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	Dedication

	 

	To the girl who waited for the birth of her baby in 

	King Edward Memorial Hospital, on 12th December 1977, 

	and cried.

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	A Fallen Woman

	IN 1965, Doog became pregnant, fell pregnant, they said. And then came the string of labels she was made to wear like a leaden necklace of ugly signs so the world would know she was a fallen woman. Except she wasn’t a woman. She was still a girl. And she was exiled before the world had time to know anything.

	The doctor, nurses, church officials, a social worker, even her own parents, called her unfit for motherhood, selfish, precocious, incapable of caring for a child, the ruination of a young man’s life, immoral, immature, neurotic. They said it was in the baby’s best interest to be placed with a normal family with a real mother and father. Forget him, they said. Forget that any of it ever happened. 

	And then they put a syringe in her arm. 

	She woke up screaming for him, but her baby was gone. They sent her home to resume the life from which she’d been banished. A life of secrets and silence.

	*****

	Doog can’t forget. The grief returns over and over again. It is with her now as she sits in the ute outside the Sandy Bay Post Office twenty-five years later. Seagulls on the pavement in front of the car thrust out indignant necks and screech as they fight over chips dropped by a child. They claw her mind away from the memories and back to the present. The rusty corrugations of the roof of the small post office blur in a mirage of heat. Her eyes fuse onto the mustard-coloured paint blistering on weatherboard walls. Every fortnight, Doog drives to Sandy Bay to pick up supplies for Bedarra station where she’s employed as a governess. She enjoys the break from the station but the small town still retains the memory of a night all those years ago

	When she first came to work at Bedarra, driving on her own through this empty land had terrified Doog. Not now. Now she drives across the endless station country towards where the great bowl of the sky upends onto the flat line of the horizon, windows down, singing at the top of her voice like a mad woman. No one to hear, no one to judge. Being out in the middle of nowhere feels safe, peaceful. But as soon as she turns off the main road towards the coast, the same tightness clamps around her chest. And when she arrives in the tiny town with its row of small shops and sees the jetty reaching out over the Indian Ocean, the yearning returns. 

	Being in Sandy Bay brings back grief. Guilt and shame – she refuses to accept any longer. She’s found stories of other women. She’s not the only one. For years she thought she was the only one to have been so wicked. Now she knows there is a whole history of wickedness that was inflicted on young girls like herself and the shame has lifted. But grief has its own agenda. She is powerless against it.

	And the anger, she refuses to let that go. She has a right to keep hold of anger. The cruelty of what happened to her, the unremitting blame, the agony of the hours of labour without any medication and, after the birth, the assault of the syringe filled with mind-numbing drugs and something to dry up her milk, her powerlessness to stop them … to stop herself lapsing into unconsciousness. And then the emptiness of indescribable loss. Most of all ... the loss. Her baby stolen. 

	Yes, she will hold that anger. It makes her determined to find him despite the odds.

	*****

	Mail for Bedarra station lies on the passenger seat along with the newspapers. Paul Keating’s grey face stares up from the front page of the West Australian. Doog picks up the bundle of mail and sorts the bulk of it into a pile for Matt, the manager of Bedarra. There’s one for Mrs C, the station cook and one from her daughter, Annie, from Sydney. She’ll read that later. She needs to pick up a prescription for Mrs C. Metal screeches on metal as she pushes the ute door. It partly opens. Doog twists her body to extract herself from the vehicle through the small gap. Bloody Matt, should have fixed that by now. It’s weeks ago he hit that roo. No wonder none of the other staff want to drive the ute. She’s the only one skinny enough to get out of the door. The seagulls scatter with angry cries as she pulls herself together on the pavement.

	Out of the ute, under the northwest sun, Doog feels exposed. Down the street, a dog lifts its leg against one of the verandah posts of the general store. A couple of old men sit on the bench of the pub’s shady verandah, the same ones every fortnight when she comes to town for the stores. Her eyes scan the few cars parked outside the chemist-come-newsagent, knowing she has nothing to fear in this small town. But shame leaves scars. Again, her eyes are drawn to the end of the main street where the jetty stretches out into the ocean. Again, she wonders if she’s come back to the right place. It’s the jetty that she remembers that awful night when Dad stopped for petrol and a pie.

