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For the cherished voices of wise counsel, with gratitude.





‘Nothing human is alien to me.’

Terence, from The Self-Tormentor

‘Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I’ll meet you there.’

Rumi, translated by Coleman Barks, ‘A Great Wagon’
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Western Australia

Friday, 10th January 1958

OUT HERE, IT’S red earth for as far as the eye can see. Overhead, the sun ploughs an unending blue sky. Under dust-green mulga, a lizard seeks shade and shadow; ants engineer heat-defying nests; kangaroos suck moisture from tender leaves, ears swivelling to locate a distant rumble: on the straight vermilion line that cleaves the sparse trees, a lone truck is approaching.

Strung along the seat of the Bedford, the three MacBride men sit, like unpacked Russian dolls. Phil’s straight, dark hair and oval face is repeated in Warren, his eldest son, and echoed in Matt, his youngest. Like peas in a pod – same story for generations. Everyone reckons even Rosie, the daughter back at the homestead, born between the brothers, is the spitting image, too. The mother, Lorna, doesn’t get a look-in. You can tell a MacBride a mile off.

Warren punched his little brother’s arm. ‘God, you come out with some bulldust!’

‘No! Sailing around the world. Discovering uninhabited islands …’ Matt said. ‘It’d be great!’

‘Well, unless you put in the elbow grease, the damned boat’ll be eaten by white ants, so you’d sink as soon as you hit the water,’ said their father. He gave the gearstick a shove, coaxing the truck over the coming rise. From the back, the few dozen sheep baa’d.

The fact that the MacBrides had a boat on their sheep station might have been unremarkable if their property bordered the state’s six-thousand-mile coast. But Meredith Downs, nearly a million arid acres, is far inland, fringing into desert country in places.

‘What was the bet about again?’ Matt asked.

The discussion had begun when they passed a towering, solitary shape in the distance: ‘Monty’s shed’. Named for Phil’s uncle, Montgomery MacBride, it was the most outlandish structure for hundreds of miles. The legend of how Meredith Downs – a property with twenty thousand sheep and an average annual rainfall of eight inches – came to be home to a fully rigged pearling lugger had been much embellished over time, but the essentials remained: a debt from an old mate of Monty’s, settled in kind; towed behind a camel team by some Afghans; a dream that one day Monty would sail it himself, perhaps off the continent’s south coast, despite the absence of pearls in the freezing Southern Ocean. It had come with the name Alpha Crucis, the brightest star in the Southern Cross. When Monty marched off to the Somme in 1915 to do his duty, his father promised to keep it in good order. He built the shed around it with money from the wool clip, and kept the vessel’s timber oiled, and the spiders and termites at bay.

But when Monty came back gassed, all he was good for was to hunker in the boat in the blinding heat of the shed, and sail away to some safer shore in his imagination. When he died not long afterwards, his boat bone-dry and his dreams unlived, they stowed his ashes in the bow along with a compass and a bottle of beer, and a promise that one day they’d get the lugger in the water, to scatter his ashes in the Indian Ocean. Phil MacBride still kept up the ritual: varnishing the timber; replacing frayed lines; bringing Monty a beer every birthday. A man not given to whimsy, Phil made this exception: ‘It’s tradition,’ was all he’d say, placing the bottle reverently in the bow.

Now, he answered his youngest son’s question: ‘Monty reckoned he could find water on his friend’s property up north using just a divining rod: if he did, he’d get the boat. Sure enough, he turned up fresh water at thirty feet, and they never looked back. So the mate made good on the promise. Took the better part of a year to tow it here.’

The truck grumbled along, the sun stalking it more greedily with every hour. The orange gravel road was riven with parched gulleys from recent unseasonal rain. ‘Better get the grader out here, Warren, see if we can iron out this stretch,’ Phil said as they shuddered over a badly corrugated patch which sent the sheep stumbling. ‘Get Miles to give you a hand,’ and they went on to discuss how the Pommy trainee overseer, Miles Beaumont, had done, now that his stint with them was nearly over.

Saltbush began to give way to spinifex in places, and six black swans glided onto the massive salt lake, its border crystalled white. The lofty metal windmills in the paddocks turned gently in the breeze, pumping up the precious underground water. Now and then a few sheep scattered at the sight of the truck.

Wedged between his father and brother, Matt watched as a pair of emus darted out at the side of the road and for a moment kept pace with them before bolting back into cover. Daft buggers. But fast. Faster than the bungarras that would be there somewhere too? Countless animals, disguised by the scrubby bush: the Brown snakes and the redbacks; the little skinks; the ants in their millions. Camels, too, roaming wild after the era of cameleers: right now, somewhere on the property, there’d be one kneeling on a fence to break it and get to water. But they weren’t nearly as bad as the dingoes, wary of traps and waiting for night to get at some poor sheep. And the roos. Bloody thousands of them, despite the best efforts of Pete Peachey, their roo shooter.

Matt’s eyes began to close, weighed down with the early start, and yesterday’s excitement of the telegram from Perth announcing his outstanding Leaving and Matric results: the end of school forever. He’d lain awake most of the night, thinking about what he would do next. Warren, more like forty-two than his actual twenty-two years, would take over Meredith Downs when their father retired – that was set in stone. Matt would have to do something else. And right this minute, two days short of his eighteenth birthday, it felt like he could do anything at all: go to university, become an engineer or a scientist – or a cartographer – he loved a good map … Or, with his parents’ help, buy a station of his own. Get married even? One day. He conjured the pale green eyes of Pattie Gosden who, his sister Rose had promised him, would be at his Young Pastoralists’ meeting in town today …

After hours rattling along flat dirt roads, stopping to swing open and close the broad gate of each paddock, they reached the boundary of Meredith Downs. The truck, with three men and the load of sheep, was no more than a grain of living sand in the landscape.
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The MacBrides took up country in Western Australia a few decades after the Swan River Colony was settled in 1829. Lyle MacBride and his brother Lachlan left behind their father’s modest sheep farm, braving the gruelling voyage from England with wives in tow, and over a couple of generations, their families fanned out across the west, as land opened up for grazing. As years went on, the Crown Lands maps showed block after block leased to ‘MacBride’ in red cursive ink.

The MacBride name also began to turn up in all the other records you’d expect: Registers of Births, Deaths and Marriages, and the minutes of meetings of Vermin Boards and Roads Boards. In Bureau of Meteorology logs, which sent weather observations back to Perth and Melbourne, you’d also find mention of a MacBride or two. They were there in the Pastoralists’ and Graziers’ Association minutes and the Royal Agricultural Society ledgers and much else besides.

