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            Chapter One

          

          Jack’s New truck

        

      

    

    
      I keep my diaries in an old shoebox on the top shelf of my wardrobe, in the darkest corner of my bedroom. I’d hidden them there among leftover balls of wool, partly moth-eaten clothes, my ‘special occasion’ hat, boxes of letters, and the pair of shoes I was wearing the day my friend, Lola, died. Those damned notebooks, my name written on the inside covers in black ink, Frieda Ramon, haunt me day and night. They invade my dreams. I should have burned them, but instead, I cling to my memories of the deaths, and the dreadful years that followed.

      I began writing those diaries in 1937, when times in Australia were hard. Despite so much hardship, my family was okay—Jack, the kids, and me. I was content with our lives in Townsville and with the little we had. We were happy, and that’s what mattered most. Other families were living in tents, some trying to survive in the streets like stray dogs, scrambling for scraps of food and hunting through garbage bins. But luckily for us, we had a roof over our heads, and Jack had a good job with the council, making fences and carting railway sleepers in his old truck. We grew our own food and had chickens that gave us a good supply of eggs. I made the kids’ clothes out of cheap curtain material, and we managed to get by.

      But that all changed the day Jack told me we were going west. I still remember that day—a Saturday in February, late afternoon. I was admiring Castle Hill through one of the back windows of the house. It was more like a crag than a hill. Jack used to say it reminded him of an old tooth. Its striking orange, sometimes blood red, weather-scoured rocks against the uninterrupted blue sky always fascinated me. It stood between the Coral Sea and us, like a barrier against easterly storms and tropical cyclones. On the other side of the hill was the town, two long streets of little shops and pubs crowded next to each other right down to the Strand and the port of Townsville.

      I looked away from the window, and, closing my eyes, relished the cool afternoon breeze on my face, the sweet breeze that floated across the bay, through banyan trees and coconut palms growing along the Strand, bringing with it the scent of roses and jasmine, and a faint taste of salt.

      With the warm breeze still on my face, I laid out the pieces of a skirt I was preparing to stitch together. The material, pale pink with cream-white trimmings, was on my sewing table. Some was spread out on the floor. It was for Rosie, my little girl, a perfect match for her tiny shoes. After threading my sewing machine, I drew the mechanism towards the belt, and began treadling. The needle stabbed at the material as the machine clattered and clicked. It was noisy, but, at the same time, strangely soothing, taking my mind off those bad times, the Depression, as people now call it. I finished stitching, and, holding the skirt up to the light, checked it again before laying it out on my table. Then I tied back the curtains, that were fluttering lazily in the sea breeze, and watched my children and our two dogs playing under the mango tree next to the chicken run. Happy kids. Like any parent, I often wondered what they’d turn out like. I watched Harriet help Ralph reach a low-hanging mango, her laughter mixing with the dogs’ excited barks. Moments like that reminded me why I made sure they were always well-clothed and never went hungry. More than anything, I wanted them to go to school and get a good education, to always have a roof over their heads. That’s what my parents should have done for me, but, unlike them, I vowed I’d never abandon my kids for anything in the world.

      I was still watching them when I heard a low rumble rise from the street out front. A truck crunched heavily to a stop on the roadside gravel at the front of the house.

      “Come on,” I heard Sam yell to the other kids. “Dad’s home.”

      “So what,” Ralph stuttered. “I want to finish our game.”

      “We can finish it later,” Harriet said, as she raced up the back steps, her angelic hair flickering like strands of gold across her eyes.

      “Wait your turn,” Sam said, as he reached out for her sleeve while pulling Ralph along by one hand.

      “Stop it,” Ralph whined. “That hurts.”

      “Well then, hurry up.”

      In all of the fuss, my little Rosie was left by herself, for her legs were tiny and she wasn’t stable on her feet. I leapt up, pushed my chair to one side, ran to the back door, and lifted her into my arms as she tried to climb the steps. I then strode after the other children, who were now charging barefoot along the floorboards of the narrow corridor that stretched in a straight line to the front verandah.

      “Be careful! The mirror,” I called after them. “And don’t bang the door against the wall when you open it.”

      “It’s Daddy,” they shouted in a chorus of rowdy voices.

      When Jack had left for work that day, he said he’d come home in a new dump truck, which we were all eager to see and go for a ride in. For me, those days were the best. I loved everything about Jack—his sky-blue eyes, the tilt of his head when he smiled.

      The children streamed down the front steps under the passionfruit vine that clung to the fretted eaves, and tore through the gate at top speed with me trotting along behind them like a mother hen.

      “Keep off the road, you kids,” I yelled, even though there was not another vehicle in sight.