	*****

	Through the years, friends, colleagues, relatives had not known about Doog’s loss, they never guessed the pain she hid from view. No one would have seen that she didn’t go a day without mourning for that part that had been ripped from her, at the same time cosseting the love that was embroidered on her heart during the brief moment she had held her baby in her arms. The world would have only seen the girl who tackled her high school studies without veering. The young woman who went on to teachers’ college and put all her energy and focus into being a top student. They wouldn’t have known the girl who felt unentitled to grieve because she was not worthy. 

	When she gave birth to Annie, Doog experienced a new terror, almost unable to believe she was allowed to keep her baby girl. As Annie grew into a joyful toddler, she vowed for her daughter’s sake to change. For Annie, she unearthed joy and playfulness and she buried the sadness. The years passed, the baby transformed into a beautiful young woman and grew ready to spread her wings. The yearning that had lain semi-dormant repossessed Doog. A search for any record of her son’s birth had proved fruitless years before. It was common practice for the adoptive parents to be the only ones named on the birth certificate. But she was sure the church had been involved and figured out that there must have been a reason for her father to have taken her so far away from her home in Fremantle when she became pregnant. She learned that childless couples often paid a good deal of money to the church for arranging an adoption. If she had been sent all that way up north to give birth, it surely must have been where the adoptive parents lived. 

	At the end of 1990 she surprised everyone who knew her by resigning from her teaching job, and when Annie left home to study at the National Institute of Dramatic Art in Sydney at the beginning of 1991, Doog tidied up her life while she waited for the wet season to pass. By the end of March, she was on her way north. Right up until the day she left, her mother avoided talking about her planned trip. Not that Doog had spelled out where she was going. She hardly knew what she was doing herself and the subject had not been broached in all those years. But Claris, her mother, was the sharpest woman she knew. Claris must surely have guessed something.

	*****

	After visiting the pharmacy, Doog wriggles back onto the torn seat of the ute and starts to head out of town on her drive to Bedarra station. Bugger. The stock agents. She slams the brake pedal to the floor and yanks the vehicle into a dusty U-turn in the empty street. Tyres skid on gravel as she pulls up to the open roller-doors of the stock agent’s shed. She dashes in and signs for the supplies for Bedarra. 

	Gary tucks a carton under each of his bulky arms, asking how the preparations for the camp draft are going. Gary would yack all day if you let him. Doog gives him a tight smile, tells him Matt has everything sorted and heads back to the ute. He pokes his grin and his bad breath through the window and tells her to tell Matt, Them salt licks haven’t come in yet. Should be ‘ere next week. She nods, then revs the engine more than she means to. 

	Two kilometres north she takes a turn inland off the main road, spraying another coat of dust over the scrub lining the dirt track.

	The ute lurches. Concentrate, she reminds herself. A vehicle can be halfway swallowed by a rabbit warren out here. There’s no way she’s giving Matt the satisfaction of rescuing her. Negotiating the track through the wide land loosens the knot in her gut and she lets out the breath she’s been holding. The desert always does that to her.

	She’s glad Mary isn’t with her today. Mary, from the Aboriginal community, often comes to help on the run to town, and she’s good company. The young girl gives Doog an insight into what’s going on with the Aboriginal kids. But right now, she’s grateful to be on her own. She hadn’t expected to like Bedarra but Matt’s kids — she didn’t anticipate. They need her. They’ve burrowed their way into the crack in her heart. Reminded her she needs to be needed. It’s the last thing she’d expected to find in this outback place, a job she loves. Once the red country gets into your skin, they say, you belong to it. When Annie left home, this place had pulled her back. The need to look for the child stolen from her all those years ago couldn’t be ignored any longer. But now there’s more. Even if she doesn’t find what she’s looking for. And what are the chances? Helping these kids, that’s given her something else, something she hasn’t felt for years. She winces as she thinks of her daughter. Poor Annie. Doog hopes she’s been a good mother even with a chunk missing from her heart.

