The creek had hardly been crossed before the Hanging
Rock had risen up p directly ahead of the four girls, clearly
VlSlble beyond a short grassy slope. Miranda had been the

O i

s —

first to see it. ‘Nc 0, no, Edith! Not down at your boots! Away
up there — in the sky.” Mike remembered afterwards how
she had stopped and called back over her shoulder to the
little fat one trudging behind.

The immediate impact of its soaring peaks 1n§wgcid “
a s1lencesoa1mpreg=n»ateder1th its-powerful presence that *
even Edith ‘was. struck dumb-Fhe splendid spectacle, as

LS ditmen g

if by special arrangement between ‘Heaven_ and the Head

Mistress of Appleyard College, was brtlhantlyllummated
for their inspection. On the steep “southern fagade tl the play

Of golden light and deep violet shade revealed the intri- A
ertlcal slabs, some smoo,th@s

Cate construction “of long | v slabs
glant tombstones, others grooved and ﬂuted | by 'pf’ehtstortc

P

35



7 & V7.

forest shade. i

_nature the human eye is woefully inadequate. Who cap g

architecture of wind and water, ice and fire. Huge
ders, originally spewed red hot from =the~»l19.i£n,g bo
of the earth, now come to rest, cooled grl_gfl__{ounde

“Confronted by such monumental configuratigps

tiow many or how few of its unfolding marvels are acty, It

seen, selected and recorded by the four pairs of eyes
fixed in staring wonder at the Hanging Rock? Does Marig
Quade note the horizontal ledges crisscrossing the vertj
of the main pattern whose geological formation muys
memorized for next Monday’s essa):.; I; Edith aware

the hundreds of frail starlike flowers crushed under
tramping boots,

since any living creature other than an occasiona| rabbit
or ‘wallaby trespassed upon its arid breast,

Marion was the first to break through the dveb of
silence. “Those peaks ... they must be.a million years olg

‘A million. Oh, how horrible!® Edith exclaimed,
‘Miranda! Did you hear that?’ At fourteen, millions of
years can be almost indecent. Miranda, illumined by a
calm wordless joy, merely smiled back. Edith persisted.
‘Miranda! It’s not true, is it?” CLASS

‘My Pa; ade a millio out of a mine once—in-Bragil,
Irma said. ‘He bought Mama a ruby ring’

‘Money’s quite different,’ Edith rightly observed.

“Whether Edith likes it or not,” Marion pointed out,
‘that fat little body of hers is made up of millions and
millions of cells.’

Edith put her hands over her ears, ‘Stop it, Marion!
I don’t want to hear about such things.’

‘And what’s more, you little goose, you have already
lived for millions and millions of seconds.’

Edith had gone quite white in the face. ‘Stop it! You're
making me feel giddy.’

‘Ah, don’t tease her, Marion,” Miranda soothed, seeing
the usually unsnubbable Edith for once deflated. ‘The poor
child’s overtired.’

“Yes,” said Edith, ‘and those nasty ferns are pricking
my legs. Why can’t we all sit down on that log and look at
the ugly old Rock from here?’

I ‘Becavuse,’ said Marion Quade, ‘You insisted on coming
with us, and we three seniors want a closer view of the
Hanging Rock before we go home.’
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Edith had begun to whimper. It’snasty
asty or [ wouldn’t have come , |
thought it would be sonasty ; :
[ always thought she was a stupid child and now I
know, Marion reflected out loud. Precisely as she would
] .
have stated a proven truth about an isosceles triangle. The
was no real rancour in Marion - only a burning desiry :
/ truth in all departments,
‘Never mind, Edith, Irma comforted. “You can g )
home soon arid have some more of Saint Valentine’s love
cake and be happy. An uncomplicated solution not only
Edith’s present woe byt 1o the sorrows of all mankind. Eve

asalittle girl, Irma Leopold had wanted above all thin
see everyone happy with the cake of
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said Marion, producing her pencil. ‘In those days they prob-
ably drove from Mount Macedon. The thing I should hlfe
to see are those queer bal?}!lfirf{gj?“ldefﬁ we noticed this
morning, from the drag.’

