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‘There’s something soothing about Tricia Stringer’s writing…This book will make you want to enjoy a weekend in the countryside, crack open a good bottle of pinot gris, and hug your sister.’

—Australian Women’s Weekly on Head for the Hills

‘Head for the Hills is a clever, sincere and quirky novel.’

—Weekend Australian

‘A joyful, insightful and timely read.’

—Talking Aussie Books on Head for the Hills

‘Tricia Stringer is a bestselling author and voice of Australian storytelling. She’s back, and better than ever with a glorious read about the journeys we take, professionally and personally…Back on Track is a double treat, combining two of my favourite things: train journeys and excellent storytelling…Pure (train) escapism but with guts and heart—and an ending that will make you smile.’

—Better Reading

‘Back on Track is an engaging tale of troubled relationships, ageism, family drama and hope…Another warm-hearted and engaging read by Stringer.’

—Canberra Weekly

‘…another great story of family and friends with Tricia, [who is] a master at producing authentic and real people and places that take you right to the centre of the community.’

—Great Reads and Tea Leaves on Keeping up Appearances

‘Popular author Tricia Stringer returns with another engaging tale of friendship, family drama and changing times…[she] once again demonstrates why she is one of the best chroniclers of small town Australia.’

—Canberra Weekly on Keeping up Appearances

‘“Masterful” gets used a lot in reviews, but Tricia Stringer really is. With Birds of a Feather, she firmly takes her place as one of Australia’s most accomplished writers.’

—Better Reading

‘Warm, sincere and thoughtful, Birds of a Feather is an engaging contemporary novel sure to delight readers, new and old.’

—Book’d Out

‘A good, warm-hearted read with relatable and empathetic characters.’

—Canberra Weekly on Birds of a Feather

‘A book you can’t put down…Stringer’s skill is in weaving the experiences of different generations of women together, with sensitivity and familiarity, gently showing how context can shape women’s decisions…A moving, feel-good, warm read about strong, loving women…the exact book we all need right now.’

—Mamamia on The Family Inheritance

‘…a polished family saga…all delivered with intelligence, wit and emotion in equal measures…Perfection!’

—Better Reading on The Family Inheritance

‘Tricia Stringer is an intuitive and tender-hearted storyteller who displays a real ability to interrogate issues that affect families and individuals. The Family Inheritance is another gratifying read from Tricia Stringer.’

—Mrs B’s Book Reviews

‘This book is the equivalent of a hot bath or a box of chocolates, it’s comforting and an absolute pleasure to immerse yourself in…If you enjoy well-written family sagas, look no further. The Model Wife is perfect.’

—Better Reading

‘Tricia Stringer’s The Model Wife is a beautiful multi-dimensional family saga.’

—Beauty and Lace

‘[A] heartfelt saga.’

—Herald Sun on The Model Wife

‘The Model Wife is a beautiful story with familiar challenges and a strength of a family who are connected via their life experiences together.’

—Chapter Ichi

‘A well-written, engaging story of the everyday challenges of life and love…a wise, warm, and wonderful story.’

—Book’d Out on The Model Wife

‘Delivers a gentle satisfaction that makes it a great choice for a lazy Sunday afternoon read.’

—Books + Publishing on Table for Eight

‘A witty, warm and wise story of how embracing the new with an open heart can transform your life.’

—Herald Sun on Table for Eight

‘…a moving, feel-good read…a warm and uplifting novel of second chances and love old and new in a story of unlikely dining companions thrown together on a glamorous cruise.’

—Sunday Mail on Table for Eight

‘A wonderful story of friendships, heartbreak and second chances that may change your life.’

—Beauty and Lace on Table for Eight

‘Stringer’s inviting new novel is sprinkled with moments of self reflection, relationship building, friendships and love.’

—Mrs B’s Book Reviews on Table for Eight

‘Tricia has no trouble juggling a large cast and ensuring we get to know and connect with them…captivated me start to finish; if it wasn’t the wishing myself on board for a relaxing and pampered break from reality, it was connecting with the characters and hoping they managed to find what they were looking for. Definitely a book I didn’t want to put down!’

