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Rock Paper Water


My parents obviously
could not remember being teenagers. I often felt sure they must
have popped into existence as fully formed adults about twenty
years ago, though I knew well enough that wasn’t the case. It just
felt like that sometimes. Such as today.

It was
Christmas Eve, and by rights we should be the only people camping
here by the river at Yadboro. Most people didn’t start showing up
until Boxing Day or after, having spent Christmas itself at home.
But no, there was another family there who’d just finished setting
up their tent when we arrived that afternoon. And as luck would
have it, they lived in the same suburb as us in Canberra. And their
son was the same age as me – 17 – and he’d also been in Year 11
this year, in the same school. Therefore, according to Parent
Logic, if we hung out together for more than five minutes, we’d
automatically become best mates.

“Danny,” my Mum
said to me, “why don’t you make yourself useful, and collect some
wood for our campfire tonight? I’m sure Aron would help you. Many
hands make light work,” she added with a laugh.

“Oh, I was just
going to walk up to the waterfall,” Aron quickly protested. Even as
he said it, he realised his mistake and his face fell.

“Take Danny
with you, then,” his Mum told him. “Have you see the waterfall,
Danny? Not many people even know it’s there.”

“No, I haven’t,
Mrs Cline,” I replied. It was patently clear that Aron wanted my
company about as much as I wanted his. Which was to say, not at
all. “That’s all right. I’ll collect the firewood instead.”

“No, don’t
worry about that,” my Mum said. “Your Dad can do it. You go with
Aron.” His mother chimed in as reinforcement, and the two of them
basically shooed us both away.

Aron glared at
me coldly – the deadly kind of look that had earned him the
nickname Snake Eyes at school – and then he strode off on his long
legs. I headed after him, already having to scurry as he turned
past a gumtree and disappeared into the dense bush. He was wearing
dark clothes, but my eyes adjusted pretty quickly to the dim light
under the trees, and it was easy enough to follow him.

There was a
sequence of large stones placed across a creek – not the official
cemented-in sort of stepping stones, but maybe put there by Aron
during an earlier camping trip. The stones were only just close
enough for my length-challenged legs to manage, and I really could
have done with a steadying hand as I scrambled from the last stone
up a short, steep bank that wasn’t exactly user-friendly. Another
twist and turn through the bush, an uphill climb on the closest
thing to a track that I’d seen – and then the waterfall was
revealed.

It was nice, though nothing spectacular. I
could see why no one had bothered making a proper path out to it.
But I could also see why Aron liked it. He was sitting cross-legged
on a large flat rock just by the creek, watching the flow of water
down the short cliff-face, and there was nothing but the creek
babbling and the breeze sighing in the treetops and the occasional
bird call to disturb the peace. In fact, I thought as I stood there
taking it all in, those natural sounds only added to the sense of peace. And who’d have thought Aron
Cline would be the sort to appreciate that?

He was facing
away from me, and didn’t even glance at me over his shoulder, so I
just settled where I was. He didn’t want to be disturbed, and I
sure as hell didn’t want to have anything to do with him. There was
a spill of worn old rocks just down from Aron’s perch, so I took my
time investigating those.

There wasn’t anything unexpected, but I
found a good example of the hard sandstone that was such a big part
of the landscape here. Stupidly, without thinking
at
all, I headed towards
Aron, hefting the rock in my hand.

“Whoa…!” he cried, leaning away as I loomed
up beside him. I’m so used to thinking of myself as Mostly Harmless
that it didn’t even occur to me what the problem was. “What
the fuck are you
doing with that?”

I looked down
at the rock, and it clicked. “Oh. No, I – Look, I just wanted to
show this to you. I wasn’t going to –” I couldn’t even say it. I
mean, I was about the least violent person I knew. Or the most
cowardly, depending on how you looked at it. I couldn’t even watch
rugby league.

“OK, so it’s a
rock,” he said. “Is this meant to be in return for me showing you
the waterfall? ’Cause I’m not that impressed.”

I sat down
cross-legged beside him, and held the rock out where we both could
see it. “No, look, it’s the sandstone from the top of the mountains
here. From the top of Pigeon House – sorry, Didthul,” I amended,
using the Indigenous name. “Didn’t you ever wonder why all the
mountains here have this great flat plateau, and then cliffs down
the sides for a bit, before it all slopes off?”

Aron squinted
at me. “Uh, no. Can’t say that I did.”

I persisted.
“Well, there’s this great layer of hard sandstone at the top there,
see? Everything else got worn away, and you end up with this sort
of table-top effect. And Pigeon House is just this last little
piece left over, sticking out on its own.”

“Like a side
table,” he suggested, with a mocking snort of laughter to indicate
that he was humouring me. “Rather than a dining table.”

“Exactly!” I
turned the rock over and over in my hands, marvelling at its smooth
blueish-grey beauty. We were both silent for a while.

