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CHAPTER ONE

‘You can’t keep running away, Annabelle!’ Angel’s hands are on her hips, but her tone is gentle, as always. She’s my favourite cousin and the only person who gets away with giving me a good talking-to.

‘Why not?’ I ask. It’s not the first time I’ve heard this lecture and it probably won’t be the last. I’m unwrapping coffee mugs on autopilot and rinsing them in the sink as we talk.

‘Because you’re 35 and need to settle down, be a grown-up, and try to sort issues out occasionally, instead of running away and leaving unresolved shit behind.’ Angel rarely swears, so I know she’s serious.

I finally turn to face her, hoping our reunion after all these years doesn’t end in an argument. Neither of us like conflict.

‘What do you want me to do? Settle down like you and Kev, with chickens and compost and crocs on my feet?’ I point to Angel’s less-than-glamorous choice of footwear and smile. ‘You know better than anyone, Angel, that’s not my thing.’ I dry the mugs as I consider the things I know about my cousin that we’ve agreed to keep in the vault over the years. ‘And don’t lecture me. You’re no bloody angel, come to think of it.’ I look at Angel’s red lipstick, the only makeup she wears. Her smile is warm, her wavy charcoal hair rests on her shoulders, and her light blue cotton muumuu falls just below her knees. She looks much cooler than I feel in this heat.

‘We’re heeeere!’

Mandy James and Christine Jack, otherwise known as MJ and CJ, my two besties, my deadly tiddas, are standing on my newly rented doorstep. It’s an old blonde-brick block of 12 units, with freshly painted stairs and railings, and I love seeing them through the screen door. CJ stands short with her tidy blonde bob. She’s wearing a pink shoestring strap dress and holds a succulent. Next to her, MJ seems taller than ever in her jeans and tee, and her wild mass of sandy-coloured curls. She waves a bottle of bubbles in the air.

I immediately pull them into a tight, much-needed hug as soon as I swing the screen open. ‘It’s so good to see you, both,’ I whisper, choked with the emotion of seeing them for the first time since returning to Magandjin. Four years living away without these women was just too long.

Within minutes, we are sitting on the floor, drinking the bubbly out of the coffee mugs. Unpacked boxes are scattered through the living room. Angel, a non-drinker, is sipping jasmine tea, thanks to the kettle she and Kev have given me as a house-warming gift.

‘I knew you’d be back. Sydney is just too much for you,’ MJ announces, then turns to CJ. ‘I told you she’d rather be here, a big fish in a little pond. That’s really why she likes Magandjin.’

CJ raises her mug in acknowledgment. Her noticeably toned arms prove that the early-morning workouts she complains about are paying off.

‘It wasn’t that,’ Angel pipes up.

‘What do you know that we don’t?’ MJ sounds like she’s got her nose out of joint.

‘I am her cousin, so there will be times that I know more, naturally.’ Angel chuckles.

I turn to MJ and CJ. ‘Before you ask – or worse, accuse! – I didn’t do a runner in the middle of the night and leave a fella to wake up to find I was gone. So don’t throw your judgement at me.’

They both look offended and shocked.

‘And lose those gammon shocked looks,’ I continue. ‘I know you both too well. We’ve spent many, many sessions observing the good, the bad, and the ugly about each other and the world. Today is not one of those sessions.’ I smile to let my inner circle know that it’s all good.

‘Go on then, tell us what happened,’ they say in unison and laugh as if they’d scripted their double act.

‘First of all, Nate, the guy in Sydney, was different.’ I can hear how defensive I sound. ‘I didn’t want to break his heart, and that’s why I left the way I did.’

Angel shakes her head. I know she thinks sneaking off in the middle of the night broke Nate’s heart anyway.

My three tiddas stare at me in expectation, but I’m already tired of talking about my non-existent love life. ‘I’m not going over old ground and old boyfriends with you lot. We’ve done those stories to death. And don’t think I can’t see your smirks behind every sip you take!’ I say to CJ and MJ.

