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INTRODUCTION
Susan Fox Rogers
When I edited a collection of women’s solo outdoor adventures, people often asked: isn’t solo travel dangerous? Yes, it is. Traveling alone, a woman faces obvious physical dangers, and she is seen as either foolish or very brave. Foolish or not, it’s something that some of us need, like air or water. We balance the dangers.
With this collection of essays about women traveling together into the outdoors in pairs, my guess is I won’t be asked that same question. But at the moment I’m picturing Thelma and Louise leaving behind their no-good men and lighting out for the West. With gas in the tank and the sun high, anything could happen. There’s danger in their laughter and freedom. There’s exhilaration in their power. Yes, there’s risk in traveling in duos, only the stakes are different.
The bonds formed while hiking into the desert are not the ones created at the water cooler or over an arugula salad lunch. When we sweat and struggle together, trust each other on the end of a rope, something remarkable develops. Love, complex and strong, is what we often hope for—our expectations of sisterly bonding are high. But the opposite can just as easily happen. In the quest for the ideal adventure a long list of issues emerges: trust, sexuality, competition. Things don’t always go as planned, and what results can be more exciting—or more complicated. But what better place to let the unexpected happen than under an ocean sky or on a snow-covered bowl at 12,000 feet?
Most of the essays gathered here describe adventures with friends, as in Sara Corbett’s high-jinks ride through Australia’s outback with Sugar, who is as richly described as her name. These friends become rebels, foot heavy on the gas pedal, pushing the limits of where we are “supposed” to go as women, who we are “supposed” to be. When the dust settles what remains is what we all hope for: a friendship as wide as the Australian sky, built on laughter and shared mishaps.
Something about movement, or maybe just mountain air, allows for intimacy. After great loss, Pam Houston is willing to let a friend into her life during a Colorado spring thaw. And though the extent of their physical challenge is tossing rocks into a stream, the bonding that occurs during a gift of free time outdoors is one that surprises Houston. The physical energy between two women can also ignite into love—as it does in BK Loren’s poetic essay about the beginning of her relationship with her lover. Or that energy can tear at a friendship—as it does for Lea Aschkenas hiking in Chile. Either way, the situation can be volatile.
Not all these adventures involve established friendships. Lucy Jane Bledsoe encounters a woman riding her bike across the desert, and the woman’s extreme situation—fleeing an abusive husband—leads Bledsoe to reflect on the history and meaning of the bicycle, both in her own life and in the lives of all women. In one case, only the spirit of another woman is present. Amy Irvine hikes into the Tetons with thoughts of Amy Bechtel, a runner who had tragically disappeared a year earlier. Irvine’s meditations on safety are ones we as women must consider, but they are made more immediate through the spiritual connection that the writer forms with the missing Amy.
One of the strongest duo bonds is that of mother and daughter, and several writers here explore the strength and complexity of adventures that involve muscle, emotions, and blood ties. Hannah Nyala takes her young daughter for a desert backpacking trip to heal their past and the two years they have been apart. Kathleen Dean Moore takes a boat trip in Alaska with her daughter, who is no longer the child who needs to be taken care of, no longer the one who needs to be taught.
As all these essays reveal, the bonds created on a bike or in the snow can be stronger than love itself—or far from perfect. What these writers have been able to show is the intricacy of our intimate lives as we venture forth. Here there is love, but little romance. And always these tales are set in beautiful and wondrous places: Tibet, Costa Rica, the Pacific Northwest, Colorado, Australia, Alaska. The adventures undertaken range from fly-fishing to roadtripping, backcountry skiing to mountain biking, cowboying to backpacking. With sweat and guts, all of these essays will take you on a physical or emotional journey that will be fun or unexpected, tender or hilarious. Enjoy.

