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JOHN MARSDEN DESCRIBES HIS APPROACH TO WRITING:

‘Writing is not a job or activity. Nor do I sit at a desk waiting for inspiration to strike. Writing is like a different kind of existence. In my life, for some of the time, I am in an alternative world, which I enter through daydreaming or imagination. That world seems as real to me as the more tangible one of relationships and work, cars and taxes. I don’t know that they’re much different to each other.

‘However, I write about these alternative worlds because it helps to preserve them. I’m their historian, their geographer, their sociologist, their storyteller. I write them into being. I have to say I don’t care whether this is a good thing to do or not; this is just the way I am and the way I live my life.’
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‘The third day comes a frost, a killing frost ...’

King Henry VIII, William Shakespeare


Chapter One

Sometimes I think I’d rather be frightened than bored. At least when you’re frightened you know you’re alive. Energy pumps through your body so hard that it overflows as sweat. Your heart – your heart that does the pumping – bangs away in your chest like an old windmill on a stormy night. There’s no room for anything else. You forget that you’re tired or cold or hungry. You forget your banged-up knee and your aching tooth. You forget the past, and you forget that there’s such a thing as the future.

I’m an expert on fear now. I think I’ve felt every strong feeling there is: love, hate, jealousy, rage. But fear’s the greatest of them all. Nothing reaches inside you and grabs you by the guts the way fear does. Nothing else possesses you like that. It’s a kind of illness, a fever, that takes you over.

I’ve got my tricks for holding fear at bay. We all have, I know. And they work in their own ways, some of the time. One of my tricks is to think of jokes that people have told me over the years. Another’s the one Homer taught me. It sounds simple enough. It’s to keep saying to yourself: ‘I refuse to think fear. I will think strong. I will think brave.’

It helps for mild fear; it’s not so good for panic. When true fear sweeps in, when panic knocks down your walls, no defence can keep it out.

The last two weeks I spent in Hell were solid boredom; the kind of time you long for when you’re terrified; the kind of time you hate when it’s happening. Maybe I was a fear junkie by then, though, because I spent a lot of time lying around thinking of dangerous things we could have done, wild attacks we could have made.

These days I don’t know whether I’m murderous, suicidal, addicted to panic, or addicted to boredom.

I wonder what happened to the people who were in the world wars, after the fighting was over? They were mostly men in those wars, but there were plenty of women too. They weren’t necessarily soldiers, but you didn’t have to be a soldier to be affected by it all. Did they press their ‘Off buttons on the day peace was declared? Can anyone do that? I know I can’t do it. I seem to be getting used to the way my life’s gone lately, from total frenzy to total nothing. But I often dream of the regularity of my old life. During school terms my days always started the same way: I’d have breakfast, cut my lunch, pack my schoolbag and kiss Mum goodbye. Dad’d usually be out in the paddocks already, but some days I’d get up early to have breakfast with him. Other days when I got up at my normal time he’d still be in the kitchen, toasting his backside against the Aga.

For years – as soon as I was big enough for my feet to reach the pedals of a car – I’d driven myself to the bus. Kids living on properties can get a special licence to drive to school buses, but we never bothered with that. Dad thought it was just another stupid bureaucratic rule. From our house it’s about four k’s to the gate on Providence Gully Road. It’s not our front gate, but it’s the only one on the school bus route. Like most people we had a ‘paddock basher’ – an unregistered bomb – mainly for kids to use, or for stock work. Ours was a Datsun 120Y that Dad bought for eighty bucks at a clearing sale. Usually I took that, but if it wasn’t going properly, or if Dad wanted it for something else, I’d take the Land Rover, or a motorbike. Whichever it was, I’d leave it sitting under a tree all day while I was at school and I’d pick it up again when I got off the bus.

School was OK and I enjoyed being with my friends – the social life, the goss, the talking about guys – but, like most rural kids, living on a farm took up as much energy and time and interest as school did. I’m not sure if that’s the same for city kids – sometimes I get the feeling that school’s more important for them. Oh, it’s important for us too, of course, especially nowadays when everyone’s so worried that they won’t be able to make a living on the land, won’t be able to take over their parents’ places the way they used to assume they would. Every country kid these days has to think about setting up in some other work.

