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About the Book

Sailing north along the Australian East Coast in 1770, Captain James Cook spied eleven mysterious peaks that he named the Glasshouse Mountains after the glass furnaces of his native Yorkshire. Unknown to Cook, the mysterious landforms were culturally significant to the traditional owners of the land, the Gubbi Gubbi people, who have long regarded them as deeply spiritual places.

Celebrated writer Clayton Steele returns from America after cancer treatment to rehabilitate in the beautiful hinterland of Queensland’s Sunshine Coast. There, Clayton discovers an old, abandoned cottage set in a gloriously wild and beautiful garden beside Jerogeree Creek. But when Clayton encounters one-hundred-year-old Gubbi Gubbi man, Marjaru; and Gubbi Gubbi descendant, Billy, Clayton’s life becomes entwined in the passing of a deeply spiritual man and its impact on the young boy.
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Author’s Note

Tony Parsons OAM

Clifton, Qld.

While acknowledging the Gubbi Gubbi people and its elders, past, present and future, I would like to say at the outset that any references to those people should not be regarded as definitive statements concerning any individual or group, nor their passing with the coming of European settlers. In truth, the Gubbi Gubbi were only one of many indigenous groups severely impacted by European encroachment. In reality, there is no Marjaru, that I know about, in any Indigenous dialect but there were Aborigines like him. I once worked with one of them and he spoke much as I have set down in this story. Some may say that I have over-dramatized my references to Marjaru’s psychic power and his belief in the ‘spirits’ but again, I believe there were Aborigines who possessed these powers. The Gubbi Gubbi people and others more knowledgeable than yours truly, knew about the psychic power of some old Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and aspects of these diverse cultures have been woven into my story for narrative purposes. In relation to Marjaru, I should like to acknowledge the assistance given by my grand-daughter, Tiarna, in the composition of the final song ‘Marjaru’s Farewell’, which so tellingly describes the passing of the Gubbi Gubbi. I had not written poetry for a long time so I needed a younger person’s creativity to invigorate my ageing brain. If there were one place where it would be possible to believe in ‘spirits’, it would have been amongst the Glass House Mountains. This I tell you true…





Prologue

Steele stood and looked at the old abandoned cottage and its surrounds, marvelling at the wild beauty of the place. He knew at once that he’d found what he was looking for without really knowing what it was he sought. This piece of land was his and he would work to make the old cottage habitable again. And when he was done, he would write his next book, here where the scent of flowers was almost overpowering and where the birdsong had to be heard to be believed.

Steele drew from the beauty of the place something of the same kind of excitement he’d experienced very occasionally in his life – usually with a woman – as if nothing else mattered but that moment. But up to now, the relationships in his life had been transitory, whereas this land promised permanence. He could drown in the beauty and serenity of this place and its riotous garden, just as he’d once dreamed of drowning in love. He hadn’t found that special woman, and now, probably never would. But this place, and what it offered, called to him.

The abandonment and neglect of so beautiful a place only added to its charm. When he’d bought it, the real estate agent had told him that a previous owner had died in his bed at the ripe old age of 103, and since then, the wild beauty of the place hadn’t been sufficient enticement for anyone to buy the property from the old man’s descendants, pull down the old cottage and erect a modern dwelling. That suited Steele.

Some years back, he’d stumbled on Jerogeree after he’d finished his second novel. He’d needed a break from the intensity of writing and editing and had taken several weeks off to roam through North Queensland, exploring the Daintree Rainforest and its unique wildlife until he’d reached Cooktown. Unlike Captain Cook before him, Steele had ended his journey there and turned south again, heading back down the east coast, homeward bound for Sydney.

But Steele’s journey had been interrupted when he’d spied the Glass House Mountains further south, so named after James Cook had spotted them from his ship and been intrigued by the oddly shaped mountains that jutted from the earth like the glasshouses back in England. And like Cook before him, Steele had been captivated. He’d spent several days exploring the area, driving down gravel roads to find quiet places where wilderness remained and wildlife nestled in unspoiled pockets.

The area had appealed to him more than any other he’d seen, and when he’d stumbled on the ramshackle cottage and its wild garden, he’d been spellbound. He’d wanted it. Or perhaps it had wanted him. Either way, he’d purchased the old place for much less than it was worth using the royalties from his first book. On an accountant’s advice, he’d bought it in the name of a ‘$2’ company which Steele had registered, then promptly left to his accountant to deal with.

On that day several years before, Steele had stood exactly where he stood now, deciding that he would restore the old place and make it habitable again so that he could write in the cottage without the distractions of his modern lifestyle. He hadn’t known then that it would be some years before he’d return. Or what would transpire before he did. He’d gone away and written two more novels before he’d been diagnosed with a life-threatening illness. In the end, he’d beaten it, but that battle had taken him to America, then across the world in an effort to recuperate. But always before him, the property on Jerogeree Creek had loomed large in his mind. Even on his darkest days, the thought of living there had sustained him. He’d told himself that he’d return and write again. His life would be different, simpler.

Now, unheralded and hiding his distinctive face behind a thick beard, he was back at the cottage driving an old van registered to the same company that owned the cottage and its surrounding acres. He was ready to work at its restoration and care for the land, as he hoped it would care for him. And after that, he would write again.

It seemed to Steele that the old Hewitt place was even more extravagantly lovely than it had appeared on his first visit. There was the earth, volcanic in origin and red as blood. And there was the grass, greener than emerald and drawing its lushness from the volcanic soil – silky, shiny grass that reached like a great carpet to the base of the glass mountain that was the backdrop to the creek. And just above the creek was the old cottage. In the indigo light of evening, the cottage was almost lost in the shadows cast by the great trees of the long-abandoned garden. The framing was gorgeous: there was the monolithic mango tree with its embryonic fruit, and close by, two riotously-flowering red and purple bougainvillea that smothered an old outhouse, made more striking by the soft pink-white flowers of a large magnolia at the rear of the cottage. The old garden was in massive disorder but extreme in its beauty.

Close by the huge mango tree was a spring out of which water bubbled up from the volcanic chambers far beneath the blood-red soil. The spring alone would have been sufficient reason for the first settlers to build on the site. Of course, water was available from the creek but to have a ready supply of pure water close to the dwelling was a bonus – one Steele would utilise to fulfil his dream.

This, Steele realised, was the beginning of a new phase of his life. Here, in anonymity, he hoped to find peace and an escape from any form of pressure. Here he would heal. He would write what was in his heart and live a clean and healthy life into the bargain. For the first time in his life, Steele felt that he’d found a place that he could call home.





Chapter 1

I flicked a strand of tawny blonde hair from my face and set down my wine glass. “So, is it possible or impossible for a person to drop out completely?”

I can still remember so very clearly, as if it occurred only yesterday, the conversation that preceded my search for the author, Clayton Steele.

A few of us, girls and fellows from university days, were sampling a couple of new wines and nibbling at pieces of a new brand of cheese I’d brought back from Tasmania. The wines were excellent and the cheese was good too and we were in conversation mode. We used to meet quite often: a group of young people who imagined they had the answers for most social ills because everything was either black or white. It’s called the confidence of youth. I was the most affluent of the group, as I’d been left an indecent amount of money. It was so indecent that I had no requirement to work, though I did. My friends certainly had to work and it wouldn’t be long before a couple of them were in the big money bracket. Jake and Janine had law degrees, Frank was at the Stock Exchange with a degree in economics, Justine was a computer whizz, David was still at university doing medicine and Julie was a journo like me.

We’d been discussing a lot of things, as bright young people do when they get together, and the conversation had turned to the murder of a young woman in North Queensland and the perils of hitchhiking.

“This girl is one we know about,” Jake said. “There are scores, maybe hundreds, of girls listed as missing and some of them may never surface. A lot of them would be on the streets, but there’d be dozens buried God knows where, and they’ll only be discovered by chance.”

From that point, the conversation finally got around to a lively debate about whether it would be possible for a person to simply disappear, not be dead but drop out of society completely.

“It would be difficult,” Janine suggested. “Legally, you can’t disappear. You need to make tax returns and you need a tax file number. You also need to be on an electoral roll. And if you’re a land owner, you have to pay rates.”

“Could you manage it illegally?” Frank asked. “There must be people who aren’t on any electoral roll.”

“Granted,” Janine agreed. “But if you’re working, you need a tax file number. Even casual workers have to supply a number now. Years ago, a lot of them used different names than their own.”

“What if you were someone like Gilly who didn’t need to work and could live on the interest of her capital?” Frank winked at me and I fluttered my eyelashes at him.

“That’s still income and Gilly still has to provide an income tax return so her details would be known to the tax office. There’s a requirement for everyone to register on state and commonwealth electoral rolls, though how strictly that’s policed, I have no idea,” Janine said.

“I’m sure there are people who aren’t on any electoral rolls,” I suggested. “Not only low-lifes and drop-outs but people who can’t abide bureaucracy and politicians. If they’re not on a roll, they can’t be fined for failing to vote. I mean, who checks?”

“It gets back to the fact that everyone who works requires a tax file number,” Janine persisted. “You need it to submit a tax return and who doesn’t? You can be in serious trouble for failing to lodge a return. Even very high-profile people have been sent to prison for tax evasion.”

“There are probably some people who don’t lodge a return,” Jake said. “Off-hand, I can’t think of many types of workers who’d be able to escape the net. I suppose prostitutes, licenced and otherwise, would be one lot. I mean, who would know what they earn?”

“Let’s say someone, male or female, wanted to drop out. What would he or she have to do?” David asked. And in almost the same breath, “Change your name?”

“You need some kind of identification to open a bank account,” Jake said. “And then there’s your driving licence, not to mention a phone.”

I picked up my glass and took a sip. “What if you dispensed with a driving licence and phone? Could it be done? Could a person simply drop-out?”

“I suppose you could if you were prepared to live like a hermit in the bush, and if you had the resources to do it. No matter how carefully you lived, you’d still need some money. It would be difficult. What if you were in an accident and taken to hospital? They’d want to see your Medicare Card,” David, the future surgeon, suggested.

“If you didn’t own anything, like a car or a house, it would be easier to disappear, but you’d need independent means to do it.” Justine scooped up some camembert and smeared it across a cracker.

“Isn’t that what Clayton Steele’s done? Disappear, I mean?” Julia asked.

I dusted some crumbs from my skirt. “Good heavens, yes. And isn’t that causing a flap?”

Clayton Steele was, for many of us, the most wonderful writer of our time. He was the darling of many disaffected young Australians who regarded all politicians as liars and opportunists. Steele loathed politicians and was absolutely merciless in his treatment of short-term policies and of Australian governments which ‘sucked up’ to corrupt foreign regimes. Steele had also violently criticised Australia’s immigration policy which, he had argued, was naïve, short-sighted and simply sowing the seeds for the kind of problems manifested elsewhere in the world. He wasn’t against bringing in more people but he was against bringing in what he regarded as unsuitable people and dumping them in the already congested capital cities where they formed nationalistic enclaves.

I’d been to the launch of Steele’s second book and the experience was still fresh in my mind. How could one forget so memorable a person? He was a tall, strongly-built man in his early thirties with a face that could have inspired a sculptor. He’d once been described by some journalist as looking a little like a young version of the iconic actor Robert Redford, but I thought he was much better looking with his wavy sand-blonde hair, soft blue eyes and chest that begged for a woman to wrap her arms around it. All that and a brilliant brain.

There’d been a third book: a biting novel about the corruption of a police force and of the politicians who closed their eyes to it. It had been close to the bone, and though a big seller, had sent shivers through some government agencies. There’d been a fourth book too, but Clayton Steele was not in evidence when it appeared; he had disappeared. As there was no preliminary announcement of Steele’s future intentions, his disappearance had prompted various news agencies to suggest that he could have been the victim of foul play.

When questioned, Steele’s publishers said that they were as much in the dark about his whereabouts as everyone else. They admitted they’d received a fourth book with instructions that the advance payment and subsequent royalties were to be paid to the Salvation Army. It was all very strange.

In fact, it was all so strange and weird that it seemed to provide the perfect example of what we’d been discussing.

Jake slammed his glass down in protest. “Steele’s disappearance isn’t quite the same thing at all. He could be overseas and temporarily out of circulation. You could tootle about overseas indefinitely or live in a cave in the Himalayas for as long as your money lasted and not know there was a flap on about your disappearance. It wouldn’t be so easy to do the same thing in Australia.”

“That’s right, Jake,” Frank agreed. “If Steele is still in Australia, someone must know where he is. Steele’s picture’s been in the papers and on TV and you’d just bet that if he’s still here, someone would recognise him. I reckon he’s planted himself in some outlandish spot overseas and is hard at work on another book. Didn’t he write his first book from a hut in the Blue Mountains?”

“He certainly did,” I agreed. “He inherited it from his father.”

“He’d need to grow a beard not to be recognised here,” Julia suggested. “How could anyone not recognise Steele? He’d stand out in any company.” She patted her chest and exhaled deeply.

“If Steele loves Australia as much as he said he did, why would he want to leave it?”

Justine was bright and usually spot on about most things. It was just that she often came up with ideas that floored us.

“Good question, Justine,” I agreed. “Steele seems to have a love-hate relationship with Australia; he loves the country but hates what’s happening to it. Could a fellow who loves his country so much – and it’s plain that he does because it’s in his writing – bear to leave it? I realise that some artists and writers have had sojourns overseas, but I don’t know about Steele. It’s said, and I don’t know how true it is, that some writers shrivel up mentally when they leave their own country. Others develop. There’s no definite rule for writers. I should think that if you’re a writer, and I mean a really accomplished writer, you’d be able to write anywhere.”

“Didn’t Tolstoy say he needed land about him?” Julia asked.

“Yes, he did and there’ve been other writers who thought the same as him. But there have been plenty who wrote under awful circumstances,” Frank said. “A fellow like Steele surely can’t not write. He’ll have to surface sooner or later.”

But Steele didn’t surface, although his massive fourth novel certainly did, and it put the cat amongst the pigeons. It was a brilliantly conceived book but its author was nowhere to be seen. It seemed that Clayton Steele had indeed disappeared without a trace.

It was after the publication of Steele’s fourth novel, and having regard to the above conversation, that I conceived the crazy idea of trying to track him down. I was getting bored with straight journalism and I thought that if I could find Steele, it would put my career into orbit. I had plenty of money from my parents’ estate, so I didn’t have to work for a living. Of course, when I’d started off at university, I hadn’t known that I was going to be the recipient of so much money. I actually liked journalism, but I wanted to be a feature writer and later, maybe, I’d have a go at a book or two. I could afford to ditch work while I searched for Steele and there had to be a story behind his disappearance. Whatever the outcome, it would be a vastly more challenging project than ordinary news reporting. There could even be a book in it and this loomed as an exciting possibility.

I gave in my notice and told my boss that I had a project I wanted to spend some time on. Whether he’d been tipped off about what I proposed to do or was being his usual generous self, I couldn’t tell, but he told me that if I needed any help with information, I could continue to use the newspaper’s facilities. He’d also be interested in taking a story or two from me if I should stumble upon anything newsworthy. I thanked him and accepted on both scores, as I reckoned that having a loose kind of association with the newspaper might come in very handy.

Excited to get started, I began my file on Clayton Steele almost immediately. There were a number of headings…parents, girlfriends, education, interests and so on. I also had a compelling need to visit Steele’s publishers. Even if they told me nothing more than what I already knew, it was the logical place to start, that is, if they’d agree to see me.

A friend finally secured me an interview with Steele’s publisher, Brenda McEwan, who was keen to have me look into Steele’s disappearance. Brenda McEwan was an Amazon of a woman, very handsome with glossy, jet black hair, brown eyes and the shoulders of an Olympic swimmer. Her appearance was overwhelming and her dark eyes seemed to bore right through me. When I told her what I had in mind, I thought there was a distinct possibility that she’d turf me out of her office. But she didn’t, and I soon gathered the impression that Steele’s disappearance didn’t sit well with Brenda, or the publishing house. It seemed that she was as much in the dark about Steele’s whereabouts as everyone else.

Being a journalist, I pushed Ms McEwan fairly hard. “Surely, you must have some idea about Steele’s intentions? You publish his books. How do you finalise contracts? And where do you send Steele’s royalty payments?”

“The contracts haven’t been a problem up to now because after his second book, we took an option to publish his next two novels. That took us up to number four. The only problem we’ll face is if Clay sends us another manuscript. We have no idea whether he has another book on the go. Like I told you, the royalties from the last book go to the Salvation Army,” Brenda said equably.

“Then what does he live on?”

“Clay received substantial advances for his books and significant royalties after publication. Even allowing for taxation, those moneys should have been sufficient to tide him over for quite a while. He lives very frugally.”

“Frugally?”

“Clay isn’t a big spender. He’s very careful with his money,” Brenda said.

“Did Steele give you any intimation that he was going to fly the coop?”

“In a sort of way,” Brenda answered. “He told me he was sick of people and society generally and intended going away for a while. And that’s what he’s done. No forwarding address, nothing. Silence… And then, the fourth novel.”

“You don’t think he’s had a mental breakdown?” I asked with some trepidation. Steele wouldn’t be the first brilliant mind to have cracked under pressure.

“I don’t believe that for a moment, Miss Brooker,” Brenda said sharply.

“Gillian.”

“Gillian,” she acknowledged with a faint smile. “Clay is very gifted, highly intelligent and he’s not your run-of-the-mill Australian male. Clay doesn’t drink, well hardly ever, doesn’t smoke and has always been something of a loner.”

“What about girls? He’s not, well…” I began.

“No, he’s certainly not gay. There’ve been some girlfriends but they’ve all been rather short relationships. Nothing serious from what I can tell,” Brenda said.

“Does Steele have a current girlfriend?” It was a precept of interviewing that you didn’t get answers unless you came right out and asked direct questions.

“Had would be the operative verb. Yes, his last girlfriend was Shelley Carruthers,” Brenda said.

“Good heavens!” I gasped and nearly fell off the edge of the chair I was perched on. Shelley Carruthers was one of the most glamorous television personalities in the country. She was a knockout, a blonde knockout. “Steele was seeing Shelley Carruthers?”

Brenda nodded. “Shelley was devoted to Clay. The story is that she was so affected by his disappearance that she had to take a week off work to recover.”

“Did Steele tell her he was going or leave her a note?” My journalist’s curiosity was aroused now; the more I heard about Clayton Steele, the more bizarre his disappearance seemed to be.

Brenda’s lips pursed and she rolled her eyes. “That I couldn’t tell you. We rang the television people and were told that Shelley wasn’t disposed to discuss the matter.”

“You said that Steele lived frugally. That seems at odds with the fact that he had a high-profile girlfriend. She probably earns a great deal more than Steele does. How could a man be frugal with a woman like Shelley Carruthers?” I asked. I had mental images of Shelley being escorted to night clubs and presented with expensive jewellery.

“I don’t know. The gossip around town was that Shelley was besotted with Clay, but I’ve never been told whether Clay felt the same way about Shelley.”

I looked at the piles of typed pages on Brenda’s desk before I asked my next question. I thought it would be very rewarding to have a major hand in turning a manuscript into a book many thousands of people would read. “Did Steele ever exhibit any bouts of peculiar behaviour? I mean, had he ever indicated that he might cut and run permanently?”

“Not in so many words,” Brenda answered quickly. “Clay shunned publicity and hated being feted and interviewed. His last book created such a furore that he may have decided to lie low for a while.”

“Could he be at the hut where he wrote his first book?”

Brenda looked at me keenly. “You’ve done your homework on Clay.”

“It’s par for the course in my occupation.” I tapped my pen against my notebook. “So, could he be at the hut?” I persisted.

“I suppose he could be. And I suppose that would be the first place I’d imagine he would be because he’s not been seen at his parent’s old place at Balgowlah for some time. We made some enquiries and came up with blanks. The problem is that there isn’t a mailing address for the hut and I understand that very few people have had access to it. It’s on a creek and surrounded by bush. It belonged to Clay’s father and he inherited it,” Brenda said.

“I’ll have a think about the hut. What kind of man is he?” I asked.

Brenda shook her head. “Clay is something of a puzzle. I was going to say that he’s moody but that wouldn’t be right. You can be talking to him and suddenly realise that he hasn’t taken notice of one word you’ve said to him. Clay’s ideas come in great blocks and when he’s in that frame of mind, he’s impervious to anything else. If you tell him he hasn’t listened to you, he merely smiles and his smile makes you melt inside… if you know what I mean,” Brenda said.

I nodded as if I understood. As I hadn’t yet met a man who made me melt inside, I didn’t really know what she meant, but I was certainly hoping I’d meet someone someday who’d make me feel that way.

“What’s the current family situation?” I asked. I’d read that Steele’s brilliant father had been an alcoholic and that his liver had conked out. After that, his novelist mother had returned to Britain to live on the old family estate in Kent. I also knew that Steele’s sister was an artist of some distinction and that she had a studio in Paddington, but that was all I knew about her.

What Brenda told me was very much in accord with what I already knew. “Could Steele be with his mother in England?”

Brenda shook her head and lights danced in her glossy black hair. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her she’d be a good advert for a shampoo commercial but I restrained myself. “We rang her. She told us she’d received a brief note from Clay to the effect that he was dropping out for a while and she wasn’t to worry if she didn’t hear from him for some time. Obviously, the note made her worry quite a lot.”

“That was all?” I pressed.

“That was all I was told.”

“Have you been in touch with Steele’s sister?”

“It was the first thing I did because Camilla and Clay have always been fairly close. Clay told her about as much as he’d told his mother… in three sentences.”

It was my turn to shake my head. “That’s odd. Why would a man who had the literary world at his feet decide to drop out?”

“Clay wouldn’t be the first creative person to opt out of society, Gillian. There are any number of precedents. Clay doesn’t think much of what people have done to the planet. He once told me that he’d like to go and live in some place where there were no politicians, no vehicles and very few people.”

“Ah,” I breathed. “Now that is interesting. Is it possible that he’s done exactly as he told you he wanted to do? Does he own any other land? I mean, could he have a retreat in some place other than the Blue Mountains?”

“If he does, he’s hidden that fact very well,” Brenda answered.

I tapped my pen against my thigh and looked Brenda squarely in the eye. “I take it that you and this publishing house wouldn’t be averse to me trying to locate Steele?”

“Not at all. We’d welcome news of Clay’s whereabouts, unless of course, discovery pushed him into doing something even more drastic… like clearing out to the Andes or some other remote locality,” she said with a half-smile.

“He could be in some such place right now.”

“Granted, but what I mean is that I suppose there’s always some place more remote to retreat to. There are writers and artists in Provence and Tuscany but they’re more accessible there than in the Andes or the Himalayas. I guess it depends on how serious you are about dropping out,” Brenda said.

“I take your point,” I said as I stood up. “I hope I haven’t wasted your time, Brenda. It’s just that Steele’s disappearance intrigues me. Some friends and I were discussing this very subject a few weeks ago. That is, can someone simply disappear? I realise that some people have done it but it’s much more difficult now with all the checks there are on one’s identity. It would have to be infinitely more difficult in the case of a high-profile person such as Clayton Steele.”

“I should think it would require a lot of prior planning,” Brenda said. “I’d go and see Clay’s sister, Gillian. She might be able to help you.”

I was way ahead of her there because I’d already planned to visit Camilla Steele. Besides any leads she could give me about the whereabouts of her missing brother, a first-hand view of her paintings was something I was looking forward to. I’d seen a few of her paintings in exhibitions and there were a couple I wouldn’t mind owning.

I contacted Camilla and she agreed to see me but said that she doubted she could help me, as she was as much in the dark about her brother’s whereabouts as his publishers. But when you’re clutching at straws, you clutch at even the most fragile of them.

Camilla Steele had a house in Paddington. It was a double storey house that had been made over and now looked stylish and presentable. The studio was upstairs, with large windows letting in lots of light. It was littered, quite literally, with dozens of canvasses and other artist’s paraphernalia. Camilla herself was a very attractive young woman in a windblown sort of way. I took her to be in her early thirties and she was the kind of woman who could drag a comb through her hair, whack on a bit of lipstick and look terrific. In short, she looked great without really trying. Her hair wasn’t fair like her brother’s but chestnut, streaked with gold and sort of wavy. She had lovely hazel eyes and a well-endowed chest that even the oversized man’s shirt couldn’t diminish. She wore her shirt over a tattered pair of blue jeans which finished about a foot above her ankles, with her feet sockless and enclosed in well-worn red slippers.

Camilla greeted me warmly and turned out to be nothing like her anti-social brother was supposed to be. I told her that I liked her paintings and might be interested in purchasing something, which got us off on the right track.

“I haven’t seen a lot of Clay the last few years. That’s more because Clay doesn’t have anything in common with most of my friends, especially my male friends, and he doesn’t care to associate with anyone he doesn’t like. If Clay came to see me and there was a fellow here he didn’t take to, he’d simply leave and I wouldn’t see him again for several months. He’d never come to any of my parties, so I gave up inviting him. I know that Clay loves me in his own fashion, but God broke the mould when he made my brother. Would you like to see the note Clay sent me?” Camilla asked.

“Very much.”

Camilla retrieved the note from a flower pot on the sideboard and handed it to me. “How’s that for a goodbye note?” she asked.

The note read as follows:

"Dear Cam,

I’m clearing out for a while. It’s all got too much for me and I need to think things out a bit. There’s also something I need to attend to.

As always,

Clay"

“How odd.”

“Yes, isn’t it? Would you like some coffee?” Camilla asked when I handed back Steele’s note.

“Thank you,” I said. I wanted to spend as much time as possible with her so I followed her downstairs to her kitchen with its variously coloured stools and crimson-topped table. “That note was all you received from your brother? No phone calls?” I asked when we were sitting down with our coffee.

“That’s all. I haven’t heard another word from Clay. Mother’s note was about as communicative as mine and that’s all she’s received too,” Camilla said.

It didn’t seem much information to send to his two closest female relatives before disappearing off the face of the earth. Someone had to know more.

“I understand that your brother was seeing Shelley Carruthers. Do you know her?” I asked.

Camilla’s nose wrinkled. “Only slightly. I met her on a couple of occasions. The last time I saw her, she was in hysterics because she’d received a note something like mine but also more or less inferring that their relationship was finished. I’ve never seen a woman so uptight. It was as if the end of the world was at hand. Shelley must have thought a hell of a lot of Clay. But he couldn’t have felt the same about her or he wouldn’t have left her the way he did.”

Camilla took a deep breath then exhaled slowly before sipping her coffee. “Mind you, Clay is a good-looking man and his smile would melt concrete. There’s something about Clay that seems to turn women on. He had girls chasing him at high school and all through university.” She smiled at the memory. “It’s funny, but Clay doesn’t give a stuff for his looks and he doesn’t care whether people like him or not. It’s not that he lacks warmth, because he’s a very caring person. Clay is concerned about a whole raft of issues. Did the publishers tell you that all the royalties from his last book have to be credited to the Salvation Army?” Camilla asked.

“They told me.”

“That will give you some idea of what Clay’s like. Clay doesn’t have any false values. He’d never consider owning a flash car so he could pilot Shelley to all the places she wanted him to take her. And if Clay let Shelley get close to him, she’d have seen what he’s really like… a very special kind of man. She must have loved him to behave like she did. Or maybe, to put the worst aspect on Clay’s walk-out, Shelley’s ego was dented. Not many men would walk out on Shelley Carruthers,” Camilla said.

“Is she really so amazing?”

“They don’t come much better looking in face or figure than Shelley. And she isn’t just a nice-looking blonde. She has a university degree, so I’m told. But I had the distinct impression that Clay felt he was only marking time with her. She wasn’t into roughing it. She wouldn’t camp out at the hut with him because she was scared stiff of snakes and spiders and lying on the ground. I reckon that Clay worked out Shelley wasn’t the woman for him and called it quits,” Camilla said.

“Do you know where Clay’s hut is?” I asked.

“My father took me there once. I was a very small girl and I have no recollection of where it is or how to find it. Clay was always going to take me but we never got around to it,” she said.

“So you have no idea where your brother might be?”

“None whatsoever. That is, unless he’s at the hut. He wrote his first book there and he could be there working on another book for all I know. But reading between the lines of his note, I don’t think so. He said there was something he had to attend to and what that might be Lord only knows. It could be anything from an anti-whaling protest to a book about what’s happening to the Amazon rainforests. Clay being Clay, you just wouldn’t know,” Camilla said.

“It’s infuriating, isn’t it?”

Camilla grinned. “I can see that it would be for anyone who doesn’t know what makes Clay tick. I grew up with him so I’m more or less attuned to his behaviour. As talented as I may be as a painter, I’ve lived in Clay’s shadow without it concerning me one iota because we’ve always been so close. Being only a year and a half different in age, I was always his best friend. If he had problems, we talked about them. That was until I became a hot shot painter and acquired a collection of odd bod friends which meant that I saw less and less of Clay. But I’m seriously miffed that he’s cleared out without telling me why.”

“I would be, too,” I agreed. “I thought I might put his books under the microscope, so to speak, and see if I could come up with any answers.”

“That’s a good idea,” Camilla agreed. “Are you going to try and see Shelley?”

“I’ll try but there seems to be a big question mark there.”

“I’ll phone her and tell her that you’re trying to locate Clay. It might help and it might not. Shelley must still be carrying a torch for Clay because she’s rung me a couple of times to check if Mother or I have heard from him.”

“That signifies that she hasn’t,” I suggested.

“Dead right. She hasn’t had a word other than that one brief note. But it seems that Shelley can’t believe that it’s all over. It beats me how it ever began. Well, I know how it began. Shelley interviewed Clay and fell for him, and she wasn’t the first to do that. But she isn’t Clay’s type. Not that I think she’s unintelligent because she interviews some bright people, but her values wouldn’t be the same as Clay’s. Maybe, he recognised that when he gave her the flick.”

“So, you think their affair is definitely over?” I asked.

“It certainly appears so. I’d say that Clay has other fish to fry. A smart fellow like Clay would realise that there’d be plenty of men trying to make it with Shelley. She’s a great-looking girl, the kind wealthy men like because it boosts their ego and makes them look good,” Camilla said with unashamed honesty.

Camilla wasn’t a bad-looking woman herself, though in her profession, looks didn’t matter a stuff if you couldn’t paint… In Shelley Carruthers’ profession, looks were important. It helped if you were smart, but if you had both looks and brains, the sky was your limit. Shelley had made it in that domain, but her man had walked out on her and she seemed to be having a hard time getting used to it.

Camilla’s introduction must have helped because Shelley Carruthers invited me to visit her at her harbour-side unit a few days later. It was a lovely home but one of the first things I noticed after I’d taken in Shelley, her clothes and the view were four of Clayton Steele’s books, and these alone, propped between two fancy book-ends on the top of a very sleek glass cabinet.

It seemed that Shelley had herself together because she showed no obvious emotion when we began to talk about Steele. She was blonde with beautiful features and very expressive brown eyes, and she’d been well-schooled in how to use them. She was dressed in black slacks and a cream blouse and not many young women could have shown them off to better advantage. Her only concession to homeliness was a pair of black slip-ons. She was as tall as me and moved with all the grace of a Hollywood diva.

“I understand that, like Camilla and Mrs Steele, you also received a brief note from Mr Steele,” I said by way of opening the conversation.

“That’s all I’ve received,” she said quickly. “I believe Camilla showed you her note but I’m not going to show you mine. I regard it as personal and nobody else’s business. I realise you’re on a mission to try and locate Clay, but showing you my note wouldn’t assist you,” Shelley said firmly.

“Fair enough. Have you any idea why Steele pulled the plug?” I asked.

“I didn’t when it happened because I was too upset to think rationally, but on reflection, he could have had his reasons,” Shelley said.

“Are you prepared to discuss them?” I asked.

“Not at the moment.”

“Have you any idea where he might have gone? I mean, nobody has seen him during the last year.”

“I’m afraid I don’t. Clay gave no intimation that he was going anywhere.”

“You wouldn’t have the teeniest idea what was in his mind? You were his girlfriend and must have discussed a range of topics,” I suggested.

“I thought he might have gone to visit his mother but he hasn’t. Not yet, anyway. Initially, I thought he might have gone to his hut in the Blue Mountains and was probably at work on another book, but nobody has seen him there either. Clay could be working his way round the world or he could be in Nepal for all I know. But if I had to make a guess, I’d say that he was still in Australia,” Shelley said.

“What makes you say that?” I asked with lifted eyebrows.

“Clay loves Australia. He was always quite passionate about it and used to say that Australia could be the hope of the world if the politicians and bureaucrats didn’t stuff it up. Sure, he criticised some aspects of Australia but that was mostly to do with gutless politicians who’ve messed up so many things.” Shelley smiled weakly. “His words, not mine. I doubt that Clay would be happy to live anywhere else. Not long-term, anyway,” she said.

“That’s interesting. Why do you think he’s so passionate about Australia?”

“It’s difficult for me to put into words. Into Clay’s words, I mean. There’s the fact that Australia has progressed further in two hundred years than some other countries have in two thousand years. Clay used to say that Australia was created by a mixture of hard work and hope. A lot of people had nothing when they came here and from an unlikely beginning created a nation. Then, there’s what being an Australian used to mean. That was before so many people became urban dwellers and the national character changed somewhat,” Shelley said.

I decided then and there that Shelley Carruthers wasn’t simply a slick blonde with a wardrobe of very expensive clothes. It seemed that she had some grey matter to go with her bombshell looks.

“So, you were dumbfounded when you received Steele’s note?”

“I certainly was. I remember now that Clay told me he’d like to visit a few places – I mean overseas places – before he settled down, but he never mentioned where they were. The last time I saw him, he told me he was feeling tired and needed a rest. He looked tired, too. He’d slogged away to write four books with hardly a break of any kind. I was his only relaxation,” she said and expressed it with some degree of pride, as if it had been something special to be the partner of so celebrated a writer.

But the words that stayed in my mind were, He was feeling tired and needed a rest. He looked tired, too. That’s what Shelley had said. And those words sparked something in my journalist’s brain. Maybe, Clayton Steele had had a legitimate reason for clearing out. Maybe, just maybe, he had a medical problem; a medical problem he didn’t want to talk about or have discussed. That opened up a whole new line of enquiry.

“Did Steele ever discuss his books with you?”

“Occasionally. I’m not up to Clay, brain-wise, but I like to think I’m not just a pretty face either. I have a degree in Arts and apart from the journalism involved, I did a creative writing course at university. The media is a very competitive business and there’s always new and younger girls, gorgeous some of them, snapping at one’s heels, so to speak,” she said.

“I guess there are. So, how are you coping with Steele’s absence?”

“I’ve more or less got accustomed to it now. It was very tough at the beginning because it was hard to come to grips with the fact that Clay left me the way he did. I loved him. I really did. I guess I still do. Clay is something special and he was so kind to me that I’ve come around to the conclusion that he had a very good reason for leaving me; a reason he didn’t want to discuss,” she said with the first genuine trace of emotion she’d exhibited.

“Where does it leave you?” I asked.

“Scarred to some extent because any way I look at it, I can’t help but feel I failed Clay. He simply didn’t think enough of me to explain why he left. I suppose there’s no good way to end a relationship but to end it without any pre-emptive warning was very un-Clay-like and that’s what stunned me,” she said.

I wondered if I could ease her mind a little by throwing at her what my brain was telling me. “Could it have been that Steele had something seriously wrong with him, something that he didn’t want known?” I asked.

Shelley looked at me with sudden interest. Maybe, she all at once considered that I might be a bit more than a hack reporter looking for a sensational story. “I can’t imagine what it would be.”

“There are medical problems that could account for Steele’s tiredness before he disappeared.”

Shelley tossed her blonde hair and huffed. “If you have a health problem, why would you run away from the people closest to you?”

“I don’t know, Shelley. I’m looking for answers so I’m really clutching at straws. Because nobody has been able to provide me with any real answers for Steele’s disappearance, I have to look at a range of possibilities. The health angle is one of them. I think there had to be a major reason why Steele flew the coop, to put it bluntly.”

Shelley shook her head. “Not necessarily, Gillian. In some respects, Clay was a law unto himself. On one occasion, he went bush for some months and sent me two brief scribbled notes. When I told him what I thought of his behaviour, he told me that that was the price I had to pay for knowing him. He went away to write and didn’t want any distractions. I was a distraction,” she said.

“Why didn’t you tell him to get lost? You wouldn’t be short of admirers,” I said.

“There’s men and then there’s men. And then, there’s Clayton Steele. He’s not like any other man I’ve ever known. And there were other compensations,” Shelley said with a catch in her voice.

“You mean, he was a great lover,” I suggested boldly.

“Super. Well, almost up to the end,” she said with some hesitation.

“Which you’re missing a lot?”

“You can say that again. It’s a great feeling being made love to by a man like Clay. He must have seen something in me or he wouldn’t have kept seeing me. I mean, he could have had plenty of other women. There’d been women before me. Camilla told me that Clay had had women chasing him back in his high school days,” she said.

“It sounds to me as if he has a big ego, expecting you to put up with his eccentric behaviour,” I suggested.

Shelley shook her head. “He never big-noted himself, Gillian. When we were together, Clay was always kind and considerate. He was a beautiful man. Sure, he was preoccupied when he was writing but I could live with that because he was so special at other times. I found it hard to accept that Clay would do something so inconsiderate as to simply walk out on me without any explanation. That wasn’t like him. He could have taken me into his confidence and told me what he was going to do. Once, when he told me he might go away for a year or so, I told him I’d go with him. He wouldn’t hear of that because he said it would ruin my career. Yes, he used to go away to write but he always came back and tried to make up for his absences. If I wanted him, and I did, I had to put up with that sort of behaviour. Do you know that he has an IQ approaching genius level?”

“No, I didn’t know that. Does it excuse Steele’s behaviour?” I asked.

“I’ve been trying to decide if ordinary standards apply to people like Clay. If he’d been an ordinary man working at an ordinary job, I wouldn’t have tolerated his eccentric behaviour. But Clay isn’t an ordinary man. I understood that right from the beginning. Camilla isn’t an ordinary woman either. She’s very creative and can write as well as paint and although she is to some extent other-worldly, she isn’t quite as other-worldly as Clay. I asked him once if he’d ever done anything really ordinary or practical like making something or having a garden and he said that he hadn’t but he’d like to settle down, have a garden and grow his own vegetables at some stage in the future,” she said.

“Now, that is interesting.”

“I wouldn’t read too much into it, Gillian. Clay was a thinker, not a doer. Well, he was a doer to the extent that he wrote books but he wasn’t a practical man like my father,” Shelley said.

“Hmm,” I murmured. I wondered how well Shelley really knew Steele. It seemed to me that the last remark she’d attributed to Steele, along with his disappearance, could have been an indication that he was going to drop out and had some intention of starting a garden. A few more such chance remarks might very well lead me to some sort of conclusion about his current whereabouts.

“How are you feeling now?” I asked.

“I’m not too bad. I still miss Clay, but I’ve started dating again. Nothing serious and nothing in the nature of an affair. I felt strongly about Clay and I don’t plan on letting another man into my life for a while. There’s always the chance that Clay will surface again,” she said with a fleeting smile.

I looked at her and shook my head. A young woman with Shelley’s looks and figure, and in the public eye as she was, would get plenty of attention from men. It couldn’t be otherwise. Yet she appeared to be waiting for Clayton Steele’s return.

“I know what I’ve had to put up with since I left school, so I can imagine what kind of attention you get.”

Shelley nodded. “You have beautiful eyes, Gillian. So intensely green. I can well imagine that you get men’s attention.” She tossed her blonde hair back in what I took to be an unconscious habit. “I like being admired and I like being respected for being good in my field, but I don’t like hands on my behind in the lift… that sort of thing. Clay wasn’t like that at all. He was all man where it mattered, but he was, well, a gentleman and very attentive when we went out. Not that we went out a lot. Clay was mostly too engrossed in his writing. I realised that if I wanted him, I had to accept him on his terms. And I surely wanted him,” she said.

Shelley was a very attractive woman earning big money in a highly competitive field, yet she’d accepted Steele on worse terms than she would have had from a galaxy of men. Notwithstanding, Steele had walked out on her. No wonder she’d been shattered.

“Do you think you’ll ever see Steele again?” I asked. It was an inane question but some such questions often reaped remarkable rewards.

“I’d like to think so. What I’d say to him is another matter. Clay could turn up any old time and expect me to be here waiting for him. Well, maybe that’s unrealistic. A fellow as smart as Clay surely wouldn’t expect that. My friends say I should forget Clay because a man who’d clear out as he’s done isn’t worth worrying about. But my friends didn’t know Clay like I did. He was really something and I felt wonderful when I was with him.”

I nodded as though I understood what she meant, though I didn’t. As I hadn’t ever felt that way about a man, I didn’t really appreciate what Shelley was trying to tell me.

I climbed out of Shelley’s luxurious white leather lounge and held out my hand. “Thank you for your time, Shelley. You’ve been very sweet and very honest,” I said.

“You will let me know if you make any progress, won’t you?” she asked.

“Of course, though it might take a while. Steele obviously had a reason for disappearing and for not letting anyone know his intentions. As of right now, I don’t have a clue where to look for him. Maybe there’s a clue or two in his books, and I’ll be going through them very thoroughly,” I told her.

Shelley invited me to visit with her again and I thanked her and left. Despite the glitz, she was a nice young woman and under other circumstances, one I wouldn’t have minded having as a friend. Shelley’s looks and the money she was being paid hadn’t turned her head. Her problem was that a man she’d loved and considered almost god-like had walked out on her. For a young woman with her assets, that wasn’t an experience she would get over in a hurry.

As for me, being the daughter of a top medico had taught me a thing or two and I had a sneaking suspicion that all had not been well with Clayton Steele. The big question was whether any of us would ever see Steele again.





Chapter Two

I had a unit in North Sydney and went back to the old home at Killara very infrequently; I couldn’t face living there again full-time after I lost Dad and Mum. One day, perhaps I’d live there again, but in the meantime, I had a fellow come every three weeks or so to mow the lawns and do other odd jobs, while I went there just about every weekend to water the garden. The lawns were extensive and there were nice shady nooks and swings. It was in a quiet street, so traffic noise was minimal. If you were planning on rearing children and also had to live in the Sydney region, then the Killara property had a lot going for it.

My North Sydney unit was another world entirely. It was close to Sydney’s heart so travelling wasn’t a problem, at least in terms of distance from most of what mattered in business and the media. That’s if you didn’t mind the thousands of vehicles that cluttered every road in and out of Sydney and its environs. While my unit wasn’t far from Shelley’s, my furniture was functional rather than luxurious. But of course, I didn’t have to entertain the kind of people that inhabited her world. I had a couple of comfortable lounge chairs but they certainly weren’t in white leather.

When I returned to my unit after visiting Shelley, I sat down on one of my chairs, kicked off my shoes and tried to unwind. For the first time in many years, I felt I could really relax. All through my education I’d been aware that Dad had expected big things from me. After we lost my brother, I was regarded as the hope of the family. Hugh had been brilliant, so I had big shoes to fill. Dad had expected me to do medicine like him and was transparently disappointed when I told him I wasn’t interested and wanted to do journalism. But a person can’t live one’s life for someone else. You can try but it isn’t a recipe for happiness, and I wanted to be happy in my work because I’d always thought I’d need to work for a long time. Fortunately, I’d been strong enough to stand up to Dad and I think he respected me for it. The main reason I’d opted for journalism was that I had a secret ambition to be a novelist. I’d never told him that I wanted to write books; to talk about such an ambition seemed premature because it’s a tough field and I still wanted to experience more of the world so I had something worth writing about. And that was how I’d stumbled into writing some environmental articles and first discovered Clayton Steele’s work.

For several days, I tried to put the author’s disappearance right out of my mind, well, as much as I could when it was the major subject on my agenda. I went to the theatre, took in a couple of movies, drove up to the Blue Mountains to inspect Norman Lindsay’s old home and contents and went to dinner with some of the old gang. I was soon bored stiff and realised for the umpteenth time that I wasn’t cut out for idleness. My parents’ estate had been finalised, with most of the money invested, and it was going to bring me in more income than I’d been earning as a journo without having to lift a finger. I didn’t need to work but I did have to do something. The first ideas for a book were floating around in my head and there was also the urge to do some travelling. The problem was that travelling on one’s own was no longer safe, unless it was to civilised places, and there was doubt about even them. But civilised places seemed a little boring, offering little challenge to a woman looking for new experiences.

It was in this mood of indecision about what I should do next that I picked up and began to read Clayton Steele’s first novel. I’d previously read his third novel because the subject matter interested me but now I proposed to read his four novels sequentially to try and establish whether there were any common themes. Maybe, just maybe, there was something in Steele’s books that would give me an insight into the man and his disappearance. I had my suspicions but nothing solid. It was a real puzzle and made more so because of Steele’s failure to disclose his intentions to his next of kin. If he wasn’t ill, which was the horse I was currently backing, when would he reappear and where would it be?

Searching for insight, I read Steele’s books one after the other and after sixteen hundred pages of wonderful writing, I was none the wiser. As far as I was concerned, the books didn’t reveal any clues as to his whereabouts. Or, if there were clues, they hadn’t jumped out at me. I made copious notes – university had taught me well how to dissect large quantities of text – and I was full of admiration for Steele’s skill in putting a book together. However, the sad fact was that until I recorded my notes onto my computer, I felt that all I had achieved was a big fat zero. My computer document suggested otherwise. As I reread my notes, I homed right in on Steele’s numerous references to the need to be in isolation when working on major projects. There was also reference to whether a man could develop the willpower to live alone as a pathway to inner peace and satisfaction, and the discipline required to do so. Although mentioned more than once, they were in no sense major themes of his books, which were concerned with far greater issues. But they were there and I felt that they could have some significance. In the past, Steele had secreted himself in a lonely hut in the Blue Mountains while he wrote one of his books. And now, he’d disappeared completely. If he wasn’t desperately ill or dead, and surely we’d know if the latter was the case, it seemed to me that Steele was most likely to be holed up somewhere while he wrote another masterpiece.

I kept on analysing my notes and my probing on isolation threw up what was a sub-theme of Steele’s last novel: the desire of a man facing death from leukaemia to live out his last months in a wilderness area where his physical disintegration would be unobserved. Was it merely a coincidence that Steele had disappeared, or had his book been a final harbinger of his intention to disappear? Was that the reason he’d directed the royalties of that last book to the Salvation Army… because he wouldn’t be needing the money? Was Clayton Steele now living out the scenario contained in his last novel?

I didn’t want to think of Clayton Steele in that kind of situation. It was scary. And as a journalist, I wanted to be able to unearth him fit and well so that I would be able, in the best journalistic tradition, to break the news to all and sundry.

I climbed out of my chair and strode across the room to get my phone, punching Camilla Steele’s number into the keypad.

“It’s Gillian Brooker, Camilla. Did your brother ever speak to you about his health?”

“Not a word, Gillian. Do you have a special reason for asking?”

“Not in so many words. It developed from something Shelley told me. She said your brother looked and felt tired, and I fancy the lovemaking might have tailed off a bit towards the end. I’ve been analysing some notes I made from reading Clay’s four books and there are some interesting results. Maybe I’m over-reacting and there’s nothing in it, but I’d like to follow it through. Do you know if Clay saw a doctor at all?”

There was momentary silence while Camilla Steele considered my question. “Now that I think about it, I fancy Clayton might have gone to the GP who took over from our old family doctor at Balgowlah. I think it was a Doctor McLennan. I remember his name now because Clay mentioned him once and said that he’d been a rugby international,” Camilla said.

“Bless you, Camilla,” I said and hung up.

If I hadn’t had solid experience interviewing all manner of people, I wouldn’t have had the courage to make an appointment with Doctor McLennan for other than medical reasons. The doctor had a formidable persona. He was a huge man with a rather fleshy face that sat on a substantial neck. He had direct grey eyes, thinning sandy hair and one of his ears could have been in better shape, while it was obvious that his nose wasn’t shaped quite as well as it had been originally. I found him intimidating before he’d opened his mouth. This wasn’t surprising because quite a few opposing rugby players had no doubt found him to be exactly the same.

The big medico positively bristled when he learned that I wasn’t there to see him medically. Moreover, when I told him that I was trying to locate Clayton Steele, his grey eyes became distinctly frosty. I rushed on before he had the chance to berate me. “Could you tell me if Mr Steele came to see you and if he was ill… seriously ill?” I managed to get out before he put up his hand and stopped me.

“Miss Brooker, you must appreciate that I can’t reveal patient information to anyone, especially to someone who appears to be engaged in a private investigation about one of them,” Doctor McLennan said sternly.

“I understand medical ethics quite well, Doctor McLennan. My father was a Macquarie Street surgeon of some standing,” I told him. I’d often found that it was an advantage to mention my late father’s name when dealing with doctors.

“That wouldn’t have been Miles Brooker, would it?” McLennan asked in a slightly less icy tone.

I nodded and I imagined his eyes softened.

The doctor sat back in his chair. “I was sorry to hear about his death. Doctor Brooker was an outstanding surgeon and a very fine man.”

“He wasn’t a bad father either,” I said. “The thing is that Clayton Steele has been gone for some time and nobody knows where he is, not even his mother or his sister or, for that matter, his publishers. Steele directed that the royalties from his last book be paid to the Salvation Army, which, you would have to admit, was very odd behaviour for a person living off the returns of his writing. That could suggest that he was ill and didn’t expect to be needing those royalties,” I said.

“What’s your interest in Mr Steele’s whereabouts, Miss Brooker?” McLennan asked.

“I simply want to find him or, in the worst instance, what’s happened to him. I don’t have to but I want to. I never met Steele but his absence is worrying a few people, including his mother and sister, and as I have time on my hands, I thought that trying to locate Steele would be a worthwhile undertaking. I’m not working for a paper now so it’s for purely personal reasons,” I said.

McLennan rubbed his thickened nose between two fingers before he spoke again. “All I’m prepared to tell you is that Mr Steele came to me. I gave him some advice and he said he would follow it but not in Australia.”

“Do you know where he went?” I asked him.

“I fancy it was the United States,” McLennan said.

“Could he be cured?” I asked.

“Sick people are often cured,” he said noncommittally.

“You couldn’t tell me exactly where Mr Steele would have gone? I mean, which hospital?” I asked with more hope than expectation of receiving a favourable answer.

“No, I couldn’t. If Mr Steele had wanted his whereabouts known, he’d have told people,” McLennan said bluntly.

“Thank you, doctor, you’ve been a big help. You’ve confirmed my view, too,” I said and gave him my best smile. It was supposed to be rather special and I think it softened him a mite further. Well, he had been helpful because despite not telling me anything specific, he’d hinted at more than I’d been able to unearth elsewhere.

“I hope you find him and that he’s all right when you do,” McLennan said more congenially. But despite his softer manner, I still couldn’t imagine anyone ever having enjoyed playing rugby against him.

Back at my unit, I considered the implications of the information Doctor McLennan had given me. Knowing that Clayton Steele was probably in America was marginally better than knowing he was in Russia or Africa. However, setting aside Hawaii and Alaska, there were 48 other states in America and it was highly likely that every one of those states had at least one really outstanding hospital, with a number not much inferior. If it was leukaemia or testicular cancer, which one of Shelley’s remarks suggested, there were sure to be some hospitals that had greater expertise in these areas than others. But trying to find Steele would still be like looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack. The big question was whether I should go to the US to search for Steele, expending the kind of money such a search would entail and maybe not find him, or call it quits. I really couldn’t justify that kind of personal expense on a whim. Also, it had been some time since Steele had disappeared and by now he could be on his last legs, as my mother used to say about her ancient rellies. I thought it unlikely that Steele was dead because this fact would have been made known to the Australian authorities and the media would certainly have picked up on it.

And then, a very strange thing happened. Well, it wasn’t so much strange as a stroke of luck, one of those fortuitous occurrences that can change your life and ultimately, it changed mine. It so happened that I was watching a prominent Israeli author being interviewed on the ABC and I heard Clayton Steele’s name mentioned. The author, David Leibmann, mentioned that Steele had paid him a visit in Israel not long prior to his, Leibmann’s, departure for Australia. They had discussed many things and it had been a very fruitful couple of days.

I was so buoyed by this piece of news that I wanted to let out a loud ‘whoopee’. I now knew that Steele was alive and, evidently, well enough to travel. I wonder if I can get to Leibmann? was my first thought.

The ABC wouldn’t tell me where Leibmann was staying and when I finally traced him, he’d already left for home. Undeterred, I rang the Israeli Embassy and they told me they were prepared to forward a letter on to Leibmann. So, I wrote the letter, emailed it to the Embassy and six weeks later, received a brief reply from Leibmann. He told me that his friend, Clayton Steele, was in good health after treatment in the United States. He’d stayed at a kibbutz near Leibmann’s home for a little while, both to bolster his recovery and to learn something about horticulture. Steele’s intention at that time was to return to Australia via France, India and Nepal. Leibmann couldn’t tell me how long Steele intended to be out of Australia, as he had no definite timetable, but that he’d be staying with fellow authors in France and India.

At least he’s alive and well enough to trip around, I thought.

I rang Camilla, Shelley and Brenda to give them this additional information, just as I had as soon as I heard about Steele being in Israel. They all sounded greatly relieved, as they, like me, felt that he must’ve been well enough if he was able to stand up to the demands of travelling, especially in India and Nepal.

I’d asked Camilla for her mother’s email address and sat down and wrote her. I told her what I’d been doing and asked her if she had any idea where her son might stay in France and India. I waited expectantly for a reply, though I suppose I had a cheek writing to Steele’s mother in such a way because I wasn’t a friend of the family or one of Steele’s past girlfriends.

In fact, the reply came quite quickly, which was, I felt, mostly due to the fact that Camilla had put in a good word about me to her mother. Emma Steele wrote that she was very pleased and relieved to hear that her son was apparently in good health, though he had never let on that he was ill so I’d spilt the beans on that score. She told me that there was an old writer/philosopher by the name of Bernard Latterais who’d been a great friend of her late husband and with whom Clayton had corresponded for years. Latterais lived somewhere in the Provence region of France but she didn’t know his exact whereabouts. I sighed. More detective work.

If I hadn’t been a journo, and a determined one, at this stage, I might have given up on locating Steele. But I decided to have another bash at locating him and rang the French Embassy. They wouldn’t give me Latterais’ address so I spent several long hours googling until I’d unearthed what I was looking for. Unfortunately, I’d have to use snail mail to contact him because no matter how hard I searched, I couldn’t find a phone number or email address for Monsieur Latterais.

By the time my letter reached Provence, Steele had been and gone, swallowed up in India. I adhered to my original decision that India was far too big for me to tackle and I hated the idea of climbing even small mountains in Nepal, let alone large ones. I could hike up and down the Himalayas and still be no nearer to finding Steele. For all I knew, the fellow could be leading a monastic life in some out-of-the-way valley that few people knew even existed.

I was beaten. I’d done all I could do for the time being, which was what I relayed to Camilla. She thought I had done ‘bloody well’ and said I shouldn’t be downhearted by not being able to take my search any further.

“Clay will return to Australia when he’s good and ready,” Camilla assured me.

I was still intrigued about what Steele would do if and when he returned to Australia. If he came back, as he probably would because he was supposed to love the place so much, would he return quite openly, or would he continue to maintain his anonymity? With Australia’s land area roughly equivalent to that of the United States, there were plenty of places where Steele could hide himself if he really wanted to. But as large an area as it was, finding someone in Australia didn’t present the same problems as in the United States. I’m not suggesting that it’s easy to find people who don’t want to be found, because of course it’s not, but with my Australian journalistic contacts, there were ways and means of tracking people down. Whether this would prove to be the case with Clayton Steele remained to be seen.

Once again, I recalled the conversation I’d had with my friends about the possibility of remaining anonymous in Australia. Would Steele hide himself in some out-of-the-way place or would he come back to Sydney and resume his writing career there? It seemed that Steele was a law unto himself, so there was no telling what he might do. Would there be another best-selling novel and would he go back to Shelley? The first was a distinct possibility because Steele was a hugely talented writer, but I doubted very much that he’d go back to Shelley Carruthers.

These were some of the questions I tossed around in my head when I wasn’t pondering my immediate future. There didn’t seem to be anything more I could do to progress my search for Steele other than to watch out for a sharp-eyed journalist to report his reappearance in Australia. But while I waited, there was one thing I was sure about. If the charismatic author remained true to form, the flame of his talent would be difficult to extinguish, and sooner or later, he would do something remarkable.

And I was so right.





Chapter Three

Steele came to the cottage when the moon was just peeping over the eastern horizon. The birds that had sung all day in the trees that surrounded the cottage, were silent now. He nosed his van close to the southern wall then got out stiffly and sniffed the air. It was heavy with the perfume of roses, bougainvillea, magnolia and peach blossoms… so heavy as to be almost overpowering. In no place he’d ever been could he recall perfume so voluptuous and he’d visited many lovely places. Nothing had ever been done to curtail the prolific growth, so every tree and shrub grew to its full potential and some were still growing. In places, the flowers of one variety had invaded the branches of other varieties, producing a vibrant multi-coloured effect. This was particularly true of the bougainvillea, which had climbed through the giant magnolia in great crimson and purple swathes of colour.

Steele pulled out his collapsible table and chair, switched on his light and set it on the table. He lit his small gas stove and proceeded to prepare and cook two fillets of fish, which he cooked in a small frying pan. While the fish was cooking, he prepared a fresh salad to have with the fish. In deference to his recent medical condition, he drank two small glasses of fruit and vegetable juices with his meal. He’d once been rather partial to a glass of wine with his meals but he seldom drank wine now.

As he sat and ate his meal, Steele sniffed the sweetness of the night and felt exhilarated by it. Overhead, he heard fruit bats squealing as they zeroed in on ripe fruits beyond his property. There was a peculiar bird-like call emanating from the mango tree and from trees along the creek, which he’d discovered from his first visit to be made by grey ring-tailed possums. These animals of the night had catholic tastes in food and moved from one variety of trees to another with contemptuous ease. He ate his meal as they did, happy to be, what he now considered, home.

After his meal, Steele sat for a little while taking in his surroundings. It was so good to simply sit and absorb all that the property offered in sound and smell. He’d waited so long for this moment that it was hard to believe he was here at last. But he couldn’t remain where he was all night and finally headed to the van to ready himself for bed. It’d been a long drive to reach the cottage before nightfall. He could’ve taken a shorter route if he’d opted to come in via Brisbane but he felt that there’d have been a far greater chance of being recognised there than further north. In any case, he was here now, home, and he was so tired that he drifted off easily and slept right through until daybreak, with the sounds of Jerogeree lulling him to sleep.

When Steele woke, the bird orchestra was in full voice. It seemed to him that birds regarded this place as something special, just as he did, as there were so many varieties. At that moment, he decided he would learn the names and habits of all of them.

Steele took a bucket from the van and strolled down to the creek to fill it, keeping watch for any wildlife out sharing the morning with him.

The water in the creek was clear, though its bed was dark and red. Shadows moved in the water and he wondered what kind of fish they might be and if there were craybobs, or crayfish, too. He’d heard a lot about craybobs but had never seen them.

Back at the van, Steele heated water from his own creek on his stove and had a rough wash before he cooked his breakfast. The doctors had told him to eat nutritious food regularly and not to overtire himself, and he was determined to follow their advice. He’d been given a second chance and he wasn’t about to waste it.

When he sat down to have his breakfast, he was mindful again of how unique the property really was and how fortunate he’d been to acquire it. He could’ve been in an uninhabited land because there was no other person and no other building in sight. There were farms not far distant but they were hidden from view by the screen of trees and shrubs that surrounded the property. It gave him a sense of freedom he’d seldom experienced, and not for some time. The hut in the Blue Mountains had been in a lonely spot with nothing and nobody to divert one’s attention, but it had been a spartan place and vastly dissimilar to this property. He thought of Bombay and Delhi with their teeming millions and of Los Angeles with its smog, its eccentric people and its layers of road that carried the cars so beloved of Americans. Sydney was bad enough and getting worse all the time, but at least there was the wonderful harbour to which one could escape for relief.

After he’d eaten breakfast, Steele made a detailed inspection of the old cottage. It was a much larger building than it appeared from the road and could hardly be described as a cottage at all. It had three peaked roof sections and three chimneys, two at one side of the building and the third at its rear. Steele wondered why, in this temperate region, the original owners had seen the need to incorporate three chimneys. One chimney stemmed from the kitchen, which was understandable, one was in the laundry and the other was in the rather large room which had obviously been a living room. Did it ever get cold enough to warrant a fire? The chimneys were still in surprisingly good order as they seemed to have been constructed with sturdy bricks, while the walls of the building had been constructed from wide wooden slabs cut with a squaring axe.

Steele looked up. There was no ceiling, just bare beams on the underside of the roof, and the roof was made of corrugated iron, now rusty and full of holes. Beneath his feet, the floor was earthen, or ant bed, and strewn with years of debris and animal faeces. He shook his head and moved on.

Further on, there were two rooms that Steele took to have been bedrooms and a big central room that had probably been the main living area. At the back of the cottage was a largish kitchen and a pantry, plus a laundry that he realised had doubled as a bathroom because the old washing tub was still in place.

Steele took a breath and stepped through the back door. There were covered verandas leaning precariously both at the front and rear of the building, and beyond, two tanks, one large and one much smaller, were both full of holes and would need replacing. At the time of its construction, Steele imagined that it would have been considered quite a comfortable dwelling. Now, as he looked at it, Steele realised that the building would require a fairly considerable makeover, with just about everything having to be replaced to make it habitable again.

Would the local council give its approval? Given its current state of disrepair, they might require the building to be demolished. Besides his concerns about council approval, Steele’s second major consideration was whether it would be even possible to restore the building to something like its original form. Given its current state, he was beginning to have his doubts.

Steele walked out of the old building and looked at it from the road. He knew, knew in his heart and in his mind, that no modern house would blend so beautifully into the wild beauty of the property as a building in the form of the original dwelling. It was as if the old building and the property were meant for each other. Or that what had been the original garden had grown more wildly beautiful to compensate for the old building’s gradual disintegration. If it were humanly possible, he wanted the old dwelling to have a second chance to live again.

As he walked beside the verge of the road, Steele became aware that electricity now ran past his property. It hadn’t been there on his first visit to the property and was an indication of the increased interest in local real estate. One pole was all he would need and then, he would have electricity available for the rebuilding. He was aware that modern tradesmen used a variety of power tools, so getting the electricity supplied to his property was essential.

As Steele walked back to his van, he felt a kind of exhilaration. This was the first property that he’d owned that had been paid for by his own efforts and the books he’d written. It was his and his alone and he was determined that it was going to be the cornerstone on which the next phase of his life would be built.

Steele wasted no time and paid a visit to the local council office, which elicited a promise from the building inspector that he’d come and inspect the cottage at his first free moment.

True to his word, John Delaney came early the following morning and looked gravely at the wreck of the old dwelling with a shake of his head. The building inspector was a stout, red-headed man with a florid face and grey-green eyes. He had the look of a man who drank heavily but as Steele subsequently discovered, was more of a sportsman than a drinker, a fine bowls player who’d played in the state championships.

Steele told the inspector what he had in mind and though initially sceptical that the building was worth restoration, Steele’s quiet confidence and enthusiasm gradually won him over.

“Well,” he said carefully, “if you replace all the old materials with new stuff and put in a timber floor, that would make a difference. I don’t have to tell you that the place isn’t habitable now. The roof leaks and it’s full of spiders. I’ll tell you what I suggest. There’s a youngish builder by the name of Josh Evans who might be just the man for you. Josh has done some good work in the past couple of years. This could be the kind of challenge he might enjoy, though he’s more likely to tell you it needs bulldozing. I’ll get Josh to come and see you if you like,” the building inspector said.

Steele thanked him and told him he appreciated his help and that he could see that he was interested in retaining a building that had obviously been part of the early development of the area. This was a shrewd double-pronged response on Steele’s part because the building inspector had probably copped criticism for insisting on building standards being strictly adhered to and now, he was faced with giving agreement to the restoration of a building that had great historical value. Steele had very quickly picked up on the fact that Delaney was a proud local and both he and the council would almost certainly be congratulated for their support for Steele’s project. There was kudos to be gained from this endeavour, which was the first of its kind that had come Delaney’s way.

“Why do you want to restore the old place rather than build a new one?” the building inspector asked Steele.

“Because it’s so beautifully in harmony with its surroundings,” Steele said. “I’d like to see the house restored to what it was or better. And I want to live here. I do a bit of writing and this is the most perfect place I’ve seen for my purposes. And believe me, I’ve seen a substantial part of the world. Perhaps you’ll imagine I’m an odd kind of bloke, but I want to see the old place live again,” Steele said.

“I’ll grant you it’s a beautiful spot. I suppose you’ve wondered why someone else didn’t snap it up,” Delaney said.

Steele scanned the wilderness around him. “Yes, I’ve wondered about that.”

“It’s been advertised for sale several times at a massive price reduction because of the rates owing on it. But the fact of the matter is, locals wouldn’t touch it because the place is supposed to be haunted. Only someone like you wouldn’t have been aware of that. If you hadn’t bought it, some other outsider would have bought it sooner or later.”

“How seriously is that story taken locally?”

“Fairly seriously, especially by the older people. It’s still talked about in the pubs.”

Steele surveyed the property. “What’s the basis for it?”

The building inspector told him that the original owner, Jack Hewitt Senior, was supposed to have been a very hard man who’d poisoned the local Aborigines, the Gubbi Gubbi, with flour laced with strychnine, and about his son, Jack Hewitt Junior, who’d lived, so it was said, to be one hundred and three.

“Some of the Gubbi Gubbi who were off hunting got old Jack in the end. They bashed his head in and he’s buried here,” Delaney said, pointing his finger at the ground. “There was a lot more to old Jack Hewitt than that. He was supposed to have been a bushranger in New South Wales and to have come up here with a heap of gold. It was never found, but Jack’s son, that was Jack Junior, lived a very long life and was never short of money. The story is that for a large part of his life, he lived off his father’s gold.”

“How interesting,” Steele said.

“Yeah. Two local fellows came out here to fish and to have a booze-up and they swore they saw something very peculiar under your mango tree. They were so spooked that they got in their vehicle and drove for their lives,” Delaney said, scrutinising Steele’s face for a reaction.

“After what I’ve been through, a few spirits won’t concern me,” Steele said with a smile. “If they leave me alone, they can have the run of the place. But I wouldn’t put much credence in what two boozers reckoned they saw.”

“You’re probably right at that,” Delaney agreed. “It might be like the story of the black panther down Emmaville way. Some stories get blown out of all proportion. I’d say there never was a black panther at Emmaville, or any other place it was supposed to be, and there was never a ghost under your mango tree. But these stories get around and are difficult to stamp out. Actually, the ghost story originally came from the old Murris who said that an evil spirit or some such thing lived here.”

“I suppose you mean the Gubbi Gubbi people, the original ones? Are there any left around here?” Steele asked.