IS THAT A WALLABY IN YOUR POCKET?
Sara Corbett
THE LONG NIGHT OF SUICIDAL BOOMERS
Not one day into the outback and we’re breaking the no-driving-at-sunset rule. It’s sunset and, sure as shoot, we’re driving. My friend Sugar has the wheel and is doing in the neighborhood of eighty miles an hour on the gravel road, creating a cyclone of rat-a-tooing rock beneath our floorboards. It feels like someone’s firing an assault rifle at the underbelly of the car, a Subaru station wagon that doesn’t belong to us. I’m sunk deep in the passenger’s seat, expecting one shot will hit the bull’s-eye and detonate our gas tank. Sugar solves the problem by boosting the stereo volume another notch and belting out a Lena Horne tune: “This is a fine romance. This is a fine roMANCE!” She is just shy of six feet tall, Sugar is, with white blond hair and the kind of complexion women try to buy. She works the gas pedal with a size-ten foot. When we first met, we were fifteen years old. Just recently, for better or worse, we turned thirty. The sky ahead of us is so big and purple that the land itself, a buckled, darkening plane of dry earth and scrub grass, seems incidental.
This is the hour we’ve been warned about: that dusky, confused time when kangaroos emerge in squads from the bushes to make fatal leaps at the rare passing car. Kangaroo suicide hour. Mick, the wizened tractor driver we met at the gas station a few hours back, said, “They’ll bloody wreck ya. Hit a ’roo and I reckon ya walk the rest of the way to Alice Springs. On crutches.”
We know so little. We left the wine bars and botanical gardens of Adelaide, the coastal capital of South Australia, six hours ago, traveling a strip-malled highway that gave way to rolling country road and crumbled finally into this deserted, rubbly boulevard. For the last hour we’ve been shotgunning north through a colorless limestone prairie that looks like something that’s been left in the oven too long. The maps detailing our route all look the same: desert to the left, desert to the right, and a dotted red line that ticks its way up through the outback. “Outback” is Australian for “out back of the bloody beyond.” I read this in a guidebook, the same place I read that we definitely should not be driving at sunset, and that Australia is home to the world’s most venomous snakes— king snakes, tiger snakes, brown snakes, and something called the desert death adder. Sugar happily eschews any third-party input, guidebooks and maps included. “I like to be surprised,” is what she says.
Prior to meeting in Adelaide last night, we’d let ten years slip by without a visit. We postcarded through our twenties, writing sporadic three-by-five editorials on our go-nowhere jobs, go-nowhere love affairs, trips to Africa and China, graduate school, abrupt cross-country moves, better jobs, better love, and still more wandering. But a month ago, staring down the barrel of my fourth decade, I suddenly got anxious to catch up with Sugar. Call me a pessimist, but another five years and I imagine phoning up out of the blue for a girls-only road trip will not be so simple.
This kind of thing gets both of us down. We are happy, privileged people, Sugar and I, yet thinking about the future—about babies and husbands, in particular—occasionally gives us vertigo. Sugar has been living in Melbourne as a Fulbright scholar. She has a real name, which is Kelly, but she’s been dating a cricket player for a team in Tasmania who calls her Sugar. It fits. I approve of the Tasmanian cricket player before I’ve met him.
We’ve filled every air pocket of the car with stuff. Among other things, we’re carrying socket wrenches and duct tape, WD-40, two first-aid kits, a spare tire and a spare spare tire, a fire extinguisher, a compass, three kinds of rope, sixty gallons of emergency water, two weeks’ worth of food, tents and sleeping bags, half a case of good Australian wine, Sugar’s arsenal of Chanel products, a pile of CDs, and a glove compartment full of chocolate. We are prepared to survive anything. In the next week, we plan to find our way over a thousand miles of land so sun-hammered and empty, so famously inhospitable, that it’s beaten back and broken down and swallowed up settlers and explorers for more than a century. Even now, tourists disappear down mine shafts, families inadvertently drive themselves into oblivion, dingoes steal babies. Some people simply leave their houses in the morning and never come back.
Even the city folk in Adelaide swap yarns about their eccentric neighbors in the bush. Already we’ve heard tales of a boozeswilling bronco rider named Phantom and a cave-dwelling playboy called Crocodile Harry. Far to the north there’s Molly Clark, champion of outback women, a senior-citizen homesteader who can blow off the head of a king snake with her shotgun, who can split wood faster than any guy who dares take her on, and whom we figure we might admire. “Aw, that Molly, she’ll teach yuh a thing’r two,” say those who know of her, and most everyone does.
In these parts, we women are called birds. We are called chicks, chooks, and Sheilas. Sometimes, feeling respectful, the men simply call us foy-males, as in, “I reckon we don’t get a lot of you foy-males out here in the bush.” Partially for this reason, the bush is where we’re taking ourselves for our Last Hurrah. Planning this trip, we had pictured ourselves as a pair of Daisy Dukes, bashing our way into the untamed heart of Australia in a two-ton monster vehicle. But the station wagon’s a fine car—royal blue, springloaded—and we got it loaned to us for free.
“We’re like two soccer moms,” I say.
“Like two soccer moms touring hell,” says Sugar, scanning the horizon. Sometimes we feel too old to be one thing and too young to be another.
She expertly steers around a dead kangaroo without missing a beat in her song. Every mile out here, it’s another furry mountain. The live ones, some of them six feet tall, are massing silently in the indigo light, in ghostly clumps of two or three. Kangaroos are also called boomers in Australia. They have disarming deer faces, little T. rex arms, and the glutes of a power lifter. Some have pouches but no babies. Two hours ago they were cute. Not anymore. If the kangaroos are on the right side of the road, they appear to be gazing wistfully at the bushes on the left—and vice versa, giving the impression that at any moment they might bazooka themselves directly into our path. I am antsy. The sky is rolling into black. Sugar sings on: “We should be like a couple of hot TOMATOES, but you’re as cold as yesterday’s mashed POTATOES!”—and the car chatters ahead, forging two sodium pools of light on the dark, dark road.