What am I talking about? For a few minutes there I was back in peacetime when our biggest worry was getting a job. Crazy. Now those dreams of becoming brain surgeons, chefs, hairdressers and barristers have gone up in smoke. Smoke that smells of gunpowder. The dreams now were simply of staying alive. It’s what Mr Kassar, our Drama teacher, would call ‘a different perspective’.

It’s nearly six months since our country was invaded. We’d lived in a war zone since January, and now it’s July. So short a time, so long a time. They came swarming across the land, like locusts, like mice, like Patterson’s Curse. We should have been used to plagues in our country but this was the most swift, sudden and successful plague ever. They were too cunning, too fierce, too well-organised. The more I’ve learnt about them, the more I can see that they must have been planning it for years. For instance, the way they used different tactics in different places. They didn’t bother with isolated communities, or the Outback, or scattered farms, except in places like Wirrawee, my home town. They had to secure Wirrawee because it’s on the road from Cobbler’s Bay, and they needed Cobbler’s Bay because it’s such a great deep-water harbour.

But Wirrawee was easy enough for them. They timed the invasion for Commemoration Day, when the whole country’s on holiday. In Wirrawee that means Show Day, so all they had to do was grab the Showground and they had ninety per cent of the population. But to take the big towns and cities they needed a bit more imagination. Mostly they used hostages, and for hostages mostly they used children. Their strategy was to make things happen so fast that there was no time for anyone to think straight, no time to consider. At the slightest delay they started blowing things up, killing people. It worked. Those political rats, our leaders, the people who’d spent every day of peacetime telling us how great they were and how we should vote for them, felt the water of the drowning country lapping at their ankles. They took off for Washington, leaving chaos and darkness behind.

Yes, it was cunning, it was brutal, it was successful.

And because of them – or because of our own apathy and selfishness – our peacetime ambitions had been vaporised, and we suddenly found ourselves living lives of fear and boredom.

Fear and boredom weren’t our only emotions, of course. There were others: even pride came sneaking in occasionally. In mid-autumn, just five of us, Homer, Robyn, Fi, Lee and I, had launched our biggest attack. We’d used gas to blow up a row of houses where a major command post had been based. We’d beaten the odds and caused an explosion that would have registered eleven on the Richter scale. There was no mushroom cloud, but it had everything else. That was spectacular enough, but we didn’t fully realise what we’d done till afterwards. We’d struggled back to our mountain hideaway, intending only to detour for some food, and had made the terrible discovery of the body of our friend Chris. We’d brought him with us and buried him in our sanctuary, the wild basin of rock and bush known as Hell. And there we’d stayed for weeks, gradually made aware by the ferocity of the search for us just how far we’d promoted ourselves on the most wanted list. We were scared by the toughness of the search. With no access to news – except for occasional radio bulletins from other countries – we had no way of finding out who we’d killed or what we’d destroyed. But we were obviously in more trouble than a dog in a mosque.

When the search calmed down and the hunting helicopters returned to their lairs we calmed down a bit too. Still, we were in no hurry to do anything rash. We stayed in our bush home for a few more weeks. With plenty of food – even if there wasn’t much variety – we lay around and ate and slept and talked and had bad dreams and shook and cried and jumped up trembling at sudden rustles in the undergrowth. It affected us all in different ways. Lee got a nervous twitch, especially at night, that pulled the right side of his mouth up towards his eye every time he spoke. And when we made love, even though he said he enjoyed it and he’d start off all excited, his body wouldn’t do what he wanted it to do.

What I wanted it to do. What we both wanted it to do.

Robyn stopped eating and sleeping. She’d always been nicely plump and round but she starting getting skinny, fast: the kind of ugly skinny that I’ve always hated in my friends. ‘You think you’ve got problems,’ she said to me one day when I lost my temper over a can-opener that wouldn’t work. ‘I’m a paranoid anorexic insomniac.’

It was one of our few jokes. Only it wasn’t very funny.

Homer sank into a silent depression and went for days at a time without a word to anyone. He spent hours sitting on a rock looking up at Tailor’s Stitch, and it seemed like the only time he used his voice was to have a tantrum. His temper, which had always been edgy, was now out of control. When it came to arguments I’d always matched Homer yell for yell, but for a few weeks there I joined the others and melted away into the bush when he exploded.