“Not to speak of. The ones around here are as much white as Murri. But one eighth Murri, seven eighths white and you’re indigenous. It’s about lifestyle and family apparently, not the colour of your skin. Funny that you should ask about old-timers though. The local crowd say there’s one of the old-timers still living in North Queensland. They say that he’s the last full descendent of the tribe that lived here along Jerogeree Creek. He’d be a very old man now. Local legend says that one day, he’ll come back here to die and then this land will revert to Gubbi Gubbi ownership. This old chap was one of their mystics and supposed to have psychic powers. I’ve never given that sort of thing much credence but I read a book by a Professor Elkin once and he wrote that some of the old Aborigines and Torres Straight Islanders definitely possessed this psychic power. I thought that with you being a writer and all, you’d find it interesting,” Delaney said.

“I do, Mr Delaney. And thanks for your help, along with the information,” Steele said warmly.

“Good luck with your venture. I’ll tell Josh Evans to call and see you. I presume, you’ll be camping here in the van?”

“Indefinitely,” Steele said, and laughed.

Steele watched Delaney drive away in a newish Commodore and thought about what the building inspector had told him. He felt the talk of spirits added to, rather than detracted from the uniqueness of the property. Not so very many years ago, the Gubbi Gubbi people had lived at Jerogeree and had done so for perhaps 40,000 years, give or take a few thousand. But they’d been brushed aside as if of no account by newcomers desperate to acquire timber and land. The Europeans were supposed to be Christian people and to have Christian principles, but they’d shot and poisoned the traditional occupiers and in many instances, been rewarded for doing so.

Steele knew that one day, he’d have to write about those early years along Jerogeree Creek. It was his duty.





Chapter Four

Josh Evans was a tall, gangly, fair-headed fellow with blue eyes and a long jaw to match his height. There was a look in his eyes that suggested to Steele that he might be a bit of a devil. He arrived a few days after the building inspector’s visit and just as Steele had sat down to resume writing up his impressions of the places he had visited on his overseas sojourn. He’d made notes as he went along but these needed to be expanded to more fully describe his impressions. He was working at his table, which he’d placed in the shade cast by the huge mango tree when Evans climbed out of his one-tonner and walked with long strides towards him.

“Josh Evans,” the long fellow said by way of introduction. “‘Blue’ Delaney asked me to come and see ya. Sez ya want to restore the old cottage.” And in the next breath, “Anyone tell ya yer gotta to be careful handling mangoes. They got a white sap where you break off the fruit and it can cause heaps of trouble. You get these huge mango boils, see. Some people are real allergic to it. I saw a yank tourist with his face swollen up like a cow’s udder.”

“I didn’t know that,” Steele said grinning. “I’ll be careful how I handle them.”

“Bloody shame ’cause they’re bloody good to eat,” Evans said. “You fair dinkum about wanting to restore that pile of junk there?”

“I’m fair dinkum,” Steele said equably.

The lean builder looked at the building and shook his head. He pulled an old stump across to Steele’s table and sat down on it. “You’d do better to let me pull it down and build you a nice new house.”

“I don’t want a nice new house. I want this building restored. I want the roof lifted so that I can have timber floors installed and I want a few other extras, but I want the restored building to look as much like the old one as possible. It suits this garden and this place. A new house wouldn’t suit this site at all,” Steele said firmly.

Evans gave the building another long evaluation in case he’d missed something about it, but as far as he could see, he hadn’t.

“Orl right, let’s have a look at the bugger. I’ll make some notes and tell ya what I’ll need to make a job of it. It’ll be a bloody challenge, I tell ya.”

Evans produced a stub of pencil and a small, dog-eared notebook then walked across to the front of the building. His first action was to kick one of the posts that supported the front veranda.

“I want this veranda to have a new timber floor with steps up to it and I want it gauzed,” Steele said. "Same goes for the back veranda.’

Evans nodded, put a piece of chewing gum in his mouth and made a note in his book. When they’d gone right through the building, he looked at his notes and then at Steele. “It’s going to be bloody near a new house anyway, Mr Steele. The only things ya’ll be able to retain are the chimneys and the slab walls. Everything else has gotta go. You’ll need new iron for the roof, new guttering, new tanks and all the internal timber will have to be replaced. I reckon you should line the interior of the slab walls with plaster or such. That way, it’ll be a lot warmer in winter but you’ll maintain your old look on the outside. I take it that you’ll be installing electricity, so you’ll need to upgrade your bathroom or, better still, make it separate from the laundry. The old tub and the bath have had it too so ya’ll need to replace them. What do ya reckon about all that?”

“Can you do it?” Steele asked.

“I reckon I can,” Evans said. “There’ll be a lot of messing around before I can make a real start on the actual building. It won’t be a straight-forward job like with a new house.”

Steele nodded. “I understand. Would you have any idea what it will cost me?”

“Not at this stage. I’ll have to work out the cost of the materials. I charge by the day plus what it costs when I’ve got my apprentice working here,” Evans said and spat out a gob of gum.

“How long do you reckon it would take?” Steele asked.

“Hard to say. I’ve never tackled anything like this. It’ll be a suck-it-and-see job. Everything but the chimneys will have to be pulled down and replaced and that’s all extra work. The slabs are okay but the uprights will have to come out. The chimneys will need re-mortaring. It might take me a couple of months and I might do it sooner,” Evans said.

“I’d like to help,” Steele said. “I don’t mean from the point of view of saving money but just to be involved.”

“Yeah, well, that’s okay. You’ll be wanting to get rid of all the old stuff so you can help us load it onto my truck and Deano can take it to the tip. Deano’s my apprentice,” Evans said.

“When can you start?”

“Maybe about the end of next week. I’ve got a job to finish off and then, I could come here. I’ll work out what I need to make a start and get it delivered. I can see ten grand’s worth of stuff straight off. Then, there’ll be kitchen, laundry and bathroom stuff and you’ll need a plumber for that. That’s okay ’cos I’ve got a plumber that works with me a lot. I won’t need the electricity the first few days but the sooner it’s on, the better,” Evans said.

“I’ve already applied for it. They told me they hoped to be here within a fortnight,” Steele said.

“Bewdy. One more thing. What do I call ya?” Evans asked.

“You can call me Clay,” Steele told him.

Evans thrust out his hand, “We’ve got a deal, Clay. Making this old dump liveable again is going to be a real challenge. Oh, one more thing. I reckon, you’ll need to install a septic tank. My plumber could do it for you.”

Steele looked across to where the old outhouse was situated. It was completely masked by purple and red bougainvillea. Evans looked, too.

“Ya won’t have to pull that down. I can build a toilet into the bathroom and you won’t have to go outside. Be bloody handy not to need to when it rains and it can rain a lot here. No problem, Clay. You can’t use that old bog hole,” Evans said.

“I agree. Tell your mate to go ahead and install the tank,” Steele said.

“Way to go,” Evans said. “You don’t have to worry about tucker for me and Deano. We’ll bring our own. Just need the electricity to boil a jug. I like me drink o’ tea. I’ll see if I can put a bunger under the electricity mob and get ’em here a bit quicker.”

“So, I’ll expect you when I see you,” Steele said.

“I’ll be here as soon as I can manage it, Clay. You’ll be pleased to move out of your van and into a house by the time we’re done. I’ll get the timber and other stuff here as soon as I’ve worked out what I need. Big round posts of that length might take a bit of findin’. You’d better get yourself a pair of strong leather gloves if you’re going to be handling that old stuff. Make it a lot easier on your hands. See ya, Clay,” Evans said.

Evans walked back to the one-tonner, twisted into the cabin and left.

It was quiet again after the sound of the vehicle receded into the distance. Steele felt a great sense of relief that he was now committed to restoring the old building. He felt that his life now had a direction it had been lacking, even taking into account the best-selling books he’d produced. He’d always been praised for his brilliance and people everywhere expected so much from him that he was under constant pressure to come up with award-winning books and make clever speeches at literary functions. But he was tired of being in the spotlight and wanted no more of it. Never again. No stress and no women to complicate his life. Women were hugely demanding even when they insisted they weren’t. And since his illness, he didn’t feel ready for the demands of any of them, including his mother and sister.

As he looked around the wildly beautiful property, he knew that Shelley Carruthers could never live at Jerogeree, picturesque and all that it was. It would be far too quiet and far too dull for Shelley. He was well aware when he left Sydney that if he recovered from his illness, there would be no going back to Shelley and the social complications of her celebrity life. She was a sweet, young woman but she was a career woman too, one of the breed of women who wanted everything, and in some cases, had everything. He was in no sense unhappy about her success, but he had no desire to maintain a relationship with a career woman, or any woman for that matter. What he wanted was peace and quiet and anonymity. He wanted to write again and to listen to music and to hear the birds sing.

Steele knew that he’d been lucky. He could have died. Instead, he’d been given a second chance. And because he’d been given the twin gifts of writing talent and a degree of intelligence, he wanted to utilise them to the best of his ability. He’d recognised that this property, surreal by Sydney standards, was exactly right for him. When he’d purchased the property, he hadn’t been aware of its mythology and he’d never even heard of the Gubbi Gubbi people who once frequented the region. What he did know was that it was the dream of restoring the old building and living in this place that had sustained him through all the many months of treatment. He’d hung on to that dream because, despite what he’d achieved in the past, the property was a lifeline to the future. His relationship with Shelley Carruthers had been real enough at the time, but he’d known when he was diagnosed that his future didn’t lie with her. Shelley had been a delightful interlude. But she didn’t need him and he didn’t need her, desirable as she was. Yes, Shelley would be all right without him. And probably better off.

Steele had hardly thought of women since he’d left Australia. Everywhere he’d been, he’d seen problems and potential problems, and to write about them would keep him occupied for years. The sight of attractive women – and there’d been a lot of them in America and the places he’d been since – didn’t stir him as it had done before he became ill, so he wondered if the treatment had stilled his desire. He refused to think about that. Right now, this lovely, abandoned property stirred him deeply. In contrast to all the ugliness he’d seen in his travels, this was a place that had grown more beautiful through being neglected. It was as if it might have been at the beginning of the world and before the land and forests were raped and despoiled. He’d found it only just in time, too, before it was ruined by a modern house and a conventional garden.

Yes, his future was here in this special place, and he was determined to do right by it.





Chapter Five

Josh Evans was as good as his word. The building materials arrived early in the following week and a couple of days later, the plumber, Dick Bradley, arrived with a backhoe to dig the hole for the septic tank. Bradley was a stocky, dark-haired fellow with a bush of curly hair bristling above the top button of his fluorescent striped work shirt. He must’ve been in his mid-thirties and during a break from the work, he asked Steele if he’d ever been a cricketer.

“I never played much sport,” Steele told him. “The only thing I ever did in that line was lift a few weights. I’m afraid I was more of an academic type. Are you a cricketer?”

“I still play. Josh and I play for the district side. I bowl spin and Josh is a fast bowler. He might have gone a long way if he hadn’t had to leave school early to start work. He lost his father and had to take over earning a crust. Bloody shame,” Bradley said.

“I don’t know much about cricket,” Steele said.

“If you get Josh started on cricket, he’ll talk you blind. Maybe he’ll try and talk you into writing a book on Don Tallon,” Bradley said.

“Who was Don Tallon?” Steele asked.

“Only one of the best wicket-keepers this country and the game of cricket has ever seen. Played for Queensland and Australia. Played with Bradman,” Bradley said.

“I know about Bradman,” Steele said, grinning.

“Who doesn’t? He was a run machine. Bill Brown said once that you didn’t bat with Bradman, you ran with him. If it hadn’t been for the war, Bradman would have set a heap more records. He lost several years of playing because of that stoush. Bloody wonder he was still so good after a break like that,” Bradley said.

“I suppose so,” Steele agreed. He’d probably missed something not playing cricket but he’d always felt that you had to have a great desire to do something to be any good at it, and he’d never experienced that desire for any form of team sport. He’d always been interested in writing – compositions and essays before the books – and this occupation had filled his life. He’d discovered girls when he was in high school or, perhaps more accurately, girls had discovered him and they’d been his major diversion from writing. Shelley had been the most passionate of them but he hardly ever thought of her now or of women generally for that matter. He’d had nothing to do with a woman since leaving Shelley.

Josh Evans didn’t allow the grass to grow under his feet. By midday of his first working day, the builder and his apprentice had removed both lean-to verandas and all the posts from the front portion of the cottage. Steele carried the slabs away, stacked them in one heap and put the discarded material in another. The apprentice, Deano, was a tall, fair-haired youth built along similar lines to Josh but not quite as tall. He seemed to have missed the dreaded pimply stage because his skin was clear and all in all, he appeared to be a picture of health. It transpired that he was also a cricketer and in Josh’s team. Steele conceived the notion that anyone not disposed towards cricket would be at a major disadvantage in this area.

Deano had a tendency to come and go and when Steele asked about him, Josh told him that he was working on other jobs because he’d reached the stage where he could be entrusted with unsupervised work.

“A lot of that stuff will burn well if you cut it into short lengths. Ya need a bench saw. Just the shot for that old timber,” Josh suggested.

The old roof came off the following day and Steele stacked the rusted iron on Josh’s one-tonner. And then, the two men rolled the old water tanks to the vehicle. It took two trips to cart the lot to the tip. Discoloured and pockmarked by a myriad of holes, the old tanks had been real eyesores and their removal elicited a ‘Thank goodness, they’re gone’ from Steele.

“What do you say we replace them with a couple of coloured plastic tanks, Clay? You can get them in a few colours and a couple of green tanks would look a lot more natural here than the gal ones,” Josh said.

“I don’t see why not,” Steele agreed.

“They should last okay and you know the gal tanks are going to rust eventually. You managin’ okay? Job’s not too heavy for you… you havin’ been sick and all?”

“I’m all right, Josh. I’m not busting myself,” Steele assured him.

“That’s the shot. Leave those bigger posts to Deano and me,” Evans said.

It was on the fourth day of work that the boy appeared. It was a little after mid-afternoon and the first day they had electricity. The day before two trucks and a team of men had arrived and within hours, they’d put the pole up and attached a power board to it. A local electrician, another mate of Evans, had installed the power board and wiring that morning and Steele was now able to boil a jug for tea. He was in the process of doing this for the afternoon smoko when he saw the boy. It was almost as if he’d materialised from nowhere. One moment, there was only himself and Josh and in the next, there he was. Steele, making a hasty judgement, imagined that he was perhaps twelve or possibly, thirteen. His skin was a pale caramel colour. His hair was dark, naturally wavy and he had soft brown eyes. ’Lovely eyes for a boy’ was Steele’s first thought. The boy’s left eye was ringed by a purple-black bruise and there was a small tear in the left sleeve of his dark grey shirt, with another in the left leg of his grey shorts. There was something about him that instantly intrigued Steele.

“Wotcha doin’?” the boy asked.

“I’m boiling the jug so my builder can have a cup of tea,” Steele answered.

“Naaaa. Wotcha doin’ there?” the boy asked and pointed to what remained of the old building.

“We’re pulling things down so I can restore the old cottage,” Steele said.

“What’s ‘restore’ mean?” the boy asked.

“I’m going to make the house like it used to be, only better,” Steele explained.

“Why?”

“So I can live in it,” Steele said.

“Did you buy this place?”

“Of course. Does that worry you?”

“Naaa. It used to belong to me great great granpa,” the boy said.

“Is that so? How interesting. Would you like a biscuit?” Steele asked him. The boy took two Anzac biscuits and scrutinised the work in progress. Presently, Josh put down his tools and walked over to the table beside which Steele and the boy were standing.

“Got yourself a helper, Clay?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, Josh. I’d say that this young man is very interested in what we’re doing,” Steele said.

“You’re dead right too. This is Billy Sanders, Clay,” Evans said.

“You know him?”

“Sure, I know him. I know most people in these parts. Been here all me life, Clay. But as it happens, I know a fair bit about young Billy. He’s a very good schoolboy cricketer,” Evans said.

“Ah! So, you would know him,” Steele said. “Where do you live, young fellow?”

The boy jerked a thumb behind him which didn’t enlighten Steele at all because it might have indicated that he lived anywhere within miles of his property. “Just down the road a bit. I saw ya when I went past on my way home from school. There’s a bus that drops me off at the corner. I saw ya start, I mean.”

“What happened to your eye?” Steele asked.

“Dooley hit me,” the boy answered.

“Who’s Dooley?”

“Dooley’s me mother’s bloke. He’s not me father. Me father’s in Brisbane,” Billy said.

Anger stirred in him. “Why did this Dooley fellow hit you, Billy?” Steele asked.

“He thought I hadn’t penned the calf up. He was so pissed he couldn’t see it in the corner of the pen. It’s a black calf and it was dark when he got back,” Billy said.

“Does he hit you very often?”

“Pretty often,” Billy replied with surprising candour.

“That’s tough. Can’t your mother stop Dooley from hitting you?”

“Naaa. Dooley hits her, too. I’m clearing out as soon as I’m old enough to leave school. I’ll be sorry to leave me mum but Dooley’s not me father and he’s not much of a bloke,” Billy said.

“What are you going to do when you clear out?”

“Play the guitar and sing,” the boy said. “Make some money.”

“Can you play the guitar?”

“Yeah, I can play one. Me mum taught me. I don’t have one now ’cos Dooley smashed it when he was on the piss. The music teacher at school sez I play real good. And she says that if my voice breaks right and I can sing as well as me mum, I could go a long way… be as good as John Denver,” Billy said.

“John Denver. He was an American, wasn’t he? Why would you like to be like him?” Steele asked.

“I just like his voice and how he sings. I reckon he’s just great. Do ya need a hand here? I could help for a bit o’ money. I need to save up for another guitar,” Billy said.

“Wouldn’t Dooley smash it, too?” Steele suggested.

“I’d have to hide it.”

Steele looked at Evans and saw his own concern reflected on the face of the builder. “I dare say we could find something for you to do. Does your mother know you’re here?”

“Yeah. I asked her if it was all right to come. She knows Mr Evans,” Billy said.

“What about this Dooley fellow?” Steele asked.

“He’s away at the sheds,” Billy said. “He’s a shearer.”

“Then you can come here and we’ll find something for you to do. Come tomorrow afternoon after school,” Steele said.

The first smile lit up the boy’s face. “Bewdy. I better go now. Got some homework and then the calf to get in. See ya,” Billy said.

He walked away a few paces and then turned back towards the two men. “There’s good fish in that crick,” he said. The way he conveyed this piece of information made it seem a hugely important announcement.

“Are there, Billy? What kind of fish?” Steele asked. He’d been advised to eat a lot of fish, so he was more than a little interested in Billy’s local knowledge.

“Mostly perch. There’s craybobs, too. Big bewdies. You can catch the fish with a trap if you don’t have a rod or a handline. And you can catch the craybobs with a hunk o’ meat on a line,” Billy said.

“Is the fish-trap legal here?” Steele asked.

“Naaa, but it gets ya fish,” Billy said. And having delivered this seemingly unarguable morsel of logic, Billy left them. He seemed to float away from them, so effortlessly did his legs carry him.

“Lordy, look at the way that boy moves,” Steele said with a look of wonder on his face.

“There’s nobody near his age that can beat him in a foot race,” Evans said. “He’s a bloody natural. I heard that the sports teacher reckons Billy is the best runner the school has ever had, but the little bugger hasn’t got his heart in it. He wants to play cricket and football.”

“That should please you… about the cricket, I mean,” Steele said.

“Yeah, but I’m not one-eyed. I’d like to see Australia come up with a bloke good enough to beat all those black runners that win everything at the Olympics. We’ve got plenty of good cricketers but our runners aren’t good enough. A boy as good as Billy could do it maybe, but he needs to be guided and trained properly, not dragged up by a hot-arsed woman like his mother and a drongo like Dooley. Look at all those good swimmers. They’ve all got parents that cart them to swimming early morning and drive them home from the gyms where they do their weight training. Billy hasn’t got any of that. But most of all, Billy doesn’t want to train because he says there’s no money in running even if he was the best in Australia. He’s a natural musician and that’s all he wants to be,” Evans said, and having said all this, he emptied what was left of his mug of tea onto the ground and walked back to the dismembered dwelling.

The demolition of the old building continued the next day and for a couple of days after that. Steele was grateful for the thick, leather gloves which he’d purchased at Josh’s suggestion. The ends of the slabs in particular, yielded some massive splinters. They were also caked with a thick layer of dust that had accumulated during the many years the building had been unoccupied.

Billy Sanders arrived the next afternoon and for many subsequent afternoons. He also came when Evans worked at the weekend. Steele supplied him with a pair of gloves and he helped Steele carry the slabs to where they were laid out for cleaning. Billy worked well, steadily and uncomplainingly and at any job he was asked to do. He would hare off to the creek with a bucket to obtain water for washing the slabs. The spring was much closer but the water was so cold and sweet that neither Steele nor Evans was disposed to utilise it for washing the old slabs.

“Ya oughta put a pump in the creek, Clay,” Evans suggested. “Now ya’ve got power, ya could install a small electric motor and pump that’d push the water up to a small tank. I know a fella who could do the job for ya.”

Steele was by this time aware that Josh could be relied upon to know just the man for any job that needed doing. “Two questions: would it cost much and is it legal?”

“Not a lot. Save ya heaps of work and be bloody handy if you want to start a veggie garden. I don’t know that anyone would object to ya pumping up a bit of water for domestic use though if you enquired, ya’d probably have to fill in twenty different forms. It’d be different if you were going to irrigate a crop,” Evans said.

“Then we’ll do it,” Steele said.

“Way to go. We’ll make a bushie out of you in no time,” Evans said with a face-splitting grin.

So, Josh’s man installed a pump and motor that pumped water up to a small holding tank. Josh supplied a hose too, which made the job of cleaning the slabs a whole lot easier. Steele was surprised to find the old timber slabs in such good condition and said as much to Josh.

“Yeah, well, I reckon those slabs will see you out, Clay. First thing ya want to do when we’ve finished building is to get the place done for white ants. Beats me why they haven’t chewed the old place to powder but I haven’t seen any. Bloody amazing. Only thing I can think of is that either insects or birds have kept them down,” Evans said. “Maybe even ant-eaters. There’s a few around here.”

The two men had developed an easy familiarity. Steele was impressed with Josh’s energetic approach to the job. It seemed that once he’d taken it on, he was determined to make a success of it. Steele thought that he was in many respects what he’d always imagined a real Australian to be. Evans was good-humoured, irreverent, capable and co-operative. Although his grammar was at times quite atrocious, Josh had a pleasant-speaking voice and he was fond of using words such as cobber, mate, bloke and bloody. Steele found him highly entertaining and not short of grey matter either.

The truth was that Evans was intelligent enough to understand that Steele was unlike any man he’d ever met. Clay Steele spoke beautifully, which suggested he’d been educated at a posh school, but he wasn’t in any sense la-di-dah in his behaviour. He’d contribute to any subject Josh brought up and what he said always made sense. Evans couldn’t make up his mind whether Steele was running from something or someone, possibly a woman, or whether he was simply a genuine loner. He knew of another man who lived on his own nearby and that man was a poet. And he wasn’t the only dropout in the area. Steele was a mystery and Evans didn’t like mysteries. He was a what-you-see-is-what-you-get bloke, a straight-from-the-shoulder fellow who was intrigued when other blokes weren’t the same.

The two men were sitting at Steele’s table having lunch when Josh’s curiosity at last got the better of him. “Who are ya, Clay?”

“Just a fellow who’s restoring an old house, Josh,” Steele answered equably.

“Yeah, and I’m the bloody Prime Minister. Give us a go, Clay. I reckon you’re a lot more important a bloke than you’re letting on and I also reckon that you don’t want to be found in a hurry,” Josh said.

“What makes you think that, Josh?” Steele asked.

“I may be only a bush builder but I’m not a dill. You’re not like any bloke in these parts. My bet is that something happened and you want to drop-out for a while. Ya not on ya Pat Malone. There’s a few blokes have come here that were jack o’ the big smoke,” Evans said.

“That’s very percipient of you, Josh,” Steele said with a grin.

“Huh?”

“It’s better than being plain smart. It means, you’ve got some degree of insight,” Steele said.

“Is that good?” Evans asked.

“It’s very good, Josh. There aren’t too many people that have insight,” Steele said.

“So, am I right about ya? Are you someone fairly important?” Evans pressed.

“That’s a moot point, Josh. Some people would consider me very important and some wouldn’t, while most wouldn’t know or care what I was. It depends on whether you’re literary-minded or otherwise,” Steele said.

“You mean, you’re in the book business?”

“You could say that,” Steele said.

“I reckon ya’ve probably written books, maybe some pretty important books,” Evans suggested.

“You’re a bright bloke, Josh Evans. Yes, I’ve written books, though I don’t want that fact bandied around the town and district. Right now, I’m trying to keep a low profile. In fact, my family and old associates don’t even know that I’m back in Australia. Not even my last girlfriend,” Steele said.

“Ya’ve been overseas?”

“Yes, Josh. I was very sick and had to have treatment in America. When I left Australia, there was a good chance that I’d never return. Owning this property and thinking about what I wanted to do with it helped me while I was having all the treatment. After I recovered, I did a tour of several countries and stayed with some other writers. I’d intended to stay away longer but I got homesick for Australia and suddenly anxious to get started on this restoration. I couldn’t settle to write even though I was at some lovely places,” Steele said.

This was true because no place seemed the same as Australia. He longed for the smell of eucalypts, the sky’s blue vastness and the long, white beaches. He wanted a piece of Australia he could call his own and the memory of this lovely place with its long-abandoned garden, riotous with colour and scented with perfume, stayed in his mind.

“So, ya’ve written books?”

“Some,” Steele said.

“Good books?” Josh asked.

“What’s good, Josh? Books are a very subjective thing. Not everyone likes the same books. I’ve written bestsellers for what that’s worth but there’re people who would never read my books. All that was before I got sick,” Steele explained.

“You okay now?” Josh asked.

“I doubt that anyone who’s had what I had is ever free of the thought that it could re-occur,” Steele said. The return of his illness was a fear that kept him from thinking too much about relationships, past or present.

“Why don’t ya want people to know ya here, Clay?”

Steele hesitated before answering. It would take far too long to give Evans the kind of answer the question really deserved, and if he gave it, the builder would think he was up himself. Instead, he searched his mind for a brief answer that would give satisfaction. “I suppose the best answer I can give you is that I want some privacy. I don’t want and wouldn’t appreciate a horde of news-hungry reporters falling over each other to report that I’m back and wanting to know where I’ve been and what I’ve done since I left Australia. I don’t know how long I can maintain my privacy but I’ll do it for as long as I can get away with it. This beard is part of the act. By the time some sharp reporter picks up on the fact that I’m here, I might be in better shape to handle any subsequent publicity,” Steele said.

“But why here, Clay? You could have found more out-of-the-way places than here. The Mexicans from all those states south of Queensland are comin’ here in droves now. Some of them are sure to be book readers and one of them could recognise you,” Evans said.

Again, Steele hesitated. He imagined that Josh had probably driven past this property dozens of times yet it seemed that he’d never been stirred by it. How then would he be able to make him appreciate why he’d bought it?

“There’s a very famous place in India and there’s some writing on that building that goes something like this: ‘If there is a heaven on earth, it is this, it is this, it is this.’ This property, this lovely, wild garden and that creek below it, are my heaven on earth, Josh. This is where I’ll be able to write again one day. Can you understand what I mean?” Steele asked.

Evans looked at Steele and then looked away at the disordered acres and the madly blooming shrubs. “It’s very colourful and it smells nice but it’s a huge mess, Clay. It’ll take a lot of effort to clean it up and you aren’t the right bloke to be doing it.”

“I won’t be cleaning it up very much, only adding a vegetable garden. The birds love this place, the grey possums love it and I love it. It’s… elemental. It’s like things might have been a long time ago… before we went mad with axes and saws. I know in my heart that I’ll write well here, Josh. So don’t give me away please. If anyone asks, I’m just a fellow who paid you to restore the old cottage. Nothing more. Can you do that?” Steele asked.

“If that’s what ya want, Clay. I reckon a bloke’s business is his own, but it’s hard to keep secrets in these country towns. It’s part of the way of life to know all the gossip. I’d go so far as to say that these towns run on gossip,” Evans said.

“Then I hope I won’t contribute anything for people to gossip about,” Steele said with a gentle smile.

“Fat hope, Clay. There’s already a lot of talk about the old Hewitt place being restored. It’s news. One joker in the pub wondered if you’d seen the ghost yet! Ha ha. I reckon that when we get this building up, there’ll be a lot of sticky beaks drivin’ past to have a squizz at it,” Evans said with a broad grin.

“Good heavens,” Steele said with a sigh. “Maybe I ought to go into the tourism business and charge for a tour of inspection.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Evans said. “There’ll be a few that will want to see what’s been done but it won’t be flash enough for you to charge for a look. What ya haven’t taken into account is that this is the most er…”

“Iconic?” Steele suggested.

“Does that mean famous or something like it?” Evans asked.

“It could.”

“Well, this is the most iconic site in the Shire because of the Hewitts and the massacres, not to mention the ghost stories. It’s part of the history of the area. You can’t expect people not to talk about what you’re doing here. That’s the first step towards wanting to know who you are,” Evans said.

Steele nodded soberly. When he’d bought the property, he’d had no knowledge of its history. He hadn’t been made aware that the land had been part of a former camping ground of the Gubbi Gubbi people and that many of these people had been massacred by a ruthless white man. And he doubted that this knowledge would have made any difference to his decision to buy the property.

“You mentioned a sheila, Clay. Are you running away from her, too?” Evans asked.

“I think it would be truer to say that I’m running away from all sheilas,” Steele said with a half-smile.

"They give you a hard time?’ Evans asked with a grin.

“Women make demands, Josh. Especially young women. I don’t want anyone making demands or having expectations of how I should behave. The only person I want to answer to is myself. I’ve had relationships and I’ve had limelight and I’ve had literary psycho-babble, and I want no more of any of it. I want to write in peace, grow vegetables and herbs and be able to sit down and smell the flowers,” Steele said.

“You don’t have to sit down to smell them here,” Evans said, still grinning.

And Steele let out a deep laugh from his barrel chest.

Billy asked questions too, but his were of an entirely different nature. He seemed happy to be involved in the work at the old cottage. His interest in the project intensified and became more overt after the demolition of the building was completed and Josh began the rebuilding. The big round posts that were sunk to support the new and higher roof finally convinced Billy that the old building would indeed be restored. His interest reached barely concealed excitement when the new roof went on.

“I’d like to bring me mum down to see it,” Billy announced late one evening.

Steele glanced across at his builder and noted his frown and the slight shake of his head. Steele took his cue and suggested to Billy that it would be better to wait until the building was completed when there would be much more to see. “A woman wouldn’t be interested in looking at a roof, Billy. Women like looking at rooms because they like imagining how they’d furnish them. Just hold your horses for a while. When we’ve finished, that will be the time to bring your mum here,” Steele said.

“Yeah. Okay. I’d better go. Gotta get the calf in.” And so he left them. He moved over the ground as if touching it hurt the soles of his feet. Steele thought the boy almost floated, so fluid were his movements.

“Why did you veto Billy’s mother coming here? I took it that way from the signals you gave me?” Steele asked when Billy was out of earshot.

“I was thinkin’ about your health,” Evans said, smiling broadly. “That Dooley Davis that Lilly lives with is a fair terror when he’s on the grog. He’s been up for assault a couple of times. Dooley sees red when Lilly looks at any other bloke. And Lilly likes to look. If he heard that she was down here, you could land yourself a heap of trouble. You wouldn’t be the first bloke to cop a knuckle sandwich from Dooley.”

Steele considered this information before answering. As much as he wanted to be left in peace, it seemed that, like it or not, he’d be unable to live in absolute peace and isolation. And that probably wouldn’t have changed no matter where he might have bought a property.

“Billy told me that his father cleared out on his mother. Do you know much about the family?” Steele asked.

“I know plenty, Clay. Billy’s father didn’t actually clear out on Lilly. She was never married. Lilly got pregnant when she was only sixteen. She was still at school when it happened. Lilly was a real good sort and she could sing the place down. She wanted to be a country-and-western star but she was the sort of girl that fellas wanted really bad. And Lilly wanted them back, if you know what I mean. Anyway, to cut a long story short, she was crazy for a good-looking boy who was the son of a local quack. He’s a top doctor in Brisbane now. His family looked after her in a manner of speaking and the story is that they’re still sending her money for Billy.”

Evans looked back across Steele’s garden towards the road. “The thing is, Lilly could waggle her backside like no other female I’ve ever seen. And she was hot, Clay. The sort of girl that could drive some young fellas mad. And the boy that got her pregnant was the pick boy of the school. His mother just about had a stroke when she found out what Luke had been up to. Anyway, Lilly had Billy – that sounds poetical, doesn’t it? –and after that, she had a couple of other affairs before she took up with Dooley Davis, who’s an umpteenth cousin of hers and also, like Lilly, one of the few people left that traces to the old Gubbi Gubbi people. Lilly’s still a great lookin’ bird but she’s had enough of Dooley. He’s given her a few hidings but she’s too scared of him to piss off. Besides, where she lives is her place,” Evans said.

“And where exactly does Lilly live?” Steele asked.

“Her place is right next to yours,” Evans said with a grin. “Lilly’s your closest neighbour. She owns both sides of the road. The block next to you is mostly bush but where she lives, which is across the road, is good grass country.”

“So, Billy’s mother is my immediate neighbour,” Steele mused.

“She sure is, but you can’t see her house from here because of the bush,” Evans said.

“And Billy’s really related to the old chap that lived here.”

“Yep. Jack Hewitt Junior sired a daughter late in life and she married a gun shearer with a fair dose of Gubbi Gubbi blood in him. Doosem shore a heap of sheep, saved his money and bought the place next door. Doosem didn’t meet Hewitt’s daughter until he was a fair age and then she died havin’ Lilly’s mother. They were at some God-forsaken-place where there was no doctor handy. Lilly’s mother got brought up rough by Doosem in shearing sheds but she was supposed to be a good-lookin’ piece just like Lilly. There’s a lotta white fella in them from the wrong side of the sheets, if you know what I mean, but it turned out a couple of good lookin’ sorts.”

Evans looked out across the bushes towards the creek. "Billy, his mother and Dooley Davis are three of the few locals who trace to the old Gubbi Gubbi who were here when this place was first settled. I suppose you can’t blame ‘em for bein’ interested in what’s goin’ on here. One of their old camps was on the opposite side of the creek to your place. The story is that one of the big killings was supposed to have happened there. And what Gubbi Gubbi were left after the massacre, Jack Hewitt Senior finished off with poisoned flour. Before the last few Gubbi Gubbi cleared out, they killed Old Man Hewitt, bashed his head in with clubs. He’s buried here on your block somewhere, so the story goes.

“I dare say that with land rights, the Gubbi Gubbi descendants could claim all this was a sacred site. But it wasn’t treated real sacred back then. It was a killing site. They might be able to claim ownership and ask for it back except that I’m not sure that they’ve had continuous ownership, not even of Lilly’s place and certainly not of your block, Clay, because nobody lived here after Young Jack Hewitt cashed in his chips. Nobody local wanted to own it because of the ghost stories. From all I’ve been told, it seems as if Old Jack was a really tough old bastard and poisoning Gubbi Gubbi wouldn’t have caused him to lose any sleep. ‘Blue’ Delaney might have told you how he was supposed to have come here from down south where he’d been a convict and then a bushranger.”

“Yes, he did. He was supposed to have brought a heap of gold with him,” Steele said.

“That’s what was said but there were so many stories about him and Jack Junior. One day maybe, someone will write a book about them. Could be you, Clay,” Evans said with a grin.

“Did anyone ever see any of this gold?” Steele asked.

“Yes and no, Clay. My old man said that his bank manager told him that the bank had records that they’d paid Jack Junior cash for gold, but it was kept very quiet so Junior wasn’t visited by blokes looking for his pile. Young Jack was a pretty tough bloke too and he had a couple of shotguns for company. There’s stuff about him and his father in the historical library they’ve got in town. Old Jack’s back was supposed to have been a mass of scars from the lash, so he’d have been a convict sure enough. Whether he’d done his time or cleared out before it was up, nobody seemed to know. And he wasn’t the kind of man you’d ask that sort of question. Whether he’d been a bushranger and brought gold I wouldn’t know either. But Young Jack lived until he was a hundred and three and he never seemed to be short of money. I mean, he had enough to live on long after he stopped workin’ for a living. The woman he lived with kicked the bucket long before Young Jack snuffed it. The story is that Young Jack paid cash for everything he bought. Maybe there was gold and Young Jack knew where his old man had hidden it. He died more peacefully than Old Jack anyway,” Josh said.

“Mr Delaney gave me a potted history of the property. It didn’t put me off owning it. In fact, I’m happy to be able to make the old place live again. The British made Norfolk Island a hellhole with unimaginable treatment meted out to men and women, same as they did in Brisbane and Tasmania, but look at Norfolk Island today. Norfolk trades on its awful past and how many people know that Brisbane was a place of great cruelty for the convicts sent there? There was an exclusion zone around it so nobody would know, or be able to help, anyone who escaped. Norfolk Island and Brisbane have lived down their pasts. And this wasn’t the only place where indigenous Australians were murdered because it happened in many places. Some tribes simply ceased to exist. Look at what happened in Tasmania. The original inhabitants were all gone in about eighty years after the first European settlement. People thought different back then. The indigenous folk weren’t thought to be of much account, so how many Europeans grieved for their passing? There’s a lot of righteous indignation now and some land has been handed back but nothing can erase what happened in those early years,” Steele said.

“Do ya reckon the first Australians would have fared any better if some other country than Britain had grabbed Australia?” Evans asked.

“No, I don’t. They could have fared worse. Most of the so-called Christian countries were heavily involved in slavery over some hundreds of years. Portugal was one of the initiators of the slave trade. Spain wiped out the Aztecs and appropriated everything of value they owned. Spain persecuted its own citizens during the Spanish Inquisition, so our indigenous people wouldn’t have had much future under them either. At about the time of Australia’s early development, France was busy lopping off the heads of its aristocrats and when it wasn’t doing that, it was fighting somewhere and responsible for great loss of life. The Vietnamese certainly didn’t welcome their tenure there and kicked them out as soon as they could manage it. The Netherlands dragged its feet about the abolition of the slave trade and the Indonesians got rid of them as soon as they could. As for the Russians, well, if you weren’t an aristocrat, life was hard. I doubt the Czars would have been concerned about anyone on land they wanted to acquire. The Dutch would certainly have colonised Australia. They illustrated that in South Africa. They were hard people and didn’t show much benevolence towards the locals. Apartheid was a rotten business. No, I don’t think our indigenous Australians would have fared any better under a different coloniser. They might have been made slaves,” Steele said.

Josh swilled a remnant of tea around in his mug while he thought about Steele’s summation. “When ya think about it, gives ya a queer feelin’ to be sitting here on what used to be Gubbi Gubbi country. They’ve all gone, all the full bloods from the local tribe anyway. That’s unless there’s any of them left up north. Lilly told me that one of the descendants was definitely still alive. There was supposed to be a small bunch of Gubbi Gubbi that cleared out when all the killings were on. That was after they did for Old Hewitt. I suppose, there’s only the likes of Lilly, Billy, Dooley and their relatives left around here now.”

Steele nodded. “There were some dark deeds done here, that’s for sure, Josh.”

“This was one of the first of what might be called permanent dwellings built after European settlers came here. It’s a wonder one o’ them historical societies didn’t grab the cottage and do it up. I checked to see if there was anything heritage on the place, but it was clear. One day, it could be famous,” Evans said with a grin.

“You wanted to pull it down and build a modern house in its place,” Steele reminded him.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t get the drift then of what you had in mind. Now I do. What are you going to do when we get the place finished?” Josh asked.

“Move in,” Steele said, deadpan.

“I fell into that one, didn’t I? I meant, what else are you going to do?”

“I plan to grow vegetables and herbs, and maybe I’ll do a spot of fishing. And just maybe, I’ll kick off my writing with a book about this place and its history. But I don’t want to think too far ahead. I’m happy to be alive after what I went through in America and I’m going to take each day as it comes,” Steele said.

“This place would be too quiet for most people but I reckon it might be just right for you. You don’t mind living on your own?” Evans asked.

“Not a scrap. I’m looking forward to it.”

“How do you think your last girlfriend would like living here… if you don’t mind me asking?”

“She wouldn’t like it at all. My last girlfriend was a television personality who had a great unit near Sydney Harbour. She liked the bright lights and dining at expensive restaurants,” Clay said with a gentle smile.

“Ya don’t say. Yeah, well, I reckon a girl like her wouldn’t turn handsprings about livin’ here. Course, the right girl might not mind if she liked ya enough.”

“You appear to know a bit about women,” Steele suggested.

“Naw, not me. I keep me eyes open and I tell you straight, women scare me. I haven’t found one yet that I’d like to have with me for the rest of my life. Until I find one that I reckon is the right one, I’ll stay a bachelor. The building and cricket keep me busy and I go to the coast for a fish every now and then. I like the saltwater fish. I’ve got a boat,” Evans said.

“Keeping busy is the secret to being happy, Josh. Books are a great help, too. I read a lot. Especially at night,” Steele said.

“I can’t say I’m a great reader. I like the Idriess books because he wrote about some pretty rough places and I like Upfield’s books because of the way he writes about the outback. Them aside, about the only other books I ever read were Zane Grey’s. I used to be big on westerns but his were the best. The way he wrote about Arizona and Texas and Colorado made you want to see ’em. Bloody wonderful he was,” Evans said.

“I know what you mean, Josh,” Steele said with a nod. He wondered what Zane Grey would have written about this place and about the distinctive peaks of the Glass House Mountains. “Some people thought he was over the fence with his descriptions,” he added.

“Yeah, well, I can understand that some people would say that. But if you’re never likely to see those places, I reckon that reading about them would be the next best thing. And his men were real men and his women, real women, if you understand what I mean. Of course, nobody talks that way anymore, but I suppose they did in those days,” Evans said and raised his thick, fair eyebrows in what seemed an almost comical gesture.

“There’s been plenty of real men and women here, Josh. Australia couldn’t have progressed so quickly without them. We’ve had our heroes and heroines, many of them never acknowledged, but distance seems to add lustre to people’s deeds,” Steele said. It was as close to a reproof as Steele ever made to Evans but the builder didn’t seem to regard it in that light.

“I suppose you’re right. I never looked at it that way. I never thought of us having anyone like Lasseter with his black guns,” Evans said with a grin.

“He was just a fictional character, Josh. Lasseter never existed. Sure, America had its great scouts and Indian fighters and its pioneer women. I’ve read about them too. Just about every white woman who was captured by the Indians in Texas was raped. And still, they went with their men to begin farms. So did our women, Josh. They didn’t have to contend with Comanches but they did have to contend with isolation and heat in places where the bite of a snake often meant certain death because there were no doctors and no anti-venom. And sometimes childbirth meant death too. The deeds of many of those people have never been put in books. I’d like to write about some of them, Josh,” Steele said.

“You sure have a way with words, Clay,” Josh said with a nod of his head. “I’ve got some sort of an idea why your books were so successful. Me, I was never any good at English or writing anything.”

“Each to his own, Josh. We make the best use of the talents we have,” Steele said looking across at the cottage that Josh was steadily rebuilding.

Little by little the old dwelling came back to life, and when it was completed, it didn’t look at all like a modern dwelling but very much like it would have appeared when it was first erected. Of course, there were changes. It now had a higher roof and gauzed verandas front and rear. The old iron water tanks had been replaced by two dark green tanks that merged into the surrounding greenery. The slab walls were back in place but now lined. The internal flooring was of polished timber and the bathroom and laundry were modernised. There was a bath and a shower and a hot water service, too. The kitchen was equipped with an electric stove, refrigerator, toaster and jug. And it was liveable once more.

When the final touches had been made and before any furniture was installed in the new dwelling, Billy went from room to room in wide-eyed wonder. The old building had come back to life before his eyes in a fashion he could never have dreamed possible. He’d seen it all happening but still, it was difficult for him to see how Clay and his builders had been able to replicate the old building.

“What do you think of it, Billy?” Steele asked.

“It’s really good, Mr Clay,” Billy said. He seemed lost for words. The actual building of a house was old hat, as Billy had seen plenty of houses being built: it was the fact that the new building was a facsimile of the old dwelling that stunned him.

Steele had been so impressed with Billy’s willingness to work that one afternoon, he suggested that he keep back half of the money Billy had earned and he’d contribute the other half for the purchase of a new guitar.

“Dooley would probably just smash it too, Mr Clay,” the boy said.

“You could keep it here, Billy. Keep it here and come and play it here,” Steele told him.

The boy’s face lit up. “That would be beaut, Mr Clay,” Billy said enthusiastically.

True to his word, Steele handed over the guitar the day they finished working on the cottage. “Here’s your guitar, Billy,” Steele said and handed the case to him.

“Crikey,” the boy exclaimed as he examined the new instrument. “It’s a real bewdy. A lot better than me old one.”

“You earned it, Billy. You did a lot of hard work here. Come back and play it whenever you feel like it. You can use one of the verandas so you don’t disturb me. Some day when I can afford it, I’ll get Mr Evans to fix up a room for me near the old toilet and you’ll be able to use that to play your music when I’m working in the house,” Steele said.

“Gee, thanks, Mr Clay. Thanks a lot,” Billy said with a beaming grin. Billy’s pleasure was manifested in his smile. The boy didn’t smile very often but when he did, it was something to see. Steele thought he was a striking boy. He hadn’t had much experience with young people and he was enjoying Billy’s company. There was a freshness and frankness to Billy that he hadn’t previously known.

“Can I bring me mum down to see your house now, Mr Clay? Now, it’s finished, I mean.” Josh Evans had packed up and left so Steele and the boy had the new building to themselves.

There was such eagerness in Billy’s request. Despite what Josh had said, he couldn’t see any harm in allowing Billy’s mother to come and inspect the renovated building. The cottage probably meant something to Billy’s mother, which wasn’t difficult to understand, considering her forebears had once camped on the land on which the cottage was built. And it wasn’t as if Lilly Sanders was unaware of the cottage because she’d walked past it to catch a bus at the crossroads.

“Of course, you can bring your mum, Billy. But give me three or four days to furnish the place. I need to buy some furniture and rugs to give it a bit of warmth. I mean, so that it looks like a place someone lives in,” Steele said.

“Mum wouldn’t worry about that, Mr Clay.”

“I do. Give me three or four days and I’ll have a decent chair for your mother to sit on.”

Steele was aware that he wasn’t flush with money. He’d had quite a lot of money at his disposal before he left Australia but treatment in America had used up a good deal of it and he hadn’t had a lot left when he went to Israel. The cottage renovations had all but wiped him out. He was paid royalties every six months but there would be none from his fourth and most recent book because he’d directed that they all be paid to the Salvation Army. His most urgent consideration was to produce another book so that he could live on the advance. He didn’t want to dip too deeply into the royalties as that was the money he needed for living expenses. It wasn’t going to cost him much for food as he planned on growing vegetables and catching fish in the creek, but there would be bills for electricity and for rates, not to mention vehicle expenses. But he wasn’t so hard up that he couldn’t afford some furniture, even if most of it was second-hand.

He found a second-hand shop and purchased a solid kitchen table, four chairs, a wardrobe, a double bed, a kitchen dresser and some cutlery and plates. He paid for these items to be delivered and then moved on to a shop that sold new furniture, mattresses, carpets and rugs. He couldn’t afford much new furniture but he wanted a clean mattress and some rugs to put on his new timber floors. Steele’s last call was to a hardware shop where he bought a fork and spade, a sprinkler head for his hose and a variety of seeds.

The furniture arrived late in the afternoon and didn’t take long to move into position. Steele saw at once that he really needed a long comfortable divan and he thought of Shelley’s white leather lounge set and smiled. Shelley would consider his furniture very plebeian, but he knew hers would look entirely out of place here at the cottage. Still, it pleased him that he’d made a start on furnishing his new dwelling and the rugs looked particularly homey on the polished floors. There were rugs in the two bedrooms, the living room and a smaller strip carpet in the kitchen. The kitchen table would have to act as his desk for the time being and he placed his computer at the opposite end to which he would have his meals. The kitchen now had a table, four white chairs, a dresser and a refrigerator. Josh had sold him a kitchen sink and a set of cupboards, which he had removed from a kitchen he’d renovated, and Steele felt that he was now very well set up to look after himself. He could add further items when his finances improved. The fantasy he’d imagined throughout his treatment was now a reality.

But when Steele walked through his new dwelling, the bareness of the living room was so pronounced that he decided he would have to install some kind of divan. He thought of Shelley’s chic apartment and divan, and sighed. A living room without some form of seating was not to be borne. What if he had visitors? Where could he put them? On the kitchen chairs? It wasn’t good enough. So he drove back to town and purchased a cane divan, two matching chairs and some flower-patterned cushions. He was able to fit these items into his van and drove home again feeling very pleased with himself. And when he was done placing them, the living room certainly looked much cosier.

The next day was Saturday. He’d lost track of the days but the salesman at the second-hand shop had told him that he would be going to bowls the following day and to the coast the day after, so Steele knew it had to be Saturday. It was a lovely, warm morning, with a faint breeze riffling through his trees. Steele put on a pair of shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, took the spade and fork from where he’d left them beside the back veranda and walked down towards the creek. Here, he marked out a rectangular piece of ground and began clearing it of weeds before turning the ground over for his vegetable patch, the first part anyway. He’d had a crash course in horticulture while at the kibbutz but the soil there was very poor and needed a lot of attention to make it productive. The Israeli workers had attended to that but here, the ground was lovely to work, red ground full of humus.

Digging the ground and preparing the soil was hot work and Steele was unaccustomed to it. After a while, he walked over to the spring where he’d left an enamel mug. The water bubbled up out of the ground and ran down a furrow to the creek. It was very cold and tasted like no water Steele had ever drunk. He marvelled that he had such a supply of spring water on his land; it was a big plus for the property. He turned to go back to his embryonic garden and there she was. Rather, there they were, Billy and a woman who had to be his mother.

“This is me mum, Mr Clay,” Billy said by way of introduction.

“I’m Lilly,” the woman said. Her voice was soft and sweet, seductively sweet, and it seemed to Steele that it was in keeping with her appearance, which was not exactly as he’d imagined. Steele had mixed with quite a lot of young women, some of whom had imagined they were hot stuff; Lilly Sanders was up there with the best of them. In fact, she was one of the most physical females Steele had ever encountered. It was there in her eyes, her smile and the way she moved. She was wearing tight jeans, a cream blouse and elastic-sided boots. There was a red ribbon in her dark hair and she was wearing long red earrings. The cream blouse didn’t entirely cover her cleavage, or the swell of her not inconsiderable breasts and she had a beautiful figure to go with the rest of her. Lissom was how Steele would have described her. Sensual. He had some idea of how she might have looked at sixteen when Billy’s schoolboy father couldn’t resist her. Nor, it seemed, had she wanted him to.

“Hello, Lilly, I’m Clay,” Steele said after his momentary appraisal of her.

“Billy caught a couple of fish and I’ve brought you one… and a cake. I thought you might like a cake,” she said, her voice a throaty purr.

Steele noted that she was carrying a small bag made from some woven material. He also noted that her skin was very much like Billy’s, kind of creamy and with just enough colour that it couldn’t be described as fair. Lilly’s eyes were like Billy’s too… brown and warm.

“That’s very nice of you, Lilly. We should sample some of it. I’ve just begun working on what is going to be my vegetable garden and I could do with a drink and some cake,” Steele said politely.

“Billy could dig that garden for you, Mr Clay. If you’ve been sick, you shouldn’t do heavy work,” she said.

Steele wondered how she knew he’d been ill because he hadn’t told Billy. Perhaps Josh had told him because Billy had always been very anxious to help him.

“I want to do it, Lilly. You see, I’ve never had the opportunity and now I have. I want to grow my own vegetables and herbs. But Billy can do some digging for me if he’s so inclined,” Steele said with a smile.

They walked up to the house where Steele washed his hands at a tap and basin at the back of the veranda and then shepherded mother and son up the steps and into the kitchen. He took down a plate from the dresser and handed it to Lilly. “For the fish,” he said.

Lilly took the fish from her bag, put it on the plate and took it to the refrigerator.

Steele shook his head. She wasn’t exactly a young girl, by his reckoning in her late twenties, but she really was a work of art.

“Would you like tea or coffee, Lilly?”

“Coffee, thank you, Mr Clay. I’ll cut up the cake if you like,” she said.

“Be my guest. You’ll find a knife in the dresser. You can make the coffee to suit your taste. I drink fruit juice. What will you have, Billy?” Steele asked.

“I’ll have fruit juice too if it’s all right with you, Mr Clay,” Billy said.

“Of course, it’s all right, Billy,” Steele said and touched the boy lightly on his shoulder.

The three of them sat at Steele’s big table and ate cake. Lilly eyed the computer at the other end of the table between quick glances around the kitchen. “I like what you’ve done with the pantry,” she said warmly.

Josh had made an arched opening from the kitchen into the pantry which added to the kitchen’s appeal. “There’s not much in there yet,” Steele said. “One day, I hope to have it well stocked. You can’t see from here but there are bins down the left side for potatoes, onions and the like.”

“Oh, I must see,” Lilly said and swayed her way into the pantry where she stood and examined the lidded bins. “What a good idea, Mr Clay.”

“I copied the idea from a pantry in Provence,” Steele told her.

“Provence?” she murmured with lifted eyebrows as she resumed her seat at the table.

“Provence in France,” he said. “They’re very big on food in France. They do wonderful things with vegetables because they don’t have the meat we do. They do have pork, chicken and fish and the way they present them is really something.” Lilly was already presenting herself to him as a character for one of his future books. She was wearing quite ordinary clothes but the way she moved suggested she was modelling a new outfit on a catwalk.

“Can I show Mum me guitar?” Billy asked. His voice broke in on Steele’s guarded appraisal of his mother. He’d just realised that Lilly was very well-spoken and he wondered why she hadn’t picked Billy up on his speech.

“Of course, you can, Billy. It’s in my bedroom,” Steele said.

Billy almost ran for the guitar, brought it back and thrust it at his mother.

Lilly took the guitar from its case and inspected it. She plucked at the strings, tightened one a little and then began to play in earnest. Presently, she began to hum and then to sing. It was not a song Steele had ever heard; it was a love song and he thought Lilly sang it beautifully. She had a very tuneful, melodious voice and she wasn’t at all shy about using it. Billy sat and watched her, his eyes glowing with pride.

“Come on, Billy, you know this one,” she said.

So Billy sang with his mother and Steele sat, watched and listened. He gained more pleasure from their singing than he’d experienced from anything for a long time. It was as if both of them had been born to sing; they did it so well and so naturally. He had a very good idea that most boys of Billy’s age couldn’t be prevailed upon to sing for love or money.

“Nice guitar, Mr Clay,” Lilly said eventually. “Billy is a lucky boy to have you for a friend.” She got up and swayed her way through the house. “You’ve got this very nice now. I never thought I’d see the old cottage come back to life. But it’s better now than it ever was. It never had floors like you’ve got them, nor any of the electrical things. Never had electricity. It was lamps. And it never had water laid on from the creek.” And then, “You got oil to cook that fish, Mr Clay?”

“Yes, I have oil, Lilly,” Steele said.

“The fish from here need stuffing to give them some flavour. You got anything like that?” she asked.

“I have some dried herbs and some garlic. I’m used to cooking, Lilly. Before long, I hope to have my own fresh herbs. I’ll put them in as soon as I get the garden ready,” Steele said.

“You get Billy to do the garden for you. He owes you a lot for that guitar. You can grow good melons here. They grow really well along this creek. We have lots of them, don’t we, Billy?”

“Lots,” Billy agreed.

“That’s something to look forward to,” Steele said.

Lilly’s eyes met his. “We better go, Billy,” she said with some reluctance.

“Thanks for the cake and the fish, Lilly. It’s good to know I have a nice neighbour. And I’ve told Billy he can come and play his guitar any time he feels like it,” Steele said encouragingly.

“You surely wouldn’t want Billy twanging away while you’re writing, Mr Clay,” she said.

“One day, I’m going to get Josh to build me an outside study near the old outhouse. Nothing flash, just somewhere I can work out of the house sometimes. If I’m there, Billy can play in the house and if I’m in the house, he can play in the study. Until it’s built, I’m sure we’ll manage just fine,” Steele said.

Lilly giggled and her brown eyes gleamed with humour. “How funny, to use the dunny.” It was Steele’s first experience of how skilled she was in making up rhymes and composing songs. He was soon to learn that she could make up a rhyme at the drop of a hat.

“I don’t like pulling it down but it looks horrible and might fall down before too long. But I want to keep the bougainvillea,” Steele said.

“You’re a good man, Mr Clay, and you’ve been real nice to Billy. You let him help you as much as he can,” Lilly said, brushing up against Steele as she moved past him. Her eyes met his, lingering, and then she swept away.

As Lilly swayed up the drive, Steele thought that Lilly’s backside, shown to advantage in tight jeans, was about as perfect as a woman’s backside could be. She wasn’t a lavish user of perfume, as there was only a faint trace of it left behind after she’d gone, but her offer remained as clear as if she’d spoken the words aloud.

“See ya, Mr Clay,” Billy said.

It was very quiet in the house after his visitors had left. Steele thought he could now better understand why Dooley Davis went off his brain about Lilly being near other men. Lilly exuded sex. She didn’t have to work at it; it was there as part of her makeup, as natural as breathing. Whatever she’d been like at sixteen, she was dynamite now. Lilly was the kind of woman some men would do almost anything to possess. But as desirable and as provocative as she was, Lilly’s overt sensuality would only serve to attract the kind of men who would never do anything for her because they would only want what she could give them. And they would use her because she had so much to give.

And he wondered how Dooley Davis could bear to leave her.





Chapter Six

Steele soon slipped into a comfortable schedule that allowed him to write several hours a day. He’d work in his garden quite early before the day became too hot, often prior to breakfast, and then move inside to write. After lunch, he’d swim in the creek and then spend an hour or so with a book before going back to his writing. Just before dusk, he’d go for a walk to work up an appetite for dinner. He very much liked the hour or so before darkness set in. An hour when dusk’s soft light draped his land in a misty sheen.

It was on one of these walks that he saw Lilly again. She was sitting on a low divan on the front veranda of her house reading a magazine. It was the first time he’d walked in this direction and he hadn’t realised that her house was so close to his or that it was so near to the road. Her house was what was generally referred to as ‘a Queenslander’ which meant that it was built well clear of the ground with perhaps a dozen steps up to the veranda. It was so well clear of the ground that a tall person could walk around under it and not bump his head, which made it a good area for drying clothes in wet weather or for use as a workshop.

“Hi, Mr Clay,” Lilly called to him in her sultry voice. When she stood up, he saw that she was wearing very tiny yellow shorts with a matching bra top and she was barefooted. The way she descended the steps to the ground had to be seen to be believed. Her hips swayed rhythmically and her breasts heaved as she breathed. “How was the fish?” she asked as she came nearer to him.

“Very tasty, Lilly. I stuffed it with tomatoes and onions,” Steele said apprehensively. The last thing he wanted was to be seen talking to the half-naked Lilly. Not that Lilly appeared concerned about her appearance or the fact that she was talking to him, but Steele was aware from what Josh had told him how fast gossip travelled in the bush. And at that precise moment, a car went past and the male driver’s eyes swivelled at right angles to take in Lilly talking to a man across her fence. ‘Damage done’, Steele thought.

“Where’s Billy?” Steele asked.

“Doing his homework, Mr Clay. How’s the garden coming along?”

“Nicely, thank you. I work at it before it gets too hot.”

“Get Billy to do any hard digging, Mr Clay.”

“He’s done a little bit. Well, I’d better be going. See you again, Lilly,” Steele hesitated. “I wasn’t aware you lived so close,” he added as an afterthought.

“And now you do,” Lilly said warmly. “How’s the writing going?”

His neighbour seemed disinclined to terminate their conversation but Steele had no wish to prolong their discussion. He saw no profit in discussing writing with Lilly dressed as she was. “Fine thanks,” he said and turned towards home. “Bye, Lilly. Say hi to Billy for me.”

Steele walked back to his restored dwelling with some apprehension. He now knew that Billy and his mother lived not more than half a kilometre from him. While you couldn’t see Lilly’s house because of the intervening bush, that didn’t alter the fact that it was there. Billy was a nice, young fellow and he was quite fond of him, but Lilly was another matter. Lilly spelt trouble with a capital T. She might not mean to cause it but she was the kind of woman that trouble followed. And once a man had sampled what she had to offer, she would be hard to forget. Steele wondered once again – bearing in mind what Josh had told him about Dooley Davis – how any man, let alone a jealous one, could bear to leave Lilly Sanders for any period. It would have to be because of financial necessity. Life in the shearing sheds would be very dull for a fellow who’d been used to living with Lilly Sanders.

It was perhaps a fortnight after he’d had his chance meeting with Lilly that Dooley Davis made his initial appearance. He arrived in a cream Holden utility liberally coated with red dust and Steele stood on his front veranda waiting for Davis to get out of his vehicle. Steele guessed it was his neighbour because Josh had called in late the previous day and passed on the news that Dooley Davis was back from the sheds. He had some trepidation about the reason for the visit but was prepared to be neighbourly if Davis behaved reasonably.

Steele waited at the top of the steps and watched his caller as he walked from the utility. Steele’s first impression was of a slim man with dark hair that was mostly hidden under an old wide-brimmed black hat ornamented with a band of red leather. As Davis came up the steps, he noted that he was slightly darker skinned than either Billy or his mother and his brown eyes shifted about a lot. Davis wore a pair of faded blue jeans with a short-sleeved navy shirt and his elastic-sided boots were badly in need of a polish.

“G’day. I’m Dooley Davis. I live next to ya,” the shearer said.

“I’m Clay,” Steele said and put out his hand.

“Yeah, I know. Billy told me. He said he’s been helpin’ ya.”

“That’s right. Billy’s been a big help here. Especially, when we were demolishing the old building,” Steele said equably.

“The old place looks pretty good now. Bloody good, in fact,” Davis said.

“I can’t offer you a beer because I don’t drink but you can have tea or coffee. Or orange juice,” Steele said.

“That’s bloody decent of ya. I wouldn’t say ‘no’ to a drink o’ tea. I drink a lot of tea in the sheds,” Davis said.

“You won’t come to any harm on tea,” Steele suggested.

Steele took him through the house and sat him at the kitchen table and Davis looked about with interest. The shearer had hardly believed it when he heard that the old cottage was being restored. Now, it was hard to come to terms with the fact that he was sitting in the restored dwelling.

Steele observed Davis with some interest, though without appearing to do so. The fellow was quite good-looking with nice features except for those eyes which shifted about continually. Steele had doubts about a man who wouldn’t look at him directly. He wondered if Dooley Davis was the kind of man who was passable when sober but a bad man when drunk.

“How’s the shearing business?” Steele asked.

“It’s orl right. I can keep most of the other blokes honest. I do me two hundred and a bit in good sheep.” And then, quite abruptly, “Lilly been down here?”

“She and Billy came together after we finished the house,” Steele said.

“You seen her since?” Davis asked.

“I saw her over her fence when I took a walk up the road. I only walked that way once because I don’t want people getting the wrong idea… me a single man and Lilly up there on her own. I realise how people like to gossip in the country,” Steele said. He thought the best way to deal with Davis was to be absolutely up-front with him.

Davis looked at him sharply and then at the biscuits Steele slid onto a plate.

“People will talk, won’t they?”

“Too bloody right they will,” Davis agreed. And then in the next breath, “What made you buy this place?”

“I’m a writer and I thought it was perfect for my purposes. It’s very quiet and it’s a lovely spot into the bargain. There’s also some history attached to the place. I didn’t know that when I bought it but I’m aware of it now. It simply appealed to me, Dooley,” Steele said.

“I getcha. Lilly mention me?” Davis asked.

“Not a word. I’ve only met her twice,” Steele said firmly.

“What about Billy? He say anything to ya about me?”

“Billy doesn’t say much about anything… unless it’s something about music. He had a black eye the first time he came here and he said you gave it to him,” Steele said. He thought it wouldn’t hurt to let Davis know he knew about the black eye.

Davis sipped his tea, ate a biscuit and said nothing for a little while. “How’d ya get on with Josh Evans?” he then asked out of the silence.

“I got on very well with him. We never had a cross word. I think Josh did a great job putting the old place back up the way I wanted it.”

“Josh tell ya about his brother?”

“No. I wasn’t aware he had a brother. Is there any reason I should know about him?” Steele asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Josh’s brother and me had a fight. It was over Lilly. Danny used to be her fella. I got charged with assault,” Davis said sourly.

“Josh told me that I shouldn’t allow Lilly to come here when Billy asked could he bring her. He said you were jealous of anyone who looked twice at Lilly and might make trouble for me. When we finished the house, Billy asked me again and I said he could bring her so they came together. I didn’t come here to cause trouble for anyone. All I want is peace and quiet and no conflict,” Steele said.

“I reckon ya might be a decent bloke, Clay. Billy sez ya are. He sez ya bought him a guitar,” Davis said.

“Billy told me you smashed his guitar so I contributed a bit towards the cost of another one. Billy put up the other half out of what he earned working here,” Steele said. Steele thought he would throw that in so Davis wouldn’t consider him a soft touch.

Davis hadn’t formed any such impression of Steele. The breadth of Steele’s chest impressed him quite a lot and he wondered if he’d been a sportsman of some kind. There was also the fact that Steele didn’t seem the least bit concerned about what he said to him. Davis was impressed. Some of his innate cunning came to the fore. “You remind me of someone,” he said. “You ever play big time league?”

“Not league,” Steele said.

“Some sport?” Davis persisted.

“You wouldn’t know anything about that side of me unless you were into weight-lifting,” Steele said.

“Ah, weightlifting.” There had to be something behind that chest. Steele might have been sick but he looked strong enough to hold a calf out to piss.

“That was a while ago,” Steele said. “What’s worrying you, Dooley? You and Lilly have a row?”

“I go a bit crazy when I’m on the piss and Lilly stirs me up. She throws her arse around at every fella that comes near her. I won’t stand for that sort of thing. I knew that she’d seen Danny Evans ’cos one of the brothers told me, so I gave her a belting,” Davis said.

Steele shuddered. He had a very low opinion of men who mistreated women but in the interests of remaining neighbourly, he refrained from expressing it. He certainly didn’t intend to be drawn into any domestic wrangles involving Lilly and Dooley Davis. He thought he’d make that very clear while he had the opportunity.

“I didn’t come here to be involved in anyone else’s domestic problems. I want peace and quiet so I can write my books. I don’t see how I can prevent Lilly from calling in without being rude. And asking her not to call would upset Billy. It’s obvious that he thinks a lot of his mother. I don’t mind Billy coming here to play his guitar. He can do that on one of the verandas. I’m planning to have Josh build me an outdoor studio near the old outhouse and Billy will be free to use it for a music room if he wants. Billy’s a good kid, Dooley. I’m hoping he’ll teach me how to fish. Properly, I mean,” Steele said with a smile.

“Like I said, I think ya’re a decent bloke, Clay. Hope ya don’t mind me callin’ in like this,” Davis said as he got up.

“No, I don’t mind.” But he hoped Davis would never come again. “Are you related to the old families who lived here?”

“You mean the local Murri people? Yeah, I’m related to the Gubbi Gubbi. There’s not many of us left here who are. I’m one and Lilly is another. The old Gubbi Gubbi were nearly all wiped out by shooting and poisoning. And when the settlers weren’t doing that, they were screwin’ the young lubras. Lilly’s great grandfather owned this place,” Davis said meaningfully.