Then Aron suddenly blurted out, “This
creek –” He took a moment as if having second thoughts, but then he
began again. “This creek flows into the Yadboro River, which flows
into the Clyde River – and have you seen that where it meets the
sea at Batemans Bay? It’s huge.”

“Yeah,” I said.
“It is.”

“Like, we could
walk across this and it’s hardly up to our knees even in this pool
under the waterfall, right? But down there it’s, like, we’re just
insects.”

My eyebrows popped at this unexpected
analogy. Or metaphor, or whatever it was. “OK…” After a moment, I
asked, “Are you into geology, too, then? You’re not in my class.
Are you?” Maybe I’d just never noticed him. Though usually his
presence was unmissable, because I would automatically go into High
Security Alert.

“Like… maps and
stuff?”

“That’s geography. No, geology. The earth,
and rocks. They’re old beyond imagining. Strong. Like the bones of
the planet.”

Aron shrugged
this off. “Water can wear down rocks. Water is stronger. Over time,
anyway.”

“Yeah, I
guess.” I pondered the rock in my hand, worn smooth by the
elements.

“You can break
rocks,” Aron continued. “You can’t break water.”

I huffed. It
was an interesting point.

“Like, if the
game was Rock Paper Water, then water would win. Every time.”

“OK, I get it!”
I snapped irritably.

We sat there
for a while in silence, but eventually even I was calmed by the
constant sound of the ever-changing rush of water.

“So,” Aron finally ventured, “you’re a
library geek, right? You’re in the school library at lunchtimes and
such.” When
you don’t even need to be.

I made a wary
but affirmative kind of grunt.

“Is there a
book in there about water? I mean, like, a science book, or –”

“Oh. I don’t
know. I bet there would be, but I’d have to look it up.” There was
a pause in which he didn’t acknowledge this, let alone thank me. I
found myself offering, “I will, if you want.”

Aron shrugged,
and said, “Sure.”

I could tell it was something he wanted,
even if he was playing it cool. But I still felt as if I was
missing something important. Maybe it was… “When you said ‘or’, did
you mean some other kind of book? Like, not science?”

He just
shrugged again. I figured I was on the right track, anyway, even if
I didn’t know where it might lead. I could ask the librarian, Mrs
Grimshaw –

But apparently
that was the end of our conversation. Aron stood, and turned away
from the waterfall. “Guess it’s getting on for dinner,” he
muttered.

“Right,” I
said, and my stomach cast its vote with a loud rumble. It was still
light, of course – summer evenings could last forever – but the sun
was definitely starting to slide towards the west. I clambered to
my feet and followed Aron back down towards camp.

I was just
tagging along like before, trying not to fall too far behind his
long strides. But this time, when we reached the stepping stones
over the creek, he waited with his feet planted firm on the second
and third stones. He didn’t turn back towards me, but he held out a
hand which I was very grateful for as I almost-slipped down the
dirt slope and made a clumsy lunge for the first stepping stone.
Aron even waited there a moment longer until I was sure of my
balance, and then he let go and continued on, still without looking
back at me.

Maybe “Snake
Eyes” wasn’t such a bad guy after all.

As we walked through the bush, winding to
and fro between the trees, something occurred to me. When I’d
approached him with a rock in my hand, he – for a moment, at least – had been scared
of me. Not as
scared as some of us were of him, but still. He had no real reason
to think I was going to hurt him. Maybe we didn’t have any real
reason to think that of him, either.

Well, as my Mum
would say, it was certainly food for thought.

 


#

 


We’d set up our campsite with enough space between us and
the Clines for another campsite to fit between us. Kind of like not sitting directly
beside a stranger when there’s hardly anyone else at the cinema,
but leaving an empty chair between you. I wasn’t surprised, though,
to see that just the one big campfire had been built, and both sets
of parents and Aron’s and my younger siblings were gathered around
it together. My Mum was chopping up a big bowl of salad, while Mrs
Cline buttered bread, and Mr Cline cooked chops and sausages on a
gas barbeque while my Dad hung out with him.

I figured we’d
timed that well in terms of chores. Aron and I were each sent to
fetch plates, knives and forks, but that wasn’t exactly a
hardship.

Dinner was
fantastic. I knew it would be, because food always tastes better
outdoors. Then everyone pitched in to help clean up, and there was
a chaotic but hilarious game of charades, which the two families
seemed to each play by different rules. As the evening finally grew
dark, the Mums started packing the younger kids off to bed.

When it was
just us two guys and the Dads, Aron abruptly stood and announced,
“I’m gonna go watch the stars.”

“Well, don’t go
too far off,” said Mr Cline. “And take the torch with you.”

Aron had already fetched a torch. Now he
paused, as if waiting for something. Standing there, looking off
into the gathering night. Perhaps
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