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      Frankie leaned back in her car seat, the paddocks to the side of the highway a monotonous blur of grassy flats, filled with fat cattle ignoring the noisy vehicles making their way north and south.  Her hands rested on the steering wheel and she flexed her fingers out straight, checking her red fingernail polish was unchipped and glossy. In the corner of the rear-view mirror, she caught a glimpse of herself and she stared back, checking her long brown hair was still sitting correctly, the usual side stray piece conforming to where it was supposed to rest.  She had spent an hour straightening her hair that morning, one side pinned back, showing off her strong cheekbones, a light brush of pink adding just the right amount of colour to her skin.

      Her eyes turned back to the road and she gripped the steering wheel firmly as a succession of B double trucks passed her going in the opposite direction. The highway was narrow in parts and thankfully her new white car responded to her foot quickly, picking up speed, allowing her to pass other vehicles and avoid the tedium of sitting behind slower drivers, who dawdled, showing no hurry to reach their destination.

      To travel slowly or take your time were not words included in her vocabulary. Everything was undertaken at top speed and Frankie’s social and business calendar was always busy and rushed, completed with an intensity like there was no tomorrow. There wasn’t a moment when she sat around and did nothing and now with a new career, time was of the essence more so than ever. She stretched her legs and wriggled in her seat, impatient to get to her destination. On the side of the road, a large sign with a picture of a silver leaping barramundi caused her to ease her foot off the accelerator and she checked the name of the town – Proserpine - Gateway to the Whitsundays. Not far to go now.

      The town appeared on her left; a row of houses, motels and businesses on either side of the highway, the main street directing travellers towards its array of cafes and shops. It was a popular stopover for those looking for coffee or fuel and she peered through the windscreen past the cluster of buildings. The town’s mill loomed beyond, its large chimneys spewing out white smoke, reminding her she was in sugar territory. On either side of the highway, fields of cane stretched in every direction and lumbering trucks laden with short sticks of harvested cane rumbled along adjacent dirt tracks, their wheels throwing up dust, cloaking the shiny paint on her car. She’d have to find a car wash. The email from work had described the place where she was headed as a small town, but she imagined it would have a garage with a car wash attached.

      Brake lights of the traffic in front slowed and then stopped. Swearing loudly she directed her glare at a series of roadworks signals and a man holding a stop sign. More dust settled on the car as trucks coming towards her slowed, their tyres finding the edges of the bitumen. Loose gravel hit the side of her car and dirt that floated in puffy brown clouds, settled on everything in its path.  A large cattle truck coming from the other direction ground to a halt beside her, its full carriages clanging and heaving as it clattered to a standstill. It blocked her side vision and she looked up with irritation at the middle-aged male driver in the cab of the truck. He stared down at her, grinning and tipping his hat before sending a cheeky wink her way. She edged her car forward a little, so she didn’t have to look at him, her view instead, the side of the large trailers towed behind the truck.

      Rows of cattle shuffled in crowded crates that sat on the trailers of the truck. Their bodies pushed up against one another, the timber floor on which they stood covered in dirt and shit. She screwed her face up. ‘Sausages,’ she said out loud, taking one last look before turning her focus back to the road ahead.  Suddenly a strong spray of cow urine splattered over the side of her car, causing her to jump in her seat. ‘Shit.’ She turned her face away from the car window as a steady trail of steamy liquid hit the glass, ricocheting off the surface and spraying in every direction. Gritting her teeth, she edged the car forward, only to be greeted by loud splats of runny cow shit. The brown slop that catapulted from the rear end of a number of cows in the trailer, hit the windscreen, splashing across the glass and covering the bonnet like a crazy abstract painting. It dripped over the edges of her car, chunks of it clinging to the side as it joined the urine that trickled down from the top of her beautiful new Mazda.

      Welcome to North Queensland, she thought, as she finally moved forward in the line of traffic. The windscreen wipers squeaked and shuddered as they spread the muck even further. Gritting her teeth she gave the finger to the stop and go man, a few of his offsiders bent over laughing, one of them even taking a photo of her shit splattered car.

      Her poor little Mazda. She had only bought it a couple of months ago and since then it had been garaged every night and washed religiously each weekend. The interior was immaculate, polished and shiny and she was grateful that the windows - now dripping with brown slop - had been closed.

      The purchase of the car was a reward to herself. For surviving a difficult long-term relationship breakup and for gaining a new job that promised to be a big step up in her career. She hadn’t known at the time when she’d bought it that she’d be driving such long distances for work or worrying about dusty roads or trucks with cattle.

      Trust Enterprises had employed her only a couple of months ago. The boss, Gary, was a customer of the business where she previously worked and had poached her to be a member of his team. It was exciting to take on a new role of a personal assistant and become part of a construction and development business, focussing on bookwork and office duties as well as consulting on some of their more important development projects. A prerequisite was that she was free to travel for short stints, could take direction as needed and that she completed a quick online certificate course, allowing her to sign off as an extra on some of their contracts.

      The office work was familiar and it had taken no time to settle in. The certificate course was easy, a quick process that took less than a week to complete, giving her a qualification that Gary said allowed her to sign as an extra on contracts already approved by their head management team.

      Frankie’s first project had been to travel to Mackay, calling in at three of Trust’s regional offices on the way and ensuring everything was running smoothly. She had a list of processes to check at each one and staff to meet with. It had been an easy run so far and seemed too good to be true in relation to what they were paying her. The commitment required was similar to her previous personal assistant jobs; the same pressing deadlines, jump when asked and give a hundred and ten percent to her allotted tasks.

      Yesterday as she prepared to leave Mackay and head back home, Gary had phoned, letting her know that there was an extra job they wanted her to look at near the town of Dingo Beach. She was not far south of where they wanted her to go, they’d pay her double for the extra mileage and her accommodation was already booked. It was a longer stint than they alluded to in her initial interview, but this was a one-off and a major project that Gary told her, ‘Could push you up that career ladder quicker than you’d ever imagined.’