“So I’ve heard. It’s been good to meet you, Dooley,” Steele said. He felt the shearer’s mood sliding towards anger and thought it was time to move him on. It would be preferable to keep the fellow onside, rather than off.

As Davis drove away in his utility, Steele thought momentarily of his brilliant erratic father and of how he’d behaved when he was drinking. He’d belted his mother once too often and she’d left him and gone back to Britain. When his father’s liver had finally packed it in, his mother had stayed in the old farmhouse that was his grandfather’s legacy to her. His mother had endured a great many beatings for the sake of Camilla and himself, and because she’d once loved his father too much for her own good. His father had been higher up the social ladder than Dooley Davis but they were both drunks and wife beaters. Steele recognised that errant human behaviour wasn’t restricted to class. There were pisspots and wife beaters to be found in all classes, and he’d seen evidence of that. Some women would put up with a lot from a man.

And he wondered whether Lilly had a breaking point.

Steele dismissed Dooley Davis from his mind and went back to his writing and gardening.

A few days later, concerned about the state of his finances, Steele went to the local branch of his Sydney bank and asked them to ascertain what credit he had. He was astounded when they handed him the slip which revealed how much money he’d accumulated recently from the royalties of his first three novels. The figure would have been considerably higher if the royalties from his fourth book had been included but he considered Australia was a much better place for the Salvation Army having received them. The ‘Sally’s’ were a great example of practical Christianity and never baulked from the tough options in war, or peace. He didn’t regret what he’d done and never would. But he was relieved by the balance on his account. The money he had to draw on would keep him for a considerable time and would certainly keep him going until he’d finished the next book.

Steele left the bank in good humour and decided that he could well afford to spend some of his money on plants that would support his lifestyle. He called in at the local nursery and purchased a variety of fruit trees and vines, including passion-fruit vines, grape vines, avocadoes, paw paws and two new varieties of mangoes.

When Steele reached home he planted out his purchases and watered them well before going in for dinner, happy that his garden was beginning to take form and his aim of greater self-sufficiency was being realised.

It was the next evening when Josh Evans called in on his way home from a building job farther out.

“Brought ya a couple of things, Clay. Thought ya might be able to use them. They were goin’ to be thrown away,” Josh said. On the back of his vehicle was an old garden seat and a heavy, concrete fish pond with a bird bath on a central stand. I put a couple of battens in to replace the broken ones and gave it a coat of paint for ya."

“That’s very good of you, Josh. What do I owe you?” Steele asked.

“Not a brass razoo. Well, maybe a beer if you’ve got one,” Evans said. “But we’ll get these things off first.”

The garden seat was no problem but they had to slide the heavy fish pond down two thick slabs of timber that Josh had brought for that purpose. When they had it off the vehicle, they laboriously moved it into position beneath the big magnolia beside the house.

“You might want to get yourself some goldfish one of these days,” Evans suggested. “Don’t know how they’d go with all the birds you’ve got here though. You might have to cover it with bird netting.”

Hot and bothered from their efforts, the two men went into the house and Steele handed Josh a tinny of beer. He hadn’t told Dooley Davis that he had beer in the house because you never knew how drunks would behave if they knew there was grog to be had. Josh was a different matter entirely. He could drink a few beers and only become merry and prone to tell all manner of stories.

It was while Josh was drinking his beer that Steele asked him about his brother. “You’re a dark horse, Josh. You didn’t tell me that your brother had a blue with Dooley Davis over Lilly.”

“Who told you that they had a fight, Clay?” Evans asked.

“Dooley told me. He came here,” Steele said.

“Did he now? Yeah, well, I didn’t want ya to think I came from a lowlife family ’cause I don’t. My people are okay, and apart from Danny, not one of them has ever got into any strife.” Evans took a swig of his beer then held it two handed. "Danny was nuts about Lilly. I told him to stay away from her after she went with Dooley but he wouldn’t. He and Dooley had a ding dong scrap. Dooley got charged with assault because he threw the first punch. Danny claimed self-defence and won. But there were no winners.

“The thing is Lilly fancies men. She always did and that’s how she had Billy. Danny was just one of the blokes she was keen on before Dooley stepped in. Once he went to live with her, that was that. Danny would have Lilly tomorrow if Dooley wasn’t there. And she’d have him. She only stays with Dooley because she’s scared of what he might do to her if she left him. It’s not a good scene, Clay. My mother had a row with Danny and he won’t go near her now. He got real shirty because Mum didn’t want him to have anything to do with Lilly.” Josh dropped his head and Steele was left to infer why Josh’s mother didn’t want her son to have anything to do with Lilly Sanders.

“I can understand why Lilly would attract men,” Steele said.

“You’ve met her?” Evans asked.

“Twice. She and Billy came here because she wanted to see the house. She brought me a fish and had a cuppa. And then, I saw her over her fence when I went for a walk up the road. I wished I hadn’t as she was scantily dressed and a car went by while I was talking to her.” Steele swallowed. “Some blokes would describe Lilly as hot,” Steele said.

“Lilly’s hot all right. If you don’t want to tangle with Dooley, you should stay right away from her,” Evans warned. “She might do a bit of crowing if you slept with her, you being a big-time book writer and all.”

Steele shook his head. “That’ll never happen, Josh. I was up front with Dooley and told him that Lilly and Billy had been here. No sense denying it. We had a civil discussion and I gave him a drink of tea and some biscuits. He was as good as gold.”

“Bloody amazing,” Josh said.

“I haven’t had any interest in women since I got out of hospital,” Steele said quietly. “Mind you, I hope the condition is only temporary,” he added with a hint of a smile.

“Yeah, well, it’d be a bugger if it was permanent,” Josh said with a wide grin.

“When you’ve had cancer, you can never be sure you’re cured. I’m never going to be involved in a relationship involving a wife and children because I wouldn’t want to leave them in the lurch, so to speak,” Steele said firmly.

“Do you honestly think they’ll leave you alone?” Josh asked.

“Do you mean women, or the world at large?”

“I mean both. You’ve talked about havin’ a ritzy girlfriend, and others before her. I reckon there’s women in this area that would make a beeline for ya if they knew you were here. They’re not all bushy women around these parts, ya know. There’s some pretty bright women in this district. There’s artists and soil and marine scientists and some of them are good sorts. I reckon there’d be a few women here who’d be very keen to meet ya, Clay.”

“I told you, I’m not looking for a relationship. I want to be left in peace to write my books and look after this place,” Steele said.

Josh smirked. “And pigs might fly… but they haven’t yet.”

“So far, so good,” Steele said.

“It’s early days, Clay. People will talk and they’ll talk about you and this place. It’s only a matter of time before the local rag hears about it and comes here to do a story. And they’ll do a story whether you like it or not.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. I’m not going to worry about things that might never happen. I don’t want any stress in my life. If you’d seen some of the things I saw on my overseas travels, you’d appreciate why I like this place so much.”

“What’s up with all those mad buggers in the Middle East? There’s millions of them living on lousy country that’s not worth a couple of dollars an acre and you’d think that growing food and educating their kids would be their highest priorities, not blowing each other up,” Josh said.

“Yes, you’d think so but there are lots of problems and no easy solutions,” Steele said.

“I’ve got one,” Josh said.

“One what?”

“Solution.”

“What’s that?” Steele asked.

“Get the mad buggers playing cricket,” Josh said with a grin. “Ya notice that most of the trouble in the world comes from countries where they don’t play cricket. I say put a bat in their hand instead of a gun. It might make a hell of a difference.”

Steele’s eyebrows lifted. “It might need a bit more than cricket, Josh, but the idea could have some merit.” And Steele’s laughter boomed, quickly echoed by Josh’s higher pitched cackle.

Despite their vastly different upbringings, the two men got on well. Evans liked Steele because there was no pretence about him and Steele liked Evans because he considered him a genuinely good bloke who’d go out of his way to do a mate a good turn without expecting anything in return. Steele liked to think he could get on with almost any type of person and with people of any age. Whether it was an innate trait or a facet of his makeup that he’d striven to develop, the fact was, Steele could talk to anyone without putting on airs, and despite any difference in their respective IQs.

A few days later, Steele had reason to believe that he had taken another step along the road to virtually a full recovery. And it happened in a quite unexpected fashion. There was quite a lot of land in the parcel that Steele had purchased along with the cottage. Between his dwelling and garden and Lilly’s property, was a large area of timber and bush that Steele had yet to explore thoroughly. On this particular day, Steele went looking for a couple of long branches to use as perches to entice more bird life into his garden. His search took him along the edge of the creek and further into the timber than he’d hitherto ventured. About two hundred metres beyond the big pool in which he swam, the creek widened still further. And it was there, just as he was about to leave the timber and move along the edge of the creek, that he saw Lilly Sanders. She was splashing around in the creek and when she stood up, she was completely naked. Steele stood transfixed. She was certainly not the first naked woman he’d seen but never had he seen one as uninhibited or with such an astonishing figure as Lilly Sanders. Water dripped from her beautifully firm breasts, the breasts of a well-developed girl. Then there was her beautifully-shaped backside, not to mention her long smooth legs.

Steele felt the first flicker of desire he’d experienced for a long time. It was not desire for Lilly or for any woman he’d known but an awakening of that part of his body that had shut down during the treatment and which, up to now, he’d feared might be lost to him. Lilly had been the touchstone for this awakening because she was more of a woman than any he’d ever seen. He reproached himself for continuing to watch her yet he doubted that she would be concerned. From what he’d seen and heard about Lilly, she was proud of her body and would have been pleased that a man found her desirable. Any man. But he had no desire to test her reaction, so he melted back into the timber and returned to his garden. Notwithstanding his determination to stay aloof from women, the image of Lilly emerging from the creek stayed in his mind for a long time.

That night, rain fell steadily and Steele experienced the pleasure of hearing the heavy drumming on his new iron roof. It was a sound that almost never failed to thrill bush people because rain was usually so desperately sought. Rain meant money. Rain meant crops and fat stock. And the rain that was falling now fell into Steele’s new gutters and into his two new tanks.

It rained all that night and all the next day and Steele felt uplifted by it because it would boost his garden and newly planted trees. No amount of hand-watering was as good as rain. And the rapidly filling tanks meant his capacity to be more self-sufficient was increasing with every drop that fell.

When the next morning dawned bright and clear, every leaf in Steele’s garden shimmered brightly in the early morning sun. Steele saw that all his recently planted trees, vines and vegetables were standing erect and seemed to have actually grown overnight.

This first rain was the prelude to more rain and Steele sat on his verandas watching it fall on the voracious red soil. The sight of it filled him with intense pleasure because he recognised that rain was so important in the cycle of life. And to his life.

When the rain finally stopped, Steele walked down to the bottom of his land and surveyed the swollen creek, as water streamed towards the larger river. It was a long while since he’d felt so alive and never before had he felt so in tune with his surroundings. Being so close to nature stirred that part of him that sought peace and contentment before anything else. Growing things mattered. Being independent mattered. It was these things that now made living so thoroughly worthwhile.

Prior to coming to this place, Steele had known very little about plants, birds and animals. The kibbutz had taught him a little about growing things, but nothing about birds and animals. Now, the sighting of a new bird variety sent him scurrying for his notebook so that he could record its appearance.

On his next trip to town, Steele was so inspired by the birdlife that filled his garden that he purchased a second-hand book on birds to help him identify his feathered visitors, and in a short time, he was able to differentiate between two similar varieties of rosella. It was a thrilling moment when he first identified a pair of the pale-headed variety which he hadn’t seen previously. He fitted up trays with bread, honey and millet seeds, and watched as more and more birds came to feed from them. Lorikeets, in particular, became regular visitors and the grey possums competed with the birds for the bread and honey, so Steele had to hang the trays from longer wires.

Before long, the herbs he’d planted had grown so well that Steele was able to pick and dry some of them. Their aroma filled the kitchen and stimulated Steele to experiment with them in some of his cooking. After all his work, he felt it was rewarding to harvest his own food. The herbs were followed by tomatoes, lettuce, potatoes and spinach and then, by pumpkins, cantaloupes and water melons. The red soil was generous with its produce and there was no better feeling than to be able to walk down to the garden and pluck off enough ripe tomatoes for lunch and perhaps a melon for dessert.

Steele often wondered at his good luck in purchasing the property. And it had surely been a stroke of luck that he’d found the old cottage and its surrounding acres. Famous people were buying properties in the area and in a few more years, only a very wealthy person would be able to afford to purchase property here. It was all so perfect that Steele pondered whether it would last.

As his garden grew and birdlife flocked in, Steele had a regular visitor in Billy Sanders. Billy taught him how to fish for perch and craybobs, and at weekends, would often have lunch with him. If Billy exhibited a particular liking for any item of food, whether it was ice-cream, biscuits or cake, Steele always made sure he bought more of it on his next trip to town. He listened as Billy played his guitar and sang of horses, girls and the bush in true country and western fashion. Billy had a good voice that had broken quickly, which despite his young age, made his rendition of adult themes almost believable. It was apparent to Steele that Billy loved music and loved to sing. Steele, who had never been a fan of country and western music, was gradually won over by Billy’s voice and lilting rendition of country themes.

“How are things at home, Billy?” Steele asked the boy at lunch one day.

“There’s goin’ to be trouble, Mr Clay,” Billy answered.

“Oh, why is that Billy?”

“Danny Evans is hangin’ around and if Dooley hears about it, and I reckon he will because he’s got brothers that tell him everything, there’ll be a big stink.”

“Does your Mum like Danny?” Steele asked.

“More than she likes Dooley. But Mum’s dead scared of Dooley. She told him to clear out and he gave her a hiding. I got one too, for trying to help her,” Billy said.

“Why doesn’t your Mum go to the police? I’m not sure about its actual name but there’s an order prohibiting a man from going near a woman. If the man breaches it, he can be locked up. Your Mum could get one,” Steele said.

“Aw, I don’t know, Mr Clay. I reckon Dooley would only laugh at it. He gets awful mad when he’s on the grog,” Billy said with a grimace.

“He might go off his head if he hears about Danny hanging around your mum. You could get hurt too, Billy. When you go home today, you tell your mum to go to town so she can get an order taken out against Dooley. A lot of women have to get them because there are weak men who belt them and their kids.”

“I’ll tell her, Mr Clay. But she won’t do it. We’ve had the cops come before and Mum always tells them Dooley didn’t do nothin’ to us. She’s scared of him. You haven’t seen Dooley on the grog. He’ll hit you with whatever he picks up. Plus, she’s afraid of what the family would say if she turned him in.”

Steele felt his anger rising in him. “That’s no good, Billy. It’s time your Mum put a stop to it.”

Steel had seen a white utility drive past on several occasions. It came and went at such odd hours that he suspected it was Danny Evans on his way to assignations with Lilly Sanders. His suspicions were confirmed when, after a scout through his timber for a fallen hollow log, he saw Lilly and a man coming naked out of the creek. It was very clear to him that Billy’s prediction of trouble at Lilly’s place was likely to come true.

The next time Josh stopped off, Steele raised the matter with him. “I don’t know how much influence you have with your brother, but in any case, it’d be a good idea to have a word in his ear, Josh. Billy says there’ll be big trouble if Dooley Davis finds out that your brother has been seeing Lilly. And he has. I saw them together at the creek, naked, so it’s an affair right enough. Billy says that Dooley is a holy terror when he’s on the grog and he should know,” Steele said gravely.

“Danny’s a bloody idiot, Clay. I’ll have a word with him sure enough, but I reckon Danny is too struck on Lilly to take any notice of me. You get a hot-arsed piece like Lilly and what bloke wants to give her up? She’s a disease with him and one he’s not likely to get over in a hurry. I reckon that seein’ Lilly starkers would make a lot of blokes forget everythin’ else,” Josh said.

Steele looked into the distance and thought of the day he’d first seen Lilly naked. He thought, too, of Shelley Carruthers. He’d seen her unclothed too and she wasn’t far behind Lilly in feminine attractiveness, yet he had walked away from her. It had been partly because his declining energy had made him less of a man than Shelley was accustomed to. He used to be very tired after their lovemaking. But while Shelley was an attractive young woman, she wasn’t as overtly sensual as Lilly. Lilly oozed sexual appeal. It wasn’t something she had to work at and she didn’t need expensive clothes to heighten her appeal. Lilly was sexy in faded jeans and a plain blouse. And women like Lilly could make a man’s blood boil because of it.

Steele thought that Danny’s ‘honeymoon’ with Lilly was likely to be short-lived. He could see a day of reckoning not far down the track. Dooley’s relations would surely appraise him of the situation and Dooley Davis, being the man he was, would react violently. Maybe Danny Evans would be sorry about his liaison with Lilly Sanders. On the other hand, he might think that what he was experiencing with Lilly was worth a hiding or two… if that was all it came to. Whatever happened, Steele was determined not to take sides. His main concern was for Billy and whether he’d be affected by the conflict. Billy was only a boy but Steele was aware that he wouldn’t stand by and see his mother assaulted and do nothing about it. His contribution might be ineffectual but he’d make it anyway.

Steele shook his head. When he’d bought the property, how could he have known that his immediate neighbour was a woman who stirred the passions of men? No matter where he might have purchased a property, it would probably have had its drawbacks. Every Eden had its share of problems.





Chapter Seven

Steele’s new trees grew at a great rate through the summer and his herbs and vegetables continued to flourish and provide him with nutritious meals. He noted grubs of various descriptions and one patch of spinach was chewed a little but the many birds that called his property home helped keep the pests down to low levels. Magpies appeared to be especially beneficial and also became quite tame, warbling brazenly as he worked in his garden.

Billy Sanders came frequently and at Steele’s suggestion, began to work at improving his grammar. “If you’re hoping to improve your singing vocals, it might help to work on your grammar. You’re dropping your ‘g’s and’h’s’ too. Maybe we could do something about that,” Steele told him.

Steele asked him to read passages from books and worked with him to improve his confidence when speaking. And gradually Billy improved until there came a day when he didn’t drop a single ‘g’. Steele was delighted and told the boy how much progress he’d made in speech and confidence.

“Aw, well, I reckon you wouldn’t ’ave told me if it wasn’t right, Mr Clay,” Billy said with a grin.

“Have, Billy, not ’ave,” Steele said with a smile, tousling the boy’s hair. “We’ll have to work on your ’h’s now.”

“Orlright, Mr Clay,” Billy said with something approaching a sigh.

“It’s for the best, Billy,” Steele said firmly. “If you want to improve and earn worthwhile money from your performing, it will pay off to improve the way you speak and present yourself. Just think, if you were going to be an opera singer, it would take years of study and you’d probably have to learn Italian. Singing isn’t much different from any trade or profession. You’re selling yourself and your ability to put across a song. And so are a lot of other singers, both aspiring and established.”

“I guess so,” Billy said. “What’s aspiring, Mr Clay?”

“It means ‘hoping to be’, Billy. You’re hoping to be a country and western singer. So, that’s what you’re aspiring to be,” Steele said.

Billy nodded enthusiastically. “That’s what I want to be, Mr Clay.”

“I’m surprised your mum hasn’t picked you up on your speech, Billy. She speaks very nicely and doesn’t drop her ‘g’s and’h’s,” Steele said.

“She does go crook at me about those things but it’s easier for girls. The other fellows give ya a hard time if you speak at all posh. Mum’s always telling me that she’s going to get right down on me for speaking badly and if she didn’t have the blokes to worry about, I think she would.”

“Does your mum mind you coming down here to me?”

“Naw, she thinks you’re a great bloke, Mr Clay. She says that not many posh blokes have any time for the likes of us. I reckon that’s why Mum likes Danny Evans. Not that Danny is posh like you, Mr Clay, but he’s posher than us,” Billy said.

“Just because I speak correctly doesn’t mean that I’m posh. I had teachers who insisted that I speak well. I don’t regard myself as better because of that. I’m simply a man who can write a bit.” Steele debated in his mind whether he should try and explain to Billy why Danny Evans was chasing his mother, but decided against it. The boy thought Danny was somehow better than him, and Steele doubted one conversation would change how the boy thought.

“Mum thinks it’s sad you being here on your own,” Billy said. “She sez it’s an awful waste of a good bloke.”

“It’s my choice to be here on my own, Billy. I’ve learnt how to cook and how to grow things. A lot of women would find it very hard, boring too, living with a writer. Writing professionally makes heavy demands on a person. Non-writers don’t always understand that. Some writers have things in their head that need to be put down on paper. It’s like a musician having a tune in their head that has to be turned into a piece of music or a song. It can be a hard passion to switch off. Besides, I’m not on my own all the time. You’re here quite often and Mr Evans calls in nearly every week,” Steele said.

“Aw, Mum doesn’t count me,” Billy said with a grin. “She means, you should have a lady here with ya.”

“‘You’ not ‘ya’,” Steele said and shook his head as he thought about how much time he’d need to work on Billy’s speech. “You tell your Mum not to worry about me because I’m still recuperating. I was very sick and ladies are the furthest thing from my mind. When I went to the hospital in America, I thought there was a good chance that I’d never see Australia again. You know what kept me going, Billy?”

Billy shook his head. “Naw, I don’t, Mr Clay.”

“It was this place. Yes, the beauty of this place and its old garden and the challenge of restoring the old cottage. That’s what kept me going. Not ladies. Not even one special lady and I knew a couple of them. You can tell that to your mum, Billy,” Steele said.

“Are you better now, Mr Clay?”

“I’m a lot better, Billy. And I’m getting better all the time. I think your fish might have helped. Fish are supposed to be very good for you. And maybe Jerogeree spring water has helped, too. Perhaps I should bottle and sell it,” Steele said with a smile.

“But like I said, if you get me talking too posh, the other blokes will throw off at me, Mr Clay,” Billy said.

“I’m not trying to get you to talk posh, Billy. I’m trying to get you to talk with more confidence because if you do, that’s the way people will treat you. You’ve made a good start, so keep going. A person can do anything with enough effort. By the way, I wrote a song for you to try,” Steele said and handed Billy a sheet of paper.

“You wrote a song for me?” Billy asked with a look of wonder on his face.

“Just for you, Billy. No one else has seen it. Do you think you could set it to music?”

Billy’s eyes scanned the lines of the page while Steele watched for his reaction.

“It’s a beauty, Mr Clay, a real beauty,” Billy said at last.

“I’m pleased you like it. I have a copy, so perhaps you’d like to take that one home and show it to your mother. You could try it as a duet,” Steele suggested.

“I will, Mr Clay. And thanks a lot.” Billy’s eyes shone. “I’m glad you came here. It’s real beaut being able to come and talk to you.”

“You’ve helped me a lot too, Billy. I’d never written a song until I put that one together. I might carve out a whole new career. All I need now is to learn how to play the guitar,” Steele said with a wink.

“I reckon you’d learn that real quick if you wanted, Mr Clay,” Billy said.

“It would be a challenge, Billy. But right now, I’m up to my ears with work. I need to write this book to earn some more money,” Steele said. He was feeling very pleased about the song he’d given Billy. He’d written a bit of poetry, mostly when he was in his teens, but that wasn’t quite the same as writing the lyrics for a song.

Billy came back a couple of days later and told Steele that his mother had sung his song, which she thought was a ‘real beauty’ that would be a hit at Tamworth’s Country Music Festival one day. Billy told Steele that his mother reckoned Mr Clay was ‘a helluva smart fella’ and that he was the only person who’d ever written about the old Gubbi Gubbi people along Jerogeree Creek. She’d told Billy to tell Steele that if he wanted to learn how to play the guitar, she’d be happy to teach him.

Steele shuddered inwardly. Inviting Lilly to come and teach him to play the guitar was not an option; it was a recipe for disaster. There was no way he was going to be in the middle of a row involving Lilly, Danny Evans and Dooley Davis. No way. Not if he never learnt to play the guitar. What he did want was to hear Billy sing ‘No More Corroboree’.

Like it or not, Billy and his mother visited him a few days later. It was getting on towards evening and Steele was sitting on his front veranda with a glass of freshly pureed vegetable juice, thinking what a great evening it was after the heat of the day. The birds had stopped calling and had settled down for the night and creatures of the night had begun to stir.

Billy arrived in his customary shorts and shirt but Lilly had forsaken her usual skin-tight jeans for a creamy skirt and white blouse. She was wearing lipstick and eye shadow and came across as warm and seductive. Billy was carrying his guitar in its case as Steele had suggested he take it home so that Lilly and he could rehearse the song.

Steele rose and greeted her. If she had to come, it was preferable that she came with Billy. “Evening, Lilly. Been hot, hasn’t it?”

“Hot as hell, Mr Clay. I’ve been in the creek a lot,” she said.

“Me, too,” Steele said and they laughed together.

“I want to sing your song, Mr Clay. It’s a real beaut song. I’ve told Billy that he’s a very lucky boy to get a song written specially for him by a book writer,” Lilly said.

“I’ll bring out a couple more chairs. It’s cooler out here.”

He and Billy carried out the chairs and Steele followed up with a jug of orange juice and two more glasses.

“Righto, sing away, Lilly,” Steele said.

“I’ll sing it first and then Billy can sing it.”

Steele sat and listened to Lilly Sanders sing the words he’d written, spellbound by her voice and the emotion it carried…

I sit here and dream of the long ago,

When my people danced along the creek below.

I see the fires and I smell the smoke,

Where the lilies grew and the wild duck flew,

Where the Gubbi Gubbi came and the Gubbi Gubbi went,

Back to the Dreamtime, so long ago.

Time of the Rainbow Serpent,

Who made Jerogeree, this place of corroboree.

White fella come, black fella go.

Gubbi Gubbi gone, no more corroboree along Jerogeree.

All gone the corroboree.

Steele saw tears trickling down Lilly’s face. She put down the guitar and flicked them away with a quick shake of her head.

“That was simply lovely, Lilly. You ought to be singing fulltime and recording songs. Your voice is beautiful,” Steele told her.

“You’re very kind, Mr Clay, but I should’ve started years ago. It’s too late for me. It’s up to Billy now,” she said.

“It isn’t too late, Lilly. What are you… thirty? You’re only a young woman. Your voice is great. I’ve listened to some of the women singing country and western and some of them aren’t a patch on you.”

Lilly shook her head. “I wouldn’t be up to living that life, Mr Clay. I’m just a Gubbi Gubbi woman who didn’t get enough education. Then there’s Dooley. Billy probably told you about him. He wouldn’t let me go.”

“I told Billy to tell you what to do about Dooley. I think you should try and record something at the very least, Lilly. I’m not up on what’s required but I could make enquiries,” Steele said.

“No, Mr Clay. You look after Billy. I’ve got the farm and there’s…” Lilly stopped mid-sentence.

Lilly didn’t have to finish the sentence for Steele to understand what she’d been about to say. Lilly was entangled with two men, one she liked and one she didn’t.

“Billy, you run home and get the calf in.”

“I put it in before we left, Mum,” Billy said.

“Then put the spuds on. I’ll be along shortly. Go on, Billy,” she urged.

Lilly watched her son leave and then walked into the house. “You’ve been real kind to Billy, Mr Clay. He’s lucky to have such a good friend.”

“I’m very fond of Billy. We get along very well. And although I’m not a judge of voices, I do know a good voice when I hear it, and I think Billy has a very nice voice. If he’s taken in hand and looked after properly, he could do very well as a country and western singer. He could sing other styles, too,” Steele said.

“I’m real pleased you think so. Billy told me what you said, about you being sick and being in hospital in America. And about you not being interested in women. I’d like to help you, Mr Clay. Pay back all you’ve done for Billy,” Lilly said. She unzipped her skirt and it was on the floor before Steele could make a move to prevent her. She was wearing nothing under the skirt and nothing under her blouse either, which was well on the way to following the skirt.

“Lilly, no,” Steele said firmly.

“You leave everything to me, Mr Clay. You’ll be right for women after I make you good again,” she said sweetly.

“No, you won’t, Lilly. The last thing I need is help of that kind from you. It’s very sweet and generous of you to offer and I appreciate very much that you want to help me. But no thanks,” Steele said.

“You think that I’m not good enough to go to bed with, Mr Clay? You won’t sleep with a Murri woman?”

“I won’t sleep with any woman who’s involved with two men, Lilly. I know about Danny Evans and I know what will happen if Dooley Davis finds out that you’ve been seeing him, which he will. I have no intention of being the middle bloke in an Evans-Davis argument. I’m doing fine and you don’t have to worry about me,” Steele said. He picked up Lilly’s skirt and handed it to her.

“You’re a strong man, Mr Clay. I reckon no other man around here would knock me back,” Lilly said as she stepped into the skirt.

“I know what I’m missing, Lilly. I saw you in the creek one day. I wasn’t spying on you. I was looking for bird perches in the timber,” Steele said.

“You think I’ve got a good figure, Mr Clay?”

“I think it’s a bit better than good, Lilly,” he said with a gentle smile.

“You got a bit of devil in you, Mr Clay. If I’d met a fella like you when I was younger, I might have given some of those women singers a run for their money.” She moved closer to him and gave him a long, lingering kiss on his lips. “You’re a pretty special man, Mr Clay. I wish right now you weren’t. You ever need me, I’ll come down to you,” Lilly said, and her smile was a guarantee that she would.

“Shoo, Lilly. Go home to Billy,” Steele flicked his fingers and listened to her peal of laughter as she realised he’d trumped her rhymes. “And watch yourself with those men of yours.”

Steele watched her as she went down the steps and out through the garden. She turned and waved to him just before she walked up towards the road. He reckoned that it would have been one of the only times in her life that a man had refused what she had to offer.

Steele breathed deeply and went into the house to begin preparing his dinner. He was well aware that the last thing he needed was the complication of Lilly in his life. Yet, he was not unaffected by Lilly’s gesture. What she’d offered him was the best she thought she had to give… her sexuality. She was grateful to him for what he’d done for Billy and wanted to repay him by restoring his manhood. Steele shook his head. Women never ceased to amaze him. They were often hard to please but in their best moments, they were sublime.

Billy looked at his mother as she came into the kitchen and continued looking at her while they ate dinner.

“What’s up with you, Billy?” she asked at last.

“He knocked you back, didn’t he?”

“Who, Billy?” Lilly said, playing dumb.

“Mr Clay, of course. You offered him sex and he knocked you back. I knew he would. Mr Clay isn’t like Danny and Dooley. Why did you have to do it, Mum? He just wants to be left alone so he can write in peace. He doesn’t want anything to do with women,” Billy said.

“You’re a little smart arse, Billy Sanders. I only wanted to help him so he’d be okay again. It was the least I could do after all he’s done for you. So, he knocked me back. It’s no big deal. But I’d be better for him than any posh woman,” Lilly said. “He’d get better real quick with my help.”

“Just stay away from him, Mum. Mr Clay just wants to be left alone. If he was lonely, he’d go to town more… go to the coast. But he doesn’t need anyone. He’s just happy to be alive and writing again,” Billy said.

“He’s told you that, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, he told me. We talk a lot and he doesn’t give up until I understand what he’s telling me. Mr Clay says that knowing how to talk properly and how to sing aren’t enough and you need to understand a lot of other things. Like if you were going to write a song about Uluru, it wouldn’t be enough to simply describe it as a big rock. You’d want to understand why it’s so important to the people who live there,” Billy explained.

“You like what Mr Clay tells you?” Lilly asked.

“You bet. Mr Clay is better than any teacher I’ve had.”

Lilly leaned across and ruffled his hair. “You’re a good boy, Billy. A little smart arse at times, but a good boy most of the time. It’s a pity you’re not with your father. You’d get somewhere if you were with him.”

“You know very well that he’ll never have me, but I’ll get somewhere with Mr Clay. He doesn’t care that I’ve got Gubbi Gubbi in me. You wait and see,” Billy said enthusiastically.

“You help him all you can, Billy. And I hope you never let him down. There’s probably more men like him, but I’ve never met them. You’re the luckiest boy in Queensland to have a man like him take an interest in you and right next-door into the bargain. Who’d have thought anyone would want to restore that old building? It’s a kind of miracle.”





Chapter Eight

A couple of mornings after Lilly’s visit, Steele woke up feeling ‘different’. He couldn’t put a finger on why he felt clearer in the head and lighter in the body other than the fact that he’d had a particularly good night’s sleep. He took a glass of orange juice and some pieces of pineapple from the refrigerator and went out to the back veranda where he sat and let the morning soak into him. As he listened to the songs of the birds in the trees and coming, as though through a tunnel, from along the creek, Steele realised that he’d begun a new phase of creativity. And it had all begun with the song he wrote for Billy. Although he’d had to work at it to get it right, writing this song hadn’t been as difficult as he’d anticipated. It had given him a great deal of satisfaction writing it, and this had multiplied when he’d heard Lilly sing it.

What he felt now was a desire to write more lyrics. And the inspiration to do so seemed to be coming from all about him; it was coming from the birds and from the possums that made sounds like birds and from the breeze that rippled the leaves of the trees and shrubs that hedged in his dwelling. It was there in the noisy squabbling of the multi-coloured lorikeets as they ate greedily from the trays of millets and honey-soaked bread that Steele dispensed for his feathered population.

As further evidence of this change of feeling, Steele found himself singing. In the beginning, it was only snatches of songs but then, he began to memorise the words of different songs so that he could sing them right through. It was a strange development, because although he had a reasonably pleasant singing voice, Steele had never bothered to use it. Back in his high school days, his music teacher had raved on about his voice. “Get yourself a good teacher and you’ll go places,” he’d told him. Steele hadn’t taken his advice but neither had he pushed his voice or ruined it by smoking. The voice had been there all along but other things had taken higher priority. Now, Steele was able to utilise his voice to give expression to the lyrics he wrote at all hours of the day and night. Sometimes, there would be only the bare bones of a song because all the words wouldn’t come to him in a great, single sweep of inspiration. Then he’d look up to the great glassy peaks beyond Jerogeree and words seemed to come out of the air.

Billy was musical but he lacked Steele’s command of the English language. He looked on in wonder as Steele put together lyrics that made him want to burst into immediate song. What Steele quickly realised was that he would have to learn to play either the piano or guitar, or both, if he wanted to go further with writing songs. He had no piano, so there wasn’t much point in considering it, but the guitar was a different matter entirely. He’d heard there was a woman in town who gave lessons.

In his wilder moments, Steele felt that it had been pre-ordained that he should find the cottage and restore it. Some great force beyond his understanding seemed to be directing his actions and his movements, just as his brain directed what to write and how to write it. It wasn’t something he would ever mention to anyone because he was aware that there were people who would categorise him as a ‘loony writer’, a kind of modern day’s hermit, but he believed in such things.

Steele had become accustomed to Billy coming to visit him at the weekend, so, Billy’s announcement that he wouldn’t be coming the following Saturday was something of a disappointment.

“It’s me birthday on Sunday and Mum’s taking me in to town on Saturday to get me a present,” Billy informed Steele one afternoon. He’d just hopped off the bus and was having a drink of orange juice and a scone before walking home.

“It’s ‘my’ birthday not ‘me’ birthday, Billy. And what is your mum going to buy you for your birthday?” Steele asked.

“Long duds, Mr Clay. Mum says I can wear them when I go singing. I can wear a check shirt with them,” Billy said.

“In that case, I’ll contribute the shirt, Billy. Do you need a big hat, too?” Steele asked.

“Yeah, I will, but maybe not for a little while,” Billy said.

“‘Yes’, not ‘yeah’. If you talk like that, you’ll be called a hillbilly, not Billy,” Steele chided.

“That’s funny, Mr Clay.”

“If you talk like a hillbilly, some people might think that’s all you are and that they can take you for a ride. It’s a tough world out there and you need to present yourself as well as you can,” Steele said.

“Did you do anything but write books before you came here, Mr Clay?” Billy asked.

“I went to university before I wrote books,” Steele said.

“Were they good books?”

“Some people thought so. They were all bestsellers. If they hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have been able to afford to go to America to get well and I wouldn’t have been able to buy this property,” Steele said.

“No wonder you can write a song so easily. A song should be easy for you after writing books.”

“That doesn’t necessarily follow, Billy. A lot of people can do what I might call straight writing but can’t manage poetry or song-writing. Then, there’s people who can write prose, poetry and the lyrics for songs,” Steele said.

“I bet you can do it all,” Billy said, looking across at Steele as if he were a kind of hero figure.

Steele laughed. “Maybe. I certainly want to write more songs. I don’t know about the poetry. I tried my hand at some of that in my teens but didn’t go on with it. Some poetry has been set to music. I know you’ve read ‘Clancy of the Overflow’ but are you aware that it was set to music by a chap called Arlen. There are three or four recorded versions of it. A famous Australian baritone by the name of Peter Dawson recorded a great version that I like a lot. And there are other bush poems that have been made into songs… ‘The Man from Snowy River’ and Henry Lawson’s ‘The Loaded Dog’. Some of Will Ogilvie’s, too.”

“That’s the kind of thing I want to know about, Mr Clay. I don’t give a stuff for maths and science and that sort of thing. I just want to learn about music and singing,” Billy said earnestly.

“And so you shall, Billy. Just bide your time. There’s an old saying that ‘All things come to he who waits’. Don’t be in too great a hurry to set the world alight. We’ll see what we can do about getting you taught a bit more about music and singing. There’s a woman in town who gives lessons. I’ll talk to your mother about it. You’ve got a nice voice but you’ll need to learn how to use it. And how to present yourself, because voice alone won’t get you on stage. You need to come across well,” Steele said.

“Wear a big black hat like Lee Kernaghan,” Billy said.

“I think Lee might have a copyright on the black hat gimmick, Billy,” Steele said.

“What else should I do, Mr Clay?”

“Stay off the booze and the cigarettes. Don’t be kidded into drinking. After what you’ve seen of Dooley Davis, you know what booze can do to a man or a woman. You don’t have to drink to prove you’re a man. You become a big country music star and people will look up to you,” Steele said.

“That’s what I want, Mr Clay. I want people to look up to me. I want to be as big as Slim Dusty. And people still talk about how great Tex Morton was and how big he’d be if he was singing today. But if I could be anyone, I’d like it to be John Denver. He’s got what Mum calls a lovely floaty voice that nobody else has got,” Billy said with shining eyes.

"The important thing is to be yourself and to be able to get across what makes you unique. That means being different, Billy. Every singer sings a song in a slightly different way because every voice is different. It’s the way you use your voice and the technique you apply to a song that’s important. And maybe, a little bit of luck. Most people, even the really talented people, need a bit of luck to get ahead. Maybe it’s winning a competition or being heard by some influential person. But you need to do the ground work, Billy.

“Now, let me see the size of the shirt you’re wearing. I’ll get one a good size bigger than that one because boys grow a lot from your age on,” Steele said.

So, Steele bought a red checked shirt and had it wrapped in fancy paper. He debated whether he’d walk up to Lilly’s on the Sunday so he could give Billy the shirt on his birthday or wait until the boy called in one afternoon. The first option would be the most appropriate for the occasion but he baulked at the idea of going to Lilly’s place. A delay of a couple of days in presenting Billy with his shirt wouldn’t diminish the present in the boy’s eyes.

As things turned out, the decision was taken out of Steele’s hands.





Chapter Nine

On the Saturday evening prior to Billy’s birthday, Steele began working on the lyrics of another song. It was to be an additional birthday present for Billy. He’d worked at it for an hour or so, knocked off and had dinner, and then resumed work at the words. He worked until about ten, went to bed and fell into an immediate deep sleep. About an hour or so later, he was awakened by Billy calling to him from the front veranda.

“I need you, Mr Clay,” Billy called anxiously.

Steele climbed out of bed and made his way to the front veranda. When he switched on the outside light, he saw that he had not one nocturnal visitor, but two. Billy had one arm wrapped around his mother and appeared to be trying to hold her upright. Billy had a great red welt across one side of his face and his pyjama top was held together by only a couple of threads. Lilly was in much worse shape. Her dress was ripped nearly in two and she seemed both all in and all out because there was very little in the way of clothing beneath the dress. Lilly’s face was contorted with pain and she appeared to be having trouble with her breathing.

“Good heavens!” Steele exploded. “What happened, Billy?” Steele asked as he took Lilly’s weight and eased her down on to a step.

“Dooley came home from the sheds and found Mum with Danny Evans. Danny took off and Dooley belted Mum. He’s gone off looking for Danny. I didn’t know what to do, so I helped Mum down here. I reckoned you’d be able to help her, Mr Clay,” Billy said anxiously.

“Is it your ribs, Lilly?” Steele asked.

Lilly nodded. “I’m sorry to put you out, Mr Clay,” Lilly said weakly.

“Never mind that,” Steele said tersely. He stood for a moment looking down at her and then at Billy’s anxious face.

“We’ll take your Mum straight to the hospital, Billy. Run in to my bedroom and bring me out my dressing gown.”

“Righto, Mr Clay,” Billy said and took the stairs two at a time in his eagerness to comply.

Between the two of them, they eased Lilly into the back seat of Steele’s van and took off for the hospital. From the driver’s seat, Steele watched Billy stroke his mother’s face, reassuring her that she’d be okay.

After Lilly was admitted, Steele had Billy checked over too. After an all clear on Billy, he told the boy to get back in the van, as he’d be staying with him while Lilly was indisposed.

“Thanks, Mr Clay,” said an obviously relieved Billy. “I don’t want to be home tonight if Dooley comes back.”

“How’s your face, Billy? Is it hurting?” Steele asked when they were back together in the van.

“It’s all right, Mr Clay. Just feels a bit funny.”

“A bit numb, perhaps?” Steele suggested.

Steele swore under his breath and Billy looked at him apprehensively. “We need to call the police, Billy. Dooley Davis has a lot to answer for,” Steele said by way of explanation.

“No police, Mr Clay. Mum wouldn’t want no coppers putting their noses in again. The family wouldn’t like it. There’d be more trouble.”

Inwardly, Steele fumed. If Lilly wouldn’t press charges, or denied that Dooley had caused the injuries, there was probably nothing the police could do about him.

“I told you Dooley wasn’t much chop,” Billy said.

Steele grunted and patted the boy on the shoulder. “And you were right, Billy. That about sums him up.”

It was after 1:00 a.m. when Steele and Billy finally made it back to Jerogeree, and just on daylight, Steele was again woken from a sound sleep by another voice calling for him from the front veranda.

Billy slid into Steele’s bedroom and whispered in his ear, “It’s Dooley, Mr Clay.”

“I thought this was going to be a peaceful place,” Steele said as he threw back the bedclothes. He dressed quickly and stepped into a pair of slippers. “You stay here, Billy.”

Dooley Davis presented roughly. He gave every indication of a fellow who’d had a big night on the booze, with an unshaven face and bloodshot eyes.

“Have ya seen Lilly?” Davis asked without ceremony when Steele appeared on the front veranda.

Steele nodded. “Billy brought her here last night and I took her straight into hospital. I think she’s probably has some broken ribs and they might have found more than that when they examined her. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Dooley. It’s a pretty low act to belt a woman,” Steele said harshly.

“The bitch was with Danny Evans. I told her what I’d do if I found her with him… or anyone else. Danny doesn’t give a stuff about Lilly. He only wants to screw her,” Davis said savagely.

“And you don’t?”

“Lilly’s my woman,” Davis said.

“It isn’t any of my business but have you considered that Lilly might prefer Danny to you?”

Davis looked at Steele sharply. “No, I haven’t. Lilly belongs to me.”

“That’s your point of view, Dooley. From where I stand, it appears to me that Lilly would like you to go to the devil. You belt her and you belt Billy, so why on earth would she want you to stay with her?”

Davis appeared nonplussed at being presented with this argument. It was a safe bet that no one else had ever laid it on the line so clearly.

“Danny Evans is a white fella. It was a white fella that got Lilly into trouble in the first place,” Davis said.

“What’s that got to do with anything? Do you really believe you’re a better option, a fellow who belts her and her son?”

Davis looked at the breadth of Steele’s chest and remembered what he’d said about doing some weight-lifting. He reckoned a fellow wouldn’t be so free with his words if he couldn’t throw a strong punch.

“Where’s Billy?” Davis asked.

“He’s inside, in bed and asleep. And that’s where he’s staying for the time being. You’re not his father and if you touch him again, I’ll get an order taken out against you, Dooley,” Steele said firmly.

“That’s not being very friendly,” Davis said sourly.

“The people I call my friends don’t belt women and kids.”

Davis made a sound in his throat for which there was no meaning in any English dictionary. “I go a bit mad when I’m on the piss,” he said weakly.

“If you can’t handle the booze, you should stay off it, Dooley. You’ll come to a bad end the way you’re going.”

“I’m not havin’ Danny Evans pinch me woman.”

“From what I hear, Lilly doesn’t regard herself as your woman. You foisted yourself on her and you’ve had her too scared to clear out. So, she goes behind your back with Danny Evans. Walk away from Lilly, Dooley. Go back to your shearing. Find another woman,” Steele suggested.

But the idea of finding a woman like Lilly Sanders was so daft that Davis refused to consider it. “You would side with another white fella, wouldn’t ya?” Davis growled.

“Colour’s got nothing to do with it. I don’t give a damn about what colour you are, Dooley. A real man doesn’t hit a woman, or a child. If you want to be thought a decent bloke, you’ve got to behave like one. Where were you when Lilly needed medical attention? You were chasing off after Danny Evans and you didn’t give Lilly a second thought. I took her to hospital. I didn’t come here to be caught up in my neighbour’s affairs but it’s been forced on me. Now, you need to clear off and behave yourself or there’s trouble coming,” Steele said.

Davis shifted uneasily on two legs that weren’t entirely steady. He wasn’t sure whether Steele was threatening him with physical violence or giving him advice. He had a momentary vision of Steele picking him up and throwing him through the air like a football, which his physique suggested he’d be quite capable of doing. Instead of arguing with Steele, he turned on his heel and walked up the road to where he’d left his vehicle.

Billy waited until Dooley had driven away then joined Steele on the veranda. “Ya told Dooley where to go, Mr Clay,” he said admiringly.

“You’, not ‘ya’, Billy,” Steele said.

“It’s a wonder he didn’t try and job y… you. He’s jobbed a lot of blokes.”

“Maybe I had him bluffed. Anyway, I hope that’s the last I ever see of him.”

“Me, too.”

But neither the man nor the boy believed it would be.

After breakfast, Steele presented Billy with his new check shirt, determined that the boy’s birthday wouldn’t be entirely ruined by Dooley’s fists. “You might have to wait a little while for your duds. Your mum will have them put away somewhere,” Steele said.

“Thanks for the shirt, Mr Clay. It’s a real beauty,” Billy said with tears in his eyes.

“If you work hard at your voice, I’ll buy you a big hat to go with it. You’d have to try it on, of course hats can be either too tight or too loose. Have any preference for colour?” Steele asked him, trying to distract the boy.

“Any colour’s okay, Mr Clay. Maybe white or black rather than those in-between colours,” Billy said.

“What do you say we have a morning’s fishing?” Steele suggested. “We’ll have some lunch and then I’ll take you in to see your mum. How does that sound?”

“That’d be real beaut, Mr Clay. You sure it won’t take up too much of your writing time?” Billy asked with genuine concern.

“A fellow can’t work all the time, Billy. There’s a saying ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy’. A man needs to take a spell now and then to rest the grey cells,” Steele said, tapping his fingers against his skull.

“What’s the grey cells, Mr Clay?”

“They’re what make up your brain, Billy. There’s a more technical answer but that’ll do for now. We’d better look for some worms. Do you think the perch will bite on worms today?”

“Aw, you never know, Mr Clay. Some days, they won’t bite on anything and other days, they’ll bite on just about any old bait. They bite better early morning and then towards night. If we take some meat down, we can try for some craybobs for bait.”

Worms weren’t hard to find in a garden laden with humus. They squirmed beneath every rotten log too… great fat worms that had fed undisturbed for years.

Down at the creek, Billy threaded one on his hook and had a ‘yella belly’ within ten minutes. It took Steele half an hour longer. Then, Billy pulled a patch of bark off an apple gum and caught a brown spider. He put the spider on for bait and caught a perch on that, too. “You can use grasshoppers too, Mr Clay,” Billy said with all the accumulated knowledge of his thirteen years.

“How come you know so much about fishing, Billy?” Steele asked.

“Aw, I talk about it with other fellas, Mr Clay. It’s one of the things you can do that doesn’t cost much money. That’s once you’ve got your gear. Mum gave me mine for different birthdays and for Christmas presents.” He saw Steele cast further out into clear water and shook his head. “Don’t cast there, Mr Clay. ‘Yella belly’ don’t like clear water. They hang about the reeds and alongside old logs. They travel a lot too, but they do it mostly at night,” Billy said.

So much useful knowledge in one so young, Steele thought, so much knowledge about fishing anyway. “It’s a peaceful pastime. A fellow can’t get into too much trouble fishing from a creek bank,” Steele suggested.

“I don’t know about that, Mr Clay. It’s safe enough here but it’s not so safe down on the coast. There was a fella from in town that got washed off the rocks and drowned. He was a mad keen rock fisherman and he took a lot of risks. The best fishing spots on the coast seem to be the most dangerous. You got to be very careful if you go to the coast, Mr Clay. There’s always that one wave that’s bigger than the rest,” said the cluey young man.

“Thanks for the advice, Billy. I lived in Sydney and there were blokes washed off the rocks there quite regularly. I realise rock fishing is a risky business. If I go to the coast, I think I’ll stick to the beaches and the jetties. We’ll have to do a trip down there. What do you say, Billy?” Steele asked.

“Really, Mr Clay? That’d be beaut. Me Uncle Ted took me a couple of times. We camped on the beach and fished the rocks, too. It was just great fishing with the sun going down and then up early before the sun came up. We got a big box of fish, too. I reckon the saltwater fish are heaps better than the fish we get here. You don’t need to spice ’em up like these fish,” Billy said.

“These are okay for the time being, Billy. And watch those ‘me’s. It’s ’my’ Uncle Ted, not ‘me’ Uncle Ted,” Steele reminded him.

Billy grinned. “Yeah, okay, I forget. Mum came with us when we went to the coast. Mum can cook fish like nobody else can. She stuffs them and they taste terrific. We had fish for dinner on the beach.”

“We could camp there overnight and sleep in the van. I mean you and me, Billy. What do you reckon?” Steele asked, relieved to see the boy more cheerful.

“That’d be fantastic, Mr Clay.”

“What about Dooley? Does he like to fish?” Steele asked.

“Naw. Dooley is keener on steak than fish. He’ll eat fish but he’s got no patience catching them. He uses a fish trap. I use a fish trap too when we’re out of fish, but there’s no fun in it,” Billy said profoundly.

Man and boy gathered up their gear, pulled the sugar bag of fish out of the creek and walked up to the house. They cleaned the fish and Billy took the insides back to the creek and dumped them in. “It’ll fatten the craybobs,” he said with a grin.

Steele cooked some of the fish in foil with a few herbs and served it up with chips and salad.

“That was pretty good, Mr Clay. Good birthday tucker,” Billy said with obvious enjoyment of the meal.

“Yes, it was pretty good,” Steele agreed. “I’m feeling a lot better since I’ve been eating Jerogeree fish. Do you happen to know if this creek belongs to the Mary River system or drains into the Brisbane River?”

“Er… neither, Mr Clay. I heard me… er… my Uncle Ted say that it runs into the Stanley River and it runs into Lake Somerset,” Billy said.

“You’re a fountain of knowledge, Billy. Seriously, it’s worth knowing that sort of thing. If you write about an area, you need to get your facts right,” Steele said. “You ready to go and see your mum now?”

“I’m ready,” Billy said.

“We might stop and get something for you to give her. People often give grapes. Don’t know why but they do. Maybe because they’re easy to handle. Does your Mum eat grapes?” Steele asked.

“Yes, she eats grapes. She’s pretty keen on chocolates though. Danny Evans gives her chocolates,” Billy said.

“Bully for Danny Evans.” Steele wondered how Lilly was able to maintain her fabulous figure if her diet included chocolates. “We’ll get her a box of chocolates.”

“I didn’t mean that you had to buy her chocolates. I’ve got some money saved up,” Billy said.

“A box of chocolates won’t break me, Billy.” But the boy still looked worried. “You know, the fish you caught me would more than pay for the chocolates.” And Billy’s face brightened with relief.

When they reached the hospital, they found Lilly looking slightly less alluring than usual. She had a black eye which was half closed and her voice lacked its usual warmth. She was dressed in a hospital gown and Steele was pleased that he had asked Billy to run back home and pack some of her clothes into a suitcase.

“We brought some of your clothes, Lilly,” Steele said. “I asked Billy to go home and make a selection. There’s some there for when you leave hospital, too.”

“You’re a good man, Mr Clay. Billy doesn’t know how lucky he is to have you looking out for him.”

“Billy looks out for me too, Lilly. He’s shown me how to fish and we caught some nice fish this morning. Billy’s stuffed full of fish and chips right now,” Steele said with a chuckle.

“Lucky little devil. You be sure and help Mr Clay, Billy,” Lilly said as sternly as she could manage.

“He does help, Lilly. How long will you be in here?” Steele asked.

“Another few days. They’ve got the ribs strapped up.”

“Will you be able to manage when you go home?”

“I’ll be all right if Dooley isn’t there. Billy can look after me.”

“I had a yarn with Dooley. I laid it on the line, Lilly. If he touches Billy again, I’ll bring the police into it. I’d like to have told him I’d do it if he touches you but that would probably have implied that I had an interest in you. I do have an interest in your welfare but it’s you that should apply for the court order against Dooley,” Steele said.

“The family wouldn’t like that,” Lilly said.

“Your family aren’t the ones getting beaten up.”

“Aw, I don’t know. Plenty of Murri women get belted. It comes down from the old people. The lubras used to cop some awful hidings,” Lilly said.

“You can stop Dooley from bothering you. The court order would keep him away from you. If he flouts it, he can be locked up,” Steele told her.

“Prison’s no good for a Murri man, Mr Clay. They’re not used to being locked up. Lots of Murri people die in prison. It’s a bad place for us. I don’t want to see him in prison,” Lilly said.

“Dooley isn’t just Murri,” Steele said.

“That one quarter Murri makes a difference, Mr Clay. It’s stronger than the white-fella part. Prison’s very bad for Murri people,” she repeated.

Steele thought it was a strangely benevolent attitude considering Dooley’s treatment of her.

“Dooley could kill you next time. He told me that when he’s on the booze, he doesn’t know what he’s doing. He wants to hurt you for going behind his back. You wouldn’t want Billy left on his own, would you?”

“Billy’s big enough to look after himself, Mr Clay.”

Steele shook his head. “No, he isn’t, Lilly. He’s only thirteen, which means that the government would put him in a home or in foster care. Billy wants to be a country and western star and that would put him back years. Billy needs you. He’s more important than Dooley and he’s more important than Danny Evans. You can’t like Dooley or you wouldn’t be seeing Danny Evans, and seeing him will only get you into more trouble. Billy is what matters. Get a court order to keep him away from you,” Steele said sternly.

“All right, Mr Clay,” Lilly said without much conviction in her voice.

Steele shook his head. It was like talking to a post. But he lacked any experience of dealing with a woman like Lilly, and for all his high IQ, he was out of his depth understanding her.

When Lilly left hospital a few days later, Billy went back home, and the cottage seemed strangely quiet without him. It wasn’t that he was a rowdy boy, in fact, he was quite the reverse. He was always careful not to intrude when Steele was tapping away on his computer either in the kitchen or on one of the verandas. But he was a boy who slotted into Steele’s schedule extraordinarily well. He’d peel potatoes and pumpkins, do the washing up and keep his room tidy without a word from Steele. But when Steele started working on a song, he’d become highly animated, indeed a different boy entirely. He’d sing passages to guitar accompaniment so that Steele could gauge how his words sounded musically. Steele enjoyed these sessions, not only because of Billy’s obvious pleasure in their collaboration but because writing the songs stretched his brain and made it work at something it had never experienced.

But now that he was back to living on his own, Steele took the opportunity to carry through on a couple of objectives he’d set himself. The first was to visit the local heritage library to research the history of the district. He was keen to dig out what he could on the two Hewitt males who, apart from the massacred Gubbi Gubbi, had both been past occupiers of his property.

Steele was disappointed with the paucity of information. There was mention of a massacre near Maryborough where a detachment of native troopers under the command of a European officer had been in pursuit of a Murri ‘offender’ and had fired on all Aborigines in sight. It appeared that there was so little local regard for the indigenous people that this same officer was supposed to have been presented with ‘a sword of honour’ for his part in the reduction of ‘blacks’ in the area. Smaller massacres didn’t even rate an official mention.

Steele also discovered that in the early days of settlement, there’d been some great stands of cedar and pine in the Wide Bay area and venturesome timber-getters kept probing further and further inland to harvest it. The local Murri people had taken great exception to this steady encroachment onto their traditional hunting grounds, and needless to say, after a few Europeans had been killed, the tough new settlers had little compunction about exacting vengeance on the traditional owners of the land.

It was about this time that Jack Hewitt Senior had entered the scene. Hewitt was a mysterious man because although he was said to have been a convict from New South Wales, apparently no person of that name was known to the authorities. The popular view was that Hewitt was an escaped convict and had adopted the name to throw officialdom off his scent. It was acknowledged that Hewitt must have been an amazing bushman to have negotiated a huge stretch of country before arriving in the region of the Glass House Mountains on stolen horses. Whether he was one of the bushrangers who’d robbed coaches of their cargoes of gold, nobody could definitely say, but that’s what many people imagined. It seemed it wasn’t healthy to question Hewitt because he was a formidable man with a fearsome reputation for being able to look after himself.

As tough as Jack Senior was on fellow settlers, he was absolute murder on his indigenous neighbours. Always heavily armed, Hewitt shot any Murri who looked sideways at him. It seems that when he took a liking to a particular piece of land and erected a hut on it, the locals were particularly incensed. This was regarded by them as a choice camping site and had been for thousands of years. Under the guise of friendship, Hewitt handed out bread laced with strychnine and ground glass, and many Gubbi Gubbi perished. It was said that Hewitt shot others to, in his words, ‘put them out of their misery’. This massacre, coming on top of others, virtually wiped out Murri people from the region. But not quite because one night, Jack Hewitt Senior was clubbed to death on his newly acquired land.

It seemed that Jack was survived by a Murri woman and their son, and the younger Hewitt, Jack Junior, had lived until he was over one hundred years and had died in the old cottage that had been built on the site of the original hut. And nobody had lived in the cottage since his death many years before.

Steele read that some of the locals claimed that it was a mystery how Jack Hewitt Junior had lived so long without doing any regular work. He’d worked at a variety of jobs as a young man but for the last thirty or so years of his life, he hadn’t worked at all. It seems that he’d had a good vegetable garden and fruit trees, and a daughter who’d contributed food but had lived a lifestyle well beyond his means.

What Steele found astonishing was that in only a few generations, the original occupiers of the country had virtually ceased to exist. True, there were some descendants, people like Lilly Sanders and Dooley Davis, but the Gubbi Gubbi tribe, as a tribe, had been wiped out. There were stories concerning a handful of Gubbi Gubbi who were supposed to have hung on for some years before moving further out. There was also the persistent story of a very old Gubbi Gubbi man who’d lived for many years up in the Palmer River country of North Queensland. He was referred to by the local people as Marjaru which, roughly translated, means ‘the last man’. Steele had no means of checking out this story, but according to his research, the locals certainly believed it to be true.

So there, for the time being at least, Steele’s research came to an end. It was entirely possible that Jack Hewitt Senior was an escaped convict or ticket-of-leave man and bush-ranger, and perhaps did bring with him to Queensland a fortune in stolen gold and sovereigns. He was supposed to have had a badly scarred back, which certainly suggested that he’d been a convict. Whether he was also a bush-ranger was harder to establish. What was true was that Jack Hewitt Senior had died as violently as he’d lived. It was also likely true that he was buried somewhere on Steele’s property. It wasn’t difficult to understand why both old Hewitt and the Gubbi Gubbi wanted the property. It was a place to want. There was the never-failing creek, the sweet spring water and the amazing fertility of the blood-red soil.

Steele thought that if Jack Hewitt Senior had been a convict who’d worked in the road gangs and experienced the lash, Jerogeree must have appeared to be the answer to his dreams, a place to fight for and to die for…

And it seemed, that’s what he’d done.





Chapter Ten

Dooley Davis had returned to the shearing sheds and peace reigned along Jerogeree Creek. Steele, wrote, fished and worked in his garden and thanked his lucky stars that his life was now free of complications. That was until a fully fit and once again very scantily clad Lilly turned up on his doorstep. She’d dressed and stuffed a yellowbelly with one of her special fillings and proposed to cook it for Steele’s lunch.

“’Cos you were so kind to me and Billy,” Lilly said by way of explanation for her presence, swaying her hips meaningfully.

“You don’t have to do things for me, Lilly,” Steele said.

“I don’t see why not. You do things for Billy and me. So, why can’t I do things for you? It’s only a fish,” Lilly said with unarguable logic.

“It’s not the gift of the fish that concerns me, Lilly. It’s the fact that you’re here.”

“You think I want to screw you?” she asked bluntly.

“You offered to on another occasion,” Steele reminded her.

“Yeah, well, how else can I thank you?”

“I’m not looking for thanks. I just want a quiet life with no complications. No female complications. Billy’s a different matter. He needs some help to make something of himself. How about you head off home and I’ll cook the fish you’ve so kindly brought me and we’ll leave it at that. If you have any messages for me, you can send them with Billy,” Steele said firmly.

“You’re a funny fella, Mr Clay. I never met a man yet that didn’t want to screw me. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“I’ll have to grin and bear it, Lilly. Now, off you go home,” Steele said.

Despite Lilly’s weakness where men were concerned, he had to admit that she was a good cook. The fish tasted fantastic and he would never again think of Lilly without remembering the meal he’d eaten after her departure. Perhaps he would always associate a meal of yellowbelly with that generous woman with the swaying hips.

Lilly didn’t visit him again nor did she send him any more fish, or any more of anything else. Billy did however, bring cryptic comments he’d picked up from his mother. The theme of most of these comments was that Lilly considered Steele to be not quite normal for not wanting to sleep with her. It seemed Lilly didn’t regard sex as a very big deal. She’d been indulging in it since she was a girl in her mid-teens and regarded it as something as natural as eating and sleeping. It was beyond her why Steele wouldn’t be the same as the other fellas who panted after her. She could understand Steele not wanting to get on the wrong side of Dooley because he was a bad man when he was on the piss, but in her simplistic way, Lilly couldn’t see how Dooley need ever know. Steele was such a nice man; she wanted to be nice to him, too. She thought it was sad, him being on his own and just writing all the time. It wasn’t natural for a man to live like that.

So, Steele had a period of peace before the next blow-up, one that was largely responsible for changing his life in ways he could never have imagined. It occurred late one Saturday night and Steele was utterly oblivious to it because he went to bed early and slept soundly after a big session in his veggie garden. As a result, he missed the comings and goings of the various vehicles and was, therefore, in complete ignorance of what transpired virtually on his doorstep.

Steele’s enlightenment came early on Sunday morning with the appearance of Josh Evans. The builder arrived in his one tonner, pulled up in a cloud of red dust and literally fell out of the vehicle in a great flurry of arms and legs.

“Did ya hear about it?” he asked urgently.

As this question failed to alter Steele’s composure, he followed up his first question with a second. “Ya didn’t?”

“Did I hear about what, Josh?” Steele asked calmly. He could see that Josh was agitated about something and he guessed that it probably involved his young brother. It was also possible, but probably not likely, that Josh had won Lotto, despite the number of entries he made.

“Ya live next door and ya don’t know what happened.”

“No, perhaps you’ll calm down and tell me,” Steele suggested.

“I thought the cops might’ve been here asking if you’d seen or heard anything.”

“Well, they haven’t. Nobody’s been here. Not even Billy.”

“Yeah, well, he wouldn’t ’ve been. There was hell to pay up at Lilly’s place last night. Dooley Davis caught Danny with Lilly and busted him up. Then, he started in on Lilly so Billy tried to stop him. Billy’s in hospital with a shirt full of busted ribs. But that’s the least of it. Danny got to his car and grabbed his shotgun. When Dooley went for him again with a knife, Danny shot him. Killed the mad bastard,” Josh said with his eyes almost standing out from his head.

“Good heavens, Billy in hospital. What about the others?”

“Lilly was badly knocked about and they rushed her to some flash hospital in Brisbane. Danny’s got a broken jaw and stitches in his head. Dooley took to him with a waddy of some sort. It’s touch-and-go whether Danny’s charged with murder, or manslaughter at any rate. Danny claims he fired in self-defence and to stop Dooley from belting Lilly again. I warned the stupid bastard to stay away from Lilly but he wouldn’t listen. It’s Billy I’m really sorry for. It wasn’t the kid’s fault what went on between the three of them. You’ll want to go and see him, won’t ya, Clay?”

“Of course. Poor kid! No father and his mother in hospital,” Steele said.

“Billy does have a father, Clay. He’s a hot shot doctor in Brisbane. I told ya about him. I don’t know if he was Lilly’s first bloke but she said he was Billy’s father. But he hasn’t been near Billy up to now so he’s not likely to change his tack. I think you can rule him out as being of any use. He might’ve sent money, but Billy needs more than money right now,” Josh said.

“What about this Uncle Ted fellow Billy talks about? Could Billy go to him for a while?”

“He’s a pisspot, a likeable bloke but a boozer. He gets on the turps for a week at a time. I wouldn’t send a chook to him to be looked after.”

“That fool woman,” Steele said and shook his head. “I wonder if there’s anything up there that needs attending to.”

“It’s a crime scene right now but I’ll ask the cops if it’s okay for me to go up there and have a look around. I know they’ve got fowls and a few turkeys and a milking cow. You go and see Billy. It’s times like these I wish you had a phone, Clay,” Josh said.

“No phone, Josh. I don’t want people ringing me while I’m writing,” Steele said.

After Josh left, Steele changed his clothes and drove to the district hospital. He was allowed to see Billy and found him strapped up, pale and looking uncharacteristically pensive. A wan smile greeted Steele’s appearance beside his bed.

“This is a nice how-de-doo, Billy,” Steele said with a forced smile.

“They took Mum to Brisbane, Mr Clay. Dooley hurt her bad.”

“So Josh told me. I’m sure they’ll look after her well down there. How are you feeling?” Steele asked.

“A bit sore, Mr Clay. Dooley kicked me in the ribs and broke some of them.”

“Dooley won’t worry you again, Billy,” Steele said quietly.

“What will happen to me, Mr Clay? The sister here said that Mum is hurt real bad and won’t be able to come home for a long time. She reckoned they’ll put me in a home or something until she’s better.”

“Not if I can help it. How would you like to come and live with me while your mum is out of action?”

“Could I?” Billy asked with pathetic eagerness.

“I don’t see why not. I’ll call at the police station and see what’s required for me to take temporary care of you. The only fly in the ointment would be if your real father wants you. He’ll have to be informed because I understand he and his family have been sending money to your mum ever since you were born,” Steele said.

“He won’t want me. He’s a posh city doctor,” Billy said. “It’d be real beaut if I could come to you. Mum’d like that. She reckons you’re a bonzer bloke.”

Even though I wouldn’t sleep with her, Steele thought. “Would you like me to bring you anything next time I come?”

