
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    STORM COMING 
 
      
 
    When Sherry’s husband Dave was posted to Albury-Wodonga, she decided she wasn’t going with him.  It has been less than a week since The Fight and she still hadn’t forgiven him.  She suspected she never would. 
 
    The RAAF agreed to pay for her move to any place on the East Coast, provided she had family there.  The only family member she knew of other than her parents was an aunt she had not seen since she was nine years old, who lived in Mallacoota, a tiny coastal town about six hundred kilometres south of Sydney.   It sounded better than one of the grim outer suburbs of Sydney, so Sherry decided it was worth a try.  She called her aunt and was happily surprised when her aunt said she couldn’t wait to see her, that a house on her street had just become available for rent, and that she could arrange the rental and be there to let the movers in.  The entire move was arranged so easily and so pleasantly that Sherry decided it was meant to be.  
 
    She was watching the moving truck drive away with most of her belongings when Dave called her mobile and asked her to visit him on her way to her new home.  The diversion would mean driving inland then back to the coast, adding an extra five hundred kilometres to her trip.  So she refused.   
 
    “Then you won’t get your child support this month, will you?  Cos the only way you’re getting it is to pick it up in person.” 
 
    What choice did she have?  She had just got her Sole Parent Payment and it had to last a fortnight.  She needed the child support for petrol to get to Mallacoota, and for food and other necessities in her new home.  So she checked Google maps, told Dave she would be in Albury-Wodonga some time between five and six that afternoon, and made a note on her phone to arrange for the Child Support Agency to collect the money in future, so that Dave could never do something like this again.   
 
    When she disconnected the phone she was so angry that her hands were shaking, but the children needed lunch and she needed to get going if she wanted to get to Dave’s place before dark.  And what was the point of separating from Dave, if she was going to let him wreck her life and her moods any way?  Forcing a smile on her face she fed both children from the trip supplies and while they were eating gave her aunt a cheerful-sounding call to advise her of the last-minute change of plans.  By the time she strapped three-year-old Isabella into her quilted car seat and eight-month-old Damien into his sheepskin-lined baby capsule the fake smile was having an effect.  Within thirty minutes of Dave’s call she was on the road and feeling almost cheerful, trying to see the forced diversion in a positive light.   Mt Kosciuszko lay between Albury-Wodonga and Mallacoota and she would always wanted to see Thredbo.  Not that the middle of summer was a good time to visit a ski resort, but she didn’t think the life of a single mother involved a lot in the way of skiing holidays.  This would probably be her only chance before the children were grown. 
 
    She arrived at Dave’s place at six-thirty, Google having failed to make allowance for rush hour in Albury-Wodonga.  Dave, predictably, was annoyed at her for ‘keeping him waiting’.  Then it turned out that he didn’t actually have all the child support money.  He gave her a little over half and promised to ‘make it up later’.   Sherry forced a smile and tried to make the best of it.   
 
    He hadn’t thought to provide dinner, was surprised that she thought he would.  When she decided to make something for all of them she discovered there was nothing in the house to cook, and when she pointed this out he snapped that he wasn’t her meal ticket any more, remember?  She stayed patient and fed herself and the children with sandwiches from her trip supplies.  But when Dave complained that he was hungry and asked for a sandwich she lost her temper and told him she didn’t have his sandwich right now, but she would make it up later.  He sulked in his room while she bathed the children, put them to bed, and made up tomorrow’s formula for Damien, only coming out when all the work was done. 
 
    They watched some television, but relations remained strained.  Sherry was painfully polite to Dave but the ugly word he had used during The Fight hung between them like a bad smell. Her attention wandered and once again she was plagued with doubt.  Had Dave always thought that way about her, but hidden it?  When they had first met he said he loved her silver-gold hair and golden skin, so rare amongst Aboriginals.  He had told her she was beautiful and she had believed him.  Then.  It had never occurred to her that he might, one day, throw that ugly, racist word in her face.   How could she forget?  And how could she forgive?  It wasn’t just her that he had turned on.  He had turned on their children, who shared her blood.  How could she stay with a man who might, one day, scream that word at them?  And how could she forgive herself if he did? 
 
    When the movie ended Dave seemed to want to talk, but Sherry pleaded tiredness after driving for hours.  Dave dug out a pillow and blanket for her, said goodnight and went to his bedroom.  Sherry lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling and questioning her decision to end the marriage.   Sure, he was lazy and inconsiderate and he never helped with the children, not even when she found some temp work.  He spent hours every afternoon after work drinking himself stupid at the mess.  But then all RAAF husbands lived in a 1940’s time warp where wives were expected to cook, clean, raise the children alone, and be grateful for the privilege.   Other women seemed to muddle through. 
 
    Which took her back to The Fight, and the Word, and before she knew it she was glaring at the inoffensive ceiling spoiling for a fight.  When Dave, with his impeccable timing, came out of his bedroom sweet-talking her and trying to lie down beside her on the couch, it was all she could do not to scream at him and punch him in the face.  She shoved him away instead, and he landed on the floor.  After he called her a bitch and went back to his bedroom she lay on the couch, fuming, and it was ages before she managed to to fall asleep. 
 
    Sherry fed the children, formula for Damien and cereal from her trip supplies for herself and Isabella, cheerfully using up the last of Dave’s milk.  Then she set about repacking the car, making several trips down the stairs to the communal car park and back again, loaded with bags every time.  Dave trailed her every trip, doing his ‘reasonable voice’ as he patiently explained how she was making a mistake.  But he didn't help with the bags or the pram, and he wouldn’t stay in the flat to watch the children so she could work in peace, and it never occurred to him that everything he didn’t do was making a better argument for leaving him than anything he could say to convince her to stay.  He was that oblivious, and Sherry stifled a sigh.  Some things never change. 
 
    “Don’t go,” he pleaded, when the car was finally packed and she had returned to his flat to collect the children. “I still love you.” 
 
    Sherry turned her face away, feeling sick.  She had believed him once, and been proved a fool.  “Love isn’t always enough.  And some words can never be unsaid.”   
 
