They moved into the house at the top of the valley on cold winter's
day. He saw the removal van followed by two small cars. He
smiled. Those cars would take a hell of a battering on the
surrounding unsealed roads. Well, what do you expect from city
people?

Russell and May had sold up and moved into town.
Neighbours for over thirty years and very supportive when Jack's
wife Gwen passed away. But when Jack inquired about the new
people moving in, Russell had hemmed and hawed before finally
saying they were from the city making a lifestyle change and were
well...different.

Two days later Jack decided to break the ice. He walked
across the empty paddocks and knocked on their door. It was
opened by a tall slim man. 'G'day, I'm your neighbour, Jack
Masters.' The man invited him in.

'‘Hi, I'm Tony, come and meet my partner.' They moved into
the kitchen and there stood another tall, slim man. 'This is Mark.'
An uncomfortable silence ensued before Jack mumbled something
about an urgent job and fled the house. He would be having words
with Russell Martin.

In the weeks that followed Jack avoided any contact.
However their notoriety grew. They built a ramshackle chook shed
and stocked it with exotic species, foxes took the lot. The mail man
told him they were vegetarians and planned to grow all their own
produce, organically. Then on Election Day they had handed out
how-to -vote cards for the Greens...unforgivable.

The months passed and the valley began to suffer under
oppressive heat. No rain for ages and the ground as dry as
shrivelled leather. He saw his neighbours working hard to to keep
their property clear of debris and the grass mowed. They had done
a good job while he had been a little tardy.

The warning call came. A fire had started to the south. Jack
made his preparations and waited out the day. At dusk the first
embers began to fall. He heard the approach of the fire before a
wall of flame raced across the landscape towards him.

Although alarmed, Jack did not panic. The electricity had cut
out but he started his fire pump near the dam that sent water to
taps around the house where he had hoses connected. He
believed in his heart he could fight this fire but the flames spread
around him, burning the areas he hadn't cleared.



The pump spluttered and stopped. He couldn't stop and
prime it, the fire was too intense. He beat at the flames with a
blanket and tears welled in his eyes as he realised he would lose
the house his grandfather built and probably his own life as well.

Two figures appeared ghostlike at his side, beating at the
flames. While they swatted away Jack raced to fix the pump. Soon
three hoses were dousing the conflagration.

The fire front passed. His two neighbours were laughing at
their dishevelled, blackened appearance. Jack approached them
with his hand outstretched and silently both of them shook it. He
disappeared into the house and returned with three beers. 'Reckon
we've earned these.'

They sat on the veranda and surveyed the fiery scene around
them. Trees were still exploding like Roman candles in the
distance. Smoke swirled around them while kangaroos hopped
passed the trio before darting away. 'Couldn't have saved this
place without youse two.'

‘The fire went through our property at a rate of knots,' replied
Tony. 'There wasn't much to burn, but hell, Jack, it sure was
scary.'

Jack swallowed a deep draught of beer. 'I'm ashamed of the
way | treated you blokes, | wouldn't even give you the time of day
and now you risk your lives to save me and this house.' His voice
broke, 'Maybe if Gwen was alive things might have been different,
guess |'ve become a bitter old bastard. You've shown me what
having good neighbours really means.’

They became the sons he never had and when finally that
valiant heart gave out they helped carry him to his grave. Jack's
property was sold on a cold winter's day and they watched when a
young couple with small children moved in.They would wait a
couple of days and then wander over and introduce themselves.
They looked like city people and they just might need a little help
settling in.



