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, won the prestigious Australian Literature Society Gold Medal in 2006. His previous books include the poetry collection
Trace
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I
ONE
D
UCKS IN THE
D
ARK
N
oel Lea had been up late at night for a week, creating what he hoped would be a series of pictures on the marks that cars and other vehicles made in the unsealed rose-gold roads of Mangowak. He lived alone in the riverflat, at the corner of the Dray Road, on his family's ramshackle acre full of outbuildings and strewn farm gear, and when he wasn't labouring on various building sites around the area, he spent his time working on pictures in a big slab-bark barn at the northern end of the family block, just beyond the shadows of two pine trees that towered on either side of his driveway gate.

With carefully applied gouache, textured with sand and iron-bark pollen fibres, he would depict in loose outline the road and its verges before allowing himself no more than a dozen quick strokes to represent the variations of marks he'd catalogued when wandering and studying the roads: scuffs, slides, zigzags, donuts, spinning-wheel troughs, crisscrosses, scrapes, skids, worn shoulders, splashes, sprays, u-ies, and something he called â€˜chat-marks':
a four-line horizontal or diagonal configuration which was created when two cars going in opposite directions braked in the middle of a road to stop and pass the time of day. Never would he have imagined that something so incidental as these marks could be the subject of a whole exhibition but with the gradual sealing of roads in Mangowak a visual quality that he had always taken for granted had become something on notice, something withering away, a passing beauty, a disappearing pleasure.

The town was settled on the sunrise side of a small river, amongst tree-clad folds and reedy gullies, and more noticeably on an iron-bark ridge running south above the riverflat towards high cliffs along the ocean shore. The roads were covered with local gravel, and, like the town's ocean cliffs, this gravel had a honeycomb tone that when thrown on the inclines and curves and fat stretches of the roads would glow and give off its rose-gold effect. On a day of summer sun and blue sky the colour of the roads became emblematic and vivid, whilst in winter, under a grey doona of cloud, when wattle and tiny heath flowers were the only bright colours around, the hue of the roads would provide a welcome contrast. As the Brinbeal shire had begun a policy of kerbing and channelling in Mangowak, Noel had come to see the unsealed roads not only as canvases for a painterly traffic but as thoroughfares representing open ground, textured with the days, soft, bushcrafted, and imbued with a distinctive palette from the local earth. They had become a creative obsession for him and also a helpful way of furthering his experiments with gouache.

It was about 3 am on a clear Monday night when he heard Ron McCoy's ute idling in the road alongside his barn, followed by a knock on his wall.

He climbed down his ladder from the loft where he worked and opened the double doors to find Darren Traherne standing under the stars near the parsley patch, smoking a cigarette.

Noel knew what he was there for but when Darren said, â€˜Ducks,' Noel raised his eyebrows and replied, â€˜Bit dark, isn't it?'

Darren just shrugged, scratching his neck under a long brown ponytail, and Noel disappeared back inside to get his boots and gun.

The two young men climbed into the cabin of Ron McCoy's idling ute and the three of them set off along the Dray Road heading inland. Not far along, as they approached the bend in the river that ran closest to the road, Ron put the ute into neutral and slowed down, peering across his two passengers towards the dark water. The ute rolled to a standstill, its engine quietened to a tick, and he waited a few seconds, checking for jumping trout. The river-top was still, uncrinkled. Frogs were clacking on the grassy banks. Noel looked towards the river too but Darren, sitting in the middle, watched as a kangaroo crossed the road in front of them, in one easy bound leaping the roadside fence into the riverflat paddock and away. Ron put the ute back into gear and slowly they picked up speed again.

They drove along the Dray Road, through the valley in the night.

â€˜Are you good, Noel?' the old man said, adjusting the cushion he had behind his back in the driver's seat.

â€˜Yeah, good, Ron. You didn't even have to wake me up.'

â€˜Some people keep strange hours,' said Darren.

Noel and Darren were the sons of two of Ron McCoy's oldest friends, Wally Lea and Norm Traherne. Though Darren's grandmother, old Rhyll Traherne, was still fit and living in her house on the westfacing slope of the ridge, the boys' fathers, Wally and Norm, had both died within months of each other only a few years back. Missing their company, Ron had not long after begun taking Noel and Darren out with him on the occasional night's hunting.

The ute turned left at the back of the riverflat, climbing up the
Dray Road and into the heavily timbered hills. As they rounded the high shoulder of the Mexico Bend the road grew rough and stony. The windows rattled as they descended on the other side, shuddering across a stretch of washboarded road near the entrance to the Birdsong brothers' small quarry. When the road grew smooth again, Ron McCoy leant forward and turned off his transistor radio, which had been parroting subliminally on the dash. With one gloved hand on the wheel he began to speak intermittently through the bumps.
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