—Beauty and Lace on Table for Eight

‘A heart-warming novel that celebrates friendships old and new, reminding us that it’s never too late to try again…If you enjoy stories that explore connections between people and pay tribute to the endurance of love and friendship, you will love Stringer’s new novel. Table For Eight is a beautiful book…If you’re looking for a getaway but don’t quite have the time or funds, look no further—this book is your next holiday. Pull up a deck chair and enjoy.’

—Better Reading on Table for Eight
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prologue

The jet ski sliced through the pristine waters of Talbot Bay like a knife through butter. Raph loved this time of day. The sun had yet to rise above the horizon but it had already turned the water cerulean blue and painted pink and gold on the steep rocky walls of the cliffs.

He’d first come here as a backpacker eight years ago, planning to work for one season, but the unique setting and the changing mix of people had drawn him back and now he was a guest experience manager at the iconic Horizontal Falls. Although not for much longer. Tourist operations like the one he worked for were being curtailed or shut down but for now he breathed in the peace and serenity of the remote north of Western Australia and appreciated how lucky he was.

He headed across the vast expanse of the bay towards the anchored vessel that housed the eighteen guests who’d stayed overnight. They’d been the usual mix of overseas and Australian tourists who’d paid well for the bucket-list experience. The large American man was the noisiest and of course he stood out, but Raph had been intrigued by two other couples. They were Aussies, two men and two women in three rooms, and there’d been something odd about the way they interacted with each other.

A splash to his left caught his eye and, in the distance, he saw a large dorsal fin cut the water. Something had interested the tawny nurse sharks that inhabited the bay. They were usually docile during the day and handfeeding them was one of the main activities each afternoon but now quite a group of them were gathered around something about fifteen metres from the vessel.

He cut the throttle right back and turned the nose of his jet ski towards the prowling sharks. Gliding closer, he frowned and lifted his sunglasses. He blinked but nothing changed. There was definitely a body in the water, arms akimbo, eyes closed as if they were relaxing instead of being buffeted by the pack of sharks. Raph’s heart went to his mouth and he took a deep breath to stop his breakfast doing the same. Then a single shriek pierced the morning air.
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one

From under the restaurant canopy Sharyn eyed the dark clouds on the horizon. The late April day had been warm but now a storm was building over Adelaide and the air was oppressive. She glanced out over the calm waters of the lake. Perhaps the storm would bypass them, slip down the gulf and out over Kangaroo Island on its way east.

“Yoo-hoo, Sharyn, did you hear me?”

She flicked her gaze back to the table, the remains of their long lunch still evident. Three sets of eyes were fixed on her. Ruth, Gail and Ann. Her best friends. They’d all been newly married when they’d first met years ago. They’d just bought their first homes in suburbs neighbouring the newly developed and trendy West Lakes. Together they’d followed every trend since.

“You’ve got plans already, haven’t you?” Ruth gushed excitedly from across the table.

Sharyn frowned. “Plans?”

“For your sixtieth.” Gail wriggled her eyebrows. “You’re being evasive. You’ve been saying for ages you want to do something different for this birthday but you haven’t suggested a thing.”

“It’s not till the end of June.”

Ann leaned in. “But that’s only two months away. You must have started planning.”

“We’re all keeping our calendars clear, aren’t we, girls?” Ruth glanced at the others, who nodded eagerly.

“We haven’t decided yet.”

The collective intake of breath set Sharyn’s nerves on edge and the garlic prawns she’d just consumed swirled inside her like the barrel of a cement truck, along with the several champagnes that had slipped down all too quickly. Once more three sets of eyes locked on hers.

“Who’s we?” Ruth asked, always the more forthright of the four of them.

“Barry and me.”

“But you said you’d never let Barry organise anything for your important milestones again,” Ann gasped.

Gail winced. “Not after his previous fiascos.”

“He badly wants to organise something special for my sixtieth.”