	*****

	When she drove north up the Western Australian coast a couple of months ago and reached Sandy Bay, she thought she recognised the place where Dad had stopped that dark night. The little shops, the jetty at the end of the street, even the name sounded familiar. But most coastal towns up this way are similar. She couldn’t be sure. A job she found as a barmaid at the pub came with basic accommodation. During the next weeks she scrutinised every young man around the age of twenty-five. Many were just passing through but, on the weekends, young blokes from stations around the area came in to sink a few tinnies. Surprised at how many stations there were, she found a map in the library. It was old and yellowing but the librarian said things didn’t change much out here. She tried talking to the young blokes – deleting them if she found they were too young or too old. One was the right age and colouring. Her heart had leapt when she found out his birthday was June but the following week, she saw him in town with his family. He had an identical twin.

	She’d asked herself over and over again what she thought she was doing. She had nothing to go on except the fact that she was sure he would be dark and perhaps look like Alex, his father. She had no names. There had been no records to be found in the Department of Child Protection. What was the likelihood that her son would have stayed in the district? Even if he grew up around here, he would most likely have taken off like most young people when they were old enough. 

	After a month, working and living in the pub wore thin. She told herself she should go home and forget about it. Then anger would resurface and she couldn’t let go. There was a small town further up the coast, Lonsdale, the name somehow seemed familiar. She should go there. But before she could work out why, she saw an ad for a governess on the biggest station in the district, Bedarra. It was just over an hour inland, surrounded by other smaller stations. She could base herself there and explore the area when she had time off. What did she have to lose?

	Matt answered the phone at Bedarra, briefly acknowledged her greeting and asked a series of questions. 

	‘Yes, I have my qualifications and records of employment with me,’ she assured him. ‘I can fax them to you.’ And then she added that she had all her Red Cross certificates up to date.

	A warmer note crept into the manager’s voice as he asked her about the Red Cross certificates. ‘My wife Tanya died almost a year ago,’ he said. ‘She was the one who steered the kids through Distance Ed, but she was an ex-nurse, so she also took charge of the flying doctor’s kit.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ mumbled Doog. ‘How awful, for the kids, and you, of course.’

	‘Yeah, well, we’re managing but, Ms Wilson, can I ask you a favour? You need to understand that on a place like Bedarra we have our own jobs, but on top we all muck in to keep the station running. Everyone has a stint on kitchen duty, for example.’

	‘Sure,’ said Doog. ‘I think I’d enjoy that.’

	‘The thing is, Ms Wilson,’ said Matt. ‘It would be a great help if you could take over responsibility for the flying doctor’s stuff.’ 

	‘Not sure I …’

	‘No,’ interrupted Matt. ‘Nothing to it. But I’d need you to call into the local hospital and do a quick training session on what’s in the kit and how to use it. Then you can register as Bedarra’s first aid responder. That would really help us out.’

	‘The name’s Doog. OK, I can try but it’s a bit of an unknown for me.’

	‘You’ll be right,’ said Matt and the phone clicked.

	*****

	The track meanders through pink sand and grey-green spinifex. Her mind wanders back to her first weeks at Bedarra. The people were as craggy as the country. Mrs Cameron, the station cook, had thrown a tea towel to Doog before she’d even asked her name. 

	‘Look like you could do with a bit of time in a feedlot. There are stick insects with more meat on their bones,’ she said. ‘How ya gonna help knead the dough with them arms?’ 

	It was like being back at school with big Doris bullying her. ‘I’ll manage’, she said, mustering her coolest voice, although, by the time she’d done the obligatory ten minutes of kneading while on kitchen duty, her city arms felt fit to drop off. If Frankie could see her arms now, she’d be impressed. Frankie, Francesca, had been her best friend since they were eight. They went through high school and ended up in teachers’ college together. They joked about not letting their arms get wings like their mothers. She’s fitter and stronger than when she first arrived at the station, and it feels good. She misses Frankie. They told each other everything … well, not everything. When she disappeared that time everyone, including Frankie, thought she’d gone over east to help Gran for a while. The secret is still a hole in their friendship.

	A dry creek bed in a deep gully is just ahead. Doog slows and pushes the gearstick into low range. She grips the steering wheel firmly but lets the car pick its own way slowly over the rocks. She’s done it many times, knows it’s easy to lose control of the wheel and end up sitting on a boulder. She’s confident now and has to admit to a pride at being able to handle this farm vehicle. You’re off the chain, Mum, she can hear Annie saying. 