The MacBrides had the touch, it was said: sensible but shrewd, careful but not mean. When fortunes allowed, they were ready donors to good causes both religious and secular. They made ideal neighbours: fair in disputes, practical in disasters; good husbanders of land who followed the best practice of the day. Whilst Lachlan’s lot drifted up north, descendants of Lyle stayed put on Meredith Downs and eventually increased its boundaries to just shy of a million acres, the maximum extent then allowed by law. But a million acres barely registers as a dot on the map of Western Australia, the million square miles that makes up a third of the continent.

The MacBride men were handsome fellows, and had the knack of attracting debutantes to join them in their bush life. These wives sometimes came with dowries bestowed by stockbroker fathers or gold-mining grandfathers, which meant there was usually the wherewithal to tide the station over the tough times that came often enough.

It’s hard country, out this way. Back in England, a farm might support two or three sheep per acre. Here, with the lack of rainfall, you need more like forty acres per sheep. There is heat. There is sun. But on winter nights the water in the tanks will freeze over. The searing light that coaxes life into being here will bleach it out of existence with the same indifferent shrug, leaving blanched trees, and rusted corrugated iron on the roofs of abandoned homesteads. The wind that brings the rain can bring floods and flatten shearing sheds. Everything that can do you good can also do you harm here – that’s just the way of it.

This land has seen improbable things: the evolution of marsupials and monotremes; of flightless birds and animals that fly. It’s seen continents split and islands arise. It’s seen oceans turn to desert and desert turn to glaciers. And it’s watched people drag their little lives across its surface, flat and unforgiving.

As for drought … Well, that’s like the bad relation you know will turn up sooner or later – it’s not a question of whether but when. That’s another reason properties have to be big out here: to spread the weather. At least on some part of the million acres you might get a bit of a shower and be able to move your stock to the green feed that springs up in the paddocks or around the clay pans that fill with water. If it looks like you’re heading into a perish, you destock as quickly as you can, cut the staff numbers, and wait out the eerie silence that comes when no sheep bleats, no bird flies, and no leaf rustles in the wind because there are no leaves.

On the day of that drive to Wanderrie Creek in January 1958, as Phil and Warren chatted about fence repairs, and Matt daydreamed about his future, about seeing Pattie Gosden, the MacBrides’ luck changed, and they headed into an altogether different kind of perish.

Phil MacBride had been able to drive since he was seven years old – as soon as he could reach the pedals. He’d taught his sons at about that age, too. And one of the main rules he’d impressed on them was this: never swerve to avoid hitting a roo. There was no telling which way it’d jump, so you were better off taking your chances of a busted radiator than to risk skidding out of control and rolling.

Perhaps it was the heat mirage, then, that made Matt’s father, for less than a second, register the six-foot upright figure on the road in front of him as a man instead of a red kangaroo buck. By the time Phil’s feet had moved to slam on the brakes, his head had told him his mistake, but by then the truck had ploughed into the treacherous soft gravel shoulder, and twisted onto its side in a snarl of metal and force, flinging one of his sons through the windscreen, and impaling the other on the gearstick.

Phil had just enough strength to pull Warren from the cab, and drag him clear. He could make out Matt, further from the truck, head bleeding, limbs sprawled. Then he saw nothing more.

Petrol fumes doused the tang of the saltbush, and the thrum of the nearby windmill died under the frantic bleating of the sheep as the truck’s wheels spun in mid-air, flicking fuel like a Catherine wheel. Within minutes, the vapour had ignited in the heat and drowned the vehicle in an orange roar of flames, black smoke from the melting tyres sketching a ladder to the boundless, empty sky.

Peas in a pod, the MacBride men were, strung along the dusty road in blood that welled and eddied and banded into a single scarlet pool.
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WHEN SNEAKY SNOOK in his mail truck happened upon the wreckage near the boundary of Meredith Downs, sheep were scattered along the roadside and the fence, bleating, dazed. Anyone approaching the scene could be forgiven for thinking they’d stumbled on a grisly barbecue. The bars of the truck had caged in a dozen wethers as their wool was singed away and they gradually burned to death: distressed, sacrificial, but smelling just as delicious as a grilled lamb chop ever had. So the barking of the mailman’s dog, Lightning, could have been consternation, or merely appetite.

Fortunately, this was a relatively busy road for the area – usually at least one vehicle came along it each day. In fact, it was not even an hour before Sneaky found them, alerted by the smoke. Warren was bleeding but conscious, propped on an elbow, ordering Sneaky to get the sheep back, swearing when the man tried to move him. Matt, as still as a rock on the gravel – like his father not far away – was dead, Sneaky assumed: his leg was gashed, and blood crusted his ears. So the mailman concentrated on the one still talking. Save the life he could save, and so forth … Turned out later Warren’s liver had been leaking blood, letting him swear and curse all the way to oblivion. The three men were just far enough from the truck to avoid being incinerated – ‘At least we’ll have the bodies,’ Lorna would say later. ‘At least we can bury them.’

Wheezing with the heat, the mailman hauled Warren into his truck cab, then dragged Phil’s body over, letting out a grunt as he hoisted it into the back. Lightning, nobly forgoing the chance of a mutton lunch, was standing over Matt’s chest, growling, when Sneaky returned.

‘Get out of it!’

The dog ignored him, and licked the boy’s face. An eyelid twitched.

‘Crikey, Lightning!’ Sneaky bent down to reassess the corpse. Detecting a faint pulse, he turned to the dog. ‘Clever boy!’ To Matt, he said, ‘Hang on there, son. Don’t you go anywhere, now.’ He shoved aside parcels and mail sacks and crates of groceries to make room for him beside his father. ‘Right. Keep an eye on him, fella,’ he said, waggling his dog’s snout, ‘and yell out if he gets worse.’ With that, he squeezed himself back behind the steering wheel and drove hell for leather to the nearest roadhouse, twenty miles away, where they had a pedal radio and bandages and an airstrip for the Flying Doctor.

When he landed his plane, Dr Finbar Rafferty, the normally unflappable Irishman who’d known the MacBrides for years, flinched at the sight that greeted him. ‘Mother of God!’