      She had been surprised at his next request. ‘I know you thought you’d be heading back down here to the main office and home, but this one will take a few extra weeks. Do you think you can handle it? If not, I can give it to one of the others. There are plenty here in the office that would jump at the opportunity. We thought with your skills and drive this one would suit you. What do you think?’

      Of course, she’d said yes. This was the type of work that offered a different role than her previous jobs and why the completion of the certificate course was vital, plus there was nothing pressing back home that couldn’t wait. Gary filled her in on the details. Once she arrived in Dingo Beach she would meet and consult with the owners of the project. There wouldn’t be much for her to do after that, but she needed to stay there until they were ready to sign off on the contracts. This would demonstrate that Trust Enterprises were invested in the complexities of the development and had not just flitted in and out.

      While she was waiting for the finalisation of the paperwork, she could complete various online bookwork for Gary. The planning for the project was completed, it was now a matter of looking like she was checking it out, but really all they were after was a signature. It would be a kick start to her career.
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        * * *

      

      Thank goodness Gary had booked her into a motel and taken care of the details for the weeks ahead. Because of the late notice she hadn’t had time to research the town or what it offered, but after this morning’s events she was going to treat herself to a long bath and an expensive bottle of champagne. She might even get room service and eat in. Spoil herself – the company could pay, and anything extra would be claimable on her tax.

      She concentrated on the road, trying to ignore the mess clinging to her car as the map on her phone directed her to turn right. Heading east she steered off the highway, thankful to be on back roads and by the look of it, heading towards the ocean.

      Time had got away, so she put her foot down. There wasn’t any traffic and hopefully no further holdups, but she had lost time at the roadworks and now she needed to make it up. An important zoom meeting scheduled at two o’clock with Gary would fill her in on other details she needed to know. According to the map, she’d get there in plenty of time.

      The road narrowed and she slowed as three large kangaroos bounded across in front of her. Once she would have stopped and watched them, following their movements to see where they went. Years ago she had been passionate and publicly vocal about the environment and protection of endangered animals. Not that kangaroos were endangered, she thought, spotting another group of them eating the long grass at the side of the road. But when she had been at university and part of a wildlife committee, she probably would have been naïve enough to fight for their protection. At least the main project she’d been involved with back then, had been for the safeguard of a platypus breeding area. She’d joined protests, collected signatures for petitions and even been on the radio denouncing the destruction of a sensitive rainforest where the platypus lived. The protest group had won and the area was listed as part of the nearby national park, protected forever.

      She sighed. She hadn’t been back there to look for the platypus since she’d met Ronaldo. Her life had gone in a different direction and those types of concerns weren’t high on her list of significant issues. For that matter, they weren’t on there at all.

      Work was the priority now, there was no time for trivial sightseeing or wasting time.

      Time. Time and schedules. They always cropped up in her thoughts, swinging her moods back and forth as she continually justified to herself why she was pursuing a lifestyle that had ruined her previous relationship.

      She bit her lip as she thought about how she had parted ways with her last partner, Ronaldo. That fact that work was his main priority had been her main complaint. In the end he had no time for her, or anything else but his job. Yes, she agreed with him, they were both aiming for higher positions, but she was way down his list of priorities or sometimes not on it at all. He had argued that after three years she should be used to his ways, he hadn’t changed, she’d known from the start what he focussed on. He couldn’t understand why now - when she also was so absorbed in her work - would she start complaining about the way he lived and where his priorities lay.

      She refocussed on the road, pangs of remorse causing her stomach to tighten, punching at her conscience. Onwards and upwards she had decided. If you can’t beat them, then just join them. Her mind ticked over as she took deep breaths, willing her body to sink back in the car seat, her tightening muscles relaxing. Lately, she’d learnt to calm herself when uncertainties overwhelmed her. To let plaguing qualms take hold in her mind only resulted in further anxiety and worry, plus it usually ended in a migraine that often laid her up for a couple of days.

      She was a different person now, a new job, a career that was going to take her places and a bank balance that was growing bigger each week. It was the way to go. Out with the old and in with the new. If she drowned herself in work commitments like she had over the last few months, she wouldn’t think about needing anyone or sharing her time with someone else.

      The car’s indicator ticked as she slowed down, easing the car onto the grass at the side of the road. She checked her phone, noticing she had missed the first turn-off that would have taken her straight to her destination. It didn’t matter though, because the directions were showing another way to go up further. It appeared there were a few different entry points into Dingo Beach and the map showed a grid pattern of roads that crisscrossed the cane fields on either side of her. As she pulled back onto the road she tried to ignore the state of her car, the muck hanging like an obstinate decoration to the shiny white paint. The map voice eventually directed her to turn left, the instructions guiding her as the bitumen road narrowed out to a thin dirt road.

      Typical country roads, this one even had grass growing in the middle of it. Frankie’s phone dinged; a reminder of the online work meeting to take place in half an hour. She sped up, negotiating the mounds and puddles that her precious car plunged through, trying to ignore the bumpy surface that rattled both her and her car.

      Tall cane towered either side of where she drove, a cloudless blue sky bright above. The road surface evened and she looked down to check the map on her phone, pushing her foot down harder to make up some lost time. When she looked up, she was shocked to see a large tractor emerging from between the rows of cane on her left-hand side. Its metal red body loomed down on her and she braked hard and swerved, the tractor showing no signs of slowing or giving way as it hurdled through the crossing in front of her. Clenching the steering wheel and slamming her foot hard on her brakes, she veered wildly, skidding to the right, avoiding hitting the front wheel of the tractor but losing control as the front of her car slid down a small embankment and plunged into a muddy ditch.