    He followed her down the stairs and to the car, still trying to ‘talk some sense into her’, but she had stopped listening.  When she drove away it felt like an escape.  She adjusted the rear mirror so she didn’t have to watch her husband, getting smaller and smaller but refusing to disappear.  She left Albury-Wodonga behind her like a memory she didn’t want.   
 
    The highway was broad and smooth and she reached the base of Mt Kosciuszko earlier than she expected.  But the narrow bitumen road that wound its way up this side of the mountain threaded backwards and forwards in a series of hairpin turns, taking the slope side-on as it rose. It was a slow, careful drive, crowded both sides by tall trees and measured out in the chimes of bell birds.  Only once did Sherry see another car, a massive 4WD whose passengers gaped at her tiny red car in disbelief and turned their heads to watch her pass.   
 
    In the back seat Damien was asleep.  Isabella was awake, singing an impromptu song about big trees and pretty birds, the bell birds chiming counterpoint.  Happiness stole into Sherry’s heart, as unexpected as a thief in the night.  She turned the rear view mirror so she could see her daughter’s face. “I love you,  Isabella.” 
 
    “I love you mummy,” sang Isabella, turning it into part of her song. 
 
    She reached Thredbo about noon and found a playground, with a small lake dozing in a sun-filled hollow.  She parked the car, strapped her children into the double pram, loaded the cooler of sandwiches and drinks onto the pram and took her children down to the picnic tables by the lake.  She set Isabella on the bench and the cooler on the table, keeping Damien in the pram as an improvised high chair.  
 
    “Pretty clouds,” announced Isabella, leaning back so far on her bench she was in danger of falling. Sherry pressed her hand against Isabella's back to ease her forward.   
 
    “Hold onto the table love, or you might fall.   Eat your food.”  She took Isabella’s sandwich out of the cooler, unwrapped it and set it before her, then opened a jar of baby food and spooned some into Damien's mouth.  Only then did she look up to see what had caught Isabella’s interest.   
 
    The sky was pale blue, with white clouds flicked across it in long mares' tails. Lower than the mares' tails were a few clouds, fat and fluffy as sheep, that scudded across the sky.  One of them did look a little like a turtle, though it was moving too fast.  Why were the clouds moving so fast, when there was no breeze down here? Sherry checked the trees surrounding the hollow.  At one end of the park the tree tops whipped back and forth, and the sky behind them was crowded with thunderclouds, purple-black and swollen as a bruise. 
 
    Damn!  Where had they come from?  Turning back to Damien she discovered his chin covered in a glistening layer of food, and had to smile.  “Who’s a big, scary, glazed-doughnut monster then?  Is it you, Damien?”  Damien crowed with laughter and she scraped most of the goo back into his mouth. 
 
    She checked Isabella's plate and saw the Vegemite sandwich was untouched. “Eat up, darling. It’s going to rain soon.” 
 
    Isabella picked up half of her crust-less sandwich and jammed it in her mouth. Sherry watched her chew, worried she might choke, then went back to feeding Damien.  Her own lunch was still on the table, untouched. 
 
    “Clouds run fast,” Isabella announced.  Sherry gave the dark clouds at the end of the park another look.  Were they bigger, already?  She’d never seen storm clouds build up so fast.  Their lower edges were blurred, a sure sign of rain.  She pulled out her phone and checked the Google route to Mallacoota again.  Most of the roads were dirt, and there were at least two rivers she would need to cross.  The last thing she needed was a summer storm in the mountains flooding those rivers and swamping the bridges. 
 
    She hurried the children through their meals, packing their things before they were properly finished and shoving her still-wrapped sandwich in her shoulder bag.  The black clouds were still poised at one end of the park, but they were heaving and shifting. like an animal about to wake.   
 
    “Black clouds,” announced Isabella. 
 
    “They certainly are.  Come here, sweetie.”  She swung Isabella into the back seat of the pram and wiped Damien’s face clean.  Pushing the pram up the slope was a lot harder than coming down and she was out of breath when she reached the top.  A brisk breeze whipped her hair into her eyes, carrying the smell of rain.  Sherry pulled her hair out of her eyes and moved fast, hauling her children out of the pram and strapping them into car seat and capsule.  She folded up the pram and wrestled it onto the front passenger seat before buckling it in, for all the world as if it was a third child.  When she went to close the door the wind whipped it out of her hands and slammed it closed, almost catching her fingers.  When she walked round her car to open the driver’s door it resisted, held closed by the wind, and she had to lean back, using her weight to open it.  Standing with her hand braced against the door to keep it open she paused to look down at the park.  The lake was still and peaceful, undisturbed by the wind that pushed and pulled at her and rocked the car.  She got in, careful to pull her legs in fast in case she lost hold of the door.  It slammed closed and everything was quite and still. 
 
    When she turned the key, the car started first time.  Only then did she realise she had been worried it wouldn’t.  She checked the petrol gauge and sighed.  Only a quarter of a tank – she needed to fill up before crossing the National Park and farmland between here and the coast.  She drove east, scanning both sides of the road for a petrol station.  On the outskirts of town she spotted a petrol pump outside a weathered garage and pulled into the gravel forecourt.  When she got out of the car she discovered the pump was an antique, so old she couldn’t work out how to use it. She was trying to puzzle it out when an old man limped out of the garage, wiping his hands with a greasy rag. 
 
    “Fill 'er up?” He smiled and his eyes almost disappeared in a nest of wrinkles. Sherry glanced at the pricing on the petrol pump and faltered. Petrol prices were higher in rural areas, she knew that, but the price on the pump was insane. 
 
    She made a quick calculation in her head, working out how much she could afford. “Filled, or sixty dollars, whichever comes first.” Sixty dollars probably wouldn’t fill the tank, but it should get her to the coast with a little to spare. That left ninety dollars for basic groceries and anything else she needed for the rest of the fortnight.  Doable.  She was glad she hadn’t wasted money buying dinner last night, or lunch today, but had made do with what she had in the car.  Even gladder that she had overdone things, as usual, when packing supplies for the trip. 
 
    She caught the sharp glance the old man gave her, saw his eyes dart to the children in the back seat, felt as if she could read his mind. Woman alone, with kids. Tension snapped through her. The old man looked up at the sky, half covered now by the dark grey clouds, and turned back to her. 
 