“Naw. They’re looking after me real well, Mr Clay.”

“What about one of those fancy ice-creams you like?” Steele asked.

“Aw, well, if you like, but you don’t have to.”

“Josh was going to ask the police if he could visit your place. Is there anything there that needs doing?” Steele asked.

“The calf can stay on the cow. There’s only the chooks and the turkeys and they’ve got self-feeders so they’ll be right for a day or two. You might have to fill up their water dishes by then. There’s feed in the big shed,” Billy said.

“I’ll come back tomorrow and maybe I’ll have news for you,” Steele said. He touched Billy’s shoulder affectionately and left him.

At the police station, Steele asked to see the officer-in-charge and was shown through to the inspector’s office. Inspector Miller was a relatively young man and an officer who impressed Steele immediately.

Miller was well aware of the circumstances that had led to Billy being in hospital, as the altercation at Lilly Sanders’ farm had been the major incident his officers had attended over the weekend. Steele asked him what the situation was regarding Billy and if he could be placed in his care.

“Are you a relation?” Miller asked.

“No, I’m not a relation. I’m the next-door neighbour. Billy’s done odd jobs for me and I’ve been giving him voice lessons. I think he has a bright future as a country and western singer. I like the boy. If there isn’t a close relation that Billy would be happy to live with, I’ll look after him while his mother is out of action,” Steele said.

“Have you discussed this with Billy?” the inspector asked.

“Of course. Billy’s keen to stay with me till his mother’s on the mend.”

“Are you married?” Miller asked.

“No, I’m not married,” Steele said firmly.

“Hmm… That’s unfortunate. Are you in a position to support Billy?”

“I should think so,” Steele said.

The inspector tapped his pen on his desk. “As Billy is a minor and not able to be cared for by a parent, at least for the time being, the normal procedure is that he becomes the responsibility of the State and he’d probably be placed in a State home or foster care. My advice is that you go and discuss the matter with the Court Magistrate. Her name’s Glenda Butler and she has jurisdiction in this field around here. See if you can convince her that you’re the right and proper person to look after Billy. My gut feeling is that it wouldn’t be on, but Mrs Butler might see it differently.”

“Thanks, Inspector. I appreciate your time and your advice,” Steele said.

“The thing is that the Court might not look kindly on Billy going to a single man. If you were married, it would be an entirely different matter,” the inspector said.

“Billy would be far better off with me than he was with his mother and her blokes,” Steele said. “The first time he came to me, he had a black eye that Dooley Davis had given him and right now, as you know, he’s in hospital with broken ribs, also compliments of Davis,” Steele said tightly.

“You don’t have to convince me. It’s the magistrate that makes the decision in juvenile matters,” Inspector Miller said. “By the way, what do you do Mr er… is it Clay?”

“It isn’t, but it will do for the moment. I write books, Inspector,” Steele said.

“You write books. What kind of books? Are they good books?”

“Apparently quite a lot of people think so. They’ve sold very well,” Steele said.

“The magistrate will want to know your financial situation, Mr Clay,” Miller said.

“That’s understandable,” Steele agreed.

“You restored the old Hewitt place, didn’t you?”

“Guilty, as charged, Inspector,” Steele said with a half-smile.

“Are you trying to hide from someone?” Miller asked shrewdly.

“Why do you ask that?”

“You aren’t keen to give me your correct name and after a while in this job, we get a kind of sense about that sort of thing,” Miller said.

“Well, I’m not trying to hide from anyone in particular, simply from the world at large,” Steele said.

“I see. Be sure and tell Mrs Butler that you restored the Hewitt place. It could count in your favour and then again, it might not. I went past there a couple of days ago. It’s some spot, isn’t it?”

“I think so.” Steele rose and shook hands with the inspector. “Thanks again for your time, Inspector.”

He was almost out of the office when the inspector’s voice pulled him up. “Have you seen any trace of the ghost?” Miller asked with a grin.

“Not the slightest, Inspector. I think that’s an old wives’ tale,” Steele said.

It was two days before Steele could get an appointment with Mrs Butler. He found her to be a very handsome woman and judged her to be nearing forty, though he didn’t consider himself a very good judge of a woman’s age. She had naturally wavy dark brown hair, steady grey eyes and a very deliberate manner of speech. Tall, with a generous bust, Glenda Butler presented as a formidable woman. Initially, Steele thought he might have described her as domineering, but she was, no doubt, a woman who’d seen more than her share of human discord – marriage breakups, domestic violence and juvenile problems – and he couldn’t blame her if she didn’t suffer fools gladly.

Steele began by telling Mrs Butler that Inspector Miller had advised him to talk to her about his proposal to care for Billy Sanders, but the magistrate was already up to speed on Billy Sanders.

“The thing is, I’d like to look after Billy while his mother is unable to do it. I understand that she was hurt quite severely and liable to be in hospital for some time,” Steele said.

Mrs Butler picked up a sheet of paper, read it and frowned. “According to this report, Mrs Sanders will be in hospital indefinitely. She’s in a coma and there’s no saying when she’ll come out of it.”

Steele took a step back. “That’s a blow. No one told me it was that serious.”

“Have you had any experience looking after children… teenagers specifically?” Mrs Butler asked.

“None at all until Billy began visiting me. I paid him to do some odd jobs for me while Josh Evans was restoring the old Hewitt dwelling. When I discovered that Billy was keen on music and had a nice singing voice, I helped him buy a guitar to replace the one Dooley Davis smashed. To keep it safe, he’d come and play it at my place. I’ve been helping Billy improve his speech. He has a really good voice and I think he has a great future as a country and western vocalist, Your Worship,” Steele said. He wasn’t sure how he should address a Court Magistrate but he thought he couldn’t be far off the mark with Your Worship.

“Are you married, Mr Clay?” Mrs Butler asked.

“No, I’m not married. I’ve never been married. And within the confines of this chamber, I’ll let you into a secret. My name isn’t Clay. My Christian name is Clayton, hence the Clay, but my name is Steele… Clayton Steele.”

Glenda Butler sat up very straight in her leather chair. “My goodness! Not the writer, Clayton Steele?” she asked.

“I confess I am.”

“Good heavens! Clayton Steele here… in my chambers. You’re a famous man, Mr Steele. I read your four books, which were, as I recall, all bestsellers.”

“They were, Your Worship,” he said. He noticed that there were bronze lights in her dark hair. He thought she’d have been a stunning girl in her younger days, as she was still a woman to admire.

“What on earth are you doing here?” she asked.

“I’m trying to remain anonymous. Nobody knows that I’m here. I mean, nobody who knows me is aware that I’m here or even that I’m back in Australia. Not even my family or my publishers,” Steele said.

The magistrate’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you hiding out?”

“It’s a long story that would consume too much of your valuable time, Your Worship. I’m telling it in my next book,” Steele said.

“Do you have the financial means to look after Billy Sanders?” Mrs Butler asked.

“I should think so. I have money from royalties in the bank and I’ll receive a fair advance for my next book. Writers don’t get paid a weekly wage like everyone else. We get an advance on our books and royalty payments twice a year,” Steele explained.

“Is Billy happy to live with you?”

“I should say he’s very happy to live with me while his mother’s in hospital. Billy’s been coming to visit me ever since we began to restore the old place. He’s fond of his mother, despite her failings and her men, but he hated Dooley Davis. The man had a violent temper. Billy had a black eye the first time he came to visit me. Dooley belted Lilly too, but she wouldn’t do anything about it,” Steele said.

“You’re aware that Billy is indigenous?”

“Oh, yes, though I’m not sure that should exclude me from being a fit person to care for him. I’ve been his neighbour, his friend and his mentor for months now. Billy’s a great kid and I think he could go a long way if he’s pointed in the right direction,” Steele said.

“Hmm.” Glenda Butler looked at Steele and then went on to illustrate her grasp of the situation. "This is the situation, Mr Steele. Lilly Sanders was only sixteen when she got pregnant. The boy’s family made an agreement to pay Lilly a sum of money, monthly, until Billy turned eighteen. Billy’s father is now a prominent doctor in Brisbane. He’ll have to be advised of what’s happened and that Billy is without a carer right now and for an unknown period into the future. He’ll have to be given the choice of taking Billy or simply carrying on paying the maintenance his family agreed upon. I would think that as Billy’s father is a married man with two small daughters, he won’t wish to take Billy into his home. But he has to be given the option of doing so.

“In the meantime, I could probably give you temporary care of Billy while the Court determines exactly where we stand. But first I’d need to come and look at what kind of home you could offer Billy,” Mrs Butler said with a gentle smile.

“Then, I extend you an invitation to visit me at your earliest opportunity, Your Worship,” Steele said and returned her smile.

“A visit with Clayton Steele. That would be something. My oldest daughter regards you as a kind of god. You were the reason she decided to do journalism rather than law. Donna will be thrilled to know I’ve met you,” the magistrate said.

“I’d much prefer that she isn’t made aware of my presence here, Your Worship. I am, as I told you, trying to protect my privacy. Come and have afternoon tea with me. I can’t offer you anything stronger than tea or coffee, as apart from an occasional glass of wine, I’m not much of a drinker. I’m afraid I don’t conform to the popular image of the heavy drinking writer,” Steele said.

“That will count in your favour, Mr Steele. A great many of the cases I have to deal with in this Court stem from alcohol. I’ll come next Sunday afternoon if that’s convenient. I’ll be interested to see what you’re working on now. You did say you were working on another book,” she said.

“I am, Your Worship.”

“Let’s dispense with the Your Worship, shall we? If you’ll allow me to call you Clay, you may call me Glenda,” she said.

“Surely not in Court?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

Glenda Butler shook a finger at him. “Definitely not in Court, Clay.”

“So, where is your journalist daughter now?”

“Donna’s in London. I’ll be phoning her in the next couple of days and in the ordinary course of events. I’d be telling her that I propose to visit you. You don’t appear to want me to do that,” the magistrate said.

“No. I’d much prefer that you keep that to yourself. I have a very good idea what an ambitious journalist would do with that item of news,” Steele said.

“And do you have a very good reason for wishing to remain anonymous?” Mrs Butler asked.

“It’s rather a long story.” When Glenda nodded encouragingly, he continued. “You see, I was quite ill and I went to America for treatment. I thought there was a very good chance I’d never return, but thankfully, the treatment was successful. I travelled about a bit before I came back to Australia. I’d purchased the old Hewitt place on a previous visit to Queensland and when I came back, I lived in my van while Josh Evans restored the old place. There were reasons why I bought the property that went beyond the wild beauty of the place. Sure, I wanted to smell the flowers, so to speak, but I wanted peace and quiet, a place where I could work and not be disturbed. A place to recuperate,” Steele said with a smile.

“That hasn’t been the case, has it? You’ve been disturbed quite a bit, haven’t you?”

“More than I expected to be,” he admitted. “Mind you, I have gained something. I’ve added song-writing to my accomplishments.”

“That you must tell me about next Sunday. The beard is new too, isn’t it? I remember that the cover photo on one of your books depicted you as a clean-skinned Adonis,” Mrs Butler said, flattering the writer.

“I believe I stand less chance of being detected with a beard. So far, it’s been a good ploy.”

Glenda Butler nodded. “I’ll see what can be done to keep your name out of the public eye, Clay.”

“Thank you, Glenda. It’s the media that would delight in locating me. They’d blast the fact all over the country and I’d have my peace and my birds disturbed by all manner of journalists. I don’t want that,” Steele said earnestly.

“I doubt that the media would have much interest in what happens to Billy Sanders,” the magistrate said.

“They’ve gone to town on what happened to his mother.”

“Murder, or manslaughter, is a different matter, Clay. And the media thrives on sleaze and scandal. They’re always good for headlines,” she said. “Now, you’ll have to excuse me. I’ll see you on Sunday afternoon. Shall we say three o’clock? In the meantime, I’ll visit the hospital and talk to Billy.”

“I’ll look forward to your visit.” And Steele meant it. He thought Glenda Butler was a rather special kind of woman. And she’d have to be to sort through all the problems she had to deal with in her Court.

“There’ll be two of us, Clay,” she said as he was about to vacate her chamber.

Oh dear, thought Steele. He hoped she wouldn’t be bringing a male companion; he rather liked the idea of entertaining such an intelligent woman. And he wondered who Glenda Butler was planning to bring with her. He could have asked her, but felt it wouldn’t sound right. So, he’d have to wait until Sunday to find out.

When he left the courthouse, Steele made a beeline for the shops. He had to install a single bed for Billy and with it, bedclothes and a colourful bedspread. Billy needed to feel at home so there needed to be a rug for the floor and a desk and chair. And if he was going to provide Billy with a safe haven and prove he was capable of caring for Billy in his mother’s absence, the second bedroom had to look right when Glenda Butler visited him. He also needed a better tablecloth for the kitchen table, he decided, something that showed he was more than just a bachelor living in a basic dwelling.

After he’d made his purchases, Steele bought fruit cake and biscuits for the afternoon tea. He also bought a bottle of expensive coffee, just to be on the safe side.

When his purchases were delivered, Steele made up the bed, laid the rug and placed Billy’s guitar across the desk. The room certainly looked friendlier now, but still a little bare. Steele debated going into town for some lively posters but decided that he’d allow Billy the final decision about what he wanted in his room. In the meantime, he’d add a vase of bougainvillea flowers, which would add a bit of colour until he could take Billy shopping to choose some items for himself.

Steele visited Billy every day, and after several visits found that Billy seemed to have accepted being without his mother for some time and responsive to the idea of living with Steele. The day before Mrs Butler’s visit, Billy told Steele that ‘the judge’ had been to see him. She’d asked him how he felt about living with Steele and he’d told her that he’d like it very much.

In the days that followed, Steele found it difficult to settle down and write. He felt that with the likelihood of Billy coming to stay with him, his life was moving in a different direction. He’d have Billy’s welfare to consider and be responsible for him. The prospect wasn’t daunting. In fact, it excited him, and not just because of the boy’s musical talent. There’d been something about Billy that had sparked his interest from the first day that he’d put in an appearance. Initially, there’d been Billy’s willingness to help in the restoration of the derelict cottage and, subsequently, the pleasure he’d displayed in its eventual completion. There was also the fact that Billy seemed to fit in so well. And if there was a deeper or more metaphysical reason, it probably lay in the fact that some of Billy’s forebears had roamed as free as the wind along Jerogeree Creek long before the arrival of European settlers. It seemed right that Billy should stay close to where he’d been born and in the area that he loved. To place Billy in a State home or foster care would be akin to imprisoning a butterfly in a bottle.

So thought Steele as he made last-minute preparations for the magistrate’s visit. Glenda Butler was certainly a surprise packet. She was not at all the austere magisterial figure he’d foolishly imagined she’d be, though he had no doubt she could be all that when it was warranted. Certainly, he hadn’t anticipated that a magistrate would go so far as to visit for the purpose of ascertaining his suitability as temporary custodian for Billy. Steele decided that moral considerations would weigh heavily in a magistrate’s judgement. It all boiled down to whether he would be considered a suitable person to care for a teenage boy. Steele was well aware that Mrs Butler would have had to deal with many instances of child molestation and that young boys were often the victims of such assaults. There had to be a big question mark over the suitability of a bachelor to care for a young boy. But he wasn’t blind to the fact that his status as a writer was probably a factor in the magistrate’s interest in him.

It was a surprised Steele who saw not one, but two females climb out of a spotlessly clean white BMW. Glenda Butler was wearing a bottle-green pantsuit and looked very smart, while beside her was a stunning girl in blue jeans and a white T-shirt. She was a younger version of the older woman, with the same dark hair and grey eyes and was, like Glenda, generously endowed and very shapely in her faded jeans.

“Clay, this is my second daughter, Deborah. I thought it would be better for my reputation if I brought a chaperone.” Glenda laughed lightly. “I’m afraid Debbie insisted on coming with me when I told her who I was proposing to visit. Now, don’t panic. She’s sworn to secrecy on pain of being locked up on a diet of bread and water should she spill the beans about you,” Glenda Butler said with a smile that softened the fact that she was a magistrate on official business. “I couldn’t phone you but I was sure you wouldn’t object. And we’ve brought some afternoon tea.”

Steele took Deborah’s hand and pressed it. “You’re very welcome, Deborah. Are you going to follow in your sister’s footsteps and be a journalist, or be a lawyer like your mother?”

“Neither,” Deborah said in a voice that some would have described as defiant. “I’m more interested in the environment and the way we’re stuffing it up.”

“Debbie,” Glenda chided. “Clay doesn’t need a lecture and my first impression here is that he certainly hasn’t stuffed up his place. It’s quite beautiful.”

“I like people to say what they think,” Steele said.

“Then you’ll hit it off with Debbie because she very definitely says what she thinks.”

“Oh, just look at those birds. They’re northern rosellas, Mother,” Deborah said with shining eyes.

The parrots in question were eating from one of the feed dishes Steele had hung from the large magnolia. “Well, they’re pale-headed rosellas actually, Deborah,” Steele said. “There’s not a lot of difference but these have a clear or yellow head whereas the northern rosella has a black crown over white cheeks.”

“Are you sure?” Deborah asked.

“Quite,” Steele said. “The northern rosella isn’t found here. Its territory is the northern areas of the Northern Territory and Western Australia. You can check it out in my bird books, Deborah,” Steele said with a half-smile.

Deborah looked at Steele with something between admiration and respect. “Do you keep those feed troughs filled?” she asked.

“No,” Steele said. “I try not to make them overly dependent,” he explained. “I suppose I’m a little selfish enticing them here really, but I love to have the birds visit my garden.”

Glenda Butler had been surveying ‘the garden’ while her daughter gazed at the rosellas. She saw a large area that had no shape or form yet was wildly beautiful and filled with colour and perfume. There were tropical fruit trees growing contiguously with flame trees, bougainvillea, frangipanis, wisteria, magnolias and others she couldn’t identify. There were birds by the score, some in the trees and some eating greedily from the troughs and hollow logs that held millet seeds. Below the restored dwelling and above the creek, was a tidier area with vegetables growing and beyond that a mini-grove of perhaps two dozen obviously recently planted trees.

Steele took the two women down to the creek and showed them where he fished then walked back via the spring where each woman sampled the cold spring water from the heavy china mug Steele left hanging from the branch of a peach tree.

At the back of the dwelling was a drum with a detachable lid and it was in this drum that Steele stored his wild bird seed mix of millets, canary seed and grey-striped sunflowers. He filled a dipper with this mix and then, did a small circuit to spread seeds into some of the closer troughs and trays that were hanging from trees in different parts of the garden. Lorikeets swooped down from the surrounding trees and one settled on Deborah’s head.

“Ooh,” she squealed, though not in fright or protest because she was in seventh heaven.

Steele replaced the dipper, closed the drum and then escorted the women into his restored building. “Obviously, it’s not quite the same as the original building because it’s been modernised, but the overall layout is exactly the same. The old building had earthen floors, so we had to make the house taller to give us clearance for timber floors,” Steele explained.

“Is that what it was like when you bought it?” Glenda asked. She was scrutinising a picture of the building in its derelict state.

“That’s exactly what it was like, Glenda,” Steele said. “That’s how it looked when I first saw it and before I bought it.”

“Ooh, smell those herbs,” Deborah said.

“My own, Deborah. I have over twenty varieties of herbs growing here now,” Steele said proudly. “I grow a lot of the food I eat. I catch fish in the creek and I use herbs to heighten their flavour because these fish are a bit bland.”

“Is this to be Billy’s room?” Glenda asked as Steele led them through the house.

“This would be it and this is the guitar Billy and I bought after he told me Dooley smashed his mother’s. I wrote him a song too,” he said almost shyly.

“Your builder has done an amazing job, Clay,” Glenda said. “I wouldn’t have thought it was possible to restore the old building that was in your picture. It’s a very comfortable dwelling now. Of course, having a modern bathroom and toilet makes a big difference, not to mention the electricity.”

“It’s enough for me,” Steele said. “What’s important is that I feel contented here. I think one needs to feel content to write well. I realise that a lot of great writers wrote while in terrible circumstances but to my way of thinking, one writes best when one’s mind is clear of other problems. I didn’t write much at all while I was in America. Here, I feel in harmony with the surroundings. I get up in the morning and my heart beats a wee bit faster for the joy of being here.”

“I think it’s the most wildly beautiful place I’ve ever seen,” Glenda said. “It’s overflowing with life. Don’t you think so, Deborah?”

“Absolutely, Mother. It’s a kind of Garden of Eden, isn’t it? And then, there’s that great mountain as a kind of backdrop. Oh, I think it’s an enchanting place,” Deborah said enthusiastically.

The truth of the matter was that it hadn’t taken much more than an hour for Deborah Butler to fall madly in love with Clayton Steele. She had never met anyone remotely like him. All the senior boys she knew appeared mere juveniles compared with this man. The image of Steele at work at his computer in the beautifully restored house completely overwhelmed her. She remembered how her sister had ooh-ed and aah-ed over Steele’s books. Up to now, she’d read only his first two books but they were stunning. Then, there was Steele’s ‘treatment’ of the garden that came with his purchase of the property. She thought that most people would have tried to ‘tidy it up’, but he hadn’t. Instead, he’d planted more trees and shrubs. He did have a cleared area where he grew his vegetables and vines but the remainder of the garden had been left in its wildly beautiful state.

The astute Glenda picked up the danger signs. There was the rapidity with which Deborah seated herself beside Steele for afternoon tea and the speed with which she offered him cake and bun. This was followed by the girl’s eagerness to ask questions about Steele’s writing.

Time slipped by as Steele discussed his writing and then tried to explain why he’d bought the neglected property and restored the old cottage. "I was searching for something and I didn’t know what it was. All I knew was that I wanted something rudimentary because I wanted to smell the flowers and get close to the earth.

“It seemed to me that the old cottage was crying out to be restored. Perhaps I was the only person in the entire world who thought so, but I’ve always been an individualist, so that wasn’t surprising. The property had a kind of wild beauty and I felt it was the place for me. And then, Billy came to help us and I found that he was a descendant of the Gubbi Gubbi people who’d lived here before the first Europeans came to this place. Even the discovery that dark deeds, indeed murder, had been committed here, and wholesale murder close by, didn’t concern me. I had the notion, as foolish as it may sound, that I would in some way be able to make amends for those past ills. I wanted to be able to prove that I could live a healthy life on my own and of course, I wanted to write again,” Steele said.

Deborah’s heart beat faster and her palms grew moist. She knew at this moment that what she wanted was to live here with Clayton Steele. Everything else seemed unimportant. She’d heard and read about love at first sight and now it had happened to her. Steele was gorgeous. The fact that he was older than her didn’t matter at all. Some of the most glamorous women in the world married older men. When Clayton smiled at her, she melted. This, she realised, was what being a woman was all about. It was about wanting to surrender one’s self to a man… unconditionally.

“It’s getting late, Clay. We should be going,” Glenda said at last.

“Do you have to?” he asked gently. “You could stay and have dinner with me.”

“Could we, Mother?” Deborah asked urgently.

Glenda hesitated. “It’s a bit much to expect Clay to cater for two females.”

“I’m good at omelettes,” Steele said.

“An omelette would do nicely, wouldn’t it, Mother?” Deborah said quickly. “We only have a light meal on Sunday nights.” She would have settled for bread and butter, just to stay.

“If we stay, you must allow us to help,” Glenda said.

“Yes, Your Worship,” Steele said with a smile.

“Clay!” Glenda protested.

“Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. You sounded so magisterial,” Steele said with a chuckle.

“Well, you must allow us to help,” Glenda reiterated.

“Go for your life, Glenda,” Steele said.

Steele found that Glenda was a very dab hand in the kitchen and that Deborah wasn’t. If she did anything, it was to get in her mother’s way but she was certainly very decorative. In no time at all, there was a filling omelette on the table and this was followed by fresh fruit salad.

“Would you like to take your coffee out to the back veranda?” Steele asked when they’d cleared up from their meal. “It’s a magical place at night with a full moon.”

“That would be lovely, Clay,” Glenda agreed. The thought of drinking coffee and conversing by moonlight with an intelligent man such as Clayton Steele was more than lovely, it was divine. And so much more stimulating than sitting at home in front of the television.

So they sat on the back veranda, with the night gently illuminated by a misty silver glow. It was a warm, languorous night and though the birds were silent now, there were other sounds stirring in the garden and beyond.

“What’s that funny chirruping noise, Clay?” Deborah asked. He’d told her to call him ‘Clay’ even though her mother had preferred that she call him Mr Steele.

“It’s the grey possums, Deborah. They’re a Queensland variety of possum and they make a birdy chirrup,” he told her.

“And what’s that other harsher noise down towards the creek?”

“That’s koalas, Deborah.”

“We could be in the middle of Australia,” Deborah said at last. “It really is very special here.”

“Yes. It’s hard to imagine that on that flat just across the creek, there used to be an Aboriginal camp where corroborees were held. That was before the Gubbi Gubbi people were virtually wiped out,” Steele said.

“You’ve researched it, Clay?” Glenda asked.

“As thoroughly as I’ve been able through the local historical society. There isn’t a massive amount of information available and I suspect that some of the worst aspects of early settlement have been conveniently left out. The fellow who murdered many of the Gubbi Gubbi is buried on this property,” Steele said.

“It’s very beautiful for all that,” Glenda said.

“It must have looked so to Jack Hewitt Senior when he saw it. He’d had a life of violence and this place must have seemed like paradise. By all accounts, he was a hard man and he wasn’t going to let the locals spoil his plans. It seems that killing Aboriginal people wasn’t regarded as a crime back then, more a public duty. After the Maryborough massacre, the officer-in-charge was presented with a special sword in recognition of his role in the affair,” Steele said, shaking his head.

“We’ve moved on since then, Clay. We don’t hang or flog people these days,” Glenda said.

“Murri people are still hanging themselves in our jails,” Steele said.

“I’ll admit they are. By and large, indigenous people can’t tolerate jails. They don’t like living in isolation or being restricted in small areas. There should be better ways of handling punishment but I don’t know what they are. If an indigenous person commits a crime, he or she has to answer for it the same as any other Australian, and that generally means being incarcerated,” Glenda said.

“Please don’t talk law tonight, Mother,” Deborah pleaded. “Mother often finds it hard to forget her job, Clay.”

“Would you like to hear a song I composed for Billy? It’s about this place and the people who once lived here. I believe that one day, Billy will record it,” Steele said.

“Oh, can we, Clay?” Deborah urged.

Steele rose and presently returned with Billy’s guitar. “I’m not very good yet. I’m having lessons and I’m improving. Billy’s mother, who is very good, offered to teach me but I managed to resist that proposal,” Steele said with a wink to Glenda. "The song is called ‘No More Corroboree’. It goes like this…

I sit here and dream of the long ago,

When my people danced along the creek below.

I see the fires and I smell the smoke,

Where the lilies grew and the wild duck flew,

Where the Gubbi Gubbi came and the Gubbi Gubbi went.

Back to the Dreamtime, so long ago;

Time of the Rainbow Serpent

Who made Jerogeree,

This place of corroboree.

White fella come, black fella go.

Gubbi Gubbi gone, no more corroboree

Along Jerogeree,

All gone the corroboree.

Glenda clapped her hands. “How beautiful! You’re a dark horse, Clay. You have a lovely voice.”

“It’s largely untutored but I’m having voice lessons for that, as well as the guitar, which helps me understand what Billy needs. I should explain that Billy’s favourite singer is John Denver. He had a different kind of voice to most Australian country and western singers and it so happens that Billy has the same kind of range as John Denver. The song caters for that. Did you like it Deborah?” Steele asked.

Deborah felt as if her whole body was melting and barely managed to squeeze out that she loved it.

Glenda Butler knew at that moment that Clayton Steele was absolutely the right person to look after Billy Sanders. There was much love for Billy in the song Clay had composed for him. There was love in the room he’d prepared for him before he even knew that Billy would be allowed to stay in it. Glenda was certain that nobody else could give Billy Sanders that quality of love and care.

“There’s only one thing missing here,” Glenda said after a few moments of silence.

“Oh, what’s that, Glenda?” Steele asked.

“You should be married, Clay. You should have a sweet, young woman here with you,” Glenda said with a smile.

‘Yes,’ Deborah thought. ’So you should. Me.’

“It would be far too boring here for a modern, young woman. What’s more, I wouldn’t enter into a relationship and all it would entail in the knowledge that I could get ill again. As things stand, I have only myself to consider,” Steele said.

“You’ll soon have Billy,” Glenda pointed out.

“Yes, I will, but having Billy isn’t the same as being married or having a partner and young children,” Steele said.

“You aren’t going to tell me that you haven’t experienced any romance?” Glenda said boldly.

“I didn’t say that. My last girlfriend was a blonde bombshell of the modern type. She was a career woman and would never countenance living here,” Steele said.

“You know that for a fact, do you?” Glenda asked with a smile.

“Yes, I know that for a fact. It’s too far from the bright lights,” Steele said.

“I wouldn’t be too dogmatic about staying single, Clay. I think you’re selling women short. There’d be a lot of women only too happy to live here… with you,” Glenda said.

And I’m one of them was Deborah’s instant thought. Her body was alive with strange, new sensations.

“Being a writer or an artist means you’re different, Glenda. You do your best work either when you’re alone or if you’re fortunate enough to be in a relationship with a woman who is totally in accord with what you’re doing. I’ve never met a woman like that and to be with an unsuitable woman would be a disaster,” Steele said.

“I understand what you’re saying, Clay,” Glenda said. “I had an unsuitable husband until I divorced him. Of course, I didn’t think he was unsuitable in the beginning but that’s because a woman’s hormones take over from her brain. It happens to both men and women. In some cases, it’s not love but lust. I see evidence of it every week in my Court. I suppose it’s a question of whether it’s better to have loved and lost than not loved at all, and I do have two lovely daughters to show for my marriage,” Glenda said.

"Most of us are fallible, Glenda. We do things for the best, not the worst. I’m so very happy to be alive because when I went to America, I thought there was a good chance I’d never return. Now I rejoice in simple things… like this wild, disordered garden, the birds that call it home and that lovely creek below the house. And I’m thankful for Billy for whom I have great affection. My world has even expanded through Billy because now I’m learning something about music and even writing lyrics. If my intellectual father was alive now, he’d say that I’ve gone to the dogs, so to speak, but there’s something to be said for a music genre that’s largely devoted to putting so many aspects of Australia into songs. Country music is going places and the challenge is to write songs that become part of Australia’s consciousness.

“Really, to look for more than I have now would seem to me to be tempting the gods. Despite what’s been written about me, I’m a man of simple tastes. I’m grateful for the gift of writing and for the rewards it’s brought me. But I’m not a greedy person, Glenda, and I don’t want to push my luck, as the saying goes. The doctors told me to eat well, sleep well and try not to have any stress in my life,” Steele said.

“I’ve never met anyone like you in my Courts,” Glenda said with obvious sincerity.

“I wouldn’t know about that, Glenda. I should think that trying to sort out domestic problems would be a very traumatic occupation. I couldn’t do it. I could write about such people and their problems but I couldn’t judge them,” Steele said.

“And that’s a reminder that I have another day in court in front me tomorrow. It’s time we left, Debbie,” Glenda said.

Deborah, who still felt as fresh as when she arrived and far more deeply affected by the visit than her mother appeared to be, could hardly object, though leaving Clayton Steele was the last thing she wanted.

“I think you’re absolutely the right person to look after Billy, wifeless or not, for the time being anyway. We might have to review the situation when we get a clearer picture of his mother’s medical problems,” Glenda said just before she climbed into her car. “Thank you for a lovely afternoon and evening, Clay.” She kissed him on the cheek and then stood looking at her daughter who seemed unsure what she should do next.

All Deborah’s feelings told her that she wanted to throw her arms around Steele and kiss and kiss and kiss him. Steele solved her dilemma by kissing her on the cheek and thanking her for giving up her afternoon to accompany her mother.

Giving up her afternoon! As if that was a sacrifice. She’d give up her whole future to be close to Steele. “Oh, God,” she breathed as the car pulled away.

“What is it, Debbie?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, Mother.”

“Talk about what, Debbie?”

“About Clay. What else?”

Glenda glanced sideways at her daughter. “Oh, dear, you aren’t smitten, are you? Not in one visit?”

“I don’t want to discuss it,” Deborah said firmly.

“You are smitten? You feel queer inside? Is that it?” Glenda asked.

Her questions met with silence. Lordy, what have I set in motion taking my daughter to meet Clayton Steele? Deborah was really a woman, albeit inexperienced with men, and she’d never been close up to anyone like Clay. She couldn’t deny that the man certainly had a presence.

They were almost home before Deborah spoke again. “I’m sorry if I was short with you, Mother. I think I’m in love with Clay. I’ve never felt this way before. I feel really queer. It was a total wrench to leave out there.”

“Hmm,” Glenda murmured as she sought for the right words to use. “You’re only seventeen, Debbie, and this is your first real crush. It almost certainly won’t be your last. Clay is a very nice man but he isn’t the man for you. It’s not that he isn’t good enough for you but the fact is, you’re far too young to think of getting involved with him. You wouldn’t be able to cope with him. There’s a lot more to a relationship than you may be thinking about right now. I found that out to my sorrow. Forget about Clay. Pining for him will only make you feel miserable. You heard why he came here and it wasn’t for romance.”

“How can I forget about him when I feel as I do? And how can you dismiss what I feel as a simple crush? Why couldn’t I be really in love?” Deborah asked.

“Because I’ve been through the same experience. Not once but twice. I thought it was the real thing, too. You have to be strong and think of other things and after a while, you’ll realise that it was a crush. You must promise me that you won’t visit Clay on your own, Debbie. I’m sure he’s too nice a man to take advantage of a seventeen-year-old girl, especially my seventeen-year-old girl, but men are men and you are a very attractive girl. You have exams coming up and university next year, so you’ll have plenty to keep your mind occupied,” Glenda advised.

“Yes, Mother,” Deborah sighed. It was all right her mother raving on about what not to do but when your body was aglow with strange new feelings, it wasn’t easy to ignore it.

“If anything were to happen, it would affect Clay’s care of Billy. He’d be regarded as a man of poor character. It would also reflect on me. My position and my judgement,” Glenda said.

“I understand, Mother.”

“I hope you do. There are times when we have to be stronger than our feelings. I’m not telling you that it’s easy but it can be done. I’ve often thought it would be nice to have a fling with another man but always pulled up in time. You shouldn’t imagine that women of my age are exempt from what you’re feeling. You meet a nice man and you wonder what it would be like to be with him. Clayton Steele is a very nice man, so I can understand why you feel as you do. How could seventeen-year-old boys have a hope against a man like Clayton Steele?” Glenda asked.

Deep down, Glenda was a little envious that her daughter felt that way about Clay. Although she was somewhat older than him, Clay was a man she felt she would like to let her hair down with well and truly. And despite the difference in their ages, they had a lot in common. Because of her vast Court experience, she felt she understood Clay and what he was about. But Debbie could have no idea why Clay’s creativity set him apart from the usual run of men. Debbie was used to being with shallow, teenage boys, not with men, especially a man who could produce best-selling books. No seventeen-girl she knew would be capable of coping with Clayton Steele.

The next day, Glenda noticed that her daughter was withdrawn to the extent of hardly listening to her. She picked at her food and couldn’t settle to anything. This state-of-affairs continued for some days before Glenda decided that she should send Deborah up to her brother in Townsville. Fortunately, it was the school holidays so she rang her brother, Leigh, and asked if it would be convenient for Deborah to spend a couple of weeks with him and Margie. When he rang back and told her it’d be fine for Debbie to come, Glenda spoke with her sister-in-law and gave her the state of play.

“Debbie’s developed a crush on an older man. No, nothing’s happened because the man in question isn’t even aware of Debbie’s feelings for him. I’d like you to keep Debbie really busy, Margie. Don’t give her a minute to herself. Get Karen to take her everywhere.” As her niece was the same age as Debbie, she was much more likely to be able to think of appropriate activities to keep a teenage girl from thinking about an older man.

Glenda wasn’t too optimistic that this diversion would work, but it was a better option than allowing Debbie to moon about feeling miserable and maybe, just maybe, doing something really silly… like going out to see Clay. She couldn’t discount that possibility. Glenda had had a mountain of experience with teenage girls and she was well aware that a big proportion of them became dotty on boys and were quite willing to do stupid things because they thought they were in love.

Having dispatched her daughter to Townsville, Glenda then came to another decision. She would go out and visit Clay. While her daughter was far too young for a man like Clayton Steele, she wasn’t. They were two mature adults with a lot in common, and maybe if things went well, their instant friendship might develop into something more. Perhaps she’d even be invited to stay the night. If she was going to do it, it had to be now because as soon as Billy Sanders came out of hospital, he’d go to Clay and any opportunity to be alone with Clay and discover more about him would be lost. Glenda didn’t reach her decision lightly. There’d been no affairs since her divorce, as she hadn’t met a man she liked well enough to consider any kind of relationship. There was no law that stated that a magistrate couldn’t have an affair, but neither could a magistrate flaunt a relationship or behave in a way that demeaned the position.

Glenda was aware that she had always acted responsibly, had in fact given many years of her life to the law. She’d had to adjudicate on countless legal messes and brought up her two daughters without any further male involvement. But Clayton Steele was another matter, and she felt that the time was ripe for her to dip her toe back in the water, so to speak, if Clay was at all interested in toe-dipping.





Chapter Eleven

Steele was working at his computer when he heard the vehicle pull up on the newly gravelled drive. He got up and walked out to the front veranda where he almost collided with Glenda Butler.

“This is a pleasant surprise,” he said with a smile.

“How are you, Clay?” Glenda asked.

“I’m fine. I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”

“I’m a bit on edge. I’m having some difficulties with Debbie. I’ve packed her off to my brother and his wife in Townsville,” Glenda said.

They walked into the kitchen where Glenda observed the pile of printed pages on the table. “You busy?” she asked and pointed to the sheet of paper in his hand.

“Writing. But I don’t have to conform to set hours, Glenda,” Steele said.

“Oh, good. I’ve brought something for dinner. Coral trout,” she said.

“How wonderful. You’re doubly welcome,” he said. “Would you like to have afternoon tea? I made some scones.”

“How clever. Do you have jam?”

“Strawberry.”

“Splendid,” she said.

“So, what’s the score with Debbie?” Steele asked when they were sitting down at the table.

“Debbie’s has a crush on you,” Glenda said bluntly.

“Good heavens, has she? Steele exclaimed.”Should I be worried?"

“It has all the symptoms of a serious crush. That’s why I sent her up to my brother. I thought she might do something silly, like coming here to see you.”

“You surely don’t imagine that I’d encourage her?”

“Clay, if you’d sat through the number of cases I have, you’d appreciate that there is no specific set of rules that governs human behaviour. My experience has been that a great many men can’t be trusted outside their front door. There are also men who prefer young girls, the younger the better. You’d have to admit that Debbie is a very attractive girl. Very desirable, in fact.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “Except for one thing. I’m not interested in her nor would I ever be interested in any teenage girl. If she comes out here, I’ll send her packing. You have my word on that, Glenda. In fact, I’m more than a little surprised that you imagined that I’d do otherwise,” Steele said.

“Put it down to parental concern and the knowledge I’ve accumulated about teenage girls,” Glenda said.

“So, is that the sole reason for your visit?” Steele asked.

“Not the sole reason. I wanted to see you again. I thought that having Debbie here constrained our conversation to some extent. Don’t get me wrong, Clay. I thought you were very nice to Debbie but I felt you were reluctant to discuss some aspects of your life in her presence, and I don’t blame you. You don’t have to discuss them with me for that matter but a teenage girl is a very inhibiting factor. The thing is that I find you a very interesting man and there aren’t many men in this area that I can say that about. I like talking to interesting people. It’s a huge relief after the people I have to deal with in Court. Can you appreciate that?” she asked.

“Of course, I can appreciate it. I’m flattered that you think I’m ‘interesting’. The thing is that I’ve never been a great seeker of human company. Not en masse, I mean. I was never keen on team sports and although some people said I could speak well, I wasn’t keen on debating or public speaking either. I was never convinced that I could alter people’s minds by force of argument. I put my thoughts into my books or, more correctly, into the characters in my books,” Steele said.

“So, where do you see yourself heading in future? Will you stay here? Do you want to get married and have children?” Glenda asked. She was conscious as soon as the questions were out that she was behaving as the inquisitor she had so often been. “Sorry, Clay. I sometimes forget that I’m not in a Court of Law.”

“That’s all right, Glenda. I’m touched that you’re concerned enough about me to ask,” Steele said with a smile. “Yes, I see myself staying here if my health keeps good. No, I don’t see myself getting married and having children. I wouldn’t want to leave them without a father. Given my recent illness, that couldn’t be discounted. I wouldn’t rule out marriage if I were to find the right woman, a woman who’d be happy to live my kind of life, the life of a writer,” Steele said.

“I understand,” she said. She was hugely pleased that he was so frank with her and that their friendship had progressed so far so quickly. There hadn’t been another man she could talk to in such fashion for many years. Most men she’d met had been intimidated by her role as a magistrate and kept her at arm’s length. Or she met them in Court. But despite the rather slight difference in their ages, she felt very comfortable with Steele.

Glenda was amazed at how quickly the time passed while she was with Steele. She accompanied him on his evening walk along the creek and he told her about his travels after leaving hospital in America. And then, he told her about the book he was writing. By the time they returned to the house, the sun was going down.

“Would you like me to start getting dinner ready while you finish up with your writing?”

“Be my guest, Glenda. You know where everything is. Can I help?” he asked, as he stacked up his papers and put them aside.

“When you’re done, you can get out the plates and cutlery, Clay. I’ll do the rest,” Glenda said as she opened the door to Steele’s refrigerator.

When they’d finished eating, Steele thought it was one of the best meals he’d ever eaten.

“That was really something, Glenda. You did wonders, considering my limited larder.”

“It’s not that limited, Clay. Cooking isn’t very difficult if you do enough of it. The secret is in enhancing the flavour of food, not fighting it. Not that you can go wrong with coral trout. It’s a superb fish. There are a lot of great fish but coral trout takes some beating,” she said.

“I believe you. I’ll have to get some more of it,” Steele said.

She nodded. “What time do you go to bed?” she asked.

“When I feel tired. I don’t sit up as late as I did before my illness.”

“Would you like to go to bed earlier tonight?” she asked.

As the significance of her question hit him, he looked at her sharply. His first thought was that it was bizarre to imagine that this commanding female magistrate was offering to sleep with him. The second was that maybe Glenda had a need she imagined he could fill.

But one never knew with women. What he did know was that eventually he would have to face his moment of truth. If Glenda was offering what he imagined she was offering, and he chose to accept her offer, she would be the litmus test of his ability to have normal relations with women. He had a momentary qualm when he considered the possibility of failure.

While Steele’s concern was momentary, Glenda’s concerns had persisted for several days. It had been relatively easy to decide that she would sleep with Steele because she thought that a night of intimate relations would do them both good. But when it came closer to the time, many thoughts assailed her. Despite the fact she looked after herself, she didn’t have the same figure as she’d had when she was a young woman. It was also quite a different matter to sleep with a man one had never previously been close to in a physical sense, not even for a hug.

Glenda’s concern about her appearance was magnified by her awareness that Steele’s last girlfriend had been a very glamorous television personality whose figure, in bed and out of it, would have been incomparably better than hers. But in her usual pragmatic fashion, Glenda rejected that comparison in the knowledge that she couldn’t change her figure and in the final analysis, it wouldn’t matter.

“Glenda…” Steele began.

“I have a small bag in my car. I’ll go and get it,” she said. When she returned, she took his hand and led him into his bedroom. When she turned down the bedclothes, Steele’s double bed looked cosily inviting.

Steele looked at her as she began unbuttoning her dress. “You’re a very unusual magistrate,” he said with a gentle smile.

“How many female magistrates have you known, Clay?” she asked. “I didn’t make a vow of celibacy when they made me a magistrate. I was a woman before I obtained my law degree and I’m still a woman, one who knows what to do in bed, Clay,” she said.

Clay continued to watch her in a kind of wonder as she took off her clothes. “I realise, I’m not as luscious as my daughter these days but the essential bits and pieces are still in the same places, Clay,” she said with a smile.

When she’d discarded all but her underwear, she sat on the edge of the bed and looked at him. “Well, here I am.”

“Glenda, I haven’t been with a woman since I was ill. I don’t know if I’m… capable,” he said.

“You won’t find out if you stand there with your clothes on, Clay. You don’t want to die wondering, do you?”

“No, I don’t want to die wondering.”

“Come here, Clay,” she said.

When he stood next to her, she slowly unbuttoned his shirt then pulled the belt from his trousers. When she’d taken off his clothes, she moved his hands to her breasts then slid her hand down to his groin and smiled. “Ah, that’s promising. I think we can get into bed now, Clay.”

She drew up her legs, pushed them under the bed clothes and then lay on her side facing Steele. When he climbed into bed beside her, Glenda enveloped him in her arms, cocooning him in warmth and intimacy. Steele breathed out deeply and surrendered to the challenge. Together they caressed and cajoled until they merged, sliding into a world of passion that Steele had believed had been forever lost to him. And long after they’d both been satisfied, they remained entangled. Passion gave way to tenderness and Glenda rested her cheek on Steele’s bare chest. “Welcome back, Clay.”

“I’m relieved to be back,” Steele said thickly, trailing his hands across Glenda’s bare skin until she almost purred in his arms.

Glenda sighed. “Not bad, not bad at all,” she said at last. And then, after a little while she whispered in his ear, “You don’t have a worry in the world, Clay,” she said as she kissed him.

“It’s a great relief,” he said. “I didn’t want to disappoint someone as special as you.”

“Flatterer,” she snuggled against him. “Want to sleep now, Clay?”

“Please, Your Worship,” Steele said.

Glenda laughed into his ear and kissed him again. Steele felt the warmth of her lips against his then her breasts pressed softly against his chest as she snuggled closer.

As Steele drifted towards sleep, he’d never felt more at ease. The woman beside him had brushed away doubts that had plagued him and given him back what he thought he’d lost. He felt a sense of contentment that he hadn’t experienced for a long time.

When Steele woke, it was still dark. He rolled over and his clock read 4:00 a.m. It was usually light by five.

“What time is it, Clay?” Glenda murmured sleepily.

“Just after four.”

Glenda wrapped her arms round him and kissed him. “Billy will be here with you next time I visit, so there won’t be any intimacy then. Think you could go again now?”

Steele smiled through the darkness at her. “What a woman!”

Later, he leant on one elbow and looked down at her. “You’re a remarkable lady, Glenda Butler. A real surprise packet.”

“Thank you, Clay. You’re not so bad yourself,” she said.

Clay smiled down at her. “Honestly, Glenda, I think you’re amazing. It seems trite to simply say ‘thank you’, but ungracious not to because I’m hugely in your debt,” Steele said.

“Just so you don’t imagine that I do this kind of thing all the time, you should know that it’s the first time I’ve been with a man since my divorce. You’re one of the nicest men I’ve ever met, Clay.” She grinned at him. “You know, if we were nearer in age, I’d probably propose to you… eventually. That, I assure you, you can take as a compliment because I told myself that after the first disaster, I would never contemplate marriage again. I know you value your independence, but if it wasn’t for the age difference, I think we’d be good together,” she said.

“I believe we would,” he said.

“Of course, the idea is preposterous. You need a younger woman who loves you madly and who’d be prepared to live with you in a tent if needs be.”

“I walked away from a young woman who said she loved me madly. But she’d never have entertained the prospect of living in a tent. She owned a luxury unit with a view of Sydney Harbour and her furniture would have cost more than the restoration of this house,” he said.

“Was she gorgeous?” Glenda asked.

“I believe even an unbiased person would probably describe her as gorgeous. Shelley was a television presenter, and one with a brain. She had an Arts degree and had studied journalism. I can assure you that she wouldn’t be content to live here,” Steele said.

“Are you sure about that, Clay?” Glenda asked.

“I know that for a fact. Shelley wouldn’t even camp overnight in a place I used in the Blue Mountains. It was too primitive for her sensibilities,” he said.

“Was that why you left her?” Glenda asked.

“I thought there was a good chance I was going to die and I didn’t want her to remember me as an ailing and failing star. I use the word failing advisedly as she was a very demanding young woman,” Steele said.

“You’re all right in that department now,” Glenda assured him.

Steele twirled a lock of Glenda’s hair through his fingers. “What motivated you to come to me, Glenda?” Steele asked.

“You mean apart from wanting to go to bed with a man again?”

“That’s what I mean.”

“You would want me to be honest with you, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

“I would.”

“I thought that with the crush Debbie has on you, she’d try to see you. I had visions of her coming out here to fall into bed with you,” Glenda said. “I thought she might be too tempting to knock back, what with you having been woman-less for so long.”

“You didn’t have to go to this length to keep me on the straight and narrow,” Steele said.

“I thought ‘this’ might give me a bit of extra leverage, so to speak. Besides, I’ve been feeling very stressed lately. There’s nothing like a good climax to get rid of some of the knots in one’s system… unless it’s another one,” she said with a laugh.

“I wouldn’t have touched her, Glenda. I mean that. I wouldn’t have taken advantage of the way you say she feels about me, quite apart from the fact that I have too much respect for you to play up with your daughter.”

“I believe you, Clay. My problem is that my opinion of men has been too much influenced by a drunk ex-husband and the hundreds of men that have appeared before me. There aren’t many men who wouldn’t be turned on by a ravishing seventeen-year-old-girl. Especially a willing seventeen-year-old girl. If you get to see Debbie in a swimsuit, you’ll appreciate what I mean,” Glenda said.

“I’m not interested in having a relationship with a woman and most particularly, a young woman. If I’d wanted sex for sex’s sake, I could’ve gone and slept with Lilly; she offered as a kind of payment for what I’ve done for Billy. She was staggered when I knocked her back because no other man ever had,” Steele said.

“Well, I never. I feel so much better now you’ve told me that. You see, I’m hugely knowledgeable about female teenagers and the lengths they’ll go to snare a male. Men take advantage of their vulnerability. Would you hand me my handbag, please, Clay? There’s something I want to show you,” Glenda said.

Steele handed her the bag and she extracted a folded square of newspaper which she handed to him. “You should read that, Clay.”

Steele sat up in bed and looked at the article. It was headed, “Where is Clayton Steele?”

“Clayton Steele, regarded by many literary critics to be the finest writer of his time, has mysteriously vanished. All that is known of him is that he left Australia to seek medical treatment in the United States, but from that time, nothing further is known of his whereabouts. What is more, no new Clayton Steele manuscript has been received by his publishers…”

The article went on to detail Steele’s previous literary successes and even to quote his former girlfriend TV presenter, Shelley Carruthers, who said she’d received no word from Steele since his unannounced departure.

Glenda looked at him and smiled. “I realise better now why you grew the beard. Going to bed with a beard is a new experience for me. I’d much prefer you without it. If we were in a relationship, I’d ask you to shave it off. However, beardless, you might be altogether too much for Debbie to withstand, Clay. I had a look at the picture of you on the back of your second book. Phew! If we should never do this again, and I certainly hope we do, I shall always remember the night I went to bed with the great Clayton Steele,” Glenda said.

“I shall remember it, too,” he said.

“You won’t put me into one of your books, will you, Clay?” she asked.

“Now, that’s a very big temptation… If I could do you justice,” he said and smiled when he saw the look of concern on her face. “Only joking, Glenda. What we’ve had here was something special. I suppose I could describe it as my moment of truth, or a defining moment. It’s something to know that I’m all right and can function as a man again,” Steele said.

“That’s a somewhat inadequate description of your performance, Clay. And I must say, I feel a whole lot better too. No knots this morning,” Glenda said with a smile.

“So, you’re going to let me look after Billy?” he asked.

“I couldn’t think of anywhere he’d be better off than here with you, Clay. He can stay here while we see what happens about his mother,” Glenda said.

“Thank you. I shall do my very best for him,” Steele said.

“I know you will. Billy is a very lucky boy. In the ordinary course of events, I’d have to send him to a home. He’ll be much better off here,” Glenda said. She stretched and sighed. “As much as I hate the thought of getting up, I’ll have to. But if you keep playing with my nipples, I know what will happen and I can’t be late to work today. Now, throw me your dressing gown and I’ll have a shower then we’ll get some breakfast,” she said.

Later, before she left, he held her hands and kissed her. “Thank you for everything. You’re some woman, Glenda Butler. I believe you would be very good for me, and I wouldn’t give our slight difference in age five second’s concern,” Steele said.

“You’ll probably be my last fling, Clay. You’ll certainly make it tough for any other man to follow you,” Glenda hesitated. “You will let Debbie down gently if she comes here, won’t you?”

“You have my word, Glenda.”

“I’ll see you when I see you,” she said. She put her arms around his neck and her fingers lightly caressed him there. “If you had a phone, I could ring you when Debbie wasn’t around.”

“Yes, Your Worship. But people could look me up in the phone book, Your Worship,” Steele said, straight-faced.

“I think you’ve got a bit of devil in you, Clay.”

“I think you’re bringing it out,” he said. He gave her an affectionate tap on her bottom. “There, I’ve given a female magistrate a tap on her bottom. What’s the penalty for that?”

Glenda looked at him and shook her head. “You have got some devil in you.” But as she got in her car, she wiped away the errant tears that came quickly as she contemplated what her day would be like without him.

Steele leaned in through the window of her car and gave her a final kiss. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re the most remarkable woman I’ve ever known. Go get ’em, Your Worship.”

By the time she’d driven up the drive and out on to the road, she was weeping copiously. For the first time in her life, she wished she was several years younger.





Chapter Twelve

So Glenda departed, leaving only the scent of her perfume to remind Steele that she’d spent the night with him. He thought again that she was a remarkable woman and felt blessed that she cared for him. Women continually surprised him. They could be wonderful and they could be malicious. If a woman liked you, she’d go to great lengths to demonstrate her affection. Glenda Butler was proof of that.

It wasn’t easy to settle down and write after Glenda had driven away. After their night of lovemaking, he felt lethargic and unable to concentrate. He backed away from his computer and changed into a pair of swimming trunks so that he could have a swim.

The creek water refreshed him initially, though after a while, he felt sleepy again and lay down, thinking of Glenda as he drifted off. He didn’t wake until early afternoon. It was close to visiting time at the hospital, so he changed into long trousers and a sports shirt and went off for his daily visit to Billy.

Steele found the boy looking much brighter.

“I can leave here in a couple of days, Mr Clay. Will I be allowed to come and live with you?” Billy asked.

“Yes, you will, Billy. The magistrate says you can come and stay with me for the time being, at least. Mrs Butler inspected the house and she’s satisfied that it’s suitable. Actually, she and her daughter had dinner with me and after that, we sat on the back veranda and that’s when I sang her the song I wrote for you. She cares about what happens to you.”

“That’s beaut, Mr Clay. What’s happening about our place?” Billy asked.

“Josh Evans is keeping an eye on it. In the longer term, it’ll depend on whether your mother will be able to go back there. She’s been badly hurt, Billy.”

Billy’s chin dropped. “They told me. I’ll try not to be a nuisance while you’re writing.”

“You could never be a nuisance, Billy. Don’t imagine that for one moment. I can write while you’re at school. I’ve had another idea, too. I talked to Josh about building me a study or work room where the old outhouse is now. Once it’s built, there’ll be a quiet, more permanent place to work than the kitchen. Eventually there’ll be a covered walkway from the house. The bougainvillea can grow over the study and walkway. The red and the purple are spectacular the way they’re entwined. It’ll be useful and beautiful. What do you think?”

“Sounds great, Mr Clay,” Billy agreed.

“I think so. I’ll put in a table and a couple of chairs and we can work there together on our music. Or if I’m writing in one place and you’re playing music in the other, we won’t annoy each other,” Steele said with a smile. He wasn’t sure how long Billy’s stay would last, but given Lilly’s condition, he suspected it might be longer than the few weeks he’d first imagined. And while Billy was staying at Jerogeree, he needed something to do, and something else to think about. Perhaps music could help fill the void of living away from his home and mother.

So Billy Sanders came to live with Clayton Steele while his mother remained in a coma. Steele had no idea of the extraordinary decision Glenda Butler had made to enable Billy to come to him and he was not to know about it for some years.

The day that Billy came out of hospital, Steele decided he should mark the occasion with a special meal. “I think this calls for a celebration, Billy. What do you say we have lunch in town?” Steele suggested.

“Whatever you like, Mr Clay,” Billy said with a weak grin.

They had lunch and Steele introduced Billy to the delights of a milkshake and got a kick out of seeing the froth from the foaming drink form a kind of moustache above Billy’s lips. “Like it, Billy?” he asked.

“It’s really good, Mr Clay,” Billy said with obvious enjoyment on his face.

After lunch, Steele purchased some extra items of food including a large bucket of vanilla ice-cream. “Anything else take your fancy, Billy?”

“I’ll be right, Mr Clay. I’ll eat whatever you eat,” Billy said.

After Billy had seen his room, they drove up to the Sanders farm and packed up some of Billy’s clothes to take back to Jerogeree. It was a silent place now with no Lilly in the house. Billy packed quickly and Steele wondered whether he was relieved to be leaving. It couldn’t have been a happy place to grow up with Dooley Davis ever ready to give him a hammering when he was on the booze. Perhaps it’d been even worse than Billy had let on; Steele had long wondered about Billy’s desire to quit the farm as soon as he was old enough to leave school, given his long-term attachment to the place.

Steele found that Billy was almost pathetically keen to please him. Steele adjusted his writing schedule so that he gave Billy his full attention, both before and after school. He wrote during school hours and worried how he would be able to keep Billy occupied at weekends. He was determined that Billy would read books because they would give him a better feel for words and the audience he so desperately wanted to entertain. It seemed that up to now, Billy had read very few books.

Steele found that some aspects of Billy’s development had been badly neglected. The boy was very reluctant to voice his thoughts because he’d become accustomed to being snarled at by Dooley Davis if he ventured an opinion on anything. Steele encouraged the boy to speak his mind on a wide range of subjects but he found he had the same problem when it came to food. There were foods Billy didn’t like or had never eaten but he would try to eat them rather than risk Steele’s displeasure. Steele, aware of the need to eat healthy foods, felt that what was good for him had to be good for Billy. Matters came to a head during one meal when Billy exhibited a noticeable reluctance to finish his rhubarb dessert.

“This is no good, Billy. If there’s something you don’t like, you must tell me. I won’t roar at you. You don’t have to eat things you don’t like just to please me. I eat some things because they’re supposed to keep me healthy. Likewise, if you have any other problems, I want you to discuss them with me. Will you do that?” Steele asked.

“I’ll try to, Mr Clay,” Billy said.

“Good. Now, do you like rice?” Steele asked.

“Not much. It’s better with milk and some sugar but I don’t like it otherwise,” Billy said.

“Do you or don’t you like vegetables?”

“I like spuds, especially baked spuds. And chips. I like chips. And I like mashed potato with that green stuff in it. I don’t like pumpkin and carrots and some of the green things,” Billy said.

“I suppose you mean broccoli and cabbage?”

Billy’s face contorted. “Yeah, I don’t like them.”

“What about beans?”

“I like beans but I don’t like peas,” Billy said.

“What about meat? Which meats do you like?” Steele asked.

“I like chops and steak and I like sausages… sausages and gravy. I like fish. Mum used to make fish cakes and I like them,” Billy said.

“What about puddings?” Steele asked.

“I like some puddings, and I don’t like others. I like fruit salad and ice-cream best of all,” Billy said.

Steele nodded. “That wasn’t too hard, was it? It’s a start anyway and gives me some idea of your likes and dislikes. Never be afraid to speak your mind, Billy” Steele said.

“I don’t want to be a nuisance, Mr Clay. If you’re having things that are good for you, I’ll try and have some, too.”

“What about eggs?”

“I like eggs, okay. Mum and me used to have boiled eggs and toast for tea some nights.”

“Next time I go shopping, you can come with me and we’ll have a look at what’s on offer,” Steele said.

“All right, Mr Clay.”

Steele soon discovered that what Billy liked most was for him to begin work on the lyrics for a new song. He would write down a couple of lines and Billy would sing them and improvise with his guitar. The boy was a natural musician. So, when Steele threw a couple of lines at him and said, “See what you can do with this, Billy,” the boy’s face would light up and he would rush for his guitar. Together, Steele and Billy would work at a song until they were satisfied it sounded all right. Steele was both surprised and delighted at this extension of his writing skills and doubted that it would have eventuated if Billy hadn’t come into his life.

It was also clear to Steele that although Billy had once told him that he’d run away when he turned fifteen, which meant leaving his mother, he was in fact missing her. So Steele decided that he should encourage Billy to write his own song, one especially for his mother. He wrote down a couple of lines and handed them across to Billy.

“What’s this, Mr Clay?” Billy asked.

“I realise you’re missing your mother and I can’t replace her. I think it’s time you wrote a song yourself and the first one should be about your mum. Those are the first couple of lines to get you started.”

Billy read the words and his eyes lit up. “They’re real beaut, Mr Clay.”

“Righto, let’s see what you can do about finishing the song,” Steele said.

Billy sweated over the song. Steele had never seen him concentrate so hard on anything, which was just what he’d hope Billy would do. After some hours, and with some help from Steele, Billy had the song finished.

“What will I call it, Mr Clay?”

“I should think you could call it ‘Billy’s Song’, don’t you?” Steele suggested. “Going to sing it through for me?”

Billy nodded and sang it through then sat back and looked at Steele with shining eyes. “Will you sing it now, Mr Clay? I’d like to hear how it sounds when someone else sings it.”

Steele took the song from Billy and sang it right through. He thought it sounded pretty good and that Lilly would like it, too.

Steele took Billy’s copy from him and typed it out.

Billy’s Song

Beautiful woman with haunting face;

With perfect figure of fluid grace.

Always so caring and loving too,

The cards fell badly when dealt to you.

Ditched by my dad,

You raised me alone,

Yet never once did I catch you sad.

You taught me to play and sing along;

Happiest when we were sharing a song.

You could have done great things with your voice,

But Fate intervened…

You made the wrong choice.

It seems so unfair that your lovely face

Led to your fall from grace.

How we laughed and joked as we searched for a rhyme,

Your voice an echo from a long-ago time.

Come back soon and tell me anew,

The legend of Marjaru…

Steele read it through and nodded. “We’ll record it first chance we get, Billy.”

“Could we sing it together, Mr Clay?”

“You mean as a duet?”

“That’s right. As a duet,” Billy said.

“I think you should sing it solo, Billy. It’s your song and you’re singing about your mother. It’s not the right song for a duet. We’ll write other songs that we can sing together,” Steele told him.

“All right, Mr Clay. And thanks a lot for starting this one off and helping me with it.”

Steele tousled the boy’s hair. “I enjoyed it, Billy.”

Billy didn’t like homework but Steele ensured that it was done. He helped the boy with things he didn’t understand and taught him a system of organised thinking so that he could write better essays. “You look at the subject or question and ask yourself: What can I say about it? You pick out three or four headings and build your essays about them. It might be the key points of a town or even why you like country and western music. Do you follow me, Billy?”

“I think so, Mr Clay,” Billy said diffidently.

“Next time you have to do an essay, I’ll show you what I mean and then, you’ll get my meaning,” Steele said.

After Billy’s ribs healed, Steele took him down to the coast where they surfed together. They camped a night on the beach and caught whiting and a flathead, cooking and sharing their feast beneath the stars to the sound of the waves lapping against the shore. As they drove back to Jerogeree, Steele could see that Billy had enjoyed their excursion and vowed that he’d repeat it as soon as possible.

Steele and Billy settled into a comfortable routine and both found their life fuller for sharing it with each other. Billy suddenly had the father figure that his real dad and Dooley had never been, and Steele had a child in his life, something he thought he’d never have after his diagnosis and treatment. The first argument Steele and Billy had was over sport, though it wasn’t so much an argument as a disagreement. Billy was keen to play rugby league in the winter and cricket in the summer. Steele demurred. “Ordinarily, I’d agree to you playing footy, but I’m concerned that you might get hurt, Billy. The same applies to cricket. It’s your hands that concern me. I think you have a great career ahead of you as a vocalist and musician but if something happens to your hands, or fingers, it could put the kybosh on it. And we can’t rule it out. What about swimming in summer and athletics in winter? Josh Evans tells me that you can run like the wind.”

“I can run okay,” Billy said without any great enthusiasm.

“I’m thinking about your future, Billy. There’s heaps of boys who can play cricket and footy well but they don’t have your voice or your musical ability. I sympathise with your preference for these sports, but I’d be much happier if you were doing something else. If athletics and swimming don’t appeal to you, is there anything else you’d like to do?” Steele asked.

“Aw, I reckon not. There’s no money in those other sports. A fella could do a lot of training and get nothing out of it. I like cricket and footy best. The sports teacher says I could be a crackerjack winger and maybe play for Queensland one day,” Billy said with a grin.

Steele shook his head. “I thought you wanted to be a singer and musician. You’ve got the looks and the talent if it’s really what you want. If you want to play football for Queensland, you’ll probably have to give away your performing plans. You can’t really do both at a high level.”

Billy reached for his guitar. “I want to perform, Mr Clay. More than anything.”

Steele nodded. “It’s your choice, Billy. I’ll back you no matter what you choose.”

All of these discussions took place over several weeks as Billy gradually adjusted to his new life. His mother remained in a coma, though her general condition hadn’t worsened and Glenda Butler came every month to ascertain that Billy was happy with Steele. Billy assured her that he was and he certainly appeared well.

Billy regarded Glenda with some awe and thought she had to think a lot of Steele to allow him to live with the writer. One bonus that came out of these visits was that the magistrate always brought something good to eat. Something that Mr Clay wasn’t likely to buy or cook.

The first months of Billy’s stay were a happy and productive period for Steele. He’d made good progress with his current book and with learning the theory and practice of music to support Billy. Deborah Butler was the only fly in the ointment. Though only seventeen and inexperienced with males and the wider world beyond school, Deborah took after her mother in the brains department and she had no difficulty understanding that she’d been sent to Townsville to separate her from Clayton Steele. It wasn’t that she minded going to Townsville because she always had fun with her cousin. What irritated her was the fact that she’d been sent away like an errant child, whereas she considered herself quite grown-up and mature enough to be treated as an adult. There were several boys bursting to take her out and as deputy-school captain, she was one of the school’s elite students. In fact, Deborah considered herself so grown up that she felt she was ready for a real romance. This view was reinforced every time she looked at herself in the mirror, on a couple of occasions without clothes. The picture of the beardless Clayton Steele on the back cover of his second novel burned brightly in Deborah’s mind during her sojourn in Townsville.

When she returned home and headed back to school, Deborah racked her brain for a way to see Steele again. Although she had a driving licence, she seldom had access to her mother’s car and never during the week. She was sometimes able to use the car at weekends but only under certain conditions; it was usually to a girlfriend’s place not far out of town. She hated the prospect of lying to her mother about why she wanted her car. There were few women more capable of seeing through a lie than her mother, for few women had had more practice in searching for the truth.

And then, Deborah thought of Billy Sanders. Surely, Billy would be able to take a note to Steele.

