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Dedication

For my brother David, who swam a river to save my life




Epigraph

           She was charged with shooting the accused, who in giving evidence against her, made no secret of what his intentions were towards the woman. She, he said, was only a gin, and he could do what he liked with her.

“District Court, Criminal Sittings”

Brisbane Telegraph, January 31, 1908
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Owen Addison, 1943

It was Owen’s first time in the big country town that thought it was a city. The boy had never heard a tram rattle along a paved street, never before seen a raised boxing ring waiting for him empty and ominous under blazing electric light. The number of whitefellas in the world was a revelation. Dugai burst out of every door, their pale faces staring at him, strangers to a man. The great yellow hope, he heard one of them say to the flash piece of mutton hanging off his arm. Owen swallowed. At home his enemies were clear: Reverend O’Sullivan, the gunjibals, the Welfare. But where was the snake hidden in this particular paddock?

There.

Over in the corner, a stout gunjie with a flaming red beard. Three more beside him, all wearing the unfamiliar blue serge of the Queensland Police Force. His mum’s voice rang in his ears: Keep your jang shut tight, son. It’s your job to keep the god botherers away. So keep quiet—and mind ya bloody win. Her arms flung around him so tight his breath was forced high into his throat. His arms roped around her, too, trembling. Pride bursting in his chest: I’m a man, fighting to keep us free. Me, Sissy, Bon. And the terror of it all falling on his head at fourteen.

The red beard strolled over, smiling a smile to chill the marrow of your black bones. He shook Mr. Lewis’s hand.

“Corbett’s the name. So this is him, is it?” he asked, swivelling to pin Owen beneath his gaze. “The new Jack Johnson?” Owen stiffened. Melbourne had rioted after the Negro Johnson had won. Men had died. And Mr. Lewis was a banana farmer; he knew nothing about gunjies.

“Oh, Owen’s no flash Yank,” Mr. Lewis said mildly. “He’s just a handy half-caste from Rivertown.”

“Is that right, boy?” The sergeant seized upon the adjective. “Handy, are ya?”

“Try to be.” Owen’s chin jutted.

The sergeant gazed at him, unsatisfied. He leaned closer and his copper’s breath blew hot in Owen’s ear.

“You might be thought something pretty over the border,” he said softly. “But the last coon that got too handy round here swung for it. Got that?” He stepped back laughing, as though he’d made a fine and private joke. After a moment of incomprehension, Owen’s bladder jerked in fear. He wanted to kill the man standing in front of him, but there was his mother to think of. And Reverend O’Sullivan, sniffing after his sisters’ souls.

“Yessir,” Owen mumbled, though he didn’t. He’d heard the word a hundred times in approval from older men. Handy with a horse. Handy sort of a lad. Handy with his fists. Now, somehow, in the instant between Mr. Lewis uttering the word and it ricocheting back at him, handy had become a steel trap.

Owen’s job was clear. Keep the gunjibals away by winning in the grimy tents of country towns, by boxing his way to the title Mr. Lewis said was his for the taking. By being the native pride of Rivertown, so authority had no excuse to come hunting down his sisters and him. But if Queensland didn’t like its blacks handy—if Queensland lynched them for it—then was he supposed to win this match, or not? It was a question gnawing at him when he ducked between the taut white ropes. Still consuming him when the copper’s eyes bored into him on his corner stool, warning him away from handiness. And paralyzing him until the instant his opponent, a red-haired chunk of a lad, was announced as “our own Johnny Corbett.”

Owen knew then what he had to do to win. Could guess, too, in a general sort of way, what the Silver Gloves would cost him. He bent and spat into the zinc bucket, his pulse hammering in his neck. Then the lad rose to stand lean and tall and black beneath the blazing lights, which multiplied his shadow in four directions. All fear evaporated. This was the moment he had been born for, oh yes. His Old People hadn’t made him into a man for nothing. Owen made sure the newspaper fella was watching and swung to face the baying crowd. He whooped loudly and slammed his gloved hands together above his head. “Second round,” he called, “I’ll lay your Queenslander out in two.” The room howled as Owen turned back to look Johnny Corbett fair in the eye. There was no mystery here. The snake in the room was him, and by Christ he was ready to strike.

* * *

Owen survived the retribution that followed his victory. He went home a hero, stunned by the new kinds of violence in the world, and refusing point-blank to satisfy any of Mr. Lewis’s questions about his shattered face, his bloodied legs. He had understood early in the night that the price of his life would be silence. And when Owen died, a very old man in a house far away to the south, there were seven decades of agony caged in him, held down by liquor and a steely pride, and by various acts of bastardry his family could never quite manage to forget. But he had held one thing dear. Since the night the sergeant locked the cell door behind them, laughing with the other white men waiting there, nobody—not his wife, nor his brother, nor any of his descendants—would ever see Owen Addison cry. He had left his tears behind on the cracked cement floor of a Queensland watch house.




Part One

Less is Less




Chapter One

A stranger rode into town, only it wasn’t a stranger, it was Kerry, come to say goodbye to Pop before he fell off that perch he’d been clinging to real stubborn way for so long. Cancer, Ken reckoned, never mind cancer, ya couldn’t kill the old bastard with an axe. But ah, no good. The call come last night. Get yerself home, chop chop.

Kerry dropped into second as she cruised past the corner store, clocking the whitenormalsavages, a dozen blue eyeballs popping fair outta their moogle heads at the sight of her. Skinniest dark girl on a shiny new Softail, heart attack city, truesgod. So yeah, let’s go for it, eh, you mob. Let’s all have a real good dorrie at the blackfella du jour. Kerry resisted the urge to elevate both middle fingers as she rode past the astounded locals, past the produce store. Past Frankie’s Mechanical. Past the vacant lot with its waist-high weeds hiding a generation’s worth of fag ends, torn condom wrappers, and empty bottles. Past the landmark pub, which hadn’t changed in a century and wasn’t about to start now, thanks very much all the same. And when Kerry had made it to the other end of Main Street, that was about it for Durrongo (“Place of Centrelink fraud,” according to Ken), population 320. Now, as ever, if you wanted anything more complicated than a beer, a bale of hay, or a loaf of last week’s bread from Kath at the general inconvenience store, you had to make tracks for Patto, half an hour up the highway.

