helper, Carla, chatted to a well dressed young couple at the table closest to the front door. They both wore wedding rings, but these days, that did not mean much, as they could both be married to other people.

The clean, bright colours of the customers’ clothes at the other two tables led Mercy to guess they were all returning from day trips in Toowoomba or Brisbane and needed a meal before continuing further west after dark.

The other eleven tables were empty, set up with placemats and cutlery in front of each empty seat, and salt and pepper containers and unlit candles in smoky grey short glasses in the middle of each table.

She waved to Henry, before she returned to the kitchen to talk to Anne. “Did you see two black Trailblazers go past?”

Anne pulled two steaks off the grill, and plated them. “They pulled in for diesel, and bought four steak burgers and cokes. They left at least five minutes ago.” She adding chips and salads and hit the bell, then turned to prepare Mercy’s meal. “Why?”

“No reason,” Mercy said. “I just had a feeling they were following me when I first noticed them after I left Toowoomba. They had plenty of time to pass Henry, Bill and me, but they never tried, even though Henry waved them around us at least three times.”

“Weekend shooters from the city?” Anne wiped her hands on her apron after she placed the steak on the grill. She dropped a basket of chips into the hot oil. “I did think they reminded me of FBI agents in their suits first, but I decided they acted more like gangsters.” She laughed. “Only tourists, salesmen, or shooters heading west.” Anne studied Mercy for a moment. “Did you get to see Andy while in Brisbane?”

Mercy sat on a stool next to the deep freezer. “Yes. Acting strange as usual. Rambled on about conspiracies and bad politicians. I guess that means he was thinking of another article for the newspaper.”

Anne shook her head in agreement.

Carla rushed in and grabbed the two plates of food, smiled a greeting to Mercy, then hurried out.

Anne picked up a cloth and wiped down the bench next to the gas stove. “While I think of it, the young stockman from Paddy’s place called in and asked when you would be coming back. He said Paddy wants you to dust two crops on his place within the next five days.”

Mercy nodded. “I will see Paddy tomorrow, when I deliver his star pickets. What else has been happening while I was in town?”

“I had another two locals believing they saw strange clouds close to the south horizon. And blinking lights.” Anne raised her eyebrows and laughed.

Mercy did not laugh. “Near the new solar panel generator, no
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