“Have you forgotten how he ruined your thirtieth and your fortieth? And you always go on about the disaster that was your honeymoon before that.” Ruth marked off each of Barry’s demerits on her fingers. “It was supposed to be an overseas holiday.”

Sharyn gave an internal eye roll. They never let it go. “He was joking about the overseas part. We had no money back then.” She felt a pang of hurt on her husband’s behalf. She’d always made a joke of his promise of an overseas honeymoon. All their careful savings had gone on the house deposit so they’d flown to Kangaroo Island, which she’d thought was special, but he’d booked the wrong dates for their accommodation and hire car. It was school holidays and there was little available. They’d ended up staying in a tiny back room of a run-down lodge with no heating, intermittent hot water and a long cold walk to the nearest eating place. “It was nearly thirty-five years ago.”

“Barry can’t organise a chook raffle.” Ruth was not to be deflected. “You’ve said so yourself on many occasions.”

“Chooks were the problem for your fortieth birthday, as I recall,” Ann said.

“Don’t talk about it.” Sharyn’s stomach roiled even more at the memory.

“I don’t suppose it was actually his fault the chicken was off,” Gail offered.

Ruth snorted. “It was his idea to hire the roasting van and do it himself.”

“And what about your thirtieth?” Ann said. “You hated it. Said you’d never forgive him.”

“Not exactly nev—”

“Throwing a surprise party at home for someone with a new baby and a toddler,” Ruth cut in. “I don’t know why we let him talk us into it. We all had young kids and he hired a jumping castle. There was barely room for it, half the kids were too young for it and the rest were bouncing off the furniture, not just the castle. Blood noses and bumps everywhere. Lucky there were no broken bones. It was chaos.”

This time Sharyn joined the chorus of groans. She’d been off colour for a few days leading up to that birthday and with two young children she hadn’t been able to do a thing around the house. She remembered the humiliation of everyone traipsing out to the backyard through the laundry full of dirty washing and a kitchen cluttered with saucepans and dishes and toys and then the extra mess that had followed the party.

“Times have changed,” she said bravely. “And anyway, it’s not only my sixtieth we’ll be celebrating. It will be our thirty-fifth wedding anniversary.”

“We had ours last year.” Ann pouted. “It’s coral.”

“Oh, yes. Dear Trev bought you that hideous coral-coloured handbag.” Ruth chuckled.

“It’s the thought that counts,” Sharyn said.

This time her three friends’ gazes were accusing and Ruth tossed her spoon to the plate with a clatter. “Don’t suddenly come over all pious. You’re the one who goes on about not letting Barry organise anything.”

“I know I’ve always banged on about Barry’s…” Sharyn shrugged, “bad luck with celebrations, but he’s been working on this for a while now.”

“What’s he planning?” Ann asked.

Once more Sharyn was conscious of the rich food and drink swirling inside her. “I think it’s a holiday somewhere warm. I glimpsed some brochures with palm trees and a yacht before he whisked them away the other day.”

“If it’s a holiday he should let us know soon,” Ruth said. “My work calendar is already busy for the next few months and you know how hard it is to get Roger and Gail off the property.”

Gail had married a farmer second time round but kept her house in Adelaide. These days she spent almost as much time there as she did on their farm.

“Maybe it will be a real overseas trip this time?” Gail grimaced. “Our passports have expired. We’ll have to get them renewed. You need to allow time for that.”

Sharyn pressed her fingers to her lips and cleared her throat. “I think it’s something expensive. He’s been very secretive and today he was quizzing me about how long I’d be out. I think he might be going to tell me tonight.”

“I do hope it’s a villa in Tuscany.” Ann sighed.

“That’s been done to death. I was reading about this place in Japan that’s supposed to be one for the bucket list.” Ruth frowned. “B-something.” She put her fingers to her chin. “Beppu! It’s in the south and has over two thousand hot springs. And June’s summer for them.”

Sharyn screwed up her nose. “Our leave starts in less than a month. And we haven’t renewed our passports either.”