      I’d put Rosie on the verandah bed by the door and, reaching the front gate, pressed myself against the wooden pickets, watching Jack in the brand-new Ford, its motor humming.

      “Jack, you’ve really done it.”  

      “Told ya I’d buy it, didin’ I? Traded the old bastard Bedford in for this beauty. You can call it my birthday present. Come and have a look inside.”

      “Your birthday is next week,” I said, standing on tiptoes while holding onto the sparkling chrome door handle with one hand.

      Jack was grinning proudly. He pressed his hands on the oak steering wheel, admiring the dials on the dash. “All new,” he said, then leaned out of the window and kissed my cheek.

      “Your mates at work will be jealous. I’m so proud of you, Jack.” I jumped off the sideboard, scuttled back along the path, and leapt up the four wooden steps two at a time. Rosie had wobbled towards the top step, and, picking her up, I lifted her onto the verandah railing. “Look at daddy’s truck, Rosie. It’s real flash. Green, just like the trees.”

      “Hey, Frieda,” Jack called from the cabin, “Ya gonna like this. A padded leather seat and lotsa room inside.”

      Jack leaned back in the seat, one arm slung over the wheel, watching the kids clamber around. His hair was cropped short, his frame still fit and strong from years of labour. I loved that easy, carefree way about him. Elbow poking out of the window, he tipped his hat back and tooted the horn twice.

      There was hardly a speck of dust on the black fenders or the chrome bumper that dazzled in the remaining sunlight. Every tiny detail was newly painted and perfectly in place.

      “I put down forty pounds in cash. Have to pay her off over the next five years, or sooner if I get lucky.”

      “She’s wonderful.” I laughed as I ran my fingers through my hair and unrolled the sleeves of my cotton top. “It’s nearly high enough for the kids to stand up under, and for a mob of kangaroos to hop around in. When can we go for a drive?”

      “Right now. Come on, you lot. Before it gets dark. Get in, Frieda. You kids get on the back. I’ll help yas up there,” he said, then, after switching off the engine, he opened the door and jumped to the ground. “Don’t stand up while we’re drivin’ along. Your mother can sit with Rosie in the front with me.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I’ll be back in a second. I’m getting Rosie’s shoes.” And, laughing as though my Christmases had come all at once, I headed back towards the front door.

      “Okay. Then after we come home, we can start packin’.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks and grabbed the verandah railing with one hand in case I should fall into the garden.

      “Packing?” I said as I turned to face Jack. “Packing for what? A holiday? You know we can’t take the kids out of school.”

      Jack lit up a cigarette and drew the smoke in deeply. He said nothing, just stared into the street, and it was then I knew he meant what he’d said.

      “You’re not serious,” I said, but it was just like him to make spontaneous decisions and expect everyone to fall in with them.

      “Forgot to tell ya. I’m quittin’ my job. We’re goin’ west—to Cloncurry.”

      “What? But Cloncurry is hundreds of miles from here. You’re only kidding, right?” My lips parted in a half-smile because I was sure he was baiting me. “You’re just teasing me, aren’t you?” I said, hoping it was just another one of Jack’s bad jokes.

      “No, Frieda. I’m not pullin’ ya leg. This is the day I’ve been dreamin’ about. I’m gonna be free. Don’t have to work for no one but myself. No more bloody bosses. You know I can’t stand the mongrels.”

      “Jack, you can’t do this. What about me? The kids?”

      For a moment I couldn’t say another word. My mind flitted around imagining how I’d have to pack our belongings, what to do with the house, where we’d live in Cloncurry, and what we’d live on.

      All the while, Jack was sitting in his truck—that bloody truck—sucking on his filthy little cigarette with one arm hanging out the window.

      A numbness crept cold over my skin with the recollection of what had happened only three years earlier. It was because of living in the bush in a blasted tent—seven years of it. The loneliness and hardship that almost sent me mad.

      This was like history repeating itself. I thought about the lessons I’d learned and how I could survive better a second time round. But what if it were worse?

      I stepped back towards the front door. My feet felt like two blocks of lead. My head felt as though it was going to explode as my worst memories came flooding back—those years of traipsing around the bush, living in shacks and tents with barely anything to survive on.

      You stupid man! I wanted to yell, but my voice was stuck inside my throat. I lifted my head slowly and glared at that fool. Say something Frieda, you pathetic woman, I thought in that brief moment of silence when all I wanted to do was throw something at him.

      “Yeah, sure. I know what ya thinkin’. Ya wanna stay in the big smoke. I get that.” He flicked his cigarette butt onto the ground and climbed back into the cabin. “You’ll have fun out there in the bush,” he said. “And the kids too. It’ll be different this time. I promise.”

      “No,” I said. “You know what it did to me the last time. But what did you care?”