‘What?’ the two women jokingly protest.

‘The thing is, I had to leave Sydney, and that job.’ MJ cocks an eyebrow in question, and I sigh. There’s no way to avoid this conversation. ‘Fine. I’m only saying this once, so listen carefully.’

They all shuffle their butts along the newly cleaned carpet and huddle closer, like teenagers at a slumber party sharing ghost stories, or deep, dark secrets about first kisses.

I take a deep breath, then speak matter-of-factly. ‘I had a relationship with one of the artists I was curating.’ I exhale with the relief of the confession. ‘When the mob found out, everyone assumed that he got the gig because he was sleeping with me, but the truth is we didn’t even feel attracted to each other until opening night, literally a year after we signed contracts for the work. But the mob were brutal. They put pressure on the gallery and I was given an ultimatum, so I left. The job and the guy.’ Angel opens her mouth but I cut her right off with a palm in her direction. ‘I did not run away!’

I stand and extend a hand to help the others as they rise too. CJ looks at me empathetically, her dark brown eyes warm like her signature smile that makes her such a great schoolteacher. She winks, then turns to the others. ‘How about she ran towards this fantastic new opportunity here in Magandjin?’

My face lights up at the mention of my new job. ‘Thanks, CJ, that’s the approach I’m taking. I can’t wait to start at the gallery.’ I begin unpacking a box of art books and stack them near where my bookcases will eventually be. ‘And I have no doubt the Ancestors had this planned for me all along.’

My tiddas pitch in to help with the unpacking. Before long, I’m sweating up a storm. ‘I can’t stand this humidity,’ I whine, setting off a string of complaints from the others.

‘It’s hideous!’ ‘Disgusting!’ ‘I’m melting!’ they whinge.

A bead of sweat drips down the back of my leg. ‘It’s just this February heat that knocks me about. The humidity will be the end of me.’

The ever-practical MJ nods towards the air-conditioner and I dread the thought of the electricity bill. It’s bad for the environment to be running it for hours every day.

‘Let’s just get some air,’ I say, sliding the glass balcony doors wide open and waving them out. ‘How cool is Paddington? It’s exactly what I wanted in Sydney and could never afford. Only a few nights here and I already know 100 percent that this is where I want to be.’ I breathe in the scent of freshly cut lawn. I love being in my semi-suburban street, yet so close to the city. I look at the poinsettia tree to the left and the jacaranda tree to the right, and I feel at home. ‘I’m really happy to be here, really. And in some ways, you were right, MJ. Sydney was a bit too big for me, all those cars and people. I love that Magandjin is like a little country town, but with all the arts and culture we need. And all the tiddas I need, too.’

Angel puts her arm around my waist, and the four of us link together. Sistahood. I ran towards my beautiful friends, not away from anyone or anything. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

‘You’re without a man, again,’ MJ announces.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, I am the last person who needs a man to be happy,’ I tell her. ‘Nate was about sex, not happiness. My career, you tiddas, my life at large, that all makes me happy. If we did an audit of the men in my past, I think you’ll find they’ve only ever caused me misery. This new journey, which I am super excited about, is about reaffirming my commitment to our mob in the arts, and rebuilding a little of my own self-esteem. Men are not even in my top five priorities right now.’ I can see MJ looks suspicious, but I’m not giving this topic any more fuel. ‘Let’s talk about your love life, MJ?’

‘Let’s get back to unpacking your stuff instead,’ she replies, always evasive about her own interludes of the romantic kind.

‘Come on then, help me get the last of my things from my car. The removalists arrive tomorrow with the rest of my boxes and furniture.’ We head back inside and towards the front door.

Angel starts humming a tune that none of us can name, but can easily join in. ‘What’s the song?’ I ask.

‘What’s that tune about angels you’re singing?’ I ask Angel.