Then he rubbed a hand across his face to collect himself, and began assessing the figures as patients rather than old friends; followed the clinical steps that led his thoughts onto safer ground.
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On the morning that the lives of her menfolk were being haggled over by Life and Death, Lorna MacBride was in her kitchen, moving with her usual brisk efficiency as she made the fruitcake for her youngest son’s approaching birthday.

The sprawling kitchen was the heart of the old stone homestead, which in turn was the heart of Meredith Downs. Its immaculately neat pantry, which Lorna provisioned on an industrial scale, held enough supplies to get them through months of being cut off by fires or cyclones. In addition to her own preserves and Vacola’d produce, shelves were stacked with cans of fruit and packets of dry biscuits, great hessian sacks of rice and flour and jumbo tins of powdered milk.

The kitchen had fuelled generations of MacBrides when they set off before dawn for a muster or came home thick with dust and grime after putting up a fence or repairing a bore. Its long jarrah table was the construction site for hearty lunches for neighbours who came to help erect a mill or for a cricket match, and for visitors calling in on their way to or from Perth. Sporting victories were celebrated here, floods and droughts lamented.

This morning the room was filled with the wafting aroma of the bread Lorna had put in to bake in the enormous wood-fired Metters: the only electricity in the homestead came from the thirty-two-volt generator, which provided a few hours of electric light in the evenings. Though the system managed only a dim glow, Lorna was still grateful for the flick of a switch rather than the toil of refilling oil lamps and trimming candles.

Like many stations out this way, there was no telephone either. Instead, beside the cooling rack that stood ready to receive the scorching hot loaf tins, sat the ped set, the pedal-operated transceiver that was the MacBrides’ lifeline to the outside world.

It was not from the wireless, however, but from a knock on the front door, that Lorna learned of the crash. She had just put Matt’s cake in to bake when two policemen from Wanderrie Creek, sixty miles away, hats in hand, guided her back through the house to sit at her own table before breaking the news.

Like rain running off a greasy fleece, their words barely touched her with meaning. Then, as they sank in, Lorna was aware of a strange, sick sensation: her family, the world – reality itself – had been destroyed, but every cup on every shelf, instead of falling to the floor to smash into a shattered mess as it surely should, sat, unmoved: unimpressed to be handled, at last, by Sergeant Wisheart, who made tea and put three sugars in it for her and for her daughter Rose. The girl, full of excitement just moments before as she recounted her ride to the old mine on their property with Miles that morning, now stood speechless and deathly white with shock.

All their men gone. The phrase echoed in Lorna’s mind as she put her floury fingers to the cup handle, but couldn’t remember how to lift it.
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The crash that claimed those MacBride lives was not an extraordinary event. A light coating of death dusts any scene you care to observe in the bush: the desiccated tree weathered into twisted stone, the rams’ horns flaking in the dirt, the insects banked up against the flywire of a homestead window in a snowdrift of wings and legs. Death twinkles in this landscape like mineral sand.

In any given year, you’ll know someone fatally thrown from a horse, or killed when their car ran off the road, or bitten by a snake, too far from help. Mineshafts are a popular haunt for death, too. As well as the miners who get lashed by a snapped steel cable, or whose heads are crushed when the operator absentmindedly hoists them up instead of down, there are plenty of people desperate for somewhere to jump from, in a largely flat landscape with no tall buildings. The mineshafts oblige them generously, particularly after a bender or a jilting. And an abandoned shaft can keep this a secret for months or years.

So you can’t survive out here without the invisible network that spreads across stations and towns, like veins in a body, sending vital support to victims of calamity and carnage. After the radio call to the Flying Doctor, word flowed like water over the Sched, the nickname for ‘the Schedule’ on which the various stations were allotted time to use the shortwave radio frequency run by the Flying Doctor.

Everyone knew where Meredith Downs was on its yearly schedule of lambing and mustering and shearing. And everyone knew that if they were in the same Godforsaken straits, they’d want their neighbours to appear on their doorstep to help. At least it was January, the quietest month of the year, when you mostly just kept your head down and waited for the sapping heat to lose interest and move on.

Rose had insisted on following Matt straight to the hospital, many hundreds of miles away in Perth. ‘Someone should be there when he wakes up. Or if he—’ The two women had looked at each other across the table in silence. Though Lorna couldn’t bear to part with her last healthy child, she yielded. She herself would get there as soon as things were under control at the station.

Maudie Knapp from Deep Springs Station, fifty miles to the north, was the first to turn up after hearing about it on the Sched. She bustled in with a hastily packed suitcase, a big tin of her famous shortbread and the pot of stew that she’d had on the stove when the news came through.

‘Oh, Lorna!’ The sight of her dear friend, grey eyes gazing blankly, barely able to stand, robbed her of words for a moment, and she took a deep breath. ‘Right. I’m here now, love. And Charlie’s on his way. Bob Sowerby and some of his boys’ll be coming from next door at Maundy Creek. Just tell us which paddocks the stock are in and what the hands are due to be doing.’ She opened and closed cupboards until she found what she was looking for. ‘Here. Drink some brandy.’

If you’d asked Lorna MacBride exactly how the time passed after that terrible event, she couldn’t have told you. That first day, it was a matter of getting through a breath at a time, as though she might actually forget to take in air if she didn’t make the effort.

She found herself obsessing about funerals. The undertakers could wait a few days, but she knew they didn’t have a cool room, and the Wanderrie Creek hospital morgue would accommodate ‘guests’ for only so long. But it might be bad luck to plan funerals before she knew whether there would be two or three?

Her thoughts were interrupted by Maudie, who was saying gently, ‘I know you’ll want to get to Perth to see Matt …’

‘Mattie … Yes, of course.’ But just in that moment, Lorna couldn’t for the life of her remember whether that particular child was dead or alive. She knew– yes, she knew her Rosie had survived. Which of the boys, though?
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THE SLIM WOMAN with the greying hair and trembling hands who took the glass of brandy was almost unrecognisable, her old friend thought. It was as if she, too, had been hit by a truck. For a few seconds after he came in, Charlie Knapp, Maudie’s husband, didn’t recognise Lorna either. Her usually ruddy cheeks were waxy, her shoulders stooped, and her warm, clear voice a timorous whisper.

Yet this was the same Lorna MacBride, daughter of an Adelaide stockbroker, who had been swept off her feet by Phil at the Shell Ball in Perth in 1933, and had come to Meredith Downs armed with humour and common sense and fuelled by the certainty that she had married the love of her life. She had swiftly taken root in the homestead, and settled so well into the district that she was soon known and admired for hundreds of miles.