As Durrongo petered out, Kerry throttled back. She stopped at the T-junction of Main and Mount Monk Road and straightened first one stiff leg, then the other, letting her toes point skyward in heavy black leather boots. Twenty thousand bucks of American heritage engineering shifted in her hands as she did. Right boot out: a small tilt to the left. Left boot out: a small tilt to the right. Then, in a futile gesture towards flying under the gossip radar for at least the afternoon, Kerry turned the bike off. Silence expanded around her. She flipped her visor up and flinched, late December bouncing straight up at her off the tar. Eleven in the morning and already the road soft beneath her boot heels. Sweat broke out on her forehead as she gazed around the empty intersection and the paddocks beyond it.

“Been a fair while,” Kerry murmured to nobody and to everybody. “Been a fair old while.” She let out a sharp bark of laughter. There was no telling what today might bring, or who might be alive at the end of it. Same as any other fucking day in Durrongo, in other words, only more so.

* * *

Three waark flapped down onto the road beside her, drawn to the flattened remains of a king brown, which looked to have lost a fight with Scruffy McCarthy’s cattle truck.

The birds stared at Kerry, cawing obnoxiously before they turned to their snake, and promptly ripped it in half. The biggest crow seized the open-jawed front end of the carcass and hopped with glee to the grassy verge. Hungry, it plunged hard into the rotting head, seeking out the reptile’s soft brain, and then looked up, totally baffled. The fanged snake skull had gotten wedged hard onto the bird’s beak. The crow shook its head, first in surprise and then in anger, but to no avail. Kerry watched, fascinated and appalled. Would the crow manage to free itself? Or would the mundoolun have the last grim laugh, its hard, tiny skull locking the crow’s beak shut until the bird starved to death? The eaters and the eaten of Durrongo, having it out at the crossroads. You don’t see old mate Freddy McCubbin painting that, do ya? Talk about down on his fucking luck.

The other crows noticed their companion’s plight.

“Hahaha, looks like a mutant, half a bird and half a snake,” mocked the one on the left.

“Are you sssssssssssstuck?” asked the other, falling about with delight at its own wit.

I’m not the only one in Durrongo plagued by arseholes then, Kerry noted.

“Yugam baugal jang! Wahlu wiya galli!” the luckless crow complained. My beak’s no good. You could help a bird.

Kerry looked around the deserted road.

“Yugam baugal jang! Buiyala galli! Yugam yan moogle Goorie Brisbanyu?” You could help, instead of sitting up there like a mug lair from the city.

Kerry looked around again. The waark hopped up and down in rage.

Then the second crow chimed in, dripping scorn.

“It’s no good to ya, fang-face. Can’t talk lingo! Can’t even find its way home! Turned right at the Cal River when it shoulda kept going straight. It’s as moogle as you look.”

“How the hell do you lot know where I’ve been?” Kerry retorted. Back in town five minutes and the bloody wildlife keeping tabs on her already. The second crow preened as it gave her a self-important sideways glance.

“Us waark see all that happens. We see the platypus in his burrow at midnight. We see the dingo bitch in her lair under the new moon; we see—”

The third crow butted in, impatient.

“Oh, shuttup ya bloody blowhard. Make me sick, truesgod! Old Grandfather Pelican went and told our aunty second cousin he seen ya get lost at the bridge. Goodest blackfella!” The third crow sharpened its beak on the bitumen in contempt. Kerry turned to the trapped bird, pulling her hair up into a tight ponytail to get it off her neck. Because Jesus Christ Almighty, the heat.

“I’ll help if you fly up here,” she offered, tapping her handlebar. The other crows instantly began to shriek in alarm.

The snake-crow tilted its mutant head at her.

“Gulganelehla Bundjalung.” Speak Bundjalung. A test of good character.

“Bundjalung ngaoi yugam baugal,” she said. My Bundjalung is crap. The bird hesitated.

“It’s a trap, a trap, a trap!” the other crows screeched.

The sun beat down on four black heads as one minute passed, and then another. Kerry shrugged and kicked the Harley to life again, the enormous vee-engine booming like a bitch over the thistle-studded paddocks.

“Well, suit yerself, bunji. I’m not sitting here getting cooked to death.”

With a last suspicious glance at her, the crow took two fast hops and then was airborne. Its so-called friends took off as well, bullying each other all the way across the paddock to the dead gum standing by the creek.

Kerry sat for another troubled moment, feeling certain the crow was going to spend several hideous days before starvation claimed it. But she hadn’t ridden three hours to worry about a doomed waark. She was here to deliver her final goodbye to Pop, and then fuck off quick bloody smart back over the border to Queensland, well away from anything resembling Durrongo.

* * *

Revving the throttle, she looked straight in front of her, down a long gravel driveway to the house that jack shit built. It huddled beneath the spreading arms of a large leopard tree. Same old fibro walls. Same old iron roof with rust creeping into a few more panels each wet season. The lawn bore a lopsided Mohawk from where the mower had died or been stolen or where Ken had run out of the minimal motivation he’d had to begin with. Gazing at the front veranda where the old nickel bath used to live, Kerry felt her scalp begin to itch. She hauled her helmet off and scratched furiously at her sweaty head.

Ken still hadn’t replaced the busted louvre beside the front door. More accurately, Kerry squinted, he’d replaced it with a strip of roughly hacked ply, and this had become a permanent memorial to the window his stubby had flown through upon discovering a $125 council parking fine in the mail. The offending Falcon stood in exactly the same spot Kerry had seen it last Christmas. Beside it another two old bombs kept the rusting XD company. Kerry guffawed. Jerry, she thought, still scratching the long-dead nits of childhood, they shoulda named him Jerry—everything the prick does is Jerry-built. My biggest blue-eyed brother. Such a fucking boon to the tribe.