‘Just something Kev sings to me as he makes my tea every morning.’

‘Of course he does.’ I push them out the door. MJ, CJ, and I all think Kev and Angel are perfectly matched. He’s sensitive and strong, a guy who reads books and can build a bookcase as well.

We walk single file down the stairwell, one hand on the shoulder of the woman in front, and spill out onto the street, laughing and pushing each other out of the way like teenagers. You wouldn’t know we were in our mid-30s. Angel has managed to get us all singing the chorus about morning angels as we lean into the back of my car, butts sticking out to passersby.

I pull out a heavy box of my favourite novels, the ones I refused to risk giving to the removalists, and lose my grip. My reflexes are quick as it slips, so it doesn’t hit the ground. Then dark-skinned hands go over the top of mine and take the bulk of the weight.

‘Nearly lost it,’ a deep voice says, taking me by surprise. I lose my balance and my grip simultaneously.

The guy moves to steady me, but I swiftly pull away and let him take the full weight of the box as I step onto the footpath. ‘Oh thanks, I think I can take it now.’ I reach out, but he doesn’t let the box go.

‘Are you moving into number 5?’ he asks.

‘Yes, just settling in.’

He introduces himself as Michael from number 9, the unit above mine.

‘I’m Annabelle, and this is MJ, CJ, and Angel.’ I gesture to the others.

He’s shifted the box to his hip and holds it with one hand, extending his other to shake theirs. MJ and CJ smirk. I roll my eyes, but I can’t really blame them. I hope I’m being discreet as I take in Michael’s fine form, his muscular arms and huge quads in his running shorts, his hazel eyes and tanned skin. I know he’s a Murri without asking.

‘I’ll take this up on my way and leave it at the door,’ he says to me. ‘Anything you want to put on top of the box?’

I investigate the boot and pretend to search for something else. ‘I think we’re good, thanks!’

The four of us watch as Michael heads through the glass door with the books.

‘Well, Michael is a good sort, eh?’ MJ winks and licks her lips.

CJ chuckles. I know she thinks MJ is outrageous at times, but I can tell we’re all in agreement with her assessment of Michael. I admit to myself that he’s a 10, but I’m not starting that conversation with MJ.

‘Can you lot contain yourselves, please?’ I sing out as Angel walks into the building carrying a box marked ‘fragile’.

Once inside, CJ, Angel, and I take a conveyor-belt approach to the glasses, cutlery, and dinner set, and it’s all washed and dried in my tiny kitchen in record time while MJ tackles a box marked ‘STUFF’. It’s cosy and familiar as we move easily around each other with the intimacy of partners gliding around a dancefloor. I smile to myself when I notice we’re also all colour-coordinated with the black-and-white splashback tiles.

I’m facing the sink overlooking the street and turn quickly to see CJ placing the rest of the coffee mugs, handles to the left, on the shelf near the fridge, while Angel arranges the cutlery like she has in her own home, and MJ considers every knick-knack she unpacks before placing them on the breakfast bar by size. All of us methodical in our own ways, similar ways.

This is the first time I’ve thought of moving as fun. I love being back with the women who know me best. We’ve always been there for house-moves, boyfriend break-ups, sorry business, and just for coffee and yarns. We do life together and having them here as I resettle makes it that much easier to move on from the mess I left in Sydney.

‘Hey, what’s this?’ MJ holds up a black satin bag and starts laughing.

‘Oh, that’s Charles!’ I chuckle at CJ’s look of absolute horror. ‘Don’t panic, I didn’t mince him up and put him in there. It’s my vibrator, I call him Charles. Remember that fella about five years ago? Still the best shag I’ve ever had. So, ladies, meet Charles #2!’

I take the bag from MJ, put Charles aside, and change the subject. ‘While we’re all together, can we sort your birthday, CJ? It’s only a month away. What do you want to do?’