      The nose of the car sank into a hole of murky water and she looked up through the windscreen at a bank of sugar cane, the tops of it covered in pink flowers that swayed in the breeze. Rows of sturdy stalks blocked her vision and she squinted into the darkness between them, trying to take in what had just happened and thankful she had at least avoided a collision. The tractor stopped further along the road and she glanced at it, swearing hard as she threw the car into reverse, revving the engine as she tried to back out. The back wheels spun in the mud as she flattened her foot to the floor, but the car didn’t budge. She was stuck fast, her precious white car sitting in a quagmire, the bonnet covered in cow shit that was now mixed with splatters of brown muck from the ditch.

      Leaning across she pushed the button to open the passenger’s side window. At least the electronics were still functioning. A man, probably in his thirties and a teenage boy sat calmly on the tractor, both staring back at her through the open window. The man who was in the driver’s seat, swivelled his body around in her direction, positioning one of his legs on the wheel, in his hand an apple which he casually took bites from. The teenager, who wore old jeans and a t-shirt that aptly read – shit happens – on the front of it, jumped down from the tractor, his strides long and slow as he came towards her. He pushed a hat down on his long blonde hair, his dusty cowboy boots remaining safely on the dry land and staying well clear of the mud.

      She glared hard at him through the open window. He looked about seventeen and wore a cheeky grin as he looked back and forth over her car. Frankie spoke loudly to make sure both of them could hear her. ‘Are you crazy? You nearly killed me! I don’t know where you get your licences from up here, but I’m on the main road and you’ve come flying out of a tiny track. My car is stuck, and I’m supposed to be in Dingo Sands, Bay or Beach, whatever it’s called, for a meeting.’

      ‘Is that a Mazda?’ The teenager pushed down with his boot on the rear guard of the car, causing it to bounce around, the rear wheels spinning in the air. ‘Looks like you’re stuck.’

      Frankie picked up her phone. These two obviously weren’t going to be any help. She’d phone RACQ and the police. They could come and sort it out. She searched for the numbers to dial.

      The man sitting on the tractor finished his apple, casually flicking the core into the cane. ‘No reception here. You’re in a black hole.’ He chuckled and added, ‘Literally.’

      ‘You’ve caused this accident and I hope you have insurance because you’ll have to pay for the damage to my car.’ She tried her phone again. ‘I was also on your right, so you’re really in the wrong.’

      The man on the tractor jumped down. He wore old jeans, heavy work boots and a shirt smeared with patches of dirt. The two of them looked alike and Frankie surmised they were probably father and son. The same blonde curly hair, the same stocky build and similar faces. As they looked at her through the car window, it also dawned on her that the older man was very handsome, rugged-looking, with blue eyes that locked on hers. His attitude was nonchalant though, and he appeared slightly amused and not at all like he was sorry for what he had caused.

      Annoyed even more because of their unapologetic manner, she unbuckled her seat belt and tried to open her door, but the car was wedged into the sides of the ditch and there was no way out. Her anger simmered but she reminded herself not to swear. To at least show some decorum and control as she directed her words at them. ‘Are you going to help me? This is your fault.’

      The two men looked at each other, the younger one finally speaking. ‘You might be stuck here for a while. You could always walk into town, it’s a long way though.’

      Frankie mumbled and started taking off her expensive shoes. She’d only bought them last month and they had cost a fortune. There was no way she was getting into the puddle with them on. She rued the fact she had worn her flared cream linen trousers. At least if she rolled the bottoms up they might escape the mud. She tried one more time. ‘Do you think you could possibly tow me out with your tractor?’ She couldn’t help herself. ‘That is the one you just ran me off the road with because of your lack of driving skills, or perhaps lack of care.’

      The older man looked hard at her and tutted. ‘Manners, manners.’

      Frankie held back a tirade of abuse. She so wanted to swear at them, at the red tractor and the situation she was in, but she needed them to help her. If not, she would have to walk all the way to the town and without her phone she wasn’t sure of the direction. ‘I’d appreciate it if you helped me get my brand-new car out,’ she hesitated, ‘please.’

      The man spoke in a deep voice, his slow manner and relaxed attitude annoying her even more. ‘How about you hop out of the car and stand clear. My son and I will have a go at pulling it out.’ He gestured to the teenager who jumped into action, rustling around in a toolbox on the side of the tractor before emerging with a long length of rope. At least he seemed to move with some pace and was helpful.

      Frankie took a deep breath and manoeuvred herself over to the passenger side window. She lay on her back and put her feet out first, turning on her side and then wriggling her body through the narrow space. Her face burned and she tried not to look at the two men who were watching her as she lowered her body out through the open window. The younger one laughed out loud as she finally slid out, her body half disappearing in a deeper hole that unfortunately was located where she had decided to exit the car. The older man came towards her and offered her his hands. When she grabbed them, he pulled her forward, half dragging her through the mud and up the small bank until she stood beside him on dry land.

      His eyes were full of laughter, his lips curled up in a smile.  ‘Name’s Simon and this here is Eli.’

      Frankie let go of his hands, her eyes meeting his as they stared hard at each other.

      She flicked bits of mud off her shirt and pulled her sodden trousers up higher, throwing her shoes that had also ended up in the water, down on the ground. ‘Can you see that you are in the wrong and that you have caused me to have an accident? My car is stuck and damaged, plus I’m late for a meeting and everything has gone to shit today because of you and your fucking red tractor!’

      Simon was a stocky strong build and a bit taller than Frankie. He looked down at her, his lips still curling up in the corners, almost as if he was about to laugh. It was hard to imagine that he could see anything funny about the situation.

      ‘We’ll drag your car out and ring a tow truck to come and pick it up. We can drop you into town but that is it.’

      Frankie dug in her pocket, closing her eyes as she remembered where her phone was.  She pulled it out and shook it, water trickling out from the water-logged case as she retrieved a soggy business card, holding it out for Simon to take. ‘My name is Frankie Brothrington-White. I’m staying at a place called Dingo Bay while I attend to some work. You can contact me there to discuss payment or send me the name of your solicitor and insurance details. I also need to write your name and address down.’