ON YOU, ON ME, ENNUI
I wake with red dirt in my mouth. Red dirt in my hair and beneath my fingernails. The outback is two million square miles of mostly red dirt—bulldust, the locals call it—an iron-tasting cinnamon silt that floats off the desert dunes and coats everything, especially newcomers. Sugar, too, has been bulldusted. She has to unload the entire car before recovering our jumbo canister of Wet Ones. We mop some of the baked earth from our bodies, boil water for tea, stuff everything back into the Subaru, and start driving again.
We’re following part of the Oodnadatta Track, a 400-mile dirt road that bends its way north through the deep space of south-central Australia, connecting the few places where groundwater has forced its way through the callused bedrock to create life-sustaining springs. For thousands of years the Oodnadatta was trekked by Aborigines, who traded tools for shell, ocher for boomerangs, following the invisible song lines of their ancestors. In the mid-1800s Scottish explorer John McDouall Stuart used the springs along the Oodnadatta as stepping stones to the interior as he made five disastrous attempts to cross Australia south to north. On a sixth try in 1862, with eleven men and seventy-one horses, and after eighteen months, Stuart reached the northern settlement of Darwin so exhausted that he had to be lifted from his horse. “I am now reduced to a perfect skeleton,” he wrote, “a mere shadow.” By my estimation, we’ll be just about out of gas by the time we hit the town of William Creek, which on Friday nights, we understand, has a pub full of cowboys. Somehow we see this as a challenge.
In the meantime, Sugar and I take turns yelling stories at each other. We spent our glory years stuck together at a New England prep school, where Sugar wore frosted blue eyeliner and I had feathered hair that I cut myself. Our favorite complaint in those days was that we suffered from ennui, something we expressed by sweeping into other people’s dorm rooms and collapsing dramatically on the couch. As far as I was concerned, it simply signified a perpetual ache for something more interesting than what we had.
All these years later, we find that we are better-adjusted versions of our old longing selves. Sugar remains a hybrid of glamour queen and Nebraska farm girl, the tall blonde in Chanel lipstick who commands an audience at the diplomat’s ball, extemporizing on the merits of Caterpillar over John Deere. Before getting her Fulbright, Sugar handled education and foreign-policy issues for a prominent U.S. senator. She’s thinking about running for the Senate herself someday, and I honestly believe she’ll win. I live in Maine with my boyfriend and my dog in an apartment furnished with yard-sale detritus. The last time I did black-tie was with Sugar at our high-school prom, on the way to which I ripped my strapless dress right up the back, trying to scale a stone wall.
“My prom dress went to one Halloween party and got retired,” says Sugar, who keeps contorting her long legs to get comfortable on the passenger’s side. Twice already she’s accidentally kicked the car into neutral. Her prom dress was a memorable cream-colored sateen with a starched bow the size of a sofa cushion on one hip.
“I went to my last Halloween party dressed as a mushroom,” I say.
Sugar laughs the same way she always has: a big, wide-open schnort.
We pass sandy creek beds and stony creek beds; no sign of water anywhere. This part of Australia averages less than eight inches of rain a year, but when the rain does come it tends to arrive in sudden gullywashers that can fill a creek or turn a road to mush almost instantly. Not long before our arrival, one such downpour marooned twenty travelers for more than a week on a spot of high ground just north of the Oodnadatta.
Today, though, the land is a backward-moving conveyor belt of charred brown tundra. The red sun has broiled the sky white. I fish Diet Cokes and a few Tim Tams—a richer, more chocolaty version of the Oreo that’s very popular in this car—from the mini-cooler we keep shoved behind the driver’s seat. I read aloud from the guidebook, which says that in Aborigine culture, the land is considered a huge, detailed road map of the mind. The three people we’ve passed today, all in Land Cruisers and all traveling in the opposite direction, have acknowledged us by hoisting a single finger from the steering wheel, as if involving the whole hand would be too much effort. As if it hardly matters that we’re all out here together.