    “You best drive careful now,” he said, his face creased in concern. “There's a storm coming. You’re not goin’ far, are you?” 
 
    Sherry relaxed.  Not a threat, just a nice man worried she might get caught in the storm. “To the coast,” she admitted. “By way of the Old Forest Road.” 
 
    He frowned. “You might be better off staying overnight.” 
 
    She might, but she couldn’t afford it.  “I need to push on,” she told him. “My aunt is expecting us for dinner, and she’ll worry if we’re late.” 
 
    He nodded and they stood beside each other in awkward silence, the pump chugging out petrol. Eventually the old man pulled the petrol nozzle free and screwed the petrol cap back in place, his hands moving with a strength and sureness that belied his age. “You'll be going straight through then?  You won't be stopping in the grasslands after dark?” He straightened and fixed her with an intense gaze. 
 
    Sherry’s paranoia swept back in.  Bad films about strangers in country towns coming to a sticky end crowded her head but she pushed them away, telling herself to get a grip.  He was just a nice old man, probably lonely and eager to chat. Some men were every bit as nice as they seemed. 
 
    “It's all right,” she reassured him. “I have plenty of food and water, and blankets for the children, and we should be on the coast before sunset.” 
 
    “Well that's all right then. It's a lonely road through the valley, turns to dirt, and it can get tricky in the dark.  No place for a woman with little kiddies to be driving alone, ‘specially in a little car like this one.  Lots of accidents. Make sure you’re through the grasslands and over the river before sundown, and you’ll be right. The roads are much better past the river, they’re paved.  That’ll be fifty.” 
 
    Sherry stared at him for a moment before realising he was talking about the petrol. Hadn't she asked for sixty dollars worth, or full-up? But fifty dollars would still get her to Mallacoota, so she paid him. When she drove away she looked in the rear view mirror and saw he was watching her go.  She waved to him over the roof of the car and he waved back, then the road turned and he was gone. 
 
    What an odd man. But nice.  It was another five minutes before she glanced at the petrol gauge and realised her petrol tank was full, the needle jammed at one end of the gauge, past the F. She stared at it for a moment before returning her attention to the road. A very nice man. There was no way fifty dollars had been enough to fill her tank. 
 
    The road out of Thredbo was six wide lanes of smooth, new tarmac that would take her all the way to Canberra, had she been going there.  But the turnoff leading to Old Forest Road was a thin strip of tarmac, breaking away either side in ragged edges of gravel.  It swooped down from the road and levelled out before turning into an endless series of tight switchbacks, cut into the steep slope. Sherry slowed the car to a walking place, nervous about leaving the tarmac and sliding on the gravel to plummet over the rounded edge and down, down, down.  Each straight stretch ended in a tight U-turn that had her frantically spinning the steering wheel to make the turn, then bringing the wheel back to the middle to drive along another short straight headed for another tight U-turn.  For all her initial nervousness about the drop, the steadily repeated rhythm of straight drive and wheel-spinning U-turn was hypnotic.  When the road eventually turned, not into a U-turn, but into a straight line leading through bushland, she snapped out of her trance. She blinked at the road and realised the endless drop was gone, and so was the mountain. 
 
    She pulled the car over to a stop, leaned out the window and looked back. Behind her the ground launched upwards, so suddenly that she had to crane her neck to see the mass of purple cloud teetering high atop the stone.  It was hard to believe she had just driven down from there.  She checked her watch – it had taken almost an hour. 
 
    Isabella had fallen asleep, her cheeks flushed and her head slumped against the padded headrest of her car seat. Damien was awake and batting his chubby fists at his bird on a string, tied to the handle of the capsule. Every time he connected the toy squeaked, and his face lit up in a grin. Sherry watched him, feeling a swell of affection.  Bat, squeak, grin! She was still smiling when she put the car into gear and pulled back onto the road. 
 
    After the precipitous drop down the mountain the straight drive through scrub-covered flats felt almost surreal. The road was a ribbon of grey-black, trimmed either side with a narrow band of orange clay, and to either side stretched rank upon rank of sun-bleached gums.  As she drove the gums grew separated to reveal open areas of dry grass and grey-green bush.  Eventually the bushes and disappeared and she was driving through a sea of pale yellow grass, only an occasional tall gum to break the monotony. The pale grass rippled silver like waves when the breeze brushed across it and the sky rose above the distant hills, serene and blue and empty of clouds.  Sherry checked for the tell-tale black streak of a bushfire but the horizon was unmarked.  And the storm? She checked the side mirror and there it was, still crouched on top of the mountain. 
 
    There was a loud bang, the steering wheel bucked in her hands and the car slewed across the road. Sherry fought for control and realised the car was listing just before she heard the tell-tale thwap-thwap-thwap of a flat tyre. 
 
    “Dammit!” She pulled over and cut the engine. The silence when the engine died was sudden as a slap, the engine ticking as it cooled.  A breeze sighed past and the dry grass rippled in a shimmer of silver.  Somewhere in the distance a crow cawed, once. “Typical.”  
 
    Sherry glanced back at the children. Isabella had woken and was staring out the window, her eyes bright with curiosity. Damien had fallen asleep but he was grizzling, and would wake soon.  She had a spare tyre and a jack - of course - but both were buried under the stack of bags and boxes packed in the back of the hatch. 
 
    There was no way around it. She was going to have to take everything out of the back of the car and pile it beside the road before she could pull out what she needed to change the tyre. 
 
    It took her nearly ten minutes get everything out of the car so she could lift the floor of the hatch and pull the tyre and jack out, and only five to change it. Hot and cranky, she began to pack everything back into the car. She was putting in the last of the bags when Damien started to cry, a thin, stressed wail that told her he needed changing. Isabella, silent, had already unstrapped herself from her seat and was standing with her nose pressed to the window.  
 
    Sherry gave in to the inevitable. She could drive on with a screaming baby in the back of the car, or she could let both children out of the car for a while to give them all a chance to unwind, maybe even take the opportunity to eat her own lunch.  Then they could continue the journey in peace.  A quick glance back at the mountain told her the storm was holding off. 
 