CJ takes a deep breath, looking left and right as if we’re in a public space and she’s about to divulge top-secret national security data. ‘I want to go to a rodeo,’ she whispers.

MJ lets out a loud, ‘Yee-ha!’ and does some weird bowlegged movement, kicking her feet up as if she’s line dancing and river dancing at the same time. ‘Rodeos mean cowboys, so count me in.’

At first there’s excitement in Angel’s eyes. She loves live country music, like lots of Murris do. But then she starts to frown. I’m guessing that she’s thinking about animal cruelty at the rodeo, so before the moment spirals into awkwardness, I say, ‘I’ll go with you, but we need to talk about animal cruelty at some point.’ I look at my cousin and she nods in agreement, as do the others.

I’m desperate to ask CJ why she wants to go to a rodeo, though I don’t want to sound judgemental. Angel’s pointed out that character flaw of mine more than once over the years. I like to consider myself as an observationist, rather than a judgementalist. As no-one else is forthcoming with the question, I dive in. ‘But why, for the love of god, do you want to go to a rodeo?

‘Don’t judge me!’ CJ warns. ‘If you’re going to judge me, then I won’t tell you.’

I try to reassure her. ‘We’re the coven of non-judgemental witches, you know that.’

CJ clears her throat, looks around again, and mutters, ‘The thing is, I’ve always wanted to be with a cowboy.’

MJ laughs out loud. ‘And you all reckon I’m outrageous! We need more bubbly.’

I can’t stop laughing as I try to pour the last of the now-warm champagne into our mugs. CJ frowns. It’s obvious that she doesn’t see anything funny about the moment, and I feel bad. I know how sensitive she is. I sit down next to her on the floor and throw my arm around her shoulder.

‘It’s always the quiet ones,’ I tell her. ‘Our perfect, hardworking public schoolteacher, marching for better conditions, lover of literature, marker of essays, tutor of overachieving students.’

Angel holds her mug up in a toast and continues the list. ‘Patron of the drama club and the debating team, always academic, prim, and proper.’

MJ takes a sip of bubbly, then finishes, ‘All the while, secretly fantasising about shagging a cowboy. Gotta love that.’

Angel grabs the ukulele that arrived in my ‘fragile’ box, starts to pluck the strings, and mumbles some words by Kasey Chambers about wanting a cowboy when she grows up.

CJ tilts her head, smiling coyly as MJ snaps photos then films Angel, all to be uploaded to Instagram stories before the day is out. She’s a deadly freelance photographer, and honestly, with her healthy following on her socials, she’s never really off the clock.

‘So there is a rodeo in Warwick on my birthday weekend,’ CJ tells us. ‘If you’re all keen, I can organise an itinerary and all the logistics.’ Her face is hopeful, enthusiastic.

‘Like a school excursion,’ I laugh, ‘but without the annoying kids.’

She jumps to her feet. ‘Exactly! I can book the tickets and accommodation, you just need to get your outfits.’

‘Outfits?’ I repeat in mock outrage. ‘You won’t ever see me in blinged jeans, fringed boots or a cowboy hat!’ I touch my hair. ‘I spend too much on my hair to cover it up.’

Angel eyeballs me.

‘Oh, right,’ I scoff at my cousin. ‘And I can just see you in a checked or chambray muumuu, with fringes on your crocs.’

Angel grins at CJ as if my sarcasm has given her inspiration for her wardrobe. She uncrosses her legs, spreads them out fully in front of her, and proudly rolls her croc-ed feet left to right. ‘According to social media, I am fun and fashionable and these classic platform crocs are the most popular, so there!’

The truth is that I love how my cousin is totally comfortable in her skin and her wardrobe. But Angel is also a vegan and always worrying about animal cruelty, so I don’t know how she’s going to cope with the rodeo adventure. Before I have the chance to ask, there’s a knock at the door.