Me, I sort of did a bit of all those things, plus some. My particular specialty was flashbacks that were so lifelike I was sure they were real. I’d smell something and that’d set me off. A bit of plastic on the fire at night and the next thing I was back in Buttercup Lane and the air was full of burning rubber as trucks slid into each other on screaming tyres. My mind couldn’t tell what was real and what wasn’t. It was like having nightmares, except that I was awake. Sweat ran down my face so fast my eyes would be stinging; then I’d be gasping, and then hyperventilating. Needless to say, I had nightmares when I was asleep too, till I got scared of going to sleep. It’s so long since I’ve had a good night’s sleep I can’t even imagine any more what it’d be like, but I dream of it – daydreams, that is – and long for it.

The one who handled it best of any of us, at that stage, was Fi. Fi was so lightly built that she looked like a grasshopper. She was all leggy. Maybe that was why I always thought of her as frail, easily broken, needing protection. But she had a strength that I could never quite figure out. I don’t know where it came from, or where she stored it. How much heart could she fit inside her little frame? How tough could that balsawood body be? It’s not that she had no feelings. Fi had always been mega-sensitive. She seemed strung like a violin: the slightest touch made her vibrate. But the terrible things we’d done didn’t eat away inside her like they did the rest of us. She rose above them. One reason, maybe, was that she was so sure we were doing the right thing. She was proud of what we’d done. I felt pride sometimes but, truth to tell, I never knew whether to be proud or ashamed.

For all that, when the call for action came again, we answered it. Maybe we answered like robots, programmed to kill and destroy, but we answered.


Chapter Two

For three weeks there’d been no more aircraft overhead. The wasps and hornets that had prowled up and down the sky, buzzing angrily as they waited for us to break cover, had returned to their nests. Perhaps they thought we’d left the district. They might have suspected that we lived in these mountains, but they couldn’t be sure – and even if they were, they couldn’t know of our exact whereabouts.

Within a few days of their disappearance we all started to relax a bit, sensing that they had given up.

Lee was the first to say something about us becoming active again. If he hadn’t said it, someone else would. I was starting to turn a few ideas over in my mind, feeling a bit guilty about sitting around for so long. There was the fear of doing something and the fear of not doing enough. The fears battled each other all the time. But Lee wanted us to go beyond Wirrawee; all the way to Cobbler’s Bay. It was a wildly terrifying idea.

Cobbler’s Bay was a wonderful harbour but in peacetime it was too far from the city to be used regularly by big ships. It had been popular with fishing boats, tourist charters and yachts wanting shelter for a night or two. But the enemy had used it a lot since the invasion. So much damage had been done to the major ports that Cobbler’s had turned out to be very important to them. Frequent convoys poured down the highway to and from Cobbler’s, carrying troops, supplies and weapons.

We’d destroyed the Heron Bridge in Wirrawee, forcing those convoys to make a long detour, and we’d attacked one of the convoys in Buttercup Lane. Now Lee suggested we go to the very source of the convoys.

‘But what would we do when we got there?’ Fi asked.

‘I don’t know. Make it up as we go along. That’s more or less what we’ve done everywhere else.’

‘We’ve been so lucky.’

‘It’s not all luck,’ I said, even though I believed in luck myself. Sometimes, anyway. ‘Don’t forget, we’re free agents who can do what we want, when we want. That does give us an advantage. All they can do is guess what we might do, or react after we’ve done it. It’s almost like, I don’t know, they go by rules and we don’t. They’re confined and we aren’t. You imagine, if you’re playing hockey and one team follows the rules and the other team does whatever they feel like. It’s a bit like that. We can pick up the ball and throw it to each other, or we can bash them in the shins with the hockey sticks, and it’s not until we’ve done it that they can react.’

‘Yes,’ said Homer slowly. ‘I’d never thought of it like that. But you’re exactly right. If we’re going to have a go at Cobbler’s we’ll have to be as radical as we can be. Totally unpredictable. Make the most of the advantage that Ellie’s talking about.’

‘So are we going to have a go at Cobbler’s?’ Robyn asked, in a small voice.

There was a pause; everyone waiting for someone else to commit themselves. Finally I heard my own voice.