    She ended up spending more time parked beside the road than she intended, spreading a blanket on the grass close by the car, in its shade.  She changed Damien, gave both children a drink, had a drink herself and ate her lunch.  When Damien dozed off she left him lying on the blanket in the shade and played chasy with Isabella, careful to keep him in sight.  Then she went back for Damien, swinging him up onto her hip, and walked hand-in-hand with Isabella through the grasses, stomping her feet to scare off snakes and stopping every now and again to let Isabella crouch to examine tiny purple flowers, or an insect, or a pretty stone. Damien sat back and looked bright-eyed around him at first, content to be held.  But when he yawned and snuggled against Sherry’s shoulder she decided it was time to go.  
 
    When she got back to the car it was like an oven inside.  She wound down the back windows to release the heat, but only halfway.  Enough to cool the car a little while leaving it warm enough to lull the children into sleep when they started driving.  She checked the buckles weren’t hot enough to hurt tender skin then strapped both children in, her hands gentle.  She left the doors open while she picked up the blanket and shook it out before folding it and putting it in the back, checked the side of the road to be sure she had left nothing behind, then closed the back doors before getting behind the wheel and driving away. 
 
    It was later than she thought.  A lone tree in the grass threw a long finger of shadow, pointing east. The road led her steadily south-east, and the occasional gumtrees grew fewer and farther apart before disappearing completely.  Swells of grass stretched out to either side of the road, mile after mile of it.  But far ahead a large stone rose beside the road, dark grey and incongruous against the pale grass.  It grew and grew as she approached, until she could see it was over twelve feet tall.  She stared at up at it when she passed, feeling again that sense of the surreal.  The stone should have been lurking on a moor somewhere, wondering where Heathcliffe and Kathy had got too, not brooding over hot dry grass under a white-hot sun.   
 
    She left it behind but soon another appeared, further from the road, and after that came more of them, in a small cluster atop a swell in the grasslands.  Soon the grassland was dotted with with tall grey boulders, every one of them as rounded smooth as a river rock.  Their shadows all pointed east, like the shadows of the trees, dozens of silent commands for her to keep on moving. 
 
    They made her uneasy, enough that she wanted to turn the car around and drive back the way she had come.  But that would mean driving into the storm and up that ridiculous road, with nowhere to spend the night when she got to the top.  And what was she so frightened of anyway?  Rocks?  Grass?  Maybe it the emptiness of it all, the complete absence of people.  Or maybe, she thought wryly, it was displaced worry about ending her marriage and moving to a new town where the only person she knew was an aunt she had visited once, thirteen years ago. 
 
    To distract herself she tried to work out where the boulders had come from. She had read about boulders being dragged down valleys by glaciers, but she couldn’t remember if Australia had ever had glaciers. Whatever the explanation, it was weird.  Wind hissed across the dry grass and moaned past the stones.  From somewhere came a muffled sobbing. 
 
    “Isabella?” She checked the rear view mirror but Isabella was asleep, her flushed cheek pressed against the headrest of her car seat and tiny ringlets plastered to her forehead with perspiration. Sherry tilted the mirror to check on Damien. His chubby face was relaxed in sleep, one fist jammed in his mouth, and he was snuffling to himself.  Could that have been what she heard?  A whisper of sound, teasing at the edge of her hearing, transformed by her own uneasiness into sobbing. 
 
    And why shouldn’t she be uneasy?  It had been a long time since she had seen another person or even another car, not since that petrol station at Thredbo. None had come from the opposite direction, and none were following her. The oncoming storm was probably keeping all the locals safe indoors.  It made sense, really, to be uneasy.  No people, no signs of habitation even, the constant silence and the ever-present threat of the storm, all combining to play tricks on her nerves. 
 
    Well, she could do something about the silence, if nothing else.  She reached forward to turn the volume on the radio down low before switching it on. An electric hum filled the car. She twiddled the dial, past pops and weird wailings and the surging sea-noise of static, until she found the low buzzing dirge of a didgeridoo. She left it there, thinking she had found a rural station, barely in range, that was playing her people’s traditional music.   
 
    But she soon became aware that there was another noise on the radio, in the background, something she couldn't quite make out.  She concentrated, trying to block out the didgeridoo noise, and recognised it.  Sobbing.   
 
    Eew!  How morbid was that, a tune composed of didgeridoo music and weeping?  She stabbed at the dial, killing the sound, and silence once again filled the car.  Probably some arthouse piece symbolising the plight of Indigenous Australian, and in the comfort of her own home she would probably be able to appreciate it, but not here and now.  She considered trying the radio again, maybe find a local station with news about the storm, but decided against it.  She should focus on the road. 
 
    Something flickered in the side mirror, but when she looked there was nothing.  She kept an eye on the mirror anyway, wondering what it had been.  That’s all she needed right now, to hit a roo and watch it bounce away happily after it had totalled her car.  Then she saw the black clouds of the storm behind her flash, flickering from dark purple to pale brown. Lightning.  That must be what she had seen.  The flicker of lightning seen from the corner of the eye, a flash of movement.  The sound of thunder reached her then, almost comforting in the silence, having rolled down the mountain and across the wide grasslands to pace along the road until it caught up with her car.  It was a muted grumbling, so low she could barely make it out.  And, now she thought about it, a little like sobbing. 
 
    The straight road curved gently left and now she was going east, where all those shadows had been urging her to go. First the gums, then all those weird grey stones.  Which were gone now.  Well, almost.  She could see one of them ahead, leaning over the road as if lying in wait.  Sherry rolled her eyes at her own silliness.   Seriously?  What next, a bullet-ridden sign pointing the way to Wolf Creek?  Cue ominous chords of music. 
 
    Another mutter of thunder came from the mountain far behind her, and she almost laughed.  Not funny, mountain! 
 
    Without warning the tarmac petered out, the orange gravel of the verges fanning inward to become a dirt road. Sherry tapped the brakes to slow the car but still hit dirt faster than she intended. Loose gravel popped and tinged under her feet, loud enough that she worried it might wake the children. She eased down gently on the brake, slowing until the small stones crunched under the tyres instead of being spat up to hit the chassis. A low cloud of dust rose in her wake, was caught by the following wind and blown forward to catch up with the car. “Close the window, love,” she told Isabella, then remembered Isabella was asleep. 
 