Lorna could fix the generator and get the car out of a bog. She made the best Victoria sponge known to any branch of the Country Women’s Association, and when word got around that she’d bottled her annual batch of tomato chutney, people made excuses to ‘drop by’ and pick up a jar while they were ‘passing’.

Some stations sent their women to Perth for the summer. Suburbs like Peppermint Grove were dotted with cool limestone houses sheltering ladies with powder and blue-rinse perms who occupied themselves with tennis and bridge until the heat eased off sufficiently to return inland or up north. So the women like Lorna MacBride and Maudie Knapp, who stayed behind, were bonded by hardships big and small: like not being able to wash your hair for weeks on end because there was too little water, or what water there was was so hard that your hair stuck out like a scarecrow’s. They lamented the difficulty of keeping food from going off in smoky kerosene fridges that half the time ended up covered in slime inside and out, or, worse, caught fire. These women reached for the rifle to shoot the snake that slithered into their kitchen, then chalked it up on the blackboard, comparing this year’s tally with the last. They cooked and cleaned and tended to wounds and taught the kids their correspondence-school syllabus in temperatures that took your breath away. They plucked chickens and gutted them, seared the hair off the pork rind of the pig their littlies raised as a pet and that their husband killed in their slaughterhouse. They comforted those same husbands when the bank threatened foreclosure or rain refused to fall or the government announced some new tariff that would cripple them.

And they passed these abilities on to their daughters.

In the case of Lorna MacBride, that was Rose, the other person to receive the terrible news in the kitchen over Sergeant Wisheart’s sweet tea.

Rose wasn’t a beauty like her mother, but she had a winning smile, and radiated health and vigour. Her stocky build and determination suited her to station life: she could wrestle a ram down the drafting race, and change a flat tyre as easily as her brothers. Rose had none of Warren’s cockiness, nor the easy-going charm of Matt, but she was quick and tenacious and a good sport. Perhaps naturally, everyone assumed she would be a chip off the old block, and would, in time, marry a decent chap from a good property and go on to forge a family under another name.

‘It’s funny,’ Lorna would say. ‘You feed them the same. You love them the same. But every child’s its own country.’

It was Lorna who had the first inkling that the happy wedding and the quiet, motherly life might not be the path for her daughter; just as it was Lorna who first noticed that from an early age Rose was occasionally a stranger to the truth. Lorna MacBride, for whom there was black and white and right and wrong and not much in between, was uneasy that Rose’s account of events did not always tally with fact.

As a kid, if Warren smashed a cup or hit a ball through a window pane, he’d take pride in claiming responsibility: Phil had told him that ‘that’s what blokes do – take your punishment like a man’. So he’d get his wallop, or go without his rifle for a week, and life would go on. Matthew was still too little then to be getting up to anything you could really call mischief. He adored his older brother and sister, and would often be their unwitting stooge, fetching things for Warren, or sitting still while Rose, almost three years older, dressed him as a princess. Rose developed a habit, if items were broken or missing, of saying it was ‘Bubba’s fault’, then rushing to add, ‘But he’s only little. He couldn’t help it,’ and Lorna would invariably let it go. Until one day she found one of her few hats, a toque with a net veil, covered in dirt and its netting torn. The hat was kept in the top of the linen press, which Lorna had to stand on tiptoes to reach. She had sometimes caught Warren and Rose clambering up the shelves like monkeys, perching inside the cupboard while Mattie watched with frustrated admiration.

Phil had bought the hat on their honeymoon. When he put it on her head, he let out a whistle of admiration: ‘Like they say, “There’s nothing as beautiful as a woman who is loved.”’ It was the most romantic thing he had ever said, and the hat had been a talisman of those words, and of that time.

Things changed after kids, of course. Then war came. So, with Phil’s battalion posted to North Africa in 1942, something in Lorna gave way at the sight of the damaged hat, and she didn’t try to keep the crossness from her face when she marched into the lounge room, where the children sat playing. She held up the offending object. ‘Right. Anyone have anything to say about this?’

‘Mumma hat!’ chirruped Matt.

Warren had a Search me! expression. Rose went a dark shade of pink, eyes darting from one brother to the other.

‘Rosie?’ asked Lorna.

‘It’s a hat. Your hat.’

‘Any idea how it got dirty?’

Rose minutely inspected a piece of Meccano.

‘Well?’

‘I think Warre—’ She saw Lorna’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘I mean Bubba – I think Bubba did it.’

The lie was so bold, and the performance so earnest, that Lorna had to suppress a laugh. ‘Go to your room, and have a ponder. Then come and tell me whether that’s right. I won’t be cross. But I will want to know the proper truth.’

Lorna mentioned the episode in a letter to Phil, and, sitting in the kitchen late one night, she could almost hear his laugh when he wrote back, ‘She’s quick on her feet, I’ll give her that!’ He’d added, ‘She’ll grow out of it.’

Though Lorna smiled, a worry lingered that Rose might not grow out of it. And she wished Phil were there, to take her hand across the table. She said a silent prayer for his safety, and one of gratitude for the miracle of having met him in this big world.
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THE NUMBERS OF kangaroos out here skyrocketed with the coming of the whitefella and his quest to bring enough water to the surface to support his stock. Roos relished the same young grasses and shoots as the sheep and cattle; they thirsted for the same sweet water that surged up from bores or shimmered invitingly in dams and troughs. That meant there was a decent living to be had roo shooting, travelling from one property to another, by arrangement with the owner, killing for skins or sometimes for pet meat, depending on the market and the weather. Some properties were big enough to keep a roo shooter busy all year.

Pete Peachey was the roo shooter for Meredith Downs, a lanky bloke with thinning hair neatly oiled back, and grey eyes that took in you and the horizon and everything in between with the same sharp gaze that seemed to see right into whatever he beheld. His face was as tanned as the roo hides he gathered, not so much lined as deeply guttered by the sun. He came around like a comet: who knew where he was or what he did when he drove off the property. Once a year he’d turn up to the district Vermin Board meeting, at the same time as he came to the police station to renew his annual shooter’s licence for two pounds.

Silent as the grave, was Peachey. The only things generally known about him were that he was a crack shot, having won the King’s Medal, the Armed Forces’ coveted shooting prize, a month after joining up in the war. This was all the more remarkable because he’d been born left-handed but had been forced as a child to become right-handed, so was ambidextrous and equally deadly either way. The other known fact was that he’d been taken prisoner by the Japs. Details were sketchy after that.

