Chapter 15
Boxwatch at Big Bogie

ACK, JIM AND JOE had high hopes for Mick,

Rick and Phil. Surely they would prove sturdier
bushies than cousins Simon and Dominic. With cool
weather, oh! what a day it should be.

Deep sleep had refreshed them and they rose early.
The Lawsons knelt for a morning prayer. So did Mick,
Rick and Phil — perhaps for the first time in their lives.

In the Old Laundry, they splashed a bit of water from
tin basins on faces and hands, just enough to towel off,
and came back to dress for the great bush expedition.

For the morning jobs, each visitor was paired off
with a local. Being Saturday, there was no laundry, so
they did not need to light the coppers.

In the kitchen, breakfast followed family prayers.

Mick’s mother, with consideration for the Lawson
finances, had kindly sent a couple of kilos of bacon.
Bacon, with eggs on golden toast, was a welcome luxury
after the porridge, hot milk and raw sugar. And all
washed down with lots of tea.

The prattle of the littlies was a new experience for
the boys from small families. Tommy told them, “Me
and Joe’s chooks are very clever. Do you know that
new chooks take one look at a perch and they know it’s
for them to sleep on?”

Mick good naturedly played up to him. “You mean
without you teaching ’em?” Tommy nodded.

Tilly added, “Our chooks’ve got springs in their legs.
They jump like kangaroos and land on the perch.”

Joe, the chook-master, was also Joe the Smarty. He

boasted, “I’ve got springs too but they’re called muscles.”
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On Saturdays, breakfast was washed up at once.
Mick wielded the washing-up mop, Rick and Phil the
tea towels. Joe stacked plates and cups in their places,
and Jack and Jim organized the food for a bush lunch.

“You really ought to get a dish-washer,” growled
Phil. “You know, get with it, get modern.” For him,
Terra Sancta was hopelessly old-fashioned and out-of-
date. It did not dawn on him it might be advantageous.

Jim said, “A solar panel’s too small for a dish-washer.”

Meanwhile, the two knapsacks were on the kitchen
table, Jack’s for Lawsons and Mick’s for visitors. Jack
and Jim found a mobile phone in Mick’s knapsack. They
were too ignorant to recognize its wizardry — for good
and evil. Loud enough to be heard, Jack hissed,
“Contraband! Will we chuck it in the creek?”

“You bet,” chortled Jim, “and him who brung it.”

Mick blushed. He knew he was guilty.

However, the Lawsons were pleased that the visitors
had all the essential items on their lists: bush hats with
broad brims, shirts with collars to turn up against the
sun and sleeves that rolled up or down, roomy knee-
length walking shorts, thick socks, and light but solid
footwear — all comfortable and practical and safe. -

Each had a parka, counting as jumper and raincoat,
a sensible extra if the fine weather went to bits.

With a faint grin, Jack confessed — “I misjudged
your mums,” he told Mick, Rick and Phil. “I thought
they’d make you bring lots of useless extras.” Maybe
Simon and Dominic had given them good advice.

Jim backed this up. “It’s stupid carrying what we
won’t use. Gotta save all our energy for walking.”

Jack added shrewdly, “If a boy conks out, he’ll be
heavy enough to carry, without waste weight, you know,
like towels, and they’re even heavier wet.”
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“CONTRABAND! WILL WE CHUCK IT IN THE CREEK?”
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Mick was sharing his knapsack and a pocket knife
with Rick and Phil. He had a crash helmet buckled on
and denounced it himself. “It’s sissy, but Mum made
me bring it... I’ll leave it here at Terra Sancta.”

The Lawsons nodded their sympathy.

Jack and Jim spread the food and gear over the two
knapsacks: plastic bags of tea, sugar, milk powder, salt,
and two dozen Anzac biscuits, a dozen home-baked bread
rolls; a dozen sausages in grease- proof paper and
butcher’s paper; plastic jars of butter, apricot jam and
tomato sauce; an old three litre plastic bottle of water;
a plastic bag for the brand new dixies, a billy, six mugs,
one spoon; and, roaming on the loose, twelves oranges
and six apples. Matches were in protective tins in their
shorts’ pockets.

“What about forks?” asked Mick.

Jim explained, “We sharpen sticks to poke holes in
the snags' and eat ’em on a bread roll.”

Jack added, “We’ve two pocket knives for butter.”

Joe made the absence of cutlery even clearer. “Out-
doors, we mostly eat with our front trotters.”

* k kX %

The visitors realized that the Lawsons simple
wisdom of early rising, even on Saturday, meant more
time free for adventuring.

Mick accepted it cheerfully. “At this time of night
I’'m usually snoring. This is much better.”