    She pulled the car over to the side of the road in the shade of that lone rock.  But she couldn't bring herself to turn off the engine. It was silly, but she needed to hear that reassuring purr. What if the engine wouldn't start again?  It hardly seemed worth the risk. 
 
    She pulled on the handbrake and got out of the car, held onto the door and squinted against the blowing dust at the road behind. That wind was really picking up, coming straight off the mountain and scudding along the road, pushing at the back of her car hard enough to shift it on its springs.  She remembered how strong it had been, up in Thredbo, and frowned.  Worse still, the storm was finally moving, spilling down the mountain. If the wind was anything to go by, that storm would soon be chasing her down the road, black clouds and torrential rain and lightning cracking loud overhead.  Best to be gone when it got here. 
 
    Wind wailed over the nearby boulder. Sherry opened the door beside Isabella and wound up the window then walked around the back of the car, squeezing between the car and the boulder to get to Damien’s door.  She wound up the window and, since she was there, locked the door.  No reason.  It was just common sense, now that Isabella was old enough to unstrap herself and open the doors while they were moving.  She should have thought of it earlier, and reached across the car to lock the door beside Isabella. She walked around the front of the car, avoiding that looming grey rock, and as she rounded the bonnet she caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of the eye, by the base of the boulder.  She spun around, her eyes searching the grass around the stone.  A rabbit?  A snake? 
 
    Strange how the boulder was now so much closer to the car than she had thought. Its long dark shadow dropped across the car, the tip almost seeming to reach for her. But there was nothing moving at its base, nothing but the windblown grass.  That was probably it.  Wind had blown the grass, bowing it low and letting it spring back up. That could have looked like something small and dark, darting out of sight, avoiding her.  
 
    When she got back into the car she locked her door, then leaned over and locked the front passenger door as well.  When she pushed down, gently, on the accelerator there was a moment when nothing happened, as if the road clung to her car and wouldn’t let it leave the shadow of that gloomy road.  But the tyres eventually gripped the gravel and rolled forward, with a crunch.  She accelerated slowly and evenly, resisting the urge to put her foot down hard on the accelerator.  In the rear-view mirror she could see that boulder, leaning low over the road.  
 
    Why hadn't she noticed before how close it was to the road, and how far over it leaned?  What a stupid place to pull over, right next to a giant stone that could have fallen on top of the car.  Gravel popped against the undercarriage and she realised her foot was pushing down on the accelerator. She eased her foot off the pedal, cross at herself.  That’s all she needed, to have an accident in the middle of nowhere because she got spooked and drove too fast.  The road curved and the next time she checked the rear view mirror the boulder was gone.  No, not gone, left behind.  Like her marriage, like Dave, like the nice old man at the petrol station.  That’s what making a new start meant, after all.  Right? 
 
    The car crested a low rise and she realised she was driving along a valley, probably the valley the old man had mentioned.  Two rows of high grassy hills lined the horizon both sides, and ahead of her they closed in, narrowing the stretch of dry grass.  She checked the rear-view mirror, saw the valley widening out into a fan.  And running down the centre of the valley, straight as a ruler, was the dirt road, transformed by the slanting rays of the setting sun into a ribbon of burnt orange.   
 
    She crested another of those hidden rises and ahead of her was a beautiful piece of scenery, as carefully composed as a painting.  A cluster of trees rose about the roof of a house, right where hills and road converged, the only house in the valley.   She squinted and was just able to make out the faded red of an iron roof amongst the dark foliage. The only trees in the whole valley, standing tall and clustered about a house in an ocean of pale grass, the sky high and blue and empty above.  It was almost spooky. 
 
    Her spirits lifted. It was so silly, to get spooked by grass and big stones and a bit of wind. Just as well the children were asleep, so she couldn't infect them with her nervousness. And wasn't she supposed to be in tune with the land or something? Not that she had ever felt anything of the sort. Her adoptive parents had been good, loving people, but they didn't know much about Aboriginal culture. The little she knew came from documentaries, and Dreamtime stories read out to her class by her teacher at her very liberal private school, and the occasional radio program. 
 
    She relaxed, driving slowly and carefully towards the house. The wind was picking up, lifting more clouds of dust to race past the car. But she was paying attention now and she didn’t let that tempt her into putting her foot down.  She concentrated on the road, saw the grass dipping and bowing out of the corner of her eye but didn't let it worry her. So what if the grass didn’t always bow in the same direction? Wind often swirls, especially when it is being funnelled between hills.  That was probably where willy-willies came from, so it shouldn't worry her that the grass moved as if something circled within it.  
 
    She mustn’t let her imagination run away with her.  She had been letting her imagination run away with her for a while now, and it was time to admit it.  Who was she kidding, telling herself she was calm?  Every time she stopped paying attention her foot pressed down on the pedal as if she was trying to make a run for it.   
 
    No wonder there were so many accidents here. Wasn’t that what the old man said, lots of accidents on this road?  The place spooked people.  The rocks, the silence, the wind.  It made them so nervous they started seeing thing.  Then they started driving too fast.  Add a surface of treacherous gravel and city drivers unused to country conditions to the fall of night, and it was only a matter of time before someone had an accident and went careering into the grass.  Or worse, into one of those bloody great stones. 
 
    The road curved, dipped a little, rose and curved again. The valley was deceptive, not as flat as it seemed.  Sometimes she lost sight of the house nestled in its copse of trees, but never for long. On one curve she glanced toward the house and was dazzled by a flash of light, most likely the setting sun reflected in a window. It was such a small thing, such an everyday, humdrum thing, and it amused her that she found it so comforting. She was such a city girl – what would her ancestors think if they could see her now? 
 
    The road was leading her closer and closer to the house, despite the curves that delayed her approach, but it was taking its time about it.  Eventually she would drive right by the front door. The house was not set back from the road at the end of a long driveway, like so many houses in the country. Why did people in the country do that, build their houses so far from the road? Maybe to cut down on the amount of noise from passing cars. A lone car travelling in this silence would be really noticeable. She could hear the engine of her own car, unnaturally loud, echoing off the hills.   Despite the closed windows.  No worries about catching the inhabitants of this house unawares – they must have been listening to her approach for a while now. 
 