      Eli took the card and read it out. ‘Brothrington-White, that’s a long name.’

      ‘My mother wouldn’t take my father’s name so I ended up with both. Curse of my life but there you have it.’ She shook her head and muttered to herself. ‘I don’t know why I am explaining myself to you.’

      Simon laughed, his annoying attitude rankling Frankie even further. He swung up into the tractor seat, a smile wide on his face. ‘Dingo Beach, not Dingo Bay as you called it, is a small town and everyone knows everyone, so you’ll have no trouble tracking me down. The road you should have taken is the other side of those hills there. It’s the only way in.’ He waved his arm towards the east, a line of heavily timbered hills forming a border behind the cane. ‘My property stretches from here to those hills and Dingo Beach is on the other side of them. Actually Frankie, you’re standing on it now. It might be good for you to know before you go wasting money on solicitors that you weren’t actually on a road when you went into the ditch. What you’re on and what you had been driving on for quite a while through these cane fields since you left the main road, is nothing more than a track that runs through my farm. It’s not a public road and you and your little white car are on private property.’
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      The metal guard at the top of one of the large tyres provided a secure place for Frankie to sit. She perched precariously, glancing every so often at Eli who sat on the other rim as Simon drove the tractor through the fields of cane. A metal pole that supported the frame of a shade canopy thankfully gave her something to hang onto, the jerking of the tractor jarring her body as they bounced along narrow farm tracks towards the hills that rose in the distance.

      The cane towered above them, blocking any breeze as sweat dripped down her back and gathered on her brow. Eventually they came to the end of the cane, the tractor chugging across a paddock, before winding its way through the bush towards a rocky trail that wound its way up through the hills. Thick scrubby bush covering the slopes offered little relief from the heat and she hung on tightly to the metal pole as they ascended through the scrub, traversing the hills towards Dingo Beach. The sun’s rays were fierce, even though it was late in the afternoon and wasn’t yet summer. She could feel her face burning and when Eli offered her a spare hat, she accepted, pushing it down on her head.

      From high up on the tractor she had a good view of the scenery in all directions. For a short while she forgot her predicament and started to enjoy the ride, the bouncing and jolting of the tractor reminding of her when she was a kid and her dad had towed them in a trailer behind his old truck. That was a lifetime ago. The truck had been sold, the trailer dumped and her parents had long ago parted ways, finding new partners and new lives. She visited them now and again, but they’d never understood why at the age of thirty-five she hadn’t settled down, why she couldn’t slow down and why she was always chasing the high life, leaving behind a string of broken relationships.

      Sometimes she questioned it herself but then the next big project or job came along, a new contract, different social groups and a stream of parties, lunches and networking. The bar was continually set higher, the results and income hopefully bigger.

      Eli pointed to the sky and she gazed upwards and back across the fields as a huge wedge-tailed eagle spread its wings, gliding high above the cane. It floated effortlessly on the currents, its keen eyes looking downwards as it perused the fields for prey. Hurtling downwards it descended rapidly, diving without hesitation into the thick growth and disappearing from view. She swivelled her body on the guard of the tyre, excited when it reappeared with an animal, that appeared to be a mouse or small rat in its beak. It soared higher and higher, eastward bound until it was just a speck in the sky. Perhaps it had young to feed, or a partner sitting on a clutch of eggs about to hatch.

      Bats squawked above them as the sun started to fade and Frankie squinted into the distance to try and see the eagle again. Her daydreams were broken when Eli shouted at her to hang on as the tractor traversed a steep slope, bouncing over a gully and onto a surface that resembled a main road.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark by the time they arrived at the hotel and Simon helped her down, directing Eli to go with her to check in. She had arrived in style, barefoot, her trousers now dry but covered in mud, a dirty shirt and sitting on the back of a large red tractor. The day had been long and she didn’t argue when Eli picked up her bag, which he had rescued from her car, and carried it into the hotel. He led her through to the entrance where hopefully she could pick up the key for her room.

      Simon hadn’t wasted any time and was already talking to the man behind the counter, their voices carrying through to her as she walked into the area where they stood. Neither of them noticed as she came up behind them.

      ‘She’s Larry’s tick and flick girl,’ the man said. ‘Brand spanking new to the job and wouldn’t have a clue. They just need her to stick around and look like she’s doing what she’s paid to do and then sign off. Piece of cake really.’

      Simon had his back to her and shook his head. ‘Nothing to do with me. I don’t want to know.’

      Eli banged the swinging saloon doors hard behind him, the squeaking noise of the unoiled hinges letting Simon and the man know that others had entered the room. They stopped talking and turned around, Frankie throwing the most disdainful look she could muster, their way.

      The man, whose name was Sam, leaned over the bar to shake her hand. ‘I’m the owner of Dingo Beach Pub and Motel. We have the best meals and accommodation on the eastern coastline and we’ve been expecting you. Not quite in this manner but good to see you made it. Here’s your key and I’ve given you the best room in the house. Wait until you see the beach in the morning.’

      Frankie took the key, annoyed that she had been the topic of conversation and longing for everyone to disappear so she could sit by herself, have a stiff drink and recap on the events of the day. She mustered every bit of poise she possessed. ‘I’m from the Gold Coast.  We have the best beaches in the world.’ She took the key and nodded at Eli and Simon before walking as elegantly and confidently as she could, in her muddy trousers and filthy shirt, towards the saloon doors. She pushed them hard, but they were stuck.

      ‘Pull them towards you,’ Simon called out.

      Sam yelled out after her. ‘Third door on your left and use your torch because there’s a large python who warms itself on the concrete there at night.’