“Maybe a local holiday, a special dinner somewhere and an expensive piece of jewellery,” Ruth said. “I’ve already got my eye on a jade bracelet for our anniversary. It’s the alternate gift to coral for thirty-five years.”

“Wish I’d known that,” Ann groaned.

“I’m sure he’s planning some kind of a holiday.” A tropical island was what Sharyn had hoped for. Somewhere overseas would be even better, and she hadn’t thought of Japan. There was still time to get passports if they paid extra and he could hardly organise hers without her knowing. “The money came through from Barry’s dad’s estate a month ago and it was very generous. We had no idea he had so much stashed away.” She leaned in. “We’ve paid off our mortgage.”

“Something I can only dream of,” Gail moaned. “There will always be things we need for the property. We’ll be leaving debt to the kids, not money.”

“Says the woman whose city house is her holiday home and who’s had more overseas holidays than the rest of us put together,” Ruth quipped.

The colour rose in Gail’s cheeks and Sharyn cut in before the old argument about asset rich, cash poor came up. Ruth loved to push people’s buttons and poor Gail always rose to the bait. “Barry’s planning something swanky.” She glanced at each of her friends apologetically. “And I think…well, I’m not sure, but it might be a holiday…just for the two of us.”

“Oh.” Gail’s pink cheeks deflated.

“We always celebrate our special birthdays together,” Ann said.

“We’ll still do that.” Sharyn beamed hastily to soothe any ruffled feathers. “I’ll make sure there’s a party as well, don’t you worry. I’m hoping the boys will come home for it.” Sharyn and Barry’s eldest, Max, lived on the Gold Coast and Liam lived south of Perth. They both led such busy lives it would take some planning. Perhaps Barry had been on to that already.

“If Barry is whisking you away, we can have a nice dinner before you go,” Gail said. “Although we’d better get planning.”

“Maybe after we get back?” Sharyn suggested. “I’m just not sure how long we’ll be gone for but we’ve got six weeks’ leave.”

“Zero birthdays should go all year anyway,” Ruth said. “And Sharyn might be the first but we’re all turning sixty later this year.”

Ann clapped her hands. “Instead of the one big party like we did for our fiftieths, we can roll from one party to the next.”

“We’ll have to celebrate on Julie’s day too,” Gail said. “I can’t believe it’s a year already since she…”

Gail’s voice wavered to a stop and they all fell silent.

“Poor Julie.” Ann shook her head. “Raymond’s idea of an early sixtieth gift was to buy that fancy caravan.”

“She went downhill so fast she never got the chance to go anywhere except the trial run to Yorke Peninsula,” Gail said.

Ruth grimaced. “At least if she had to die too young she did it before Ray could inflict a long caravan holiday on her.”

Sharyn cringed at Ruth’s harsh words but she was in agreement when it came to caravans. They were not her thing either. She raised her glass. “To absent friends.”

A chorus of voices followed hers and they all sipped the bubbly. There was still a giant hole in their gatherings that had always been filled by Julie’s bright smile, quirky jokes and upbeat personality.

“Julie would be poking her tongue out at our gloomy faces.” Ruth raised her glass again. “To turning sixty. We owe it to Jules to do it in style, and what a celebration it will be.”

They all sipped again and Sharyn swallowed the lump in her throat that still wobbled up so easily. She missed her dear friend very much. The two of them had been particularly close—they’d only lived a few streets away from each other, and Barry had got on like a brother with Raymond. They’d known each other the longest of all of them, whereas he wasn’t so close to the other three husbands. Nor their wives, for that matter. Sharyn sipped her champagne but it soured in her stomach. Barry had been determined to surprise her properly, to make up for past mistakes, he’d said. As exciting as that sounded, her friends had reminded her how fraught his surprises could be.
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Further along the coast, a few blocks back from the sea, not far from Glenelg, a moving van took up most of the space in the narrow street outside Kathleen Allenby’s house.

“Are you still there?” a voice barked from the phone pressed to her ear.