Billy was quite amenable to delivering a note for the prettiest girl in school and duly handed it to Steele. His mentor read it, then tore it up and threw it in the waste paper basket with a shake of his head. When Steele didn’t answer, Deborah sent a second, more urgently-worded note. Steele read it, too, and then went in to town to discuss this development with Glenda. He showed her the note and asked if she’d agree to him seeing Deborah for the purpose of giving her the brush-off.

Glenda, having a sandwich in her chambers during the lunch recess, looked at the second note and sighed. She realised from personal experience how traumatic adolescence and adolescent crushes could be. In effect, teenagers had changed from children to young adults yet lacked the emotional maturity and experience of the latter.

“If I don’t see Deborah and get this sorted, she’s likely to become more desperate and do something over the top. Don’t you agree?” Steele asked.

Glenda frowned as she read through her daughter’s note for the second time. The ‘have to see you again’ sentence in it suggested a deeply affected girl. Glenda hadn’t had many strong differences of opinion with her daughter but she recognised that this infatuation posed a potential problem. Some girls were likely to do anything where a man was concerned. She’d known of girls who killed themselves over failed romances and rejection.

“I suppose so. Where would you see Debbie?”

“Where indeed?” Steele asked.

“You can’t very well meet her alone at either of our houses and if you meet publicly, there’ll be gossip. You’ve got the running, Clay. Can you suggest a venue?” Glenda asked.

“What about me asking Debbie to come with Billy and me to the coast. We’ll have a surf, some lunch and then come home again,” Steele said.

“That sounds sensible and relatively harmless,” Glenda agreed. She looked at Steele and then patted his arm. “I’m sorry, Clay. I really am. I know how much you want to be left alone to do your writing. This business with Debbie is a real imposition.”

“These things happen, Glenda. I didn’t imagine I’d be confronted with anything like Debbie but it’s happened and I’ll have to deal with it,” Steele said.

“There’s only one consolation,” Glenda said.

“What’s that?”

“Be thankful that you don’t have Donna as well as Debbie to deal with. Donna was your greatest fan. We had a big row because I wanted her to do law or medicine and she dug her toes in and said she was going to do journalism. You were her knight in shining armour. And I wouldn’t have any influence over Donna now. Such was the level of her infatuation that if she was aware that you’re living close by, I wouldn’t put it past her to throw in her job and come home to meet you,” Glenda said.

She’d asked Debbie not to mention Steele to her sister in her correspondence or when Donna rang home from England, and she was fairly certain there was no way that Debbie was going to tell her sister about Steele and risk bringing her home where she’d be formidable competition.

Steele laughed. “Well, thank heavens. I’m not sure I could handle two infatuated young women. I’m struggling enough with one.”

The following weekend, Glenda drove her daughter out to Jerogeree, and Steele, Billy and Deborah piled into Steele’s van for the trip to the coast. Deborah was wearing a red one-piece bathing suit under her skirt and T-shirt. This wasn’t the costume she’d intended wearing but Glenda had caught her modelling a yellow bikini and had appropriated it. While she was a fairly broad-minded woman and had a lot of trust in Steele, Glenda considered that the yellow bikini revealed altogether too much of Deborah and she considered it unwise to so blatantly advertise what her daughter had to offer.

At the coast, the trio surfed for an hour or so and then had a spell on the beach. They lay on towels under a brightly coloured beach umbrella Glenda had loaned them for the trip. After a little while, Steele suggested to Billy that he have another surf and he winked while doing so. He’d spent some time trying to explain to the boy what a crush did to a girl, or a young man for that matter. He said that the trip to the beach was really in the nature of an attempt to dissuade Debbie from trying to see him. Billy took the hint and ran back into the surf and Steele was left alone with Debbie.

“Okay, Debbie, what’s your problem?” Steele asked forthrightly.

The girl sat up and looked at him. “I think I’m in love with you, Clay,” she said. Her mother had always encouraged her and her sister to speak their minds, so she wasn’t reluctant to say what she felt.

“What makes you think that?” Steele asked.

“The way I feel… wonderful one moment and wretched the next,” Debbie said.

“Has this happened previously?” Steele asked.

“Never. I’ve never felt like this any other time. What am I going to do?” she asked.

“You’re going to try to get over it,” Steele said bluntly.

“But I don’t want to forget you. I want to be with you,” Debbie said defiantly.

“You can’t, Debbie.”

“Is it because of my age? Do you think I’m too young for you? Is that it?” she asked appealingly.

“It’s mainly because I’m not looking for a relationship of any kind. I’ve found my feet again after being ill and I hope that I’ll be able to stay well. I’ve also got Billy to consider. Yes, you’re too young. You’re still at school and next year, you’ll be at university. You’re a really nice girl, Debbie, and smart too. I’m flattered that you think you feel as you do about me, but it takes two to have a relationship and I won’t be the other party. What do you see in me, anyway? It’s always been my belief that teenagers consider thirty-plusses to be positively ancient,” Steele said with a smile.

“What a question. I can’t explain why I feel the way I do. I only know that I want to be with you… Clay,” she said.

“In three months, six at most, you’ll have forgotten about me. You’ll have to, Debbie,” Steele said, trying to keep the discussion firm but light-hearted.

“Is there something about me you don’t like?”

“Not a thing. You’re a nice girl with a lot of brains. If I was a young fellow, I’d think you were pretty terrific. I really would. It’s not just you, Debbie. Like I said, I’m not looking for a relationship with a woman of any age. Apart from the fact that it would complicate my life no end, I like being on my own. I walked away from my last girlfriend and she was gorgeous, too. Look, it’s hard to explain why I came to Jerogeree and I don’t expect you to understand any of it,” Steele said.

“I’d like to try,” she said.

“It would be pointless, Debbie. I’m simply a writer who wishes to be left alone. I’m out of your field,” Steele said.

“Please don’t treat me as a juvenile ignoramus, Clay. I may not be a best-selling writer but I’m in the top three at school. I’m far more aware of people’s problems than most teenagers, thanks to Mother. If you’ve got a problem, I’d like to hear it,” she said.

“I’m not disposed to debate the matter with you, Debbie,” Steele said tautly.

“Has Mother asked you not to see me?” she asked.

“Your mother hasn’t said anything of the kind. She agreed that I should talk to you. Naturally, she’s concerned about this crush you seem to have for me. Glenda gave me Billy to look after and she wouldn’t want to see me involved in a relationship that would affect her decision. Then, there’s your age and the fact that you’re still at high school,” Steele said.

Debbie tossed her head and huffed loudly. “What you’re really saying is that you’ve got time for Billy but not for me. He’s more important to you than I am.”

Steele took a deep breath. “He certainly is right now. I’m responsible for him while his mother is indisposed. There’s also the fact that I don’t have any special feeling for you beyond a hastily formed opinion that you’re a nice girl who’ll probably develop into an impressive woman like your mother. I’d probably have the same view about your older sister, too. Right now, I’m in the middle of another book and that, along with Billy Sanders, is my major priority,” Steele said as kindly as he could manage.

Tears welled in her eyes. “So, there’s no hope for me at all?”

“I wouldn’t put it as melodramatically as that, Debbie. It isn’t the end of the world for you. As I see it, a girl with your talents should have the world at her feet.”

Deborah looked down the beach to where Billy had just emerged from the surf and was on his way back to them. “Can I still come and see you?” she asked.

“If you come with your mother,” Steele said.

“Surely I’m old enough not to need a nursemaid.”

“It’s because you’re a lovely seventeen-year-old girl, soon to be eighteen, that you can’t come and see me on your own,” Steele said firmly.

“Not even when Billy’s there with you?” she persisted.

“Not even when Billy’s there. This is a one-off occasion so that I could explain to you where you stand. It had your mother’s approval,” Steele said.

A tear trickled down the girl’s cheek. “Why does being in love make me so unhappy? I thought it was supposed to make a person feel quite wonderful,” she said thickly.

“It doesn’t usually make you feel unhappy, Debbie. You’re unhappy because I don’t return your feelings and I’m sorry about that. You can’t make a person love you. Not that that should be a worry where you’re concerned. I’ll bet half the boys at school are mad about you. Billy says that you’re the most discussed girl in the school,” Steele said with his gentle smile.

“They’re only boys, Clay. They aren’t like you.”

“Give them a chance to be, Debbie. They’ll grow up. In a few years, they’ll be doctors and engineers and architects and maybe one of them will even be a writer. You’ll have a degree and you’ll have met a lot of fellows. I’ll guarantee you’ll fall in love, properly in love, with one of them,” Steele said.

“You’re being patriarchal and condescending, Clay. The bottom line is that Billy is more important to you than a relationship with me,” Debbie said.

“With you or any other woman,” Steele corrected. “And Billy needs me. He’s very gifted musically and if he’s nurtured properly, he could have a bright future. He doesn’t have the advantage of a clever and concerned mother as in your case. He’s had a tough time with an abusive father figure and none of the advantages that come from having a parent who can help him make a good future for himself. If I turned my back on Billy while his mother is lying helpless in hospital, I’d be a poor kind of man,” Steele said firmly.

Debbie looked at him through tear-streaked eyes. “I’m sorry, Clay. I didn’t know.”

“How could you? Would you like to surf again?” he asked, trying to distract the blubbering teenager.

“Why not? I might as well get as much as I can out of today’s outing seeing that it’s a one-off occasion,” she said.

Steele stood and held out his hand. She took it and then ran ahead of him down to the water. “Race you there, Billy,” she said as she ran past him.

Steele watched her and shook his head. Debbie was a sweet girl and he hoped that one day she’d find someone worthy of her.

“How did it go, Debbie? The day, I mean?” Glenda asked that night over dinner.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Mother.”

“If that’s what you prefer,” said the diplomatic Glenda. “I did go through what you’re going through, Debbie.”

“You were in love with someone at seventeen who didn’t want you?”

“I thought I was. It amounted to the same thing at the time,” Glenda said. “You think all your Christmases have come at once. Nobody can tell you it isn’t love. And occasionally, very occasionally, it really is.”

“Was it someone as good as Clay?” Deborah asked.

“No, it wasn’t. But he seemed pretty good at the time. Most girls think their first love is rather special. Some are and some aren’t. You aren’t ready for the likes of Clay, dear. You need to grow up a bit. Then, there’s the fact that Clay has plans that don’t include you, Debbie. Or any woman at all. Try and forget him or you’ll be very unhappy and it will affect your school work,” Glenda said and patted her daughter’s shoulder.

“How can you forget a man like Clay?” Deborah asked. “I mean, he’s like amazing, isn’t he?”

“You need to forget him by getting involved in other things and by working damned hard at school and getting a top pass. Love is a tough business and you need to learn how to handle it. You’re fortunate that Clay is the kind of man he is because a lot of men would have you in bed with them quick and lively. Some men will go as far as they’re allowed and a girl in love will often give them what they want. A girl thinks if she doesn’t come across, the guy won’t want her. I see the consequences of this kind of ‘love’ all the time. It’s usually the children of love-struck teenage girls that suffer. What you should understand is that young girls have a special attraction for men. Why do so many rich, old men marry younger women? Well, with some men, it’s the younger the better. Don’t mope about and feel sorry for yourself, Debbie. What you feel now for Clay will pass and you’ll move on. Believe me, you will,” Glenda said.

“And what if it doesn’t pass?”

“I hate hypothetical questions, Debbie. They only create more heartache. Let’s stay with the here and now and leave the future right out of it.”

“I know you mean well, Mum, and I realise you believe I’m too immature for Clay, but I feel I’m mature enough to understand that men like Clay don’t come along too often. You were clever and yet you married an entirely unsuitable man,” Debbie said.

“You’re right, I did. I married a man who could charm the pants off a nun. I thought he was wonderful at the time. But there was one major difference; Hugh wanted me. Clay doesn’t want you. I’ve told you that I doubt he wants any woman. Not to live with, anyway. Hugh said he didn’t want to live without me and I believed him. You’re learning what it’s like to be a woman, Debbie. Men can be great or hellish. Somehow or other, we learn to cope with them. But don’t let men rule your life. Be someone before you commit yourself to a man. By that time, you’ll know what you want out of life,” Glenda said. She realised that nothing she said would make Debbie feel better in the short term and that it would take time for her to get over what she presently felt for Clay. It was unfortunate that Debbie had met Clay at this point of her life because she’d negotiated the silly mid-teen period without any problems. It was inevitable that Debbie would fall for a man sooner or later, but Glenda had hoped it would be the latter. A woman was a woman and falling for a man was as natural as night following day.

But Deborah wasn’t finished. “Would you give Donna the same advice?” she asked. “Would you try and steer her away from Clay?”

“That’s another hypothetical question, Debbie. You seem to want to be deliberately confrontational today. It’s not Donna I’m concerned about, it’s you,” Glenda said tartly.

“But Donna is going to come home and you’re not going to be able to hide Clay from her forever. You know very well that she did journalism because of him. I heard the rows you had with her about it. How do you think I’ll feel if Donna goes after him? More to the point, how do you think I’ll feel if she gets him because you won’t allow me to see him?” Deborah asked with a break in her voice.

“You’re talking about something that is very unlikely to happen. I doubt that Clay would be interested in any young woman, Donna included. He doesn’t want children and what woman would want to marry a man who doesn’t want a family?” Glenda said.

“How absurd when Clay is already looking after a teenage boy?”

“That’s a different matter entirely. Billy presents an intellectual and emotional challenge. Clay feels that if he can help Billy become a successful vocalist and performer, he’ll have partly atoned for the awful things in Billy’s past. But because of his past illness, he doesn’t want a family. If that illness were to re-occur and he didn’t survive it, he wouldn’t want to leave children without a father,” Glenda said.

“You seem to have learned a lot about Clay in a short time,” Deborah observed. “If you were younger, I’d say you were keen on him. You’re a mite too old for him, Mother,” she said sharply.

“Of course, I am,” Glenda said rather too quickly. “But that doesn’t mean that I can’t enjoy Clay’s company, and I do. And we haven’t even started to talk about books yet.”

Billy was hugely impressed that Steele had given Debbie Butler the heave-ho. He reckoned that Debbie was the best-looking girl he’d ever seen. The other guys at school, especially the older boys, all agreed with him. They talked about her tits, her bum and her legs, and they all reckoned that Debbie was the girl they’d like to be seen with away from school.

Billy was still reluctant to talk to Steele about some subjects. The reason Steele had given Debbie the flick was one of them. It was quite obvious to him that Debbie was mad about Mr Clay. Billy knew what men and women did in bed because his mother had explained it to him in graphic detail. Lilly, being Lilly, had thought this was a very necessary part of her son’s education. So, it seemed a huge sacrifice on his mentor’s part not to take advantage of what Debbie had to offer. Or, what he imagined she had to offer.

“What’s worrying you, Billy?” Steele asked after dinner that night. Billy hadn’t said much all through the meal.

“Nuthin.”

“Nothing,” Steele corrected. “If something’s worrying you, I want you to tell me, Billy.”

Billy took a deep breath. “Don’t you like Debbie?”

“I like her fine, Billy. Why do you ask?”

“Debbie wants to be your girl and you’ve knocked her back. All the fellas at school reckon she’s a bit of all right.”

Steele pondered this, and wondered how he could explain that he wasn’t looking for a relationship of any kind with a woman, let alone a seventeen-year-old girl still at high school.

“Is it because I’m here?” Billy asked.

“You being here has nothing to do with it. I didn’t come here to have a relationship with a woman and even if I did, it certainly wouldn’t be with a girl as young as Debbie Butler. I realise that teenage boys would consider Debbie a knockout, which she is, but as far as I’m concerned, she’s only a child. Girls get crushes on boys and boys get crushes on girls. I’m Debbie’s first crush. She thinks she’s in love with me but in a little while, she’ll realise that she isn’t. Eventually she’ll get keen on someone else. It’s all part of growing up, and sometimes it’s a painful experience, especially for girls. The bottom line is that quite apart from Debbie being too young for me, I didn’t come here to get involved in a relationship of any kind,” Steele said.

“Did you ever have a girl-friend as pretty as Debbie?”

“Yes, I had a girlfriend as pretty as Debbie. But she was older and much more sophisticated,” Steele said.

“What’s sophisticated, Mr Clay?”

“It can mean a lot of things, Billy. When it’s applied to women, it means that they’re accomplished in a lot of ways like education, manners and grooming. It can also apply to other things. You ought to try and learn a new word every day, Billy,” Steele said with a smile. “It could help you a lot with your song-writing. You might need a word and if you know what it means, it’s more likely to spring into your brain. You might think it’s painful now but you’ll thank me later. That’s unless you want to be a fellow like Dooley Davis,” Steele said shrewdly.

“I don’t want to be anything like Dooley, Mr Clay,” Billy said with loathing in his voice.

“About words and things. You get out of life what you put into it. If you want to go places and have a good life, and I’m sure you do, you’ll need to work really hard at your line of business. A lot of people still think that Aboriginal people are lazy good-for-nothings who booze and live on hand-outs. Maybe some are, too. But those characteristics aren’t exclusive to any one racial group. It’s just that some people single out Aborigines for special criticism. Historically, Murri people were pushed into the European world, and in most cases, all that mattered most to them was taken away. For a while, some indigenous people have been kind of lost. But there are others who’ve worked hard at school and have become lawyers, even judges. There’s others who’ve played football for Australia. You can do anything, get anywhere, if you work hard enough at it, no matter who you are or where you’ve come from. If you want to booze and stuff around, then you’ll never get anywhere. So, anything I tell you, and you might not always like what I tell you, is for your own good, Billy. And don’t think that writing is easy. I was given a good brain but I had to work damned hard to write my books. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t own this property. I’m living off what my books make me. But to get a decent amount of money, I need to produce another book. So, I don’t need the complication of a teenage girl,” Steele said.

“You’ve got the complication of a teenage boy,” Billy said with surprising insight.

“That’s a horse of a different colour,” Steele said with a laugh.

“Are you going to have another girlfriend some day?”

“I don’t like thinking too much about what might happen in the future. Right now, I have two things to focus on… you and my next book. And, to a lesser extent, learning more about music,” Steele said firmly.

Billy reckoned it was a lucky day for him when Mr Clay came to Jerogeree. If he hadn’t come, he would now be confined in a government home or foster care, with no one to write him songs or help him with his music.

For months Glenda and Debbie came to visit every few weeks, then after a while, Glenda came on her own. Steele told Billy that it appeared Debbie had got over her crush on him. Steele often noted Glenda’s eyes on him and he wondered if she was thinking about the night she’d stayed with him. She never referred to that night and instead, talked mostly about Billy. She was usually complimentary about Billy’s progress. The boy was so keen on music that Steele fast-forwarded his musical education and arranged for him to have piano and guitar lessons each Saturday, and he had them, too, so that he could better support Billy achieve his dream. Mostly Billy played the guitar by ear but he needed more than natural ability if he wanted to be a top-class performer.

As the months rolled by, Steele and Billy settled into a routine full of music and words, and even after Lilly emerged from her coma and began rehab, Billy remained with Steele. On Sunday mornings, they would sit together and either practise songs or write them. While Steele did most of the writing, more and more, he would suggest a theme and ask Billy to develop it. This fired Billy’s imagination and gave him free rein to develop his musicality to such an extent that before long, he was writing his own songs and performing versions of the John Denver songs he liked so much.

As Lilly worked on the physical injuries Dooley had inflicted, with Steele’s support, Billy worked on his dreams. Just before his sixteenth birthday, the boy had improved so much that Steele felt he was ready to enter a country and western competition in the junior section. He had Billy record ‘No More Corroboree’ in a small recording studio then submitted it to the judging panel. For a while they didn’t hear anything, but when they did, the news was startling. Billy had won the newcomer’s prize which meant that he would be singing at the annual Tamworth Music Festival.

“Do you think you can sing in front of a lot of people, Billy?” Steele asked.

“I reckon I can, Mr Clay,” Billy said calmly. “You heard me at the school concert.”

“I think we should try and get you a couple of engagements so you’ll be used to singing to an older audience than your school mates,” Steele said.

“They’re called gigs, Mr Steele,” Billy said with a grin.

“Are they? Well, whatever they’re called, you need them. We don’t want you to freeze up when you see that audience. All the top country and music people will be there,” Steele said, more worried for Billy than Billy was for himself.

Up until this time, Steele had resolutely refused to get a phone. Amazingly, he’d managed to retain his anonymity and he believed that not having a phone was a big factor in this state of affairs. But he recognised now that it was a distinct disadvantage not to have a phone. Not for himself because he didn’t need one, but principally, for the benefit of Billy’s career. And there was another reason they needed a phone. Lilly had finally been released from the rehabilitation centre, having been told it was unlikely she would ever walk again. She returned to her farm and one of Uncle Ted’s daughters moved in to look after her. Billy saw her most days but Lilly was in no state to care for her son and he continued to live with Steele. At night Billy would worry about her, so, for the first time ever, a phone was installed at Jerogeree.

It was unthinkable that Billy should go on his own to Tamworth, though Steele realised the distinct possibility of being recognised if he accompanied him. But Billy was his responsibility, and he would have to take him to Tamworth, come what may.

All in all, the trip didn’t go too badly. Hidden behind the protection of his beard and introducing himself as Stuart, his middle name, Steele managed to escape being recognised as Clayton Steele. The media was out in force yet none of them tumbled to the fact that the bearded manager of teenage singing sensation, Billy Sanders, was the missing writer, Clayton Steele.

It was one small slip that gave the game away and it was Billy who was responsible for the slip. But though he erred, it was done with the best possible intention. Billy had wanted to give Steele the credit for writing the song that put him on the map and he’d told the manager of the record company that the lyrics of his award-winning song were written by Clayton Steele. So, Steele’s name was credited on the recording and when the song went to air, several DJs mentioned Steele’s name. While they didn’t immediately associate his name with that of the missing author, one very sharp journalist certainly did, and that was enough to put the cat among the pigeons.









Chapter Thirteen

Although I never entirely gave up on the idea of locating Clayton Steele, the intensity of my search decreased proportionally as the months went by and nothing was heard of the writer. My career had taken a turn towards environmental stories and I’d made a number of trips to various parts of Australia before taking off on an extended trip to South America. I was especially interested in what was happening to the rainforests of the Amazon and decided that my inheritance would be well spent bringing these stories to light. My former editor had also said he’d look at a story or two from me, so off I’d gone.

All thoughts of Clayton Steele and his whereabouts were temporarily erased by what I saw in South America. And that river! The Amazon was mind-blowing, flowing on and on forever. And then, there were the parrots and monkeys. So many varieties that I’ve forgotten most of their names. It was hard to believe what people were doing to the rainforests. Huge areas of forest were being levelled, both for timber and for growing crops. It was supposed to be progress, and in a sad kind of way, I suppose that’s true. But the lungs of the world were shrinking before my eyes and it was plain to see that unless something changed soon, one day there’d be no substantial rainforest at all.

After more than a year abroad, I returned to Australia and visited Uluru, marvelling at the sacred heart of such a raw and ancient land. There were so many stories to tell in my own country, some of them echoing those I’d told in South America. While my career blossomed, there was still no man in my life, at least not one that made me feel like my insides were melting. I’d met some interesting men, but a few too many drank more than was good for them, and some drank excessively. In the end, none of them suited. I didn’t need that sort of a problem in my life, no matter how lonely I’d begun to feel. Of late, my solitary travels had reinforced the loss of my brother and parents. I yearned to have someone to share my adventures with and to start a family of my own, but thus far, I’d met no one who suited. While I worked, I kept in touch with Steele’s publishers and his sister. Camilla told me that her mother had received a couple of brief notes from Steele but that there’d been no forwarding address. It was a strange business. The man was alive and writing, but no one, not even his family, seemed to know where.

So, I’d pushed Steele into a tiny corner of my mind while I occupied myself with other matters until something happened that catapulted Steele back into my full consciousness. The poor quality of the Saturday night television programmes had caused me to quit watching and to begin listening to radio. As a result, I’d become rather interested in the country and western phenomenon and was doing some freelance writing on some of its leading personalities. I’d been to the festival in Tamworth and although I’d sweltered, I’d come away with several good human-interest stories. A lot of the music and voices didn’t do anything for me but the industry was bona fide Australian and dedicated to recording in song and verse many aspects of genuine Australian life. After my travels overseas in a world flooded by ‘Americanism’, a little ‘Australianism’ was a refreshing change. On one particular Saturday night, I was only half listening to the country music marathon on the ABC while I read a novel. The presenter’s voice punctuated the steady hum of music and began to rave on about a teenage singing sensation who’d recorded a song called ‘No More Corroboree’ with lyrics by Clayton Steele.

I dropped the novel and sat up straight. Clayton Steele? Could it possibly be the missing writer, or just a strange coincidence? I listened to the lilting tones of a voice quite different from any other I’d heard singing country music. When it concluded, the presenter gave another run-down on the boy vocalist, “You heard it first on this programme, ‘No More Corroboree’ sung by Billy Sanders with lyrics by Clayton Steele.”

So, I hadn’t been mistaken. Could this really be the same Clayton Steele? And if so, how had he become mixed up with country music? The more I thought about it, the more I was convinced that it had to be the Clayton Steele. The chance of there being two Clayton Steeles was very low and why wouldn’t the best-selling writer be able to write lyrics? After all, the man was supposed to be incredibly talented.

The next morning I rang Camilla Steele and told her what I’d heard. It was news to her but she felt as I did, that it would be altogether too much of a coincidence for there to be more than one writer named Clayton Steele. Agreeing that this man was probably her missing brother, I told her that I’d make some enquiries on Monday morning and let her know what I discovered.

Monday morning couldn’t come quickly enough. Being trained as a journalist, making enquiries presented no problems. If it took a dozen phone calls to check out a fact, so be it. It took me only three to ascertain the company that had recorded ‘No More Corroboree’. That it had been recorded in Tamworth was easy to discover, but when I enquired how I could get in touch with Billy Sanders or Clayton Steele, I ran up against a brick wall. All anyone knew or would tell me, which amounted to the same thing, was that Billy hailed from Queensland. This wasn’t as much as I’d hoped for but it was a start. And if Billy Sanders was in some way associated with Clayton Steele, it seemed a fair bet that the latter was living in Queensland, too. Queensland was a large state, but it was a lot smaller than Australia, which was a hell of a lot smaller than the world, the prospect I’d first faced when I began my search for Steele.

It wouldn’t have been two hours after I’d spoken to the people at the recording studio that I received a call from Steele’s erstwhile publisher, Brenda McEwan. “I thought you’d be interested to know that we’ve received a manuscript from Clayton Steele,” Brenda said warmly.

“You have? Do you know where it was mailed from?” I asked eagerly.

“It was mailed from Steele’s agent in Sydney. I’ve contacted her and she has no idea where Steele is living,” Brenda said.

“Good heavens,” I gasped. It seemed that Steele was still obsessed with maintaining his anonymity. “I suppose you haven’t had a chance to look at the manuscript?”

“No, we haven’t, but it’s sent quite a flutter through the camp.”

I told her about hearing Billy Sanders singing ‘No More Corroboree’ and that its lyrics were by Clayton Steele. It was Brenda’s turn to be stunned.

“Do you think it’s our Clayton Steele?” she asked.

“It’s possible that there’s another Clayton Steele but it seems unlikely.”

“You should be able to run Clay down now that you have that information.”

“I’ve already tried. Nobody knows anything, and if they do, they’re not saying. All I can ascertain is that Billy Sanders hails from Queensland. So, it’s a fair bet that Steele lives there, too. I’ll do a bit more digging and if I can narrow things down a little more, I’ll take a trip, Brenda.”

“Let me know when you leave, Gillian. In the meantime, I’ll have a look at this manuscript. With all the mystery about Clay’s disappearance and present whereabouts, a new book by him will probably rocket away,” she said.

“I agree. Great ingredients for a bestseller, Brenda.”

I thought it was very good of Brenda to contact me. I hadn’t spoken to her for some months and when I’d last made contact, I’d told her that I’d virtually given up on searching for Steele because I’d run into a brick wall and there seemed no way I could get through it.

Brenda rang me again about a fortnight later to say they’d read Steele’s manuscript and had made an immediate decision to resign him and publish.

“What’s it like?”

“Different. Different from anything Clay has written previously. Different and breathtakingly beautiful, Gillian.”

“What’s its theme, Brenda?” I held my breath, hoping that the manuscript’s content might provide a clue to its author’s whereabouts.

“It’s about the passing of a tribe of Aborigines and what was done to them… in novel form. The title is the same as the song you heard, ‘No More Corroboree’,” Brenda said.

“Then that answers the question of whether it was our Clayton Steele who wrote the lyrics for that song.”

“Beyond any doubt,” Brenda agreed. “It also suggests that Clay has been back in Australia for some time. This is a big book and it would’ve taken some time to research and write.”

“I’ll let Camilla know,” I told her. “I should contact Shelley Carruthers too, though I don’t really want to. The last time I spoke with her, she was a bit short with me.”

“I’d say her passion may have cooled a bit where Clayton Steele is concerned.”

“I agree. And it’s not like she’d be wanting for admirers.”

While Camilla was very interested in this latest bit of news about her brother, Shelley didn’t appear to be.

“Clay walked out on me and he’s never once bothered to contact me,” Shelley said, and I thought she said it with some bitterness. The manner of Steele’s break-up with her evidently still rankled.

“Would you like me to contact you if I locate Steele?” I asked. I wasn’t going to stuff around being nice to her if she was still up-tight about Steele leaving her.

“Well… er… if you find him, you could let me know. I’d sure like to know why he walked out on me and sent only one tiny note. Clay’s re-appearance would be newsworthy, too. That and his new book,” Shelley said.

My next move was to decide what I was going to do. I realised that I should have asked Brenda where Steele’s latest book was set because that could be a big help in nailing down his whereabouts. Authors didn’t usually write about places with which they were unfamiliar. So, I rang her back and asked her.

“No problem there, Gillian. It’s set in the region of the Glass House Mountains,” Brenda answered without hesitation. “There’s a creek called Jerogeree that features in the story. We can’t find any such creek on a Queensland map, so it’s either a very small creek or its fictional. The only other possibility is that Jerogeree was the original Aboriginal name for the creek Clay writes about,” Brenda said.

I knew that the Glass House Mountains weren’t far inland from Nambour and therefore, not very far north of Brisbane. If Steele was still living in this region, it shouldn’t be too difficult to locate him. I could say I’d been given the job by my newspaper, which wasn’t too far from the truth. I knew for a fact my old paper would print a story about the missing author like a shot.

“I’ll take a drive north, Brenda,” I told her.

“Best of luck, Gillian. I’d like to be going with you,” she said.

Now that was nice of her. And I thought we’d probably hit it off well, too. You sense that about some people. But I’d become used to travelling solo and making all my own travel arrangements, so I got down to thinking about the trip. If I stayed at caravan parks, the trip shouldn’t cost the earth. I had the money but it seemed a bit over the fence to consider staying at a motel every night. And for how long? That was the question. I reckoned that if Steele was in the vicinity of the Glass House Mountains, it shouldn’t take me too long to locate him. There were ways and means of checking on a district’s inhabitants unless Steele had installed himself in some God-forsaken place out in the bush or set himself up on an island off the coast. Billy Sanders had to be the key. Somebody, some school, would know about Billy. They had to.

Where to begin? That was the first step. But when I’d considered the matter a little longer, I realised that it didn’t matter much where I began my search for Steele; the important thing was to make a start. So, I packed my Toyota and headed north. My initial destination was Toowoomba which, from all I’d heard, had spawned several recent and very successful country and western artists. There were two major commercial radio stations in Toowoomba plus an ABC station and I’d be very unlucky not to find that one of the various DJs was a walking authority on country and western music.

There were DJs at both commercial stations who’d played ‘No More Corroboree’ but they couldn’t enlighten me as to the exact whereabouts of Billy Sanders who would surely lead me to Clayton Steele. At 4GR, I was told to talk to their breakfast announcer who knew more about country music than anyone else at the station.

I stayed the night in Toowoomba and rang the DJ in question at his house later the next day. Greg told me that Billy Sanders lived in the heart of the Glass House Mountains, but exactly where, he couldn’t say.

“You’re sure of that?”

“Positive,” Greg said firmly. “A listener who’d been to Tamworth and heard Billy sing said that he lived fairly close to one of the mountains.”

Several times I’d flown over the area with its great up-thrust peaks, the remnants of ancient volcanoes. Over the eons, the earth surrounding the core had worn away, leaving towering hills of cooled lava formations. This was the country of Clayton Steele’s ‘No More Corroboree’ and now, all I had to do was pinpoint his exact location.

I left Toowoomba early and drove north to Hampton where the road branched right and meandered down the Great Dividing Range through the picturesque greens of Ravensbourne’s paddocks and rainforest. At the bottom of the range I veered towards Esk where I headed up the Brisbane Valley Highway, turning right again towards Kilcoy and on past the shimmering waters of Lake Somerset.

At Kilcoy, I made my first call at a high school. When I enquired about Billy Sanders, the principal looked a bit grim and said it wasn’t department policy to pass out information on students, but in any case, Billy wasn’t a student at his school. I flashed him my sweetest smile and thanked him for his time, repeating that I was actually trying to locate a man by the name of Clayton Steele who’d written the lyrics for a song Billy Sanders had sung at the Tamworth Music Festival. I thought Billy might be able to tell me where I could find Steele.

The principal softened a mite and said that he didn’t know much about country and western music but he was aware that a boy by the name of Billy Sanders had won a lot of athletic prizes at a recent inter-school meet. He was, as he recalled, an indigenous boy, so he supposed there might be a connection with the song.

“I don’t suppose you know which school he represented?”

The principal’s eyes seemed to focus on something a long way off before he finally spoke again. “I’m almost certain it was Beerwah.”

I thanked him sincerely and climbed into my vehicle feeling quite pleased with my detective work. Beerwah sounded about where I imagined Steele might be. So, I drove towards the township in high spirits.

On the outskirts of Beerwah I had the most amazing piece of good luck. Well, I thought it was good luck. It was near lunchtime and as I hadn’t eaten anything since my early breakfast, I pulled up outside a small shop advertising pies and sandwiches. Parked next to me was a cream coloured one-tonne utility that was obviously a builder’s truck and, no doubt, its driver had stopped to get himself some lunch.

When I walked into the shop, I was stopped in my tracks by the whistling coming from a lanky fair-headed bloke standing at the counter. I’d never heard whistling anything like it and while it was remarkable, the tune was unmistakeable: ‘No More Corroboree’.

“Excuse me,” I began boldly, “But isn’t that ’No More Corroboree’ you’re whistling?”

The lanky fellow made a 180 degree turn and looked at me with a glint in his eye. “Yeah, that’s what it is,” he said in as good an example of the Australian drawl as I’d ever heard.

“I’m very interested in locating either the man who wrote the words of that song or the boy who sang it at Tamworth,” I said. No hide, no Christmas box.

The glint disappeared and the lanky bloke’s gaze hardened. “Yeah, why?”

I couldn’t say there was menace in the question but there was no warmth either. The man was challenging me, and I didn’t mind at all because his answer suggested that he knew something.

“There are a lot of people interested in Clayton Steele’s whereabouts,” I said.

“What are you, a reporter or some kind of private detective?”

“I’m a journalist and I’ve been looking for Clayton Steele for quite some time,” I admitted.

“Is that so? Well, my bet is that he doesn’t want people like you nosing about looking for him,” he said roughly.

“So, you know Clayton Steele?” I pressed.

“I didn’t say that, but my guess is that if a fellow has parked himself away, he wouldn’t be keen on having a newspaper reporter telling the whole country where he’s to be found.”

“So, you’re not going to tell me where I can find him?”

“No way. I don’t hold with newspaper reporters intrudin’ on a man’s privacy. Bloody cheek I call it.”

“I’ll find Steele whether you help me or not.”

“Go your hardest.” Then he turned around, paid for his packet of sandwiches and left.

I watched through the window as the builder climbed into his vehicle. The first thing he did was use his mobile phone, and I guessed he was ringing Clayton Steele. I heaved a sigh of relief because my chance encounter with the builder convinced me that Clayton Steele wasn’t far away.

It seemed that the builder might have warned Steele that I was on the prowl, so the big question was whether he would stay in the vicinity or do a bunk. It would depend on how fiercely Steele valued his anonymity. He’d done a great job of staying out of the limelight and it was hard to imagine him changing tack now.

So, where to begin? I thought the local Shire Council would be as good a place as any, but I found that getting answers from them was tough-going. Even after I spun a yarn about needing to contact Steele because his family wanted to get in touch with him, they assured me that there was no property registered in his name.

“What about Sanders?” I asked.

Yes, there was a property owned by a Mrs Lilly Sanders. I wrote down the address, thanked them and left. I felt I was closing in on Clayton Steele. On an impulse, I called at the building which housed the local historical society. I could never explain these impulses but they’d proved fruitful in the past and I was hoping this one would bear fruit, too.

The small office was staffed by two elderly people, a man and a woman who, I soon ascertained, attended on a purely voluntary basis. They were two of several who came on different days to deal with enquiries.

“I’m interested in looking at anything you have on the early history of the Glass House Mountains,” I said by way of opening our conversation. “I’d very much like to know if you have any references to a place or a creek called Jerogeree.”

“As in the song,” the elderly lady said.

“As in the song,” I agreed.

“It was an old Aboriginal camping ground. They used to hold big corroborees there and some of the early settlers called the adjacent creek, Jerogeree Creek. It was re-named perhaps a century ago.”

“You’re very well informed,” I said. In my experience, flattery often paid big dividends.

“The song has made such an impact that I thought I’d better do some homework on Jerogeree.”

“You’ve saved me some time.”

“What’s your interest in the area?” she asked.

“General,” I said. I wasn’t proposing to discuss Clayton Steele with her. “I’m a journalist and when the song came out and made such a splash, I thought it’d be worthwhile doing some research on the area. I might do a story on Billy Sanders.”

“Such a sad business that was. I mean, what happened to his mother.”

“Oh?” I asked, sensing that she was bursting to tell me.

So, she told me about Lilly Sanders and the attraction she had for men. “She was like that even when she was at high school. She got herself into trouble with the son of the local doctor. Billy’s his son. Lilly was always a stunner and she was… well… precocious. Of course, Aboriginal people are different, aren’t they? Lilly’s almost half white but that bit of Aboriginal blood seems to make a difference. She lived with a part-Aboriginal shearer and while he was away in the sheds, Lilly was seeing a white man. That’s what it was all about. The quarrel, I mean. The shearer took to both of them but he was killed and Lilly was in a coma for months. She’s been in a wheelchair ever since she came out of it. I don’t suppose she deserved that, no matter how loose her morals were.”

It took me a few moments to think of something to say that didn’t shut the woman down. “You’re very well informed,” I said at last.

“There was a lot about it in the local paper, dear,” she said with a gloating smile.

I thanked her for her help and left the small office knowing more than when I entered it. And perhaps, a little more than I wanted to know. I was sure that if I could find the Sanders’ place, someone there might know about Clayton Steele.

Lilly Sanders’ place wasn’t hard to find, but though there was washing flapping on the line, nobody answered my knocks. A few cows and calves were grazing not far from the high-set bungalow and I spotted fresh tyre marks in front of the garage, so maybe they’d just gone out.

It could be hours before anyone returned so there was no point in hanging around. I climbed into my car and drove off down the road then stopped at the first house I saw to make some enquiries.

The neighbouring house wasn’t far away but it was screened by timber, which was why I hadn’t spotted it from the Sanders’ place. It was a difficult house to describe because from the outside, it was more like a glorified cottage, yet of very solid construction. It wasn’t the building that held my early attention but the beauty of the garden in which it was situated. It wasn’t in any sense a formal garden, quite the reverse actually, but the colour and size of the trees and shrubs quite literally stopped me in my tracks. I’d been reared on Sydney’s North Shore, so I’d seen many lovely gardens but never a garden like this one. Trees and shrubs were intermingled so that the creamy flowers of frangipani merged with the red and purple of bougainvillea and the mauve of wisteria with port wine magnolia. There were orange flowers on a vine that had crept half-way up a massive mango tree. Hanging beneath some of the trees were shallow troughs from which gaily coloured lorikeets were feeding noisily. Lower down the gentle slope was a cleared area devoted to vegetables and not far below it and right at the bottom of the gently sloping land was a good-sized creek. Was this Jerogeree Creek?

If I’d come across this place on my trip to Brazil, I wouldn’t have been taken aback to such an extent because I’d become accustomed to the lushness of the Amazon rainforests, but to find such a wild abundance of colour, perfume and growth here in Queensland was a mind-blowing experience. “Phew,” I breathed. The garden and perfume literally took my breath away. I walked down a winding gravel drive and climbed the steps of the front veranda of the cottage cum house. The front door was open and I called, “Is anyone home?”

I heard the scrape of a chair then a man appeared in the open doorway. He was wide-chested and dressed in long blue shorts and a blue and white striped polo shirt. His feet were bare and heavily tanned and he had a good head of fair hair and a well-shaped beard.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” I began. “I called up at the Sanders’ place and there was nobody at home. I’m looking for Billy Sanders.”

“Lilly Sanders is away today. She’s having physiotherapy. Billy’s at school,” the bearded man said.

“A lady at the historical society office told me about Mrs Sanders. Actually, it’s really Billy Sanders I want to see,” I explained.

“Would you like to come in?” the bearded man asked.

I hesitated momentarily. It was a place with no close neighbours, so if anything were to happen, I couldn’t expect any help. But the bearded man had a nice-speaking voice and seemed friendly enough without being spooky, so I nodded and followed him into the house. I thought that as I’d survived the Amazon, including a close call with a giant tarantula, not to mention a ducking in the river, I ought to be able to handle this place.

“Have you come far? Would you like some afternoon tea?” he asked.

“I’ve come from Toowoomba today. I had some lunch at Beerwah. I don’t want to put you to any trouble,” I said.

“It’s no trouble.” He filled the kettle and put it on to boil.

I asked him would he mind if I used his loo and he told me where it was. The toilet and bathroom were at the back of the house and surprisingly modern. The building was actually much bigger than it appeared from the outside. It was tidy too, with fresh flowers in a big vase on the kitchen table.

“What brings you to Queensland?” he asked. He had to have noted the NSW number plate on my vehicle.

“I’m looking for someone,” I told him.

“Ah, a man, I presume,” he said with a smile.

“Yes, it’s a man but it’s not what you probably imagine. I’m looking for a man who’s been out of circulation for some time. It’s a kind of mystery, as he was a very well-known person before he disappeared,” I said.

“Intriguing. Who are you looking for?” he asked.

“His name is Clayton Steele and he was a best-selling author before he disappeared. I’ve been trying to track him down via Billy Sanders. Billy’s made a big splash with a country and western song that Clayton Steele wrote the words for. I believe he lives somewhere in the vicinity of the Glass House Mountains,” I said.

“And what’s your interest in finding this Clayton Steele?”

“It’s a kind of challenge. But above and beyond my interest, there are people who would be relieved to know that Steele is all right. His sister for one, and his publisher. I believe he’s dropped a note or two to his mother but I’m not sure about Steele’s girlfriend. She seemed a lot less keen to know his whereabouts than the last time I rang. My guess is that she’s moved on,” I said.

“So, what made you home in on this part of Queensland for your search?” The kettle finished boiling and the man poured the contents into a large teapot.

“I was listening to the ABC one Saturday night. It was the usual country and western epic. I heard Billy Sanders sing ‘No More Corroboree’ and the DJ said the lyrics were by Clayton Steele. A Toowoomba DJ said he’d heard that Billy Sanders lived somewhere near the Glass House Mountains. I visited the historical society in Beerwah and checked out a few details. Someone there mentioned Lilly Sanders and I eventually tracked her down to next door. And so, here I am.”

“What an extraordinary story. And I suppose, you’re a journalist looking for a big scoop?”

“Most of my career has been focused on environmental journalism, so it’s not so much a big scoop I’m chasing, as the answer to why a great author would disappear without any explanation and leave several concerned people behind him. Steele seemed to have the world at his feet. I don’t like mysteries and this seemed to be a great mystery to me.”

“Perhaps he’d grown tired of modern life and wanted to get away from it. As someone interested in the environment, you have to admit that it’s a beautiful area around here. Or perhaps he was ill and imagined he was going to die and wanted to fade out in peace,” he suggested.

“Oh, I know he was ill. I found that out reasonably quickly,” I said. “But I also know that he must have regained his health because he sent another novel to his publishers. I’ve kept in touch with Brenda McEwan and she told me about the new story,” I said.

“You appear to be a very competent journalist.”

“Thank you. I like to think I’m a professional,” I said. “You said Billy Sanders is at high school. Does he come home to his mother every day?” I asked.

“He sees her most days.”

“I suppose in the country, everyone knows everyone else’s business,” I suggested.

“That’s more or less true. What will you do when you find Billy Sanders?”

“I’ll probably write a story about him, but I’m really hoping he’ll tell me where to find Clayton Steele.”

“And what will you do if you find Steele?” he asked.

“I… er… well, I’ll let a few people know that I’ve located him. It will be the conclusion of a matter some of my ex-university friends and I discussed some years ago. We wondered if it would be possible for someone to live in anonymity in Australia. It seems that Steele has managed to do it… for a while, at least.”

“Has it occurred to you that perhaps Clayton Steele might be very unhappy about being ‘rediscovered’ as the result of your efforts? Don’t you think it might be the very last thing he’d want?”

“Yes, I’ve thought about that. The decision about whether to publish or not publish a story is a constant for a journalist or newspaper. It’s one of those things, like libel, that’s always with us. A story is usually published because of its news value. I think that being able to announce that Clayton Steele had been located would have great news value and it would override Steele’s desire for privacy. Sooner or later, he’ll be found and then, some journalist will get the kudos for locating him. I’ve done the investigative work and I think I deserve to be that journalist,” I said.

“You’re honest, anyway,” he said. He proceeded to mix up a batch of scones, which he placed in the oven of his electric stove. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. You could keep your eye on the scones. By the way, you haven’t told me your name,” he said.

“It’s Gillian. Gillian Brooker,” I said. He nodded and then left the room before I could ask for his name. When he came back into the room a few minutes later, I looked at him and my mouth fell open. I couldn’t help myself. The fellow had shaved off his beard and I recognised him immediately. I didn’t have to look anywhere else for Clayton Steele because he was standing in front of me.

“You’re Clayton Steele,” I managed to get out. Although he was older now, he was the same man whose picture adorned the back cover of his second book. When I recovered my senses, I felt many kinds of a fool. How could I, a supposedly cluey journo, have failed to identify Steele immediately? I’d looked at his picture many times yet his heavy beard had completely fooled me.

Steele gave me a gentle smile and turned to deal with the scones.

“Why?” I asked at last.

“I never did like wearing the beard, but it served its purpose. I suppose if you hadn’t turned up, I could have gone on trying to fool everyone but when Billy arrives very shortly, the cat will be out of the bag. I thought that if anyone had to find me, it might as well be you.”

“That’s rather decent of you,” I said. “I imagined you’d be furiously angry with me.” I wondered what calibre of journalist he considered me. Had I been given brownie points for finding him? Or did he consider me less than bright for not recognising him, beard and all?

“I couldn’t expect to stay hidden forever. I was lucky to escape being recognised while at Tamworth with Billy. Meanwhile, the whole district is aware that Billy lives here with a fellow who writes books. It’s amazing that some local journo hasn’t tumbled,” he said.

“That’s another thing. How on earth were you able to obtain legal care of Billy? You’re a single man or I presume you are. I wouldn’t have thought you’d have had a hope in hell of being allowed to look after him. Shouldn’t he have gone to a government children’s home or foster care?”

“I had a very sympathetic magistrate to deal with and she allowed Billy to come here temporarily until we knew what was going to happen to his mother. Lilly had some… er… trouble and was in a coma for months. She came home from hospital eventually but she’s in a wheelchair now. There’s a cousin looking after her so, technically, Billy is still in his mother’s care but she’s unable to do anything for him, so he stays here with me,” Steele said.

I considered Steele as he sipped his tea. He was really something. He’d looked quite presentable with the beard but he looked much different now. Granted he was older than when his picture had appeared on his second book, but he hadn’t deteriorated. In fact, he looked more handsome than ever, which was remarkable because he’d evidently been very sick for some time. There wasn’t the fierce take-on-the-world look about him, rather a kind of dormant strength. I thought that anyone who considered him meek or mild would be in for a rude shock.

“So, what will you do with your newfound knowledge of my location?”

“I don’t know,” I said. And I didn’t.

“You don’t appear to be the kind of young woman likely to be lost for an answer. You wouldn’t be here now if you were. I would have bet that you’d head for the nearest phone so you could release your news,” he said.

Gillian Brooker pulled her phone from her handbag. “The nearest phone is here and I couldn’t very well use it in front of you, could I? Besides, I don’t want to get offside with you before I know more about you. Can I call you Clayton?” I asked.

“I’d prefer Clay. Just about everyone calls me Clay. A few, Billy included, call me Mr Clay. I haven’t used my surname for a while… part of the smokescreen,” he said, and smiled.

“Except in the case of ‘No More Corroboree’ with lyrics by Clayton Steele,” I reminded him.

“That was Billy’s doing. He wanted to give me the credit for writing the words of his first song. It let the cat out of the bag, so to speak. In your case, anyway.”

“Can I meet Billy?” I asked.

Clayton Steele glanced across at the clock on the wall. “He’ll be on the bus home now. You’ll meet him shortly.”

I wiped up our few dishes then I followed Clay out to sit on the back porch. There were rainbow lorikeets squabbling in the mango tree.

“Noisy devils,” he said when he saw that I was watching the birds.

“Would you mind answering a few questions for me?” I asked.

“It depends on the nature of your questions. Are you asking from a personal or off-the-record viewpoint, or as a professional journalist?” he asked. “What I mean, is this a forerunner or even part of the in-depth interview with Clayton Steele that you’ve been working towards?”

He was very sharp. No doubt about it. “I haven’t decided,” I said. It was a ‘nothing’ answer but the truth was that at this exact moment, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to reveal Steele’s whereabouts. Indeed, I felt now as if I was intruding into his hitherto hidden life.

“Any journalist worth his or her salt wouldn’t hesitate to spill the beans,” he said.

“I’m well aware of that. Right now, I’m more interested in why you decided to drop out.”

“When I left Australia, I thought there was a very good chance I’d never return. Why did I leave? I refused to stay and be pitied as my health declined. Fortunately, American doctors and associated medical staff pulled me through. When I eventually came back to Australia, I decided that it would be a worthwhile project trying to see if I could live satisfactorily on my own. I’d bought this property on my one and only trip to Queensland and through all the bad times I endured in America, the beauty of it stayed in my mind, and with it, the thought that I might one day restore the old place and make it a comfortable dwelling.”

Clay took a deep breath then sipped his tea. “When I left America, I made a trip to various countries and stayed with some of my writer friends. What I saw convinced me that the world was in a mess. It’s lousy with greed, with bigots and religious maniacs and with racists. Humanitarian initiatives are being swamped by idiocy and corruption. There was enough to write about for the remainder of my life. This place promised me a kind of sanctuary in which to do that,” he said.

“Couldn’t you have told your mother and Camilla and Shelley, not to mention your agent and your publishers, the exact state of play and what you intended doing about it?” I asked, being the hard-nosed journalist.

“I suppose I could have, but as I’ve already told you, I didn’t want sickly expressions of sorrow. I wanted people to remember me as I’d been,” he said.

“Shelley was very upset, Clay. She thought you loved her,” I said.

“Shelley would. I never loved her. I liked her up to a point because in some respects, she was a decent enough young woman, fairly bright and…”

“Good in bed?” I suggested.

“That, too. Shelley regarded me as a possession just like her fancy car and her up-market unit with its expensive furniture. We were poles apart in so many ways that I considered it was pointless carrying on with her. And she was better off without me. She’d never have considered camping out in the bush to restore this place. It would have been too basic for Shelley; she was hugely afraid of snakes and spiders. And once I started to get my life and this place in order, I couldn’t imagine Shelley living here, so there was no point renewing the relationship,” he said.

“This is a beautiful place,” I said.

“The house is comfortable enough now but it’s still very basic. It wouldn’t do Shelley at all. She prefers the bright lights and men fawning over her. If half a dozen men don’t admire her cleavage every day, she imagines she’s losing it,” he said.

“You’re sure about that?” I asked.

“Absolutely. I saw Shelley in action. She’s the archetypal personification of the modern, liberated young woman, just as you probably are, Gillian,” he said.

I couldn’t deny his assessment of me. “So, how come you got together in the first place?” I asked instead.

“These things happen. Shelley interviewed me on one occasion and it went from there. I regard Shelley as one of my mistakes. We all make mistakes, Gillian. Maybe, Shelley boosted my ego. I like to think I’ve grown up a lot these last years. I admire good-looking women now, but I don’t lust after them. I have other priorities,” he said.

“Like caring for Billy?” I suggested.

“That’s right. And while caring for Billy, I’ve launched into song-writing and learning music. I play a mean guitar, Gillian.” Clay’s eyes twinkled as he grinned.

“Are you ever lonely?” I asked.

“I haven’t been lonely for a single day since I came here. I have a few very special friends who are aware that I’m Clayton Steele and they’ve kept this knowledge to themselves. Then there’s Billy. I care about him deeply and I’ve had a big hand in his development. Billy’s going to be a big name one day. He has a great voice and he loves music. Quite apart from Billy, there’s the magic of this place. I consider myself very fortunate to be living here. The property has links with the people who were part of this district before the first European settlers came here. Just across the creek from this house, the first Australians used to hold big corroborees. And then, the settlers and soldiers came and grabbed all their land. A great many Aborigines were shot or died after being given poison in flour. One of the men who gave them that flour seduced a young black girl who bore him a son. The old sinner was bashed to death with a waddy and was buried on my land. His son lived, so it was said, to be one hundred and three. Billy Sanders is descended from him and is also one of the last of those tracing back to the original Gubbi Gubbi people. I’ve written about these people in my latest novel,” he said.

“Brenda McEwan told me that it was a beautiful story. She said it sings. I understand what she meant now,” I told him.

“And one that you’ll want to write about when you put together your interview with me?”

“Not necessarily and not without your approval,” I said. “I don’t want to step on your toes, Clay. I’d hate you to remember me as the woman who loused up your anonymity.”

“Then, why did you set out to find me?” Steele asked.

“I think it was the challenge more than anything… the biggest challenge I’d faced as a journalist. Any journo with any nous at all wants to be regarded as a good investigative reporter. The really big stories don’t come along very often. We’re not all as talented as Chris Masters who gave us ‘The Moonlight State’ but we’d like to be. I was at a loose end and your disappearance presented as a real mystery. I thought that if I could break your story, I could claim to have arrived as a journalist,” I said.

“So, you found me. What now?”

“Now that I’ve met you and heard your story, I don’t feel inclined to rock the boat. I don’t depend on journalism for my living. I have independent means,” I said.

“You’ll drive back to Sydney and forget you ever saw me? You won’t talk to Brenda or Camilla or Shelley? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Right at this moment, I haven’t a clue what I’m doing tonight, let alone whether I’ll drive back to Sydney and keep quiet about you,” I said.

“That’s not the confession of an organised mind,” Steele said.

“I’m confused rather than organised. You floored me when you shaved off your beard. I’m still recovering,” I said with a smile.

“Perhaps, you’d like to take a walk. I want to pick some vegetables for dinner,” he said.

“That sounds like a good suggestion,” I said quickly. The fact was that Steele fascinated me and I didn’t want to pass up the chance to talk to him more.

We walked down off the back veranda and by slow degrees, made it down to the creek. Along the way, I was shown Steele’s herbs and vegetables and the various trees he’d planted since his arrival.

“There,” he said and pointed, “is where Jack Hewitt Senior is buried. Someone rolled that big log over him and that’s the only headstone he’s ever had. Some would say that it’s all he deserved because, by all accounts, he was a hard man. I think that’s only half the story because if he was an ex-convict or an escaped convict, he would have been brutalised by the British Justice System. Someday, I’ll try and research his background and find out why he was sent to Australia.”

We walked along the creek until we came to what Clay said was the boundary of his land. “The next-door property belongs to Billy’s mother,” he said.

The creek widened again into another large pool. “It seems this and the pool opposite my land were favourite swimming places of the Gubbi Gubbi,” he said. “Billy’s mother used to swim here.”

I looked at him and wondered why he’d mentioned her. “What’s she like?” I asked.

“She’s in a wheelchair and still suffers a bit from her injuries so she’s pretty harmless now. What is she like? Or more correctly, what was she like? She was a mixture,” Steele said.

I looked at him and raised my eyebrows. “A mixture? What do you mean by a mixture?”

“Lilly was a mixture of the good and the not-so-good. She was a very talented musician with a lovely singing voice and with a bit of help, she could’ve been as successful as any of today’s country and western vocalists but she had no ambition. She was a very sexy woman and was a bit too fond of men. It almost killed her in the end, and it’s why she’s in a wheelchair now. Billy has her musical talent and voice, and the big question will be: does he have the ambition Lilly lacked?”

Steele turned sharply on his heel and began to retrace his steps. I hurried after him hoping he’d say something more about Billy’s mother. I wondered too if he had ever swum with Lilly in the big pool the Gubbi Gubbi had loved so much.

“Have you made up your mind where you’ll stay tonight?” he asked.

“I suppose Beerwah would be the handiest.”

“It would be but there’s a bed in my van if you don’t mind roughing it a bit. If you decide to stay here, there’s a lady I’d like you to meet,” he said.

“Is she your lady?” I asked with some trepidation. It suddenly seemed very important that she wasn’t.

“No, she isn’t. Glenda Butler’s the court magistrate who allowed Billy to come into my care when his mother was seriously hurt. I think a lot of her. She’s the most impressive woman I’ve met since I moved here. Glenda has two daughters. One I haven’t met because she’s been in the UK since before my arrival. She’s a journalist, specialising in finance and highly paid from what I’ve heard. She hasn’t been told about me in case she lets the cat out of the bag. Donna is supposed to be a younger version of her mother, so she must be an impressive young woman. There’s a younger sister, Deborah, who had a crush on me at one stage. She imagined she was in love with me but she’s at university now and probably in love with someone else. I was flattered that a lovely seventeen-year-old should be attracted to me… beard and all,” he said with a chuckle.

“You’ve had an interesting time here,” I suggested. “I mean, it hasn’t all been writing and watching the birds.”

“Especially not since Billy came to live with me.”

“I’ll take the van and thank you,” I said. I couldn’t have Steele think I was a hedonist like Shelley Carruthers.

“Good. I’ll see if I can get Glenda to come for dinner. You sit out on the front veranda while I talk to her. I hope she’s not in session,” he said.

A few minutes later, Clayton Steele joined me on the veranda. “She’ll come,” he said.

Immersed in what Clay had told me, I was surprised when I looked down at my watch and it was just after four thirty. As we sat together on the front veranda, a school bus came rolling along the road and stopped at the entrance to Steele’s property. A teenage boy stepped off the bus dressed in long grey trousers, a grey shirt and dark blue tie. He was carrying a school bag and seemed to float across the ground, so effortless was his stride. He was a tall, slim boy with dark wavy hair, brown eyes and a face that would be hard to forget.

As the boy drew closer to the house, Steele rose from his chair and went down the steps to meet him. He put one hand on the boy’s shoulder and received in turn a dazzling smile. “Gillian, I’d like you to meet Billy Sanders,” he said.

Billy shook hands with me and said he was pleased to meet me. He had a very pleasant voice with a manner to match, and he impressed me from the outset. He strode into the house and in a short time returned, dressed in faded blue shorts and a red shirt. Meanwhile, Steele made a sandwich and poured Billy a glass of milk.

“We haven’t long had scones but would you like something now, Gillian? Since my illness, I’ve mostly been drinking fruit and vegetable juices but I have tea and coffee.”

“I’d love a coffee,” I said. “Milk and one sugar.” It was a good excuse to stay close to Billy, who intrigued me almost as much as Steele. It was quite apparent that Billy and Steele were very close.

“Gillian’s from Sydney, Billy. She’s going to stay in the van tonight. I’ve asked Mrs Butler to come and have dinner with us.”

Billy nodded while he tucked into his sandwich. He had white teeth and looked a picture of health. So, this was Billy Sanders, the boy who’d created such a great impression at the Tamworth Music Festival: the son of Lilly Sanders who was so desirable that men fought over her and as a result, had wound up in a wheelchair.

“Anything exciting happen at school today?” Steele asked.

“A girl asked me for my autograph,” Billy said with a grin.

“Did you give it to her?”

“I didn’t, Mr Clay. She wanted me to write it on her knickers. I thought I’d get into serious trouble if I did that,” Billy said, and winked.

“Good heavens,” I burbled. Was this boy for real?

“Well done, Billy. You could have been in big trouble if you’d done as she asked,” Steele said.

“You bet. She wanted to take them off so I could do it,” Billy said. “What do you do, Miss Brooker?”

“Gillian, please, Billy. I’m a journalist. A writer. At least, that’s what I trained to be. I don’t write books like Clay, though I’d like to. I used to write for a newspaper,” I said.

“Gillian actually came up here to find me so she could tell the world where I’ve been hiding. What do we do with her? Bump her off and bury her alongside Jack Hewitt?” Steele looked across at Billy with a grin.

“She’s too pretty to bump off, Mr Clay,” Billy said with an answering smirk.

“Thank you, Billy. You’re a real mate,” I said. What a great boy, I thought. It was hard to imagine he’d had such a traumatic past.

“Billy taught me to play the guitar, Gillian,” Steele said. “Well, he gave me my first lessons. You’ll hear him later. Billy, do you have any homework?”

“Some, Mr Clay,” Billy said with a grimace.

“Need any help?”

“I could use some help on the English stuff.”

I looked at Clay and then back at Billy. “Could I help, Billy? Clay might like to get started on dinner. Especially, as he has a guest coming.”

Billy looked at Steele who nodded. “Perhaps you could,” he said. “I’ll get started on dinner. Glenda likes a nice meal.”

“I suppose I really should be helping you.”

“You’ll be helping me by helping Billy.”

I stayed with Billy for perhaps an hour before joining Clay in the kitchen where I found dinner preparations well-advanced. There was a steak stitched into a roll and stuffed with onions, tiny tomatoes and some kind of aromatic herb mixture. There was a bowl of small creamy-skinned potatoes set ready to boil in their jackets and green beans ready to steam. For dessert, Clay had sliced rockmelon and drizzled passionfruit on top.

“You sure know your way around the kitchen,” I said.

“Trial and error combined with the necessity that both Billy and I need to have good food. I’m teaching him to be handy in the kitchen too, and he’s coming along quite well. And there’s nothing exotic here. It’s just good plain food,” he said. “Glenda usually brings a bottle of wine. I seldom drink beer or wine but Glenda likes wine with her dinner. It helps her relax after a day in court.”

When we were in the kitchen getting dinner ready, I asked Clay how he’d describe the magistrate and he told me that initially, I might find her a little bossy, but that she was really very nice. If she gave the impression that she was a mite autocratic, this was only to be expected from a woman who’d made countless legal decisions. Steele said that he had sometimes accused her of being ‘too magisterial’ and she’d always taken it in good humour.

When she arrived, I pegged Glenda Butler at being around forty. She was an impressive woman physically and it was obvious that as a younger woman, she’d have been a stunner. She was tall and statuesque, with lovely hair and clear grey eyes. I was soon to learn that she still worked out in a gym, which didn’t surprise me, as she certainly looked fit and rather athletic. Whatever her age, Glenda Butler was the kind of woman who would always attract attention.

It didn’t take me long to appreciate the fact that despite the difference in their ages, somewhere along the line, Clay and Glenda had had something going between them. I’d been well-trained to observe the subtle nuances of human behaviour and I soon picked up on the glances that passed between the pair. It was quite obvious that they were very good friends, but there was something deeper than that: there was great respect for each other’s point of view. Each listened very attentively when the other spoke. I suppose, I was more than ordinarily sensitive to their behaviour because I was becoming more than a little interested in Clayton Steele myself. What I also ascertained from that evening was that Clay had a very nice singing voice and was an accomplished guitarist. He’d studied in town with Billy’s music teacher and had made huge strides musically. In fact, it was amazing how far Steele had come music-wise in three short years. Granted he was supposed to be very intellectual, but the fact was that until Billy came into his life, he’d never played a note of music. Now, he could play the guitar, read music and play the piano reasonably well. The latter piece of information came from Glenda. Steele’s voice – I mean his singing voice – had been recognised in his teens but he’d seldom used it. While at university, he’d been roped in to sing the male lead in ‘South Pacific’ and I reckon he’d have wowed his audience on that occasion. But to Steele, writing was more important than singing and he’d literally sung no more from that time. It was Billy’s advent that had induced Steele to use his voice again. It was really something to hear Clay and Billy singing together, nor was that all because I discovered that Glenda sang too. She had a strong though pleasant mezzo voice that harmonised well with Steele and Billy when the trio sang ‘No More Corroboree’. It was so inspiring that I wanted to join in and be part of it. I only refrained from doing so for fear of spoiling their performance. They went on to sing more songs, some written by Clay and some by Billy. Clay and Billy both played guitars and the empathy between them was almost tangible. And Glenda, the magisterial Glenda, was wonderful, too.

If I live to be an old, old woman, I shall never forget that night. Between the various songs, I heard what Clay said were grey possums – a variety peculiar to Queensland – chirruping almost like birds from the trees in the moonlit garden. The overwhelming impression I gained from that evening was of the way those three people, albeit separated widely by age, sang together and so obviously enjoyed each other’s company. I’d never experienced or been part of anything quite like it. True, I’d had reasonably close friends at university but it seemed to me that we’d never had anything like the bond between us which existed between Clay, Glenda and Billy.

Before she left that night, I asked Glenda if I could call and see her at her convenience. I had no rigid schedule nor had I any need to return to Sydney by any particular date, so my time was my own. Glenda said she could see me in two days’ time and I told her that would suit me fine. She asked if I was fixed up for accommodation and I told her I was using Clay’s van. She thereupon told me that she had spare rooms if I’d prefer a better class of accommodation. I thanked her and said that I might take up her offer for a night before I went back to Sydney. In the meantime, I wanted more time with Clay as there was still much I wanted to know about his decision to stay out of the public eye. His wasn’t the behaviour of many top-line writers, most of whom actively sought publicity to generate greater book sales.

Glenda nodded and told me that her daughter would be home from university at the weekend and that I’d meet her if I stayed on Saturday night. I must confess that the thought of meeting the girl, who at seventeen had been in love with Clay, was a powerful inducement for me to accept Glenda’s invitation. I was hugely curious about how Clay had handled that situation. “I’d love to come… and stay the night,” I said. “But I’d still like to talk to you privately.”

So, we made a time for me to call on her in her chambers. I wanted to get it clear in my head just where Glenda fitted into Clay’s life. They could be good friends and nothing more, but I wasn’t convinced that that was the case. And my desire to know wasn’t entirely limited to filling in the details of the enigmatic writer’s missing years. There was something about the man himself that made me want to know more about him. A lot more.

After Glenda left, Clay told me that I could stay as long as I liked. He said that I’d probably find it a quiet, even dull, place with nothing much that would be of great interest for a city-reared young woman, despite my interest in environmental issues. My view was that it could never be boring with Clay in the vicinity and when Billy joined him to work on a song, I was happy to simply sit close by and listen to them.