At half past seven, after a cheery ‘Godspeed” from
the grown-ups and smiles from the rest of the family,
the six boys were on their way.

Crossing the home paddock, they strode in line-
abreast. There was lots of talk and banter.

1  snags: colloquial for sausages.
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Phil walked between Buttercup and her calf Bubs.
It was Bubs, not Buttercup, who took exception to this.
She butted him. Cowboy Jim spoke severely to Bubs
and told Phil, “You see, he’s a bull calf and has to get
into practice at defending cows.”

At the sliprails, the four without knapsacks, climbed
through, and Jack and Mick over the top.

Rick got a splinter from the old timber of the second
rail. Jack told him, “Suck it and spit.” It still hurt a
bit and bled. Rick made his customary ‘cuss’ words.

Jim reproved him. “I orta punch your nose.”

Jack spoke calmly, as his Dad would. “Sounds a
bit like the Holy Name — better to say, ‘Whacky-doo’.”

Rick asked, “Can I say, ‘Sneezle, snoozle and snot’?”

“Not if Mum’s listenin’,” cheeped Joe. “She says
‘snot’ is rude and crude.” His brothers grinned.

The timber track was too narrow for six abreast.
So, still talking non-stop, they regrouped in twos.

The new boys made staffs from fallen sticks.

They did not notice the bewildering forking and
joining in the track. As yet, they felt neither wonder-
ment nor anxiety. They did not notice that Jack chose
the way by favouring the top of the ridge.

At The Tumbledown, with lots of gestures, Joe gave
a vivid description of Jack racing the Land Rover down
it without brakes. The path smashed through the
passion fruit confirmed his account. They stopped for
some guzzling, to top up on breakfast.

After that, Jack turned off sharp right and swung
onto Koala Spur. It was uphill at first, and this quite
confused the visitors. Indeed, it dismayed them.

Phil was put out: “Why go uphill when we’ve only
just come down hill? Have you been here before?”

Mick challenged Jack even more bluntly. “Do you
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really know where you’re going, or are you guessing?
There’s no track. How can you possibly know?”

Rick was suspicious. “Have you ever got lost?”

Jim replied cheekily, “Only slightly slewed for a
day or two... oops! I mean half an hour or so0.”

When the rise levelled off, with trees all round, and
no distant or even local view, the visitors doubts grew
to mutinous mutterings. How could anyone keep on
course? It was reckless. Were the Bush Boy Explorers
just hoping for the best? But what if the worst
happened? And they wandered in circles for days?
And the food ran out? And nowhere to sleep?

Jack did, in fact, swing too far to the right. Then
he saw that the ground was starting to slope down. He
could tell the difference between the steeper slope of
the side of a ridge and the gentler slope on the ridge’s
back. He mended his error with a sharp turn to the left.
To the doubting Thomases, this proved he was muddled.

Now he pointed to a cairn of stones. “We made it
when we came up” — he pointed even further to the
right — “over there.” It was too much for his critics.

The forest thinned as the ridge sloped. Now they
could see, in the middle distance, the gorge of Koala
Creek on their right and a side creek on the left. But
the vastness of the wild bush was scary.

Near the end of the slope, Joe yelled, “Big Bogie!”
and the Lawsons began to pick up sticks and snatch
kindling thinner-than-matches off dead wattle branches.

Jack explained, “It’s not for today but for a big
stockpile of wood for the next time.” His familiarity
with local conditions should have been reassuring. But
the visitors now viewed even that with suspicion.
Nevertheless they took the hint and helped collect wood.

Then Joe, who was in front, and yapping at those
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behind him, almost trod on a tiger snake sprawled across
their faint track. Joe went one way, the snake another.
That was not reassuring either...

Joe continued to yap. He told the Boxwatch boys.
“It’s probably a relative of the one I stomped to death
— yo ho yep yes 1 did, and it went deady bones. When
we came back the same way, it was gone.

“Proves it wasn’t dead,” crowed Phil.

“Oh yes it was,” rejoined Joe. “My goanna Go-Go
probly got a bush signal to come and eat him, or the
kookaburras pulled him to bits.” With that, he led the
way down a defile in the low cliff. Hugging their
bundles of sticks, they slithered on the loose stones.

Mick, Rick and Phil were ‘all shook oop’ by their
experiences so far. But now for the reward — pure and
simple joy at nature’s swimming pool, and how it
wrapped round from the side creek into the main creek.

They admired the cave and begged for a long rest.

This put Jack in a quandary. He had not planned
to stop here. “What d’yer reckon, Jim?”

Mick interrupted. “Rest! We rest, or go on strike!”