	When Doog had answered the ad to tutor the children through the distance education program, it hadn’t taken much to figure that in this remote place her business would be fair game for everyone to stick their noses into. She’d put out signals that she just wanted to do her job and be left alone. She’d made up her mind not to care if they thought she was standoffish. But it’s not that simple at Bedarra. People like Mary, well, all of them really, have an uncanny talent for chipping away at any wall you try to put up. 

	The last thing she wants, though, is for anyone to know why she’s up here. She’s not even sure she’s come back to the right place. All that time ago when she came up here with Dad, they’d been driving most of the day before they had stopped at what she’s almost sure was Sandy Bay. But after, they had driven at least another hour inland before they had reached their destination.

	 


 

	 

	Fremantle 

	DOOG couldn’t remember a time when her parents, Claris and George Wilson, hadn’t struggled. Struggled to pay the mortgage to the bank, struggled to put food on the table and buy clothes for the small family. George struggled stoically but Claris seemed to brew her anxieties, making them heard through her silent moods and the banging of pots and pans. In South Fremantle where Doog was born, it seemed, as she grew, that everyone in the area clung to the same life raft. 

	Her father had returned from the war after serving in New Guinea and found a job in the council administration with the help from the church. Claris had worked in the office of a fish-canning factory but when the men returned, like the rest of the women, she was forced back into the home where she belonged. She tried not to resent it. She made her home and the church her life, but she missed the challenge of the work and the companionship of the other women.

	Doog’s life revolved around school and her friends. She didn’t think of her family as poor. Everyone was the same and life was good. The beach, the river and the port of Fremantle were all within walking distance and never dull. They swam and climbed around the boat harbour and watched the fishing boats come back with their catch. Sometimes she and her brother, Charlie, managed to score a free fish or octopus from the men on the boats, which would earn them rare praise from their mother. Meals were usually three-course and basic. 

	‘Eat up those broad beans,’ Claris would snap as Doog tried to sneak them into her hanky on her lap. ‘Your father works hard to grow those.’ Meals of stews and mince with home-grown veggies were eked out with soups and puddings. There was a fuss at the beginning of every school year. Pencils and exercise books to buy, new school shoes for fast-growing feet.

	‘The government goes on about free education in this country and then the schools give you a list of things to buy. What’s free about that?’ said Claris every January. 

	Growing up, Doog tried not to resent the amount of freedom given to her brother while her mother seemed to monitor her every move. Vanity, Claris declared, was a sin. She should give no credence to how she looked. It was shallow. Character, ethics, goodness of her heart were far more important. However, Doog noticed her mother would comment warmly about the lovely blonde curls of other children. Doog had straggly red hair. Claris would admire the blue or brown eyes of other children. Doog’s eyes were green. Charlie, her brother had blond curly hair and blue eyes. Charlie could do no wrong. But you couldn’t help loving Charlie. He was always happy and never got nasty like some of her friend’s brothers. 

	Sex education was non-existent except for snippets she gleaned from her friends. Her mother and father rarely broached anything approaching the personal, let alone sex. After she turned thirteen, her mother came to her bedroom door and thrust a book at her. 

	‘Here, it’s time you read this. You are growing up now.’ She said before almost running back to the kitchen. 

	Doog quickly read the small booklet, which explained how cats had kittens, and sheep had lambs. It had a picture of something called a uterus where a baby lay curled. When her first menstruation arrived, she had her friends to thank for not being completely in the dark. However, they couldn’t help with the awkward confrontation with Claris, and the embarrassment of her mother, thin-lipped, producing a sling-like structure to put around her waist to hold a pad between her legs.

	Their unorthodox headmistress, Miss Florence Beckett managed to blunt the embarrassment. Flo, they called her affectionately, and when Doog first started high school, she remembers dismissing Flo as too old and staid to know anything useful. But one day the lower-school girls were told to assemble in the quadrangle. Tall, willowy Miss Beckett stood on a box, wafting in the wind and looking down upon them.

	‘Gels,’ she said after the preamble about their bodies changing. ‘You should always remember boys have a saying: Candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker.’ 

	Doog had to consult one of her Italian friends to translate that. Then Miss Beckett had produced a paper bag, like the ones hanging in the toilets, pleading with the girls to use them. From a pocket she produced a menstrual pad and a tampon on a string, waving them in the air with abandon and insisting they were part of growing up. 