I asked Clay if he thought it would be all right for me to have a visit with Billy’s mother. It seemed a pity not to because not only was she close by, but it seemed that Billy had inherited his musical ability from her. An interview with Lilly Sanders could prove valuable if I wrote an article about Billy. Clay said that he’d take me up there and then leave me with Lilly and Tess so I could stay as long as it suited me, as long as it was okay with Lilly. This seemed a good arrangement as it would leave Clay free to return to his writing.

Lilly agreed to see me and Clay took me to her after lunch the following day. We walked up the road to Lilly’s small farm which adjoined Clay’s Jerogeree property. The farm ran a small herd of mixed breed cows with a fenced off area of young avocado and mango trees growing well in the rich red soil.

“Lilly, I’ll leave Gillian with you and she can come back to me when it suits her,” Clay said.

“Okay, Mr Clay,” Lilly said. “We’ll look after her.”

Lilly, confined as she was to a wheelchair, couldn’t do much looking after and depended on her cousin, Tess, for just about everything. Tess was a large woman of about forty who I soon learned had experienced a fairly awful marriage with an alcoholic husband who’d finally done her a good turn by dying. She was darker complexioned than Lilly and had nothing like her looks but she appeared to be a capable person and a very good cook to boot.

Lilly was an eye-opener. Of course, I couldn’t tell what she’d been like before she’d been laid low by the man who’d been living with her, but I saw enough to tell me that she’d been nothing less than beautiful. Despite her trauma, she was still a good-looking woman with a personality that often sparkled but was never less than bright. And her language was frequently quite scandalous.

“So, how you getting on with Mr Clay?” Lilly asked me by way of beginning our conversation.

“Very well. Mr Steele is a nice man,” I said. “And it’s simply wonderful how well he and Billy get on together.” So, I told her about them and Glenda singing together the previous night. “Mr Steele says that Billy has inherited his musical ability from you. He said you should have had a career as a country music singer.”

“I suppose I could have. I was a bit too keen on boys and then men. And they were too keen on me. Have you got a fella?”

I shook my head. “No, I don’t have a fella. I’ve never met one I liked well enough to want to keep permanently.”

“What about Mr Clay? You wouldn’t get anyone better than him, would you?” she asked.

“I don’t know him well enough to answer that. I only met him yesterday. You’d have a better idea than me as you’ve known him far longer.”

“As far as a man goes, he’s the best I’ve ever known but what he’s like in bed, I wouldn’t know. He knocked me back when I tried to thank him for what he’d done for Billy,” she said brashly.

“Oh, did he?” I stuttered.

“Yes, he did. So, he’s different from most men. I never had any other man knock me back. He said he’d been very sick and went to America to get fixed up. Maybe that wrecked him down below,” she said.

Maybe she was right and maybe she wasn’t. I recalled the way Glenda looked at Steele and it seemed to me that it wasn’t the kind of look usually bestowed on a dud lover. “Mr Clay ought to go for you,” Lilly said. “You look as if you’ve got good boobs. You should let him have a better look at them.”

I took a deep breath before I answered the forthright Lilly Sanders. “I didn’t come up here to have a romance with Mr Steele, merely to find him and maybe do a story about him. He’s been out of circulation for some time and there’s been a lot of speculation about his whereabouts, especially in literary circles. And I don’t think he’s the kind of man who’d be influenced by boobs,” I said.

“I’ve never known one who wasn’t, but I suppose there’s always a first time for everything. Outside the God-botherers, I didn’t think there was a man alive like Mr Clay. I hope Billy appreciates all he’s done for him and doesn’t waste his life like I did. I can see now that what Mr Clay says is true: talent alone isn’t enough. You need to have ambition, too. I didn’t have any ambition beyond the next fella,” Lilly said. She looked up as Tess came into the room.

“Tea’s ready,” Tess announced. She stood by as Lilly manoeuvred her chair round and then pushed it out to the kitchen where afternoon tea was set out. There were Anzac biscuits, jam drops and scones with jam and cream.

“This looks delicious,” I said.

“Tess made everything. She spoils me rotten. Gives me massages, too. Her mongrel of a husband used to belt the tripe out of her when he was on the booze. You’d wonder why we bother with men yet we still chase after them. Mad, that’s what we are. Think we can’t live without them. Well, they’ve got their uses and you can’t get around that,” Lilly said. She munched away at a scone while taking stock of my reaction.

“Nice scones,” I murmured. “Real cow’s cream.”

“No good living on a farm and not having your own cream,” Lilly said. “I send some down to Mr Clay so he and Billy can have it with their scones. He makes his own scones, you know?” she said.

“Yes, I’ve sampled them.”

“You should try and sample Mr Clay while you’re there. It would do him a lot of good. The poor bugger needs a break from all that writing. It’s not as if he doesn’t know what to do; he had a sexy girlfriend before he went to America,” Lilly said.

Lilly seemed well informed about Steele which surprised me as he’d told me he’d had very little to do with her, and I decided that she’d likely gathered most of her information about him from Billy.

As soon as it was decently possible to leave, I made my departure. Lilly was entertaining in a crude sort of way but she wasn’t well stocked with brainpower. She evidently had natural musical ability but she hadn’t been disposed to let me hear any of it. For all her shortcomings, I had no doubt she was a very kind person. She instructed Tess to load a basket of goodies for me to take back to Steele… biscuits, cream, milk and eggs.

“Billy eats a lot,” she said by way of explanation.

I said goodbye and that I hoped I’d see her again but in truth, I had no desire to do so.

“Don’t forget what I said. Let Mr Clay have a better look at your boobs,” she said with a wicked smile. With this piece of advice ringing in my ears, I walked back down the road to Steele’s place.

“How did it go?” he asked as I handed him the basket of goodies.

“Entertaining but a bit short on substance. Earthy,” I said.

“I can imagine. Did she sing for you?”

“Not a note.”

“Pity. She has a very nice voice. Plays the guitar well, too. Maybe she’s embarrassed about singing from her wheelchair,” he suggested.

“Maybe. It’s not hard to believe she was a stunner as a younger woman,” I said.

“I think she was still pretty hot right up to that last night when she had two men fighting over her,” he said.

“All of that business must have been very unsettling for Billy?”

“Oh, yes. He told me early on in the piece that he was proposing to run away when he turned fifteen,” Steele said.

“And now, there’s a lot of expectation that he might be the next big thing on the country music scene. You should be very proud of what you’ve done with Billy.”

“A lot of personal attention allied with his natural ability. The big test will be when he has to handle things in the big wide world. Some people lap up the attention they receive and some go down the gurgler. Drugs and alcohol are the killers. They’ve wrecked a lot of careers. I won’t always be there to hold Billy’s hand when he goes on the road.”

I found Clay easy to talk with and not at all reluctant to discuss quite personal subjects, except perhaps when I asked him what he wanted from life. He looked at me in a rather guarded fashion.

“Peace and a degree of contentment from living simply and close to nature because I’m very thankful I didn’t die when I might have,” he said.

“Do you plan on staying here for long?”

“I haven’t thought of leaving at all,” he said. “Billy will be my responsibility for a while yet and I write well here.”

“You wrote well from other places. Four bestsellers in a row,” I reminded him.

“I suppose if you’re a writer, a real writer, you should be able to write anywhere but it feels right here. It’s hard to explain exactly what I mean. The closest I can get to it is to tell you that I feel more at ease here than any other place I’ve lived. There’s a connection between this place and me. It’s as if I belong here. That might sound soppy to an outsider but it’s the way I feel.”

Clay leaned forward in his chair. “When I came here and learned about what had happened to the Aborigines, I realised immediately that I needed to write their story… their obituary, if you like. And then, Billy turned up and it seemed that I’d also been brought here to have an input into his career. I’ve written about the dispossessed and murdered people who once lived here and Glenda appointed me Billy’s guardian, so in a very small way, I hope I’ve made up for some of the wrongs dished out to the original tenants of this land. I say tenants advisedly because they didn’t feel they owned land in the sense that we do. They had no deeds because the land owned them; they were its tenants as they had been for thousands of years. It was theirs by all that was right and just. And we took it away from them because we considered them as being hardly more than vermin to be exterminated… and many were. It was our greed, greed for land, that destroyed that special bond with the land. We wanted it all,” he said.

“I agree that Europeans behaved very badly in those early years of settlement but we have tried to redress some of those wrongs. We’ve given some land back,” I said.

“Granted, but Eddie Mabo had to go all the way to the High Court to get that breakthrough. And there were some shocking things done long after first settlement – no right to vote till 1967 and, the ‘stolen children’ episode, plus a gutless Australian Government that allowed Britain to test nuclear bombs on Aboriginal land that will probably remain polluted forever,” Steele said forcefully.

“Much the same sort of thing is happening in parts of South America, Clay. I had a trip along the Amazon and huge areas of rainforests are being denuded either for timber or to grow crops. The indigenous people are being dispossessed of their hereditary hunting grounds. To a lesser extent, the same kind of thing is happening in New Guinea. Some call it progress,” I said.

“It’s our present greed that concerns me, Gillian. I saw it in Sydney where people wanted more of everything… bigger and bigger homes, more expensive vehicles and luxury yachts… lifestyles financed by salaries so huge, they’re immoral. We’re living beyond our means, Gillian. We’re using up precious resources to maintain an excessively high lifestyle while millions of people elsewhere are dying from starvation and disease. We’ve substantially failed our young people, many of whom have turned to drugs with the inevitable consequences. And look at the divorce rate; it’s horrendous.”

Steele fidgeted in his chair. “I didn’t want to be part of the greedy society, so I opted to buy what was then an abandoned cottage, restore it and live quietly and simply here, in this lovely place. I’ll never go back to Sydney,” Steele said vehemently.

That made me squirm a bit because I’d inherited a lot of cash and property. My father had worked hard and made some good investments, so I didn’t feel too badly about my inheritance. Yet I understood and mostly agreed with Steele. We’d become a greedy society and the gap between the haves and the have-nots had widened considerably. Yet not many people were prepared to voluntarily accept a lower standard of living, and given the choice between a four-bedroom brick home and a restored cottage, most would opt for the former. A writer could justify the latter because most writers don’t earn very much money. Steele may have earned more than most but unless his books broke into the international market, it was unlikely that he’d ever be wealthy from writing.

“Have you any plans to be married?” I asked. “If you have, wouldn’t that determine whether you could continue to live here? A lot of women wouldn’t find this place at all suitable,” I said.

“I don’t have any plans to marry,” he said forthrightly.

I thought it was quite apparent that the last kind of woman Steele would want to be involved with was a pushy, modern female. His woman, if there ever was one, would have to play second fiddle to his values… and like it. Maybe, just maybe, Steele was worth making sacrifices for, though I hadn’t made up my mind about that. Not that I had any reason to consider that dilemma. I’d long ago become used to men making passes at me and having to repel them. If there was any place where a man could make passes with immunity, it was here at Jerogeree where, after Billy had gone off to school, there was Clay and there was me. Yet, Clay hadn’t made a move in my direction.

After lunch on the Friday, I drove up to Maroochydore to meet with Glenda Butler, as this was the base for the administration of legal matters within the general area. Mrs Butler had finished a busy morning in court and was dictating to a secretary when I arrived. I told her I wouldn’t take up too much of her time as I’d be seeing her the next day so we got right into it.

“What is it you want to see me about, Gillian?” Mrs Butler asked.

“I don’t quite know how to begin,” I said diffidently, “and you will probably think I have the most tremendous cheek to come here but…”

“You’ve come, anyway,” Mrs Butler continued for me.

“Yes, I’ve come, anyway. The thing is that being a journalist, I’ve become used to analysing people and their behaviour and I need to check out something before possibly making a fool of myself,” I said.

“Does this concern Clay?” Mrs Butler asked perceptively.

“It does and on two counts,” I said quickly. “Clay told me that your daughter had a crush on him before she went off to university. I’m wondering if she’s still keen on him. My second concern is that from what I observed the other night, and despite the difference in your ages, you and Clay appear to be very close. I need to know if in fact you are,” I said.

Glenda Butler sat back in her comfortable leather chair and surveyed me from behind a vast highly polished desk. I fancied that her eyebrows had lifted marginally. “Am I to assume from these questions that you’re interested in Clay?” she asked.

“I could be. Clay is certainly a man I think I could really like,” I said.

“Hmm. I should send you packing for asking me such a very personal and impertinent question except that I realise many young women like things upfront. Then again, you’re a journalist, many of whom are overly aggressive when it comes to asking questions.”

I looked the magistrate squarely in the eye and she nodded her head.

“In so far as my daughter, Debbie, is concerned, I’m not convinced that she’s over the crush she had on Clay. My feeling is that if Clay moved a fraction in her direction, Debbie would fall all over him.”

“You think he won’t?”

"I’m almost certain he won’t. Debbie is too young and inexperienced for Clay. She doesn’t understand that, but Clay does and that’s what he told her. That’s what he told her when she was seventeen and that’s what he’d tell her today.

“I doubt that Clay is looking for a relationship with any woman. He has something of a phobia about his past illness returning and because of that, he has an extreme reluctance to commit himself to marriage and children. I suppose it’s not something one can discount completely but as I’ve told Clay, he shouldn’t allow it to dominate his life,” Mrs Butler said. “You see, Gillian, Clay is very fond of Billy and may come to realise his life is fuller for having a child in it.”

She put down her pen and looked at me rather severely. “I have tremendous regard for Clay and I believe it’s reciprocated. If I were a younger woman, I’d marry him tomorrow, which is a huge admission on my part, as after my disastrous first marriage, I vowed I’d never marry again. But I’m really too old to be a mother again and a childless marriage wouldn’t be fair to Clay, no matter what he thinks at this time. Maybe, he’d think half a loaf is better than no loaf at all and maybe not having a family wouldn’t distress him. But the matter runs deeper than that. Billy Sanders is in what might be put using the Latin term, in statu pupillari, which loosely translated, means a state of wardship. And Clayton Steele, to use another Latin term, is homo alieni juris. Do you understand the terms?” Mrs Butler asked.

“I’m afraid I don’t. I didn’t study Latin, though I’m aware of some of the more commonly used phrases.”

“It means being under the control of another person. In effect, it means that Clay has guardianship of Billy Sanders while he satisfies the Court, which is me, that he is taking adequate care of him. If he were to marry while Billy is underage, the Court might have to review its decision to allow him guardianship of Billy,” Mrs Butler said.

I thought about this for a little while before I answered. “Is Clay aware of this condition?” I asked.

“Of course. It was pointed out to him before Billy was given into his care. While Clay is responsible for all of Billy’s material needs, I’m responsible for Billy’s overall care. Clay took Billy on in the full knowledge that it would restrict his own lifestyle for a number of years. This arrangement doesn’t mean that Clay is unable to go out with a woman, should he feel disposed to do so, but it does mean that he can’t enter into a permanent relationship with a woman who could be, for all the Court knows, of unsuitable character,” Mrs Butler explained.

A naturally suspicious person – and I don’t regard myself as belonging in that category – might jump to the conclusion that this was an ideal situation for Mrs Butler to be in. She had admitted that she liked Clay a lot and she was in the fortunate position of having the legal right to be close to him. It seemed to me that if Clay needed to reach out to a woman, Glenda Butler would be the one who was instantly available.

“I can’t speak for my daughter but for my part, I can tell you that Clay is simply a very good friend. Whether Clay wants or needs a woman in his life is debatable. He’s got Billy and he’s done a wonderful job with him. I thought he would when I gave Billy into his care but Clay has surpassed my expectations,” she said.

“I can see that,” I agreed. “There’s great empathy between Clay and Billy. And I thought there was the same empathy when you sang with them,” I suggested and waited for her reaction.

“I suppose there is, now that you mention it,” she said thoughtfully. “Maybe because I never reared a son and also because Clay is one of the most transparently decent men I’ve met. But what you shouldn’t forget is that Clay is a writer and a very good one. My feeling is that writing will always be the most important thing in Clay’s life. It’s part of him, like breathing. A woman would need to understand that and adjust her life and values accordingly. If she couldn’t and made demands on Clay that affected his writing, the marriage or partnership would be a disaster. I could do it, but I think too much of Clay not to want the best for him,” she said.

I had a very good idea that her fondness for Clay encapsulated far more than she was letting on but I couldn’t very well ask her if she’d slept with him. If she had, she had. It was her business and if she’d gone to bed with Clay, it was only one more facet of this quite extraordinary situation. But Glenda Butler hadn’t finished letting me know what she thought about Clayton Steele.

“Clayton Steele is a national treasure, Gillian. Clay and a few of his contemporaries are the conscience of this country. They put into print what a lot of us think but are unable to express adequately. To try and nail down Clay to being a normal husband and father is unrealistic. Age and experience give you that kind of understanding.”

“I suppose that discovering Clay was living here was something of a surprise,” I suggested.

“Absolutely. It was especially astonishing because my eldest daughter had been an ardent admirer of his writing for some years. I’d wanted Donna to do law or medicine but she was so captivated by Clay’s books that she opted for journalism. She’s been studying economics in London because there’s a big future for journalists who can write coherently about money matters. What scares me is if she were to come home and discover that Clay has lived here for some time,” Mrs Butler said.

“You mean she doesn’t know?”

The magistrate shook her head, “Clay asked us not to tell her. You couldn’t expect a journalist working in Fleet Street not to disclose Clay’s whereabouts. So, Debbie and I haven’t said a word to her about Clay. But what I don’t need is for another female of this family to be keen on Clay. Donna is older and more experienced than Debbie and the potential for strife between the girls can’t be overlooked.”

“Is Donna likely to come home?”

“Oh, she’ll come home when she has her economics degree. Donna’s angling for a job in Brisbane. She hates the English winters. She loves the beach and being out and about on the water. London and Paris are exciting places for a while but there are a lot of negatives too.”

“So, how would you describe Donna?”

“Cool, calm, collected and classy,” Glenda Butler said with a smile. “Donna has her priorities nicely in place. She’s doing the hard grind now so she can cash in on it later. Donna is much more hard-nosed than Debbie. She’s no smarter but she’s more driven.”

The probability that Donna Butler would return home and meet Clay was a disturbing thought and one that caused me much angst. The man obviously had an affection for Glenda, but her age went against her. Perhaps her daughter might prove to be just the woman Clay needed.

“And now, I’ll have to get back to my dictation,” Mrs Butler said. “You’ll be able to talk to Debbie tomorrow and maybe ascertain how she feels about Clay now. She might let her hair down with you where she won’t with me.”

I left the courthouse with my questions virtually unanswered. I felt uneasy because it seemed to me that Glenda had run me up a blind alley and had fairly blatantly tried to steer me away from Clay Steele. There wasn’t much I could do about it, as Glenda had the inside running, both legally and socially.

I tried to turn my thoughts to more mundane matters and bought some groceries before driving back to Jerogeree where I found Clay hard at work at the kitchen table.

“You should invest in a study,” I told him.

“You think so?”

“I know so. It can’t be easy working here with constant interruptions. You need somewhere quiet to tuck yourself away. Maybe with a view out to the wilderness and wildlife.”

“That was my original plan. But I haven’t had a lot of money to play with since I came here. Overseas medical treatment is costly and the main restoration work here took most of what was left. I receive royalties every six months but I have to manage them carefully. I have Billy to consider,” he said.

“I’m sorry, Clay, I didn’t realise.”

“Don’t be. It’s a good idea, Gillian. It’s probably time to look into it again,” he said. “How was Glenda?”

“Glenda was Glenda. She’s some woman. I find her a wee bit intimidating. Legal people are inclined to have that effect on me. I’m going to her place tomorrow to meet the luscious Deborah and I’m staying the night. I’ll go back to Sydney on Sunday. I’ll take a few days and maybe take some photos to add to my collection. I took some beautiful shots along the Amazon,” I said.

“I’m sure you did. I’d like to see them some time.”

“Maybe on my next trip,” I said, thinking of the hundreds of shots I’d taken, especially those of children in the rainforest that was being swallowed up by greed. I’d wanted to save it for them, but all I’d been able to do was write about it.

“Yes. Bring them next trip,” he said. He didn’t say it with any emphasis but at least, he’d left the way open for me to come back.

I didn’t feel so down about Clay’s apparent lack of interest in me after meeting Deborah Butler. I didn’t consider myself to be unattractive but Debbie was younger than me and fresh and lovely too, with a razor-sharp brain. And it was quite apparent that Mrs Butler was very proud of her gorgeous daughter.

It appeared that Glenda had briefed Debbie thoroughly to the effect that I was interested in Clay. Whatever she’d told her, Debbie went straight for the jugular.

“Are you interested in Clay?”

“We…ell,” I prevaricated. “I happen to think Clay is an intelligent and attractive man, and what he’s done with Billy is amazing. But Clay hasn’t indicated by word or deed that he’s the slightest bit interested in me.”

“I see,” she said and sounded relieved. “I’m still in love with Clay. Mum doesn’t know. She thinks I simply had a crush on Clay when I was seventeen and that it was a passing phase. But it wasn’t.”

Breath lodged in my throat. “So, where do you go from here?”

“Nowhere for the moment. Clay knocked me back with the excuse that I was too young for him. Perhaps, I was. I’m older now and I still feel the same way about him. Maybe Clay will change his mind about me after I graduate,” Debbie said.

“How do you think you’d fit in out there with Clay and Billy. Your mother thinks you wouldn’t be able to handle it.”

“I know that’s what Mother thinks, but as clever and as experienced as she is, she doesn’t know everything. I think that deep down, Mother wishes she was a younger woman so she could have Clay herself. Mother thinks that because Clay is such a brilliant writer and has such a great brain, that he’d be too formidable for a very young woman. How silly! A woman could graduate as a doctor at twenty-four and be responsible for the health of hundreds of people. I’ve studied Clay. I know the things that interest him and I feel I could make him happy. And I’d live in a tent on a river bank if it meant being with him. Clay is the man for me,” Debbie said passionately.

I didn’t have to be told more forcibly than that where Deborah Butler stood in relation to Clayton Steele.

“Your mother thinks that Clay doesn’t want a relationship at all,” I threw at her.

“Maybe he doesn’t. Maybe he’s happy to live his life without someone but I haven’t given up on him. The whole picture may change when Billy leaves,” Debbie said.

“Is he going to leave?”

“He’s supposed to be going back to live with his mother when he turns eighteen. It’ll depend quite a lot on how his singing career pans out. Billy’s hoping it will earn him a living as he doesn’t want to do anything else. How he’ll manage without Clay is anyone’s guess. Clay hasn’t allowed him to make a wrong move but he can’t be responsible for him forever. If Clay is left to himself, maybe he’d have a different idea about living alone. There’s no doubt that Billy has been an inhibiting factor. Clay wouldn’t like me saying that, but the fact of the matter is that he’s had to tread a pretty tight line as regards behaviour to be able to keep Billy. I suppose Mother explained all this to you?” Debbie said.

“She did,” I agreed. “There’s another thing. Your mother says that your sister will return to Australia sometime after she gets her degree. It appears she had an adolescent crush on Steele via his books. So, is she likely to be a complication? She’s in for a shock when she discovers that he’s been here for some time and you and Glenda have kept that information from her. She’ll want to meet Clay, won’t she?”

“No doubt about that, but I refuse to worry my head about how Donna will behave. She’s older than me, and no doubt more worldly-wise, but whether that would make any difference to Clay, I have no idea. If it wasn’t that I think Mother sort of fancies him, I’d think there was something seriously amiss with Clay. I mean, there’s no way she’d have given Clay guardianship of Billy if she’d the slightest suspicion that he wasn’t straight,” Debbie said.

“No, I suppose not.”

I spent a reasonably pleasant night with Glenda and Debbie then next morning, I returned to Jerogeree to say goodbye to Clay and Billy. I found them throwing lines together and singing them in turn. They were working on a song called ‘Travelling Back’. It was only in its early stages and they kept making changes to the words. Clay did most of the changing and Billy did most of the singing…

I never thought I’d be travelling back

Along the old familiar track;

Where years before I rode to school.

I knew I was back when I came to the gate

where I used to wait

For blue-eyed Janie Bower

I thought even then she was the girl for me.

Never thinking it was not to be.

Because she left the bush and never came back:

Never again rode that old familiar track.

And I cleared out after a row with Dad

Went north and left my Mum almighty sad.

Through all the early years of being a ringer,

I simply wanted to be a singer.

I never thought the old place would come to me,

That the old man couldn’t bear the thought

Of anyone else owning Ellardslee…

And so it went on. Clay said not to take much notice of what they were doing as it was early days for the song and very much a wait-and-see version. It might take a week to get the song right. What struck me was how closely they were absorbed in this composition. Like brothers. Presently, Clay put down his guitar and stood up. “How was your visit?”

“It was fine. Glenda and Debbie were very nice to me. Could we take a walk?” I asked.

“I was just about to ask if you’d like something to eat before you leave. You are leaving, aren’t you?”

“Shortly,” I said.

“Billy, I’m leaving you for a little while. Keep working at the song,” he said.

We walked outside and then down to the creek, that lovely creek with its clear water and rush-lined banks. Once, many years ago, the Gubbi Gubbi had called this creek home until settlers had come and quite brutally taken the creek and its surrounding land from them. It was a sobering thought that such dark deeds had taken place in such a beautiful place.

“What is it, Gillian?” Clay asked with his usual insight.

“I don’t want to leave without thanking you for being so nice to me, Clay. I realise that I arrived without notice, that I’ve intruded into your life and disrupted it to some extent, but I can’t say that I’m sorry about it. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed staying here with you and Billy. I can understand why you love this place and why you value your anonymity,” I said.

“So, what will you do when you return to Sydney? Spill the beans about where I’m to be found?”

“Not in the way you probably envisage, Clay. I’ll confide in Camilla and Brenda, and maybe I’ll talk to Shelley and tell her that I located you. It will be up to her whether she wants to take it further. That will be the extent of my disclosures. Maybe it’ll all come out when your next book is published,” I said.

“You’ll be wasting your time talking to Shelley. Shelley is a high flyer and wouldn’t be interested in coming here to see me. She’d have other fish to fry. I’d prefer that you say nothing to Shelley. She could very easily use the information as a scoop for her career.”

“It’s just that I promised her when I began my search for you that if I found you, I’d let her and the others know. That was in return for their help. Well, I found you. It’d be going back on my word not to tell Shelley that I found you and that you’re okay. I don’t have to tell her your whereabouts.”

“I take your point and a promise is a promise but please skip the details in Shelley’s case. Just give her the bare facts,” he said.

“I’d like to come back and see you and Billy again,” I said.

“You’ll be welcome any time, Gillian,” he said with the gentle smile I’d come to know so well.

“There are things I have to do before I can come back again. I want you to know that you’ve given me a new perspective on life. I understand now why you chose to come here and live in anonymity instead of living a celebrated life in Sydney. I admire you for that, Clay.”

“Thank you.”

“I also think that you’ve done an amazing job of looking after Billy. It’s almost as if you’re brothers. You’re a very fine man, Clay Steele,” I said and I meant it from the bottom of my heart.

“I’m simply grateful to be alive, to be living in this place and to have been so placed that I could look after Billy when the need arose. I care for Billy deeply, Gillian, and it hasn’t been all one-sided. Billy has been good for me too. He pushed me into studying music, which is an on-going development in my life. I was always keen on music and singing but I never had time to devote to either. Now I have,” he said.

We went back to the house and I had a cup of coffee with Clay and Billy. Billy was a fine-looking teenager and I had no doubt that if he stuck close to Clay, he’d have a great career in country music. How he’d go if he left Clay’s ‘protection’ was another matter.

Whether instructed by Clay or of his own volition, Billy kissed me goodbye and Clay gave me a kiss and a hug. Through my tears, I took a last look at Clay’s restored dwelling and his wild, lovely garden with the noisy lorikeets squabbling for seeds and honey-soaked bread. The grey possums were silent now but I knew I’d remember their bird-like chirruping for a long time to come. Just as I’d carry with me the fragrances from the many trees, shrubs and vines that grew in riotous profusion in that magical garden, blending with the aroma of the dried herbs that hung both inside and outside the cottage.

I tried to absorb all of these things so that I could recall them. And then, I drove away from Jerogeree and from Clayton Steele. The man and garden had cast a spell on me and I needed time to think about how I felt about that. I knew that whatever happened, I’d return to this place and to Clayton Steele…





Chapter Fourteen

Sydney hit me in the face with its sprawl and its traffic. It took some getting acclimatised to again after Jerogeree, even though I’d been raised in the place. I missed Jerogeree’s tranquillity and most of all, I missed Clay Steele.

Camilla and Brenda were quite overcome by the fact that I’d located Steele. I didn’t acquaint them with all the details and allowed them to think that I’d been awfully clever and tenacious in my search. There was quite a different reaction from Shelley Carruthers. When I told her that I’d located Steele and that he was guardian for a teenager, there was a momentary silence. It was broken by Shelley’s voice pitched substantially higher. “You did say that Clay is playing daddy to a teenager?”

“Billy is a very talented singer and musician. He’s recorded already. Would you be interested in going up to see Clay?”

“Goodness, no. I’m far too busy.”

“So, does that mean that you’re no longer interested in Clay?”

“Clay walked out of my life, Gillian. Except for one brief note, he’s never bothered to contact me. I’d say that Clay is no longer interested in me.”

I could have told her about Clay’s illness and his sojourn in America, but it was clear that Shelley wasn’t interested in Clay.

“Thanks, Shelley. Sorry to bother you,” I said and put down the phone.

It was hard to put into words what I felt about Clay but it was marginally easier to be objective about him from a distance. What I found remarkable about him was the reception he’d given me. It was as if we’d bonded instantly over a shared love of wild places, like a brother and sister raised to feel the same way about the environment and the creatures in it. He’d never by word or deed tried to take advantage of me and Jerogeree, by nature of its location, certainly lent itself to seduction. In fact, he’d behaved in exemplary fashion, which suggested that I hadn’t turned him on.

I knew enough about relationships to realise that you couldn’t make a man love you. He either did or he didn’t. Although we hadn’t been together for very long, I knew in my heart that I wanted Clayton Steele, and that he didn’t seem to want me. The problem was what to do about it.

For months, I agonised about Clay, trying to forget him. But my tangled feelings for him didn’t go away and my loneliness grew stronger. My desire to start a family of my own became a pain that gnawed at me. There were so many obstacles that stood in the way of me trying to further my friendship with Clay. Apart from his guardianship of Billy, there was the obvious affection held by both Glenda and Deborah Butler for Clay. While I wasn’t sure of exactly where Glenda stood in relation to Clay, I was pretty sure that she hadn’t been averse to giving Clay a bit of casual sex. You could tell that she had some kind of proprietary interest in him by the way she looked at him. This didn’t worry me because it was Deborah Butler who was my biggest adversary. Deborah was in love with Clay and she was a stunning and clever young woman, much younger than me and better-looking. And she was closer to Clay through her mother and closer, too, in terms of accessibility. Deborah had all the advantages. Once she finished at university, she’d make her play for Clay. I realised only too well that Debbie would use whatever strategies she could to snare Clay, and that she’d be awfully hard to resist. And this wasn’t taking into account the likelihood of Donna Butler returning from Britain: Donna, with her degrees in arts/journalism and economics. Donna, who had passed up law and medicine in favour of journalism because of her admiration for Clayton Steele’s books. Donna was hardly likely to remain aloof with Clayton Steele close at hand, not if she was unattached and maybe still carried a torch for him.

The more I tried to forget Clayton Steele, the more I thought about him, until finally, I decided there was only one way to move forward. I needed to show Clay how I felt, and while I might not get him, I might get a part of him. I reckoned that part of Clayton Steele would be better than nothing and a whole lot better than settling for some guy who wasn’t good enough to stand in his shadow.

My second departure for Queensland coincided with the launch of Clay’s fifth book. It was a beautifully written work but bitingly critical of the behaviour of European settlers towards the indigenous inhabitants of Australia. It was both praised and vilified. There were still some people who believed that indigenous Australians were useless layabouts being supported by Australian taxpayers.

I left all of this behind me as I drove north. The closer I got to Jerogeree, the more excited and worked up I became because I would soon be seeing Clay again. I planned to arrive mid-morning while Billy was at school so I’d have Clay all to myself. I hoped I had my timing right in more ways than one.

I found Clay working in his garden. He was still beardless and looked well-tanned by the sun and hardened by work. He got up off his knees and smiled as I walked down to him.

“Hi, Clay, I’m back again,” I said.

He seemed unsurprised to see me and bent to give me a kiss and hug. “I wondered how long it would take for you to visit me again.”

I looked around the garden and it seemed to me that everything had grown greatly since I left. “You’re looking well, Clay.”

“So are you, Gillian.”

“I’ve been looking after myself. Being a woman of independent means, I can work when I feel like it and not work when I don’t,” I said. “The garden’s looking great.”

“It’s a bit messy but it yields well. Have you come far today?”

“I stayed in Caboolture last night. A girl friend from uni days lives there. Will you be long here?” I asked.

“Not now you’ve come. I’ll come in and make us some lunch,” he said.

“I’ve brought some food for lunch… cold meat, fresh crusty bread and milk.”

“Sounds perfect,” he said, wiping his hands on a towel hanging from a hook beside the tank stand.

“I thought you might be away promoting your new book,” I said. “It’s in all the book shops. I found it very beautiful, Clay.”

“Thank you. I did one promotional trip down to Brisbane and that’s it. I told Brenda that the book will either sell on its merits or it won’t.”

“It’s selling very well, Clay,” I told him. “What are you working on now?”

“Something entirely different,” he said enigmatically.

“And you’re not going to tell me what it is. Ouch, that’s cruel. Okay. How’s Billy?”

“Billy’s fine. We’re going down to Tamworth to record some more songs,” he said. The way he said it made it seem the most important project in his life, even more important than his own work. A stab of envy twisted in my chest.

“That’ll be nice for you and Billy.”

“Yes, I’m looking forward to it. Billy has come on a treat and there’s a lot of interest in him… especially from girls,” he said with a grin. “It’s not all one way either. Billy has developed an eye for the girls, too.” The way he said it, I took it that he wasn’t jumping over the moon about this development.

We sat and chatted over lunch. Whenever I’d visited there’d always been something fresh to eat from Clay’s garden, but this time the food seemed to taste better just because I was with him. My chatter didn’t reflect my inner turmoil because, inside, I was a bundle of nerves. I’d sought to overcome this by contributing a bottle of Riesling, the best I could find, and although it was giving me a nice inner glow, it couldn’t altogether still my furiously racing heart. But I was aware that my time had come. I’d made up my mind about what I wanted to do and there’d be no last-minute retreat. I was sure that although Clay didn’t love me, he certainly liked me and I was reasonably hopeful, men being men, that he wouldn’t knock back what I was going to offer him.

“That was a very tasty lunch, Gillian. The wine was good, too. I haven’t tasted wine for some time. I must say I feel quite light-headed from it,” he said cheerily.

“Clay, I’ve been wondering if you’d do me a favour,” I said.

“What kind of favour?” he asked with that slow smile I knew so well.

“It’s a very big favour. I want you to give me a child,” I said.

Clay choked then coughed loudly. “Say that again?”

“I want to go to bed with you and I want you to give me a child,” I said as calmly as I could get the words out.

Clay stared at me with wide eyes. He must have judged that I was serious because his gaze didn’t shift. “Haven’t you got a boyfriend who could do that for you?”

“No, I haven’t. Until I met you, I’d never met a man I wanted to make a child with, and I may never meet such a man again. That doesn’t really concern me as I don’t need a man to support me. But I want a child and I want you to be its father,” I said.

Clay looked at me as if he couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “Why me, Gillian?”

“Why not you, Clay? You’re an intelligent and attractive man. Do you have a problem about going to bed with me?” I asked.

“No, it isn’t that. You’re a beautiful woman, Gillian but I have a problem with the thought of fathering a child that will be brought up by a single parent. It raises several ethical concerns.”

I picked up my handbag, opened it and withdrew a sheet of paper which I handed to him. “That may help you to overcome one of those problems,” I said. It was a letter which I’d had my solicitor draft before I left Sydney. It stipulated that in the event of my giving birth to a child, the father, one Clayton Steele, would not be held responsible for maintenance of the said child in any way whatsoever and that all costs associated with the child’s upbringing would be borne by the child’s mother, Gillian June Brooker.

“Good heavens,” Clay said. “How long has this notion been in your head?”

“For some time, Clay. I was hoping you’d do something about it on my last visit and then, I wouldn’t have had to go to these lengths,” I said.

“Putting all my ethical concerns to one side, how can you be sure you’d fall pregnant from this visit? It’s a bit far to keep coming back here. I mean, it takes some women ages to become pregnant,” he said.

“I realise that but I’ve been into it all. It’s the right time of the month. You’ve got three days to have your wicked way with me. The more times you can make love to me, the better chance I’ll have of becoming pregnant. That ought to fire you up,” I said. I got up and walked towards his bedroom, anxious for the process to begin. “Can we make a start, Clay?”

I hesitated at the door of his bedroom to see if he was following me. He was, so I went into the room and began removing my clothes. Clay looked at me as I got down to the basics. “Are you sure this is what you really want, Gillian?” he asked.

“More than anything in the world, Clay,” I said thickly.

He nodded and gave me his gentle smile. Now, minus all my clothes, I lay on Clay’s bed and waited for him to take his clothes off and to see him with his passion aroused. Presently, Clay came and stood beside the bed. I looked up at him as his eyes roved over me, and I began to feel the warmth of my arousal.

“Am I all right, Clay?”

“You’re absolutely all right,” he said.

I held out my arms and he fell into them. I hugged him tightly and we kissed, and then Clay trailed his fingers across my breasts. Any discomfort between us fell away and passion ignited. No longer were my thoughts about the child I hoped we were making, but about the man who caressed me and the love I felt for him, even if it was only passion that was being returned.

It was after our first session of lovemaking that I remembered what Shelley Carruthers had said about Clay as a lover. She was right. Clay was terrific. No one had ever made me feel as he did. And I wondered if I would ever feel that way again.

To achieve my goal, I’d decided to play the perfect guest while Billy was home, and the wanton lover when he wasn’t. I showered and dressed decorously before Billy arrived home and when he did, he gave me a friendly kiss and a big hug just as his mentor had done.

“You’ve grown a lot since I was last here, Billy.”

“I’ve had to buy him a heap of new clothes,” Clay said and there was a kind of pride in his voice, one I hoped I would one day have the chance to feel for a child of my own. Of our own.

That night, we had a sing-song together and it was as if I’d never left Jerogeree. And I didn’t want to leave it again. But I’d come for a reason and next morning, as soon as Billy left on the school bus, I took Clay to bed again and repeated our lovemaking again after lunch.

This went on for three days, by which time, I felt I’d done all that I could to achieve my primary objective, and perhaps to make Clayton Steele love me just a little. Next morning, I said goodbye to Billy before he left on the bus and after another passionate session with Clay, I told him I was leaving.

I hesitated before saying anything to Clay. To thank him seemed entirely inappropriate, as he’d obviously enjoyed the process as much as I had, but I said it anyway.

“Well, now Miss Brooker,” he said with a smile. “I’ve done all I can for you and if you’ve got your days right, I’d say that you stand a good chance of becoming pregnant.”

“I realise you don’t love me, Clay, but you do like me, don’t you?” I asked.

“I like you a lot, Gillian. I’ll always remember you and you’ll always hold a special place in my heart and in Billy’s, too. Not because of what we’ve had together here, but because I think you’re a very sweet person,” he said.

This really broke me up and I was crying a lot when I kissed him goodbye. I hoped that he’d always remember me and that he’d given me what I most wanted from him. Apart from my own selfish desire to have a child by him, I felt that the world would be a much poorer place without at least one child by Clayton Steele.

“Goodbye, Clay, and thank you… for everything,” I said.

“You’ll let me know, won’t you?” he said.

“Of course, I will.”

It was desperately hard to leave Clay but it would have been much harder if he’d knocked me back and I’d made the trip for nothing. I was satisfied that I’d done everything honestly and up front and hadn’t tried to be sneaky about it. If I’d tried to pull the wool over his eyes, he’d never have respected me. This way, we’d always have that between us, and I hoped that before long, we’d have a lot more.

Nine months later, I had a gorgeous baby boy whom I called Clement, which was as close to Clayton as I could dream up. It was the best I could do to have a part of Clayton Steele, and though I’d hoped he’d come after me and ask me to return to Jerogeree with him, I never regretted what I’d done.

There were moments when I felt very low at the thought of Clay alone in bed at Jerogeree. On one occasion, I felt very weepy after reading about Clay in an interview he’d given to a feature writer from a leading woman’s magazine. The interviewer wrote lyrically about Clay’s wild, lovely garden and his vast herb collection. It brought every detail back to me. After all, I had Clay’s son and that was what really mattered to me. No other woman in the world that I knew of could say that.

We exchanged cards at Christmas and I sent cards to Glenda, too, but I asked Clay not to tell her about Clement mainly because I was concerned about how Deborah might react to the news. It would’ve been different if I could’ve explained my behaviour in person. I wasn’t confident that I’d be able to hide Clement from them forever but I thought that time would be on my side. If Clay kept knocking Debbie back, she’d probably settle for another man and then, she wouldn’t be so concerned about my liaison with Clay. I suppose I was naïve to imagine I could get away with it for long, and I didn’t.

When Clement was about two and a half, Glenda phoned me to say she was coming to Sydney for a legal conference and wondered if she could meet up with me. She didn’t ask straight out if she could stay with me, but I could tell that was what she wanted. She’d been very kind to me, so of course, I couldn’t very well not ask her to stay. For Clement’s sake, I’d moved back to live in the old family home on the North Shore as I considered it a far more suitable place and environment in which to bring up a child. The family doctor, who’d been a close friend of my father, was close by and there were good shops at Chatswood, which obviated any need to go into the city.

Clement was sleeping when Glenda arrived, but he toddled out while we were chatting over afternoon tea. It didn’t take the perceptive Glenda very long to work out who Clement’s father was. She was an awfully smart lady and she’d had so much experience in the courts that it was virtually impossible for anyone to put anything over her.

“Did he happen on your first or second visit?” she asked.

“The second.”

“Ah. Does Clay know about him?”

“Absolutely. I couldn’t have had him without Clay’s co-operation,” I said.

She raised her eyebrows at that, so I gave her an abridged account of Clement’s conception, less the intimate details.

"Why?" she asked.

“I did it for me, Glenda… to have a part of Clay. I could see that although he liked me, he didn’t love me. He didn’t make a move in my direction, so I knew I’d have to do the running. Debbie had told me she still loved Clay and wanted him so I reckoned I didn’t stand much chance against her. She was younger and better-looking and very accessible. Then, there was Billy,” I said.

“You could have stayed longer and tried a bit harder,” Glenda said.

“I didn’t want to complicate Clay’s life. He was so happy there with his writing and Billy. And I could see how much Debbie wanted him. So, we had a fling and I gained a son… Clay’s son. And if Clay never marries, there’s at least one child by him to, hopefully, make the world a better place,” I said.

“Debbie still hasn’t snagged Clay,” Glenda said. “Oh, she still wants him but he doesn’t want her. I doubt he wants any woman. Who knows? Maybe he’ll do something when Billy leaves. Clay has taken his guardianship of Billy very seriously. The boy has some money behind him now and should have a great future if all the success he’s had doesn’t go to his head.”

“You think a lot of Clay, don’t you?”

Glenda nodded. “I think Clay is the most thoroughly decent man I’ve ever known.”

It was time to ask what had been in my mind for a long time for the simple reason that I felt Glenda might be in the mood to confide in me. “I know you’ll probably consider it awfully nosey of me to ask but were you and Clay ever…” I hesitated while I searched for the right word, “Close?” I ended rather tamely.

“Yes, I’ve slept with Clay. I needed to get some knots out of my system and I thought it would do Clay a lot of good. He hadn’t been with a woman since his treatment and wondered if he was still all right in that department. I don’t have to tell you that he was. It did us both a lot of good. If I’d been younger, I would’ve tried to grab Clay. Perhaps I should have, anyway. What’s age? It’s a state of mind. The difference in our ages has never been a bar to the way we get on together,” she said.

“So, what are the chances of Clay and Debbie getting together?” I asked.

“Not very good would be my assessment. I think she certainly loves him and she’s carried a torch for him for a long time but Clay is a very special kind of man. It’s unrealistic to expect that a man made in his mould should be a great husband and father. The fact is that Clay doesn’t appear to want to be a father since his illness. That might sound weird in the light of the effort he’s put into looking after Billy all these years. Living there at Jerogeree, Clay can’t forget the awful treatment handed out to the Gubbi Gubbi by the original inhabitant of his cottage. And with Billy being a descendant of those old people, I think Clay feels a sense of responsibility for what happened then, and to Billy later. In his own way, maybe he’s trying to make amends for all the atrocities.”

Glenda paced my kitchen floor. “When all is said and done, Gillian, writing is Clay’s life. I don’t say that Clay’s opposed to an occasional frolic in bed because he’s a man with normal needs but he doesn’t appear to want the responsibility of a wife and children. I think Debbie would be far better off with a man who thinks she’s the greatest thing in his life… someone perhaps more run-of-the-mill than Clay. Of course, it’s very difficult to persuade Debbie to that point of view,” Glenda said.

“I understand what you mean,” I said. “The sort of woman who would suit Clay would be one who’d be prepared to live a very simple life and not make any unrealistic demands on him.”

“I couldn’t have put it better,” Glenda said with a smile. “What high-spirited, intelligent, young woman would be happy to accept that kind of role?”

“Do you think that Clay and Debbie have…?”

“Made love? I doubt it very much. I know my daughter very well and I don’t see that kind of difference in her. Maybe Clay simply doesn’t like Debbie well enough for all that she’s a beautiful and intelligent young woman. You’re a good calibre of woman and you said you had to make the advances with Clay. Perhaps he’s just a gentleman, but in Clay’s case, it seems to me that it smacks of indifference to women as companion objects. At least, to the normal notion of courting a woman and all it entails. But it isn’t that simple, Gillian. I know that Clay is very fond of me and after my ex-husband, Clay is a jewel. I’ve thought that if Clay and Debbie don’t get together, I might retire early from the bench and look after him. I wouldn’t do it while I’m a magistrate. I could take a lot of Clay and Jerogeree after the life I’ve had. I’ve heard enough of life’s problems. I’ve wanted to paint for years. I mean, take lessons and do it properly. I think Clay would endorse me trying to develop my artistic interests.”

I thought about Glenda looking after Clay and that hurt a bit. Well, more than a bit. I sensed that she’d be able to give him everything he needed too. There was less of a suitability gap between her and Clay than between Debbie and Clay. Glenda had had a career and was ready to give it away, while Debbie, who was now doing her Masters and had plans to do a PhD, was at the beginning of hers. Glenda could devote herself to being at Jerogeree with Clay while Debbie would have to devote most of her time to her studies.

“There’s also the matter of Billy,” Glenda went on. “Billy will soon become his own boss. I presume he’ll go on tour as he’s certainly good enough. How will he manage without Clay to guide him? That’s the big question. He has a hot mother, to use a crude term, and he certainly has an eye for girls, and they appear to like him. So, how will he handle his independence and his money? Clay’s done everything humanly possible to guide Billy but he can’t go on being a nursemaid to him. Billy needs a good agent so Clay can hand over the management of his affairs to him or her. I wouldn’t go to Clay while Billy is there. Maybe when Billy goes back to his mother and Tess.”

The picture of Clay and Glenda together at Jerogeree brought home to me how deeply Glenda felt about Clay. She’d had a very unsatisfactory husband and now, before she got any older, she wanted a bash at a better relationship. Glenda made me feel ashamed that I’d opted to leave Clay rather than stay on any terms. Instead I’d thought Debbie had the running with Clay and I’d meekly capitulated to her.

“Will you keep in touch, Glenda? Clay writes long books and short letters. I believe that even when he thought he was dying, he wrote mere scraps of letters and he hasn’t changed. It’s very frustrating at times.”

So, Glenda went back to her magisterial duties and all the problems implicit in that role while I enjoyed life with my son, and Clay’s son. It seemed that both Glenda and I wanted Clay but whereas it appeared she might do something about it, I lacked the guts to pre-empt her. There was also Clement to consider. I had him booked into Shore, which was my father’s old school and although that was a fair way off, I wanted him to go to a good preparatory school prior to beginning there. Responsible parenthood imposed certain responsibilities and to some extent at least, dictated how one could live one’s life. But when I had time to daydream, I thought of how it’d been when Clay and I had been together and I speculated about how it might be for Glenda. Based on my own experience, I thought that if Glenda moved to Jerogeree to look after Clay, she’d have a very enjoyable early retirement. Maybe after all her years of trying to sort out other people’s problems, she thoroughly deserved it.





Chapter Fifteen

Steele gave a small party for Billy’s 18th birthday. They had the function in a marquee at Lilly’s farm because she felt less conscious about the wheelchair there. Billy was very moderate in his party list, which he’d limited to about forty people and at least half of these were his relations. Billy especially wanted both Glenda and Deborah to be at his party but neither attended. Glenda told Clay that she wouldn’t be comfortable about being in the company of several people who’d appeared before her in court, and doubted they’d be comfortable either, while Debbie was in the Northern Territory on some research project.

Steele recognised that Billy couldn’t be tied to him forever and that he’d have to be given the freedom to develop both his career and his life. If he messed it up, it would be his own doing. While Billy played both the piano and guitar, it was his voice that so many people wanted to hear. Up to now, Steele had picked the gigs Billy attended and he hadn’t allowed him to go too far afield but he had his own van now, which had been fitted out for him to live in as he drove from gig to gig.

Billy’s party was only one of a number of events which happened, so it seemed to Steele, in a continual stream and which completely negated his hopes for a quiet life. Indeed, as Steele told Glenda, he’d never lived through a period anything like it. Much of what happened involved Glenda, as she was in possession of information which she was withholding from her daughters for perfectly valid reasons. Both she and Deborah had managed to refrain from mentioning to Donna that Clayton Steele was a resident of the district and had been for some years. This wasn’t only for Steele’s benefit but because Glenda had no wish to see Donna leave Britain before she’d finished her economics degree and, knowing how obsessed she’d been by Steele’s writing, she couldn’t be sure that Donna wouldn’t follow in Debbie’s footsteps if she learned that Steele was now accessible.

The second secret Glenda held concerned the existence of Steele’s son, Clement. She’d asked Gillian Brooker to withhold this choice bit of information from Debbie, at least until she’d finished her studies. The last thing she’d wanted was for Debbie to go to pieces because another woman had achieved more with Steele than she’d been able to. Glenda realised that she was treading a dangerous path and that Debbie might never forgive her for withholding this information but she was prepared to risk it for the sake of her daughter’s wellbeing. Glenda was well aware that there was a time limit on how long she could keep Clement’s existence secret and that both Donna and Debbie would be devastated that she hadn’t levelled with them. The day would come when Glenda’s secrets would have to be revealed to her two highly educated and very intelligent daughters, and when that happened, there was only one place she would find real understanding and that was with Clay Steele. But the moment of truth was not to be long delayed…





Chapter Sixteen

Sunshine, everlasting sunshine, poured down on the monoliths of the Glass House Mountains that stood as perpetual reminders of the antiquity of the country. The same sunshine poured down on Jerogeree and warmed the ground which, with moisture from either creek or sky, produced a microcosm of an old, old world, a world in miniature. It was formless yet fantastic in the abundance of its vegetation. The scent of hundreds of flowering shrubs and trees mingled with the aroma of drying herbs and drowned the senses. Birds of many varieties called from the trees that ringed the dwelling. Lorikeets squabbled noisily for millet seeds and a pair of pale-headed rosellas sat in dignified silence as they waited for their turn at the dish.

A man walked up from the creek and two lorikeets circled above him. He was dressed in only a pair of brief blue shorts and water glistened on his body. He was carrying a yellowbelly which he proceeded to scale and gut on a large waist-high stump beneath a large magnolia, as a sociable magpie waited beside the man for the innards that would presently come its way. It was aware of the routine.

The man sang softly as he worked. But on this day, he was interrupted in his cleaning of the fish by the arrival of a red car. He didn’t recognise the car, though he had no difficulty recognising the woman who drove it, even though it had been some years since he’d last set eyes on her.

For her part, the driver of the red car did not immediately vacate it but sat and took in the beauty of the property. The trees and shrubs seemed to have grown enormously since her last visit and all the bare areas, and there hadn’t been many, had been filled in with trees and shrubs. The red and purple bougainvilleas that almost obliterated the old outhouse remained, just as they’d appeared on her last visit to Jerogeree, giant swathes of colour against the mountain background.

She climbed out of the car and walked to where Clayton Steele was cleaning the fish and didn’t seem at all disconcerted by the brevity of his clothing or by the fact that his fingers were messy with fish guts.

“Hi, Clay,” Gillian said and with a flashing smile, she leaned over and kissed him.

“You might have told me you were coming, Gillian,” Steele said.

“Why? Might I have found you with another woman?” she asked and raised her eyebrows impishly.

“No, but I might have been tidier to greet you.”

“You look fine to me after six years’ absence. Very healthy, too,” she said.

“I’ll finish off here, wash up and we can go inside. Have you come far?” he asked.

“Not this morning. I stayed in Caloundra last night. Very nice, too. Wash up and then, I have something to show you,” she said.

Steele finished cleaning the fish while Gillian glanced around at the garden. “How much everything seems to have grown. And it’s even lovelier than I remembered.”

“I’ve planted a lot more since you were here last.”

“I can see that.”

He took the fish into the house and then came back to her. He was wearing a fresh pair of shorts and a clean white shirt. “What is it you want to show me, Gillian?”

“Come up to the car, Clay.”

They walked together through the scented garden to the red car. Gillian pointed through the open door at the sleeping child. “There’s something of yours there, Clay.”

Steele looked for some time at the sleeping boy who bore more than a slight resemblance to himself. “Well, I can see some of myself in him,” he said.

“You’ll see a lot more of it when he wakes up. Glenda knew he was yours as soon as she saw him and he was only two and half then,” she said.

“Glenda knows about him? She’s never mentioned him to me.”

Gillian nodded. “Glenda was concerned about how Debbie might react if she found out. She had a big academic programme and Glenda didn’t want anything to derail it. Is the luscious Debbie still carrying a torch for you, or did she finally give up?” Gillian asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her for a while. She’s not long finished her Masters and is doing a PhD now.” Steele watched the blonde-haired boy as he slept. “I’m not aware that she has a fellow. Is Clement a good boy?”

“As good as I can make him, Clay. He’s not a wimp, anyway,” she said. “Do you think you could carry Clement down to the house without waking him? He’s grown a bit large for me to carry now.”

“I can try.”

“Not that it really matters. It’s just that it would be nice to be able to talk before he wakes up.”

Steele put his arm under the sleeping boy and gently eased him out of the car and into his arms. Clement murmured but didn’t wake. “I’ll put him in Billy’s old room. The bed is made up,” Steele said.

Gillian nodded and followed Steele down to the house and then into the bedroom. It was just as she remembered it, right down to Billy’s old guitar hanging on the wall.

Steele went out to the kitchen and began making preparations for lunch. Gillian took him by the hand and sat him down at the table. “Let me do it, Clay. I remember where you keep everything.”

“After six years?” he said and raised his eyebrows.

“Even after six years,” she said. “This place left quite an impression on me.”

Steele watched her as she moved about his kitchen and marvelled that she appeared so much at home. When they’d eaten lunch, he asked her the question that had been uppermost in his mind since she arrived.

“Why did you wait six years to come back, Gillian?”

“I’d have come back sooner if you’d invited me, but you didn’t. Perhaps, you were too preoccupied with your writing and with Billy to think about me. And I haven’t been idle, Clay. I’ve been raising your son,” she said.

“To my way of thinking, he’s more your son than mine, as I’ve had nothing to do with his rearing. And as for extending an invitation, you didn’t worry about that on your previous two visits.”

“Up to now, I’ve been able to handle Clement’s rearing quite adequately, but from this point on, I think he’d be better off with a father. If you don’t have a special lady friend, how would you feel about Clement carrying your name?”

Steele looked at her blankly. “You mean by marrying you?”

“That’s what I mean,” Gillian said. “We could have more children or not have them as you wish.”

Steele took a breath. “What have you told Clement about me, Gillian?”

“I’ve told him that you’re a very important writer of books and that one day, we’d go and visit you.”

“I suppose he’s too young to absorb the significance of being the son of a single mother?” Steele suggested.

“Not entirely. Clement is a very bright boy and he’s not the only boy in his class who has a single mother. That state of affairs doesn’t carry the social stigma it used to. There are quite a lot of women who choose not to have a husband or partner. I was left very well provided for financially, so I’ve been able to look after Clement and myself quite well. I have him booked into Shore after he finishes primary school. I thought you’d like that,” she said.

As Steele paced the floor, the boy woke and called for his mother. Gillian went in to him then led him out to the kitchen. Steele realised immediately why the astute Glenda would have picked his parentage.

“Hello, young man, I’m Clay,” Steele said by way of greeting.

“Mum says I have to call you Mr Steele for the time-being,” the boy said.

“Mums aren’t always right. You must call me Clay. Will you do that?”

The boy looked from the man to his mother who nodded. “All right, I’ll call you Clay. Will you teach me how to play the guitar and how to fish?”

“All in good time. You should have some lunch now. Billy was a good eater. I hope you are, too,” Steele said with a smile.

“He’s all right, Clay,” Gillian said.

“I hope we’re going to be good mates. I think a fellow like you ought to be called Clem. There was a fine Australian cricketer called Clem Hill, so you’ll be in good company. That all right with you?” Steele asked.

“I suppose so,” the boy said uncertainly.

“My Christian name is Clayton but very few people call me that. If I can be Clay, I don’t see why you shouldn’t be Clem. Okay.”

The boy glanced across at his mother. “If Mum says it’s all right.”

“It’s all right,” Gillian said.

“That’s settled then,” Steele said and tousled the boy’s blonde head.

After Clem had finished lunch, Steele took Gillian and him down to the creek where, after some initial coaching, Clem enticed a craybob to cling to a piece of raw meat until he had it clear of the surface. Although it plopped back into the water and disappeared, Clem appeared satisfied with this first attempt. Neither did he mind getting wet nor taking off his shoes and standing in the creek. Steele looked on with some satisfaction. His first impression was that Clem’s boyishness was constrained, which was supported by his excessively good manners, making the boy appear rather old fashioned. Steele was certain that somewhere inside him, there was a boy waiting to break out.

Together they walked back to the house and when they reached the veranda, Steele heard the phone ringing. He dashed inside and answered it to discover it was Glenda. “I have visitors,” he told her. “Gillian and Clem.”

“Ah, so she’s brought him to meet you at last,” Glenda said.

“You might have told me you knew about him.”

“I didn’t want that particular item of news getting back to Debbie,” Glenda said. “It was important that she didn’t have any setbacks at uni. She’s here this weekend and I think it’s time to break the news. If you hear a very loud bang, you’ll know it’s her exploding,” Glenda said.

“Poor Glenda. You’re going to cop it.”

“You started off all this secret business by trying to remain anonymous,” she retorted.

“Would you like to come for dinner?”

“I wouldn’t be in the way?”

“You’re fishing for compliments, Glenda. You know very well you’d never be in the way.”

“If I survive the next hour, I’ll be there. Do you need anything extra for dinner?”

“Not unless you’d like to bring a bottle or two of white wine.”

“Will do,” she said. She put the phone down and went in search of her youngest daughter who was in the first stages of her doctoral thesis. Glenda was hugely proud of the effort Debbie had put into gaining her degrees, which she’d supported to the hilt. She found her daughter working at a table on the sunny front veranda.

“I’m going to Clay’s for dinner, Debbie. I don’t like leaving you on one of your weekends home but the thing is that Gillian arrived today, her first visit in six years and Clay is rather keen for me to come for dinner,” Glenda said.

“Why can’t I come, too? I’m sure Clay wouldn’t mind. I haven’t seen him for a while.”

“Under ordinary circumstances, I’d be happy for you to accompany me. There’s just one slight problem, Gillian has her son with her.”

“Her son? So, she married?”

“No. Her son happens to be Clay’s son,” Glenda said as calmly as she could get the words out.

Debbie’s hand fisted and pressed against her chest. “Clay’s son? How old is he?” Debbie asked tersely.

“Five years old.”

“How long have you known about this son?”

“About three and a half years. I saw him when I went to Sydney for that legal convention,” Glenda explained.

“You’ve known about this child for three and half years and have never seen fit to tell me,” Debbie said heatedly.

“That’s right. There was nothing to be gained from telling you. What was important was that you completed university with the best possible passes so that you’d be equipped to earn a decent living. Being married can’t guarantee that and I didn’t want you falling to pieces emotionally over a man who wasn’t interested in you.”

“Christ! Perhaps, you can tell me how Gillian persuaded Clay to give her a child as we both know he wasn’t supposed to be interested in her either,” Debbie said icily.

“Gillian loves Clay but she thought you had the best shot with him. She told him if she couldn’t have him, she wanted a child by him, so he obliged. Up to now, Gillian’s managed the boy quite well but he’s reached the age where he really needs a father. I fancy she’s made the trip not only so that Clay can meet his son but to see whether he’s changed his mind about her,” Glenda said.

“You mean whether he’ll marry her?”

“That’s my reading of the situation, Debbie.”

“So, what do you think Clay will do?”

“I think he’ll tell her to get lost… nicely,” Glenda said.

“There’s two things I’d like to say about this extraordinary turn of events, Mother. The first is that I think you acted very badly in not making me acquainted with what had happened. You treated me as if I was an immature schoolgirl not capable of accepting the reality of the situation. The second is that Gillian had a great deal more guts than me. If she couldn’t get him to fall for her, she was prepared to accept second prize. Why didn’t I simply go to bed with Clay? He doesn’t seem to object to women going to bed with him. I’d have a baby to him any old time if it meant I could be with him.”

“I think it very unlikely that Clay would go to bed with you, daughter dear. I believe he’s got too much respect for me to touch my daughter,” Glenda said.

“What a life! The one man I want, have always wanted, has principles,” Debbie said bitterly.

“Getting back to what you said about me behaving badly towards you in not keeping you up to date with what was transpiring, let me reiterate that it was more important for you to get through university than to have your future placed at risk because of my uncertainty about how you’d react if I’d told you what Gillian had done. I can’t emphasise too much how important a good education is for a girl. If I hadn’t had that kind of education, I wouldn’t have been able to give you and Donna the chances you’ve had. Your father couldn’t have done it. He didn’t want any responsibility. I’ve had to be father and mother to you two girls.”

Debbie almost hissed. “I’m well aware of all you’ve done for us, Mother, and Donna and I are both very grateful for it.”

“I realise I’m going to be in the gun with Donna too when she finds out that Clayton Steele has been living in this district for years and we’ve never told her. But that was Clay’s wish. If anyone was well placed to lift the lid on his whereabouts, it was Donna. That suited me very well because the last thing I’d have wanted was for Donna to vacate Britain in order to meet Clay. You know how high she was on his books. As a consequence of us not telling Donna about Clay, she’ll come home to us with two degrees and the ability and education to secure a high paying position. With or without a husband or partner, that’s a very worthwhile result,” Glenda said.

Glenda had baldly stated the facts in much the same way she would have summed up a ruling in her court. What she had skated round was her knowledge of the often-fragile nature of a young woman’s emotions where males were concerned. There was simply no telling what a girl or young woman might do if she was thwarted in her desire for a man. She’d seen it all and there was no way she was going to expose her daughters to emotional derailment. She’d got them through university and now, well-educated and capable of earning good salaries, she was very satisfied with the decisions she’d made.

“I appreciate you acted for the best but I would’ve preferred to be told,” Debbie said. “I won’t go with you now. I’ll talk to Clay after Gillian goes back to Sydney.”

“Very wise of you, dear.”

“It’s not that I have anything against this child but it would stick in my throat that Gillian managed to achieve something that I didn’t attempt. Like I said, she had more guts than me.”

“Gillian was much older than you and could afford to look after a child. She was left very well provided for with sufficient money invested so that she’d never need to work. Clay saw enough in her to give her what she wanted. And what she wanted most was a family of her own,” Glenda said.

Debbie flicked her hair back and thrust out her chin. “So, now she’s back again, is there going to be a second love-in?”

“I don’t know, dear. If I had to guess, I’d say no. While I suppose it’s hard for a man to knock back what’s offered, men being men, I doubt that Clay will give in to Gillian a second time. But I could be wrong. I’ve always suspected that he’d enjoy being a husband and father,” Glenda said. “I’ll have a much better idea after I’ve been out there.”

So late in the afternoon, Glenda drove to Jerogeree on her own. Steele was beside her car when she arrived and held the door open for her. He kissed her and patted her arm, which did a lot to ease her state of mind. “What do you think of your son?” she asked.

“He seems a nice boy with good manners. I’d like to see him loosen up a bit. He’s very serious,” Steele said.

“Give him time, Clay. He’s probably a little apprehensive about meeting his father.”

“It seems that Gillian wants Clem to carry my name,” he said. He thought he’d bounce that off her and see how she reacted.

“You mean marry her?”

“That’s what she wants. Does that upset you?” he asked. Of all the women he’d ever known, he thought the most of Glenda Butler. She’d trusted him from the outset when she’d awarded him guardianship of Billy, and except for one night of lovemaking, which was for his benefit as much as hers, Glenda had never asked anything of him.

“I want what’s best for you, Clay. You should know that by now. If you feel you need me now or in the future, I’ll retire and come out here to be with you. I’ve heard enough domestic tragedies to last me three lifetimes. I’d like to do a little painting and this would be a good place to begin… Australia’s answer to Monet’s garden,” she said lightly.

Steele looked at her and marvelled that he’d had the good fortune to meet such a woman. Glenda had a nice home on the coast yet she was prepared to leave it and move to his modest dwelling to be with him; to come and live with him as his partner because she had never raised the subject of marriage. What he knew, because Debbie had told him, was that if Glenda was not actually in love with him, she thought more of him than any man she’d met. But she was so grand a woman that no matter how much she might want to live with him, she would never try to influence him to take her or stand in the way of him choosing a younger woman. Glenda was a remarkable woman who’d had the misfortune to marry an unremarkable and untrustworthy husband and who deserved a man who thought she was wonderful. Steele thought she was wonderful. There was so much more to her than any of the young women he’d known. What it amounted to was that he trusted Glenda unreservedly. He couldn’t say the same about Gillian. After denying him five years of his son’s life, she wanted him to marry her and give Clem his name, to take on being the father she’d assured him he’d never be.

After Glenda left, Steele strode off towards the creek. Gillian’s offer couldn’t be ignored. He had to think of Clem’s needs and his own too. In his heart he knew that Gillian was very unlikely to want to live at Jerogeree long term. She might stay with him for a while or even come back for periods but Sydney was her scene; it certainly wasn’t his. To some extent, Gillian was a loose cannon and this worried him. Clem needed stability. He didn’t need to grow attached to his father only to be wrenched away from him when Gillian grew tired of life at Jerogeree, as she would. And with the writing programme he had in front of him, he couldn’t afford to be dashing off to Sydney to try to live two lives. He’d purchased Jerogeree because it offered him freedom from worry and Gillian offered nothing but worry. So, at bedtime, he decided to distance himself from her and asked if she could sleep with Clem in Billy’s room.

“I thought you’d want me to sleep with you.”