‘We can’t go much further,’ said Miranda. ‘Remember,
girls, I promised Mademoiselle we wouldn’t be long aw.ay.’

At every step the prospect ahead grew more enchantmg
with added detail of crenellated crags and lichen-patterned
stone. Now a mountain laurel glossy above the dogwood’s
ausfy ;ilver leaves, now a dark slit between two rocks where
maidenhair fern trembled like green lace. “Well, at least let

“us see what it looks like over this first little rise, sa?id Irma,

gathering up her volumino_us skirts. ‘w)gv_er’l_rm@d
female fashions for nineteen hundred should be Hllﬂ?lg t?
walk through bracken fern in three layers oﬁ@tmﬂsi)
The bracken soon gave way to a belt of ignse scratchy scru t-ﬁ
ending in a waist-high shelf of rock, Miranda was ﬁrsth ou
of the scrul:g}lrl;;eeling on the rock to pull up th.e OC: dc;i
with the expert assurance that Ben Hussey had :;1drfnf;r<:3 T
morning when she opened the gate. (‘At the age 01 Vo:/er .
father loved to remember, ‘our Miranda thr;w :V oeugl ol
horse like a boundary rider. ‘Yes.,’ her mOtdet; e
‘and entered my drawing-room with her hea

rcfn fo

like a little QUeen.’)
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between the groups of trees: the drag with Mr Hussey by ‘
amongst his horses, smoke rising from a small fire, the gi
moving about in their light dresses and Mademoise[]
parasol open like a pale blue flower beside the pool.

It was agreed to rest a few minutes in the shade

‘Doomed to die, of course! Like that boy who “stood
on the burning deck, whence all but he had fled, tra . . .
lala...” I forget the rest of it

‘Oh, how nasty! Do you think I'm doomed, girls? 'm
not feeling at all well, myself. Do you think that boy felt
sick in the stomach like me?’

‘Certainly — if he’d eaten too much chicken pie for
his lunch,” Marion said. ‘Edith, I do wish you would stop

some rocks before retracing their steps to the creek,
only we could stay out all night and watch the moon rig
Irma said. ‘Now don’t look so serious;vrMi;;ndz;; Vcriﬁarling
we don’t often have a chance to enjoy ourselves out
school.”, & rral et

‘And without being watched a i
g nd spied on by that lit
rat of a Lumley,’ Marion said. - -

Blaﬂche Says She knOWS fOr a faCt IVI!SS Lulnle) 011:
Cleans her teeth on put m Edlth. ‘
3

g little know—all,’ Marion said

talking for once.”

A few tears were trickling down Edith’s pudgy cheek. o
Why was it, Irma wondered, that God made some people .
so0 plain and disagreeable and others beautiful and kind
like Miranda; dear Miranda, bending down to stroke the
child’s burning forehead with a cool hand. An unreasoning
tender love, of the kind sometimes engendered by Papa’s

best French champagne or the melancholy cooing of pigeons
her heart to overflowing.
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Blanche is 5 disgustin

‘and

and so are you,’

Perturbed, ‘Blanche says Sara writes | on a Spring afternoon, filled ; ; .
‘ A love that included Marion, waiting with a flinty smile for
Miranda to have done with Edith’s nonsense. Tears sprang

sorrow. She had no desire to weep-
t up off

‘Poor little Sara
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ey to the Royal Box, half way up a
g against a boulder, was pomtm.g at
Miranda and Marion, making their way up the next little
lm‘rll aa Just look at them. Where in the world do they

i g without their shoes?” To her annoy-

hink they’re goin .
o 4 y laughed. Edith said crossly, ‘They must

nce Irma onl
;e mad.’ Such abandoned folly would always be beyond
the understanding of Edith and her kind, who early in life
take to woollen bedsocks and galoshes. Looking towards

Irma for moral support, she was horrified to see that she

too had picked up her shoes and stockings and was slinging
them at her waist.
—_— O

Miranda was a little ahead as all four girls pushed on
through the dogwoods with Edith trudging in the rear. They
could see her straight yellow hair swinging loose above
hehoulders, cleaving wave after wave of dusty
green. Until at last the bushes began thinning out before
the face of a little cliff that held the last light of the sun. So
on a million summer evenings would the shadows lengthen
upon the crags and pinnacles of the Hanging Rock.