It’s Michael from upstairs. I know he’s the kind of guy MJ would love to throw to the ground and crawl all over, but that might be a weird first impression to make with my new neighbour. I walk over to open the screen door before she can get up.

‘I didn’t mean to interrupt,’ he says in that gorgeous voice. ‘I just thought you might like some herbs. A little welcome-to-the-building gift.’ He hands me some cuttings and I notice again the muscles in his forearms. ‘I grow them on my balcony and always have plenty, if you ever need any.’ I’m now also noticing that he smells good. Or rather, as MJ would say, he smells delicious; there’s a hint of lavender and spicy cinnamon and vanilla. I know it’s not the herbs I can smell, because this scent is wearable and expensive.

‘Thank you.’ I look at the basil, rosemary, and mint and realise that I have zero food in the flat, and a big, boring grocery shop awaits. I’ll need to get to the markets on the weekend for my fruit and veg.

There’s an awkward pause, and I can feel everyone staring at me. I look at Michael. ‘Sorry, we were just in the middle of planning something when you knocked.’ I don’t know why I feel uncomfortable, but I’d rather he didn’t linger.

‘Oh right, of course.’ He’s already moving away from the door. ‘Sorry to interrupt. Hope you ladies have a nice day, and good luck with your planning,’ he says politely, before heading back up the stairwell.

‘See you later, thanks for the herbs, very kind of you!’ I sing out after him, feeling that my manners are lacking.

‘You could’ve invited him in,’ Angel suggests.

‘I don’t even know him,’ I point out. ‘I don’t really want him checking out my apartment.’

‘He carried your books up, brought you herbs. I’m fairly sure he’s just being a good neighbour,’ she replies. ‘Sydney’s made you very suspicious.’

‘I’m not a suspicious person, I’m a private person. I don’t want a man I’ve known for three seconds in my home. I don’t need any men in my home. I’ve got Charles and he’ll do for now. If I need to get laid, I’ll do it the old-fashioned way and go to the pub on Friday night,’ I joke. I pick the herbs up and take them to the sink, but I can see in my periphery that MJ is shaking her head, appalled at how slack I am at recognising a good thing literally on my doorstep.

I sit back down on the floor with the others, pick up my mug and hold it in a toast. ‘Here’s to being here with you, to my new home, to my dream job, and to my fresh herbs. I believe my life is now complete!’




CHAPTER TWO

‘Wow, when you said you’d do an itinerary, you weren’t kidding!’ I laugh. MJ and Angel are also inspecting our personalised laminated, spiral-bound schedules, all prepared and hand-delivered by CJ. We’re sitting below the pergola in Angel’s backyard which overlooks a sizeable veggie patch of pumpkin, snake beans, chillis, capsicums, and anything else she can grow in the heat of the Brisbane summer and share with the neighbours of her Queenslander.

I read the cover of CJ’s itinerary: Rodeo Dreaming. I’m thinking Cowboy Crawl might be a more appropriate title. Every group needs an organiser and CJ is ours. She’s been thorough in her preparation: there’s an aerial map, weblinks, hotel information, and a ‘What to bring’ list, including rodeo dress-ups, boots, long pants, and running gear. ‘Thanks for putting something for me in there, CJ.’

CJ beams with pride as we turn page after page. The sun is setting and bats glide across the mauve sky as they always do at dusk. Darkness swoops in quickly behind the bats. Angel lights some candles while I light some insect coils before we’re all eaten alive.

‘Ugg boot shopping? Is that for me?’ Angel asks, and CJ nods.

‘They’re like winter crocs for you, right, cuz?’ I joke, and she nods and winks.

‘What about me? Is there anything in the itinerary for me?’ MJ pouts and pretends to be wounded at being left out.

‘The wineries are for you, MJ!’ CJ pats MJ’s hand and MJ laughs.

‘You’ve outdone yourself, sis,’ she says.

‘Thank you.’ CJ stands and takes a bow. ‘It’s the teacher in me. I do have the most organised class at Green Bank High School.’