Suddenly not caring about the local gossips and their hurricane tongues—for she would be long gone this time tomorrow—Kerry revved the Hog. In their distant gum tree, the crows cawed in mocking response. Kerry revved the bike again, louder, and gave an evil grin. That’s a warning to yez all. Big dorrie locals, paranoid crows, flattened brown snakes, the big brothers of the world. Or maybe it’s just a real deadly welcome home to meself. Cos ready or not, here I come. She threaded her helmet onto her left forearm and released the clutch. Plummeted down the drive to where Pretty Mary was continuing her life’s work cursing the inhabitants of Durrongo, as if anyone with two eyes in their head to see with couldn’t have told her the fucking place was cursed to hell and back already.

* * *

In Sydney, Martina closed her eyes, not believing what she’d just heard from the state director of sales.

“Tom,” she said very carefully, “I’m really not that interested. Things are going right off in Metro South, so thanks but no thanks.”

“Eight weeks, Martina. Ten at the most. It’s just till Jim Buckley’s replacement wraps things up in Auckland. You could probably even do it from Byron. Come to the party, and I promise you, you’ll be at the top of the list of applicants for the next Metro agency.”

Martina paused. Applicants! Supplicants would be a better word. There was a limit, however, to how often you could say no to senior management. Fuck. Tom had no idea what he was asking of her.

“I heard Glen Plummer’s retiring.”

Martina opened her eyes wide. Glen had owned the premier real estate agency in Sydney’s inner south for thirty years. She did some rapid mental arithmetic as her pulse quickened. Two months exiled to Shitsville for an outside shot at her dream.

“The boss smiles on team players, Martina.”

Martina grimaced. She’d never been an arselicker. But for a chance to buy her own agency, she’d pucker up with the best of them.

“Eight weeks, tops. And Buckley pays my airfares and accommodation.”

“Good girl. I knew I could count on you. We’ll need you there Monday.”

* * *

Kerry shrugged off her blue backpack and apologized to the terrified ginger cat crouching under Ken’s car. Poor puss. But the noise of the Harley didn’t worry Elvis one bit. A small cunning mutt of no discernible heritage, he raged at the bike from the top of the stairs, finding it a worthy adversary. When he recognized Kerry, Elvis leaped off the veranda and beat his half-a-tail wildly in greeting, all the while conspiring to get past her and piss on the bike’s front wheel. On his third attempt, the dog nearly made it, hopping sideways on three legs with the fourth poised high in anticipation. Kerry whirled to head him off at the pass. Stymied, but with the cork already out of the bottle, Elvis ended up spraying the length of her leather boot instead. She screeched in disgust as she flung him away from her. “Go piss on ya owner’s boots, ya dirty little unit,” she added. Elvis made landfall heavily and ran yelping towards the chicken pen as Ken appeared at the back door.

“I see Elvis has left the building,” he observed.

“Small-dog syndrome. Has to mark everything he sees.” Kerry lifted her drenched boot to demonstrate. “The dirty little cunt.”

Ken laughed as he took in the extremely interesting fact of his baby sister on a late-model Harley. “He’s got anger issues,” he said, raking his fingers through his mullet.

“Show me someone who don’t, brah, and I’ll lick their crack for em,” Kerry joked.

Ken leaned over the veranda rail, six foot two and heavy with muscle from years of basketball and footy. Sweat glistened on his corded neck. Enough had already trickled south to turn his navy tank top, fresh that morning, to a clammy charcoal. Kerry squinted up at her oldest brother. He’d stacked on the weight since he got out. Now, with his long flat nose and graying hair, Ken was looking more like a giant overgrown koala every time she saw him.

“Bugger me, two visits in a year.” He grinned, his busted teeth showing. “Stalking us now are ya?”

“Don’t get used to it.” Kerry was climbing the stairs.

Ken nodded down at the Hog.

“Might have to take this for a burn.”

“It’s hot. I flogged it on the Goldie last night,” Kerry said, deflecting his suggestion and pushing past him to dump her backpack on the kitchen table. Safe in full view. Beside the fridge an upright fan was blowing a gale of hot air around the small fibro house.

Kerry looked around at the changes in a home where nothing ever, ever changed. A narrow hospital bed had been squeezed into the lounge room, beneath the louvres that looked out onto Scruffy McCarthy’s bull paddock. So Pretty Mary had moved Pop back indoors, then. A notorious snorer, Pop had been exiled for decades to the Viscount caravan that sat out the back, rusting beside the chook shed in a forest of dockweed and fourth-rate yarndi.

Home at last, thought Kerry. Great godamighty, he’s home at last. Though Pop had appreciated the privacy of the caravan, he had never quite felt it reflected his status as patriarch of the mob. Now, nearing death, he was back squarely in the center of things, with everybody knowing his business. And I wonder just how well that’s going down, Kerry mused.

Upended beside the empty bed was a red Crazy Clark’s crate, piled high with pill packets, betting slips, and Homebrand ginger ale cans. Form guides and well-thumbed racing mags littered the sheet and every other flat surface. On the TV leggy thoroughbreds were walking around a saddling yard.

Just inside the back door a Watchtower magazine lay on the kitchen table, untouched inside its clear plastic wrapper. Kerry picked it up and gammon crossed herself with it for Ken’s benefit.

“Bless me, Father, for I’m a lezzo and a crim!” she laughed.

“Don’t let Mum hear ya say that,” Ken warned. “She’s gorn natural-born Christian again.”

“The JWs in Durrongo, ah, fuck me roan.” She tossed the magazine back onto the table and began unlacing her boots. The smell of her feet would give a baby a nosebleed, but that was too bloody bad.

“It’s all go round here, I tells ya. There’ll be quinoa salad at the pub next,” Ken answered, deadpan. “Keep that door shut, will ya? The flies are gonna carry this feed off, the dirty little black shits,” he added, returning to the stove.

“Got one of them for me?” With her chin Kerry indicated the stubby holder in Ken’s left hand. He was on beers, thank Christ. Her brother hesitated for a split second, a hesitation so brief it would have been invisible to anyone not a Salter. Ken wanted Kerry to drink with him, naturally, because he wanted everyone to drink with him, all the time. If, in this particular instance, Kerry drank with him, it added unspoken weight to the fantasy that being on your third beer at eleven in the morning was nothing remarkable, something anyone—even your little sister—might do. But on the flip side, there was only half a six-pack and one single solitary tallie in the fridge, with payday two days away, and both his credit cards maxed out since who could fucking remember when. A third, complicating factor was the distinct possibility that Kerry, who had come into possession of a Harley-Davidson Softail since he’d last seen her, might have arrived bearing gifts. Hard cash, even. And so Ken hesitated.