      “I promise ya. We’ll all be together. The way we should be. A family.”

      “No,” I said again. “But you’re right about one thing, Jack. We should all be together. I want us to stay here in Townsville. I’m not going bush with you ever again. I’m staying right here with the kids. Who do you think is going to pay our bills?” My lips thinned as tears flooded my eyes.

      My frustration turned to rage. “That’s what you always do. Make decisions without consulting anyone.” I wiped my face with my handkerchief I kept tucked under my bra strap.

      “It’s always all about you. What about me, your wife? What about our kids?”

      “Listen to me, Frieda. Now I’ve got a truck that won’t be forever breakin’ down, we can head off to where the real money is. There’s work out there in them copper mines. Don’t you see? They’ve been abandoned for years, shut down for good. There are fences to make and kangaroos to shoot. Nothin’ for us here.”

      “Everything we have is here. You have a job. And you’re throwing it away. There are people trying to get work and all you do is give it up. The bloody dole queues are getting longer. Haven’t you noticed? Are you crazy? And who’s going to pay for the truck?”

      I bundled Rosie into one of the deck chairs on the veranda, reached for the straw broom leaning against the wall, and stamped one foot heavily on the floorboards. I screamed, and hurled the wretched broom at the gate.

      “You kids shouldn’t be listening to this. Get out of that thing right now. Go play somewhere!”

      Jack leapt out of the truck, unlatched the tailgate and helped Harriet and the boys off the back.

      “Do as ya mother says.”

      Harriet ran to the house and squeezed herself underneath. Ralph and Sam dashed into the back garden as far away from us as they could get.

      “And when have you decided to leave? Tonight?”

      “Aw, don’t be like that.” Jack lit another cigarette. “We can leave next week. Friday. Plenty of time to pack.”

      “You bastard! You want to go bush—in a week? I’m not going. Do you hear?”

      The argument continued between me on the veranda and Jack in the green metal monster, its two bulging eyes staring into nothing, its grill now looking like savage chrome teeth.

      “You know what you are? Insane.” I took a deep breath and tried to calm down and think of practical solutions. “What about the house?” I said, knowing that nothing would change his mind. “The kids and me, we’re staying right here. You go bush by yourself, Jack.”

      “You stay here if you want,” he replied. “I’m going out west and the kids are comin’ with me.”

      “But you can’t,” I said.

      “I can, and I will. Think about it—you alone in this house and me and the kids in Cloncurry.”

      I tried to imagine my life without my family. The kids meant everything to me, and nothing could ever come between me and them. Wherever they went, I would go too. Fear and anger gripped me like a vice, then my mind switched to practical things.

      “If we can’t live here, then I suppose you’re going to rent the house out. At least that would be some money coming in.”

      “Nah. It’s my house. Gonna board her up. Don’t want no tenants wreckin’ the place.”

      “You idiot, Jack. You’re a dreamer. What about us? Where do you think we’re going to live in the bush? In a tent? Like the last time?”

      “You’re my wife. You’ll live where I tell ya to live. At least I’m not leavin’ yas behind to fend for yourselves the way other poor bastards are doin’. Get it into ya head, woman. I’m not gonna work for anymore bloody bosses.”

      “But when I was sick your cousin Joy even paid the deposit on the house so you would settle down, and she even came to Townsville to look after the kids. Have you already forgotten that? She did that because I was in hospital and you went bush again, without even telling me. She was right. You have to stop running around the outback. There’s no money to be made there. And how are we going to pay for the house? Why are you doing this to us?” I shouted. “You want us all to suffer. That’s it, isn’t it? Well, you’re doing a bloody good job of it. You don’t care a shit about anyone but yourself.”

      Jack, as receptive as a block of wood to an electrical current, hoisted himself back into the cabin, wound up the side window, and slammed the accelerator to the floor. The engine roared. Wheels spun in the gravel. Stones went flying.

      “There you go again. Always running away. Bastard!”

      I stared dumbfounded at the truck. Its tailgate was hanging open, banging loudly until it disappeared down the street and around the corner.

      I couldn’t live without my kids and I knew I shouldn’t go back to the bush, but that was the only option I had to follow Jack.

      I picked up Rosie, hugged her, then slumped into the deck chair as the afternoon dimmed and faded into night. I wanted to scream, but my voice felt rough from already yelling so much. Then I thought of Lola. She would know what to do.

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Lola

        

      

    

    
      I met Lola in August 1934 at the Townsville General Hospital, in the psychiatric unit that smelled of antiseptic, medicine, shit and urine, stirred up by overhead fans that wobbled from morning to night. The walls were bare, windows barred like a prison, feet shuffled back and forth, people wailed and some shouted obscenities. Every day for three months, I lined up in the morning to swallow pills to calm me down, and for the rest of the day I sat in a white room staring at hollow eyes that stared back at me. People dressed in white drifted through the room, some pushing metal trolleys with little bottles of pills on them. No one spoke to me except Nurse Mitchell—Lola.