‘Hang on.’ I reach for my wine. ‘How come on the Saturday night we’re all staying in cabins, and you’re staying at the Buckaroo Hotel? Is it a better hotel? Because if it is, then I’m staying there, too.’

Angel rolls her eyes and mouths ‘snob’ at me, and I put my palm up to her face.

‘She’s staying at the Buckaroo in case she gets a fuckaroo, right?’ MJ laughs and swigs a mouthful of wine as if it’s lemonade.

CJ doesn’t deny MJ’s allegation. ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve been between the sheets with a fella, so I’m hoping I can kill two birds with my birthday plan.’

Angel gives CJ a tight side-hug. ‘I hope you’ll find your own Kev soon.’

As if on cue, Kev appears with his pushbike. He’s sweaty from the ride home, so he just blows kisses to us all before placing a box of treats on the table. ‘Thought you might like some of these choc hazelnut buckwheat balls.’

‘CJ will take the bucken balls.’ MJ keels over laughing and we join in like schoolgirls.

Kev looks confused. ‘You women are all crazy,’ he says, kissing Angel quickly on the top of her head. She leans up into it like a happy cat. Then Kev props his bike against the fence and heads back into the darkness of the garden that leads to their house.

‘Okay, okay, enough carry-on. I need to get my wardrobe sorted. Who’s coming shopping with me?’ CJ picks up a buckwheat ball and chuckles again. ‘I need blinged jeans, a checked shirt, a big belt buckle, and boots. I need it all. I probably need some lingerie, too. I should make a list.’ She pulls her phone out and starts a list in Notes.

‘I’m not buying blinged jeans,’ I announce, ‘but I know the rules. One in, all in.’



A few days later, I return from my morning run, panting as if I’ve never run before. I’m conscious that I really need to get my fitness levels up after months of little or no exercise. I miss being in top form, so I take the stairs to my flat, so focussed on the running stats on my smartwatch that it’s not until the last minute that I notice that Michael is also in the stairwell, heading out. I’m all sweaty, hot, and messy, which makes him look even better in his grey marle suit, white shirt, navy tie, and patent black shoes.

‘Looking flash,’ I say, then feel a bit embarrassed. I hope he doesn’t think I’m flirting with him.

Michael pauses and laughs warmly. ‘Oh, I’m just going to work. But if you’re keen for company, I’ll run with you of a morning, or walk if you’d prefer to yarn.’

I remember what Angel said about Sydney making me suspicious, so I smile and reply before my natural caution pulls me back. ‘Sure, a walk and yarn would be great on my non-run days. I need some help getting back in form, but I hope I can keep up with you.’

Michael continues down the stairs to the carpark. ‘Great, I’ll pop in later to organise a time,’ he calls over his shoulder.

I make a point of being at my kitchen window as he pulls out of the driveway in his white Tesla. I peer through the venetian blinds like the neighbourhood gossip. That suited, fancy-car Murri might be good value as a neighbour, especially because it never hurt to have a handsome, potential plus-one living nearby, since Charles was only fit for the bedroom.

With ABC Breakfast on in the background, I cringe at the news of yet another copyright infringement on a First Nations artist whose work has been reproduced on dodgy tea towels at a local market. I shower, dress, and, with a sense of purpose, head into the Gallery of First Nations Art on the fringes of the city. I love my new workplace, known to most as GoFNA. I’m really enjoying working with the small team of passionate staff who have been transforming what was part of an old coffee chain into a functioning gallery and event space. With our small but supportive governing committee, I feel like this is going to be the best career move of my life. The silver lining of the fiasco down south is that my new role here recognises my skills and expertise, and allows me both freedom and growth in a way that the Sydney scene didn’t.

As I walk through the space, I imagine the grand opening in August. I visualise small pieces of art hanging in the manager’s office, one wall dedicated purely to south-east Queensland artists, a shop selling an ever-growing First Nations wearable art range, plus weavings, and hand-made jewellery from across the country.