Jack bit his lip and accepted the inevitable. If a
group needed urging on the way out... change the plan.

Jim set up the old fireplace from the blackened
stones. Jack broke up kindling and sticks. As a
kindness, he let clumsy Mick strike the match.

Joe filled the billy and hung it on a stick over the
flames. Jack got out the light rope and tied it between
the sticks that Greg Cumberland had jammed in cracks.

“What'’s that for?” asked Phil.

Joe told him, “Air our clothes while swimming.”

At the word ‘swimming’, the visitors cheered up.

The Lawsons flopped down on the rock floor. Jim
explained, “Get boots off while we’re cooling down.”
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Phil protested, “But we’re not hot or panting.”

With the superior wisdom of bushy boy, Jack said,
“Just long enough for pulses and breathing to slow.”

Then Jim yelled, “Okay, beat yers in!”

Clothes were reefed off and dumped — so much for
hanging them up. Jack, Jim and Joe were ready first.
At once they bombed in, in one great awkward SPLASH.

What with shyness and tight fitting clothes, Mick,
Rick and Phil were slow undressing. But they sprinted
to the edge, made the most graceful shallow dives along
the surface, and fairly zipped across the pool.

Half-way over, they overtook the Lawsons, turned
about on the far side and raced back. They could swim!
The poor Lawsons pursued them like wounded whales.

* k k% %

Gone were their needless fears. The rough grandeur
of The Mighty Bush worked its enchantment on the
Boxwatch boys. This rockbound pool, cradled in deep
bush gorges, was beauty beyond all imagining, indeed
a blend of many beauties, of sight, sound and smell.

Ridges rose high under a sky of cloudless blue. Sun-
lit leaves glistened green, shadowed leaves green-grey.

The boys swam to and fro amid dancing wavelets,
The cold water sparkled clear and clean and felt as
smooth as silk — no chlorine and no pollution.
Troubled spirits were soothed by a gentle sun not fierce
enough to burn. It was so peaceful — they began to
warble in delight.

Dimly, they realized they could also hear the silence
— a silence so gently broken by murmurs of moving
water, and little buzzings, chirps and cheeps. A faint
scent of honey-wattle wafted on the gently moving air,
plus the homely smell of wood smoke.

Maybe they thought vaguely of their Creator.
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Maybe they heard whispers of a still small voice which
hinted that they were streaked with an ugliness out of
tune with all this beauty. Maybe they marvelled at Jack,
Jim and Joe, as wild as boys mostly are, but
clean-minded, kind-hearted more than most, and radiat-
ing a noble something in tune with the beauty all about.

Meanwhile Jack was thinking of a new and less
demanding plan. Now he called, “All out!”

As they waded ashore, the visitors realized there
was beauty even in the fire. Its wreathing flames
softening the ugliness even of a battered black billy.

Joe boasted, “It’s just a week and a bit that we
taught ourselves to swim.”

The boys stood a moment in the warm sunshine,
but the gentle breeze proved cold on wet skin. They
moved closer to the fire, and fed it with more sticks.
Its pleasant glow felt even better than the sun.

What with each visitor taking a turn on their knap-
sack, they were converted to saving weight. The
Lawsons were proved right: they did not need towels.

Dried and dressed, they sipped tea and chewed
Anzac biscuits, and enjoyed the friendliness.

Jack was pleased they asked for more tea. The
billy was boiled again. Soon they would ascend a
waterless ridge, with no more tea till lunch. The water
in the plastic bottle was only for boys ‘conking out’.

Jack glanced up at the sun. “It’s quarter past nine.”

Phil bleated, “You wouldn’t let us bring a watch.”

Jack used one of Dad’s teaching tricks: he simply
ignored the protest and trumped it with something grander.
“Now it’s time to go where we’ve never been before.”

To scare them as a tease, Jim embellished it: “And
maybe no one else has ever been or will be.”

Joe was already rinsing mugs and packing food and
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gear back into knapsacks. It counted as his share of
carrying it, since Jim and Jack had agreed to spare him.

They crossed the stepping-rocks to the east bank of
the side creek, skirted under a cliff, crossed the second
set of stones over Koala Creek, and headed obliquely
downstream but along a rising track on the right bank.

“Someone made this track,” Phil objected cheekily,
“so man has been here.” His remark was ignored.

As the track rose, it veered from the creek, which
was lost to sight behind rock and scrub and small trees.

Jack was looking carefully to the right, watching
for the foot of a ridge. When their track levelled, he
turned sharply right. - He told them, “We’ll explore this
ridge instead of Mount Zodiac. Most of the way, we
should get a view into the gorge of Koala Creek. We
should be able to find the climb-down we used coming
the other way and get to The Secret Water.”