‘It’s a nice place for a holiday.’

I don’t know why I talk like a hero sometimes. Blame it on peer pressure. I never never never feel like a hero. But I think we would have all agreed to go take a look at Cobbler’s anyway. No one could have stood being cooped up in Hell much longer, and no one had any better ideas.

We left two days later. It was a Sunday morning, as far as I could tell – we all had different theories about the date.

We carried enormous packs. We didn’t know how far the district had been colonised while we’d been hiding in Hell. Everything seemed to have been proceeding at such a speed that we had to expect the worst. So we took a lot of stuff. Being winter, most of it was for warmth: jumpers, mitts, balaclavas, woollen socks. We took sleeping bags but not tents – we still didn’t have proper tents, since we lost them in the Holloway Valley. We hoped we could find shelter in sheds or caves. But we did carry a heap of food, not knowing what we’d be able to scrounge or steal.

‘Steal!’ Homer said angrily when I used that word. ‘This is our country. Stealing is what they’ve done; it doesn’t apply to us.’

Our main project before leaving was to relocate the chooks. We knocked up a new feeder and filled it to the brim. That would keep them going for many weeks, but the problem was water. Eventually we solved that problem by rebuilding their yard so that the creek now flowed through a corner of it. ‘Lateral thinking,’ Robyn said proudly. It had been her idea, and she’d done most of the work. The chooks certainly seemed to like it. They clucked around happily, murmuring to each other as they explored their new territory.

It was ten in the morning when we left. The last thing I’d done, just after breakfast, was to make a little bouquet out of leaves and grasses – it was the wrong season for flowers – and take it to Chris’ grave. I wasn’t surprised to find someone had been there before me, and left a wooden flower, a flower clumsily carved out of wood. It could have been anyone: Homer, Fi, Lee, Robyn, any one of them could have done it.

The weeks of hiding, and the depressions that we’d been through, had taken the edge off our fitness. The heavy packs seemed to have doubled their weight before we reached the first of the giant rock steps that the path threaded around on its way out of Hell. At least the weather was on our side. It was cold but not raining; a moist winter day, when our breaths made us look like chainsmokers. I never tired of blowing the little white clouds and watching them evaporate. Above us was nothing but cloud, the whole sky grey and flat. You knew, just looking at it, that it would be cold all day and there would be no sign of the sun. But it was OK for what we wanted; I had no complaints.

At the top we rested for a while, annoyed and disappointed at how hard we’d found the climb.

‘It’s the packs,’ Fi said. ‘They’re the biggest loads we’ve ever carried out of Hell.’

‘It’s the lives we’ve been living,’ Homer said. ‘Just lounging around watching TV all day. I knew it’d catch up with us.’

We walked along Tailor’s Stitch. A lot of the features around the Wirrawee district were named after old trades: Cobbler’s Bay, Tailor’s Stitch, a hill named Brewer’s Mark, and a rock formation called the Old Blacksmith. We kept our eyes and ears open for aircraft, but there were none. About halfway to Mt Martin we turned left down the rough old four-wheel drive track that would take us into the valley. We went right by the Land Rover, hidden in thick bush near the top of the ridge. We’d agreed that it’d be too dangerous to use it until we knew more about what we’d find around Wirrawee. But at least the walking was now downhill.

My place was the first one we came to. Approaching it from the Tailor’s road we were in good cover until about a k from the house. By then it was midafternoon. As we reached the edge of the line of trees I signalled to the others to stop while I sneaked forward, searching for a good lookout. I found a huge old river gum and installed myself in it. It was perfect, except for the stream of bees pouring in and out of a large hole in the trunk, about thirty centimetres above my head. I hadn’t seen them when I chose the tree. But at the same moment that I noticed them I also noticed a movement out in the paddock we call Bailey’s, and I instantly forgot about the bees.

For the first time since the invasion I saw strangers in our paddocks. There was a ute over by the western fenceline and I could see two men working on the fence itself. One of the old pine trees that Grandma had planted must have come down in a storm, and fallen across the fence. One man was holding a chainsaw and the other was dragging away some of the lighter branches. As I watched, the bloke with the chainsaw gave the cord a pull and started it up, then moved in to continue cutting.