Suddenly overcome with irritation that he had to be hospitable when he was on the bones of his arse, he grabbed a stubby from the fridge. Without warning, he flicked it backhanded to Kerry. Acting on pure reflex, she jerked sharply sideways to keep the bottle from crashing onto the worn linoleum; her hands met around the slippery brown glass. Triumphant, she straightened and casually knocked the bottle cap off on the table edge with an emphatic thump of her right fist. You’ll have to get up earlier in the morning than that to fuck with me, mate.

Ken turned back to the stove.

“Cheers, big ears.” As the icy liquid hit the back of her throat Kerry realized how parched she was. Must have been pushing 104 F in the middle of the road, arguing with them bloody waark. “Fuck, that hits the spot. Judge Judy home?” Kerry meant her mother.

“She took Pop up to see the specialist.” Ken was stirring hamper on the stove and swatting furiously at the half dozen flies that had slipped inside with Kerry. “His head was shocken again last night.”

Ken’s ancient blue Falcon stood not five short steps from the veranda; the spiderweb of its permanently busted windscreen was visible from where Kerry sat. As a former captain of the Patto footy team several years running, Ken had an understanding with the local constabulary and usually got away with trivial shit like that.

“On the bus.” Kerry’s voice was flat. Dangerously so, since Ken had long held the monopoly on anger in the Salter family. But Kerry didn’t give a rat’s. She couldn’t see Ken busting her up today.

“Yeah-on-the-bus.” Ken swung around fast and eyeballed her. He’s literally twice my size, Kerry thought, instantly on high alert. But it’s okay. Chill. He’s only on beers. A spot of bright yellow grease dropped from Ken’s spatula onto the floor. “So fucken what?” he challenged, chin thrust forward, the ropy veins in his neck beginning to swell.

If a person was anything close to smart, she’d backtrack now, kowtowing all the way. Yes, sir. No, sir. Three bags full, sir. But Kerry had been away in the city, hanging with a crew of hardheaded Logan dykes.

“It’s a million bloody degrees out there.”

Death stare from Ken.

Why did I even come back? Why put meself through it again? Am I some sort of simple bitch?

“She won’t ride in my car cos the brakes are shot. I fucken offered!”

Ken scowled, then—luckily—noticed the grease spot. He grabbed a paper towel from the sink, and Kerry looked away to the photos on the TV cabinet, all telling their ancient family-approved lies. A sepia Granny Ruth as a young woman, smiling wide on her father Chinky Joe’s arm, long before she was claimed by the flooded Richmond River. Dad Charlie, all of twenty, in his khakis, off to Nui Dat. Herself and Ken and their cousin Chris at a supermarket booth in the nineties, skinny brown kids in school uniforms. Kerry’s younger brother, Black Superman, a throwback on their father’s hip, so dark the pair of them looked like a different breed altogether. Mum, very beautiful at an early Lismore show, back when she really was Pretty Mary. Donna, the palest of the litter, with that fair skin that used to make Dad Charlie joke about the milkman leaving more than just full cream milk behind. Ken, young and fit in a trophied state basketball team. His lad, Donny, holding a surfboard on a rare weekend trip to Bruns. And off to the side, Donna again, blowing out birthday candles; a dead ringer for Amy Winehouse and sixteen forever.

“Air-con’s gone in the Falcon anyway. They’re better off on the bus, day like this.”

Ken could have driven Pop himself, left Mum home, but no. Arsehole.

“Whatever.”

A rigid silence fell. Kerry leaned against the kitchen doorframe. She used a pointed purple fingernail, one last memento of Allie, to shred the label on her beer bottle, seesawing between impotent rage and guilt that she had left her mother to suffer in Ken’s orbit for so long.

“The ambulance took em.” Ken turned the stove off and flapped a tea towel in a hopeless gesture at driving some of the heat out the screen door. “Ya think I’d put em on the bus when the poor old prick’s on his last legs? Jesus, gimme some credit.”

That was the thing with Kenny Koala. You could never be quite sure which version you were dealing with.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Kerry plonked herself down at the kitchen table and pushed aside a stack of betting slips and Watchtowers to clear a space. She idly flicked through the tarot pack Pretty Mary kept handy for daily consultations. Should I, or should I not, fuck off back home to Logan right this minute?

“So how bad is he?”

“Driving me up the bloody wall. He’s demented. Keeps asking the same thing over and over again until you’re just about ready to knock him on the head yerself . . .”

Kerry glanced up from the Ace of Cups and the Tower. Christ. Look in the dictionary under self-centered.

“I meant, what do the doctors reckon? How long’s he got?”

Ken laughed mirthlessly.

“Keep taking these for the pain, Mr. Addison. Could be weeks, could be months. He coulda checked out half an hour ago and be lying in the ambulance doing the dead man’s tour of Coolie. It’s all a bloody bingo game, eh. He just wants to get his bets on, or sleep. Can’t blame him, the poor bastard. Except when he wants the same bet on forty fucken times a day.”

Ken plonked two sizzling plates of hamper and onions on the table and slid one towards Kerry. Then he added bulk bread, slathered with Norco butter. No mystery where them extra kilos had come from.

“Mmm. Heart attack on a plate. Yer good for something after all.”

Ken grinned. “Who loves ya, baby?”

“Fuck knows. I ask myself that on a regular basis.”

Ken was nonplussed. “What’s happened to Allie?”

Kerry wolfed her feed, blinking away the sudden threat of tears. She didn’t want pity. Much less scrutiny. And she especially didn’t want Ken on her back about her seriously fucked-up choices of the past few years. Ah Christ.

“Brisbane Women’s. On remand.”

“Fuck sake!”

“It’s all gotten kinda . . . complicated.”

“Have another bad hair day, did she?”