    How did the people in that house earn a living?  There were no fields ploughed here, and it didn't look like the land was particularly fertile or rich.  Not if the only things that grew here were grass and stones.  She grinned, remembering the mud farm in Monty Python’s Life of Brian.  She looked out both sides of the car, searching for livestock.  Some dozing cattle maybe, or a couple of horses, maybe even some sheep.  Nothing.  As far as she could tell, the land looked exactly the way it had before white settlers arrived.  Except for that house. 
 
    What about the people who were here before the white settlers?  Surely there had been some Aboriginal people here before Australia was 'discovered’?   The valley was hardly a garden spot, but Aboriginal people had lived in the harsher desert areas.  Still did, some of them.  She caught sight of the house again and grimaced.  It some settler had decided to squat here, he would have given short shrift to the people who were here first.  He would have driven them off, maybe even killed them. 
 
    Cue morbid didgeridoo music with weeping.  She snorted.  Why was she even thinking about this stuff?  It had never bothered her before.  But then, why would it?  Her adoptive parents had money when she was growing up, enough for a large house in a better class of suburb.  Enough for her to attend a private school.  The money had lasted long enough to get her through high school, sheltering her from the worst of the prejudice in the world and giving her a place in society.  Not long enough to see her through university, though.  When her father got too sick to work, the money was gone.   A GP with a thriving practice, and relatively young, he had not bothered with income protection insurance.  Well, not enough.  What superannuation he had was soon swallowed up by bills and medical expenses.  The big house was sold, not just to avoid the mortgage payments, but to finance the assisted living facility where Sherry’s father and mother now lived.  Gone too were the boat and the second car.  It was Sherry who had decided there was no money for university, and that she would find work to release her parents from financial obligation.  She decided she was young and she could always go later, so she had deferred.  Then she met Dave, and the rest was history. 
 
    Sherry wasn't stupid.  She knew life was a lot harder for poor people than it was for people with money, and even harder for poor, black people than it was for poor white people.  She had had a charmed life, insulated by money from the harsher realities.  But that money was gone, and with it the protection.  Her mother was caring for her father on a pension, and now Sherry was separated from her husband and looking at living on welfare.  Isabella and Damien wouldn't have the protection that money gives.  They wouldn't be able to live as honorary white people.  And they wouldn’t be able to count on their father either, a white man who spat out racist insults when he was in a bad mood, and found himself short when it was time to pay child support. 
 
    She needed to find out where she came from, to find herself and her children a place in the world.  She didn't even know who her people were!  When she got to her aunt's house – the house of her white, adoptive aunt – she would ask about tracking down her parents.  Find her birth mother, at the very least.  Yes, that is what she would do.  And with her decision came relief from the building panic that threatened her every time she tried to map out her future, and the future of her children.  Other women had risen above the trials of single parenthood – look at J.K. Rowling!  Sherry had the advantage of private schooling, a middle-class accent, and high-school results good enough to ensure a place at university.  All she had to do was set her mind to it, get through the hard times, and not give into despair.  And get out of this bloody valley without having an accident 
 
    She crested another of those small rises and the house was back in sight.  The wind must be really strong there, to thrash around the grass in the yard like that.  It must be the hills, hemming the house in and narrowing the valley into a funnel for all the wind off the approaching storm.   Everything was being pulled toward this small gap between the hills.  Even her. 
 
    Strange how the trees around the house weren't moving. What kind of trees could they be?  Some European import, more sturdy than the usual gums and less likely to drop branches everywhere? They must have been, to resist the wind like that. 
 
    Nearly there. She would be driving past the house soon. Maybe she should ask if she could stay overnight, given how close the storm was?  It looked like a bad one, bad enough to wash out roads, flood rivers and reduce visibility to near zero. She might end up trapped somewhere, unable to get across a flooded bridge.  A warm safe place to spend the night would be good.  And a cup of tea would be lovely.   
 
    She checked the rear view mirror again.   There they were, the purple-black clouds, dark and low and much closer than she expected, following her down the valley. She couldn't even see Mt Kosciuszko any more. At this rate the storm clouds would block out the sun before it set. 
 
    You won't be stopping in the grasslands after dark? 
 
    The old man’s words rang so clearly in her head, it was almost as if he was in the car with her. Sherry caught her breath, startled by the lurch of fear triggered by his words.  Why had they suddenly popped into her head like that? The palms of her hands were sweaty against the steering wheel, her heart was pounding, and – dammit! - gravel peppered the floor underfoot as she sped up, again without meaning to.  She took deep breaths, trying to bring her heart rate down, lifted her foot off the pedal and told herself to focus on her driving.  That old man must have spooked her more than she realised.  What did she think he was going to do, follow her along the empty gravel road, wait until she was far away from any help, then attack her? 
 
    She checked the rear view mirror.   The road behind her stretched down the middle of the valley, bright and empty.  Funny how ominous the old man’s words now sounded, when they had sounded so innocuous before.  
 
    That house didn’t seem to be getting any closer - it was taking much longer to get there than she had thought.   She was impatient to get there, to safety, and now that the road was running straight again she let the car pick up speed, her foot pushing down steadily. She glanced at the windows of the distant house, hoping somebody inside had heard her approach, and that they had seen the coming storm.  That maybe, even, they would come out to greet a lost stranger.  All she saw was dark windows and the walls flushed deep rose by the light of the setting sun, before the road banked into a wide curve she hadn’t noticed and a gentle rise blocked her view.  
 
    She was driving too fast to safely take that turn - and how had that turn appeared so fast and so unexpectedly? - but the car stuck to the road like it was on tracks, and when she hit another straight she kept going. Gravel rattled against the bottom of the car and she forced herself to ease off the accelerator, annoyed at herself.  Speeding up a little when she hit a straight was okay, but she was driving too fast to be safe.  Too fast to realise she was approaching a turn,  It was like she wanted to crash the car. 
 