Jim approved. “It’ll be a bit more for our map.”

“And,” gloated Joe, “we’ll spot any Shy Spy Triplets
around here without ’em knowing, yo ho yep yes!”

To impress his brothers as well as the visitors, he
continued, “Lieutenant General Robert Baden-Powell
reckoned civilized people rarely look up, so the Shy
Spy Triplets won’t.” Hmmm thought the others!

Jack, their masterful leader, warned them, “From
now on, everyone’d better talk in whispers.”

Phil was the first whisperer. “There’s a track here.”

Jim took this as a criticism of his ‘no man has ever
been before’. “Huh! he said, “It’s just an animal pad.”

Jack put Phil in front to shut him up, then Joe and
himself, Mick and Rick. Trusty Jim was rear-guard,
lest anyone drop out. Jim never complained at this
menial yet vital task.



Chapter 16
Up the Ridge and Down Again

LTHOUGH Phil was in front, it was Joe who
hissed, “Heap of stones,” and pointed.

Jack hissed back, “Yes, Greg told us he’d built a
cairn — if you’d only listened. Keep going, Phil.”

The track ceased at the cairn, and the ridge rose
sharply. They dodged around the obstacles — cliffs
and thick scrub. Where dodging was impossible, they
picked the easiest way, clambering up or hacking through.

The ascent proved easier than Jack expected.
There were no dangerous cliff-climbs, just a few steep
scrambles, and no tricky navigational bits like saddles.

The Lawson legs went up and down like pistons,
without conscious effort. The visitors were not as
robust, and hufferty-puffed even without the cruelty of
a blistering hot day. Staffs helped in uphill plodding.

After ten minutes, the steepness eased off. Now
there were big boulders to dodge. Sometimes Joe broke
ranks and cut round the other side, “Just to show ’em.”

Jack wished he wouldn’t but didn’t say so. He was
telling himself, “I mustn’t be like a bossy boots girl.”

“Our view’s bettering all the time,” claimed Jim,
“and better than seeing it from a low flying plane, going
too fast to take in the detail.”

Mick looked down. “Those pools look beaut,” he
enthused. “That bushy swim was beaut.”

The Big Bogie Pool, from which they had started
the climb, lay far behind. And its cave, of course, was
out of sight around the corner in the side creek.

Jack had to keep reminding them, “Don’t yap so

loudly, or the Shy Spy Triplets might hear you.”
159
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‘Dodging round trees and scrub and boulders, they
were getting glimpses close ahead of The Thunderfall.
The sun flashed and gleamed on its wild waters.

The Lawsons greeted it like an old friend.

Mick doubted it: “Have you really been there before?”

Joe pointed across the gorge to the horizon, and
hissed, “Look! the Roof Room on Terra Sancta. So
there! We know exactly where we are.”

“And see Cubby’s Canyon,” added Jim. “It’s in
line with it.” The great knife cut in the north side of
the gorge pointed homeward, but its cave was hidden.

By the time The Thunderfall lay below them, they
could see further ahead, to The Secret Water.

Rick pointed at it excitedly — and had to be SSsshed
— “There’s someone there! pitching a tent!”

Jack grinned to himself: he had already spotted it,
but waited for someone else to see it first.

Jim’s keen eyes took in vital detail: “Three boys!”
he crowed to Mick, Rick and Phil. “Just like we said.”

Jack himself quivered with excitement. “The Shy
Spy Triplets! See their straw hats!”

A chuckling Jim rebuked Jack: “Ssssh, little boy!”

Lest the visitors had forgotten, Joe reminded them.
“We told you about our rivals, yo ho yep yes we did!”

Mick enquired mildly, “What’s the rivalry about?”

It was a good question. But no Lawson had an
answer, and they felt a bit silly.

Jack dodged it. “When we make our own tent, it’1l
be khaki-green,” he averred, “not orange like theirs: it’s
meant to attract the attention of rescuers.” This might
have been good as a campfire debating topic but of no
consequence at the moment.

“What’ll we do about it, Jack?” asked practical Jim.

The others looked at their leader. He enjoyed the
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trust of brothers, visitors, and, although he only vaguely
aware of it, of his and their fathers and mothers.

Jack pondered. “How about this?” Like his Dad,
his leadership style was more by making suggestions
plus consultation than giving direct orders. “Here’s
our chance to find out what they’re up to.”

Jim said, “So we climb down to The Secret Water
and listen to them?”