Uncharacteristically shame, Kerry didn’t look up from her plate. Allie had made the papers two years ago for putting a Woodridge hairdresser in hospital (“I told the dumb bitch not to take too much off’). Then, several weeks ago, exactly as predicted by Pretty Mary, Allie had graduated in spectacular fashion from hot-wiring Commodores and felony assault. Kerry had lain in bed every night since and flashed back to Allie’s pale blue backpack flying over the tall hedge between them, seconds before the sirens started up. Manna from heaven, except for the price, which was steep, and cruel, and as unexpected as the backpack itself.

“I fucken wish. She went off her meds and decided to knock over the Springwood TAB with Tyrone’s replica. There was cop cars at Maccas. She’s lucky they didn’t blow her fucking head off.”

Kerry now had Ken’s undivided attention.

“Armed rob? Yeah . . . I can see that being complicated.”

They both laughed in disbelief.

“It’s fucking hectic as,” Kerry said.

“You in on it?” Ken asked coolly. Kerry gave him a look.

“I told ya. It was a brain snap.”

The wrinkle lines around Ken’s eyes had fanned out, longer and deeper than they were last Christmas, Kerry saw. He was getting old fast, the way Goorie blokes did, especially in little shitbox joints like Durrongo. Deep into middle age at thirty-five, decrepit at forty-five; you do the math.

“Armed rob ain’t as easy as people like to make out,” announced Ken. “Blokes think, oh, I’ll get a shottie off some dude in a pub, turn up and do the job, and fuck off quick without anyone getting killed. But there’s a lotta preparation involved, if ya doing it right. Them cunts that buy a gun in the morning and pull the job that afternoon, they’re the same blokes ya see, year in and year out, in the visits room at Grafton, waiting to see their kids.”

Kerry gazed at her brother. It never ceased to amaze her how men could flap their gums and have absolutely no doubt that women would hang on their every word. That everything coming out of their mouths was pure genius.

“What’s the lawyer reckon, anyway?” Ken continued.

Kerry held up one splayed hand and kept shovelling kai with the other. Ken winced. Sucked his teeth.

“I’m guessing that ain’t five months.”

Her mouth full, Kerry swung her head wordlessly from side to side, a sad Ekka clown. Ken sucked his teeth again. Five years made his pissy little stretches seem like nothing at all.

“Fuuuck. That’s all kinds a crazy. But at least you’re still out walking around.” He paused for a long, thoughtful slug of beer. “Bloody nice bike you got ya hands on.” Did you dog her, he meant. Roll over to the cops then take the bungoo and run south on a shiny new Softail. Kerry smiled bitterly. She wiped her mouth, then gestured with her fork to the window, the big world beyond it, precious freedom stretching every direction you could look. So long as she stayed under the radar.

“I didn’t know fuck all about it till the lawyer rung up. She just had one of her stupid bloody bipolar episodes.”

Ken folded a piece of bread in half and popped it in his mouth, considering Kerry’s dubious claim to innocence. When he spoke he was abrupt.

“Ya sound like ya bailin’ on her. Youse split up?”

“We’re not splittin’ up,” Kerry retorted angrily, although they were. Allie’s last phone call had winded her.

Nah, bitch, you put the pedal to the metal and fucked off on me. It’s ride or die, remember?

“I just . . . Five years is five years, eh? It’s a bloody long time. And she might even cop more . . .” She stared down again at the smears on her plate. The words sounded nonsensical, spoken aloud. Five years. How could Allie possibly stay in the one place for five years? As if she’d suddenly turned into a house, or a tree. She belonged in the world, cuddled up behind Kerry on the Hog, or sitting on a forklift at Aldi, shifting pallets of soft drink and baked beans. Dancing up a storm at The Beat of a Friday night. Her arrest and all that came with it felt like some gigantic stupid mistake, fixable if only they could explain the misunderstanding to the magistrates and gunjies of the world. If only Allie could see she’d had no choice but to cut.

“Without a scrape? Welcome to my world.” Ken had a talent for losing girlfriends.

“It’s a long time without a partner, full stop.”

“Long fucken time to be sitting in the big house worrying where ya missus is, too.”

Ken was getting proper goolied up. He’d done a lot more time than Kerry over the years. Lost his missus and kids over it. Jealousy had undone him. The mind games the screws played, the bullshit gossip of the other blokes sending him to any number of wrong destinations, like Google Maps directing them Jap tourists into the cool blue waters of Quandamooka. His anger was misplaced, but Kerry couldn’t bring herself to say so. Admitting out loud that she’d been dumped would make it real.

“Long time to be walking around outside waiting for that tap on yer shoulder too,” Kerry countered.

“So you were there.” Ken pounced. “I knew it.”

Kerry laughed him off.

“Black doob don’t have to be guilty of nothing to have the booliman after her, brah. Anyway, forget all that. How’s the neph?”

Ken stood and snatched a fresh stubby out of the fridge. He twisted the top off and flung the cap at the sink. It rattled for two laps. Kerry froze, and then very carefully lowered her head to start eating again, hoping that Ken would shift his focus to the food, to her chewing, to the harmless movement of her fork and elbow, or something else, anything else, to do with her, and away from whatever Donny had done this time. Oh, I hate this walking on eggshells shit, hate it, hate it, hate it.

“Donald Duck will be asleep. As per usual. Donny!” Ken bellowed down the hallway, before adding tightly, “Lazy little cunt.”

“I might take him for a swim later, eh,” she said, placating Ken with might. Should take him would have worked too. Not will though. All actual decisions about Donny, even tiny ones, were Ken’s to make.

“Yeah, good luck with that,” he retorted. “This place is like a fucking coma ward. Pop in bed with the remote welded to the nags. Mum sits doing her cards and reading about the Second Coming of Christ our Lord, and I’m just about ready to harvest Donny for his organs if the useless prick don’t move his arse soon. Talk about Limpet Dreaming.”

Kerry laughed. If Ken felt like he was a comedian, he was less likely to lose his shit. Plus the organ harvest thing was pretty funny. She finished eating, put her rinsed plate in the sink, then wandered past her precious backpack and down the hall. She stuck her head in the end bedroom. A tan teenager lay, a corpse on the bottom bunk bed, torn cotton sheet over his bony backside. Overhead, a ceiling fan was threatening to lift the entire house into the stratosphere. Kerry turned it down and kicked the teenager’s foot, none too gently.