      “Stop your crying,” she said each day with a blank look on her face. “Here. Take this pill. It’ll calm you down. Open up.”

      “When can I get out of here?” I asked. “I’ve got kids. Where are they?”

      “They’re okay. Your neighbour, Mrs Dunne, is looking after them. Sam and Ralph go to school while Harriet stays with Mrs Dunne. She brings your children here to visit you. Don’t you remember? We have this same conversation every day.”

      “Yes, I do,” I said, though I didn’t really remember, and began crying again, knowing that by the next day I’d have completely forgotten our conversation.

      “Stop it, Mrs Ramon,” Lola yelled at me one day and slapped my face hard. “Stop your crying at once. You’ll never get out of here if you don’t get a grip. Your children need you.”

      “When is my husband going to visit me?” I screamed back.

      “Your husband has gone bush. He told the matron he’d be back in Townsville at the end of the year.”

      I watched as Lola removed a wilted rose from a vase that was on a little wooden table against a wall by one of the windows. She filled my glass I kept on the floor next to my armchair, and without looking at me, marched out of the room, the flat heels of her shoes clacking across the chipped tiled floor.

      Despite what Lola described as my temper tantrums and madness, she and I got along well enough when I was in the hospital. I swallowed whatever pills she handed me and took the long, hot baths meant to keep me calm. But there was something about Nurse Mitchell that disturbed me. It was the way she looked at me. Those deep eyes.

      After I regained my sanity and was sent home, Lola and I remained in regular contact over the next three years. From time to time, while the boys were at school and Mrs Dunne was babysitting Harriet, I’d drop by at the nurses’ quarters, taking Lola small embroidered gifts. We’d chat and sometimes have lunch, but not once did I invite her to my house. I wanted to, but it didn’t seem right, after all, Lola was Nurse Mitchell, and I’d been one of her patients. To her, I was still Mrs Ramon.

      Lola’s skin was young and soft, so clear, and her hair, bundled up, blond, inside the crisp white nurse’s veil, hugged her face. She was the same age I was when I had Sam. On the whole, she was good-natured—a good person I thought, and apart from those times when she had to be rough with me, she was kind and caring, the way a nurse should be.

      Two years later, in April 1936, when I called in at the hospital during one of her shifts, to wish her a ‘happy birthday’, I popped into the matron’s office to tell her how much I admired Lola. The matron, checking a file, placed it neatly on her desk and looked up over her bifocals; her stern expression and words shocked me.

      “Nurse Mitchell doesn’t live at the nurses’ quarters anymore,” she said. “She has gone. Renting a house over at Railway Estate. I’m sure she’ll give you her address. The matron pressed both hands onto the table and stood up, leaning towards me. “Let me tell you something, Mrs Ramon. Nurse Mitchell might be good at her job, but a good person she certainly is not. She’s a young woman and, hanging around married men, is going to get her in trouble one day.”

      I was surprised and speechless to hear the matron speak that way. Her tone was angry and I chose not to believe her, for despite what she said, I believed Lola to be a deserving person.

      Then strangely, exactly a month later, Lola disappeared. It was as though she’d simply dropped off the edge of the earth. I stopped by at her house to find out if she was okay, but it was closed up, and the matron had no news to offer me.

      “She’ll come back one day,” was all she said.

      On January 3rd 1937, I received a telegram informing me that Lola was in hospital in the maternity ward, and the matron wanted me to come quickly. Then the penny dropped. Lola had been keeping her pregnancy from me, but why? Our friendship had developed to the point where she knew she could tell me anything, so why not this? After packing Harriet and the boys off to school, I left Rosie with Mrs Dunne and set off on foot for the hospital, arriving just before visiting hours at nine o’clock. I paused on the main steps, straightened my dress and hat, then entered and made my way to the first floor.

      “Can I help you?” one of the nurses asked as I approached the ward.

      “It’s okay. I’m Frieda Ramon, here to visit Lola Mitchell. I’m sure I can find her.”

      “Oh,” the nurse said, walking ahead of me towards the door. “I’m so sorry. We see this sort of thing a lot these days, Mrs Ramon. They get themselves into trouble and things just get worse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The father. He took off and left her in the lurch.” The nurse paused. “The poor woman. She’s going to have to live with this all of her life.”

      “What are you talking about?” I’d already guessed Lola had had the baby out of wedlock and would have known if she’d got married.

