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Qantas flight 304's front door slowly opened as the air hostess raised the lever. The heat rushed in. They had landed in Melbourne, Australia. Outside, the temperature was 42 degrees Celsius. It was Jason's first time inhaling warm air.

Jason Betelli had jumped at the chance to spend the summer vacation at his Uncle Jack's Cattle Station in Victoria, Australia. (Large cattle properties are known as Stations in Australia) He could bring two friends, and his Uncle would cover the cost of their air travel. Jason chose Luke Mills his closest friend, and Julie Kostas, the girl who had shared earlier adventures with them. In a letter to Julie's mother and Luke's parents, Uncle Jack assured them he would take diligent care of their children. 

It had been a long flight, fourteen hours, with a stopover in Hong Kong and another in Dubai. All that was forgotten now, with the excitement of arriving in Australia. 

“Wow, Australia!” Jason was the first passenger out of the plane. Luke and Julie were hard on his heels. A backpack was all the luggage the kids had. Jason’s Uncle had advised only extra, warm weather clothes, and toiletries. He would supply everything else. 

A ten-minute walk through the terminal brought them to the arrivals area, where friends and family of the passengers eagerly watched for them. A woman in jeans, riding boots, and a western shirt began waving at the kid’s as soon as they showed up. Alice. The manager of the Cattle Station and the daughter of Uncle Jack.

She rushed over to the three and asked, "Luke, Julie, and Jason?" “Yes,” Julie answered.

She shook Julie’s hand, then extended a hand to Luke. “Jason”?

"No, I’m Luke," Luke replied. Alice shook his hand. 

"You must be Jason then?" she said turning to face Jason.

“Yes.”

"It's a pleasure to meet you all. Please follow me. We will start by going to the tourist shop to get you hats. In Australia, wearing a hat should become a habit. The sun is fierce. You can quickly become severely burned.

Julie chose a white cap with a cartoon of a Tasmanian devil on the front. Luke picked a green cap with a yellow boxing kangaroo. Jason opted for blue with the Australian flag on the front. From there it was out to the car park to Alices Range Rover.

“We had better get underway, Alice explained. It is a two-hundred-kilometre trip to the Station. We will stop and have something to eat at the half-way point. “ 

Melbourne is a big City. Four and a half million people. The kids did not see much of it. Mostly the tops of the buildings, because Alice turned onto the ring road that goes around Melbourne, then got onto the freeway which deposited them on a country road twelve kilometres north of the city. The country was flat rocky ground, with little grass, and a scattering of trees, unvaried to the horizon. It appeared to the kids to be almost desert. Occasionally they would see two or three kangaroos. Most would frantically bounce out of site. The more courageous stopped to watch the car go by. Flocks of pink and grey parrots, Galahs, Alice called them, were common. Once Luke saw a brown dog way in the distance

Alice was impressed. “You have good eyes Luke, that’s a dingo, Australia’s wild dog. They are shy and you seldom see them.”

The land was shimmering in the heat. The kids felt sorry for the few ragged sheep they saw. They had little to eat, and with their wool, they must have been hot. Alice explained that Australians living in the warmer parts, lived their whole lives in air conditioning – in their cars and in their homes. 

A larger than usual MacDonalds sign appeared on the horizon after one and a half hours driving.

“That’s where we eat,” Alice exclaimed.

It was an Australian Truck Stop. A MacDonalds, a Convenience store, a Filling Station, and facilities for long haul Truckers, all under one roof. Jason counted twenty trucks, most with two trailers attached, parked side by side at the Truck Stop parking space. Truckers who are tired might choose to eat, put on clean clothes, take a shower, watch TV, and sleep for the night. All for a fair price. Those men and women spend their entire lives travelling, so any location where they can unwind, eat, and mingle with other Truckers is welcome.

Their entrance into MacDonalds came at the ideal moment. Truckers had taken every seat. Four Truckers stood up to leave and they managed to claim the table.