Peachey never mentioned family. Folks didn’t think it polite to ask him outright, so rumours just blew about like grass seed, until no one rightly knew what his story was.

Despite his line of business, as long as he had access to water, he was always scrupulously clean and perfectly shaved with a cut-throat razor. He’d start work in the evening with his hair brushed, but by the end of it would be flecked with the blood that caked his clothes, so that he’d turn creeks red when he bathed in them. Once, during a cyclone that made the roads impassable, he’d pitched tent near the homestead and, in his camp oven, baked a ginger cake that Lorna had to concede was better than her own. Full of surprises, was Pete Peachey.


[image: ]

One evening in 1947, more than a decade before the accident, and about a year into his time working Meredith Downs, the roo shooter was lying on a groundsheet outside his tent, knees cricked into spindly twin peaks. Through binoculars, he took in the glow of the waxing gibbous moon, its magnified ashy craters clear and monochrome. The calm autumn night was too chilly for mosquitoes and sand flies. ‘Clear as day, fella,’ he said; then, to the silence, ‘Oh.’ He was still getting used to the absence of the roo dog he’d lost to a strychnine bait, days before.

At the hiss of dried grass, he turned, quickly swapping binoculars for a rifle, scanning the halo of the campfire’s light until the barrel was pointing at a scrawny pair of legs, which rose to join a child’s torso and a head of long, unkempt hair.

‘Rosie?’ Pete exclaimed, lowering the gun. ‘What the hell—’

‘What were you watching?’ the little girl asked.

‘How the devil did you get here? Where’s your mum and dad?’

She shuffled forward, and dropped the canvas bag from her shoulder. ‘Warren’s a worm. He gave me a Chinese burn and said I’d have to leave the station when I grow up, so I might as well go now.’ She drew back one side of her mouth. ‘He caught me playing with his Meccano.’

‘Did he hurt you?’

‘Nah.’ Her small hand shoved the thicket of hair from her eyes. ‘So I smashed his Meccano Sydney Harbour Bridge. He doesn’t know yet.’ She folded her arms. ‘I’ve left home.’

‘Come here. Let’s have a look at you.’ Pete turned her this way and that in the light: nothing amiss that a hairbrush and a bath wouldn’t fix. ‘Come and sit by the fire.’ He pulled in an upturned crate, then fetched a scratchy grey blanket and draped it over her shoulders.

When he asked again how she got there, she just pursed her lips.

He put the billy on. ‘Remind me … you’re about how old these days?’

‘Ten. Nearly …’

Peachey gave a grave nod. ‘And Warren’s been rotten.’

‘Yeah.’

‘So you decided to shoot through …’

The child gave a nonchalant shrug, but there was just the hint of a wobble in her chin.

‘Fair enough.’ He filled a tin mug with tea, stirring in some sugar for her. ‘We’re a decent gallop from the homestead. How long have you been walking?’

She looked at him as though he were very dim. ‘I came with you,’ she said, pointing to his empty trailer, its tarpaulin hanging open. ‘I climbed in. When you stopped to open the gate at the house.’

‘Ah.’ Pete let out a breath and put his hands on his hips. ‘Where are you headed?’

‘Wanderrie Creek?’ Rose flicked the tip of her pink tongue into the sweet liquid. ‘Anywhere away from Warren.’

‘Right,’ said Pete, pulling up a crate beside her and drinking his tea. ‘Anyone know you were going?’

She raised her bottom lip and shook her head.

‘I see.’

The girl held out a hand, palm flat.

‘What, you want something to eat?’

‘It’s for my smack. For being bad. I’ll take it like a man.’

‘No smacks from Old Pete, love.’

She left her hand there. ‘Dad’ll give me a smack.’

‘That’s up to him. My dad would’ve given me a smack too.’ He put a fingertip to her palm to lower it. ‘Can’t say I’ve ever seen it do much good.’

They sat for a while, the little girl licking her tea like a lizard, while the crickets echoed the fire’s crackles. She interrogated his camp with her eyes, sniffing the air now and then to get a better sense of it – the smoke, the gun oil, the whiff of kero.

Eventually, Pete took her cold mug. ‘Righto. What’s say I take you back to your mum and dad? They’ll be worried.’

‘What were you looking at, through the field glasses?’

‘Just the moon.’

‘What for?’

With a dip of the head as much as to say See for yourself, he picked up the binoculars and handed them to her.

Rose’s mouth opened. ‘But there are – there are holes and stuff.’

‘Craters.’

‘And a darker bit at the side.’

‘Yep. Waxing gibbous moon tonight, so the dark bit’s small.’

‘Waxy gibbons?’

Pete emptied the dregs of tea. ‘Let’s make a deal. I’ll tell you about the moon if you promise we’ll take you back straight after. And that there’ll be no more leaving home until you’re …’ He considered something, then touched his shoulder. ‘Until you’re this tall. OK?’

And so Pete explained to the little girl the phases of the moon, its waxing and waning, and the fact that on Earth, because the time of its rotation is roughly the same as its orbit around the Earth, we only ever see one side of it.

‘But what’s on the other side?’

He thought for a moment. ‘I reckon that’s the moon’s business, Rosie. Makes no difference to how well she shines on us.’
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On a hot December night, Pete Peachey goes down to the creek and washes the blood off his hands. The water’s as cold as the dead, and as still. Once absolved of the thick red stains, his fingers move to the buttons of his flannel shirt, caked with dust and pungent with roo’s blood and his own sweat and three days of travelling out here, alone.

He feels each button, counts them silently as they surrender, and finally sheds the shirt altogether. His boots come off with a ffft, then the thick wool socks. His buckle clinks as he undoes his belt and leaves it in the loops of his strides as they fall from his narrow hips. His underpants are more rust red than white, but still catch the moon’s glow until they, too, are sloughed off. The hurricane lamp now hosts moths and beetles, flinging themselves at the scorching glass. He reaches into a tobacco tin for a bar of Sunlight soap, and wades into the creek.

He eases the soap into the water, and begins not the vigorous, harsh scrubbing with which he washes his hands at the homestead, but more tender, contemplative strokes. Accompanied by the insistent rasp of crickets, he covers every inch of himself with lather. With each stroke he rinses away the look in the roo’s eyes, the quick rip as skin is torn away from muscle, the loud crack as he breaks the inside of the legs so they take up less space; the sight of the joey lying translucent blue, no fur yet, pulled from its dead mother’s pouch.