      “The father hasn’t been seen since he found out Miss Mitchell was pregnant. That’s what she said.”

      “What a cad! Then, she can keep the baby or have it adopted out.”

      “I’m sorry Mrs Ramon,” the nurse said as we neared Lola’s bed. “I thought you knew. Nurse Mitchell’s baby was stillborn.”

      I stopped walking, and looking right into the nurse’s eyes, couldn’t speak. I held my breath, then exhaled heavily.

      “Losing a child has to be the worst thing a mother can go through,” the nurse continued as she looked away to examine Lola’s pulse. After adjusting the drip that was dangling from its metal stand, she went on to the next patient, leaving me alone with my friend. My eyes pricked with tears as I looked at Lola lying on her back on top of a sheet, and I held her hand. For a moment she opened her eyes and stared blankly at the walls then at a man who was talking to two women by the door. I don’t think she’d even noticed I was next to her, or if she had, there was no reaction.

      The morning sunlight, speckled with fine dust, streamed through the window onto Lola’s face. She looked as pale as the hospital gown that draped from her neck to her knees. Her eyes were wet with tears; her arms lay limply by her sides, hands open, fingers bent inwards. The fan wobbled slowly above her, brushing her forehead and playing with her fine strands of hair.

      The matron later told me the birth had been overdue, and that Lola had gone through thirteen hours of labour. “Even the large doses of laudanum the doctor prescribed couldn’t take away her pain.”

      Lola’s breathing was almost inaudible, just like the air that wafted into the ward, from the sea.

      “Mrs Ramon,” Lola said at last, so softly I could barely hear her.

      “I’m here. What is it?”

      “It hurts.” Then she closed her eyes as if that would relieve the pain.

      
        * * *

      

      Weeks after Lola’s ordeal was over, we met up regularly in town a couple of times a week. I wanted to help her through the depression she was suffering. She wasn’t the domineering Lola I once knew; she’d become meek and despondent. Sometimes we’d go to the shops or walk along the Strand—little routines to lift her spirits, and I often let her take Rosie to the park. They were like mother and daughter, and I imagined Rosie to be the child Lola had lost.

      One day at the beginning of February, I dropped Rosie off at Mrs Dunne’s and met up with Lola outside the hospital. We strolled to the beach, where we lazed for an hour or so in the afternoon, chatting.

      While we were sitting on the sand near the public swimming pool, Lola said dreamily, “A man once walked up to me right here—holding his shoes and socks in one hand. When I saw him coming towards me, I did up two of the top buttons of my blouse and pulled my skirt down to cover my knees and legs.”

      “Why?” I smiled. “Were you afraid of him?”

      “Yes. I remember watching the sea washing up on the beach while at the same time I could see his feet getting closer to me. Then he stopped, right next to me. Too close, I thought. I wasn’t interested in him.”

      “Of course, you were.”

      Lola looked a bit put out. “Well, yes.”

      “What did he say next?”

      “He said, ‘G’day. What’s a pretty girl like you doing all alone? You look like you need a man in your life.’”

      “That’s the sort of thing a man would say. What then?”

      “Well, I peeped up at him from under the brim of my hat, then looked back at the sea. I wanted him to go away.” Lola paused.

      I waited for her to continue. “And did he go? You can’t stop there. Now you have to tell me what he looked like. What was his name?”

      Lola ignored my questions and went on. “He tipped his hat back and smiled and said, ‘Anyway, nice day,’ then crouched on the sand beside me. He looked like Errol Flynn—pants rolled up to just above his ankles, white short-sleeved shirt undone. I could see the hair on his chest. I turned my head away, then he touched my arm. I told him to stop.”

      There was sadness in Lola’s eyes. Her cheeks had reddened.

      “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “Yes. Anyway, I pushed his hand away. I was suspicious of him.”

      “But you wanted him to touch you.”

      “Yes. I wanted him to hold me, but I was afraid. I don’t know why. I’d had men before. This one excited me.”

      “There are plenty of men out there. Thousands.”

      Lola nodded, and I could see she wanted to tell me more, but I didn’t push her for information. She was a private person, and I supposed she’d tell me in her own time.

      Thinking about her hesitation and longing, I could understand why Lola always had problems with men. No doubt it was because of that orphanage—the Townsville Receiving Depot, a shit hole where no one cared about the girls. Males of any age were off-limits, and the girls were more or less confined twenty-four hours a day.

      But once she was free from that, she desperately wanted a man in her life, someone to protect and love her, and children, a family, like mine.

      “Other women have boyfriends, so why shouldn’t I?” Lola used to say. “I’m attractive enough. There are male patients I look after, and some of them are very handsome, but I have to keep my distance. You understand.”

      “Yes.”