    Something moved in the grass beside the road, hurtling towards the car, and her foot stamped down on the pedal. What was she doing? It could be a kangaroo! She had a vision of her car hitting the roo and disintegrating on impact.  But she was already past the point where the kangaroo – if it had been a kangaroo – would have collided with her.  There was no point braking now.  She set her jaw and kept her foot down on the accelerator.  
 
    Because that had not been a kangaroo. Too low, too flat, and moving in a long slide instead of in leaps and bounds. 
 
    And willy-willies didn't travel in groups, and that bloody rock hadn't been that close to the road when she stopped.  And it hadn't been thunder she had heard it had been sobbing, dammit. 
 
    She had to stop pretending everything was okay and start dealing with what was actually happening.  Whatever the hell that was.  Her children depended on her, and who else was there for them to depend upon?  Not their father, that was for sure.  And sure as hell not the kindness of strangers.  It was her, or nothing, so she had best wake up and get things under control.   
 
    She was nearly at the house.  Finally.  Close enough to see that the front door gaped open and the chimney had fallen in.  Close enough to see the wire fence was toppled in parts, and that the tangled grass that choked the garden had ran up the walls. Close enough to see that the darkness within the black squares of the glassless window was not merely shadow, but that it shifted and heaved and that some of it gleamed, like eyes watching watching watching- 
 
    She slammed the pedal down as far as it would go and shot past the house, gravel strafing the chassis like rifle fire. Something shrieked or maybe it was the rising scream of her car engine. She wasn't sure and she wasn’t stopping to find out. She kept her eyes locked on the road, clinging to the drab normality of gravel and dirt, telling herself she could not have seen what she had seen. Because she hadn't, had she? 
 
    She could not have seen something dark inside that house that rippled and shifted.  She could not have seen the reflection of something huge and hungry in the glass of windows that had no glass. 
 
    The road lifted before her and her car hurtled into the air, engine screaming as the wheels left dirt.  They were airborne for a few gut-clenching seconds before the car crashed to earth, suspension bottoming out.  The car bounced, came down on the road again, a little askew.  Sherry fought the steering wheel, wrestling the car back into the middle of the road, her neck aching with tension.   In the back seat Damien wailed. 
 
    “Not now please, baby boy,” she said, keeping her voice calm even though she wasn’t. She couldn't turn to look at him, couldn’t afford to take her eyes off the road, or to slow down. It was taking everything she had to stay focussed and to keep the car under control. If she looked at her children, if she even let herself start to think what might  – NO.  She wouldn’t.  She couldn’t.  She clutched at the steering wheel and grit her teeth.  Stay calm.  Stay in control. 
 
    The road curved before her and she had to slow to take the bend. She didn't want to, but she had to.  Damien wailed louder. Sherry bit back a sob, tamped on the brakes and turned into the corner.  The car began to slide. She tapped the brakes again, shoving Damien's cries to the back of her mind, and felt the back of the car slew, pulling itself free of her control.  Gravel rolled under the tyres and the car skipped sideways. She turned into the skid, got control back, tried to turn back into the corner too soon and again began to slide. This time she turned into the skid as it started, getting control back straight away.  Just in time to take the bend in one long, controlled slide. 
 
    The road straightened and she glanced in her rear-view mirror. Behind her roiled a cloud of dust, sullen red and full of darting shadows. 
 
    She looked ahead to the road, stretching wonderfully straight into the distance. Relief flooded her and she planted her foot, letting the car have its head. Damien’s crying had lifted to a scream, a grating, rhythmic wail she would have to ignore until they were safe.   Only then she could stop the car.  To tend to him, to take a breath. 
 
    There was movement to the right of the road, grass swirling and thrashing like a wild thing.  Sherry couldn’t look away.  A dark shape lifted from the grass and lurched forward, reaching for the car as she hurtled past.  She shot a glance at the side mirror, saw it was big, far bigger than anything that could hide in the grass could be. Sherry thought dog, cow, kangaroo, but even as she did she knew if was panic speaking, disbelief.  None of them had anything to do with whatever it was coming after her out of the grass.  
 
    She heard a rushing sound - the breeze? - followed by a loud crack!, like a sail catching the wind and pulling taut.  Then then was a hollow whump!, followed by another and another, steadily drawing closer, and all the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.  She knew that sound. Wings. Fuck-fuck-fuck those were wings, huge fucking wings beating faster and faster, trying to catch up with her. She wanted to look, was afraid to look, couldn't look now because there was another curve coming up and she couldn’t slow for it, she just couldn’t. 
 
    Her car lurched to the left, buffeted by a sudden wind.  Please be the storm.  Not giant black wings, sweeping down and sending out a gust of wind strong enough to shift her car.  Sherry gulped and directed the car back to the centre of the road, refusing to look at the flash of movement in her side mirror. Something scratched and scrabbled at the handle of Isabella's door, like claws scraping a blackboard, but louder, much louder. Isabella shouted something, there was a loud crunch and the back of the car bounced high. Sherry glanced at the rear-view mirror, just in time to see something black kick loose from beneath her rear tyre to thrash and tumble into the rising cloud of dirt behind her. 
 
    She snapped her attention back to the road, clutching the steering wheel in a white-knuckled death grip and keeping her foot jammed down hard on the pedal.  Because there had been something else inside the sullen red cloud of dust thrown up by her car, something dark and only partly hidden.  And it was gaining on her.   
 
    The car hurtled along, barely under control. The road stretched straight to another crest, but it was  hard for her to focus on it.  It looked – blurry.   She blinked, squinted, felt her eyes straining.  Then she realised what it was.  Darkness.   The dying light in the west was behind her, sinking into the mass of dark storm clouds.  And ahead of her was the night, rushing towards her, chasing the sun.  Why had she never before realised that the east is not just where the sun rises, it’s where the night comes rushing in?  She squinted again, struggling to understand what she was looking at, then flicked on the headlights.  High beam, so she could see. 
 
    The road ahead passed through some kind of cut, ground rising to either side.  Sick panic rose inside her but Sherry struggled to think, tried to ignore the rising terror. A cut? What were cuts for – flatten out steep inclines, keep the road level when the ground rises, pass through the banks either side of a river- A RIVER!  
 
    Just make sure you’re past the river before sundown, and you’ll be right.  
 