BEFRIENDED BY MEN WITH GIANT BRAS
I find Butch, my first outback friend, slumped on a bar stool beneath a drooping 58DDD brassiere, the masterwork of a collection of bras hung like prayer flags from the rafters of the bar at the William Creek Hotel. Butch looks to be about sixty, with a weather-bitten face and an inebriate’s earnestness. He wears a Cat Diesel cap and an oil-stained flannel shirt unbuttoned at the wrists, and has a hand-rolled cigarette in one hand, a beer in the other. He smells truly bad.
“Y’havin’ a stubby or a tinny?” he asks, leaning in close.
“Stubby,” I learn, is Australian for “beer bottle” (“bo-ohl,” says Butch) and “tinny” is “beer can” (“cayrn”). Butch is nursing a tinny of XXXX. I ask for a stubby of Carlton Cold. Butch lives in a trailer some miles up the road and comes here every single night with his little dog, Muttley, a white-bellied yapper who’s busy suctioning food scraps from the floor.
Out here everybody counts as a neighbor. Fly a plane over the outback at night and you’ll see that humanity has made only the smallest mark—fifty or so generator-driven lights winking up from a thousand miles of darkness—and thus community knows no distance. On Friday nights, the jackaroos drive three hours across the plains to converge on the William Creek Hotel, the only building in a dusty, fly-infested town with a population of seven. Two airplanes and three Land Cruisers are parked outside, and across the street is a solar-powered pay phone, reputed to be the most remote phone booth on earth.
“Where you birds headed?” Butch wants to know, chucking his chin toward the end of the bar, where Sugar is intently studying the jukebox, her face lit yellow and purple.
I start telling Butch that we’ve basically got no plan—we’re eyeing an opal-mining town called Coober Pedy, and after that, it’s north into the bloody beyond, toward the tough granny homesteader Molly Clark. Suddenly, I’ve got an audience.
“Aw naw!” says one lanky man in low-slung dirty jeans and a cowboy hat. “You girls better watch yourselves in Coobah Pedy. If they don’t kidnap ya, they’ll bomb ya. She’s a strange-ass town, that one.”
“Goin’ to see Molly!” booms Butch. “Chroist! She’s bloody far north.”
“I’d watch out for the roads,” says a crinkly-eyed redhead named Tim Byrnes. “What are ya drivin’?”
I try to look nonchalant as I tell him. There are tattoos snaking up his arms.
Over the next two stubbies, I receive an onslaught of driving advice, some cautionary words about reptiles, plus three offers of personal escorts to Alice Springs. Twice I’m asked why I’m not married. Somebody wants to show me his bullwhip. After a while, it occurs to me that I’ve lost Sugar. Maybe she’s gone to bed. I climb off my stool and take a wobbly walk around the room, shouldering through thickets of lonesome cowboys. I ask for the ladies room and am told there is none. Tim has been at my elbow for an hour, narrating every ditch and chuckhole from here to Coober Pedy. Now he wants to point out something on a map tacked to the far wall. We are halfway there when a big loud shriek—“Oh, baby!”—tells me everything I need to know: Sugar is alive and well and playing pool.
In the back room, with nine stupefied local boys watching, Sugar has cleaned up on four games straight. Sinking her last eight ball, she drags me back to the bar. “These guys are so friendly!” she says, and I don’t disagree. We share some tequila with two red-cheeked jackaroos from Anna Creek. One’s hat is black, the other’s is gray. We learn that they work six days a week mustering cattle from one water hole to the next, for which they earn about $200. They ride motorbikes, not horses. Aside from Friday nights at the pub, they spend their evenings sitting around the homestead, watching one of two television channels they can get via satellite. They like The X-Files and King of the Hill and a whole lot of footy, which is Australian for rugby.
“It’s a lonely loif,” says the dark-hatted one. They are sweet and sincere. They want to get married and manage cattle stations of their own someday. When we ask, they tell us they are seventeen and twenty-three.
“Good Lord,” Sugar says, pointing at the younger one. “We’re like twice your age!”
“Where are you guys going to meet your wives?” I ask.
“Royt here, we reckon,” the older one says solemnly.
More time passes. More tequila. I play one game of pool and give up. I’ve lost Sugar again. The wind is whistling through the walls. Hank Williams lows from the jukebox. The black-hatted jackaroo keeps wanting to dance. I go looking for Sugar, figuring she’ll tell me whether it’s a good idea or a bad idea to waltz with a jackaroo. It’s late now, and there’s something ultimately heart-breaking about this bush-country brotherhood—these men who call one another mate, boozing beneath a canopy of swaying bras, waiting for a wife to walk through the door. When I ask Sugar about the dancing, I know she’ll say it’s OK. That’s what we do for each other, I realize. Then somebody points me toward her. Sugar is outside, across the street in the planet’s most remote phone booth, drunk-dialing the Tasmanian cricket player under a wet moon. I cross the street and get in line.