“Oi. Wake up.”

There was no response. A thrill of ridiculous fear ran through Kerry; maybe the kid really was dead.

She peered down at him. Nothing moved. Alarmed, she grabbed him by the shoulder and shook him, hard.

“Piss orf,” Donny mumbled, mostly asleep, turning to curl and face the National Geographic posters on the wall. Other teenage boys had sleaze and machismo in their rooms. Donny had Invertebrates of Australia and a taxonomy of coastal mammals.

“Nice way to talk to yer Aunt Kerry.”

The boy lifted himself onto an elbow and pawed at his face. Two gray-green eyes blinked at her beneath a peroxided fringe.

“Sorry, Aunty.”

Kerry sat and put an arm around him. “Ya better be! Give us a hug. Crikey, where’s the rest of ya gone?”

Donny stiffened slightly but suffered her embrace. He even put a narrow arm around her shoulder for a second. She sipped at her beer, trying to sound casual. The kid was skeletal. Sunken cheeks. Wrists you could wrap two fingers around.

“You getting up? I’m gonna go jump in Granny Ava’s waterhole, chuck a line in. Might even see The Doctor if we get lucky, eh?”

Donny just shrugged a hopeless shrug. Kerry frowned. Donny loved the river as much as she did. Something was very wrong if he didn’t want to go there in a stinking hot December.

“Come on,” she teased. “Ya worried about eels, eh? Them fellas won’t eat much!” Donny bent the corners of his mouth like he was trying to remember how to smile. Kerry stood up.

“I’m not taking no for an answer, lad. I swum in that creek every day for years and look at me!” Kerry made a mock supermodel’s pose at him before quickly checking down the hall for any movement from Ken towards her bag. But Donny was flat on the bunk again, eyes shut. At the bedroom door, Kerry twisted her mouth sideways.

“You chuck the snooze button on, then. But I’ll be back dreckly to haul ya skinny black mooya over there,” she warned.

In the kitchen, Ken was washing up the frypan, sloshing its yellow beads of oil into soapy water. Kerry could have sworn her backpack sat at a faintly different angle on the table. Her stomach churned. Ah, don’t be such a gutless wonder.

“You move my bag?” she summoned the nerve to ask.

“Hey?” Her big brother seemed genuinely surprised, then immediately interested. “Why, what’s in it?”

The only safe thing was to make a joke of it. Kerry sprang towards Ken, covering half the distance between them in a split second, her right hand extended claw-like towards his face. She hissed like a demon.

“Debil debil business!” she croaked at him in a witch’s voice, her eyes weird. Ken took a large step backwards and laughed uneasily.

“Fuck off with that womba shit,” he said.

“Nothing,” said Kerry in her normal voice, her claw becoming a hand again. “It’s just some bits of scrap metal I found. Copper pipe and that.”

“Scrap metal my arse.”

“Ah, ya got me. It’s big fat wads of cash. And ice. All the usual goodies,” Kerry said.

“Fuck that shit, I’ve barred ice from Durrongo. The whole pub knows—they bring it here, I’ll flog em silly. Gimme Johnnie Walker any day.”

“Show me where I can lift some, I will.”

“Thought you promised Mum you were going straight?” Ken said.

“That’s right, I forgot. I’m a fucking angel of innocence these days, just ask Allie.” Kerry drained her stubby and tossed it in the white swing-top bin, where it crashed onto Ken’s empties with a tinkle of breaking glass. “She’s doing hard time and I’m the one that gets rehabilitated—go figure.”

“Whatever floats ya boat.” Ken started wiping down the kitchen table. “Just don’t let Mum catch ya with a hot bike.”

Kerry hooked her hands onto the top of the kitchen doorway and looked out at the bombs clustered beneath the leopard tree. She got it, alright. Since leaving at seventeen she’d barely darkened the family door. Unlike Pretty Mary, Ken lost no sleep about the prospect of his sister doing more time. She knew what his take on it would be: your first stretch was the worst, and Kerry was staunch. More importantly, as far as Ken was concerned, once you left Salter country, once you headed over the Margin Ranges and left Mount Monk and the Cal River behind, well, you were on ya own. If Kerry wanted to go to the city and live like there was no tomorrow, then let her, big brother would have said. He had enough on his plate with a dying grandfather, an anorexic son, and a town that had always had its doubts about blackfellas from the get-go. Kerry could do all manner of crime till the cows came home—all the better, in fact, if it meant she might occasionally have some cash to splash in his direction back over the border, down Mexico way. That’s what he would have said, if she’d cared enough to ask.

“Well, I’m gonna go visit them Old People,” Kerry said.

“We’re outta milk,” Ken told her, “and a bottle of Jack wouldn’t go astray, neither.”

“Yeah, no worries. I’ll wave me magic wand and pick up a few ounces while I’m at it,” Kerry said, heavily sarcastic. Let Ken think she was cashed up and that’d be it. She grabbed her backpack, well aware of his gaze following her all the way down the hall into the bathroom. She sat on the toilet lid and looked at the bag’s light blue nylon panels and tight-stretched seams. The ancestors stored their most precious things in secret tree trunks and on distant cave ledges. Was there a hollow log anywhere in Durrongo that she could trust? Kerry weighed the bag in her left hand. There was no simple answer. For now, wherever she went, the bag would have to follow.




