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The horse didn’t move its head, just rolled down its apple-sized eye until the whites showed all the way around and the dark iris had Natalie pinned. She took a step back. Her sandal caught on a tuft of capeweed and Kate laughed.

“What a baby,” Kate said. “Go ahead and pat him, why don’t you? Come on, I dare you.”

Natalie’s hand shook. The horse’s flank felt surprisingly hard, like the armchair Mum kept in the hall by the phone table. 

“There, so what,” Natalie said, backing off.

From the other side of the agistment paddock ambled two girls, both fat and, like Kate, wearing jeans and gumboots. They sneered at Natalie, who suddenly felt ridiculous in her summer dress with its capped sleeves and lace trim.

One fat girl pointed at Natalie and said, “Gawd, what is that?”

“Some relative from the city, I don’t know,” Kate said. “Her mum’s in hospital and we’re stuck with her.”

Natalie tried on a friendly smile. “Dad’s a salesman, he does a lot of travelling. He’s in Tasmania at the moment.”

But the fat girls ignored her and spoke to Kate about the riding competition that Kate was entering the following day. The horse watched Natalie with its crazed eye and pulled back its lips to show her its blunt square teeth. Did horses bite? Were they prone to unpredictable attacks like elephants? She didn’t know, but Mum would; Mum knew just about everything.

“Uh-oh,” one of the girls said, “look out.”

“Bye Kate,” the other one said, “see you at the championships, okay?”

Both girls took off. Natalie turned. A squat man in overalls with a paunch as tight and round as a basketball was approaching from the car park.

“Who’s that?” 

“My old man,” Kate said.

“What should I call him? Mister Wallace? Or is he my uncle?”

“Call him whatever you want, dumb arse.”

Kate’s father walked straight under the horse’s chin, his gaze fixed on Natalie and his eyes sunk within dark circles. His face was sunburnt, chapped and whiskery. “You must be young Natasha. How was your ride in on the train?”

“Good thank you, Uncle Henry, but my name’s Natalie.”

He put his leathery hands on his knees and laughed and kept laughing. Natalie didn’t know why. The sharp desire for home caught in her chest. This won’t be for long, Dad had promised as she had cried into his neck at Flinders Street Station, just a week or so and then everything would be back to normal.

At last, Henry stopped laughing and straightened up. Startled, he noticed the horse and slapped at its withers. The horse shied, apple eye revolving. Natalie braced, ready to run, but the horse steadied itself, stamping its hooves and curling its frothy lips while Henry gazed in open admiration. 

“Look at him, he’s just a big kid, that’s all he is, just a big kid,” he said. “He’s just a big kid, that’s all he is, just a big kid.” 

Natalie glanced at Kate who was playing statues, frozen and waiting. 

“He’s just a big kid,” he said, and Natalie thought of her toy robot, unable to stop marching its little tin legs until the key in its back wound down. 

“Uncle Henry?”

Henry whirled and stared about at them blindly for a moment, then struck out across the paddock towards the car park, gesturing for the girls to follow. He flung open all the car doors, took a rifle from the back seat and put it in the front next to a blue and white esky. 

Kate pointed at the esky and said to Natalie, “Have a look in there.” 

“Why? What’s in it?”

“Open it and find out.”

Natalie felt her insides clench. She lifted a corner of the lid. On a bag of ice, curled up as if asleep, lay a rabbit with soft ginger fur, a dull eye and a coin of dried blood on its ribs.

“That’s your dinner,” Kate said, smirking.

The drive to Kate’s house was ten minutes along a ruler-straight road that divided paddocks and green hills, followed by turns through a town with roundabouts but no traffic lights. The weatherboard house had a pitched tin roof. Kate pointed through the carport – “Go out the back and give Mum a hand” – and went inside the house with Henry and the esky. 

Kate’s mother, Betsy, was thin and wore her grey hair chopped short. She was behind wire in the chicken coop, mucking out straw into a wheelbarrow while hens clucked at her feet.

Natalie wandered over. “Hello again.”

Betsy stopped and leant on her fork. “Right. Have fun with the horses?”

“It was okay.”

“I’d ask you to help put this straw on the garden beds but you’re not exactly dressed for it. Didn’t your dad pack any clothes you could use?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, go on inside, ask Kate to lend you some jeans.”

The house smelt of mothballs. Natalie walked through the kitchen past Henry, who was seated at the table drinking beer from a large bottle and didn’t appear to see her. The house looked to have been cobbled together in unrelated stages, with dead-end passageways, rooms opening into other rooms and wooden steps in doorways that led up or down depending on the slope of the floor. There were metal horse shoes hammered into walls, horse figurines on the mantle, a velour painting of a galloping horse on a beach with foaming rollers, a clock face that showed a stampeding mob, a brass rubbing of a horse’s head. 