He looked at her and noted her flawless skin, soft green eyes and tawny blonde hair, but mostly her full red lips that he still remembered as being so very warm and soft. It was hard to distance himself from such an attractive a woman who was so ‘available’, but Steele knew that it had to be done. He couldn’t in all conscience have a physical relationship with Gillian then decline her offer.

At that instant, Gillian knew that she’d lost Clayton Steele. They might remain friends because of Clem, but that was all they’d ever be.

“If that’s the way you want it, Clay.”

“That’s the way I want it, Gillian.”

Though she hoped to change his mind, Clay didn’t retreat from his position. He was unfailingly courteous to her and spent time with Clem. They went for a drive to the coast and had picnics, but it was a sexless sojourn for Gillian. She could see that Clay wasn’t interested in her, if he’d ever been. She wondered if he’d ever been truly interested in any woman. And when she turned her mind to what might have been the outcome if she’d married Clay, she knew that she wouldn’t have been satisfied to live at Jerogeree. Lovely and all that it was, Jerogeree wasn’t the place to bring up her son. If he was to turn out as she hoped and expected, he needed to be close to the institutions that could give him the education and finish that Clay had received.

It seemed to Gillian that the person who was most pleased to see her was Billy. He’d come home from a singing engagement but was living with his mother and Tess now. The first morning back, he came down to see Steele to report on his ‘gigs’. He kissed Gillian and shook hands with Clem.

“Billy, I hardly know you; you’ve grown so much,” Gillian said to him as they sat on the front veranda over morning tea. “I’ll bet the girls are ooh-ing over you now.”

Billy looked at Steele and smiled. “Some,” he said. “Mr Clay says you’ve been fishing with him,” Billy said to Clem.

“And looking for craybobs, too,” Clem said in his quiet fashion.

“I used to fish in that creek and look for craybobs.”

“Clay caught a shark when we went fishing at the coast,” Clem said.

“A shark, eh. Well, that’s one less to worry about?”

“How’s the composing these days, Billy?” Gillian asked.

“I haven’t done much composing lately. Been too busy. Mr Clay’s been writing all my new songs.”

“I want to hear some more of your songs, Billy. I’ll be disappointed if you don’t compose some. Just one big new one would do for starters,” Gillian said.

After Billy left them, Steele told Gillian that he was worried that success had gone to Billy’s head. He’d received so much adulation for his singing that he hadn’t bothered to work at developing any new songs. “It seems he’s been playing up a bit, too.”

“What exactly do you mean by ‘playing up’?”

“Too many parties, too many girls and a little too much drinking.”

“I suppose you had a good hard talk to him about those things before he left you?”

“Oh, yes. I even went with him to some of his first gigs. But I can’t hold his hand forever. He’s a big boy now and he has to make a life for himself without me beside him every step of the way.”

Gillian nodded. “Yes, he does.” And it wasn’t just Billy she thought of as needing to build a life that didn’t centre around Clayton Steele.

Gillian stayed for a week before deciding it was time to leave. There was nothing for her at Jerogeree. She’d hoped there might be, but it was clear that she wasn’t on Clay’s agenda. She would always be welcome as a friend and because she was Clem’s mother but she would never be close to Steele, or ever intimate with him again.

“You must come and visit me in Sydney, Clay. And you can see Clem as often as you wish. I could send him up to you on the plane if you’d prefer to have him here on his own,” Gillian said before they left.

Steele nodded. “You’ve done a good job with him, Gillian. Clem’s a fine boy. If anything, he needs to loosen up a wee bit. He’s a very serious fellow. Maybe he needs to play a bit of sport.”

“I suppose I’ve been a bit too protective of him. He’s very precious to me, Clay.”

“I can understand that. Call me if you need any help with him… or with anything else,” Steele said.

“Thank you. I’d better get moving, Clay. Thanks for looking after us. Say goodbye to Glenda and Debbie for me when you see them.” She kissed him and Clem shook hands with his father and then, they climbed into Gillian’s smart red car and drove away.

As she drove, Gillian thought back to the discussion she’d had with her university friends all those years ago about the feasibility of a person remaining hidden from society. The major subject of that discussion had been Clayton Steele who’d disappeared and no one knew where he’d gone. It had been only by chance that she’d heard his name referred to in relation to a country and western song. It now seemed incredible that she’d located Steele and that on her second visit to him, they’d made love with the result that she’d had a child to him. It was what she’d planned; a ‘no strings attached’ child was what she’d told Steele. She realised now that it would be preferable to be married to Steele, certainly for Clem’s sake, but that wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t going to get uptight about it because marriage wasn’t part of the arrangement she’d made with Steele. She looked back at Clem from the rear-view mirror and grinned. Half a loaf was definitely better than no loaf at all. There were plenty of single mothers raising well-adjusted children alone and it didn’t carry the stigma it used to. Unless Steele ever married, Clem might be the only child he ever produced. A man who could knock back the opportunity to go to bed with her took some understanding.

Gillian thought of the lovely Deborah who wanted Steele too, yet had managed to go nowhere with him either. What on earth was Steele looking for in a woman? More to the point, was he looking for a woman at all?

“Why are you crying, Mummy?” Clem asked from the back seat.

“I thought we might be staying a little longer, Clem. I thought your father would want us to stay longer,” she answered.

“Didn’t Daddy like me?”

“He liked you a lot, Clem. I think he was upset because it took me so long to let him meet you. I mean, to bring you to him. I wanted him to see you as a boy, not a baby,” Gillian said.

“I thought he was a nice man. I liked fishing with him.”

“That’s good. You go on thinking he’s a nice man. I’ll send you back to him when you’re a bit older. You can stay longer next trip. That’s if Clay agrees. You see, Clay writes books and when a writer is working on a book, he or she doesn’t like being interrupted. Maybe you’ll be a writer, too, Clem,” she said.

“It’s a very nice place, Mummy. Not the house so much but the garden and the creek. And the birds. So many pretty birds. Wasn’t it nice the way the coloured ones perched on us? And I liked it that Daddy could pick things from his garden. It was good the way the water came up out of the ground. It was nice water too, so cold,” the boy said.

“One day, your dad might tell you what happened at Jerogeree when the first white people came to the district. I could tell you because he told me, but he could tell the story much better,” she said.

“So they’ve gone.” Steele had rung Glenda and asked her to come to dinner and now they sat in semi-darkness on the front veranda, with light from the interior of the house streaming across half the bare wooden boards.

“Yes, they’ve gone,” Steele said.

“And Gillian wanted you to marry her, mainly to give Clem your name?”

“That’s about the size of it,” he said.

“How did that strike you?”

“When Gillian asked me to father a child for her, she gave me a solicitor’s letter that absolved me of any responsibility for the maintenance – in any shape or form – of any child she produced for which I was responsible and that the child’s upbringing was to be borne entirely by one, Gillian Brooker. She was quite happy for the child to have a single mother then. But now that Clem is growing up and Gillian has him booked into Shore, she can see that it’d be preferable to be married, both for her and for Clem,” Steele said.

“A perfectly reasonable point of view.”

“Perfectly. That’s if I want to be married to Gillian, which I don’t. We discussed the ethical concerns of producing a child back then, but Gillian brushed my concerns to one side. Perhaps I was wrong to give her what she wanted but she so desperately wanted a child of her own. But it took five years for Gillian to bring Clem to see me, which was hardly reasonable. Gillian’s an intelligent young woman but to some extent, she’s a loose cannon and will always act in her own best interests. I suppose I was flattered that she thought enough of me to want a child by me. She did what she did because she sincerely believed that Debbie and I would get together and then it wouldn’t be possible to have any part of me. As that didn’t happen, she thought that perhaps I’d now look more favourably at marrying her. The fact is that I’m now more opposed to marrying Gillian than I ever was. She wouldn’t be happy living here and she’d want to be back in Sydney where Clem will be going to school. But that wouldn’t matter to Gillian because she, and Clem, would bear my name. I don’t need that kind of complication in my life, Glenda, and neither does Clem. And if you’re wondering if anything happened while Gillian was here, it didn’t. I’d have been a hypocrite to take what she was offering while knocking her back on marriage,” Steele said. “Mind you,” he added, “it wasn’t easy to resist her. Mind doesn’t usually win over flesh.” He smiled at her and quite suddenly, she felt young again.

“We’ll have to do something to make up for your sacrifice.”

“What do you suggest, Your Worship?”

“I suggest an immediate date with your double bed.” Steele’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s the kind of legal decision I can live with.”

“There’s more validity to it than you imagine,” she said.

Steel’s brow furrowed. “You’ve got me there. Please explain,” he said.

“Another time. Right now, there’s a more pressing matter to attend to. Give me a few minutes and I’ll see you in the bedroom.”

Later, as she drove home, Glenda felt deliciously sleepy and had to concentrate hard to stay awake. Lovemaking with Clay was enjoyable but much more taxing on one’s frame than it had been in her younger years. A regular diet of Clay and she’d be asleep half the time. She hoped that Debbie had had an early night so she could have a luxurious bath and then slip quietly into bed. But this was not to be because she found her daughter still working at her thesis.

“You’re keeping late hours, Debbie.”

“How did it go?”

“It appears that nothing, and I mean nothing, happened. Clay told Gillian he wasn’t disposed to marrying her. It seems that before Clay did the deed that produced young Clem, Gillian provided him with a legally drawn up letter absolving him from any responsibility for Clem’s upbringing because the decision to have a child was hers alone and she, Gillian, would bear all the costs and responsibilities involved in his upbringing. At that time, Gillian wasn’t concerned about being married. Not a scrap. But with Clem booked into Shore, apparently, she can see the advantages of him having a legal father and Clay’s name,” Glenda said.

“So, apart from showing Clay his son, which she’d waited five years to do, Gillian’s visit was unproductive,” Debbie said.

“That’s about the size of it.”

“How do you know nothing happened?” Debbie asked.

“Clay told me. And I believe him because he’s never been anything but frank with me and absolutely truthful. And believe me, Debbie, I have more than a nodding acquaintance with the truth,” Glenda said.

“I’m happy to concede that point, Mother. So, Clay has given Gillian and her son, who is his son, the flick. What does he do now? Live on his own while he writes immortal prose?”

“What you should understand is that some men simply don’t want the complexities of a relationship. It’s his writing that’s so very important to him. A relationship rates lower on his list of priorities. I recognise this and I’m happy that Clay considers me a friend. I’m also happy to share whatever it is that he wants to share with me. Gillian opted for a child. Love takes many forms, Debbie,” Glenda said.

“Are you telling me that you love Clay?” Debbie asked quickly.

“Yes, I do love him. If I’d been younger when I first met Clay, I’d have been after him like a shot. As it is, I love him enough to want what’s best for him. I also love him enough not to stand in his way if he should prefer a younger woman… like you or someone else,” Glenda said.

“That’s very big of you, Mother. I’m finding it hard to match your standards. For a start, I don’t have all your years on the bench. I’m an environmental scientist who’s concerned about what people are doing to this country.”

“My years on the bench don’t have anything to do with it. If you love someone, really love someone, you want what’s best for that person. In Clay’s case, if I can support him, I will… and have,” Glenda said.

“That’s a very strange attitude for a fiery feminist, Mother. And I’ve looked through your scrapbooks and read accounts of the days when you were a fiery feminist,” Debbie said.

“Being a feminist, fiery or otherwise, doesn’t mean that you give up on men. It simply means that you push as hard as you can for equality with men in areas where women have been discriminated against. Not so many years ago, there wasn’t a female magistrate in the country and not many female police officers either. Now, we have female police commissioners. There are women in all the armed services and many of them have husbands and boyfriends. Feminists are not against men, only against men continually being given preference over women. Clay doesn’t ask anything from a woman. You simply feel you want to make things better for him. That’s the essential female coming out in me,” Glenda said.

“Maybe I should go back out there and offer Clay the essential me,” Debbie said with a weak laugh.

“Forget it, Debbie. Clay has other things on his mind. He’d only send you packing again. Like I’ve told you before, you can’t make people love you. They either do or they don’t, and sometimes, it’s because of mutual respect or mutual understanding of the other’s point of view. I understand that Clay is a unique personality, much different from the usual run of men and that he has an agenda that doesn’t include a wife and children. He gave in to Gillian because at heart, he’s an essentially kind person. She desperately wanted a child and he wasn’t being asked to have a role in her child’s upbringing. When Gillian changed tack and tried to get him to marry her, he pulled the plug on her because that wasn’t what he’d agreed to when she asked him to father her child. What you should understand is that some men don’t want or even need women beyond the occasional romp in bed.”

“That’s all very interesting, Mother, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I’ve wanted Clay since I was seventeen and I’ve kept myself for him. But how do you deal with a man who prefers the mother to her daughter?” Debbie said bitterly.

“That’s not fair, Debbie,” Glenda protested.

“Isn’t it? Deny that you’ve slept with Clay. You have, haven’t you?” Debbie asked passionately.

“I refuse to answer…” Glenda began.

“It doesn’t make me feel great to know that Clay prefers your company to mine.”

“I can’t help that, Debbie. I realise that stacked up against you, I’m an ancient female, but Clay and I have a kind of mental compatibility and that’s an important factor in a relationship or even in a friendship. If we do have a relationship, it’s certainly more mental than physical because Clay makes no demands on me in regard to the latter,” Glenda said.

“There would be plenty of the physical if you retire early and go live with Clay. Daddy always said you were hot stuff in bed. He said it was the only decent part of the marriage. He was three parts blotto when he said it, but I suppose he meant it.”

“There’s nothing to be gained from dredging up what your father said. He was a total loss as a husband and the only thing I can thank him for are you and Donna. You could have taken after him, which would have meant that the marriage was a total disaster. I suppose the fact that Clay and Hugh are so different, accentuates Clay’s appeal. Feminist or otherwise, I’d be very satisfied to end my days in a worthwhile relationship. It would probably be presuming too much to imagine it could be with Clay, but in the meantime, I’ll take what I can get and be thankful for it because I don’t consider myself over the hill as a woman.”

“That’s all very well but I find it hugely depressing that Clay takes no notice of me. I’ve entertained the idea that I’m not a bad sort of female. Plenty of men have said so, but the man I want doesn’t want me. Can you imagine how I feel?”

“I believe I have some idea, Debbie. And I sympathise with you. I really do. If I thought that removing myself from the scene would aid your cause, I’d do it, but I know that it wouldn’t. You mustn’t expect Clay to feature in your life,” Glenda said.

“He hasn’t, for all practical purposes, but he’s there just like the Min Min light, a beacon that’s there but you can never get close to. I suppose I can thank him for my Masters and for the PhD if I get it because they’ve kept me occupied rather than feeling sorry for myself.”

“A very sensible and pragmatic point of view, Debbie. I’m very proud of what you’ve achieved and I’m sure you’ll have a very rewarding career that will make all your hard work thoroughly worthwhile. And maybe, you’ll find a man who’s not only working in the same field as yourself but considers you’re the greatest thing that’s ever happened to him,” Glenda said with a smile.

“How well you paint the picture, Mother. But you’ve always had a way with words, haven’t you? Nobody could tell a story as well as you, not when we were kids, not when we were growing up and not now. Donna and I were lucky to have you as our mother but the big problem is that instead of you fading into the background and allowing us to shine, you’re still our most serious competition,” Debbie said.

“Surely not,” Glenda objected.

“Surely, yes. There isn’t a place you go that people don’t look at you. Clay once described you as magisterial. He thought you were a very superior woman. In your case, it’s a combination of intellect, looks and six feet of classy female. You must ‘wow’ them in your court, Mother. Of course you’re serious competition. Not for young men but for the bright men of Clay’s age, not that there’s oodles of them in this neck of the woods. And you’d be too formidable a figure for most of them. You’re ageless, Mother. It’s not only me that thinks so because the last time I spoke on the phone with Donna, she said much the same as me. For some reason, you don’t come across to Clay as overpowering because you mesh. You definitely mesh,” Debbie said.

“It’s nice to know I’m still discussed to that extent by my daughters. A lot of mothers just get put down. But I must say that I’ve never considered myself as competition for either you or Donna. Certainly not for a man. After the divorce and until I met Clay, I’d never taken the slightest interest in a man. Your father put me right off. And when we get right down to tin tacks, Clay is simply a good friend, a friend that I happen to like quite a lot and I believe that’s how he regards me,” Glenda said.

“Pull the other one, Mother,” Debbie said and went back to her thesis.





Chapter Seventeen

Steele had spoken to Billy several times about building a combined study and music room on the site of the old dunny but there had always been some reason, usually financial, why it hadn’t been done. On a couple of slack periods, Josh Evans had told Steele that he had some free time if he, Steele, was ready for him to build the work room. Steele had had to tell him that he couldn’t afford it and that it would have to wait until his monetary situation improved. It didn’t improve markedly until he received the first royalties for his fifth novel, which were above and beyond his most hopeful expectations. Steele thereupon decided to wait no longer but to erect the work room as soon as Josh was available.

Having made up his mind, Steele set about dismantling the old dunny. It was almost completely masked by the two huge bougainvilleas, one red and one purple. Steele wanted to retain the bougainvilleas and to erect the new building so that one end of it was covered by them. It would be walled-in on two sides and gauzed on the other two.

It wasn’t an easy task because the bougainvilleas were very thick and thorny. Steele found an old pair of leather gloves and set to the walls of the dunny with a crowbar and heavy hammer. He dismantled the door and looked with fascination at the old toilet seat. It was made from pieces of packing case with the hole roughly cut out and rasped to a degree of smoothness. It was supported by about two dozen short round posts. Some of these had rotted badly but others were in a remarkable degree of preservation. Steele dug these posts out one by one and as he dislodged them, he saw that the old bog hole was half full of red earth. The last log in the back row was almost flush with what had been one wall of the structure. It was the largest log of the lot and when Steele made an initial attempt to dislodge it with his crowbar, it resisted his efforts. He dug down around it with his shovel and scraped most of the soil away from the bottom of the log. This time when he manoeuvred the bar under the post, it moved a little but remained in position. Steele worked at it until it came loose and then picked it up and threw it on the pile of logs he’d made. As it collided with the ever-growing pile, it made a peculiar sound, very different from any of the other logs.

Steele stood upright and studied the log more closely. When he nudged it with his foot he saw that the log wasn’t solid and that one end of it, the end that had been in the ground, was covered by two layers of cowhide. The outer layer had rotted in places but the inner layer was in remarkably good condition, considering the time it had been in the ground. The cowhide wrapping was held in place by wire twitched round the log.

Steele examined the log’s end and shook his head. A dozen thoughts raced through his mind. It was clear that the log was hollow and the obvious reason was that it had been a hiding place for something.

Steele inserted the point of the crowbar under the wire and wriggled it off then squatted down to unwrap the cowhide wrapping. As it came free, a small leather bag fell out and landed at his feet. Steele put his hand inside the log and withdrew another bag and then, another. In all, about three-quarters of the cavity was filled with small leather bags, each one tied with strips of leather.

Steele’s hands shook as he picked up the first bag. It took him a little while to untie the thong as it’d hardened with the years. When he was done, he tipped the contents out on to the dunny’s old door and looked at what lay revealed.

It was gold, small nuggets of gold.

For a few moments, Steele just stared at the scattered lumps of gold then he carefully swept them up and placed them back in the leather bag before inspecting each bag in turn. There were fourteen bags in all and they were mostly filled with gold nuggets, except for two which held gold sovereigns. Based on the current price of gold, what he’d found represented a fortune.

Steele sat back on his haunches and considered his find. It seemed clear that the old story about Jack Hewitt Senior having been a bushranger in New South Wales was almost certainly true. It was also clear why his son, Jack Hewitt Junior, who’d lived to the ripe old age of 103, was able to exist for so long without working; he’d had access to his father’s gold.

Steele heaved himself upright and walked around in a kind of daze. He was a very honourable man, but he was at a quandary about what to do with the gold. There would be no hope of tracing the original source of the gold, which could have had a great many owners and he was reluctant to hand it over to a government authority without some consideration. Steele’s immediate thought was that the gold should be used in some way to help indigenous people as part compensation for some of the wrongs that had been committed against them. Murder had been committed on Jerogeree and a section of a tribe virtually annihilated. Now it seemed as if the land was giving him a way to pay back something to the traditional owners.

Steele picked up the log and threw it into the half-full bog hole and then threw more earth over it until it was well covered. It was only then that he realised that the discovery of the gold meant that he would never have to leave Jerogeree. It wouldn’t matter if he never wrote another word. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to write another book because writing was part of his very being, but if it happened that he didn’t, or couldn’t write again as when he was ill, a small proportion of the gold would keep him for the rest of his days. And, come what may, he’d be able to look after Billy, too. But he’d never tell Billy about the gold. He’d invest the money wisely to ensure the proceeds would always be there for him and his descendants.

Steele put a dozen of the leather bags in a plastic drum and buried it behind the back veranda. The other two bags he took with him to the coast where he had the gold valued and then sold, with the money deposited in a new account he named ‘the Jerogeree Trust’ with himself as the sole signatory. He was aware that if he had turned up with fourteen bags of gold, there would have been questions asked but it was conceivable that a gold prospector, especially one with a metal detector, might have accumulated two bags. He’d wait a year or so and then, deposit another two bags.

Steele rang Josh Evans and told him that he’d levelled the site of the old dunny and he could come and build the new room just as soon as he was free of his other commitments.

“Way to go, Clay,” Evans said. “I’ll come out and measure up what’s needed. You still want the covered walkway?”

“My word. It rains buckets here at times. We’ll put a concrete path from the house to the work room. But I want to keep those two bougainvilleas,” Steele said.

A couple of days later, Evans came out and measured up the workroom and the covered walkway that would connect it to the house. As usual, he contributed some worthwhile suggestions and if Steele could divert him from talking about cricket, he was a fount of knowledge about what was happening in the district. It was from Josh Evans that Steele gleaned the first disturbing reports about Billy’s wayward behaviour.

“Finding it quiet here without Billy?” Evans suggested.

“Not greatly. He used to be away at school for some years, so he wasn’t here much on weekdays. Being on my own doesn’t worry me,” Steele said. “But I do miss him. I miss playing music and singing together.”

“I hear he got into a blue a while ago. It was over a girl but Billy had had a few drinks. Did you know about it?”

“Not a thing,” Steele said. “Billy’s rung me a couple of times and he seemed pleased with the reception he’s had. Great applause and that sort of thing.”

“Time will tell, Clay. Some Murri get very flash when they get their hands on money,” Evans said.

“That’s not fair, Josh. There’s plenty of men who aren’t indigenous who get into blues and drink too much,” Steele said spiritedly.

“I know all that, but…” Josh looked across at Steele and saw the fury in the big man’s eyes. “Clay, you did a damned good job with Billy. No one could have done any better, but you aren’t with him now and if a young fella gets into the wrong sort of company, anything can happen. Billy wouldn’t be used to booze for starters. He never had it here, did he?”

“He certainly didn’t,” Steele said firmly.

“Might be an idea to have a word in his ear,” Evans suggested.

“I’ve had lots of words in his ear. There’s a limit to how much advice you can hand out. It’s largely up to Billy now. If he stuffs things up, then that’s his choice, but I’ll be very disappointed.”

“A young fella like him with money to spend and girls ooh-ing and aah-ing after him, it could easily go to his head. He really needs a minder, Clay.”

Steele shook his head. “I got him the best manager I could find and told him to keep a sharp eye on Billy. So far, he hasn’t come back to me with a single negative report,” Steele said.

“I’m just tellin’ you what I heard, Clay. Okay, I’ll be here on Monday to kick this building off.”

“Terrific,” Steele said with his thoughts still concentrated on Billy and how he might be coping with his venture into the world of entertainment.

“I’ll see what else I can find out about Billy,” Evans said as he climbed into his one-tonner.

“I’d appreciate it, Josh.”

Josh didn’t let the grass grow under his feet. He spent a couple of days getting the workroom under way then left it to his former apprentice, Deano, now a qualified builder, and his new apprentice, Taffy. Also a cricketer, the young man had been given his nickname because his parents had emigrated from Wales, though Taffy’s accent was a pleasant mix of Welsh with an Australian twang and Steele enjoyed listening to him speak, regardless of what he said.

Steele decreed that the workroom had to be built so that the bougainvilleas covered one enclosed wall, with the blaze of tangled colour clearly visible from the road. Josh Evans also installed a small rain water tank tucked away behind the building to provide water for an internal tap and sink. And when the electricity was finally installed, Steele had a functional workroom which was insect-proof and because of its roof insulation, comfortably cool to work in during even the hottest part of the summer.

When the covered walkway was finished, Steele hung an array of plants on both sides and was delighted with the effect. Now, even in pouring rain, he’d be able to walk from the house to the workroom to write without getting wet. He was delighted with this addition, as he told Josh when the builder came to check over the finished job.

“It’s just what I wanted, Josh,” Steele said. “A great job! When I put a table in, you’ll have to come out and have a beer or two.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll do that, Clay. The bookshelves what you wanted?”

“Spot on, Josh. It’s going to be great working in here,” Steele said.

“No flies and no mozzies either,” Josh said with a grin.

“Not one,” Steele agreed.

Glenda Butler came and inspected the new building and gave it her unqualified approval. “It would make a very nice studio,” she said with lifted eyebrows as if seeking a response.

“I dare say it would,” Steele said, his face expressionless.

If Glenda expected a more spirited response from Steele, she didn’t reveal it, but took charge of getting the afternoon tea ready. She’d brought a sultana loaf and sliced and buttered it before pouring their tea.

“I’ve got something to tell you,” she said when they were sitting down.

“Something good or something bad?” he asked.

“Definitely good,” she said. “Donna’s coming home. She’ll be here next week.”

“Is she back for good?” he asked.

“It seems so. She finished her economics degree some time ago and she’s been doing a lot of financial writing. There’s a job waiting for her in Brisbane and she had the offer of another one in Sydney.”

“That’s the benefit of a good education,” Steele said. “Is she still single?”

“Yes, she’s still single,” she said. “We’ve never told Donna about you being here. We’re going to have to now.”

Steele nodded. “I should think I’m old hat after the UK and Europe and the financial ramifications of the Common Market.”

“We’ll have to wait and see. I’m sure Donna will want to meet you. As a teenager, she was obsessed by your books,” Glenda said.

“Most teenagers are obsessed by something. If it’s not a person, it’s a cause,” Steele said.

“True,” Glenda agreed. “So, are you amenable to me bringing Donna here to meet you? She will want to meet you.”

“I don’t have any objection to meeting your oldest daughter, which begs the question: What effect, if any, will Donna’s return have on Debbie?”

“Very little, as they work in separate fields. Of course, if you were to show a desperate interest in Donna, that might provoke a definite reaction,” Glenda said with a smile.

“It’s difficult to imagine Donna could offer more than Debbie and I’ve been immune to her undoubted appeal.”

“I think you’ll find that Donna is more worldly-wise than Debbie. She’s rubbed shoulders with some famous names. Lunches with cabinet ministers and trips to Brussels to talk to Common Market bigwigs. Not to mention her shopping forays in Paris,” Glenda said.

Steele groaned and held his head in his hands. “God protect me from worldly-wise women!”

“Don’t despair. You’ve always got me to fall back on,” Glenda said.

“And you’re not worldly-wise? No, maybe you aren’t but you’re people-wise.”

“I think you’ll find that Donna has a more embracing view of the world than me. What’s that word the Germans have for it?”

“Weltenschaung,” he said.

“That’s it,” she said.

“Of your two girls, I’d suggest that Debbie has a more profound view of the world than Donna. Donna might be more concerned with its monetary problems, but Debbie is more concerned with how it’s being stuffed up environmentally. A nice contrast in views, don’t you think?” he asked.

“I hope you don’t provoke the girls into debate about those issues. I’m like you now, Clay, I want peace and quiet in the home. I’ve never quite recovered from their father’s excesses.”

“I’ll be the soul of discretion, Your Worship,” Steele said.

“Clay!”

“Sorry, it just slipped out. I suppose you’ll go and meet the lost child at the airport,” he said.

“That’s my intention. Debbie’s coming home so we can have dinner together that night. That’s when I’ll tell Donna about you.”

“Ah! I foretell loud noises as Donna explodes about her mother’s secrecy where I’m concerned,” Steele said with a grin.

“Your sense of humour is at times quite ghoulish.”

“Well, I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that dinner,” he said.

For once, Glenda could think of no suitable response.





Chapter Eighteen

There were quite a number of well-dressed passengers mixed in with more casually dressed younger people, some probably backpackers, off the Qantas plane. Glenda, waiting in the reception area, scanned the newcomers keenly for the first sight of her daughter. She’d come alone to Brisbane, though Deborah had assured her that she would be back home to greet her sister that night.

A tall, very attractive young woman in a beige pantsuit with gold accessories and tan handbag came through the opening into reception and catching sight of Glenda, made a beeline for her.

“Mother,” she said as she put her arms round her mother’s neck.

“Donna, it’s been such a long time,” Glenda said with a catch in her voice.

“It certainly has but I’m back now.”

“You look wonderful.”

“Hardly, after a trip like that. I feel a wreck. Sleep, that’s what I need. A bath first and then sleep, glorious sleep,” Donna said.

“You can have that as soon as we get home. Debbie’s coming for dinner tonight. You should feel better by then.”

“I hope so. I’ll probably fall asleep in the car,” Donna said.

Loaded up with luggage, which must have cost Donna a pretty penny for excess baggage, they made their way to the car park.

“You’ve got yourself a new car,” Donna said.

“I’m thinking of retiring from the bench soon, so I thought it was the right time to invest in a new vehicle,” Glenda said.

“Retiring? This is the first time you’ve mentioned retiring. You’re nowhere near retirement age,” Donna said.

“I’ve had enough of other people’s problems, Donna. It’s very wearing and I want to have enough time to pursue a few interests of my own,” Glenda said.

“Goodness, who’d have thought? You were one of the most driven women in the country. Oh, I’m not against you retiring early, it’s just that I always imagined you’d go on forever.”

“I assure you I won’t. I plan on having a life after working. But never mind me. What about you? Any romances?” Glenda asked.

“Nothing great and one near miss. I thought he might be Mr Wonderful and he turned out to be Mr Untrustworthy. Just as well I got the tip before anything serious happened. What about Debbie? Does she have someone? She sent me some pics of herself and she looks a knockout.”

“She’s lovely but the man she’s wanted doesn’t want her and that fired her to do her Masters and now the PhD thesis. He’s an older man, but the age discrepancy isn’t as startling now as it was when Debbie first wanted him. She was only seventeen then,” Glenda explained.

“Good heavens! She’s wanted him that long. He must be some man.”

“I suppose you could say that,” Glenda said enigmatically.

“I have the feeling that there’s more to this story than you’re telling me.”

“You’ve been away quite a long time, Donna,” her mother reminded her.

“Well, it was a huge experience, but I’m very pleased to be back home. What a day! It was those grey, cold, sunless days that gave me the heebie-jeebies. The winters were simply awful. I can’t wait to go for a surf,” Donna said.

Later, after she’d soaked in the bath for a good forty minutes, followed by several hours of sleep, Donna woke and told her mother that she felt almost normal.

“Hi, sis,” Debbie said from behind her mother. “How’s the economics guru?”

“Debbie, just look at you! You were my little sister when I left,” she managed to get out before Debbie fell on her in a genuine display of sisterly affection.

There was a great deal of three-way conversation conducted from Donna’s bed before Glenda said that dinner would be ready in half an hour and not to dawdle.

“Mmm. A baked dinner. What is it, Mother?” Donna asked as she came out to the dining room.

“Roast lamb and veggies followed by fruit salad and ice-cream. Think you can manage it?” Glenda asked.

Donna patted her non-existent belly. “It’s an absolute certainty.”

“It appears to me you haven’t had a baked dinner for some time,” Glenda suggested.

“For some time is right. Food, good food, is very expensive in London. Then, there’s also the fact that when things are really busy, there literally isn’t time for regular meals,” Donna explained. “Don’t get me wrong. I did have some nice meals, but they were inclined to be few and far between. It was often coffee and a sandwich.”

“It hasn’t done your figure any harm,” Debbie observed.

“Oh, I’ve been working out at a gym for a while. It was the only way I could get regular exercise. But you needn’t talk. You look terrific,” Donna observed.

“Running and some gym stuff,” Debbie said. “Mother often does sessions with me.”

Donna’s eyes swivelled in her mother’s direction. She hadn’t up until that moment appreciated how well she looked. “She does?”

Debbie looked at her mother and nodded, “She does look rather good for her age, don’t you think?”

“Now that you mention it, she does. It doesn’t go with her talk of retiring early,” Donna said.

“Ah, well, that’s an option, but it’s not entirely in her hands. There’s another party involved,” Debbie said with a gleam in her eye.

“A man? Tell me more, sister dear,” Donna urged.

“It’s Mother’s business, Donna,” Debbie said.

“Meanie! This is huge news to come home to.”

Glenda, who’d had enough of her daughters talking over her head about her, brought this conversation to an abrupt conclusion. It was time to break the news about Clay to Donna.

“Debbie is romancing, Donna. There’s a man who is a friend. I arranged for him to become responsible for a teenage boy when his mother was seriously injured in a domestic dispute and we’ve remained friends ever since. He’s the man Debbie’s been mooning over since she was seventeen,” Glenda said.

Donna looked across the table at Debbie for confirmation. “Is this true, Debbie?”

“It’s true.”

“Who is he?”

“He’s Clayton Steele,” Glenda said without preamble.

“You don’t, you couldn’t possibly mean Clayton Steele, the writer?”

“That’s who I mean.”

Donna turned to her sister. “How on earth did you meet Clayton Steele when you were seventeen?”

“Clay’s lived in the district for some years. He actually arrived here not so very long after you left for England,” Glenda said.

“He’s been here all these years and you didn’t tell me?”

"It was Clay’s wish, dear. It’s a long story but he came here to try and live incognito after he arrived back from America. He’d been very ill and he’d gone there for treatment. While on an earlier jaunt to Queensland, he’d seen a wild, abandoned piece of land with an old cottage on it and he’d bought it. You might remember it. It’s on Jerogeree Creek. When he arrived back from overseas, he restored the old place. That’s where he wrote his fifth book. The garden is absolutely wonderful. It’s not in any sense a formal garden, just a great mix of flowering shrubs and vines, but the overall effect is stunning.

“There was a lot of speculation about what had happened to Clay,” Glenda continued. “And he didn’t want it known where he lived. I wouldn’t have known about him being in the district, except that I had to adjudicate in the case of the boy whom Clay had befriended. The boy’s mother was in a coma and I had to decide whether Clay could take the boy and look after him, pending some resolution about his mother’s state of health or him going to a State institution or foster care. I ruled in favour of the boy going to Clay with some safeguards and I won’t bore you with those details. Clay did a great job with Billy and he went on to win a country and western song competition. He’s away now, singing at clubs. And that’s about the size of it, Donna. Clay asked Debbie and me not to let on to you that he was here as he felt that you were ideally placed to lift the lid on his whereabouts,” Glenda said.

“Does Clayton Steele have enough influence on you and Debbie to extract that kind of promise from you?”

Debbie looked across at her mother who nodded imperceptibly. “We were happy to go along with what he asked.”

“You were happy to keep me ignorant of the fact that Clayton Steele was a resident of this district?”

“That’s right,” Glenda said firmly.

“So, has he managed to maintain his anonymity all this time?”

“As strange as it may seem, yes, he has. He had one close shave, which is a story in itself, but the outcome was satisfactory. It involved a journalist, too.”

“Oh, this is too much. I simply have to be told.”

So, between them, Glenda and Debbie told her about Gillian’s search for Steele and about her son, Clem, who was Steele’s son.

“And you still want him?” Donna asked Debbie.

“Absolutely. I don’t blame Clay for what he did and I don’t blame Gillian. She had more guts than me. She asked Clay for a child and he gave it to her. But he recognised that marrying her would be a mistake. I wanted to move in with Steele but he knocked me back. The problem is that he thinks more of Mother than he does of me,” Debbie said.

“You mean romantically,” Donna asked.

“That, too, it seems,” Debbie said.

“This is too much. It’s better than the ‘Bold and the Beautiful’. So, what is he really like… Clayton Steel?”

“How can I tell you? There isn’t a man remotely like him. Anything he wants to do, he just does. He learnt to play the guitar and piano in next to no time and he both writes and sings country and western music, and he did all that more to help Billy Sanders than himself. If Billy lets him down, and it seems there’s a good chance that he will, he should be horse-whipped after all Clay’s done for him,” Debbie said.

“So, what do you think of him, Mother?” Donna asked.

“Clay is by far the best man I’ve ever known,” Glenda said.

“Is that it? Is that all you can tell me about him? I know he writes superbly but what is he like as a man? Debbie, can you tell me?” Donna asked.

“I can’t provide that kind of detail. You’ll have to ask Mother.”

“Mother! You’ve always said that you’d never allow another man to get close to you.”

“I hadn’t met Clayton Steele when I said that, Donna. What can I tell you? Clay is the kind of man that makes me glad I’m a woman because I feel that I complement him. We can sit and look at the shrubs and the birds and not say a word, yet there’s a kind of communion between us. Clay’s mind might range over a score of subjects, some of which are beyond my experience, but he’s liable to break the silence by asking me what I’d fancy for dinner. He never asks for anything for himself, has never put the hard word on me and there’s been oodles of opportunities for doing that. You simply feel like wanting to give him all you’ve got to give,” Glenda said.

“Now you know,” Debbie said. “Mother’s quite besotted.”

“I simply must meet him. Mother, can you wangle a meeting with this paragon?” Donna asked.

“That shouldn’t present any difficulty.”

“Clay really does think Mother is stupendous,” Debbie said irreverently. “I’m sure he’ll do anything to please her.”

“We’ll try and make it for next weekend, so you won’t be held in suspense for long,” Glenda said.

“I’ll pass on that meeting. You and Donna can hog Clay for this one,” Debbie said. “Of course, I’ll expect a full report.”





Chapter Nineteen

“Lordy, just look at the shrubs. And smell the perfume. Mother, look at all the birds. There’s masses of them. They’re going to land on us. Eeek! Shoo! I’m not a perch,” Donna protested. She was wearing jeans and a yellow blouse as her mother had told her it would be bad form to appear over-dressed. Glenda was wearing a brown pantsuit, which was about as casual as her status of magistrate would permit.

Steele came down off the front veranda to greet them. “Donna, I’ve heard so much about you. It’s a real pleasure to meet you at last.”

“Clay often referred to you as my ‘lost daughter’, Donna, but I always assured him that you weren’t going to be lost permanently… unless there happened to be an Englishman who captured your heart,” Glenda said.

“And that didn’t happen?” Steele asked.

“No, it didn’t. I’m really delighted to meet you. Mother has probably told you how much I loved your books. She wanted me to do medicine or law, but after reading your books, I simply had to do journalism, which I felt was the necessary prerequisite to being an author myself. One of Mother’s illustrious English relations got me a job in Fleet Street and then, Mother helped to finance me through a degree in economics. I felt, and I was advised, that being able to write intelligently about financial matters would give me a decided edge in the journalistic field,” Donna said.

“And it’s landed you a job in Brisbane,” Steele said.

“It was either Brisbane or Sydney, and I thought I’d accept the Brisbane offer, though Sydney offered more money. I want to spend some time with Mother and Debbie before I make another career move. I had some exciting times in the UK and Europe, and met a great many interesting people, but I’m hoping things won’t be so hectic here.”

“We’ve had the odd hiccup here, but nothing I could truthfully describe as hectic. I came here to be as far from hectic society as possible and although it’s not far from Brisbane, it’s a very peaceful place. We’ll have a look round and then boil the billy, as the bushmen say,” Steele said.

He took them down through his vegetable and herb garden and on to the creek, which murmured its way on into the distance. Then, it was back up the slight slope to the house where, to Donna’s surprise, she found that Steele had cooked a carrot cake for afternoon tea, along with freshly sliced tropical fruit. “Did you make this?” she asked, pointing at the cake.

“I have to confess I did,” Steele said.

“Clay is very modest about his cooking prowess, Donna. I’m never concerned about whether he’s looking after himself because I know he’s hugely capable in the kitchen. I brought an apple slice too, Clay,” Glenda said.

“At this rate, we won’t need any dinner. I presume you’ll stay for dinner?”

“If you’ll have us. Debbie said she was sure you’d invite us but she’s gone back to Brisbane,” Glenda said.

“How is the dear girl?”

“Steeped in her thesis, Clay. What are you planning for dinner?” Glenda asked.

“I might have something planned.” he said cheekily.

Glenda stroked Steele’s arm. “Sounds good to me.”

“The thing about this cooking business, Donna, is that I had to go up a cog or two for Billy’s benefit. I was on a fairly strict diet, and I mean a strictly healthy diet, when I came back from overseas but it was a bit too strict for a growing boy. So, I had to widen my repertoire. I suppose Glenda’s filled you in on Billy?”

“Fully,” Donna said with a smile. “Is that a picture of the cottage before it was restored?”

“That was how it was when I first saw it. I dare say, it’s not much of a dwelling compared to most of the huge modern houses, but it’s quite good enough for me and I couldn’t live in a more wonderful spot. I write well here” Steele said.

“You’ve made it very comfortable, Clay. It was a bit spartan in the early days, but the rugs and new furniture have made a big difference, not to mention your work room.”

“Granted. I’m really very comfortable here, Donna. I grow my own vegetables and herbs, and I get fish from the creek. There are avocadoes and mangoes galore in season and I even have my first grapes. Billy’s mother sends me down milk, cream and eggs, so I’m most dreadfully spoilt,” Steele said with his gentle smile.

“You could have knocked me over with a feather when Mother told me you were here, in fact had been here for years. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to totally forgive Mother and Debbie, and you, for not trusting me to keep mum about you. You’d no doubt be aware of the ‘off the record’ factor that could have been utilised,” Donna said.

“It was too big a risk because I knew very little about you,” Steele said. “You might have been just another aggressive journalist seeking to make a name for yourself and you were in the right place to make a splash.”

He looked at her as she sat at his table, a great-looking, well-educated, young career woman who’d taken the opportunities presented to her and now stood to make a name for herself in Australia. Her grounding in journalism and degree in economics would open many doors. Donna Butler was just one more example of how far someone could travel if they were sufficiently motivated. He could see that Glenda was very proud of her daughter and she had every reason to be. But he knew that someone like Donna Butler wasn’t the right type of woman for him. Both she and Debbie belonged to the part of society he’d chosen to withdraw from and to which he hoped never to return. It would be like imprisoning a butterfly in a glass jar to expect a young woman like one of the Butler sisters to remain happy and contented at Jerogeree. Debbie and Donna both had wonderful careers ahead of them and deserved more appropriate partners than him, if partners they hankered for.

“I can see your point of view, Clay,” Donna said. “There are some very aggressive journalists working today, especially in TV. News reporting is a very competitive field and for some reporters, the story is everything.”

“Perhaps I can make up for my earlier caution. When you get settled into your new position, how would you like to do a ‘scoop’ on me?” Steele asked.

He saw Glenda’s face light up and then, she quickly looked at Donna to gauge her reaction. “Why, Clay, that’s a very generous offer,” Donna said.

“Sooner or later, someone will spill the beans. It’s a miracle I’ve managed to remain undetected for so long, especially after the publication of my last book, not to mention the songs I wrote for Billy. Maybe, one decent article would still the baying throng, so to speak. What do you think?” Steele asked.

“I’d very much like to do it,” said an obviously happy Donna.

“Then, we’ll do it. You make a time that suits you. Glenda will give you my phone number. Would you need to bring a photographer?” he asked.

“I’ll have to find out what my new workplace’s policy is regarding photography. But I’m quite capable of taking pictures. I’ve done a course and I’ve got a Nikon,” Donna said confidently.

“I’ll leave it to you. What do you want to do now, Glenda?”

“Would you sing a couple of songs for us? I’ve told Donna about our threesomes and she’s dying to hear them. We don’t have Billy, so it won’t be quite the same, but I’ll try and take his place,” Glenda said.

“Righto, we’d better adjourn to the work room. I have a piano there now,” he told Glenda.

“Clay, you haven’t?”

“Dinky di, Glenda. I bought it at a sale and had it done up. It makes a big difference to composing,” he said.

“It would,” she agreed. “I can play up to a certain standard.”

Donna was suitably impressed with the workroom and made a quick appraisal of the books on the long shelves along one wall.

Steele picked up a guitar, played a few preliminary chords and then began to sing. It wasn’t anything Donna had ever heard but her mother whispered in her ear and told her that it was a song Steele had composed for Billy Sanders. Steele’s voice was a revelation; it was so melodious and so true. He put a sheet of music on a stand, nodded to Glenda and she walked across and stood beside him. “This was the song I wrote for Billy that was the first one he recorded,” he said. When he began to sing it, Glenda joined in to Donna’s surprise. It had been a long time since she’d heard her mother sing. It had been at a Carols’ night and Donna had glowed with pride because so many people had complimented her mother on her voice. It now seemed that her voice hadn’t deteriorated with the years. What was also apparent was that her mother thoroughly enjoyed singing with Clayton Steele. Her eyes radiated happiness and she gave occasional side glances at Steele, patting his left arm unconsciously in time to the music.

When they’d finished, Steele laid the guitar down to Donna’s clapping. “That’s enough of that for now.”

“That was great,” Donna said enthusiastically.

“It’s better when Billy’s singing too,” Glenda said.

“I suppose so, but I enjoyed it. I was thinking that I hadn’t heard you sing since that Carols’ concert and that was a day or two ago.”

“It was, wasn’t it? Clay cajoled me into singing with him and Billy. On warm nights, we used to sing on the front veranda.”

“Now for dinner?”

Glenda looked at her daughter who nodded, “If you’re sure we won’t stretch your resources too far, Clay.”

“Not a bit. I went to town and bought a few extra things. Nothing too flash. You can have steak with mushrooms or lamb chops, either with my tomatoes and potatoes,” Steele said.

“Tell us what we can do, Clay,” Glenda said.

“Yes, what can we do?” Donna asked.

“You can use your imagination to conjure up a dessert or use that slice you brought,” he said. “Have a look in the pantry and see if there’s anything there that appeals to you. There’s custard and cream in the fridge or ice-cream in the freezer. You can set the table, too. Glenda knows where everything is kept. I’ll go and dig some fresh spuds and pick some tomatoes. There might be some beans ready, too.”

Donna took a last look at the books on the shelves before following her mother across to the house. She would have liked to make a more thorough examination of the books Steele had recently acquired just to get a line on where his current interests lay.

Donna hadn’t eaten a more substantial Sunday dinner for years. When Clay produced a bottle of chilled Riesling to drink with the dessert, Donna was prepared to say that the dinner couldn’t have been bettered.

“I couldn’t eat another morsel,” she said.

“Not even one chocolate,” Steele asked.

“Well… maybe just one,” Donna sighed. She adored chocolate but had severely rationed her intake of it in deference to maintaining her figure. “I’ll have to go on a diet for the next few days.”

“Me, too,” Glenda agreed.

Steele shook his head from side to side and the gesture was immediately picked up by Glenda.

“Now, you know very well how hard I work at staying fit and trim. And I’ll bet you never dated someone who wasn’t.”

“I’m trying to think. There might have been one,” he said.

“How old was she?” Glenda asked.

“Nine, as I recall.”

“She wouldn’t count,” Glenda said.

Though she’d only met Clayton Steele that afternoon, Donna felt totally at ease. It was the dialogue between Steele and her mother that set the evening apart. It seemed to her that they almost perfectly complemented each other even down to the mundane task of washing the dishes when Glenda put on an apron and washed while Steele wiped. It was done to duets of song, which was an absolute first in her experience.

Later, as she drank coffee to the strains of Sinatra singing ‘Strangers in the Night’ in the background, she tried to come to terms with the fact that she was spending an evening with the one writer above all others who’d been instrumental in helping to chart the direction of her life. If it hadn’t been for Steele’s books, she might have followed her mother into law or, alternatively, opted for medicine. It had been Steele’s books which had changed her life. And here the man was, exchanging repartee with her mother who seemed absolutely at home in his company. It was a vastly different scenario from the ghastly tail-end years of her mother’s marriage. She remembered those years and her father’s pathetic behaviour only too clearly. It seemed so awful that two people who had been sufficiently in love to marry should end their marriage in such disastrous fashion.

What was even more remarkable was that her mother, who had sworn never to be involved with another man, was so clearly at ease with Steele.

Of course, she had to admit that her mother was a remarkable woman mentally and physically, and she had little doubt that Steele, who was supposed to be extremely bright, recognised her qualities and appreciated them.

There was only one aspect of the evening that really puzzled her and she broached it with her mother on their drive home when her mother gave her the opening she needed.

“So, what do you think of Clayton Steele now you’ve met him?” Glenda asked.

“Have I met him?” Donna asked.

“What do you mean, Donna?”

“Where was the other Clayton Steele, the real Clayton Steele? Don’t tell me that the author of those great books was with us tonight. There wasn’t a hint of him, not even when he was singing. Singing, even composing, isn’t a manifestation of great intellectualism. Where were his great issues? He didn’t mention human rights, not once,” Donna said.

“Donna, darling, that’s why Clay is such a pure delight. He doesn’t parade his intellectualism. He never has. We usually discuss plants or cooking or perhaps music and art and more often than not, Billy’s progress. I make it a rule not to discuss anything legal with him. It’s balm to one’s soul to be able to talk about anything but work. If you need to take your mind off your problems, I definitely recommend trying a couple of new recipes for a meal. It’s absolutely therapeutic,” Glenda said.

“Yes, but…” Donna began.

“No buts, Donna. Putting to one side the fact that he didn’t immediately dazzle you with his intellect, how did you find Clay?” Glenda asked.

“He’s certainly different and nothing like the men I’ve known and worked with in London. Chalk and cheese, really. I wouldn’t say that Clay is a hermit but he’s not exactly an extrovert, is he?”

“If you mean that Clay doesn’t go out of his way to seek the company of other people, you’re right. He doesn’t. But he’s a simply wonderful conversationalist once you get to know him and he can speak with people of any level. I know a little bit about public-speaking and about presenting an argument and Clay is right up there with the best I’ve ever heard. It’s just that he isn’t interested in trying to impress people by force of argument. Clay puts all his creativity into his books and composing, which he regards as much more positive and worthwhile. I think he’s a quite wonderful man,” Glenda said.

“You know him and I don’t, Mother. But if you’re asking me for my impressions of Clay as a man, then I’d have to say that I doubt he’s my cup of tea. I didn’t spend all those years in London to come home and be an earth woman. I’ve got the chance to carve out a decent career and I’m going to need to mix with a great many influential people. Beyond that, I want a nice home, a good car and money to travel and live the life I want to live. If the right man comes along, well and good, but right now, I don’t regard a man as essential in my scheme of things,” Donna said forthrightly.

“How strange,” Glenda murmured as she slowed down to avoid hitting a kangaroo on the road.

“What is?”

“How different two sisters can be. Debbie says she’d live in a tent with Clay if he’d have her. She thinks he’s wonderful.”

“She knows him better than me and she’s ‘earthy’ herself, but Clay obviously doesn’t have the same high opinion of Debbie as she does of him because it seems there’s nothing doing there. How any red-blooded male could ignore Debbie is hard to figure as she’s quite a dish, isn’t she? So, it’s obvious that Clay doesn’t want a woman in his life,” Donna said.

“I wouldn’t say that. He’s always been very comfortable about me coming to spend time with him.”

“You’re not a threat to his way of life as a younger woman would be. It seems to me that Clayton Steele simply isn’t a man who wants to make a commitment,” Donna said.

“That’s not entirely true. Clay certainly made a commitment when he took on Billy Sanders and nobody could fault the way he looked after him.”

“Perhaps he cares more for males than females. I suppose he’s straight?”

“Of course, he is,” Glenda said quickly.

Donna looked sideways at her mother and immediately thought about what Debbie had hinted at with regard to her mother and Steele.

“So, that’s the way it is?”

“I don’t know what you mean, Donna.”

“It’s all clear to me now. You’ve been sleeping with Clay, haven’t you? Why would he want to get married when he’s got you, Mother? Dad said you were hot in bed, which was all he got out of the marriage. Clay’s got you, so he doesn’t have to make a commitment, which suits him right down to the ground. Poor Debbie! No wonder she’s never stood a chance,” Donna said.

“That’s a very cruel thing to say, Donna.”

“Mother, I didn’t come down in the last shower. I saw the way you looked at Clay. You love him, don’t you? You want to finish your life with a worthwhile relationship because your marriage was such a disaster. You always said you wouldn’t look at another man but that’s what a lot of women say until they find what they think is the right man. How long has this been going on?”

Glenda hesitated. “For some years, Donna,” she finally admitted.

“Before or after Clay met Gillian?”

“Before that.”

“And you didn’t mind Clay having it off with Gillian and fathering a child with her?”

“No, I didn’t mind. We weren’t in a fixed relationship. Even the episode with Gillian wasn’t what you probably imagine. Gillian wanted Clay and when she saw he didn’t want her, she wanted the next best thing, which was a child by him. Clay, being Clay, which is a very compassionate man, gave her what she wanted. He didn’t take advantage of her wanting him. Gillian desperately wanted a child and she could afford to have one because she was left a lot of money and she didn’t require Clay to be responsible for it. Gillian was the only woman Clay has had anything to do with since he arrived here,” Glenda said.

“You mean apart from you?”

“Yes, well, apart from me. He’d have only had to lift a finger and Debbie would have slept with him. I suppose that was one of the reasons I slept with Clay the first time. Debbie was so young but she was madly in love with Clay and I was worried about what she might do. Apart from that, it was a huge relief to get a few knots out of my system with a man as nice as Clay. As much as I love and admire Clay, I’d willingly stand aside for Debbie if Clay was serious about her. But he isn’t and although I’m older than Clay, the fact is that he likes me and I like him and I don’t see that I should pass up what is probably my last chance to really enjoy being with a man. That’s about it in a nutshell, Donna,” Glenda said.

“I see. It seems Debbie is the big loser. You’ve got what you want, Clay’s got you and Gillian’s got a son. What has Debbie got?”

“She has a masters and before long, she’ll have a doctorate. If anything were to happen to me, Clay might think differently about Debbie. It depends how long she’ll continue to love him because I assure you she does still love him. The degrees are simply a substitute for Clay and she wants him to be proud of her. I know he is,” Glenda said.

“Like I said, it’s better than the ‘Bold and the Beautiful’. And here’s me thinking you were slogging away in your magisterial role with a loveless personal life and all the time, you had Clayton Steele on the side.”

“It wasn’t quite like that, Donna. My visits to Clay were few and far between because Billy was living with Clay very soon after I met him. It was only after Billy left that I’ve seen much of Clay and only those weekends when Debbie wasn’t here,” Glenda explained.

“So, you must still think he’s pretty hot,” Donna said.

“Oh, yes, very hot,” Glenda agreed.

“It took a while to get the whole picture, but now I’ve got it. I’m hugely relieved. I was going to suggest that you take a break and have a real holiday, but it seems that you get your breaks out there with Clay,” Donna said.

“How very perceptive you’ve become, Donna.”

“I’m what some people refer to as a hard-nosed investigative journalist, Mother,” Donna said with a fleeting smile. “You could say that I’ve developed a great capacity to get at the truth.”

“Well, dear, let me say that, speaking from what I know of the legal and political picture in Queensland, you may very soon find yourself very heavily involved in getting to the truth of some very questionable behaviour. You couldn’t have come home at a better time to investigate some very ‘stinky’ matters,” Glenda said. And they, Glenda thought, ought to keep her too well occupied to be concerned with her mother’s private life.





Chapter Twenty

Steele had recognised that Billy couldn’t be tied to him forever and that he’d have to be given the freedom to develop both his career and his life. Billy could play the piano as well as he could play the guitar, but it was his voice that so many people wanted to hear. For a time, Steele had chosen the venues for Billy and accompanied him. He hadn’t allowed him to go too far afield but he was aware that he couldn’t go on doing this for too long. If Billy believed Steele thought he was incapable of travelling about under his own steam, it could lead to resentment and a fragmentation of the special relationship he’d built with Billy. But the truth was that Steele was more than a little concerned about Billy’s ability to cope with the wider world. Billy was reckless with the money Steele doled out to him and would give it away to anyone who persuaded him that he needed help. Those who seemed to need it most were mostly distant family and friends who gravitated towards Billy after he left school and started earning money from gigs. They all thought he was Christmas-come-early and Billy enjoyed their company and adoration. To them, he was a kind of hero.

So, Billy began to play the club circuit. He was young, nice-looking, extremely talented and dressed well. Everyone wanted to see and hear Billy Sanders and money piled up in Billy’s account. But it didn’t stay there very long as Billy always found some reason to spend it, or someone to spend it for him. He recorded his first album and it sold well. Life was just as he had always wanted it to be. He had a lot of fun, particularly with girls, and began to drink a little.

In between gigs, Billy came back to see Steele. He told Steele about the audiences he’d entertained, the places he’d visited and gave him a rough accounting of the money he’d made. But Steele, who knew the young man backwards, saw changes in Billy. He was no longer the boy he’d taken under his wing, but a brash young man. Too brash. To a certain extent, the success he’d enjoyed had gone to his head.

“Is everything all right with you, Billy?” Steele asked on one of Billy’s visits.

“Everything’s just fine, Mr Clay,” Billy assured him. He couldn’t bring himself to tell Steele about the speeding fines or the girl he’d got pregnant and had to pay off. These misdemeanours were all wiped away by money and he had plenty of it with engagements stretching months ahead.

As time went on, Billy drank more and some mornings after a late-night session, he didn’t feel so good. It was about the same time that Billy got mixed up with some Aboriginal activists, including a girl called Jackie Banda, an abbreviated form of her virtually unpronounceable tribal name. Jackie was the closest female in looks and figure to the mother he remembered when he was a young boy, and just as beautiful. Jackie was darker than his mother but, with a far better brain. She had clear goals, too, whereas his mother had never looked beyond the next male who wanted her. Jackie was a fiery speaker and she was also great in bed and Billy fell for her like a ton of bricks. He bought her fancy clothes and jewellery, and she presented an eye-catching picture when she accompanied him to his gigs.

Billy was proud of Jackie and eventually brought her home to meet his mother and Steele. He imagined that Steele would complement him on his choice of woman. Steele didn’t, but he didn’t criticise her either. It didn’t take Steele long to recognise that Jackie wasn’t the right woman for Billy. The way she looked at Billy made him suspect she was simply using Billy and his money to push her cause. He didn’t blame her for her Aboriginal activism, as long as Billy wasn’t hurt too badly or taken to the cleaners. Jackie had a better brain than Billy, and from what he could see, Jackie was going to use his popularity for all it was worth. But in terms of a woman to keep Billy on the right course, Jackie Banda was absolutely the wrong choice. In some respects, she was quite brilliant and if she’d had a tertiary education, she might have become anything she wanted to be. As it was, she’d come a fair way through her own efforts and was set to go further. But this still didn’t make her right for Billy.

“Clay doesn’t like me,” Jackie said when she and Billy were in the van and heading off for another engagement.

“How do you know? Mr Clay didn’t say anything to me about not liking you and he’s always been upfront about everything,” Billy said. He didn’t like hearing any criticism of his mentor who, to him, was still the best man in the country.

“Well, he doesn’t like me. I can tell. It’s easy to see that he thinks I’m a bad influence on you. Do you think I’m a bad influence on you, Billy?” she asked sweetly.

“Of course not. You’re the best thing in my life, Jackie.” She was certainly the best woman in bed he’d experienced and she always looked good, too. She wasn’t very musical but you couldn’t have everything. Billy knew that. If his mother had had half Jackie’s brains and aggro, she could’ve gone anywhere.

What concerned Steele was that despite Billy’s popularity and the money he was making, he didn’t seem to be any better off financially. He’d had to replace the first van he’d given Billy, which was written off after a prang, and there were hotel bills and other expenses galore while Billy waited for the second van to be fashioned to his specifications. The fact that heaps of money went down the gurgler didn’t seem to faze Billy at all because there was always another engagement down the track.

Steele worried a great deal about Billy. One of the last things Steele had done for him was to team him up with a reliable agent, a man by the name of Jack Bellew. Bellew managed several leading entertainers and had come highly recommended. The calibre of people he represented bore testimony to Bellew’s standing.

There was no doubt that Bellew was a professional operator. He was shrewd too and had checked up on Steele and found that he was up there with the best as a writer. So, he didn’t pull any punches with Steele and always told him what he thought. Bellew was aware of how much Steele had done for Billy Sanders and he felt a bit sorry for him when the young man began to slide off the rails. Steele rang more and more to find out how Billy was faring and each time the reports were more disturbing than the last.

“Billy’s very popular, Clay. People like him and he puts on a good show. How’s he behaving? He’s playing up quite a bit. A bit flash. Some performers are like that when they get a bit of success and get their hands on some money. Could be his blood showing,” Bellew said.

“Billy’s a good kid,” Steele protested.

“It’s his Abo blood that’s causing all the trouble. It’s always the same, whether they’re entertainers, fighters, footballers or whatever,” Bellew said.

Steele’s free hand fisted. “That’s drawing a pretty wide bow, Jack,” Steele said. “What about all the screwed up, drugged out and alcoholic rock stars and film stars?”

“Yeah, I’m aware of them, Clay. Look, you did a great job with Billy and he’s a real talent, but blood will tell. It’d be a different matter if he was socking the dough away for the future, but he’s throwing it around like there’s no tomorrow. I’d have a word with him, Clay. He might listen to you because he’s certainly not listening to me. I had a go and he didn’t like it one little bit. The best of British luck, Clay,” Bellew said.

After he’d put the phone down, Steele went outside and sat on the log seat he’d built. He’d sat on this same seat with Billy on innumerable occasions and they’d discussed a wide range of subjects, but they usually came back to music. He recognised that there was a kind of irresponsibility in Billy that no amount of advice or criticism could alter. Billy’s mother had been the same. You could teach Billy certain things but you couldn’t teach him how to behave in the big world beyond Jerogeree, especially when alcohol became part of that scene. If Billy hadn’t been so talented and if he hadn’t been such an obvious success, he might’ve been more willing to accept Steele’s advice, but he felt that he was a man now and had outgrown the need to listen to Steele. What Steele feared was that Billy was headed for trouble that might stuff up his life. He just had to hope that whatever crash came, it would only be financial. If the worst came to the worst, he’d be able to look after Billy. But he’d never tell him about the gold. Not now. Not ever.

As a great many people made demands on his time and money, Billy came less frequently to see Steele. Steele rationalised that he’d done all he could for Billy and it was up to him now what he made of his life.

When Billy and Jackie announced they were expecting, Steele hoped that fatherhood would help Billy settle down and focus on his future. Billy was certainly excited when he told Steele about the birth of his baby son, and for a while, little Charlie made a difference. But that difference didn’t last and Billy soon returned to drinking and partying after his performances.

Charlie was just six months old when Billy, Jackie and her brother, Roy, headed off to Darwin for a gig, followed by a tour through the inland of the Northern Territory. It was after they’d had a big performance followed by a night of partying that they left the next morning for Alice Springs where, so Roy assured Billy, there were heaps of Murri hanging out to both meet him and hear him sing. Bleary-eyed from a hangover and lack of sleep, they never made it to Alice Springs. Billy’s van hit a water buffalo somewhere south of Darwin and cartwheeled into the desert.

Glenda Butler heard about the accident on her radio and immediately rang Steele. She was aware that he often wrote for days without any concern for what was happening in the outside world. Steele listened to her patiently before telling her that the Northern Territory police had been in touch with the local police who’d been out to see him, as he’d been listed on Billy’s licence as the person to be contacted in the event of an accident.

“You might have told me, Clay,” Glenda said crossly.

“I’ve been waiting to hear more details from the hospital. Billy’s in surgery now but Jackie and her brother were killed outright when they rolled.” Steele’s voice caught and he struggled to go on. “Billy is badly smashed up, Glenda, but the baby is supposed to be doing okay. I’ll be flying up as soon as I can organise a flight.”

“Clay, I’m so sorry. I’m coming out,” Glenda said.

Steele put down the phone and then sat and looked about the house he’d restored. It was filled with memories of Billy. His mind went back to the first day he’d seen the boy. Billy had told him about the fish and the craybobs in the creek and then he’d helped clean up the mess after Josh had torn down parts of the old cottage. And what great times they’d had after Billy came to live with him. Billy had had so much musical ability to go with his beautiful voice that he’d been almost guaranteed a great future as a performer. Would he have any kind of a future now?

Would he live?

Glenda found Steele sitting out on the front veranda looking out into the darkness of the garden. She poured him a brandy from the bottle she’d brought and Steele took it and drank. “The first thing I want to say is that it wasn’t your fault, Clay. I know you well enough to have some idea of what you’re thinking. You’re thinking you could have prevented this accident from happening if you’d taken some other course of action, but you couldn’t. Everyone is responsible for his or her actions. You couldn’t hogtie Billy and keep him close to you forever,” Glenda said.

“I could have gone with him and looked after him,” Steele said.

“Do you think he would have wanted you to do that? You looked after Billy as well as anyone could have done, Clay. You couldn’t nursemaid him forever. Young men will be young men and sometimes, they pay a heavy price for it.”

“He’s going to be out of action for some time. The baby is my most immediate concern. He has no mother now and with Billy out of action, I’ll have to see what can be done about bringing him home.”

“Don’t concern yourself about that, Clay. I’ll look after the legal side of things,” Glenda said.

“Lilly and Tess want the baby taken there, but I’m sure there’ll be a lot of legal palaver before I can do that,” Steele said.

“Like I said, I’ll look after it, Clay. When’s your flight?”

“In the morning.”

Glenda nodded. “I have a couple of things to attend to in the morning then I’ll take the first available plane to Darwin and join you. Let’s get some rest now, Clay. It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

Glenda held Steele close to her and after a while, he slept. But she didn’t follow suit for quite a long time. Her mind was busy trying to decide on her best course of action. Should she come and live with Clay? He was sure to be upset about Billy for some time. He needed her, even if he didn’t know it, as did Billy and Charlie.

Glenda woke next morning to find Clay’s eyes on her. He kissed her gently and rested his face against hers. “You’re a very remarkable woman, Glenda Butler.”

“And a woman who’d like to be several years younger than I am. I’m a bit old to be a mother again, but it might still be possible, Clay.”

“I don’t have a single doubt about what you could do,” Steele said.

“There are younger women who could certainly do more than me, Clay. You could have your own Billy or Clem right here,” Glenda said.

“I suppose there are. The problem is that I haven’t met one I would want to spend my life with in the expectation that I’d be tolerably happy. A younger woman would make too many demands on me. And I’ve never met one as special as you. I could live with you and be very happy, Glenda,” he said.

“I could live with you too, Clay. If you really want me, I’ll come here and live with you. I could carry on with my job for the time being.” Glenda brushed a stray lock of hair back from her cheek. She wanted to tell him how much she loved him but it wasn’t the right time. “You’ll need to leave soon to catch your flight. You should have some breakfast first.”

“Oh, yes, life has to go on, doesn’t it?” he said.

“That’s the spirit. Look, why don’t you delay your flight while I attend to these couple of legal matters and then, I’ll come back for you and drive you to the airport and we’ll go to Darwin on the same flight,” Glenda suggested.