“It would be safer to keep us all together,” admitted
Jack. “But six are more likely to roll a rock by mistake
and alert them. So how about Jim and Rick be our
spies? They can climb down above The Secret Water
where we got down last Saturday. The rest of us’ll
back-track along the ridge and find a way down to The
Thunderfall and we’ll all meet there for lunch.”

“Will you start cookin’ it?” asked Jim.

“Of course,” agreed Jack. As an after thought, he
added, “But no swimmin’ till we’re all together.” The
he told Phil. “Pull up under that turp.” He had to
keep pointing at it because, for Rick, a tree was just a
tree and lacked any individuality.

At the turpentine tree, Jim said, “This is where
Simon nearly fainted last Saturday, and see where Joe
buried the orange skins.” That reminded them to eat
an apple and suck out an orange each, and Garbo-
Master Jim buried them next last week’s lot.

Then Jack told Jim. “We’ll split the food. In my
knapsack we’ll take the water, First Aid Kit, billy, grid
iron and sausages, anything to be cooked. Mick, could
you let Jim have your knapsack for most of the fruit?”

He led them forward to last Saturday’s jutting head-
land of rock. He pointed silently at the enticing view
of The Secret Water and three busy boys.

Sight or sound could easily betray their presence,
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especially when their own spies got closer. Even now,
the scattered trees on the ridge crest left them in full
view. A single dislodged stone might be heard.

With a whispered “Godspeed” from Jack, the
counter-spies slid over the edge, to begin clambering
down the multi-stepped cliff.

Jack beckoned his team back to the turpentines, then
turned east to retrace their way along the ridge. He put
Joe in front. Soon they were above a likely spot to get
down to The Thunderfall. It was a shallow gully sloping
steeply into the gorge. Once in it, they were not visible
against a skyline, nor was it so deep as to block out the
view to left and right.

Upstream, they glimpsed Jim and Rick on even
steeper slopes, clinging to saplings. But they could not
coo-ee lest the Shy Spies at Secret Water hear it.

They gasped when the boy in front tottered forward
in a half run to the next cliff top. Right on the brink,
he snatched at a small tree, swung right round on it, out
into space and back in again. It saved him from
following his staff, which went flying over and down...

Mick and Phil heard Jack mutter, “Hope Rick hasn’t
dislocated his arm — I dunno the First Aid for it.”

Joe grinned. “You’re only worried cos he dropped
his staff — but better than goin’ over huggin’ it.”

Jack’s group soon had similar problems, for they
had Mick... A great mate given to accidents. Not for
nothing did his Mum made him wear a crash helmet on
those visits to the Lawsons in Boxwatch. Phil, on the
other hand, proved that his prowess at school work was
transferable and he helped curb Mick’s recklessness.

Mick soon had to swing out on a sapling himself,
and spin right round. Jack remarked dryly, “Your
Mum’d’ve a fit if she knew you weren’t in your helmet.”
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In one place they needed the rope. They put it
round a tree and used it in two halves, to steady their
descent down a steeply sloping rock. Jack and Joe
went first and Mick last. Mick let go one rope so he
fell thumpetty-thump. He banged his head on a tree.
Jack made him lie down with his head up, lest he had
concussion. Oh for the crash helmet!

While Jack recoiled the rope, putting in ‘the twist’,
Joe examined Mick’s head — it was disappointing: “No
blood! Only a lump like my chooks’ eggs!” Hmmm!

They retrieved Mick’s staff, needed to avoid sliding
on the loose stones on the slopes below the cliffs.

Near the bottom, Mick came another ‘gutzer’. This
time it was cuts, scratches and bruises.

He now had a lump on the head, a bleeding cut on
the back of a hand, abrasions on both knees, and a bruise
on his left cheek. Phil was a tower of strength — and
inventiveness. He fished in Mick’s right-side pocket,
got out his hanky, and bandaged up the hand.

Joe was all admiration. “Even Jack couldn’t’ve
done it better.” That was his highest praise.

Jack gave a sigh of relief when they arrived on the
floor of the gorge near the top of the waterfall. The
scramble beside it down to the pool was ‘a snack’.

Mick and Phil were mightily impressed at a close
up view of all this falling water and its thunder. They
had no previous acquaintance with nature’s wonders
other that virtual reality, which is not the same at all.

They hankered for a dip, but Jack insisted, “Every-
one helps get lunch — fireplace, firewood, light a fire,
fill the billy, hang it in the flames, load the gridiron
with sausages, poke holes, grill them, butter the rolls,
milk and sugar the mugs.” Shared work, great fun!

k k kX



164 NEW BOYS GO BUSH AGAIN Chapter 16

EANWHILE Jim and Rick were making progress
well worthy of report to Jack and the others.