	‘Please remember gels, they are nothing to be ashamed of but when they are soiled, pop them in the bag and into the bin. It would not be a good look to go dangling them through the school or the town,’ she said with a smile that made Doog want to hug her, like she’d never wanted to hug her mother. 

	That day, for the first time, it felt OK to be a girl.

	*****

	Alex was the brother of one of her Italian friends, Lucy. Lucia, her mother called her, and Alex was Alessandro. Both children scowled when their real names were used, especially in front of their friends. Now Doog thinks how beautiful these names are. Alex and Doog became friends from the start. She could play cricket as well, or better, than most of the boys. She could kick a football and bait a fishing line. The pair would often meet at the beach or the river. Sometimes Alex would bring a bottle of home-made lemon cordial and she would sneak some of Claris’s Anzac biscuits out of the tin. She couldn’t believe that Alex, with his beautiful brown skin and eyes with long curling lashes, had chosen her instead of one of the other girls.

	They found a cave in the cliffs along the most inaccessible part of the river and it became a favourite place for their little picnics, especially in winter when they could look out at the rain bouncing off the water and watch the black swans fishing and the dolphins playing. Alex started to stroke her arms and hold her hand. He told her she was beautiful but she laughed. How could she be beautiful with her pale freckled skin and her red hair that wasn’t curly enough? Then one day he leaned over and kissed her. She didn’t mean to scare him off, but she wasn’t expecting it and reared back, hitting her head on the rock wall and he didn’t try it again. But she’d wanted him to.

	It was a spring day in the school holidays when they arranged to have a picnic one afternoon. Claris wouldn’t be back from the church women’s guild until evening Doog made cheese sandwiches while she listened to the radio. People were protesting about the Vietnam War. Alex turned up with an old blanket to sit on and a bottle of Italian wine. Grappa, he called it. Said his grandfather made it and wouldn’t miss a bottle. 

	‘We can have a swig and hide in the sand at the back of the cave,’ he said.

	They had more than a swig of the sweet wine and almost immediately Doog felt warm and fuzzy. She heard Miss Beckett. Candy is dandy but liquor is quicker, but she didn’t resist when Alex started to cuddle and kiss her. She kissed him back, hard and long. They fell back onto the blanket. He started to caress between her legs. She held her breath and pressed back against his hand. She didn’t want him to stop but she knew she had to stop him. ‘I have to get home. It will be dark soon,’ she said. He nibbled her ear and reached under her jumper, squeezed her breast, played with her nipples. An exquisite feeling took possession of her. No part of her wanted him to stop. Not her mind, not her body. Between her legs she felt him pushing inside her. She was wet and slippery but suddenly she felt like she was being ripped apart. She gasped, he slowed down and kissed her. She found she was crying but she held him tight and pushed against him until she felt she was filled with him, joined to him. She wanted to cling to him forever. Then with a strangled cry he lifted his head and she felt wetness running between her legs. He rolled off her and lay with his arms still around her, laughing. They were both laughing but she thought of her parents and her laughter stopped. 

	After that, he became like an obsession. She couldn’t wait to see him again. Every few weeks they gave their friends the slip and climbed around the rocks to the cave. Each time she told herself she would not let him go all the way but each time, as soon as they kissed, her good intentions melted. When her second period failed to show she started to worry. She vowed she would not be alone with Alex but she longed to be with him. She thought of him constantly. It was normal for periods to be all over the place in the first few years, she had heard. But was it normal to miss three? When the fourth month still brought no bleeding, she knew she had to tell her mother. Claris would be furious with her but she would know what to do.

	 


 

	 

	Maroney

	A WALL of heat hits Daniel Maroney as he stands on the metal steps that descend from the plane. The tarmac throbs. He fumbles in his bag for sunglasses. The rest of the passengers, mainly hulking big blokes in shorts and steel-capped boots, tramp towards a depressing collection of huts. He follows with flies feeding on the sweat on his face. This is it? Sandy Bay? His hopes for air-conditioned comfort take a dive. 