IN THE CAVE OF 1,000 WILLING VIRGINS
If a place can feel instantly sinister, we’ve found it. Coober Pedy is wrecked and postapocalyptic. There are no people—except on the danger signs everywhere, warning of abandoned mine shafts, which number in the hundreds of thousands and are left uncovered. The signs depict black stick figures in graphic free fall. They say, DON’T RUN, DON’T WALK BACKWARD, BEWARE! In the distance we can see pyramids of spooky white gypsum, refuse piles left by excavating machines, dotting the vast opal fields like a giant, sprawling tent village.
“Weird,” I say to Sugar.
“Weird,” she says back. Sugar has been a slave to my hangover all day. On the rutted road from William Creek, she gently fed me Gatorade and cucumber sandwiches. She played her disco compilation CD until I ordered her to pull over so I could spend twenty minutes sitting woozily by the side of the road. Sugar herself woke up fresh as a daisy, scarfed down a big plate of scrambled eggs, and then did all the driving. I love her and hate her for this.
It was the Aborigines who named Coober Pedy, which translates fittingly as “white man in a hole.” Most of the town’s 3,500 people live in dugouts hacked into the sides of the eroded sandstone hills. Coober Pedy wasn’t anything at all until 1946, when an Aborigine woman named Tottie Bryant happened upon an eight-mile seam of opal, setting off a stampede of white men. They came from all over, from places like Italy, Greece, and Yugoslavia, furiously humping mining equipment and explosives across the desert. Today there are apparently people from seventy-six nations in Coober Pedy, lustily digging holes in the baked earth, gnawing out the brilliant stone that the ancient Greeks called opallios, “to see a change.”
Because the guidebook tells us to, we stop in at Crocodile Harry’s lair, “an interesting example of a dugout home.” Crocodile Harry, it turns out, is in the hospital recovering from a leg injury, but the door is open, and Harry leaves an impression, even in absentia. His lair is a cramped and foul-smelling multiroom cavern with whitewashed walls and a domed ceiling, not unlike a brain cavity. The man’s cave reflects the man’s mind, showcasing Harry’s devotion to erotica, including piles of nudie calendars, nudie posters, and several eight-foot plaster renditions of headless women with watermelon-size boobs, sculpted, it would seem, by Harry himself.
We find ourselves in the bedroom, which features a bed, a small TV, a faded, striped terry robe hanging from a hook, and Harry’s “virgin collection,” a dizzying collage of more than one thousand women’s names, painted on the bony walls and ceiling of his bedroom over many years: SIRPA FROM FINLAND. KISSES FROM DOROTHY. HARRY U STUD—JEAN, BRISBANE. I let out a low whistle; Sugar wrinkles her nose. Farther from the bed, there’s a tattered newspaper clipping on the wall. “The best girl will get a prize of a fortnight in my bedroom.” Harry, a former croc hunter now in his sixties, has told an Australian paper, “Second prize will be a week in my kitchen.” Then this, “They can be pretty near virgins. I’m not that fussy.”
The weird gets weirder. We have arranged to meet up at the Italian Club, an aboveground miners’ hangout, with Tim Byrnes, the crinkly-eyed redhead we’d met at William Creek. Tim is thirty-one and pale as an Irishman. Originally from Coober Pedy, he’s part of a nomadic road crew based outside William Creek. He’s now driven his truck four hours here, purportedly to give us an update on road conditions. He’ll drive four hours back to report for work at sunrise. We get the distinct feeling we’re being courted.
Tim explains that in Coober Pedy the Italians hate the Greeks, the Greeks hate the Italians, and everyone is terrified of the Serbs. The miners tend to be clannish and hostile—a situation compounded by their ready access to explosives. At the local drive-in, this announcement is beamed onto the movie screen nightly: PATRONS: EXPLOSIVES ARE NOT TO BE BROUGHT INTO THIS THEATRE. In the last ten years, the Coober Pedy courthouse, the town hall, and the newspaper offices have been bombed. A Greek restaurant got “bloody totaled,” and ditto for the police station. Most recently annihilated were two police cars, which happened to be parked in exactly the spot where our Subaru now rests.
“Shitchyeah! Diesel fuel and fertilizer!” says Tim. “Y’do it to impress yer mates.”
A muscly man with a big shrub of a beard then comes by and introduces himself as Karl. He invites us to a party out by the dump, and when we say no, he snatches Sugar’s camera from the table and goes swaggering off toward the men’s room. “Maybe I’ll just put this down my pants and give you Sheilas something royt to look at back in ’Merica!” he shouts. Every miner in the Italian Club—a burly group of about twenty—laughs wolfishly.
I am giving Sugar the eye, and Sugar is giving me the eye back. We try to disengage, but Tim transitions from bombing to kidnapping and murder. A German woman was raped and strangled and tossed down a mine shaft, he says. An Italian woman disappeared even more recently. Sugar is on her feet. I’m scanning the room for Karl and our camera. “They never found the Italian chick, but she probably got tossed, too,” Tim continues blithely. “The only way y’get caught is if yer up at the pub, braggin’ about whatcha did to ’er.”
We wish Tim good luck with all that, recover the camera, and get the hell out.