Rick was as accident-prone as his cousin. After
saving himself from the cliff plunge, Jim took
preventative measures and went in front himself.

Rick was not used to steep hillsides. He set a large
rock rolling. Jim heard it coming and skipped aside —
just in time to miss a grave injury or instant death. The
rock rolled on, crashing and banging as it picked up speed.

Jim saw the Shy Spy Triplets start to turn. In the
next half-second they would look up. He hissed fiercely,
“Get down! git down! g’ down! an’ keep still!”

What would the Shy Spies make of it? Would they
conclude that someone was on the hillside? and be on
their guard? or would they think it natural?

Jim waited a full minute before taking a careful
peep. The Triplets were busily unpacking three knap-
sacks and stowing stuff in a tent. He hissed to Rick:
“Three sleeping bags — they’re sleeping here tonight.”

Rick asked, “Are you sure they’re sleeping bags?”

Jim grinned: “Shape plus size equals sleepin’ bag.”

At the bottom of that terrible descent, next its
screening trees, they lost sight of The Secret Water.  Poor
Rick was beset with doubts. He needed reassurance it
was still really there.

The gurgling water hid Rick’s little noises. It also
hindered hearing what the Shy Spies were saying. Jim
hissed, “I’ll get closer. You wait here.” He could
move much more quietly than Rick.

Hidden by a fringe of foliage, he peeped across the
pool. The Shy Spy Triplets were packing things into
a single knapsack. He must get closer to see and hear.

How? He slithered back to Rick. “You’ll have to
wait a bit longer,” he hissed. Back in the scrub, he
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crossed the creek, climbed the Morton Bay fig tree on
its blind side, and crawled along a branch as thick as a
fair sized tree. The shading leaves hid him.

They had lit no fire... no smoke to make him cough.
He was almost above them and could hear everything.
Like a dull toothache, his still small voice nagged at
this shameless eavesdropping. Was it justified by what
he heard? He told himself, “All’s fair in love and war.”

What if they looked up — as they always seemed
to do with tree trunks? They’d see him for sure...

The smaller boy, the one Greg and Bernie had called
Meshach, was saying, “We’ve diddled those Lawsons.”

Shadrach sounded ashamed. “I’d hate to be eaves-
dropped on like we were doing accidentally when Greg
and Bernie met those Lawsons in that canyon.”

Jim blushed with shame. His was a deliberate act,
and the Shy Spy Triplets had heard all that the Lawsons
knew or guessed about them! And he and Jack were
wrong in thinking that the SST were spying on them!

Shadrach went on, “The Lawsons haven’t seen us
since. They’ll think we’ve given up the bush and so
they wont spy on us anymore. And we’ll be like the
Hebrew scouts, spying out Canaan before moving in.”

Abednego, the third triplet, said, “It doesn’t matter
that Greg and Bernie found us here on Thursday. We
didn’t let on anything, not even how we got here.”

Jim’s head spun. They did not know they had been
seen by the gate of Terra Sancta that day, nor that Greg
guessed they came in from the west, nor that they had
been seen yesterday at The Thunderfall.

Shadrach wound things up. “Everything’s ready
for us to camp here from tomorrow arvo. We’ll be able
to get on with our job, without going near them.”

Meshach nagged his brother. “Let’s get back to the
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pool at the ladder. We haven’t swum in it yet and we're
going to have lunch there and I'm jolly hungry.” With
that, they plunged off into the scrubby north bank.

Would they run into the girls at Little Bogie?

Jim hurried back to Rick to find him full of anxiety.
Rick blushed. “I thought you’d been kidnapped or you
fell down a bottomless pit or they’d drowned you.”

Jim snorted — in a whisper. “We don’t let things
like that happen to us.” So they scurried off down-
stream on the south bank, to meet up with the others.

* ok ok ok

Rick gazed on The Thunderfall with simple delight.
He put a twist on a well-known poem: “Her beauty and
her terror, the green-grey land for me.”

Indeed, all three visitors were humbled in the face
of such rugged beauty, the sort of beauty a boy needs.
And the fearful descents they had made into the gorge
of Koala Creek enbanced it further.

Jack, Joe, Mick and Phil had eight sausages cooked
and four nearly cooked, and the billy simmering at the
edge of the fire. Jim brewed the tea — and poor Rick,
babbling in his delight, managed to trip and knock it
over! He let fly with an Australian curse on the billy.

Jim simply held his tongue. Again, Jack sighed
deeply. No doubt about it, being a leader was hard.
In fact, his brothers were impressed at his restraint.