      I remember clearly—March first 1937, when the front gate creaked open, followed by shoes clopping along the garden path and up the steps, wood against wood. There was a sharp knock at the door I’d left ajar for the morning breeze. I wasn’t expecting any visitors, so I peered down the corridor wondering who it could be.

      To my surprise, it was Lola.

      “I wasn’t expecting you,” I said, loosening the scarf from around my hair. I wiped my hands on my apron and patted my damp forehead with my handkerchief. “How lovely you look. Red suits you. Come on in out of the sun before you melt.”

      I took Lola’s bag and set it down in the living room where I’d cleared some space. It was heavy, and I wondered what she’d brought.

      When she arrived, I’d been sorting through clothes and linen, folding and stacking them neatly in a tea chest. The room stank of mothballs, and with the kitchen utensils, crockery, and photographs piled along the walls, it looked like a second-hand shop—like the Chinese pawnshop at the end of Flinders Street.

      “I’m really sorry about this mess,” I said. “It’ll all be back to normal in a jiffy.”

      Lola smiled. “Don’t worry about that. I got your message about leaving Townsville.”

      “I didn’t know we were going until the other day. My husband announced it out of the blue. You can imagine how angry I was with him. Still am. I wanted to tell you in person but it was quicker to pop a letter in your mailbox. You’re hardly ever at home these days.”

      “I can’t bear being alone at home. Thought I’d call in and give you a hand with your packing—while the kids are at school. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Yes. I’m so pleased you’re here, but what about the hospital?”

      “The matron has given me a couple of days off. Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?” She bent down to pick at a thread of red cotton hanging from the hem of her skirt. “You know—going bush again.”

      “No, I’m not sure. I’ve given it a lot of thought and don’t think I have much choice in the matter.” I forced a smile, then thanked Lola for offering to help, and said, “Let’s go into the kitchen. Need a break from this work. I’ll make a pot of tea. We can chat over a cuppa.”

      As I was putting the kettle on to boil, I went through the usual ritual of “Are you sure you want to help? You don’t have to.” Then I added, “We’re heading to Cloncurry on Friday, so I suppose I could do with some help, and some company.”

      As we sat at the kitchen table, I poured the tea and we talked about the weather, the kids, and the hardships people were now facing due to the difficult times.

      “I don’t know why you’re going west,” Lola said. “Have you already forgotten what it did to you the last time you lived out there?”

      “Of course not. How could I forget?”

      “Aren’t you concerned?”

      “Of course, I am. Jack said we’d live in Cloncurry. No more tents. But I still refused to go. He said if I didn’t go, he’d take the kids. And I believe he’d do that. This is the choice I have to make. He promised it’d only be for a couple of months and if things don’t work out, we’ll be back here in no time.”

      We fell silent for a moment. The frown on Lola’s face showed that she disapproved, and I could see there was something else on her mind.

      “What is it, Lola?” I asked, clinking my cup onto its saucer. “Something’s bothering you.”

      She paused briefly, tapping her forefinger on the table, then continued. “That man. The one I said I met at the beach. It was a year ago in March when we first met.”

      “Wasn’t it June?”

      Lola said nothing.

      I prodded her. “You can trust me, Lola. You know you can tell me anything. We’re friends, and whatever you say will never leave this room.”

      She looked up through her lashes, then said quietly, “In June I found out I was pregnant, but March was when my problems really began,” she went on. “Well, on that day he kept on hanging around me at the beach. I told him I had to get going. I had to get back to the hospital,” I said. “He asked me if I was sick, and I sort of laughed. I told him I worked there and my shift was starting soon. He said he wanted to see me again, at the beach, at night. But I didn’t go back,” Lola said after sipping her tea quietly. “He was so good looking. I wanted him to love me but it was complicated.”

      “But you’d only just met. You needed to give yourself a bit more time. You know, to find out more about each other. Did you ever see him again? Anywhere?”

      “Yes. Once. In May.”

      She fell silent, and I didn’t press her. We carried the teacups back to the living room and turned again to the half-packed boxes. But her words lingered.

      “You still haven’t told me his name,” I said as we walked back towards the living room.

      “He said his name was John.”

      “John.” I repeated his name slowly. “Where is he now?”

      “I don’t know. He never came back.”

      Lola set her cup down with both hands, and bowed her head.

      “What does he do? What’s his last name?”

      “I don’t know,” Lola looked away.

      “You don’t know? Never mind. You’re still young. Enjoy your freedom while you still have it,” I said, absently. Her words lingered, but I had my own troubles pressing at the back of my mind. My thoughts about Jack’s decision to go bush came rushing back.

      “Look at what marriage has done to me. Four kids and a husband who wants to quit his job and take us out west. How am I going to manage? It was hard enough when I had three kids.”