      His words were lost on Frankie who by this stage couldn’t have cared if she had come across a monstrous snake or even the biggest crocodile ever seen in the southern hemisphere. She would kick it with her bare feet, use her bag to smash it on the head and stand on its back and jump up and down until it moved out of her way or she killed it. She dared anything to get in her way right at this moment because she’d take it down, human, animal or beast. Bring it on!
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        * * *

      

      The small shower with outdated tiles at least had plenty of fast-flowing water. It was not however the luxurious bathtub she had dreamed of and with no sign of any restaurants nearby, she settled for takeaway fish and chips from the pub. She ordered a Corona. At least there was a sliver of lime to push into the top of the bottle. A small sign of civilisation. Tucking her dinner and drink under her arm she made her way back to the unit, locking the door after herself and breathing a deep sigh of relief when the fish and chips were delicious, the corona cold, and the clothes she had put on after her shower, smooth and clean against her skin.

      Her beautiful Mazda, her pride and joy had arrived later on the back of a tow truck, forlorn, shit and mud-splattered, and now parked on the concrete behind her room.

      The muddy water had also damaged her phone, which was dead and currently submerged in a bag of rice she had bought from the kiosk attached to the pub. The only person she would ring would be Gary anyway. If he was worried about her, he could ring the Hotel. The office had booked it, they knew where she was staying.

      Her laptop sat useless on the round Laminex table. It needed re-charging and at the moment she had no idea where the cord for it was. She’d pulled apart her bags and searched her car, but the vital piece of equipment had disappeared. Something else for her to find tomorrow.

      The unit’s couch was hard under her body and she moved to try and find a comfortable position, a wet washer covering her eyes and forehead. The thought that no one really cared where she was niggled at her. She had plenty of friends back home, but they only contacted her on the weekends and that was only every so often. Most of them were married with kids so they were used to her being away and they’d be busy with their own lives. Too busy to worry that she had ended up in a ditch, was without a phone and was staying in accommodation with a pub next door, the music was cranking, and the conversation and swearing so loud it seemed the crowd was in the room with her. Was it bad to be this age and not have anyone care where you were? What if she disappeared for a couple of weeks? Would anyone except her boss realise?

      She crawled into bed and pulled the sheets over her body, trying to ignore the loud music and a crowd of people singing loudly along to a medley of outdated Rolling Stones’ songs. The pillow was thick, unlike the special thin one she preferred, which had been left at home. She pummelled it, swearing out loud as she turned on her side, a bare Besser brick wall staring back at her. It was just a bad day. Tomorrow would be better. She’d get her car fixed, there’d be a shop to buy a new phone and she’d start on the project that was going to see her advance through the ranks at her new job. It would all work out.
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      Without a phone, Frankie had no idea what the time was. She glanced through the curtains on the back window, grateful to see her car still parked behind the unit. That was her first priority today, car and then phone. Her stomach rumbled. The time on the microwave said 8.45 however that couldn’t be right. She hadn’t slept in that long in ten years. She lay back down on the bed and did her regular morning stretches, surprised she had slept so well and the migraine that had started to creep in last night, had disappeared. Usually, she woke several times during the night. There were always new messages and emails that came through at odd hours and a multitude of ideas to think about for work the next day. The last thing she remembered was putting her head down on the pillow. What a difference a good night’s sleep made. This morning she felt fresh, invigorated, and able to put the events of yesterday into order and create a plan to fix what was broken.

      It was Sunday, so for once work could wait. She was due to meet with the developers on Monday, so she’d have today to herself.  While she had waited for her fish and chips last night she had called work from a phone in the motel’s office, leaving a message to say she’d arrived at Dingo Beach but her phone was not working. She’d get back to them once she bought a new one. Today was a good day to settle in, find a phone shop, get her bookwork in order and check out the lay of the land.

      Her morning routine kicked in and she changed into a pair of denim shorts and a bright patterned t-shirt. Her hair came together easily into a thick pony-tail and she slipped on a pair of strappy sandals, turning each foot one way and then the other to admire her brightly painted toenails. The reflection of her green eyes stared back from the short mirror attached to the back of a cupboard door and she bent down to see her entire body. Her legs were long and well-shaped, and she was happy with the way her shorts fitted neatly, her backside and stomach toned and tight from the hours she put in at the gym. She pushed her breasts out and breathed in deeply. She’d never be happy with them or her hair that took hours to straighten every week.

      She checked in her pocket for her phone, forgetting for a minute it was broken.  It was strange not to be on it. Continual checking of emails and messages was part of her life, but now she couldn’t do either and it felt like bits of her body had been removed.

      A knock on the door broke her thoughts and she opened it to find an elderly man with cleaning utensils in hand. He smiled at her through crooked teeth, his shoulder-length scruffy white hair poking out from under a ragged Akubra hat. He wore patched shorts and an old t-shirt, slipping well-worn rubber thongs off on the doormat before entering. ‘Good morning Miss. Seeing you’re staying for a while I’ll clean at this time each day. I figured you’d be getting breakfast at the pub. The name’s Bert.’

      Frankie picked up her purse and looked him up and down. She could only hope he was honest and able to clean. ‘Good, I noticed the back window needs washing. It’s covered in dirt.’

      ‘I’ll make sure to clean it. That’ll be dust from the carpark behind. We haven’t had decent rain in a while.’

      Frankie walked outside, the glare from the sun powerful and making her reach for her sunglasses. She frowned and turned to Bert. ‘Why is your vehicle parked right up near my door? That space is for my car when I get it fixed.’

      Bert stood in the doorway, hesitant when he spoke. His skin was sun-damaged, tanned and wrinkled, the sign of a man who had probably lived in the tropics for most of his life. He tied his hair back with a rubber band as they spoke and his dark eyes met hers, his thin body straightening, as he stuck his chin out, his tone defiant. ‘My missus, Myrtle, stays in the car. She’s got dementia and has to be nearby. She won’t go anywhere or come inside, she just sits and waits until I’m finished.’