Phil speared the last four sausages on a stick and
upended the fat straight into the flames. WHOOF! The
others smelt that horrible stench of singeing hair...

The Boxwatch boys got a further surprise when
even outdoors the Lawsons said Grace before Meals,
just as though under a parental eye back at Terra Sancta.

It was hard to break a bad habit. Rick let loose a
snigger. Jack told him, quietly, kindly, firmly that next
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time the Lawsons would chuck him in, a threat better
than any dose of Christian doctrine against profanity
and obscene speech. Rick repented with a blush.

Two ‘snags’ per bread roll plus salt and sauce were
yummy. They drank lots of tea and the billy was boiled
anew. They ate their second rolls with jam and butter.

Jim related word-for-word all he had overheard.

At first, Jack was shocked at such blatant eaves-
dropping — as ashamed as Jim had been of himself at
the time. However, when he heard more, he judged,
“Dad’d probably allow it — but not Mum.”

All the Lawsons chuckled at a week of mutual
misunderstandings. Both they and the mysterious
Triplets thought they were being spied on by each other.

Nevertheless, the Lawsons were still stuck with the
puzzle — what were the Triplets up to? And how
could they find out, honourably?

But the pool was calling, even straight after eating.
Jack pointed to the ledge on which the falls thundered.
“That rock’s not slippery slimy so we can shower on it.
It’ll fudge a bit on the fasting time before a swim.”

So they hung up clothes on a rope between trees.

After a minute under the Falls, Mick slid off into
the pool. Later, he explained that he must escape the
deluge — or drown. The others followed at once, with
gliding dives if skill allowed or jumping in if it did not.

Jim voiced their excuse. “It’s so shallow that any
cramps early after lunch wouldn’t matter.” Hmmph!

When drying and dressing, Mick found his bandage
had slipped off. “It doesn’t matter,” he declared, “I can
blow my nose on my shirt sleeve.” More hmmph!

They soused the fire and moved off upstream.



Chapter 17

Boxwatch makes Good

HE BOXWATCH BOYS were eager to see the

fabled Cubby’s Cave. It would be a consolation
prize for not getting to Mount Zodiac.

This suited Jack. He had his own reasons for getting
home early, and Cubby’s Canyon was an easy way out
of the gorge. Also, they were less likely to meet the
Triplets coming back to Secret Water, whether via the
ladder at Little Bogie or from further upstream.

Phil criticized the canyon’s hidden entrance.
“Yous orta clear a proper path through this jungle.”

Jim was patient. “No way — we don’t want the
Triplets — or anyone else — to find it.”

The canyon proved yet another wonderland for the
boys from Boxwatch. Mick bubbled with enthusiasm.
“I never dreamt I'd ever come to a place like this.” He
stopped chattering long enough to look up towards the
tops of the towering cliffs. They seemed close to
meeting overhead... more wonder and awe. Willy-
nilly, they all stopped to gaze up and about.

The Lawsons had only come up the Canyon once.
Nor, as yet, had they ever come the whole way from
top to bottom. For them, too, it proved resplendent —
‘all things bright and beautiful’. And there is a whole
new pleasure in showing off your wonders to a group
of keen first-timers, especially the glories of the bush.

The ladder up a small cliff sloped at the awkward
angle of 45°. Jack advised, “Best you bend over like
this and use your hands,” and he led the way himself.

Mick came next, and showed off. He tried to walk

erect. He swayed sideways, using his staff as a balan-
169
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cing pole, but half way up began to totter backwards.

Instinctively, Jim crouched to cushion Mick’s fall,
which he hoped would not splatter him as well.

But Mick got his balance back. Jack gave him a
proper ‘blast’ for not obeying. “Why d’yer wanta spoil
a happy day with yer shank bones pokin’ out all which
ways? Can we carry yer home with a busted backbone?’”

Joe chortled his own chorus. “Yo ho yep yes!
And Micky, yers weren’t wearing yer crash helmet...”

Later, Jim told Jack, “You blahed on as good as
Mum” — which Jack reckoned quite a compliment.

At Cubby’s Cave there was more Oooh and Aaah.

Jack went straight to the Log Book. “Aha,” he
said. “Greg and Bernic did put their names here on
Thursday arvo. I hoped they would. But they didn’t
know we have a secret way of putting it in the tin so
that we can tell if strangers have pulled it out and read
it and not made an entry.”

Rick was puzzled. “What’s it matter?”

Jim explained proudly, “It’s my counter-spy idea in
case of aliens like the Shy Spy Triplets. We’ll know
that they don’t know that we know they’ve been here.”

Jack chivvied them along in his haste to get home.
But first, they had themselves to write in the Log.