It would have been a normal bush scene except for one thing: the soldier with the rifle across his back who was watching from fifty metres away. He was sitting astride a motorbike, a cigarette in his mouth. He looked about fourteen years old.

I studied them for a few minutes. At least the man with the chainsaw seemed to know how to use it; lucky, as it was a big one. We’d all been raised on horrific stories of people slicing arms or legs off with chainsaws. In our district they cause more accidents than tractors and firearms combined.

I went back to the others and told them what I’d seen. In the thicker bush, where they were, the chainsaw sounded like a distant mosquito. But it was blocking our progress and it would keep us there for another hour or more, by the time the men put the fence back up. We agreed to take another siesta; the alternative was doing a serious bushbash to get around them. None of us wanted that much sweat.

While the others settled back on their packs, using them as cushions, I took a walk around the treeline so I could get closer to the work party. I had mixed feelings about them being on our land. I was angry and upset, of course, to see trespassers there, but I was relieved too that someone was at last looking after the place. We’d all been shocked, on our previous expeditions, to see how quickly things were degenerating. Fences were down, sheep were flystruck, horses were foundering, rabbits and foxes were everywhere. The houses, too, were showing signs of wear and tear. A few more years of this and the whole country would be a wilderness of blackberries and Scotch thistle.

In time I got quite close to the men working on the pine tree. I could hear them easily. They’d turned the chainsaw off again and I realised that as they worked they were having a go at the boy with the rifle.

‘Hey Wyatt, Wyatt Earp!’ one of them called out.

‘What?’ I heard the boy answer. His voice was much softer than the men’s, but sounded reluctant, almost sulky.

‘I hope you know what you’re doing, sitting under that tree.’

‘What for?’

‘Well, this time of day, middle of the afternoon, that’s when the drop bears get active.’

‘That’s right,’ the other man said. ‘Shocking area for drop bears, this.’

‘I wouldn’t sit under that tree for a million dollars,’ the first man said.

‘Terrible what those drop bears do. I’ve seen them take a bloke’s face off. Those claws, Gawd, they’d give you the horrors.’

‘And you never see the one that gets you.’

‘That’s the truth.’

‘What for, drop bears?’ the boy asked.

I’d worked around a bit further, to where I could see his face. He was fidgeting anxiously, but trying to look untroubled.

‘You don’t know what drop bears are? Fair dink, don’t they teach you blokes anything? Fancy sending a bloke to a place like this and not telling him about drop bears.’

‘They told you about sharks, didn’t they?’ the second man asked.

‘Sharks, yes.’

‘And crocodiles?’

‘Crocodiles, yes.’

‘And hoop snakes?’

The boy hesitated. ‘Hoop snakes, yes,’ he said after a moment.

‘Well, I’ll tell you what mate, I’d rather go fifteen rounds with a crocodile than have a drop bear land on my head.’

‘What for, drop bears?’ the boy asked again. He was showing real nervousness now, standing up straighter against the motorbike and with increased alertness in his voice. The men stopped working and spoke to him directly.

‘Mate,’ the first one said, with great seriousness, ‘it’s none of my business if you end up wearing a drop bear for a hat, but if you want to keep that good-looking face attached to your head, I wouldn’t recommend you spend any more time under trees.’

The young soldier looked around awkwardly, then peered up through the branches. Finally he said: ‘That enough. We go now.’

‘Well, whatever you say,’ the first man said. ‘You’re the boss. But it’s pretty early to knock off.’ To his mate he said, quietly, ‘I guess he just doesn’t want to lose face.’

Both men sniggered. The boy, flushing red, said angrily: ‘Enough. We go.’

He flourished his rifle, then kicked at the starter of his motorbike. But he was off balance from waving his rifle, and he fell sideways, sprawling across the ground and dropping the bike. The men just grinned at each other and walked casually to the ute. They got in and started it, putting it in gear as the boy, humiliated, struggled again with the starter of the bike. By the time he got it going the ute was a hundred metres away, bumping slowly across the paddock towards the gate. The boy tore off after it, his rear tyre sliding around as he accelerated. I wondered if the men would make him open the gate.

I was smiling as I walked back to the others. Seemed like there was more than one way to skin a pussycat.
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