	He’s on the bus. A cloud of red dust obliterates the road behind, infiltrating the vehicle that careers over the corrugations, coating his nostrils. Sheep daub the red landscape with grey, but apart from that, no trees, no pasture. Nothing but the flat, straight road, sporadic rings of spiky grass and a few rocky outcrops. He has landed on another planet. He looks down at the date on the copy of The Sandy Bay Courier that he picked up at the airport desk half expecting to be in another time but no, it’s still the fourteenth of May 1991.

	Two days ago, he had stood in the editor’s office.

	‘Where?’

	The editor had lumbered over to a map on the wall. 

	‘About here.’ He pointed. ‘You catch the plane to Sandy Bay. Then you hire a four-wheel drive. I want human-interest pieces on the families that live out that way. You might look at the historical angle from a land-care point of view. Sounds like a lot of that country has been farmed almost to death and the smaller landholders are struggling. We could be looking at the end of the family-run stations, the demise of an Aussie icon.’

	Maroney stared. His next job would be in the back of beyond? And who the fuck wants to know about land-care in the never-never? He was about to protest but the boss told him how he liked Maroney’s reporting on the forest fires down south. He said he was the best man for the job. The old toad has a way of sweet-talking you into to his way of thinking. Always manages to manipulate the staff into jobs they never would have chosen. Toady went on with enthusiasm about the growing interest in the north. 

	‘Tourism is growing in leaps and bounds with grey nomads getting more adventurous each year, turning up in all sorts of obscure places.’ He sticks his chin forward, his bulging eyes above his large nose boring into Maroney’s. ‘Crikey, mate, you should be thanking me instead of looking as sour as green grapes We’re coming into winter down here and you’re off to the sunny north.’ 

	Maroney had scowled his way out of the office. Back at his desk, he complained to his friend and work colleague, Maria. ‘I’m being exiled to the most isolated place in the whole fucking continent — the planet — for what?’ To collect stories about cow-farming in the desert?’ She laughed at him. She and Rod, her husband, had sometimes suggested camping trips and watched him squirm at the thought of it.

	‘You swearing, Maroney? My, my, he has upset you, possum, but just think, maybe a dose of the great outdoors is what you need.’ 

	‘Yeah, well, thanks for the sympathy, mia amica. You’re gonna feel terrible when you see the headlines: Journalist Lost in Western Desert.’ 

	 Not for the first time, he thinks he’s had enough of working for the paper. He wants more autonomy. But what else would he do? Freelance work is tempting. However, that would mean more travelling and he’d done enough in his twenties to last a lifetime. Now he just wanted ... he’s not sure what. But he likes Fremantle. His new apartment, bought with a lot of help from the bank, overlooks the river. It’s not far from the city centre, with a gym and a pool in the building. He likes the routine of going home each day, working out for an hour before taking a glass of wine and a book onto his daybed on the balcony, to the peacefulness of his river view. There is an almost obsessive need within him for routine. He recognises that. It makes him feel safe. But most evenings he eats by himself in a city café. There’s nothing lonelier than that. 

	He’d walked home, his mood blacker than the river. He’d headed straight for the pool on the ground floor, the knot in the base of his belly, worse than usual. Like the boss said, maybe he should be happy with this assignment, but the thought of going north puts a vice around his gut. 

	He dived into the pool, swimming underwater for half a length, the blue silence calming. As he broke the surface a child screamed. He spun around, but then realised it wasn’t a scream. The child squealed with delight as her father threw her into the air, letting her go and pulling her up when she began to sink. Maroney went back to slicing through the water. The sound filled his head each time he came up for a breath. He tried to concentrate on his strokes but gave up and heaved his body out of the pool before the memories had time to surface.

	*****

	The bus drops him off at the town’s only motel — a row of single-storey semi-attached boxes. He knocks on the side of the screened door with the sign OFFICE rusting above. A disinterested-looking bloke with several days of stubble on his chin emerges from the gloom, scratching his crotch with one hand and pushing the register over the counter with the other. A TV flickers in the room behind. 

	He takes the key and walks across the treeless car park to his room, glad to be away from the air in the tiny office — a fetid concoction of beer, hamburgers and smoke. That and the thought of the journey ahead of him, sour in his stomach.