He opened the entry in the usual way with the day,
date and time, and then his name. The visitors went
next and put their names, and lastly Jim and Joe. None
of them was aware of the custom of adding a brief
comment in visitors’ books.

But it prompted Mick to say longingly, “I do wish
I lived at Guntawang and could come here often.”

Rick and Phil spoke feelingly. “Me too!”

Phil shook his head sadly. “The only thing wrong
with coming here is having to go back to Boxwatch.”
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Saturday evening BOXWATCH MAKES GOOD

“CARRY YER HOME WITH A BUSTED BACK?”
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He groaned. “And my Dad says we’re moving to
Lahdidar cos Mum says it’s a better class area. Who
cares? It’ll be even more ugh and yuk than Boxwatch.”

Joe was sympathetic. “Well, our cousins Simon
and Dominic live in Lahdidar.” He added brightly,
“You can get around with them.”

Phil sighed again. “That’d only be all right if we
could go bush with ’em here — and with you.”

Jim concluded soothingly. He glanced at Jack.
“We’ll ask you up again in the Christmas holidays.”

* X kX k

The canyon came to an abrupt end with the final
barrier, the little cliff with rusty iron spikes. Up top,
the scrub was even denser than at Koala Creek.

Jack told the visitors, “We don’t want a path here
either. Someone might find it from on top.”

Mick, Rick and Phil admired the secrecy provisions.
Oh! how they wished they lived closer!

* kX %

Radiant faces burst into the kitchen.

Jim made for the white-board and wrote, ‘Back at
1500°, and Jack thought how an early rise and an early
start made it possible to pack so much into a day.

After a burst of greetings, Mum and Dad prompted,
“Had a good time?” and “Glad you went?”

The Lawsons let the visitors go first.

Mick beamed. “Best day of my life — ever!” and
Dad wondered if such joy is a sort of angelic virtue.

Rick grinned. “You betcha! Cool!” He reflected
a moment. “And last night, too, when we dunked each
other in the trough.” .

That was news to the grown-ups. So that was what
they were up to... Nanna chuckled. Dad gave a little
smile. Mum sighed inwardly and told herself, “Boys
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will be boys”. At least, they bad not left muddy
footprints on the towels.

“Today, I was the only one not to get wounded,”
claimed Phil.

Rick grinned. “And me too.” He forgot dangling
in space over a cliff and the splinter at the slip-rails.

In their first sweeping glance, Dad and Mum had
noted the lump on Mick’s head, a nasty gravel-rash on
Rick’s knee, and general abrasions on knees and elbows.

Dad changed the subject and saved the boys from
criticism. “Well, Jack, Jim and Joe. You’re home early,
how about going to Confession this arvo?”

He glanced at the twins, knowing he could depend
on them not to make smart remarks like ‘Oho! What’ve
you been up to?’ as some big sisters do.

Was it accident or pre-planned that Jack had got
them home early? Jim did notice Jack flick his eyes
sideways at Mick, Rick and Phil.

Dad glanced at the clock. To Meg, he said,
“Perhaps they all might go, if we go at once? They
can wash the bits that show, you know, faces and hands
and knees. We’d be back by half past five, in time to
get water hot for the main bathroom and they can
shower after tea.”

Mrs Lawson smiled and nodded agreement. She
would have had them shower first, but she understood,
and said simply, “Yes, it’s a fortnight since Jack, Jim
and Joe went. Nanna and the twins and I'll keep the
roast hot till you’re back.”

And the twins proved their form again. Kathleen
smiled and said, “We might even do your jobs — fires,
cows and chooks — if we can fit it in.”

Her brothers bowed gratefully. “Thank you!”
Talk of first class big sisters! How the visitors goggled.
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Later on, Nanna’s private comment to her daughter
was, “I really think Max had that set up with Jack for
the visitors — and I must say this latest three are a deal
easier to live with than Wal and Irene’s brood.”

While the boys were scrubbing off the more obvious
grime ‘from the parts that showed’, Mick asked
anxiously, “Do we have to go to Confession as well?”

Jack restrained himself from saying, “Of course,
that’s the whole idea.” Instead, he grinned.

Jim gave his father’s explanation. “It’s like
washing your face on its inside. You know, some

thoughts and words and deeds need a clean up....”
* &k &k %

The twins made sure that friends Jill and Jane were
also drafted. “Sorry we can’t come with you,” Colleen
said, “But we get plenty of chances for Confession, and
someone’s got to help here.”

Jill looked concerned. “I haven’t been since my
First Communion... [ don’t remember what to do.”

“Nanna’s decided to go, too,” Kathleen reassured
her. “She