      Myrtle sat in the front seat of the car, the back of her head visible, a spotty hat sitting atop brown shoulder-length hair. Frankie shrugged. That sounded fair enough and besides, it might take a few days to get her car fixed. She could always get Bert to move his somewhere else once she needed the space. She went to check her phone to see what the time was. Damn, she was lost without it.

      Bert started wiping the benches. ‘Myrtle loves nothing more than if you talk to her for a few minutes. It would make her day.’

      ‘Thank you, Bert. There’s also a plate on that bottom shelf that has a tiny chip out of it.’ Frankie turned and walked outside, heading towards the pub, a long building that was only a few steps away from the unit. She stared through her sunglasses to the area directly in front. Sunlight streamed through the branches of huge sprawling fig trees, their weeping boughs shading a sandy parkland that ran along the length of the foreshore. Beyond was the ocean, a glimmering expanse of water just visible through the gaps in the foliage. She’d have a good look later. An hour for walking was set aside in her schedule, so she’d head that way then. Now it was breakfast time and she was ravenous. Hopefully, someone could direct her to the best eatery in town.
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      The Dingo Beach Pub was a low set Besser brick building, its long bar and tall slab tables already filled with customers seated on stools, laughing and chatting with each other as they ate and drank. They were a motley looking bunch and Frankie surmised they were locals. They all seemed to have the same hairstyle as Bert and wore old clothes and rubber thongs on their feet, their tanned skin smattered in spots and marks that told of a life in the sun and by the look of the fishing photos adorning the walls, a life on the sea. There didn’t seem to be a dress-code sign in amongst the varied advertisements and photos. People in North Queensland must save a fortune on shoes, the rubber thongs on everyone’s feet obviously the go for life in the tropics.

      She wriggled her toes, trying to rid the sand from her sandals as she walked towards the counter. Large wooden tables and chairs were scattered across the sandy floor, their bright umbrellas offering shade from the north Queensland sun. It was only September but already the mid-morning heat was harsh. Shorts and a t-shirt had been a good choice of clothes and she straightened her shirt, walking briskly as she entered the area.

      As she approached the bar a man came towards her. He was better dressed than the others nearby and took off his hat as he neared her. His blue coloured shirt was neatly tucked into his jeans, shiny brown riding boots and a wide leather belt completing his outfit. Short blonde hair framed a chiselled tanned face and she squinted behind her sunglasses. He looked familiar.

      ‘G’day. You must be Frankie. I’m Steven, owner of Glenup Downs. Gary said you’d be arriving this weekend. They thought it was a good idea if I showed you around.’ He held his hand out and she couldn’t help but notice his strong arms, tanned and muscled.

      His grip was gentle as they shook hands, his eyes looking her up and down as she smiled back at him. ‘Pleased to meet you Steven. I only picked up the project files recently, so I haven’t had a good read through yet, but I did see that a block on Glenup Downs is part of the acquisition for the foreshore development. It’s nice to meet you.’

      ‘Have you had breakfast yet?’ he queried.

      ‘No, I’m just about to find out where the best café is to go to.’

      Steven laughed, a deep chuckle that matched the broad smile on his face. She stared at his perfect white teeth and full lips, his blue eyes that seemed to rove all over her body.

      ‘Have I met you before?’ she asked, regretting her words as soon as they came out of her mouth.

      His smile widened. ‘No, but I’m pleased to meet you now.’ He placed his hand on her back and guided her away from the local crowd perched on their stools, steering her to a quieter part of the eating area. ‘Sit down here and we can talk over breakfast. There is no other place to eat in Dingo Beach. The pub is it. Besides, they serve better food than anywhere else on the eastern coastline so you’re at the best place already.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Her mouth watered as she waited to start eating, the large meal of bacon, eggs and mushroom impressive, with sprigs of rocket and sliced avocado decorating the plate. She declined the offer of a beer to complement the breakfast, instead choosing a freshly squeezed orange juice. Steven ordered an icy pot of beer for himself. After all he said, it was mid-morning. She watched him closely, surmising he was probably about forty, his body and tan alluding to the fact that he did physical activities and liked being outdoors. He was also charismatic, friendly and good-looking and wasted no time getting to know her, openly flirting with her from the moment they met.

      She’d heard his life story by the time she finished breakfast. He’d been married twice, his first relationship resulting in two teenage boys who lived with their mother in Cairns. The last bride, as he referred to her as, was unable to cop the heat and fast pace of life that he lived. Meetings, overnight trips to the big smoke and long hours spent with business people were the essence of his work life. He might live in a tiny place in north Queensland, but his pace of life was in keeping with the big boys in the city.

      Frankie listened intently. Steven’s conversation held her attention and he was charming to go with it. He talked a lot about himself though and hadn’t held back on his connection to the development she was here to consult on. He assured her that although Dingo Beach at the moment appeared to be filled with mostly locals and their daily socialising routine, in an hour or so the place would be packed with tourists, a live band playing and the place rocking. All it needed was some modern foreshore changes and the seaside town would be more popular than anywhere else in the Whitsundays.

      He leant back in his chair; his legs stretched out in front as he stared at her. ‘The foreshore plan has already been approved. The contracts are drawn up and it’s only this extra signature from an external consultant to meet the guidelines that is needed. There’s nothing for you to look at really. The big fellas have already done all the work.’ He leant over and gazed into her eyes. ‘We all know you’re a newbie to the firm, so we’ve made it easy for you.’

      He stood up and looked at his watch. ‘I’ve got a meeting soon, so how about I see you tomorrow at nine, back here for our group conference. What about on Tuesday I take you for a spin in my new boat. I’m keen to get out to the islands, there’s some good fish around at the moment. It would be a good opportunity for you to see our beautiful Whitsundays.’