The pizza kitchen across the lane fires up their oven way before lunchtime and my mouth waters while I examine my jampacked schedule for the day: several zoom calls, writing funding applications, an informal check-in with a philanthropist, and dedicated time to researching the artists who will appear in my first exhibition for the gallery.

It’s a long, productive day with few interruptions, and by 7 pm, I’ve managed to work through most of my to-do list. I’m still at my desk and my stomach is grumbling loudly. As I flick through the portfolio of an artist I’ve not heard of before, I have an ‘a-ha’ moment, forcing me to sit upright. Daniel Davies, from Warwick, only a couple of hours drive from Magandjin. He’s been pitched by his representative as the ‘Namatjira of the Southern Downs’. I take in Davies’ landscapes with a keen eye. I like that they offer something extra, a story with a message about Australia’s environmental climate crisis, with millennia worth of local knowledge woven into the canvases. There are phrases emblazoned on each artwork – enviroTORMENT, CLIMATE CRIES-IS, ACT OR DIE – DO YOU CARE? – challenging the viewer to consider their own role.

I sit back, contemplating this new exciting artwork, trying to define his style. His political landscapes look to me like Gordon Hookey-meets-Blak Douglas-meets-Namatjira. I email the staff and committee to invite their feedback, saying, ‘May not be to everyone’s taste, but it doesn’t have to be. This work is fresh, meaningful, challenging, topical. Davies also works with young people, so we could potentially have school groups visit and utilise the vacant office upstairs for workshops.’ I hit send and feel a sense of achievement, like this moment is the beginning of something significant for the gallery, for the artist, and for me.

I know I should get home, but I want to know more about this fella. Time ticks by as I scroll through page after page online, reading about Davies and his personal life.

It appears the committee are all working late as well. Supportive emails come in one after the other, encouraging me to meet with Davies and potentially weave him into the proposed exhibition. I’m excited at the thought of connecting with him. It’s only then that I realise he lives literally minutes from where we’re going for CJ’s birthday weekend. My interest in the rodeo road trip is definitely on the rise.

To my surprise, a bottle of pinot noir awaits me on my doorstep when I arrive home, exhausted, at 9 pm. There’s a note on the back of a business card:


A gift from a client, but I don’t drink red, thought you might like it. Text me if you want to walk or run in the morning before work. X Michael



I read the note again when I get inside, thinking the X is odd for a near-stranger, but put his number into my phone as I’ve done with the other neighbours I’ve met since I settled in. I pour a glass of the wine, kick off my heels, and sit on the couch. Netflix offers some company as I try to relax, still wired with the anticipation of snagging Daniel Davies for the gallery. Hoping it’s not too late, I text Michael:


Hi, hope I’m not waking you, just home. Walk in the morning would be great. What time?



The phone is barely out of my hand when it beeps with a reply.


Hey! Didn’t wake me. Just reading. Meet you downstairs at 6 am. Night.



I respond:


Cool. And thank you for the wine. Dinner!



At 5.45 am, my alarm rings and I spring out of bed. The sun is streaming in my kitchen window, and it’s already hot as I ruefully remember the almond croissant I shovelled down the day before and the wine I had for dinner. All that sugar makes me crazy but I still do it. I’m surprised I’m not hungover with so little food in my belly. I pull on my running shorts and shoes, run a brush through my hair and some toothpaste across my front teeth, and head down to meet Michael, who is stretching his calves as I reach the front gate. When he turns and sees me, a broad, almost-perfect smile forms across his face and I can’t help but smile back. I wish I’d cleaned my teeth properly.

‘Every woman needs a Michael in their life for early morning exercise,’ I tell him, grateful for the added motivation to my running. It’s always better and easier to work out with others. I almost bounce to the front gate.

‘You seem happy,’ he says.