Once seated, Alice spoke the magic words. “Order whatever you like.” That is the message kids like to hear at MacDonalds. Part way through the meal Julie noticed a rough looking Trucker, unshaven, long greasy black hair, wearing a dirty brown trucker cap, staring malevolently at Alice. When he noticed Julie looking at him, he looked away quickly. Alice had not noticed. Julie wondered what that was all about. But having no further information she soon forgot about it.
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Having fortified themselves with burgers, fries, hot apple pie, and thick shakes, they were ready for the rest of the journey. Another hour of driving, and Alice turned on to a dusty side road. They followed the track for ten minutes, finally stopping at a steel gate over a cattle stop. A grid of metal bars covering a hole dug in the roadway, intended to prevent livestock from walking across, while allowing vehicles to pass over. A steel sign on the centre of the gate said, ‘Colbert Station.’

“This is our driveway, Alice explained, only thirty kilometres to go.”

“Your driveway is thirty kilometres long?” gasped Jason. 

“Yes, Alice laughed, it takes us straight to the house. The total area of the Station is one hundred square kilometres.” 

Luke was amazed. “Wow, that’s a big farm!”

“Yes, Alice explained, you have seen how little grass there is. The Stations must be big to allow the cattle to roam, to get enough to eat. It also allows the regrowth of grass they have eaten.” 

The house was a big single-story building with a veranda the full length of the front of the house. Jason’s Uncle came out as the Land Rover came to a halt. He was a tall man with a face turned brown by years of exposure to wind and the sun. Over a red western shirt, he wore a denim jacket. White moleskin trousers and Australian riding boots made up the rest of his clothing. On his head he had a well-worn stock-man’s Akubra hat. Similar too, but slightly smaller than an American Stetson.

“Glad to see you made it safely, he smiled. Introduce me to your friends Jason.”

“Julie Kostas and Luke Mills,” Jason indicated both his friends. 

Uncle Jacks huge hand wrapped itself around, first, Julie’s hand, and then Luke’s, as he shook hands with them. “Any friend of my nephew is a friend of mine. Let us get into the house and get you something to eat and drink.” Jason knew Jack’s wife had passed away five years before and so far, he had not married again.

Driving for the last hour and a half had made room in the kids' stomachs for more food. Uncle Jack passed out Coca-Cola bottles from the refrigerator as they sat at the large table in the middle of the main room. An Aboriginal woman came out of the kitchen carrying a delicious looking cake. She set it on the table.

“Mary is our cook and housekeeper, Jack exclaimed, we think she is Australia's best cook.”

The woman grinned, her dark skin showing off her white teeth and sparkling eyes. "Mr Jack is a good boss. If you kids need anything, just see Mary and I will take care of it. OK?”

Luke, Julie, and Jason all grinned and nodded.

“Ok,” Julie answered.

Jack reached for a piece of cake. “Mary’s son Willie is a stockman here at the Station. We have put a bed and furniture for you in Mary’s room, Julie. It is a spacious room; you will be comfortable there. Luke and Jason, you have a room to yourselves. Mary will give you the times for breakfast, lunch, and the evening meal.”

Uncle Jack had work to do, and suggested the kids wander around the buildings next to the house to familiarise themselves with the place. The kid’s found storage sheds, sheds to house the tractors and machinery, cattle yards, a mechanics, and blacksmiths workshop. They entered a large, long building which had beds all along the walls with a tall steel storage cabinet beside each bed. The centre of the building had a long table the length of the building with bench seats attached. 

Jason knew what this place was. “This is the single men’s bunkhouse.”

The first storage cabinet was slightly open as if the owner had been in a hurry and forgot to close it. The name on the cabinet was ‘Rufus Jones – Head Stockman.’ A teel implement had fallen slightly out of the cabinet. 

“That’s a branding iron, Jason explained, funny design on it though.” 

Branding irons are heated and used to burn the cattle Stations brand into each animals hide. That way everybody knows which Station owns that beast. The Colbert Station brand was CS. They peered down at the design on the end of the branding iron. 

“A star with one curved line next to it, Julie mused, it
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