	 


 

	 

	Bedarra 

	IN the rear-view mirror, a frown corrugates the space between Doog’s eyebrows. The sun is savage out here and the expensive cream she pushes into her face every night doesn’t seem to be doing much, not that she really believes the promise of younger-looking skin from its anti-ageing ingredients. And ask me if I care. Age has its compensations. She tenses as she thinks of living through the confusion of adolescence again. 

	The station hands at Bedarra are a rough-hewn bunch but their old-fashioned manners still surprise Doog. When she had first arrived, she would see them out fencing in the paddock, stripped naked to the waist, covered in dirt. They’d lift their hats. Missus, they’d say with a bob of the head. Name’s Doog, she’d reply, at first with her eyes glued to the ground. A couple of them stand when she walks onto the verandah for dinner. It has taken a bit of getting used to, that and the nicknames, mostly to do with her red hair. Bruce, the head stockman, calls her Pindan. That’s what we call the earth around here, he tells her with a proud note in his gravelly voice. She pretends the word is unfamiliar and just smiles. Names like the Red Queen and the Ice Maiden, they don’t say to her face, but if the breeze is blowing in the right direction, she hears and sees more than she’s supposed to as she leans on the tank-stand at the side of the homestead to have a quiet puff in the evenings. 

	When they sit and yarn after school, Mrs C loves telling Doog what the blokes say at the first breakfast shift. Says she keeps quiet and hears plenty, takes pride in what she calls being a fly on the wall. 

	‘Matt reckons he’s never seen that beautiful mouth of yours laugh,’ she’d said the other day, cackling away while she peeled the potatoes. Apparently, Matt had said that Doog’s mouth sometimes turns up at the edges when there’s a joke at dinner, but that’s it. 

	‘Yeah, well, maybe they should think of better jokes,’ she’d replied. 

	At first, she’d wondered if Mrs C was trying to stir her up. But the cook just likes to gossip. She’s harmless. Mrs C’s a real mimic and Matt would be surprised if he heard the laughter that often fills the kitchen. She once told Doog how the blokes all tried to guess her age. Col had said about thirty, but Matt had argued. He thought that Doog was pushing forty. He would, but of course he was right. According to Mrs C, he’d said it was the sun frocks that made her look younger. Said Doog looks like a hippy chick.

	‘A hippy chick!’

	When Doog thought about it, she realised even Mary wore the station uniform of jeans and checked shirts. But that was not for her. The strappy dresses she liked to wear were practical in this heat.

	That day Mrs C had mimicked all the men: Koop, who reckoned a bloke’d be wasting his time trying to chat Doog up. And then Col said if you asked him, that sheila had a poker up her arse and Matt, who got real cranky said, no one was asking him. 

	And then Mrs C had looked hard at Doog and said, ‘I reckon that man’s got a soft spot for you.’

	‘Who, Matt? That man hasn’t got a soft spot in his body.’

	*****

	Those who live around the homestead are all white except for Mary. Her clan live down by the river. At first, Doog was too shy to go anywhere near the community. Matt was the one who taught her the protocol. He told her to go down and stand on the edge of the camp. 

	‘Just wait there. You gotta be invited,’ he said.

	She did this, and felt like the girl at the party that no one talks to. Soon an old man looked up and waved her over. He said something she couldn’t understand and pointed to the group of women sitting around a fire in a veil of smoke and the smell of eucalyptus. Some were sorting roots in a long wooden bowl, snapping off stems and throwing them into the fire. One stirred what looked like an enormous stew. She understood she should join them and sat down on the ground, crossed-legged, thankful for yoga lessons. She watched in silence while they continued as though she wasn’t there. Several had small babies suckling. Toddlers wriggled in laps, all the time looking shyly from liquid black eyes. A few women smiled and she began to feel welcome. She would have liked to learn some of the language but struggled to hear what they said, let alone get her tongue around the strange words. 

	After that first day Doog has ventured down many times, taking her camera. She always asks permission to take photographs. No one seems to mind but she can’t help feeling like an interloper. There’s one old woman whose grooved face is a history that Doog would love to record but the bloodshot eyes don’t respond to her smile and she doesn’t risk asking.