Natalie wandered into a narrow junk room with stacks of boxes and broken deck chairs. She was about to walk out when she noticed the bookcase. Lining the shelves were dozens of trophies engraved with Kate’s name and a stack of ribbons and pennants. Natalie picked up a framed photograph of Kate on a pony. The girl couldn’t have been more than five years old, her chubby face pinched in concentration. 

“What are you doing in here?”

Natalie turned. “You must be a fantastic rider.”

Kate hesitated, said, “Hey, let me show you something,” and opened a cupboard. She brought out on hangers white britches and a buttoned red jacket, and from the foot of the cupboard, two boxes that held a black riding hat and a pair of buffed knee-high boots. “I’m in a couple of categories tomorrow, champion rider under thirteen years and champion local under seventeen years, and I’ll win at least one title, maybe both.”

“That’s so great. Your parents must be really proud of you.”

Kate’s face closed up. She rammed the items of clothing back into the cupboard and slammed the door. “Go on, get out,” she said.

Natalie retreated to her designated bedroom, a space in the roof accessed via a ladder at the rear of the kitchen. The rafters hunkered so low that she couldn’t stand up, and there was only room within the chipboard walls for a double mattress. A window cut into the tin roof looked over the backyard. Outside, Betsy put the rake in the shed, approached the house and walked under Natalie’s line of sight.  Soon, Natalie could hear her moving about in the kitchen below, humming and clattering pans. Then silence. 

Betsy must be skinning and gutting the rabbit, Natalie thought, and remembered the animal’s glassy button eye. She grabbed her toy bunny, Violet, from her suitcase at the foot of the mattress and lay down. Her pillow smelt like home.






*

“Tea’s ready.”

Natalie broke from her doze in alarm. Kate’s scowling face peered through the hole in the floor and ducked away. Natalie hid Violet under the clothes in her suitcase then descended the ladder. Betsy, Henry and Kate were already at the kitchen table. Natalie took her seat. Henry didn’t have a plate; he stared at nothing in particular and drank in slow, thoughtful draughts from a large beer bottle. Three empty bottles were lined up on the table in front of him.

“You must be starving, girl,” Betsy said. “Tuck in.”

The red meat on her plate glistened in its gravy but Natalie picked at the beans and mashed potato instead. No one spoke for a time. Then Kate said, “Hey little baby, what about your casserole?”

Natalie speared a chunk of rabbit with her fork and placed it in her mouth. As she chewed, she tried to think of sausages and chops but the meat stuck in her throat like chaff. She managed to swallow and said, “Has my dad called?”

 Betsy said, “Why, did he say he was going to?”

“Maybe he’s having so much fun he’s forgot about her,” Kate said. She grinned at Natalie and made a point of chomping with her mouth open to show off the rabbit meat gnashing between her teeth.






*

The attic room didn’t have a nightlight. Natalie switched off the lamp and lay on her back, clutching Violet. She heard a noise and sat up. Kate climbed from the hole in the floor and crawled across the empty side of the mattress, pillow in hand. 

“What do you want?” Natalie whispered.

“Shut up. Mum told me to keep you company.”

Kate threw herself onto the mattress and wrenched up the sheet. 

Once Natalie’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, she could see something in the rafters, a black shape like an open hand above her face. “Kate, I think there’s a spider up there.”

“Probably. We get huntsmen all the time.”

Natalie, gasping, flung herself into a corner. “Kill it, please kill it.”

“What for? Huntsmen eat mozzies. Want to get bitten?”

“I don’t care, you have to kill it.”

“Aw, shut up, will you? I’ve got to compete tomorrow.”

“It’ll drop on me.”

“No it won’t, go to sleep.” 

Natalie clenched her teeth. Then she heard muted shouting, and scraping noises like furniture getting shoved around. “What’s that?” she said.

“Nothing. If Dad comes up here, pretend you’re asleep.” 

Natalie’s heart kicked against her ribs. “I want to go home.”

“Tough.”

Natalie thumbed at tears and stared into the rafters. The space in the roof had its own presence, thick with darkness. The huntsman was watching her, she knew, she could feel its eyes on her, it was waiting for her to drowse off so that it might begin its slow creep down the wall. The yelling and banging downstairs got louder and closer. Please get me out of here. Natalie pressed her face against her toy bunny and waited for a sign from the heavenly Father. None came. She wondered if He was moving in one of His mysterious ways or if she hadn’t prayed correctly, but the only person who would know for sure was in a hospital somewhere, and Natalie had no idea how to find her.
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