The semi-circular shelf on which they presently came
out had much the same conformation as the one lower
down, ringed with boulders and loose stones. Clumps of
rubbery ferns motionless in the pale light cast no shadows
up?n thf carpet of dry grey moss. The plain belov;/ was just'
:}Zselb;z;ul&fi:ti);nvague and distant. I.’eering down between

a could see the glint of water and tiny

ﬁgur.es coming and going through drifts of rosy smoke,
Or mist, Yy

into a full-blown curts
gum tree. Edith, leanin,

rise.

I can th

like a lot of angsy i o o
20 ot ants?” Marion looked oyt ovi

er her shoulder.
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‘A surprising number of human bein. s are without purpose

T 5
Although it’s probable, of course, that they are erforming
some necessary function unknown to themselves. Irma was
in no mood for one of Marion’s lectures, The ants and

their business were dismissed without further comment,
Although Irma was aware, for a little while, of a rather
curious sound coming up from the plain. Like the beating
of far-off drums,

Miranda was the first to see the monolith rising up
ahead, a single outcrop of pock-marked stone, something
like a monstrous egg perched above a precipitous drop to

the plain. Marion, who had immediately produced a pencil /{:‘”50,,
and notebook, tossed them into the ferns and yawned,faﬂc

Suddenly overcome by an overpowering lassitude, all four

girls flung themselves down on the gently sloping rock in the
shelter of the monolith, and there fell into a sleep so dee

that a horned lizard emerged from a crack to lie without
fear in the hollow of Marion’s outflung arm.
A procession of queer looking beetles in bronze armour

were making a leisurely crossing of Miranda’s ankle when
she awoke and watched them hurrying to safety under some
loose bark. In the colourless twilight every detai t;
clearly defined and separate. A huge untidy nest wedged
in the fork of a stunted tree, its every twig and feather
intricately laced and woven by tireless beak and claw.
Wld see it clearly enough, is beau-
tiful and complete — the ragged nest, Marion’s torn muslin
skirts like a nautilus shell, Irma’s rin i
er face in exquisite wiry spirals — even Edith, flushed and
childishly vulnerable in sleep. She awoke, whimpering

43




o5, ‘Where am 12 Oh, Miran,

. cod-timme .
and rubbing red ors Were wide awake now and on

12 Bdith said again, ‘I feel perfecty
a, ing home?’ Miranda was lOOking

s if she wasn't seeing her. Whep
at her so strange

Edith repeated the question mMOre loudly, she simply turneq
ith re

her back and began walking away up the rise, the other
e llowing a lictle way behind. Well, hardly walking -

sliding over the stones on their bare feet as if they were on
a drawing-room carpet, Edith thought, instead of those

nasty old stones. ‘Miranda, she called again. ‘Miranda!’ In
the breathless silence her voice seemed to belong to some-
body else, a long way off, a harsh little croak fading out
amongst the rocky walls. ‘Come back, all of you! Don’t go
up there - come back!” She felt herself choking and tore at Y
her frilled lace collar. ‘Miranda!’ The strangled cry came |
out as a whisper. To her horror all three girls were fast |
moving out of sight behind the monolith. ‘Miranda! Come |
back!” She took a few unsteady steps towards the rise and }
i thel% parting the bushes ahead. |

f i\/l_llranda ++.!" There was no answering voice. The i'f. ‘
a::v ut stlence closed in and Edjtf, began, quite loudly now, | |
scream. If her terrifieq cries had been heard by anyone

\ uatting i ,t
/away, the icnicqat Mg in a clump of bracken a few fegt -
7 2D t Hanging Rock might yet have been just

another picnic

- 0 )
The wallaby splis“m“?e‘ *day, Nobody did hear them:
Edith turned paey 5 "2 in alarm ang bounded away, as

u‘nged blindly intq the scrub and ran,
Ming, towards the plain.
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