A FEW SHORT NOTES ON THE SONG OF LIFE
To take my mind off how fast Sugar is driving, I read aloud from the map. We’ve got the mighty Mount Barry, 269 feet if it’s an inch, to the left, and Lake Cadibarrawirracanna, an unseen dried-up pond, some miles to the right. I reel off some of the places named for women—Henrietta Creek, Mount Rebecca, Anna Creek, Lora Creek, Charlotte Waters. Did these Annas and Rebeccas live out here, we wonder, or were they merely figments of cowboy dreams? Their namesakes, these creeks that cover the map like capillaries, are nothing but specters—waterless beds that might fill in a monsoon but otherwise remain as parched and empty as the rest of the land. So much wishful thinking.
Five days now, we’ve lived this life, on the road breakfast to dinner —eating road food, listening to road music, suffering road headaches. Every bump we hit seems to unloose another courtesy and send it winging out the window. Sugar has stopped excusing her belches; I am stockpiling dirty socks beneath the driver’s seat. “We’ve lost our infrastructure,” I say to no one in particular. We are having Tim Tams and baby carrots for breakfast. Sugar eats with one hand and drives with the other. We overtake a slow-moving pickup truck. We never knew life could be this good.
Some hundred million years ago, most of central Australia was underwater, covered by a shallow, lapping sea full of prehistoric wildlife. Driving over bleached, salt-crusted plains, we feel surrounded by Mesozoic ghosts—needle-toothed plesiosaurs and tentacled ammonites, icthyosaurs and nautiloids—baked in and fossilized on all sides. The planet turns toward dusk. We pitch camp behind a roadhouse in Oodnadatta, a predominantly Aborigine town, laid out in a neat grid of weather-worn concrete bungalows. A few children kick a ball around a tarred playground. The adults seem to be shut in their homes, quiet.
Everything I’ve read about Aborigine culture emphasizes that it’s difficult to understand from the outside and nearly impossible to summarize. At its most traditional, Aborigine life involves following the paths of the Ancestors, the creators who sang the land into existence, naming the water holes and wattle trees, the cockatoos, snakes, and honey ants. They roamed the continent, leaving a trail of music behind them. These song lines, it’s believed, connect the people to the land, the past to the present. The great aim of one’s life is to sing your way to where you belong.
To the west, somewhere between faraway and nearby, a dingo starts to howl. The sky has filled with opals. Sugar and I eye the Wet Ones only to decide against washing. We crawl into our tents and wait for sunlight to crack the other side. All that matters now is the motion.