      Frankie stood up also. Her stomach was full, and it had been nice to sit and listen to Steven’s stories. She was wary though. He was definitely flirting with her and the last thing she wanted was a romantic interlude. ‘Thanks, but I don’t fish. Perhaps another time.’

      ‘I’ll pack a picnic lunch and if you’re lucky there might be whales. You don’t have to wet a rod, you can just relax and sunbake if you want. Bring your bikini.’ He smirked and winked at her. ‘A couple of friends of mine will join us.’ He stood near to her and gave her another one of those wide smiles. ‘I don’t bite. I promise you’ll be safe with me. Besides it will make Gary happy for you to be seen mixing with the clients while you’re here.’

      He had a point. She needed to remember that part of this process was about promotions, networking and climbing the ladder. Besides he was so damn good-looking and what else was she going to do in this tiny town. The conversation with Steven had pointed her to the fact that there wasn’t any phone shop in town or even another eating place. The pub with its attached petrol bowser and small coffee shop was it. There was nothing else to Dingo Beach.

      Those reasons were why, Steven reminded her, they needed the foreshore development. At the moment there was only a kid’s playground and some sand and trees. A concrete pool, more colourful slides and swings, as well as rock climbing walls and fancy tables and chairs would spruce it up and take away the old-fashioned feel. It would rival the foreshores in Townsville and Airlie Beach, bringing more tourists to Dingo Beach. He placed his arm loosely around her shoulders as he said goodbye, his words intended to flatter. ‘She was smart, beautiful and from the Gold Coast. She was accustomed to development and knew what was needed to draw the tourists in. Progress was the way to go.’

      Frankie shaded her eyes against the sun, looking towards the ocean. She had been here less than twenty-four hours but already she liked the vibe of Dingo Beach and it was obvious why others were attracted to the area. There weren’t too many places like this, virtually untouched where kids could climb trees and run around, plus a pub that sat right on the beachfront. She needed to remember she was here for work though and part of that was signing off on the deal plus being friendly with the clients. ‘Thanks for breakfast Steven. I will take you up on your offer. I look forward to it.’
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      The sun’s rays were warm on her skin and a slight breeze brought with it a fresh salty scent as Frankie headed towards the beach. Several cars drove across the sandy parkland, launching their boats on the ramp which Steven said was the only one in the area and only useful at high tide. Barefoot kids ran around in the shade, a dozen or so hanging like monkeys from the large branches of the trees. Their squeals and laughter were a relaxing background noise and reminded her of her own family picnics and school holidays.

      Climbing trees was something she had loved as a kid. The feeling of getting away from adults and pushing yourself to see how high you could go, or which branch was strongest to hang upside-down on. Now her exercise was regimented and she would need to do extra push-ups and stretches back at the unit this afternoon, to catch up on what she had missed yesterday.

      Three small dogs raced in front of her, yapping and chasing each other as they competed to tackle the one they caught, rolling around in the sand before beginning the game all over again. A young couple swung in a hammock, the colourful fabric pinned between two trees, lazy long sways as their bodies wrapped around each other, their feet hanging over the edges. She headed towards the water. Just a quick look and then she could continue with her walk. A requirement of her exercise regime was ten thousand steps before midday.

      The sandy path wound through the last of the trees, finishing on a small rise. Frankie stopped in her tracks and took a deep breath, shielding her eyes from the glaring sun and staring out towards a sparkling ocean, its surface dotted with glittering diamonds. She spoke out loud. ‘A jewel sea.’ In front of her the expanse of ocean stretched until its waters met the horizon. A large island and several smaller ones were scattered across its surface and a few small boats buzzed across the top of the waves, their metal hulls glinting in the sunshine that poured across the expanse of water.

      Removing her sandals she stepped down onto the sand, the golden grains caressing her feet, a familiar feeling that brought a smile to her face. A few people fished at the water’s edge but mostly the beach was deserted, and she walked in an easterly direction, enjoying the touch of the cool water as she waded along the water’s edge. Even though she lived on the coast it was years since she’d been to the beach, her weekends and spare time filled with more important matters.

      This beach was different than those of the Gold Coast. The water that lapped onto the sand was calm, the tiny waves languid, the movement mesmerising and slowing her pace as she watched the small fish that scurried through the shallows. In front of her a clean expanse of sand stretched as far as she could see, with no people in sight. A line of leaves and sticks showed the high tide line, the tufts of dry grass and small bushes beyond that protecting the foreshore and leading up to a scattering of lowset houses beyond. To the east, mountains covered in thick bush and tall trees towered over the coastline, their dark green slopes sprawling across the flats until they reached the shore. It was paradise, an undiscovered isolated beach that not only took her breath away but made her walk slow, unhurried, without even an urge to jog.

      Her eyes were drawn back to the ocean and she gasped as a large stingray flew across the water. Its wing-like fins were spread wide, a long pointed tail trailing behind as it glided in flight before slicing back down into the waves. A large splash and foaming water the only tell-tale sign of its existence. She took a deep breath again, the salty air invigorating, the cool breeze and noisy calls of the seagulls diving in and out of the water revitalising her mind. Dingo Beach was not at all what she expected.
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        * * *

      

      Walking was a good way to check out the area and after a while she left the beach, traipsing through the grassy foreshore before walking back along the road that ran adjacent to the shoreline. Bert the cleaner had passed her in his old holden, waving and grinning at her like he’d known her forever, Myrtle staring vacantly at her as they passed. She’d nodded back, hoping that he’d cleaned the windows and got rid of the chipped plate. Her mind switched back into business mode. She needed to sort out her car and just as importantly, her phone.
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        * * *

      

      Bert had done his job properly and the unit was sparkling clean, the dishes she had left in the sink, washed and put away, the towels replaced and a small bunch of flowers in a vase, positioned in the middle of the small table. Her laptop cord lay next to the vase, a note attached from Bert saying that he had found it on the path outside and thought it might be hers. Frankie peered out through the back windows, wiping her fingers across the glass. Not a speck of dirt to be found. She looked towards her car, surprised to see that it had been cleaned, the paintwork now spotless, not a spot of shit or mud on its now shiny white surface. She wondered if Bert had cleaned it.