He sinks to a sitting position to wash his feet, still feeling the weight of the tiny creature as he dashed its head against the rocky ground. Scenes of other blood, other torn skin, from long ago flicker and subside in memory. ‘Forgive … forget,’ he breathes.

As he rubs the soap across the contours of his nose, his forehead, his whiskery chin, he reads his own features like Braille. What would he feel like to a woman now? His thin hair is stiff with dust and sweat, and he ducks his head under the icy water that has him shivering and goosebumped. He washes away the miles and the hours with strong, skilled fingers. He is cleansed.

Emerging from the water, he dries himself and slips his boots back on, then stirs the fire, where the billy’s just about ready for a brew. His dirty clothes are folded neatly beside the campstool; his rifles stand alert against the tent. He empties a tin of beans into his battle-scarred saucepan, and sets it to warm while he makes his tea. He’s in no hurry. He eyes the kitbag just on the edge of the darkness, looks back at the beans, stirs them. He savours the feel of the air on his clean skin.

His meal finished, he sets up the ancient gramophone that has been waiting for him in the shadows, and blows the dust off a shellac disc, one of many he’s accumulated over the years from station people discarding them in the rush to radiograms and LPs. He winds it up. As the clear, slender voice of Nellie Melba begins ‘Il dolce suono’, he reaches for the bag. Sitting naked, he’d not given a thought to looking around him – there’s no one for God knows how many miles. But now, as he starts to undo the rope that fastens it, he looks about carefully, strains for any human sound. Nothing. He reaches inside and retrieves a mirror. He gazes for a moment, taking in the greying stubble, the scar on his top lip pale with time.

His cheekbones angle sharply beneath the lines that cross them. He rests the mirror on his lap and takes out a pair of hairbrushes; guides his damp hair back off his face. Next, he snakes his hand blindly into the bag until it finds its target. He looks around him again, and draws out something crimson, as the long-dead singer promises him ‘Del ciel clemente un riso la vita a noi sarà’ – ‘From clement heaven, life will be a smile to us.’

‘Us’ is an ever-changing thing, he thinks, and strokes the silk in his hands.
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THE MAIL TRUCK that had happened upon the crash only came out to Meredith Downs every week or so; less often if a fire or a flood cut off the roads. Sneaky Snook had been the mail contractor on the route since 1950. Christened William, he was called Billy until an incident with some fire crackers at the age of seven, after which he was known to the world, his mother included, as Sneaky. His dog, Lightning, accompanied him on his mail run – it was good to have someone to talk to on a round trip of four hundred miles. The blue heeler was impeccably behaved – better table manners than his owner, people said – and was handy if a snake got too near when they occasionally camped along the way. A dingo trap had claimed one of the dog’s legs when he was still a pup, but by then Sneaky had got used to the name, and couldn’t bring himself to change it.

Sneaky had straight, sandy hair, and lizard-dry hands with cuticles that grew up the nail. His nose was bulbous, his leathery cheeks threaded with a fine purple lacework, and he wheezed when he laughed, especially if he was smoking. One of his legs was an inch shorter than the other, so he wore what he referred to as his ‘dancing shoes’– one sole built up to stop the limp.

His appetite for bread and dripping meant that he had quite a belly to fit behind the steering wheel, and his fondness for Swan Lager didn’t help. His shirts were always straining at the buttons because, all in all, Sneaky was an optimist and believed heartily that next week, or next month, or next year, he’d cut down on the grog and see his knees again, and on that basis there was no reason to throw away a perfectly good flannel shirt. After many, many drinks, he could occasionally be persuaded to tap out the William Tell Overture on his teeth using a pencil or a .303 round, depending what was to hand. Not often, mind. And only if he liked you.

Sneaky was often people’s first and last point of contact with Meredith Downs. Wherever possible, new station hands hitched a ride on the mail truck, as did staff who’d been given the push and were heading back to town. He could strike up a conversation with anyone about anything, and his passengers usually arrived at their destinations feeling a shade taller and more important thanks to all his ‘You don’t say?’s and ‘You’re a full bottle on that, aren’t you, mate?’s.

In that respect, Sneaky and Pete Peachey the roo shooter were polar opposites: Peachey – as expert at avoiding conversation as Sneaky was at starting it – could go for days without talking. But on the occasions when their paths crossed, they got on well, Sneaky happy to chat away and Pete Peachey happy to let him.

Sneaky carried all sorts On His (and then Her) Majesty’s Service – that phrase found on envelopes from the government – and felt a personal obligation to his Sovereign to treat in confidence the communications entrusted to him in their name. So while he’d talk in generalities about who he’d come across on his travels, or whether the new baby had arrived at the next station along, how many points of rain they’d had, or the state of the road, that’s as far as it went: he never passed on tittle-tattle. That’s not to say he didn’t take it all in. He might chat about it to Lightning as they drove, the dog listening attentively, panting here and there or putting a paw on his shoulder by way of response. Then Sneaky would return to his reveries about steak and kidney pudding, or golden syrup dumplings, and his stomach would start to rumble as on they’d go.

It was for simple convenience that Pete Peachey got his mail sent to Meredith Downs. He didn’t seem to have an address anywhere else. His tobacco and other supplies he got from the main stores on the property. They let him keep a running account, like the regular hands, which he settled up when it was time to be paid for the skins. But there were other things he could get only by mail order. Every few months, Sneaky would deliver a parcel or two for him from Boans or Ahern’s or Bates Saddlery in Perth. The roo shooter said he got his work clothes cheaper there. Packages also arrived from further away – as far as Sydney or Melbourne sometimes. Once he even got a box from France. When Rose asked what was in the parcel that had come all the way from Europe he just said, ‘I’ll steam the stamps off for you and bring them next time I’m coming through.’
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Perhaps it was that first, bold visit by the little renegade and her demand to understand the moon that meant that, ever after, Pete Peachey had a particular soft spot for Rose MacBride. For her part, she looked forward to his visits, and the chats with him that made her feel grown up. He would explain how to track animals; how to tell a dingo from a wild dog; where to spot the constellations and the Milky Way. But as well as showing her how to strip down a .25/20, he would describe the difference between shantung silk and taffeta, and how to distinguish a contralto from a soprano on the shellac 78s on his wind-up gramophone, even giving her records sometimes. He would bring her an exquisite feather, shed by a rare parrot, or an unusual flower. He would buy her hair ribbons, which she’d add to the collection in the china dish on her dressing table. In blues and scarlets and greens, satin or velvet or grosgrain, they glowed when the sun caught them. ‘Keep a place in your heart for things that are beautiful,’ Pete would say to her. ‘Beauty’ll help you get through dark times.’