BABY AMBER AND TWO WHO GOT AWAY
We gas up at the roadhouse in Oodnadatta, which is also the town’s one-stop post office, bank, restaurant, campground, general store, and auto shop—all run by a small-framed blonde of about forty named Lynnie Plate. Lynnie and her husband visited Oodnadatta in 1974 as camel-trekking hippies and never left.
“Happens to lots of folks,” she tells us cheerfully. “You think your life is headed in one direction and then you end up somewhere else, no worries.”
When we mention that today we’re turning off the Oodnadatta Track and heading north toward Molly Clark’s place, Lynnie loads us up with things from her shelves to deliver on credit to homesteaders along the way. We’ve got spark plugs for a cowboy named Leon, a bag of mail for another cowboy called Phantom, and mouse-traps for two brothers living at Dalhousie Springs. All of it is crammed into what little space is left behind our headrests.
We find Leon on a grassy stretch an hour north of Oodnadatta, riding a Yamaha motorbike on the fringe of a herd of shuffling cattle. His face is so sunburned it looks sooty.
“We’re like a couple of soccer moms, dontcha think, Leon?” Sugar joshes.
Leon looks blank. This doesn’t really translate. Sugar lays a few explanatory details on him as the cows lumber past and her hair whips high in the wind.
“Aw yeah!” Leon exclaims finally, shaking his head, as if he can’t believe he missed it the first time. “Oy getcha now. Mums! Mums watching footy!” He tucks the spark plugs into his shirt, looks at the Subaru, and then revs his bike and shouts a final thought: “It’s foin for you Yanks, but I reckon mums here don’t care much for footy!”
We play Patsy Cline and tell epic stories. This is the hidden benefit of the road trip: no need to abridge. I give Sugar my romantic history in its entirety and then tell all my friends’ love stories too. Sugar psychoanalyzes her old boss and then delivers elaborate plot summaries of a couple of her favorite movies, From Here to Eternity and Tank Girl. We condemn right-wingers and agree that Madeleine Albright rocks. I point out the fact that Sugar’s big high-school crush has grown up to be a nude model. She points out that mine got really fat. Miles pass. Pink cockatoos slip in and out of the sky above. An electric-green lizard skitters across the road. We’re living on desert time now, which is to say that time is no longer linear. It crooks and corkscrews toward the monochrome sky. We half expect to meet ourselves—as fifteen-year-olds, as wrinkled old battle-axes—in a blue Subaru, driving the other way.
Eventually we crash-land at Hamilton Station, Phantom’s homestead, and hand over the mail just in time for lunch. Lunch is a big plank of fresh-killed beef, pan-fried in our honor by Tim, Phantom’s nineteen-year-old ranch hand. Young Tim is beautiful. We love watching him cook. He is blue-eyed, lanky, and shy, under a frayed black hat. He tilts the frying pan and makes the fat sizzle.
Sugar and I are seated at a small Formica-topped table, and Phantom slides us each a cup of tea. He’s thirty-three, wiry and unshaven, a hard-drinking bronco rider turned family man, with a dark tan and a battered hat and wayward blond curls.