      “There are schools and shops in Cloncurry, and if you get tired of it, you can get on a train back to Townsville. Just don’t live isolated in the bush again. You needn’t worry about your garden,” Lola continued with a tone of renewed enthusiasm as she followed me into the living room. “I’ll look after it for you while you’re gone.”

      “Hah. The garden is the least of my worries,” I tied my hair back and adjusted my scarf over it. “But all the same, it would be nice if someone took care of it. Are you sure, Lola?”

      “Sure, I’m sure. I really do envy you.”

      “Well, it’s only for a short time and we’ll be back before we know it. Let’s get packing, then.” I set about stacking a pile of used magazines Rosie had knocked over earlier.

      “I wish I could go west,” Lola said. “If I were married, I’d be out there with him in a flash.”

      “With the snakes and scorpions? Hah, you can take my place if you like, but you can’t have my husband. I’m angry with him for what he’s done, but I still love him.”

      Lola chuckled. “Why would I want him?”

      There was a pause during which the only sounds were the rustling of cloth and our breathing.

      “I can’t go anywhere,” she said as she folded the children’s clothes. “I’m needed here at the hospital. The matron is always giving me more and more work and I still need a bit more training. Times are so bloody hard. So many sick people around. Matron says I’m the most dedicated nurse on the ward. But I’m sure she’s just saying that so I’ll work extra hours with no pay.”

      “Stop putting yourself down. You’re good at your job,” I said, handing her some folded linen. “People are always telling you you’re good at your work, so why don’t you listen to them? You’re such a perfectionist.”

      “I’m not so sure.” Lola cast a downward glance; her cheeks reddened. “I do my job as best I can. Don’t want anyone to make a big fuss.”

      “You see, there you go again. People will always take advantage of you for that,” I set down the photo album I had picked up and hugged her. “I’ll miss you, Lola. But if I miss you too much, I’ll be right back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail. I promise.”

      “I’ll miss you too, Mrs Ramon. If you ever need anything, you know I’ll be there to help out.”

      Lola went to her bag and took out a large, almost life-sized portrait framed in black. “I want you to keep this. Not the best photo of me but it’s the only one I have to give you.”

      “Thank you, Lola. Are you sure?”

      I took it in both hands and almost gasped. Those grey eyes, penetrating, familiar, frightened me. I tried to remember when I’d seen that look before.

      “It’s a lovely photo,” I stammered a little, examining it then, looking at her I could see she wanted to tell me something else. After wrapping the photograph in several wads of newspapers, I put it in one of the boxes then took Lola’s hands in mine.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “If it’s about John, we don’t have to talk anymore about him or what happened.” Her head was bowed, her eyes downcast. “You can tell me another time when you feel ready to.”

      “That’s okay. Let me pack your photo album so it doesn’t get damaged on your trip.”

      As Lola was about to put it in the box along with the portrait she’d given me, she began flicking casually through the pages. At first I didn’t mind, but then her face drained of colour. She leaned over, held her breath for a moment and dropped the album onto one of the chairs.

      “What’s wrong?” At first, I thought she was simply tired, but then I feared she might be having a turn. “Let me make a space for you on the sofa.” I took one of her arms and tried to get her to sit down, but she resisted and shook me off.

      “Thanks, but no. I should have followed the matron’s advice and stayed home to rest. I’ll be fine once I’m outside in the air.”

      Lola glanced at her watch, picked up her bag and stumbled to the front door.

      “At least sit for a moment,” I urged. “You look so pale.”

      She shook her head, already moving toward the door. “I must go,” she insisted. “Goodbye, Mrs Ramon.”

       

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Westward Bound

        

      

    

    
      Jack and I had worked flat out the day before we left to go bush, carting heavy tea chests and boxes to the truck. They were full of clothes, bedding, food, kitchen equipment and my sewing machine that weighed a ton.

      Luckily our neighbour, Mr Dunne, kindly offered to help Jack load them onto the back, while his wife took care of the children.

      “What about the kids and dogs?” I asked. “They’ll have to go on too—and the chickens. Where are we going to put them?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll make room. We can put the table upside down and tie tent poles to each leg then cover it with a tarpaulin and strap it to the sidebars. That’ll keep the sun off them. Then we’ll pad it with a mattress and the tent, and the kids can have pillows and blankets too.”

      The tent poles had more than one use. Jack attached one on either side at the back end of the truck and tied a clothesline between them so our washing would dry as we went along. The rest of the poles he tied flat on the running boards where they’d rattle and clack over every bump in the road.

      “Are you sure we can’t take the kitchen chairs,” I said as a joke. “Surely we can tie them on somewhere.”