“I should go, but… thank you, I’d appreciate the support,” Steele said. He would much prefer having Glenda with him than travelling to Darwin alone. That was one other thing he liked about Glenda… her decisiveness. She was good at making decisions because, he supposed, she’d made a great many in her life.

Steele took a deep breath and strode into the room with Glenda at his side. He’d rung the hospital and asked them to let Billy have a single room if one was available and he quickly found a chair for Glenda and another for himself then sat down beside Billy’s bed. His former charge was swathed in bandages and a myriad of tubes connected him to equipment on the other side of the bed.

He rested his hand on Billy’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you in one piece, Billy.”

“It’s great to see you, Mr Clay. I knew you’d come. I didn’t expect you would, Mrs Butler, but I’m awful pleased to see you,” Billy said huskily. And then in the next breath, “I’m sorry I let you down, Mr Clay. I killed Jackie and Roy. Should’ve killed myself too and made a good job of it,” he said with a sob in his voice. “Just a miracle the baby didn’t die, too.”

“That’s enough of that kind of talk, Billy. You’ve still got a baby son to look after,” Steele said firmly.

“A lot of use I’ll be for looking after a baby. I won’t be able to look after myself for ages,” Billy said bitterly.

Steele looked at Glenda and shook his head. Billy was so full of guilt there was nothing for it but to take full charge of the situation as the first step to getting Billy right again.

“Mrs Butler and I will take the baby back to your mum and Tess. They want him and will care for him. When you’re able, you can go and live there. It’s a big house, so we’ll probably get a nurse to look after you until you’re back on your feet. You needn’t worry about Charlie and what’s going to happen to him. He’ll be good therapy for Lilly and Tess knows a lot about babies. You okay with all that?” Steele asked.

“It sounds great, Mr Clay. I don’t deserve having people like you and Mrs Butler looking out for me. I really let you down. I promise you if I come good, I’ll never drink another drop of grog,” Billy said.

“Promises, promises,” Steele said with a smile. “You just concentrate on getting well and we’ll see what the future has in store for you.”

Steele and Glenda visited long hours every day and Billy was downcast about their eventual departure from Darwin, though he realised that Mrs Butler couldn’t prolong her visit and Steele didn’t want her flying back on her own with the baby. “I’ll get you down to Brisbane as soon as I can manage it, Billy. And from there, we’ll get you back to your mum and Tess,” Steele told him.

“That sounds great, Mr Clay. Like Mum once said to me, I was awfully lucky the day I met you,” Billy told him with a catch in his voice.

Just before Steele and Glenda left Darwin, they paid Billy a final visit. Almost shyly, Billy put his hand under his pillow and brought forward a short piece of painted stick.

“What do you have there, Billy?”

“An old Murri man came to see me and handed me this stick. He didn’t say much, just that I’d be okay and that I’d sing again. I asked him who’d sent him, as I reckon someone had to have. He said Marjaru sent him. You know about him, don’t you, Mr Clay?”

“I know about him, Billy. Marjaru was supposed to be the last living full blood descendent of the Gubbi Gubbi people who’d fled Jerogeree Creek. The man was reputed to be so old that most people doubted that he still lived. He was supposed to have had highly developed psychic powers, one of the very last of his people to possess them. His name was always spoken about with a kind of awe.”

“What does it mean, Mr Clay? And how did Marjaru know about me being here?”

“There’s such a thing as the radio, Billy. Your accident made the national news. It seems, and this is only what I’ve heard since I came to Jerogeree, that Marjaru has always had a way of keeping in touch with developments that have anything to do with Gubbi Gubbi country. It looks as if Marjaru is taking a personal interest in your welfare, Billy. He’s telling you, having the benefit of his fabled psychic power, that you’re going to come good and that you’ll sing again. That’s awfully powerful medicine, Billy. It should buck you up knowing that everything will be okay,” Steele said.

“Crikey, Marjaru, it’s unreal,” Billy breathed.

They left him on that note and feeling considerably brighter than had been the case when they arrived. “He’ll be all right, Glenda,” he said.

“Do you believe all that business about Marjaru? Or were you just trying to cheer him up?”

“I don’t disbelieve it. There are a lot of things about the Aborigines that I don’t understand. What’s really important is that Billy has enough of the old people in his makeup to believe that this legendary old man is taking an interest in him. That could help him get better, mentally anyway, a lot faster than anything modern medicine could contribute.”

“It’s certainly odd.”

“Only because we’re dealing with something outside our sphere of understanding, a fragment from a past time. There’ve been studies about the existence of psychic power in some Aborigines, both on the mainland and among the Torres Strait islanders. But if we dug a little deeper, we’d probably find that there’s a more rational explanation for Marjaru’s interest in Billy, like the radio or having a ‘spy’ close to Billy’s mother. The old people were very secretive and hard to get anything out of. We’re only on the fringe of things long gone, but I’d say that Marjaru had a very good reason for surfacing now and I’ll be surprised if there’s not more to follow,” Steele said.

“You think so?”

“I’m fairly certain of it,” Steele said.

What Glenda realised was that she, and probably she alone, understood things about Clayton Steele that other people didn’t. She was aware that because of the land he owned and its ancient relationship with its traditional owners, Steele felt that he had a moral responsibility to do what he could for the descendants of the Gubbi Gubbi people, especially Billy Sanders, and now his son, Charlie. Steele would never desert Billy. He’d always be there for him and if it was humanly possible, he’d get Billy back on his feet and singing again. In the current circumstances, it wasn’t hard to understand why Steele was so pleased about Marjaru’s interest in Billy. Nothing could give him greater satisfaction than to see Billy face the troubles that lay ahead of him with some kind of confidence. Although Billy was far removed from the beliefs of his ancient ancestors, it was possible that there remained in Billy a residue of this age-old superstition which made him amenable to Marjaru’s magic.

After ten days at Billy’s side, Steele and Glenda flew back to Brisbane with Charlie. Glenda had dealt with all the legal requirements and then taken possession of the baby who, except for a bruise on one leg had emerged from the accident virtually unscathed. He ate and slept well throughout the return trip and until they turned him over to Lilly and Tess.

It was with a profound sense of relief that Glenda saw the baby handed over to Billy’s mother and her carer. She’d experienced some doubts that it would actually happen and that Steele would decide at the last moment to rear the baby himself. He’d said on the plane going to Darwin that if Lilly and Tess hadn’t wanted the baby, he’d have requested to care for Charlie on Billy’s behalf. Glenda hadn’t wanted the care of Charlie to fall entirely to Clay and had quietly made her opinion known on that score. Now that Charlie’s immediate future was sorted, Glenda felt the weight of her concern ease. If Clay had decided to rear the baby, she’d have felt compelled to offer to move in with him immediately to help. Their future together would have been based on circumstance, and not emotion, which was something Glenda didn’t want.

Glenda dropped Steele off at Jerogeree and returned to her postponed legal schedule. She’d have preferred to stay a day or so longer with Clay, even though she felt that he was easier in his mind now about Billy, but she had responsibilities that needed tending. Billy’s rehabilitation would no doubt take some time, but his prognosis was good.

Although he’d never minded being alone, Steele felt lonely now. He’d had Glenda’s company for some days and had enjoyed it. He and Glenda fitted like a hand and glove. She made decisions that always seemed to be the right ones and her presence was never obtrusive. So when she left in her car, he felt a painful kind of emptiness for the first time since coming to Jerogeree. An emptiness he didn’t care for. Adding to Glenda’s absence was the fact that as he walked about his property, he saw Billy everywhere. The years they’d spent together and the special moments they’d shared played like a movie in his head, and nothing he did could stop it.

Steele entered his workroom and there, behind the voluptuousness of the purple and the red bougainvilleas, he sat down and began to write. For hours he sweated over a song about Billy, the boy he’d first met years ago. He worked at the song well into the night until finally he had a first draft that he thought was all right. Some words might need to be changed and he’d look at them the next day, but he’d poured his thoughts onto the screen and felt better for the experience.

The next morning, Steele re-worked some of the lines and then sang them. The song sounded fine, sounded just like Billy. He thought Billy would like it and he’d have it to give to him when he came home.

Steele put away his guitar and went out to water his garden, filling up the empty bird-trays with seed and some honey-soaked bread. He didn’t like to make the birds dependent on him but he was selfish enough to want them to feel welcome in his garden. And today, he wanted their company more than ever. When he returned to the cottage, he sat on the back veranda and watched the gaily-coloured lorikeets come to the trays, scratching and pecking without any concern for the man watching them, and their happy chatter helped to fill a little of the emptiness he felt.

Steele knew that he couldn’t leave this place. Not ever. It was unthinkable that he could ever return to Sydney to live. Or any other city for that matter. There would be no magic there as there was in this place. And to allow anyone else to live at Jerogeree wasn’t an option. Steele felt that at Jerogeree, he’d been touched by something beyond his power to comprehend.

As his mind ranged over all the countries presently plagued by conflict, drought and diseases, or governed unjustly by dictators, he felt especially grateful to live in such a place and in such a country. He also felt very humble to be blessed with the gift of writing because it was the reason he’d been able to live here. He didn’t live in a swanky house, and he didn’t need to. Here at Jerogeree, he had everything that he needed. He felt very sorry for people who had to work at humdrum jobs in the crowded cities, cities becoming more crowded year by year as new arrivals crammed into them. He even felt sorry for the people in high-paying jobs because of the pressure on them to perform while living their expensive lifestyles. He supposed that there was something of the same kind of pressure on him to keep writing best-selling books, but the way he looked at it, if a book wasn’t a success, it wasn’t the end of the world. There would always be another book. And while he wrote it, there was this place.

What Steele hoped was that the books he had written up to now would be eclipsed by those he planned to write in the years ahead. What he’d done was merely a beginning. There was so much more to write about: the utter futility of war with its pointless wastage of human life and the need for the peoples of the world to unite to defeat starvation, disease, ignorance and bigotry. He would write about religions too, those that had failed the world and spawned hatred and cruelty, and those that empowered individuals to overcome hatred and intolerance.

Steele was aware that his writing plans would fill a lifetime, but he would attempt it. It would be a lonely road, yet he felt that he’d not survived his illness to waste his life. He was sure that he’d been brought to Jerogeree for a definite purpose. The gold he’d discovered seemed to him to be part of the overall scheme of things. It would enable him to stay focused and to ensure that Billy and his son wouldn’t lack for anything. In the short term, there was Billy’s rehabilitation to consider and how best to achieve it. Billy’s physical injuries were one thing, but it was what the accident and its two deaths had done to him mentally that concerned Steele most of all. Billy might not want to sing again and especially not in front of an audience. Steele felt that it was going to take some powerful ‘medicine’ to restore Billy to his old self. Yes, there was plenty of work ahead of him and all of it challenging. There were battles to be won and they would require significant input from him. And with those thoughts uppermost in his mind, Steele rose from his seat and headed for his computer…





Chapter Twenty-one

It had taken several months but Billy was now back with his mother, Tess, and his baby son, Charlie. Thanks to Steele, he had a fulltime nurse-therapist to help him manage as he came to terms with his injuries and life on crutches. The doctors said that with enough work, he would eventually walk unaided, as the last operation appeared to have been successful. He had a new knee joint but the muscles in his legs had wasted a lot and needed attention. Billy, as Steele had anticipated, was still full of remorse about the deaths of Jackie and her brother, and even the presence of his baby son didn’t do much to stir him out of his lethargy. This wasn’t at all the old Billy and Steele hadn’t managed to find a counter for it. He would listen to his mother singing, but he couldn’t be persuaded to join in. Steele bought the latest offerings from country and western artists and while Billy would listen to them, he showed no great enthusiasm for any one of them. Except for medical reasons, Billy never went anywhere but stayed in the sanctuary provided by his mother’s house and his nurse’s ministrations. He couldn’t be prevailed upon to visit Jerogeree either. As Lilly told Steele, Billy was aware that he’d let him down and he felt huge guilt because of it. Steele hadn’t given any indication of his disappointment over Billy’s behaviour but Billy imagined it was there and it placed a constraint on their conversations. There was no longer the free and easy repartee of old. Steele searched his mind for some way to break through Billy’s apathy and get him taking an interest in music again. But so far, he had been unsuccessful.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Steele climbed out of bed, still preoccupied with Billy’s disinclination to again become part of the human race. He walked out to the back veranda to allow his eyes to take in the vista of garden and creek. It was a shining dawn with sunlight glittering off every dewdrop and he sat for a few minutes while he considered his programme for the day.

When Steele rose, he walked through the cottage to the front door, stepped onto the veranda then stopped in his stride and blinked. There, stretched out on his veranda was a sleeping man, a sleeping black man. He was quite the most ancient looking man Steele had ever encountered. He was partly covered by an old, grey blanket and his head was pillowed on a kind of kitbag. The old man had a head of silver white hair and a matching beard and his face, or that side of it that lay exposed, was deeply lined.

Steele looked down at the man and his first thought was that he might be dead. But as he watched the man’s chest rise and fall, he saw that there was still breath in him. Who was he? Certainly not anyone he’d seen previously in town nor a visitor to Lilly’s home. Since Billy’s accident, there’d been quite a few visitors there, but this old chap hadn’t been one of them.

Steele sat down on a veranda chair and scrutinised his visitor. He was a look-alike for the Aboriginal politician, Neville Bonner, but a great deal older than Bonner had been when he’d died some years earlier. The old man was wearing a holey red pullover, a faded dark blue shirt and brown trousers. On his feet he wore a pair of worn grey sports shoes without any socks. Various smells emanated from beneath the blanket. There was the smell of an old unwashed man mixed with that of what appeared to be the residue of smoky fires. Steele tugged the blanket gently to cover the old man more fully and then went inside to make his breakfast.

On an impulse, Steele quickly mixed up a batch of scones, added some sultanas to the mix and placed them in his oven to cook before settling down to eat. By the time he was done eating, his scones were ready and he took them out, placed a cloth over them and then went back to the front veranda to check on his sleeping visitor. The old man was still sleeping soundly and didn’t stir until just before lunchtime. Steele was sitting in his chair, watching him, when at last, he woke.

Steele nodded his head by way of a greeting as the old man sat up.

“G’day, boss,” the old man said in a deep, guttural voice.

“G’day,” Steele said pleasantly. “Feel better?”

“Better for short time. Come long way, boss. Take long time. Not much tucker. Not matter now. Me close up dead, boss. Come long way to die. Proper long way. Come long way to see you before I die. You not believe story I have to tell you.”

“How do you know I won’t believe you? You must have had some faith in me to make the journey you tell me you’ve done,” Steele said. “Who are you? That’s the first thing I’d like to know.”

“White-fella call me Charlie but black-fella name Marjaru,” the old man said.

“Marjaru. Good heavens!” Steele gasped.

“You know about me, boss?”

“Oh, yes, I know about you.”

“Thought you would. Spirits tell me so. Tell me about you,” Marjaru said.

“What about some tucker before any more talk. You’re probably hungry. I have some scones ready, or I can cook you some eggs and meat,” Steele said. He held out his hand. “I’m Clayton Steele. I’m usually called Clay.”

“Me know who you are. Know lot about you. Piss now and then have tucker,” the old man said. He threw off the old blanket, tottered down the front steps, walked a little way to one side of the house and urinated.

“Feel plenty better now, boss,” he said as he came back to where Steele was standing at the top of the steps.

“Where have you come from, Charlie?” Steele asked. He decided to dispense with using the old chap’s Aboriginal name.

“Proper long way, boss. Take plenty days to get here. More better I tell you whole story after you gib me tucker. Plenty hungry, boss. No tucker last two days. Old man still need some tucker.”

“Two days without food. That’s no good.” He took Charlie inside, sat him at the kitchen table and proceeded to butter some scones. He filled a mug with black tea, added two generous spoonfuls of sugar and pushed it and a glass container of rosella jam across to Charlie. Charlie applied a generous coating of jam to two scones and chewed them with obvious pleasure.

“Eat as many as you like,” Steele said. “I’ll put on some eggs and chops.”

The old chap nodded and went on chewing.

Charlie spread the rosella fruit jam on two more scone halves and ate them. Rosella jam ran from his mouth and into his beard like blood seeping from a cut.

“Jam plenty good. Scones plenty good, too. Good tucker for old man,” Charlie said with a grin.

“Would you like more tea? You can have it with the eggs and chops if you like,” Steele said.

After he’d eaten two lamb chops and fried eggs, Charlie sat back and nodded. “Extra good tucker, Clay-fella. This place like I bin told only more better now,” Charlie said.

“Who told you about it and about me?” Steele asked.

“You not believe me if I tell you, Clay-fella.”

“You could try me,” Steele said with a gentle smile. “Who told you about this place?”

“The mother of my mother, Clay-fella. She born here. She and my grandfather left when Hewitt-fella kill Gubbi Gubbi men and women with poison. Grandfather’s brother killed Hewitt with club. Then, he go away with the others. What left of Gubbi Gubbi go further out. Go long, long way,” Charlie said.

“How old are you, Charlie?” Steele asked.

The old man’s face wrinkled into deeper furrows. “Not proper know, Clay-fella. R’member first big white-fella war. Charlie was boy-fella then. Now, close up die. Charlie last true Gubbi Gubbi man left from them that go long way. Come back to die. Spirits call me back because of you, Clay-fella. This was favourite place of the Gubbi Gubbi. Plenty fish and duck. Go down to coast and get fish and oysters but always come back here for corroborees,” Charlie said.

“How do I come into the picture?”

“When Hewitt kill many Gubbi Gubbi people, this place became what you say…?”

“Cursed?” Steele suggested.

“Damned right. Cursed. Spirits of dead very angry. Not right place for Gubbi Gubbi people while Hewitt curse stay here. That all change when you come here and help Billy Sanders. Him still Gubbi Gubbi. Then, you write great book about what happened in this place. Spirits tell me you best white man ever lived here, Clay-fella. When I hear what happened to Billy, it was time to come back. Billy-silly-fella. I talk to him and then, I lie down and die,” the old man said.

“What else do the spirits tell you?”

“You stay here long time, Clay-fella. Spirits look after you. You not ordinary white-fella who not care about black-fella. You tell about the big killing of the Gubbi Gubbi by first Hewitt fella. He shoot and poison Gubbi Gubbi people. Very bad man. Bad man in the south and bad man here. But Gubbi Gubbi man fixed him good and proper,” Charlie said.

“How do you know what I’ve done, Charlie?” asked an astonished Steele.

“Charlie know. Spirits tell. Charlie sit down under tree and dream of Jerogeree and then the spirits tell of you, Clay-fella,” Charlie said.

Steele was very doubtful about the ‘spirits’ and thought it far more likely that Charlie’s information was sourced from other Murri in his immediate area, but that was an opinion he’d keep to himself. The worst thing you could do to a shaman was pull him down a peg or two.

Little by little, Steele learned Charlie’s story. It came out over a period of about three weeks during which period, Charlie, or Marjaru, as he sometimes referred to himself, grew gradually frailer. Steele saw that he was literally dying on his feet. And as the old man shared his story, Steele wrote the tale that Charlie spoke:

’After Jack Hewitt Senior poisoned the Gubbi Gubbi people, those who were left packed up and left Jerogeree. All except three men who were chosen to exact retribution on Hewitt. One of these was the brother of Charlie’s, or Marjaru’s grandfather. Together they clubbed Hewitt to death and then followed in the path of the other Gubbi Gubbi. They walked to the land of the Wakelbura, camped there for a while and then, when the spirits told them that the black police were on their trail, they headed north. They left the Gilbert River to the west and made camp in hilly country, just south of the Daintree River. Here, they stayed and were safe because at the first hint of police interest, they disappeared into the rainforest. There was plenty of food on land and in the water. Later, when he was older, Charlie’s grandfather guided prospectors to the Palmer River country where the discovery of gold was luring people from all over Australia and outside it.

Charlie told of his father meeting the great author, Ion ‘Jack’ Idriess, who was prospecting in the area but that Idriess had no idea he was a Gubbi Gubbi man and passed him off as one of the local Aborigines. He also told of the many Chinese who braved the rainforest in search of gold, and he told of murders, too. Charlie told stories of his own childhood in the north, of huge crocodiles and great pythons and of cassowaries, tree kangaroos and ‘green’ possums. And then, he told Steele of the half-Malay girl who had become his wife because there was no suitable Gubbi Gubbi girl he was able to marry.

Gradually, the original Gubbi Gubbi group had died out, leaving the young Charlie alone. There had been periods when he’d worked on properties and also been a tracker for the police before going to live with his daughter in Cooktown. It was from there that, eventually, he began his journey to Jerogeree. He had become a legendary figure in the north as one of the last of the ‘old’ Aborigines in communication with the spirit world and one who could also ‘see’ into the future.

Charlie stayed and Steele fed him, trying to build up the old man’s strength, but no matter how hard he tried, Steele couldn’t persuade the old man to sleep in the house. Initially, Charlie slept on blankets on the back veranda until Steele managed to locate a shearer’s cot and mattress. During the day, Charlie would walk down the slope to the creek and, with his back against a tree, gaze into the distance. Steele sometimes sat beside him.

“What do you see out there?” Steele asked on one of the occasions they were together.

“I see plenty. Hear plenty, too. Spirits close by, Clay-fella. I see Gubbi Gubbi people round their fires and I see the corroborees over the creek. All this, the spirit land of the Gubbi Gubbi. We bin here long, long time. Then white-fella come and take it all away. Chop down big trees, take our land, kill Gubbi Gubbi people. Pretty soon, white-fellas own everything. No more proper black-fellas. If we not go, we get killed, too. Now, the spirits call me back to my country. Pretty soon, I die here Clay-fella. You bury me here, not in white-fella place. Not tell anyone. Only you and spirits know where Marjaru is buried.”

Steele considered what Charlie had said. The old chap was asking him to break the law because it was illegal to conceal a death and burial.

“You know it’s against the law for me to do that, Charlie,” Steele said.

“Haw,” Charlie snorted. “White-fella law no good to Gubbi Gubbi when Hewitt-fella shot and poisoned them. Who will care that this old black-fella is buried here? This is what the spirits want… why I come long, long way, Clay-fella. You extra good fella-white man. You bury me here. Me last left of the Gubbi Gubbi pushed from our country. Spirits look after you long time.”

“Very well, you have my word. I’ll do it. I’ll bury you here,” Steele said.

“You good man, Clay-fella. Proper good fella. You look after old, skinny, black-fella you never seen before. Gib him tucker, gib him bed. Best of all, you listen to Charlie. I not ask for nothin’, only to be buried here. Now, I give you something from long ago,” Charlie said.

“I don’t want anything, Charlie,” Steele protested. “I can never forget what was done here. It was murder and nobody cared. I can’t give you back all the country taken from your people, but I can bury you here on Gubbi Gubbi land. It’s a very small thing to do for you, Charlie,” Steele said sincerely.

The old chap nodded. “You very good man, Clay-fella. I know you want nothing, but I show you something now,” he said.

They walked back to the house and climbed the steps on to the back veranda. Charlie pulled his kitbag from under his cot and with one bony hand, extracted a hide-bag tied with a leather thong. “Charlie bring this for you Clay-fella,” the old man said as he handed the bag to Steele.

The weight of the bag surprised Steele. He untied the thong and tipped the bag’s contents on to the top blanket of the cot. The gold made a solid, clunking sound and Steele looked up in to Charlie’s smiling eyes.

“Pretty good for poor old black-fella, eh? You plenty surprised, Clay-fella?”

There was nothing like the quantity of gold in this bag that Steele had found at the base of the old outhouse, but what there was represented quite a lot of money because the nuggets were virtually pure gold. It was the last thing he’d expected to receive from the old black man who had come out of the blue to die at Jerogeree.

“Where did you get this, Charlie?”

“Yella-fella. Long time ago, black-fellas kill two Chinee fellas. They had plenty gold. Charlie’s father find some and hide it properly. Not say anything. Charlie’s father not want to be blamed for Chinee killings. When spirits tell me to come back to Jerogeree, I dig up the gold for you. You stay here, die here and your spirit live with Gubbi Gubbi spirits. Only white man any damned good,” Charlie said.

“I don’t know what to say, Charlie,” Steele said as he looked down at the gold. Just as with his own discovery, the gold put him in an awkward situation, as there was nobody he could return the gold to, with the original owners long dead. He gathered up the nuggets, put them back in the bag and tied it up. He took the bag inside and put it in a kitchen drawer. Later, when he was on his own, he’d transfer it to where he had the other gold hidden.

That night, Steele sang the song he’d composed for Billy that had made him a star overnight. “What do you think, Charlie? Does it sound okay to you?”

The old man seemed to be struggling for the right reply because he made several false starts before uttering a coherent answer. “Properly bloody wonderful, Clay-fella. Better than any black-fella ever write about this place.”

So Steele told him how he’d come to write the song and that Billy had sung it at Tamworth and made a great name for himself. He told him that the record had sold in thousands, and because of the song, many people had come to learn of Jerogeree. This record and the book he’d written about the Gubbi Gubbi massacre, ensured that what had occurred along Jerogeree Creek would never be forgotten.

“Your book plenty good, Clay-fella. Even this old black-fella heard about it. One Murri tell another and by and by one tell me. Then, the spirits tell me to come here, die here on my people’s country, and I come. You best white-fella I ever know,” Charlie said.

Steele told Charlie that he was very worried about Billy. “He’s depressed, Charlie. He blames himself for killing his partner and her brother. That may be partly true as he’d been to a party the previous night and was probably half asleep, but the local police said it was an accident caused by a herd of water buffalo on the road. Whatever the cause, Billy still blames himself. But life has to go on and he has a baby son to look out for. I’d like you to talk to him, Charlie. He seemed very impressed that Marjaru had sent him a message stick while he was in hospital in Darwin. I think he needs another jolt and seeing you in person might do the trick. I can take you up in the van. It’s not far up the road,” Steele said.

Charlie agreed to go so Steele rang Lilly’s house, got Tess and told her that he’d be bringing Marjaru the next morning and would she see to it that they had a good smoko ready for the old man.

“You mean the Marjaru?” Tess asked.

“I mean the Marjaru,” Steele said.

“What’s he doing with you?”

“It’s a long story, Tess, which I’ll tell you one day. But I want him to talk to Billy while he’s still here to do it because his days are numbered.”

“Gawd,” Tess muttered.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Tess.”

It was Tess who opened the front door to them next morning. She escorted them through to the back veranda where Billy sat in an easy chair, with his crutches beside him. Anna, his nurse-therapist sat beside him.

“You might go and help Tess for a minute, Anna,” Steele said, and the young woman nodded.

Steele pulled up a chair and Charlie sat in it, subjecting Billy to a searching scrutiny.

“G’day, Billy. Like Clay-fella say, me Marjaru, last pure blood Gubbi Gubbi-fella from them that go away. Me come home, Billy-fella. Come home to die. Only you and Clay-fella know that. You keep secret. Tell nobody. Spirits tell me to come back here like spirits tell me to send you message in Darwin.”

The old man moved in his chair and Steele could hear the click of his ancient bones as he pulled himself closer to Billy.

“You proper good singer fella. Clay-fella sing me song he wrote for you, make you big-time singer. You let Clay-fella down, Billy. What you doin’ sittin’ here feelin’ sorry for yourself? Who’ll sing of Gubbi Gubbi people if you sit here like big sook? Want to leave it all to Clay-fella? I know about you, Billy-fella. I come from long way away but I hear of you. You never see me again, Billy. I close up to die. Maybe when I go, you and Clay-fella sing about Marjaru, last man of the Gubbi Gubbi people gone away. You sing about the Gubbi Gubbi, Billy. You get off your arse. You do something for your people. You got proper good man to help you. Clay-fella best white man I ever know. Clay-fella look out for you and your boy. Him Charlie, too… He not let Clay-fella down like you done. Not drink piss and smash up cars. Not let money bugger him up proper. Now, you got ’nother chance. Spirits tell me you be okay this time. Not mess up again. Show Clay-fella you proper man. You hear me, Billy-fella?”

Billy looked at the withered old man with awe in his eyes. “Yes, I hear you, Charlie. I won’t mess up again. Thank you for coming to see me. I’ll never forget your visit,” Billy said, as tears slid down his face.

“Plenty true, Billy-fella. When winds blow down from mountains of glass, Gubbi Gubbi spirits come back to remind you of Marjaru. We have drink o’ tea now, Clay-fella?”

It was a scene not one of the people on that veranda would ever forget. Not Lilly or Tess, or Anna, and especially not Billy. And not even Clay himself. There, at the head of the dining room table was the most ancient black man any of them had ever seen or would ever see. He was the last of a vanished people, a black man called Marjaru, whose name and existence had been whispered about for years, one of the very last of the Aborigines with psychic powers, a man who the spirits talked to.

When he had drunk his tea, Charlie made a last request. “You bring show Marjaru young Charlie-fella,” he asked of no one in particular. Tess got up and presently came back carrying Billy’s son.

Charlie looked at the sleeping child for a little while and then patted him on the head. “This fellow Charlie be great man one day. I tell you true. Him sing well, talk well, become great lawyer-fella. Wear black clothes in great building. Spirits not lie. You ’member what I tell you.” And with that pronouncement, Charlie said it was time to leave as he needed to sleep. Just before he left the room, Charlie looked at Tess and at Lilly in her wheelchair. “Plenty good smoko. You two good women. More better you had good men. Young Charlie not be bad man.” He looked at Billy sitting at the table with a dazed look on his face. “By and by, you write nudder song, Billy-fella. You write best song of your life. No more piss-ups, smash up cars. Clay-fella, he help you. You help other black-fellas so they look up to you. Marjaru watch you from the spirit world.” And with these weighty pronouncements, Charlie followed Steele out to the car, leaving behind him three stunned women and one awed young man.

When they were sitting in Steele’s van, the writer leaned across and shook hands with the old man. “If that doesn’t do Billy some good, I don’t know what will,” he said.

“He be all right now, Clay-fella. Charlie too tired to stay longer.”

“That was quite long enough, Charlie. You can go home and have a sleep now. But before you go to sleep, there’s something I want to ask you,” Steele said.

“You want big favour of Charlie?”

“You could say that,” Steele said.

So, when they arrived back at Jerogeree, he sat down with Charlie and told him about Glenda Baker. “Glenda’s a very good woman, Charlie. She’s the local magistrate, or judge if you like. It was Mrs Butler who gave me custody of Billy when his mother was seriously injured in the big dust-up. She could have ordered him sent to a government home but she trusted me, a bachelor, which was a very big decision. She was aware of me through my books, but she didn’t know another thing about me. I thought it was a huge concession on her part because if I messed up with Billy, she would have taken the blame. Follow me?”

“I understand, Clay-fella,” Charlie said.

“Right. Now, the thing is that Mrs Butler is very sceptical about there being a Marjaru. I’ve talked to her about what happened here and about your supposed existence, but she thinks you’re just a myth, Charlie. I’d like her to meet you, share a meal with you so I can share the memory of you with her,” Steele said.

“You think a lot of this Mrs Butler? Why she not here with you? She got better man for husband? Huh?” Charlie snorted.

“She divorced her husband because he wasn’t much chop, Charlie. She has two lovely and very clever daughters but she never remarried. She’s a bit older than me, but that doesn’t alter the fact that she’s the finest woman I’ve ever known. She says she’s too old to be a mother again,” Steele said.

“You got one child, Clay-fella. You got a son,” Charlie said.

Steele looked at him in amazement. “Who told you that I have a son?”

“That not matter. Charlie know. If you not marry mother of your son to have more children, why you not marry this good woman-Butler? She trusted you, gave you Billy, been good friend. Maybe she not give you children, but she warm your bed anyway. Seems real good mate-fella for you. Age not matter,” Charlie said.

Steele’s thoughts fell into place like the pieces in a puzzle. “So is it all right if I ask her to come here so she can meet you?”

“You very special man, Clay-fella. Treat old black-fella like he was someone special, not skinny old man close up to die. You bring judge lady and I talk to her before I die,” Charlie said.

“Thank you, Charlie,” Steele said feelingly.

Word of Marjaru’s return spread quickly. There was enough residual respect and ancestral superstition in almost every local with Murri blood in their veins for them to understand that Marjaru had come back to the land of his people; that the spirits of the Gubbi Gubbi had called him back and that he had come home to his country to die. Everyone wanted to see him, but with collective courtesy they kept their distance and talked to Lilly and Tess and Billy who had spent time with him. And they came to hear the stories from their elder about the past.

And the future.





Chapter Twenty-Three

Glenda Butler was feeling rather aggrieved. She’d become used to talking on the phone with Steele at least once a week and sometimes twice. If Steele didn’t ring her over the weekend, she would ring him. But he hadn’t rung and didn’t answer when she rang him. She was getting worried. There was always the chance that he was sick, or heaven forbid, that his old illness had returned. It just wasn’t like Clay not to keep in touch. She was hugely relieved when he rang after nine one night during the week.

“I was beginning to worry about you.”

“I’m sorry, Glenda. I’ve been a bit tied up. I have a visitor,” Steele said baldly.

Glenda’s heart missed a beat. “A visitor?” Her first thought was that perhaps Gillian Brooker had arrived out of the blue. Failing Gillian, perhaps it was a woman from Clay’s past. If it was a woman, it would be hugely disappointing because more and more she’d come to regard Clay as hers.

“It isn’t a female, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Steele said with blinding perception.

“Oh, is it someone I know?”

“Definitely not. I’d like you to meet him. Can you come for lunch on Saturday?”

“Er, um, let me think. I was going shopping Saturday morning, but I can do that earlier and be back in time to get to you for lunch. You won’t tell me who your guest is? I mean, do I need to dress up a bit?”

“No, you don’t. Just your usual weekend clothes will be fine,” Steele said. These days she usually wore jeans and a blouse during the daytime if she didn’t need to dress smartly for work. Steele told her he liked her in jeans, which was one reason she exercised so diligently; jeans were merciless on bottoms. Despite being practical, they had no respect for age, so it was a ceaseless battle to stay in reasonable shape. It was a matter of pride really because she realised that Steele was too grand a man to be critical of her physically. It was a person’s mental attributes and attitudes that mattered most to him. Even so, there was no way she was going to allow herself to put on weight.

Glenda was a bit put out that Steele hadn’t seen fit to tell her more about his guest and several times, she found herself wondering who on earth it could be. She was aware that Clay was very much a loner and in the time she’d known him, he’d permitted very few people to get close to him. He sometimes worked for days at a time on one chapter of a book, so it was quite unusual for him to host a visitor.

To say that Glenda received the shock of her life when she set eyes on Charlie would be understating her reaction. The old man sat in Steele’s kitchen while the writer prepared lunch. He’d cooked a piece of corned beef and was making white sauce, cauliflower and potatoes. He’d learned of Charlie’s liking for corned beef and white sauce with sliced boiled eggs which, it appeared, his daughter in Cooktown had served him quite frequently.

“Glenda, I’m very pleased to introduce you to Charlie, sometimes known as Marjaru, whose people were the traditional owners of Jerogeree. Marjaru has done me the honour of paying me a visit,” Steele said.

Glenda, habitually a person of great eloquence and much wisdom, was momentarily at a loss for words. She was confronted with the most ancient black man she had ever seen. His face was gaunt and seamed and his body appeared too frail to support him. Only his dark eyes beneath the mane of silver-white hair improved his overall appearance. They glowed with a kind of dark fire and held Glenda’s attention. She hesitated before putting out her hand… “Marjaru, I’ve heard so much about you from Clay,” she said.

Charlie took her hand and held it. “You proper good person. Clay-fella tell me all about you. You gib him Billy. Trust him. He think you best woman he ever know. He trust you, too. Say he want me to meet you. You not believe in Marjaru. Now, you see him, the last man of the old Gubbi Gubbi people,” Charlie said and relinquished his hold on Glenda’s hand.

“Clay, this is extraordinary. You should have told me,” Glenda said.

“I have told you. I’ve brought you here so you could meet Charlie. That, by the way, is his common or everyday name. Marjaru is his tribal name. Charlie and I have had a lot to talk about. I also took him up to meet Billy and Co. Charlie gave Billy a good pep talk, which I hope has done him a lot of good,” Steele said with a smile.

“What brings you down south, Mr Charlie?” Glenda asked.

Glenda sat down next to the ancient old man whose glowing black eyes watched her closely. “This used to be bad place. First Hewitt man kill Gubbi Gubbi people here. Spirits send us long way away. Then Clay-fella come and you gib him Billy. He look after him plenty good. Make him big name in country music. Spirits tell me this good place again. Time for me to come home to my people’s country before I die. Clay-fella best white man I ever know. Take in, look after skinny old black-fella, feed him plenty good tucker. I close up to die but Clay-fella fix it so this place belong to Gubbi Gubbi people forever. He never sell this place, die here. I tell you true, judge lady,” Charlie said.

“I see,” Glenda said not really comprehending what the old man had told her.

“Are you saying that Clay is going to leave this property to indigenous people?”

“That right. White men robbed us of our land, chopped down big trees, then poisoned and shot Gubbi Gubbi. Clay-fella know all about that. He gib Jerogeree back to black-fella. Lib here, die here, then gib land back. That young Charlie belong Billy, he fix it. He be great man one day. Big lawyer-fella, wear black coat in great building. Spirits tell me,” Charlie said.

Glenda was lost for words. Bizarre was her thought as she sat down to have lunch. This is bizarre. I’m having lunch with an ancient Aboriginal man who must be around one hundred years old and he’s talking about what’s going to happen years in the future. And Clay is acting as if it’s the most normal thing in the world to have such a man in his house.

After lunch Charlie looked across at Steele and nodded. “Real good tucker, Clay-fella.”

Charlie usually slept after lunch but on this occasion, he seemed to make a special effort to stay awake and whether by prior arrangement with Steele or because he felt Glenda would be interested, he told her about the Gubbi Gubbi’s northern sojourn and about some of the wonders of the Daintree rainforest. He talked, with occasional help from Steele, for quite a long while before he tired.

“Me sleep now. Clay-fella write down what I tell you, judge lady.”

Steele helped the old man stand then walked with him to his cot on the back veranda. Glenda followed closely behind and before the old man’s eyes closed, she put down her hand and Charlie took it.

“Goodbye, Marjaru. I probably won’t see you again. It’s been an honour to meet you, to meet a legend in the flesh. I didn’t believe there was a Marjaru but Clay did.”

“Clay-fella best white man I ever know. You look out for him, judge-lady. You treat him well and the spirits gib you long life. I tell you true. Bye long time. You never see Marjaru again. When winds blow down from mountains of glass, my spirit stay close to this place…” And then, he was asleep.

Glenda walked back to the kitchen and sat down at the table. She appeared to be at a loss for words, which was rare for her. “You might have told me,” she got out at last.

“And miss seeing the look on your face. Not likely. Invariably, you’re right about most things, but you weren’t about Charlie. You can’t blame me for wanting to gloat a little,” Steele said grinning widely.

“Hmm.” Glenda glanced towards the veranda where Charlie slept. “Except for his eyes, he looks like walking death. They’re hypnotic, aren’t they? How old is he, Clay?”

“I should think he’s close to the century mark, if not beyond it. He was a boy during the Great War,” Steele said.

“So, where does he go from here? He should go to where he’ll be looked after for whatever time he has left.”

"That would be right if he was an ordinary man, but he isn’t. He’s the last living full blood descendant of the Gubbi Gubbi forced to flee Jerogeree and he wouldn’t want to die among strangers. He’ll arrange his own death, Glenda. He’ll will himself into a trance, or death sleep, and he won’t wake up. That’s what the spirits tell him and he’s a big-time spirit-man.

“You’re being very cold-hearted about him, Clay. Surely, you want to see him die in comfort. I mean, it’s not like you to be so blasé about death.”

“I’m not blasé about it at all. Charlie has talked to me about a lot of things, including the manner of his death, and I understand his wishes perfectly well. I’m not going to force him into doing something that’s contrary to what he wants. He’ll have a very peaceful death with the spirits of the Dreamtime with him when he goes,” Steele said.

“But he’s, well, part of our history, Clay. It doesn’t seem right that he should die alone and unrecognised,” Glenda persisted.

“It’s what he wants, Glenda. The whole history of European settlement here is riddled with instances of people trying to foist their beliefs onto indigenous people. In many cases, they’ve acted with the best of intentions but the results have been disastrous. You can’t make a snap magisterial judgement for a man like Charlie. He’s not your usual old man who can be committed into care. He has a daughter in Cooktown and she’s aware that he’s here,” Steele said.

“How is that old man going to get back to Cooktown? He doesn’t look capable of making it across the road,” Glenda said tersely.

Steele sighed. He could have told her that Charlie had no intention of going back to Cooktown, that he’d come back to Jerogeree to die, but he was afraid that with all the power of the law behind her, Glenda might, with the best of intentions, thwart Charlie’s wishes.

“He does have money, Glenda. He’s not broke. If he wants to get back to Cooktown or some other place, he could afford it,” Steele said. He hated bending the truth with Glenda; she’d stood by him since their first meeting, but he had to adhere to Charlie’s wishes, which in this case, put him offside with Glenda.

“There’s something about this whole business that disturbs me, Clay. I have the distinct feeling that you’re not telling me the full story. I realise that Charlie, or Marjaru, or whatever his real name is, thinks you’re a hell of a good fellow and something special as white men go, but that doesn’t alter the fact that he’s a very old man, a long way from home and in need of medical attention,” Glenda said.

“Charlie’s getting plenty of attention. You saw what he had for lunch. Don’t worry about him, Glenda. He’s happy with me. He knows exactly what he’s going to do,” Steele said.

“If he’s still here in a week, I’ll send a doctor from the Department of Health to check him over. If it’s warranted, he’ll be placed in a nursing home,” Glenda said.

“If I tell him that, you can depend on it that he won’t be here in a week.”

“Clay, I don’t want to fight with you about Charlie. You know what I think about you. The fact is that I’m a magistrate and as such, it’s my job to make decisions and to make them without fear or favour. Unless he has some means of getting back to Cooktown in the immediate future, he should be placed where he can be given medical attention.”

“I’ll tell him,” Steele said. It was pointless arguing with Glenda about Charlie. Despite her experience and intelligence, Steele felt she was out of her depth on this occasion. Glenda was a product of ‘white’ learning whereas Charlie belonged to a much earlier time and to people whose beliefs went back for thousands of years. There was no way Glenda could tap into Charlie’s thought processes and in fact, until this morning, she’d doubted his very existence. And now she was trying to adjudicate on his future. Steele recognised that her concern for Charlie stemmed from her caring nature and that it was part and parcel of her role in the community, but Charlie was from a time and place beyond her understanding.

“I’ll be talking to you,” Glenda said when she left.

Steele knew the next day that Charlie’s time on earth was nearly done. He seemed to have shrivelled physically overnight. If he’d been frail before, he was like a shell now. On the morning of the third day, Steele helped him to shuffle to the base of the last big cedar tree on that section of the creek. It was the last of what had once been a great stand of cedars before the timber getters felled them. He sat down beside the old man for a little while before Charlie took his hand and shook it. “You leave Charlie alone now, Clay-fella. Me close up finish. You bury me like you promise. My spirit always here now. Mebbe you use gold for Billy’s son. Billy will come to you soon. I tell you true. Me go now, Clay-fella. Spirits call me. I be never far away. Listen for me when the winds blow from mountains of glass. Me proper lucky to find you Clay-fella. You best man white man I ever know. Treat skinny old black-fella like a king. Mebbe we meet when spirits call you. Bye now, Clay-fella.”

And here, with the creek murmuring just below him, Charlie fell into a deep trance, which he had told Steele would be his death sleep. Steele stayed beside him for some time before getting up and going back to the house. When he returned that evening, he took Charlie’s old blanket with him. Charlie was dead and he covered him with the blanket. He went back to the house for a shovel and crowbar and began digging his grave. He was still digging when night closed in.

Steele finished the grave and placed Charlie in it with his blanket and kitbag. By moonlight, he filled in the grave and spread leaves over the site so that it was indistinguishable from the ground around it. But while the lone cedar survived, Charlie would always have a memorial to his life and passing.

Steele looked at the site for a long time. The cedar, whose immaturity had saved it from the axes and saws that had felled its mates, had grown large now and would grow larger still in the future. In its topmost branches, two magpies warbled sweetly, which Steele felt was as good a song of farewell as any. What he knew was that he would never leave Jerogeree while his health remained. There would be speculation about Marjaru’s disappearance just as there had been speculation about his existence. Only Steele knew that the spirits of Marjaru’s people had called him back and that the old man had come back to die on Gubbi Gubbi country where he belonged.

Steele picked up his shovel and crowbar and walked back to the house. He looked at the cot on the back veranda for some time before pulling it down and carrying it down the steps where he stacked it against the back wall. He wasn’t sure what he’d do about the mattress but he rolled it up and tied it with a piece of rope before carrying it over to the work room.

“So how is your visitor?” Glenda asked when she rang the following day.

“He’s gone, Glenda,” Steele said flatly.

“Gone? Where did he go? He couldn’t have gone far.”

“My guess is that he went somewhere and willed himself to die, Glenda,” he said. This was as close to the truth as he would admit.

“But this isn’t to be endured, Clay. We’ll have to find him,” Glenda said firmly.

“He came down here to die and I’d say that’s what he’s done. There’s probably some tribal burial place his mother told him about years ago and that’s where he’ll be, Glenda. He said goodbye to me last night so I’d say he’s dead now,” Clay said.

“He could be dying a lingering death somewhere and in urgent need of attention,” Glenda persisted.

“No, Glenda, that wouldn’t be the case. Charlie was a ‘spirit’ man. He told me he could will himself to die and I think that’s what he’s done.”

“I never thought I’d find you so inconsiderate about a person’s welfare, especially when it’s a sick old man,” Glenda snapped.

“That’s not the case, Glenda. It’s because I’m considerate of Charlie’s wishes that I’m not concerned about him. If a very old man has chosen to die where he wants to, then it’s really not our business to interfere. I suggest that you drop it,” Steele said firmly.

“I’m very tempted to get the police to institute a search for Charlie,” Glenda said.

“The police won’t thank you for wasting their time looking for a sane man who’s chosen to go somewhere of his own volition. You’ll end up with egg on your face. That’s not how you should appear to the public at large. I’ve always felt you were a very reasonable person and I can’t understand why you won’t accept what I tell you. Charlie is beyond the kind of aid you’re wanting to give him. His spirits have called him back here and he’s gone to be with them. Charlie was happy to be going and I’m content with that,” Steele said firmly.

“Well, I’m far from happy,” Glenda said and put the phone down loudly.





Chapter Twenty-Four

Glenda Butler thought a great deal about what Clay had told her. Being a very caring person, the thought of Charlie dying in some lonely bush place, perhaps by degrees, for lack of food and water and protection, concerned her greatly. She was also concerned about Steele’s seeming lack of compassion for the old man’s demise. But Glenda was intelligent and she had so high an opinion of Steele that she was unwilling to believe that he lacked compassion. This caused her to make a hasty trip to the local library where she spent a couple of hours researching what was known about the Aboriginal spirit world and the phenomenon of psychic power. When she had digested all of this information, she had to admit that Steele was more likely to be right about Charlie’s death than she was. She was still worried about the old man, but faced with Steele’s undeniable ‘goodness’, her common sense told her that there was no way he would have allowed the old man to suffer. In fact, she was coming around more and more to the belief that Steele probably knew far more about Charlie’s death than he was letting on. It was part of the price she was paying for not being close enough to him. She was close, but not close enough, and there was only one answer to that state of affairs.

Glenda fretted for a fortnight while waiting for Steele to ring her. She was inclined to believe that he was put out with her for questioning him about Charlie’s disappearance. So she was hugely relieved when at last he rang and asked her if she’d be able to come for Sunday lunch. There was nothing in his tone of voice to indicate any residual displeasure, which eased her mind because what she had to discuss with Steele couldn’t be settled satisfactorily in an atmosphere of acrimony.

After they’d lunched and were sitting together on the front veranda looking at the wondrous flowering garden, Glenda broached the subject that had consumed her thoughts for some time. “You’re happy living here on your own, Clay?”

“Yes, it’s a special place, Glenda. Why do you ask?”

“I mean, you haven’t changed your mind about Debbie… for example?”

“No, Glenda, I haven’t changed my mind.”

“What would you say about me coming here to live with you?”

“You mean full-time?” he asked.

“I mean full-time,” she said.

Steele’s blue eyes scrutinised her. She was, he knew, the most splendid woman he had ever known or was ever likely to know. She’d trusted him with Billy before she knew very much about him and had made him a real man again when she’d given herself to him. They got on very well and he believed they probably always would. To love and live with a woman of this calibre was not an opportunity given to many men.

“I’d turn a few somersaults. However, I’d only consent to it on one condition, Glenda.”

“Oh, what’s that?”

“That you marry me.”

“Marry you?” she said. “Are you sure?”

“The thing is that after your record in the Courts, I’m not going to allow people to throw off at you for living with a writer whom some people would regard as a kind of bohemian. You’re the finest woman I’ve ever known, Glenda, and you understand me. I realise your first marriage was something of a disaster and that you’ve always said you wouldn’t marry again, but it’s marriage or it’s no go. I love you and I’m not going to let you finish your life with a tarnished reputation,” he said firmly.

“It’s very sweet of you to consider my reputation, but perhaps a wee bit late, dear. There’s something I’ve never told you, held back from telling you, because I didn’t want to hobble you in any way.”

“What’s that?”

“I’ve actually been your de facto wife for quite a few years now,” she said.

“This is news to me. How come?”

“When you came to me and asked if you could have Billy, I knew instinctively that you’d be perfect for him. Don’t ask me how I knew, I just knew. But there was no way I could turn a thirteen-year-old boy into the care of a bachelor. I would have been pilloried for it. I put myself down as your partner with your address as my address,” she said.

“Good heavens! How many people knew about this ‘relationship’?” Steele asked.

“Only a couple of clerks and the chief magistrate. Maybe a couple of others,” Glenda said. “Does it matter? A lot of people aren’t married today. Having a partner is the vogue.”

“So when I slept with Gillian, I cheated on you?”

Glenda laughed. “Like I said, I didn’t do it to hobble you in any way. It was done purely as a device so I could allow you to have Billy. I was right to let him come to you, too, because you did a great job with him, Clay. And if your fancy took you to a younger woman, the relationship could technically end. By that time, you’d proved yourself where Billy was concerned and I had no intention of spoking your wheel.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Steele said. “You allowed me to make a fool of myself with Gillian and didn’t say a word.”

“I wouldn’t put it in quite those terms. Gillian had quite a lot to offer physically and not many single men would have passed up the opportunity to sample her charms. I don’t blame you for giving in to Gillian. But you knocked her back marriage-wise just as you’ve continued to knock back Debbie. You gave Gillian what she wanted when she couldn’t have you and you certainly couldn’t be accused of cheating on me as you had no idea we were, in the eyes of the law, partners,” Glenda said light-heartedly.

“Never mind all this partner business. If you come here, you’ll come as a married woman,” Steele said firmly.

“I’m flattered that you want to marry me, but marriage is a bit more final than merely living together,” she said.

“Not so, Your Worship, or Honour, or whatever you are. You know that you can get out of a marriage fairly quickly these days. What is it, twelve months of living apart?”

“That’s true,” she said.

“So, it’s not that final, is it?”

“And you wouldn’t beat me?” she asked with a laugh. “I’ve dealt with a lot of cases of abused women.”

“Don’t jest, Glenda. You know me better than that. If you come here, you come as a married woman,” Steele said again, clasping her hand in his as if he feared she might suddenly leave him.

“It’s madness but I’ll marry you, Clay. I said I’d never marry again, but that was before I met you and fell in love with you. I never dreamed you’d ask me to marry you and I hope you won’t regret it,” she said.

“Why should I regret it? I know what you’re like. We’ll have to nail down a few details, such as whether you want to keep on working and where we’re going to have the wedding,” he said.

“Nothing grand, Clay. Something quite small and unspectacular,” she said.

“Just as you wish, Your Honour.”

“Clay, please.”

“Sorry,” he said with a smile on his lips.

“Clay, would you object very strongly if we enlarged the cottage?” she asked.

“What do you have in mind?”

“I’d like to add another bedroom and also a covered area for entertaining. I realise you’re not strong on entertaining and I respect that, but I do have a coterie of friends, many in the legal profession, and they wouldn’t expect me to drop right out of circulation,” Glenda said.

“I understand that, Glenda. There’ll have to be a few adjustments. I realise it could be very quiet for you here, maybe even dull.”

“I could do with some quiet. In fact, I could do with quite a lot of it. I can see myself painting a bit, maybe taking some lessons. And I wouldn’t mind taking up the piano again,” Glenda said.

“Now that sounds very interesting. What about Donna and Debbie? How are they going to react to you being married? To me?”

“I’ll have to report back on that question. I think their reactions will vary quite a lot. They know what I went through with their father, so they shouldn’t begrudge me the opportunity to be happy,” Glenda said.

“Hmm. I don’t see any problem about adding the extra rooms.”

“That would be lovely, Clay. We could have barbecues on the entertaining area. I’d like to have lots of tropical plants around the walls. We could sing songs there, too. Your workroom is great, but it’s not furnished for entertaining, is it? I mean, it’s a real workroom. I’d like the new room to be a fair bit larger,” she said.

“Whatever you want,” he said.

“Can we get Josh Evans out here to discuss the extensions?” she asked.

“Of course,” he said. He could see that being married to Glenda was going to mean there’d be changes, but what the heck: he was getting a terrific woman who he couldn’t now imagine living without. If a few changes made a difference, he’d be happy to go along with them.

“There’s just one other thing, Clay,” Glenda said.

“What is it, Glenda?”

“I’m pregnant,” she said tautly.

“You’re what?”

“I’m pregnant. I’ve had it confirmed,” she said.

Steele’s eyes widened. “How is that possible? I thought you were finished in that area,” he said.

“It’d been erratic, so when things didn’t happen normally, I stopped taking precautions. Needless to say, it was an unexpected development.”

Steele looked at her in shock. “It’s more than that. It’s a minor miracle,” Steele said.

“I’m not the oldest woman ever to fall pregnant, dear. The point is, what is it going to mean to our relationship? You like peace and quiet for your writing and you’re going to have not only a wife, but the strong possibility of a crying baby. Because babies do cry, dear,” she said.

Steele held his hand gently against Glenda’s cheek. “You’re the one who will have to bear all the physical discomfort. It’s been a long while between babies and, like you keep telling me, you’re not as young as you once were. I’ll be very worried until he or she arrives safely and you’re all right,” Steele said.

“I’m very healthy and I’m very fit, dear. I can put up with a bit of physical discomfort to have our child,” she said. “It’s like we’ve been gifted a miracle, and that’s how I choose to regard it. If the crying becomes too much, I can always have a spell at my house.”

Steele shook his head. “Whatever comes, we’ll weather it together, Glenda. The writing can be put on hold. The minor miracle will have to take precedence over everything else.” He shook his head in wonder. “What will your daughters have to say about a baby brother or sister?”

“I dare say Debbie will be furious and Donna may imagine that I’ve developed early dementia. I can just hear her.”Mother, a baby at your age! You must be out of your mind."

Steele continued to look at Glenda, dazzled. “I think I need a cup of tea.”

“Want me to do anything?”

“I’ll be fine. Just watch the birds.”

“This place has a soporific effect on one… the birds and all the different aromas. If you leave me for long, I’ll probably go to sleep,” she said.

“I won’t leave you for long… ever,” he said. He thought there was a good chance she would go to sleep, as she was lying on a long recliner chair she’d recently added to the house’s furniture.

“You do say the nicest things, Clay,” Glenda said. And he did.

He was surprised when, a few minutes later, he heard Glenda call to him.

“Clay, come here. You have a visitor.”

Steele went out to her. She was sitting up in the chair and looking out into the garden. There, swinging along on his crutches, was Billy Sanders. If he’d come from his mother’s place, it would probably have been the longest distance he’d negotiated on crutches since his accident.

“Billy,” Clay said as his former charge came to a stop at the steps of the veranda.

“Mr Clay. And how are you, Mrs Butler?”

“All the better for seeing you down here, Billy,” Glenda said as Steele took Billy’s arm and helped him up the steps and into a chair.

“You’ll be ready for a cup of tea after that walk,” Steele said. “And Mrs Butler brought a fruit cake.”

“Sounds good,” Billy said with a grin that approached that of the old Billy.

“Any special reason for the big effort?” asked the perceptive Steele.

“You could say that, Mr Clay. What happened to Marjaru?” he asked abruptly.

“He’s gone, Billy. He’s with the spirits now,” Steele said.

Billy nodded then put his hand in his shirt pocket and withdrew two folded sheets of paper. “Have a look at that, Mr Clay. I think it’s the best song I’ve written. Marjaru said I’d write and perform again, and maybe, I will. See what you think.”

Steele took the sheets of paper and sat down in the chair between Billy and Glenda. All thoughts of the kettle boiling in the kitchen were extinguished from his mind by the delivery of Billy’s work. Whether it was good or otherwise, it signalled an improvement in Billy’s state of mind. But as he absorbed what Billy had written, he felt mounting excitement. Billy had penned Marjaru’s story. The many months of pushing Billy to read and to improve his use of words had paid off; his words were simple but eloquent. It would need a little tweaking to use as a song and he wasn’t keen on the reference to himself. He understood why Billy had included him in the song, as he was a factor behind Marjaru’s decision to return to the land of his ancestors. But he saw no great difficulty in writing himself out. His immediate task was to try and convey to Billy his own sense of excitement for what he had done.

Marjaru’s Farewell

There’s a whisper in from Beerwah

And along the crooning creek;

Sighing round the glassy peaks

And through the Bunya pines.

He came from the north like a wraith in the night,

Back to the land of the Gubbi Gubbi,

Where the cedar once grew

And the wild duck flew.

Back he came because of you.

Who else but Marjaru?

Dark clouds hover above the spectral peaks;

Lightning flashes over a hidden lair.

Paintings drawn on ancient rocks

By a race no longer there.

Chorus:

Where creeks wind through the forest lush

And bunya pines grow straight and tall.

Where rainbow birds feed from the bottle brush,

Of the Gubbi Gubbi, there is none at all.

Grasstrees still cling to the hillsides.

The rock wallaby is still bounding free.

Up high, the eagle glides.

But there is no Gubbi Gubbi to see.

No corroboree chants fill the scented air;

No cloying dust from stamping feet,

Of painted men who keep in time

To a rhythmic age-old beat.

Anxious eyes see the white men arrive,

And dark deeds that would appal.

Cedars long gone to axe and saw,

And the Gubbi Gubbi no more.

Grey possums chatter birdlike in gnarled trees,

Along the murmuring creek.

Rain clouds drift on by.

But long spears no longer fly.

It was all because of you

That I knew Marjaru.

A hundred years he lived

Did Marjaru.

The spirits tell him "You close up finish,

Go back to Gubbi land now.

Good white-fella Steele look out for you,

You last Gubbi man… Marjaru."

Now ’neath the glittering stars,

Where the East wind sobs through the glassy peaks,

The Dreaming Spirits still whisper of Marjaru.

This I tell you true…

Steele sat in silence before nodding his head.

“What do you think, Mr Clay?” Billy asked anxiously.

“Wonderful,” he breathed. “Pick up your crutches, Billy. We’re going over to the work room,” Steele said and tried to conceal his inner feelings.

“Shall I bring the tea and cake?” Glenda asked. She sensed that Steele was excited by what Billy had given him.

“Would you, dear?” Steele said with a nod.

Once inside the work room, he sat Billy down and read through the song again. On second reading, it reinforced his initial judgement: the song was simply splendid. It would require changes, but the basic thoughts were wonderful and could be expanded into song form.

Steele hummed some lines and sang others, sometimes more than once. “Very nice,” he said and patted Billy on the shoulder. “It needs a little more work, but you’ve done the hard stuff.” And for Glenda’s benefit, he sang the chorus.

Glenda, bringing the smoko, had tears in her eyes because she recognised that Billy’s contribution not only might mark the beginning of his way back as an entertainer, but gave Clay a huge amount of pleasure. A large measure of his faith in Billy had been restored. “But how lovely. Billy, it’s lovely,” she exclaimed.

“I’m awful pleased you like it,” said an obviously pleased Billy.

“It is, isn’t it, Clay?”

“I doubt Billy realises just how good it is. There are a few words that need changing, but tidied up a wee bit, it’ll be a winner. Billy, as soon as you’re able, we’ll have to work at it and then record it. It’ll put you back on the map,” Steele said.

Billy shook his head. “Not me, Mr Clay. You. I wrote this song for you. You did so much for me and I never did anything for you. All I did was let you down after I left you. Marjaru told me I’d come good and I believe I will. I’ll sing the song later but I want you to make the first recording.”

“Billy, I couldn’t do that. It’s your song. It’s the most perfect song to focus attention on you again,” Steele protested.

“When I can throw away these crutches, I’ll sing the song, Mr Clay. You wrote me lots of good songs and I never did a damned thing for you. You’ve got a great voice and you could have recorded them yourself, but you gave them all to me. This is the only thing of mine that I think is really good and I want you to have it.”

Steele looked across at Billy with tears in his eyes. “Oh, Billy…”

“I’ll get a big kick out of hearing you record one of my songs. Mum agrees with me. Marjaru agrees with me,” Billy said thickly.

“How do you know he agrees with you?” Steele asked.

“He came to me in a dream, Mr Clay. Told me I was a selfish bugger. Took everything but gave nothing. He said I would write a great song and then give it to you. Prove I wasn’t a selfish bugger. Prove I was man-fella at last.”

Steele looked at him in amazement. The words Billy had used could have come straight from Charlie’s mouth. And when he looked at Glenda’s face, he saw that she was as stunned as him, for she too, had heard Charlie speak.

“That must have been some experience,” Steele managed to get out.

“Too right. I never had a dream anything like it. Must have been because I was thinking about Marjaru so much,” Billy said.

“It looks as if we’re going to have a trip to Tamworth,” Glenda said.

“Mrs Butler and I are going to be married, Billy,” Steele said, as he noted the puzzled look on Billy’s face.

“You took your time about that.”

“I suppose that means you approve?”

“Too right. Nobody else would be good enough for you, Mr Clay,” Billy said.

“Huh, you’ve changed your tune. I can remember when you went crook at me for ignoring Debbie. You told me all the boys were keen on her and asked why I wasn’t,” Steele said.

“I was only a boy-fella then. Had no sense. But I’ve got some now. That old black-fella plenty clever-fella. You see, he’s even got me speaking like him,” Billy said, and laughed.

“Are you sure this is what you want, Billy? I mean, about your song,” Steele said.

“It’s what I want, Mr Clay. You sing that song and I’ll sing at your wedding. How’s that for a deal?”

Steele looked at Glenda who nodded. “It’s a deal, Billy. I think we’d better have that cup of tea now, and then, I’ll run you home. One trip of that distance on crutches is enough for the day.”

The day was dying when Clay and Glenda finally came out onto the front veranda. As the half-darkness deepened to night, the moon rose from the east and its light turned Jerogeree into a fairyland. Right then, the wild lovely garden appeared even wilder and more beautiful, with its scents more intense than ever. Glenda knew then that the old story about their being a curse on Jerogeree and that it was haunted by the spirits of murdered Gubbi Gubbi no longer had any legitimacy. Clay had made the difference. He had restored the old cottage and made its long-abandoned garden into a place of even greater beauty. Just as he’d cared for the land, he had taken care of Billy Sanders and made him an icon of his people.

“I’m going to enjoy living here, Clay. It’s a very special place, isn’t it?” Glenda said at last.

“Very special,” he agreed. The words of the first song of any consequence that he had written, the song that had catapulted Billy Sanders from obscurity to national recognition, came into his head and he hummed it softly…

I sit here and dream of the long ago when my people danced along the creek below.

No more corroboree along Jerogeree, all gone the corroboree.

The old Gubbi Gubbi people were gone but a vestige of their blood flowed through the veins of Billy Sanders and his son, Charlie, and if Marjaru’s prediction came true, the boy child would grow up to do great things. And this small portion of what had once been Gubbi Gubbi land would pass into Aboriginal ownership. It wasn’t much, but it, along with the gold he’d deposited, made it possible for Steele to do something for the descendants of the people who’d been massacred here and for Marjaru who had come from North Queensland to die here, the last full blood of the old people who’d been driven from their land.

As the night breeze blew down to them from the glassy monoliths beyond, Clay imagined that he could hear old Charlie calling to him… Marjaru… Marjaru… Marjaru.

“You’re very quiet, Clay,” Glenda said.

He put an arm round her waist and drew her closer to him. “I’m trying to hold the words of a new song in my head,” Steele said.

“Where did you get them, dear?”

“From a long way away, Glenda. They came on the breeze and there was a name that we both know… Marjaru,” he said.

“Marjaru. Did you ever tell me what it means?” she asked.

“It means the last person, or in this case, the last man,” he said.

“That old man has made quite an impact on Billy. He seems like a different young man now. Did you see the change in him?”

“Straight away,” he said. “Old Charlie offered him redemption and a great future for his son. It was the medicine he needed. I think Billy will be all right now.”

They sat down on the divan and Glenda leaned her head against Steele’s shoulder. As long ago as in her teen years, she’d dreamed of finding and marrying an exceptional man who would be everything in the world to her. She’d married a good-looking man with no morals who’d ended up knocking her about. She’d had some hard years bringing up her girls while serving as a magistrate, with all the responsibility that position entailed. Until she’d met Clayton Steele, she hadn’t imagined she would ever find happiness with a man. Perhaps it was her experience in Court that helped her recognise that Steele was different. And so he’d proved to be.

“If you record that song of Billy’s, the last shreds of your anonymity will be gone forever, dear.”

“A fellow can’t have everything, Glenda. I had a few years hidden away when I needed them to get back on my feet. And once you begin entertaining, I’ll really be public property,” he said with the gentle smile she had come to know and love so well. He was less concerned about the extensions Glenda wanted than the fact that he would have to help entertain her visitors.

“I might be entertaining, but you’ll be the entertainer,” she said. And then, with her wonderfully perceptive understanding of him, she instantly eased his concerns. “There won’t be hordes of people, dear. I realise you’re a very private person, but I can’t drop all my friends and colleagues overnight. There are some who were very supportive after I divorced Hugh and was on my own. I assure you, they’ll be very small gatherings,” she said.

“Oh, well, I suppose it’ll be another arrow in my quiver.” Steele’s eyebrows lifted. “I wonder what my mother will say when she hears that I’m singing country and western music. She’s a strictly grand opera buff when it comes to singing.”

“Perhaps you should take lessons to keep your mother happy,” Glenda said. “You have the voice for it.”

“Ah, but Glenda, dear, I won’t have time to learn the technique. There’s you to consider now and I certainly don’t plan on neglecting you,” Steele said and drew her tightly to him.

“I’ll see to that, dear. I’ve waited all my life for you and I don’t plan on wasting a moment of our time together. Besides, there’s going to be another Clayton, or perhaps, a Carole Steele to look after,” she said.

“I must say it’s been quite a day,” Steele said shaking his head and grinning as he pressed his lips to Glenda’s. What he now recognised was that finding Glenda and having her love him as he loved her was the greatest thing that had ever happened to him.

As the night breeze dropped away, he thought he heard a final soft ‘Marjaru’ and then, there was only the birdlike chirruping of the grey possums in the trees beside his restored dwelling…
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