“You Sheilas been out ’ere long?” he asks. “No? Well, we don’t get a lot of you foy-male types, ever.” Leaning back in his chair, he hangs a cigarette from his bottom lip. “Rare as rockin’-horse shit, I reckon.”
Molly Clark is out here, I mention.
“Molly!” says Phantom’s blue-eyed wife, Allison. “Oh, we couldn’t tell you a thing ’bout Molly, ’cept she’s a pioneer out here. Molly sticks to herself, mostly.” She stops bouncing their strapping, flaxen-haired baby, Amber, on her lap for a moment, adding, “The road to her place gets ugly from here. Just watch yerselves.”
“Oh, that’s OK,” Sugar says, with a sweep of her hand. “If we get into trouble, we’ll just call for young Tim.” The boy’s cheeks go crimson.
The kitchen is tidy and spare. A UHF radio high on a shelf reports from other cattle stations while the three of them tell us about ranch life. There is nothing dignified about how I feel just now, eating beef with white bread and ketchup in a little homestead set down on a piece of range that’s bigger than Connecticut. I am melting. I am in love with them all. Sugar is mesmerized by Amber.
“She’s just like a Nebraska baby,” she is telling Allison. This is Sugar’s highest praise.
I spend a minute dreaming about how it would feel to get whisked out of my life by a bronco rider named Phantom, to live in a little house on the prairie and have myself a robust farm baby. And then I’m remembering that husbands and babies give me vertigo—it’s the same omelette cooked in a more exotic pan. Then I’m not sure. Whatever the case, the road is calling. We’ve got another day’s drive to reach Molly Clark. We help clear the dishes.
Allison walks Sugar and me back to the station wagon. She explains that she was a secretary outside London until she came through the outback on holiday three years ago and bumped into Phantom down at the William Creek Hotel on a Friday night. “I was passin’ through, with every intention of going home after a few weeks,” she tells us, adjusting Amber on her hip. “Me family can still hardly believe it,” she says, a faint smile playing across her face as we climb into the car. “I was just like you.”

WHAT BECAME OF MOLLY, PART ONE
For fifteen minutes now we’ve been sitting at the state border between South Australia and the Northern Territory, docked next to a big orange triangle that says 4WD ONLY! It’s 6 A.M.; the land is lit in pink. Sugar’s got her nose buried in the Subaru manual, displaying her first interest in written instruction of any kind. It has suddenly become important to understand the difference between the button that says OVERDRIVE and the one




OPS/images/Roge_9780307429865_epub_002_r1.jpg
TWO
IN THE
WILD

Tales of Adventure
from Friends, Mothers,
and Daughters

EDITED AND WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY

SUSAN FOX ROGERS

Vintage Books - A Division of Random House, Inc. - New York





OPS/images/Roge_9780307429865_epub_003_r1.jpg
P





OPS/images/Roge_9780307429865_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
TWO IN THE WILD

TALES OF ADVENTURE FROM
FRIENDS, MOTHERS, AND DAUGHTERS

EDITED WITH AN INTRODUCTION
BY SUSAN FOX ROGERS