When Lorna made a comment to Phil, early on, about whether they should be letting Rose spend time with a grown man, and such a loner at that, Phil said simply, ‘I’d trust Pete Peachey with my life,’ and the matter was never raised again.
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Though Phil and Lorna, and even Warren, soon forgot about the ‘Great Sydney Harbour Bridge Bombing’, it continued to rankle with Rose, who had been dealt a smack on the bottom and had had to hand over some birthday money to her elder brother as ‘war reparations’.

It was all very well taking your medicine, but it wasn’t fair, she thought. It wasn’t fair that Warren was always in charge. It wasn’t fair that he had a whole Meccano set to himself in the first place. It wasn’t fair that he got to go off shooting with Pete Peachey and she wasn’t allowed.

And what was the point in owning up to smashing his stupid bridge if you just got punished anyway? She stewed over it for weeks, gradually resolving never to take the blame for anything again.

This was how she came to devise a special ritual, a ceremony she would use for the rest of her life.

She’d been perfecting it for some months when she decided to let Matt, about seven, in on the secret.

‘You just write it down, and light it with a match, and it goes away. It’s magic!’

‘But,’ Matt said, ‘you still did it. You still broke Mum’s necklace.’

‘Did I, but? She won’t know. You don’t have to tell her. You mustn’t tell her. And now, I’ve owned up under magic and it’s all gone. All flown away in the wind.’

If there was something to understand here, he couldn’t see it. He squinted a little to sharpen his focus. Beside him on the old lemon gum branch Rosie swung her legs, making the whole bough sway precariously.

‘It’s a fact. When you’re grown up, you’ll understand.’

When he called her dumb because it was not a fact, and she did so break the necklace, and would so get into trouble, she teased a knot from her long, straight hair and said, ‘I won’t.’

‘How come?’

‘Cos you’re not going to tell. I always stick up for you. And I didn’t tell Warren when you wet your pants.’

Matt’s face burned and she told him he was too young to understand about truth. ‘It’s not forever if you don’t want it to be. It’s just until you make it go away.’

‘Are you sick or something? That’s just words. Doesn’t mean anything.’

‘If you don’t believe me, try it. Write down a thing you want to make go away.’ She unhooked the small notepad strung around her neck and passed it to him, along with the pencil stub.

‘You’re a twerp,’ said Matt.

‘You’re scared!’

‘Am not! I’m just not a twerp.’

‘Bet you’re too scared to write down what you did.’ Rosie started a sing-song ‘Mattie is a scaredy-cat, Mattie is a scaredy-cat …’

He punched her shoulder. She punched him harder. There was a silence, and she put out her hand for the return of the notepad. ‘You’re too little still.’

Matt eyed the paper. ‘Promise I’ll feel better?’

‘I always do,’ she said. ‘Always.’

And so Matt wrote, in the tiniest, neatest printing he could manage halfway up a swaying tree, ‘Wet my pants when I got scared.’

‘Now sign it.’ Her sharp nudge made him grab the branch. ‘You have to!’

He signed.

She passed him the brass cigarette lighter that had come into her possession a while back (at about the same time as one of the shearers had mysteriously lost his and accused a rouseabout of ’alf-inching it). ‘Now, as you light it, you say “Yawa, yawa, yawa”, then you send it off into the air.’

‘What?’

She sighed. ‘It’s “Away, away, away” backwards, drongo.’

‘What if it starts a fire?’

‘Then no one will remember you wet your pants anyway.’

Setting the paper aflame, Matt felt lightened. His shame at the memory turned to a laugh, as though it had been a deliberate joke he’d played, and for a moment he felt nothing – the same way he felt nothing when he said the eight times table.

Girls were strange. Or maybe it was just Rosie: he didn’t know any others. Yawa, yawa, yawa … The words rolled around in his mind, and he tucked them away, ready to use another day.
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MEREDITH DOWNS WAS full of places for MacBride kids to play. The old swing-set out the back of the homestead kept them happy when they were littlies, and as they grew, there were any number of disused sheds they could turn into cubbies. Old, abandoned cottages and rusting wagons yielded all sorts of games of ‘olden days’, and waterholes and creeks were favourite destinations – when they actually had water in them. The favourite spot of Lorna’s three, though, was the old Proserpine mineshaft.

From the surface it seemed harmless enough: just a slit in the rocky ground, ringed at a distance by rusty barbed wire, though these days the four slack strands were more a memorial of a fence than a practical barrier. In the dirt lay a dilapidated sign on which, years back, a slapdash hand had daubed ‘Danger. Keep Out’, and which the sun had just about licked blank since. Generations of MacBride offspring, warned away from the mine by parents, had cheerfully ignored the instruction, until in time they’d grown old enough to issue the same edict to their own children, who ignored it in turn.

It was Herbert, the youngest of old Alfred MacBride’s sons, who’d pegged claims and established the Proserpine tantalite mine in the late 1800s. He put up a mine head, a manager’s cottage and a few tin shacks and camps for workers. But the yield quickly thinned out and the price of tantalite crashed, so that decades later, the stone outlines of floors and one or two crumbling chimney stacks were all that remained above ground.

The kids would ride out there on their horses and clamber down the shaft, using the timber sleepers as footholds, shining their torches and yelling and singing to get the thrill of the echo. Sometimes Warren would scare them with stories of evil spirits that lived deep in the furthest reaches, or ghosts of miners trapped under rockfalls.

This dark, cool space was Aladdin’s cave, a trench on the Somme, Bluebeard’s Castle, a distant planet. Games about cowboys or attacking Germans usually involved hand-to-hand combat: at eleven, Rose could easily beat Matt at wrestling, but Warren was too strong. It was around this time that he bestowed on her the nickname ‘Bliss’, which she was quite pleased with, until he sniggered that it was short for ‘ugly blister’, rhyming slang for ‘sister’. Still, ‘Bliss’ stuck.