Chapter Two

Martina glanced over from the steering wheel and instinctively knew to ignore the call flashing on her iPhone. A client who was almost ready to sign was a pretty damn delicate animal, but if she knew anything about real estate after fifteen years in the game—and she most certainly did—it was when to pick up a call, and when to keep the buyer waiting just that little bit longer. It was a gift. Some agents had it and some didn’t. She’d definitely call the Marsdens back—in a half hour. Long enough to get their juices really stirred up about buying on the fabled north coast of New South Wales. Long enough that they could convince themselves just that tiny bit more that the crumbling weatherboard house at the base of Mount Monk, well over an hour from the nearest beach, was exactly the sea change they so desperately wanted it to be. She’d seen it all. Ex-husbands lying to ex-wives. Current wives lying to current husbands. Adult children selling parental homes out from under frail, bewildered pensioners who had no idea what was happening. In comparison, this deal was a straightforward caveat emptor. If the Marsdens didn’t have the common sense to realize that a country creek was a force of nature that rose and fell with the seasons, well. Not her circus, not her monkeys. Oh, she’d satisfy the law, technically, murmur something nonthreatening about the way the creek—Of course you realize—came up from time to time. But not until they were well fastened on the gleaming silver hook of the Far North Coast, and far too in love with the half-rotted ruin to back away from the deal. Which was now approximately twenty-five minutes away, in her estimation.

“You just hold your horses, my friends,” she told the flashing screen. “Martina will decide who comes to Durrongo Shire and the circumstances in which they come.” There was no need to exert herself too much. The Marsdens—him an electrician, she a teacher aide about to deliver a bawling sprog any tick of the clock—were schmucks from Gloucester with a battered HiLux and a dream. She would make less than four grand on the house they were buying, as she had explained at length to Jim Buckley last week. Martina was doing Jim a giant favor even listing the bloody dump, considering he couldn’t sell it himself without the Corruption Commission sniffing around. That’s one house signed already out of five—I told you they’d get snapped up, and anyway, you’re not in Newport now, the mayor had retorted. More’s the pity, she thought but didn’t come out and say, since technically being given temporary management of the Patterson district office was a promotion. Technically. Two months and she’d be back on Sydney Harbour with a corner office and never have to risk looking at another bloody Brangus again. She might have started out-country, but those days were far behind her and she had the Prada sunnies to prove it.

Martina drew hard on her cigarette and wound down the window a crack to blow smoke outside. The white swirl was gone in an instant, and as it cleared, she noticed a young hitchhiker on the far side of the two-lane highway. She noted the shape of the man’s wide shoulders beneath a camo rucksack, and the way his thighs curved below his yellow and blue footy shorts. Young and built for action. If she’d been going the other way she might well have made an exception to her rule—no hitchhikers and no freeloaders—and stopped. The man had a gym body, high cheekbones, a mass of light brown curls spilling from beneath one of those silly straw cowboy hats they sold at music festivals. The basic Aussie spunk, before screaming kids, middle-aged spread, and general disillusion with life set in. She liked the red straw hat too, that light touch. Oh, we could make beautiful love, my friend. She laughed at the man in her rear-view mirror. You know we could. You can leave your hat on, cowboy. Yee hah!

Her phone flashed again. It was Will. The next three seconds were consumed by an unfavorable mental comparison of Will v. The Hitchhiker. Blond and English had never really been her style. And the Essex accent that had at first amused her was now beginning to seriously irritate.

“Hey, baby,” Martina purred.

“Hey, what’s happening in the boondocks? You still the only wog in the village?” Will asked.

“The only Homo sapiens in the fucking village, more like. I miss you, honey. I need my man beside me.” Martina laid it on with a trowel. “When are you coming up?”

“You know I booked Watego’s for Boxing Day. It’s going off down here!”

“A fortnight’s way too long, babe.” Martina pouted. As Will began to argue, her phone showed a second call interrupting. The Marsdens, yet again. Martina paused and stubbed her cigarette out before tossing it. She rewound the window and made a fast decision. It was time to reel these suckers in.

“Gotta go sell a house, babe. Call me in ten to congratulate me.”

She hung up. Will wasn’t going anywhere. Neither were the Marsdens, for that matter, but four grand was four grand, and she wasn’t in Patterson for the good of her health.

* * *

Kerry floated on her back in the Caledonian River, looking skyward through the limbs of Granny Ava’s hoop pine. The oldest tree on Ava’s Island was a giant, throwing shade across the entire width of the river. All the years Kerry had been away, this place was where her mind had flown to. Many a night at Trinder Park or at Brisbane Women’s Correctional Centre had really been spent beneath Granny Ava’s pine. Not dozens, or hundreds, but thousands of times she had come in her imagination to this spot on the island where the fruit bats nested and where cormorants perched on fallen logs, their wings high, surrendering to invisible enemies. The family had practically lived here when Granny Ruth was still around. In and out of the river all day long. Cooking snags on little fires; yabbying and fishing the summer away. Taking fallen blossoms and pretty shells to Granny Ava’s grave, hidden in the forest alongside where her husband, Grandad Chinky Joe, lay with only a plain piece of granite to mark his passing. And none of them knowing, back then, that Granny Ruth would be lost to the Richmond River in ’91, and would never lie here beside her parents the way she should have.

Kerry gazed up at the geometric shapes made by the crossed branches of the hoop pine and the neighboring gums. Around her she could hear the swirling fresh water brushing against the river stones before it spiralled away downstream, and the pock pock of native frogs deep in philosophy. If anywhere had healed her, it was this place; the Salter holy water flowed past Mount Monk and Durrongo, on down the flood plain through Patterson, and then across to the ocean at faraway Brunswick Heads. Her native church was built right here of rock and sand and feather and bark and moss. Bless me, Father, she thought as the water lapped her temples, for I have gone to the city and sinned there, and then sinned some more by not returning home. Not that she believed in sin. Not really, not like Pretty Mary did. People did what they needed to to survive, that’s all. Or what they thought they had to. Sometimes it was good, and sometimes it wasn’t. And sometimes the planets went berserk and a little blue backpack sailed over a hedge into your waiting arms, and everything went to the shithouse, real fast.