    Through the notch of the cut she could see fir trees, lit gold by the dying light.  A hillside?  A hill covered in fir trees, on the other side of a river? 
 
    But that meant there was a drop somewhere, between here and that hill.  Was the cut the beginning of a steep incline? Or did it lead into a sharp bend, the first of many that led down to a river? Whichever one it was, she couldn't afford to hit it at this speed.  She glanced at the rear-view mirror, at the flapping lunging thing that was thing, or shadow, and which was worst?  She couldn’t afford to slow down, either. 
 
    The grass on the left of the road thrashed and swirled in the way she had come to dread, not just in the one place but in several. On the opposite side of the road, the grass on the other side of the road also began to thrash. Sherry bit back a whimper. She would have to drive between the two points, plunge between them. She stared at the cut, willing herself not to see anything else, trying to work out how long she could leave it before she had to hit the brakes. 
 
    What if that wasn't a river on the other side of the cut? 
 
     Dark shadows lifted from the grass to the left and shot towards the road.   On the other side of the road the shadows were forming, as if in reply.  In the back seat Damien's cries shifted to shrieks, salt on Sherry's shredded nerves. Isabella was saying something, her words drowned out by Damien's screaming. Sherry grit her teeth and ignored them both.  The second set of shadows shot forward, mirroring the first group, both closing in on the road.  The ones on the left were closest, might even get to the road in time to intercept her, and Damien’s screaming was getting louder, why didn’t he stop? 
 
    Damien's screaming stopped.  And now she could hear what Isabella was saying.  “You want bottle, little man? There there, sweet baby.” 
 
    A wave of gratitude swept over Sherry. “Love you, Isabella sweety,” she said, keeping her voice low. Don't let this be the end for us. Tears pricked at her eyes and she blinked them away.  “Love you too, baby man.” 
 
    “Love you mummy,” sang Isabella. The engine shuddered and whined, the cut looming huge, and Sherry slammed her foot on the brake. Something huge and dark flapped its way into the air on her left. Tyres slid, and the back of the car swung left.  They were going into a spin. 
 
    “No-no-NO!” Sherry eased off the brake and turned the wheel into the spin. But it was no use, the car kept turning.  She saw a dark thing flapping its way towards them, arrow straight and oh god its face was two black, gleaming knives! She turned away to face the cut, to judge the distance, to will the car out of the spin towards the gap. She didn't dare look back at her darlings.  Not now.  The car kept spinning, she and her children trapped inside like flies in amber, and the side of the car hit the flapping thing with the smooth power of a cricket bat slamming into a ball.  Thunk! went the thing; and the whole car shook.  The thing bounced off, collapsing like a black umbrella turned inside out by a strong wind.  The car, graceful as a dancer, kept turning, until it finished one complete rotation, Until it once again faced the cut. 
 
    Holding her breath, not daring to believe, Sherry lightly touched the brake.  The car glided forward into the cut, two walls of orange clay rising either side and flashing past in a blue. Then the walls dropped away and the car was back in the open, the road dropping away in a steep straight line leading all the way down to a wooden bridge. The water under the bridge was shallow, and so clear she could see the rounded stones of the river bed. The car was airborne again, just for a moment, then it plummeted down the steeply sloping gravel road.  Sherry tapped the brake occasionally to keep the slide under control, but otherwise left the car to it.  It was going the right way. 
 
    They hit the bridge hard enough to bottom out the suspension. Isabella cheered. Damien hiccuped began to cry again – his bottle must have been jarred loose. The wooden planks of the bridge drummed beneath the tyres, then stopped.  They were across the bridge and on tarmac, the tyres silent. And they were driving upward, into the haze of gold that was the sunlit slope.  All the trees were gilded, like it was Christmas, and Sherry recognised the straight, strictly spaced rows of a commercial tree farm.  
 
    In the rear view mirror she saw the swirls of grass slow and falter against the other end of the bridge, like spent waves. Can’t cross running water. Where had that thought come from? She didn't know. But like the old man’s words she knew it was true, with a certainty she could not explain. 
 
    She pulled over to the side of the road, her hands shaking and her heart still racing, and left the engine running. Turning in her seat she reached back and found Damien’s bottle, still in the capsule. Her hands were shaking so hard it took her three tries to get it into his mouth, but she persisted. She smiled at her darling boy, focussed on sucking at the bottle, his concentration total.  She smiled over at her precious little girl, who looked back at her with big curious eyes before beaming back at her.  Then she looked through the back window of the car, down the road to the bridge and across the river.  The bank on the other side of the river was shadowed, the grass still.  She got out of the car, bracing herself against the roof, and looked back.  
 
    Above the shadowed river the western horizon was piled high with storm clouds, black and angry and outlined in sullen scarlet, still coming after her and dragging sheets of rain beneath them.  But above those clouds the sky was washed pale with light, and in it a single star glittered, blue-white and lovely. 
 
    Maybe she had imagined it. A lone woman travelling along a lonely stretch of road, letting her imagination get the better of her. Stress could do that to people, and divorce was supposed to be one of the most stressful experiences short of a bereavement. And she was moving house as well, and worried about money.  Stress triggers, all of them, the kind of thing that kept people up at night.  A simple explanation, and a sensible one.  It could all have been her imagination. 
 
    “Big birdie,” announced Isabella, lifting her arms and sweeping them down. “Ugly birdy.  Wings go boom!” 
 
    Sherry shuddered, reality returning with a vengeance.  How long since she had told herself to face reality, to deal with facts instead of hiding from them?  And already she was inventing excuses to pretend everything was fine. “Very big birdie, darling. Bad birdie.” Dead birdie, she thought, remembering the thing getting caught beneath the wheel, and the other one knocked for a six by the car.  But she couldn’t say that to Isabella. 
 
    She checked that Damien was happily gumming his bottle, then straightened and glanced about her. It wasn’t dark yet, not on this side of the river.  But it would be, and they’d lost a lot of time.  It would be another hour at least before she reached Mallacoota, and her aunt, and the dinner her aunt had promised them.  Night was drawing close and the river looked so narrow, scarcely a barrier at all.  
 
    She checked her hands, steady as a rock.  Got back in the car, put it in gear, and drove. 
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