There was one cast-iron rule: Rose always had to play a boy. (On no account did her brothers ever have to be girls.) If she suggested she might be a princess or a fairy, Warren would make vomiting noises, and then go back to machine-gunning her with a stick. Sometimes she would take revenge by planting a kiss on his face and chanting, ‘Girl germs! You’ve go-ot girl germs!’ causing Warren to chase after her, pinning her down and letting spit drip from his mouth until it almost touched her face, then sucking it back up again. If Rose tried to give Matt girl germs, he would just wipe his cheek in disgust, then tickle her into saying sorry.


[image: ]

The three MacBride kids played and fought and grew until, almost overnight, 1948 came around and Warren, on the cusp of thirteen, left for Scotch College, the boarding school in Perth his father and grandfather had attended. Most of the station owners’ children went to boarding schools in the city: it was that or correspondence school – few lived close enough to towns to be ‘day bugs’.

Two years later, at the same age, Rose made the journey to St Margaret’s Ladies’ College. She had begun to develop what her mother called ‘a nice figure’, and when they were back for the months of Christmas holidays, Warren took to making comments about how Rose should wear her hair and whether a dress made her look ‘cheap’ or ‘tarty’.

Things came to a head on New Year’s Eve in 1951, a rare evening on which Lorna and Phil were away for the night at a party at Charlie and Maudie Knapp’s. Rose had spent the afternoon dancing to her one Patti Page record while Matt built Warren’s old Meccano on the lounge-room floor, once in a while being hauled to his feet by his sister to help her practise her twirls. Ignoring Warren’s hollering from his room, when she started singing along, to ‘bloody shut up’, she turned up the volume and sang louder. ‘Practising for the boarders’ social next term,’ she shouted to Matt, inches away. As Rose intended, Warren stormed in, but instead of just yelling, he yanked the record from the turntable and held it high above her reach. ‘You can have it back when you go back to school. If you try to take it before then, I’ll shove it in the septic tank.’

An hour later, she appeared in the kitchen wearing lipstick and mascara, and a bustline not so subtly enhanced by a pair of socks. ‘How do I look, Bubba?’ she asked, turning her back to Warren.

She almost grinned as her older brother railed, ‘What the hell do you think you look like in that get-up?’

‘I’ll dress however I like!’

‘Yeah, well if you want to get a reputation as a trollop, go ahead. And don’t blame me for what happens to you.’

And though she kicked and bit him, Warren dragged her to the bathroom and held her over the sink as he scrubbed the makeup off with a flannel. ‘No sister of mine’s going to dress like a tart! Talk about leading fellows on!’

She whacked his stomach as hard as she could. He clamped his hands on her biceps and said through curled lips, ‘You should hear what they say about you at Scotch …’

Later, Matt, who had watched the fight, unsure of whether to step in or how, appeared in her bedroom. ‘You all right, Bliss?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Wanna game of doogs?’ He held out his bag of marbles. ‘I’ve got two new tombowlers.’

‘Nah. Thanks though, Bubba.’

‘What did he do that for?’

Rose looked at her little brother, his arms and legs still spindly, swimming in a hand-me-down shirt of Warren’s. ‘It’s just – just grown-ups’ stuff. You wouldn’t understand.’

‘Oh.’ Matt put a hand to his other elbow. ‘Don’t worry. If he throws your record in the septic tank, I’ll get it out for you.’

In the lounge room, he sat in front of the grandfather clock they called Old Wally, trying to remember as many New Year’s Eves as he could. He was always allowed to stay up till midnight at New Year, but usually had to be woken on the couch by the others just before twelve. As the clock finished chiming 9 p.m., he tracked down Warren in the kitchen, reading a Dick Tracy comic.

Matt folded his arms. ‘Warren, what do they say about Rosie at Scotch?’

Warren gave him a steely look. Then he closed his comic and slid it across the table. ‘Here you go. Late Christmas present.’
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Matt arrived at Scotch College in 1953, aged thirteen, the year after Warren had finished school, so was left to sink or swim.

For Matt, being surrounded by hundreds of other kids was overwhelming. It wasn’t so bad for boys from the wheat-belt or down south, who lived close to towns. For station lads, the more remote their property, the harder it was to get used to so many boys.

Matt’s friendship with Hughie ‘Humpty’ Dumpton, whose family owned one of the biggest sheep stations out Nullarbor way, began when they separately developed a strategy of wandering to the far end of the oval during breaks, to escape the avalanche of social interaction. Gradually, they got to talking to each other: a few words about wool clips or mustering. Comparing notes on the horses and dogs they’d had to leave behind, there was no need to explain how much it hurt not to see them every day. Their shared love of cricket cemented the bond, and they were soon inseparable.

Humpty owed his name to his habit of referring to his mother as ‘the old chook’, which, Matt pointed out, must make him an egg. So he was ‘Egg’ for a while, before the nursery rhyme inevitably turned him into ‘Humpty’ Dumpton. Not remotely ovoid, he was a streak of lightning on the cricket pitch – the fastest bowler anyone at school could remember.

In November 1953, Matt and Humpty were allowed to travel to the WACA to watch WA play South Australia in the Sheffield Shield match. On the old green MTT bus that chuntered back from the cricket ground on the Sunday afternoon, it was stinking hot and stuffy and sweat stuck their shirts to their backs, but they were still buzzing with excitement. As they rounded the Swan River, Humpty announced, ‘I’ve got my life all planned out, you know. From now till I’m ninety. Just like dominoes.’

Matt laughed.

‘No, listen.’ Humpty’s tone was not boastful, just sure. ‘I go for the captain of the school team when I’m sixteen—’

‘Sixteen? And the rest!’

‘Barny Jackson was captain at sixteen—’

‘In 1907!’ Matt pointed out. ‘And besides, he went on to captain WA …’

‘Which brings me to my next step: WA Team. Sheffield Shield. Then Australia, then win the Ashes.’ Humpty’s grin was growing.

‘That all? Jeez, you’re full of bull.’

‘Then I retire from cricket just as Dad’s about to hand me the reins on Corella Ridge, and I settle down to the life of a Gentleman Pastoralist, and kick the bucket when I’m ninety-four years and three months old.’

‘Three months?’

‘A month more than my great-grandpa. A man should have something to aim for.’

They looked at each other for a moment, then Matt slapped the back of Humpty’s head. ‘You know you’re a dag, don’t you?’

There was no pause before the reply, or the pinch on the back of Matt’s neck that came with it. ‘Why else would I be friends with you?’
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Of all their conversations, it was that one on the bus that sprang to Matt’s mind two years later, in 1955, as he sat for the first time in Shenton Park Hospital for patients with head and spinal injuries. It was
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