On the bank opposite, Donny squatted on a boulder, throwing twigs into the water and watching them bob on the current that would turn in another hour and begin drifting back downstream to the distant coast. Kerry could clearly see each of her neph’s individual ribs where they met his jutting vertebrae. Squatting there blond-headed with his knees under his chin, looking into the water and shadowed dark by the eucalyptus, he looked like a photo of some skinny old-time desert blackfella. But Donny wasn’t gaunt from desert genetics and drought. He was just an innocent bag of Goorie bones looking for a reason to exist. Kerry felt a surge of something like hatred for Ken. But you can’t make somebody love their kids. Can’t grab a forty-year-old thug and shake paternal feeling into him. And the thinner and weaker Donny got, the more harshly Ken would judge him. If the lad was a tattooed car thief with a smart mouth and a police record, Ken might take him to the pub, show him off with an arm slung around his neck. But Donny was a social liability in Durrongo: too quiet, too gentle. Too interested in insects and birds, until the time Ken had thrown all his ornithology CDs on the fire one June morning in a rage, calling him a piss-weak little white cunt who needed to get a life. After that, Donny shrank into his computer, where he was safe, and where Ken couldn’t reach him with his sarcasm. A computer was a coffin you crawled into to wait for death, Kerry thought, consumed with guilt that she had not been around, even after Pretty Mary rang in a state and told her about the CDs. But she was here now. She would make the kid come swimming and fishing, and for long rides on the Harley, force him to be in the world. Hug him and love him up until he remembered who he really was. Until he somehow found somewhere it was safe to be Donny.

Untroubled by any such human angst, a magpie carolled from the next bend, and was answered by its mate standing on the grassy bank, watching Kerry turn with the current.

“Donster!”

The boy looked up at her.

“That magpie—male or female?”

Donny didn’t need to look.

“Daughter to the other one.”

Kerry laughed in genuine delight. “You da man, Donny. You da man!”

A faint change in expression; something in the vicinity of a smile.

“Real pretty here, eh, punyarra jagan? Don’t ya reckon?”

Donny shrugged, then changed his mind, nodded. “Yeah. It’s nice. Peaceful.”

“Them Old People’s looking out for us; I can feel Granny Ava watching. I’d be here every day if I was you, growing gills.”

Silence. Kerry waited a few moments, then rolled facedown to hold her breath as long as she could, watching the blurry wet world go by beneath her.

The bend on the river was the most sacred place the Salters knew. Right there, she thought, where the shadow of the hoop pine is blackening the water and the sand. That’s where Granny Ava swam to save two lives, and made it, and now here we all are. If there had been no hoop pine root there to pull herself out of the river by. Had the resident bull sharks been less agreeable that day. Had the horses of the dugai been more willing to enter the cold August water. Any of these, and there would be no Kerry floating in the sun, gazing down at the silver flashes of school mullet beneath her. No Granny Ruth, no Pretty Mary, no Ken, no Black Superman, no Donny, no nobody. There’s a pretty simple lesson, then: when the men with guns come after you, you go and you go fucking hard and you don’t look back. Kerry remembered the moment she first heard her great-grandmother’s legend. Nine years old, in the corner of the front veranda, forgotten, with her head in a comic book. Aunty Tall Mary, who was helping to shell peas on the front steps, had been talking about the Yugambeh massacres farther north. How the mob feasted by invitation on poisoned flour at Mudgeeraba, and how these days butter wouldn’t melt in the white descendants’ mouths.

They shot Granny Ava, Pretty Mary had cried out bitterly. Used their muskets on her and made the river run red, but she kept going, oh, she was a strong old girl that one, truesgod, and lucky too. Her Dad knew, see. Old King Bobby. He looked after her. Sung that necklace they give him and made it a weapon. Take more’n muskets to stop that clever old fella. Granny climbed out alive on the island with his song around her neck. Picked up a big rock and chucked it over the water, telling them dugais to go to buggery. Stood there bleeding onto her own dirt, swearing em proper, trying to make em swim across to her. She always said that if she was gonna finish up she’d finish up on her own country facing the dugai square on. She wanted em to see her face at the end, see. But they give up before she did. Scared of a bitta cold river water. And lucky for them they was. Lucky for us too, maybe.

Lucky, both women had agreed over the shelling of the peas. And Kerry sat puzzled in the corner, thinking: How is that luck? To be hunted down and shot. To face certain death armed with no more than a rock and a charmed necklace. Where does luck come into that?

There was more.

Them dugais took off but they left their mark that day, see, Pretty Mary whispered. She ceased her shelling to grip the steel bowl tight in two hands, rocking back and forth with it clasped between her knees. Cos Granny Ava was big belly with Mum that day, ready to pop, and when Mum was born that night, the bullet marks on Granny come out on the baby. Come out in the pattern of the Union Jack. Mum wore the mark all her life. And now us Salters are scarred by that musket forever, Pretty Mary said sorrowfully. She let go of the bowl and used her index finger to mark the dust of the window glass beside her. Dab. Dab. Dab. Twelve small smudges to imitate the queen’s flag.

True? asked Tall Mary, astonished.

Truesgod, Pretty Mary confirmed.

It’s not right, said Tall Mary fiercely. They never ever paid for it! Never! Somebody gotta pay!

Branded like bullocks was all Pretty Mary said.

In the corner, Kerry had stared into her comic as she tried and failed to grasp this new story. She’d always understood that Granny Ava hadn’t really died. She was the bend in the river. She was the grave lying deep in the forest behind the giant pine. Was the tree itself. She was the presence constantly invoked whenever an example was required of discipline, courage, tenacity, culture. Granny Ava would have. Granny Ava never. Granny Ava would be rolling in her. Now, suddenly, this shocking picture of Granny Ava being shot by dugais expanded to fill the pages of Kerry’s book, the air around her, the veranda. It tangled in her head, until she had to push it away and make it a lie, or else explode with the knowledge.

Ah gammon, I don’t believe ya, she cried from the corner, with the bluntness of a clever child.

Tall Mary sucked her teeth in alarm. Too much lip, this little gin! she observed.

Pretty Mary, the world’s most modest woman, startled at the realization that she had been overheard and gave her daughter a strange look. Then, horrifyingly, she put down her bowl of peas, pulled up her dress, and yanked down her knicker elastic to show her daughter the mark that appeared just once in every generation. Kerry saw a neat familiar pattern marked out on Pretty Mary’s brown skin, a crossed rectangle of purple blotches, and then gazed out across the paddock, feeling strangely disconnected from her body and knowing that nobody at school would ever, ever believe it. “God Save Our Gracious Queen.” She had heard Principal Taylor sing it under his breath as the faded blue cloth with the Union Jack
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