      “No,” Jack said. “We’ll use some of the smaller boxes to sit on. There’s no more room for anything else.”

      It had been a long day. We had our supper just after sunset, and after the children had gone to bed, Jack and I sat on the swings in the backyard where the cool evening breeze rustled the leaves in the mango tree.

      “Have to get to the copper mines before other miners do,” Jack said. “We’ll only be gone a couple of months. I promise. Be back here before ya know it.”

      “You’re always promising things.” I moved the swing back and forth with my feet. “I’d like to believe you, but you’re always opening your mouth before putting your brain into gear. You never think things through. You’re making a big mistake.”

      “But I really mean it,” he said. He removed the cigarette he had tucked behind one ear, and lit it.

      “You needn’t worry,” I eased myself off the swing. “I’ve agreed to go with you, but only so we can stay together as a family. If you haven’t started making any money by the end of May, I’m coming right back here with the kids.”

      I stormed across the yard and slammed the door as I went back inside the house.

      
        * * *

      

      Friday the 5th of March 1937 marked a turning point in our lives. Lola had seen the state I was in after my previous episode in the bush, but was now encouraging me to go back. Strangely, it seemed Jack couldn’t get away from Townsville fast enough. None of that made any sense to me.

      At the time, I had the feeling Jack was running away from something rather than running to it. But there was no point my asking him. He’d only get mad, and I’d still be none the wiser. I thought it was just my imagination, and dismissed it from my mind believing that if he’d been in any trouble, I’d have been the first to know about it.

      We’d all been up since before sunrise, wanting to set off while the day was still cool. The children, excited about the adventure ahead, snuggled together on the back of the truck while Jack lifted Minnie, our mixed breed cattle dog, and Paddy, our greyhound, on board. The dogs didn’t seem to mind, and wrapped themselves around the children’s feet next to the cat.

      As the sun rose out of the sea above Cleveland Bay, the chickens—squeezed into one corner of the truck in their cages—clucked and squawked, and our damned rooster crowed noisily.

      The morning was crisp, the sky soft with the pale colours of dawn when we set off. Jack eased the truck away from our little cottage, and I tugged my cotton shawl around my shoulders, staring back at my garden—marigolds, roses, pansies, my pride and joy.

      I was going to miss it. Beads of dew clung to the passionfruit vine on the trellis, and the roses climbing the verandah shone red in the early light.

      The house looked grey and quiet, like it had given up on itself. Why? I kept asking as the road slipped beneath the truck. Jack said it was only a couple of months, but it wasn’t fair on the kids.

      And me? Why had I gone along with this? I could have stayed, dug my heels in, but no, I was running off like a thief in the night, chasing after Jack as if my life hung on him alone.

      Rosie, snug in her tiny yellow jumpsuit, slept between us. Her head rested in my lap, and I stroked her soft black hair. Something about her warmth pulled me back—back to Pentland, that dusty little town west of Townsville, and the night I searched for my father in our tiny hotel room, crying until my eyes ached.

      The truck jolted over a rut, rattling tin mugs in the back. Rosie stirred. I steadied her with my hand, and the helplessness was the same as it had been all those years ago.

      Jack shifted gears, cigarette smoke drifting across the cabin. And then his voice brought it all back—the visit from my grandmother when I was fourteen, her bitter words slicing through me, comparing me to Dad, reminding me of the man who’d left me alone.

      I shook it off. I couldn’t live in that memory.

      Outside, the further from the coast we got, the emptier the land became. Gum trees, stringybark, coolibah, native hops and wattle pushed themselves out of the soft earth. In the distance, the mountains shimmered in the heat.

      Then I saw them, maybe fifteen haystacks clumped near the side of the road. As we drew closer, a flurry of thin legs shot out from underneath.

      “Look, Rosie,” I said. “Emus.”

      The kids squealed. For a moment, I let myself hope they might enjoy the bush, even if it meant missing school.

      
        * * *

      

      The afternoon wind, warm and humid, whooshed around the truck as the day drew on, and everywhere I looked, the bush was much the same: trees, green spear grass, and red anthills. The children’s laughter faded as the miles dragged on, and soon even the flocks of colourful parrots became ordinary.

      The road stretched on and on, flat and merciless, with nothing but scrub and red dust as far as I could see. The kids had gone quiet, worn out by the heat. Rosie dozed, and I felt the old ache come back.

      That was when Barbara Firth’s face rose up in my mind—Barbara, the head barmaid who’d taken me in after Dad left. She’d meant well, I suppose. But her mother was another story. Like a wicked stepmother from those fairy tales, always picking at me, always finding fault. I’d wished more than once that I’d died with Mum.

      Strange how the road could do that—drag old ghosts up out of nowhere, just
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