‘Best time of the day. Which way?’ I ask.

‘Which way, what?’

‘Which direction?’ I laugh. It’s easy to be around this fella, even at 6 am.

‘Let’s go down that way, then take the hill?’

I don’t really want to take any hills because of the vino-dinner, but I smile and agree because I also don’t want to waste time and energy thinking about an alternative route. I run for my mental health most days. While running with a hangover is a punishment, life is a balance, and there are some dining choices that are worth taking hills for. I’m grateful just to have someone to get me out of bed on the more difficult days.

‘How long have you lived here?’ I ask, realising this is our first real conversation. We move to a steady pace as Michael tells me he’s been in Magandjin for five years but is originally from Cairns.

‘I moved to Sydney to study,’ he says. ‘Stayed longer than I wanted to because work took over, but I’m happy to be back in the Sunshine State.’

‘Did you enjoy the nightlife in Sydney? It’s a bit quieter here in Magandjin.’ I’m not sure why I ask him this – I’m not a clubber myself.

It seems we have more things in common in addition to running, because Michael echoes my thoughts. ‘I’m not a big clubber really. I much prefer a nice restaurant and the arts. What about you?’ he asks. ‘What brings you here?’

I’m not sure I should tell him I moved back because I kind of got run out of town. I keep it basic: mob, current job, hobbies. ‘I’m Wiradyuri but grew up here. Also moved to Sydney for work. I work in the arts.’ I pause to catch my breath, while Michael appears to be focussing on his strides.

‘And now?’ he asks when he notices I’ve slowed a bit.

‘Oh, now I’m curator at the Gallery of First Nations Art, in the cultural precinct. We’re opening in August. You should come to opening night.’

‘I’d love that. I’ve collected a couple of pieces from artists that speak to me,’ he says. ‘Let me know the date and I’ll lock it in my diary.’ He suddenly stretches an arm out right across my body, blocking me from stepping off the curb. As if he has some sixth sense, a dark green SUV comes flying around the corner.

‘Whoa, thanks.’ I take a step back.

‘No time for ambos and hospitals today, we’ve got another three Ks to go,’ he jokes, leading us across the now-safe road.

For the rest of the walk, I tell Michael about my family, my favourite artists, why the gallery is such a significant place for our mob. The space is about confidence, conviction, and truth-telling. When I say it out loud, I feel empowered, like I’ve come alive.

Michael tells me he loves the river life and being able to exercise outdoors all year round in Magandjin. ‘I go to the gym occasionally,’ he says with a laugh. We also have that in common.

When I tell him about the pending rodeo road trip to Warwick, we laugh about rhinestones and fringes and men in chaps. I notice how intently he listens, asking questions, and making the most of the conversation about me. While I’m conscious of hogging the limelight, I really do love talking about my work. I mentally resolve to ask Michael more about his work during our next walk.



The following Saturday, I’m heavily caffeinated as CJ, MJ, Angel, and I stroll along Latrobe Terrace in Paddington. CJ leads the way with her op-shopping itinerary. There’s laughter and the occasional outburst of country singing by Angel, but I find myself dawdling a bit. To be honest, I’m not really that interested in the shopping, and I’m quietly trying to work out how to manage the humidity frizzing up my newly cut-and-coloured hair, and still thinking about the phone calls I didn’t get to make at work yesterday.

CJ is banging on about a shop with amazing shirts and another store across the road with great jeans. We follow her in and out of thrift shops, each one allegedly more interesting than the last.

‘Ta-da!’ She steps out of one changeroom in full rodeo regalia, but barefoot. An assistant hands her a pair of cowgirl boots that have a tinge of pink to them, insisting that CJ needs them to complete her outfit. CJ screws up her nose, politely taking the boots from the young woman. ‘I really don’t want to stand out.’

I burst out laughing. ‘Stand out?! Let’s just look at you, Tidda.’ I spin her around and we all huddle in front of the full-length
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