	*****

	Unless mustering or something else takes them away, on most evenings the staff gather on the verandah for a sundowner before the meal. At first, Doog couldn’t get used to fronting up every night but they’re a jolly bunch and now she enjoys the communal ritual. The area is large enough for a long refectory table with room for a drinks trolley and a fridge as well as assorted armchairs at the far end. The blokes drink beer like water. Doog always found her mother’s fear of becoming addicted to alcohol annoying, but out here the heat makes it tempting and she finds herself worrying about the same thing. The first night or two everyone had watched while she added a squeeze of lemon to a glass of soda water.

	‘There’s scotch or gin on the trolley if you want to add a bit of zest to your life,’ Matt had said when she first arrived.

	‘Thanks, but I’ll just have a wine with dinner.’ She’d winced as she heard her prudish voice and saw of one of Mary’s black eyebrows dip like a sneer. 

	She usually excuses herself as soon as the meal is over to wander back across the dark, towards the donga. Just beyond the verandah, behind the kitchen, is the tank-stand where she stops for a cigarette. When she got the job, she told herself she would give up smoking but she hasn’t managed it yet. The verandah is always well lit. From the shadows she has no trouble seeing and she remembers a night not long after she’d arrived, Mary sitting erect, patting her pouting lips, mimicking Doog with a napkin, saying: ’Well, anyone would think she was the flippin’ queen’. They were all quick with their judgments that first night. Even Mrs C called Doog a cold fish, leering at Matt and saying all she needed was a good bloke to warm her up. Then came Col’s voice teasing Mrs C about why she was so warm, said he’d bet she’d had more pricks than a second-hand dartboard. Doog had almost choked but they all just laughed including Mrs C. Then came the clattering of dishes and they drifted off to an early night, leaving silence.

	Most nights now she stands behind the tank smoking her cigarette and breathing in the stars. They always seemed so very near in this part of the country. They had loitered in her memories like a half-forgotten dream. The last time she was up this way they’d somehow given her hope. It’d been a cruel place, except for the stars. After she takes her last draw and stubs out the cigarette, she continues to her donga to shut her door on the world.

	 


 

	 

	The Motel

	MARONEY walks across the blistering tarmac to the concrete verandah outside his door where a small wrought-iron table and two chairs stand rigid and uninviting. On the table, a stainless-steel dog bowl half-full of bottle tops and cigarette butts. Classy! Inside, water the colour of gravy fills the toilet bowl although the candlewick bedspread, an orange remnant of the fifties, makes him smile. The mirror has acne but the air-conditioner hums, and right now that’s all he cares about. He catches sight of himself in the spotty mirror. Rivulets of sweat run through the dust on his face. He looks over to the window and tries to resist the compulsion to make sure it will open. He opens it. 

	The shower is surprisingly decent. With the dust sluiced down the drain, and having changed into a fresh T-shirt, shorts and sandals, Maroney’s mood lifts. Time to locate the car. It will take him only a few minutes to realize nothing is far away in this town. A short walk around the corner from the motel he finds the car yard. A few cars gleam. He passes a young boy with a polishing cloth in his hand. Everything else is stained with the same red, including the outside of the office, which once must have been painted white. He’s shown the car. It’s huge. 

	‘There’s just me. Have you got something smaller?’ 

	‘Where you goin’, mate?’

	‘I’d like to explore the station country inland from here.’ He explains that he’s a journalist, wants to do some stories about the region.

	‘This is what you’ll want, mate. Anything smaller out that way, you’ll bust an axle.’

	Great, just what he needs to hear. Still, he can’t bring himself to confess that he knows bugger-all about off-road driving. Aside from the embarrassment, the bloke might refuse to hire out the vehicle, so Maroney swallows that thought and asks for the direction to the post office instead.

	‘Just around the corner in the main street, mate. Can’t miss it — red box out the front.’

	Maroney sits for a while in the car, trying to befriend the gears and the indicators. It wouldn’t be a good look if he were to rev out of the car yard in low-range or switch on wipers and lights instead of the indicator. In the glove box is a manual. He’ll need that. The only four-wheel driving he’s done was years ago. Trouble is, he wrote on his job application — experienced off-road driver. Lies, they always get you in the end. His little second-hand Alfetta 2000 in Fremantle only leaves the underground car park for an occasional trip to the theatre in Perth or a Sunday outing to the hills with friends. At home, he walks everywhere. He focuses once more on the Land Cruiser and drives out of the yard. Carefully.

	Just around the corner is the building recognizable as the post office by the
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