      Her eyes were drawn to the end of the carpark. A young girl with long black hair was digging through the yellow lidded bins, pulling out cans and bottles. She threw them into large sacks that were soon full, before hoisting them over her shoulder and dragging them back to a battered old ute parked nearby. For someone so small she appeared to be strong, going back and forth, her thin arms hoisting up the sacks and dumping them onto the tray, repeating the process until the back of the ute was full.

      Goodness me, Frankie thought, why would anyone do such a dirty job for probably little money. She was all for recycling, but really, so much effort for such little return. The ute took off with its cargo of tins and bottles, the dust from its tyres puffing out behind and settling on the windows that Bert had just cleaned. There probably wasn’t much else for teenagers to do in a place like this and not many places to find work. Thinking about work reminded her how much she had to do. Thank goodness the place had Wi-Fi. At least she could go over the paperwork and correspondence before the first meeting tomorrow. A list – that’s what she needed. Hopefully there would be emails from work that outlined the time and details of what was required. Once the consultancy was signed off, the allotted time was up and she’d delivered what they needed, she’d be able to return home, in a clean car and one that had been repaired.

      That was the first item on her list – get car fixed!
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        * * *

      

      She cringed as she started up her laptop, the continual dinging of emails flooding in causing her head to tighten. Some deep breathing exercises calmed her mind and she reminded herself, that yes, her job could be stressful, but it was all about deadlines and contracts. Time was of the essence and it was good to be kept busy because it left no time to want for anything except her job.

      The first email raised her stress levels even more and she looked closer at the words as if she must be reading them incorrectly, perhaps a misunderstanding. Gary was not happy that she had been inaccessible by phone and could she please ensure the issue with her communications was fixed immediately. Secondly, the contracts needed to be signed within four weeks and absolutely no later. It was essential not to sign them early, as Gary wanted to ensure the allotted perusal time for the site was given. She was booked into the motel for the next month. They would foot the bill and if everything went through correctly, they would then reimburse her for any extras, including meals, damage to her car and travel expenses for her return to the Gold Coast.

      Discussions about her new role in the company would take place on her return.

      Frankie read the email again. Four weeks! Gary had originally hinted at a couple of weeks. What was she going to do for a month? After all she only had to look over the site and sign off, the groundwork was complete and it was only a matter of an extra signature on behalf of their company by the set date. Why stay for such a long time when everything was already set in stone?
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      The meeting the following day took place in a room that jutted off the main area of the pub. It was often used for conventions and weddings and the large table and high back chairs had a formal appearance, in contrast to the rest of the business. Frankie had been the first one to arrive and she wandered around the room, looking at the framed pictures that lined the walls. Black and white photos from another era graced the walls, with rows of men holding fish that reached from their heads down to the ground next to coloured photos of sailing boats, their sails flung open, with sailors hanging from their sides. She studied other photos that showed the pub from years gone by.  Patrons stood grinning at the camera, their arms wrapped around each other, men and women holding glasses and beers high in the air, leaning into each other as they posed for the photo. She could almost hear their laughter, their camaraderie as they perched on high stools, talking and swapping stories, just like the group who sat around the benchtops today.

      Her gaze left the photos and she caught her reflection in the glass sliding doors. She ran her hand over her clothes, pressing any stray creases down flat. She always liked to wear trousers for meetings, flared and well-ironed with a tucked in collared shirt completing the business look. Her hair was pulled back in a pony-tail, a turtle shell clip holding back stray bits of hair that liked to go their own way.

      For a moment she felt out of her depth with this new job. The consultancy work in the past had been on familiar grounds, with smaller contracts that were based around marketing and publicity. It had been a surprise when Gary employed her and even though there had been smaller jobs she had attended to on the way to Mackay, it seemed that this project was the company’s focus all along.

      It was becoming increasingly apparent that all they wanted from her was a token signature. They probably didn’t want to waste anyone else’s time from the office and as the newbie, she was likely to do what they wanted. Who else would drive all the way up here and stay four weeks in a tiny backwater town?

      Two men and a young woman entered through the glass doors. The men were probably in their forties, both dressed in jeans and polo shirts that displayed the name of their company – SheStar Developers. The woman was much younger and wore high heel shoes and a tight pencil skirt, her even tighter shirt tucked neatly in at the waist, a plunging neckline revealing a large set of breasts that were barely covered by black, stretchy fabric. Heavy make-up covered her face, glossy red lips and darkly lined eyes matching her black hair which was tied back in a neat bun, perched pertly on the top of her head. She reached out and shook Frankie’s hand. ‘I’m Maree, and this is Bob and Larry.’

      Frankie shook hands with the men and joined them as they sat around the table, politely answering their questions as to how she was settling in. Bob and Larry were developers who had originally lived in Sydney but had been drawn in by the easy-going lifestyle of the north and the money that could be made from developments just waiting to be created. They had worked with Steven on similar projects in the past, this one being slightly different as part of the land required was owned by him. They spread the plans out on the table, quickly going over the layout of the park, rock climbing wall, play area and pool.

      ‘Most of that rough sandy area will go.’ Larry moved the plans around so they were in front of Frankie. ‘There’s a new mixture made from tyres, a recycled base that will look better and go with the coloured plastic slides and play equipment. Concrete paths will be nice and safe for walking and riding bikes through the area and will lead to the pool area. Most of the trees can go and there’s a decent size area there for a small oval that we’ll cover with fake grass. Easy to maintain.’

      Bob leant over the table, his finger tracing the area where a pool and carpark was outlined. ‘The pool is a long-term aim and well away from the first stage of the development. It
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efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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