Kathleen startled at her aunt’s shrill tone and accidentally brushed the curtain. She froze as the fabric swayed but the woman over the fence was too preoccupied giving directions to be looking her way.

“Yes, Aunty, sorry. The new neighbours are moving their furniture in and it’s been chaos in the street today. Entertaining though. Mrs High Horse has been over with a bag of lemons but she’s only done it so she can get a closer look and there’s been a few antics as cars try to get past the truck. Mr Big Shot down the road got quite narky about it blocking half the street and he might scratch his fancy car.”

“I hope you’re keeping back from the curtains,” Beryl reprimanded her. “They’ll see you peeping if you’re not careful.”

“Of course.” Kathleen chewed her lip and took a small step back. Her aunt had inducted her into the art of discreet snooping as a young child.

“I thought someone moved in next door only recently.”

Since the house adjoining Kathleen’s had been sold there’d been a series of tenants, all of them noisy with children and pets, loud music, people coming and going at all hours.

“These are the new people—a woman with a child and a baby.” Kathleen wrinkled her nose at the thought of the little boy, whose head was already regularly popping up over her back fence. Felix, his name was. She knew it well—his mother had screamed it often enough. “They’ve been in the house for a week already, but they only had some basics with them. Looks like this might be the rest of their furniture. Still no sign of a man though.”

“Another single mother, no doubt.” Beryl’s disapproval oozed from the phone. Then her voice softened. “You poor thing. I did warn your father that selling the place next door when you have a common wall was madness but he wouldn’t be told. And that conniving son of his had too much say.”

Kathleen stifled a sigh. Her aunt never had a kind word to say about Kathleen’s brother, Raymond. Besides Beryl, he was her only close family now and had been recently widowed. They needed each other. “They thought it for the best.”

“Humph!”

“Looking after this place is enough for me.”

“But whose pocket did the sale line? It should have been split at least half each but instead Raymond got the lot.”

Kathleen agreed with her aunt but kept her mouth shut. She’d felt betrayed when her father’s will had given nearly all the money he’d made from the sale of the adjoining house to Raymond. On top of that, over the years her parents had given him a deposit for his first home and supported his business ventures, and she’d never asked for a thing. Kathleen had quietly hoped the adjoining houses would both be hers. Instead one was sold and when her father’s will was read, the one she now lived in had been left to them both so it was in joint names—hers and her brother’s.

“You helped look after your mother then Raymond’s wife when they had their awful illnesses then gave up your job to look after your father.”

Technically Kathleen hadn’t given up her job—she’d had a contract and it had ended—but she didn’t interrupt.

“You’ve been a dogsbody for your family,” her aunt droned on. “The least my brother could have done was left you much better off for it.”

“What’s done is done, Aunty. I have a roof over my head.”

“Until Raymond decides to sell that too.”

“He won’t.” Kathleen didn’t quite achieve the certainty she’d wanted in her voice. “Anyway, we both own it.”

A snort came from the phone.

“He’s coming over for lunch tomorrow.”

“Raymond?” Another snort. “After a free feed, I suppose.”

The angst of being piggy in the middle gnawed in Kathleen’s chest. Raymond rarely had a good word to say about Beryl either. “He’s bringing dessert.”

“Must be after something. You make sure he doesn’t try to take more of what’s rightfully yours. You’re weak where he’s concerned. Just like with your father. You let him push you around.”

“I don’t.”

“How’s the job hunting going?”

Kathleen stiffened at her aunt’s change of tack. “Nothing yet.”

“You gave up an excellent job to look after your father but time waits for no one. You’ve been out of the workforce so long. I’ve asked around and people tell me it gets harder the longer you leave it.”

“It’s been less than a year,” Kathleen said but knew her aunt was right. In the four months since her father had died she’d kept to herself and rarely gone out. Being a carer had left her devoid of energy, drained of interest in life beyond her four walls.

“You need to get back on the bike, Kathleen. You can’t hide away at home forever. You’ll run out of the miserly amount of money my brother left you. You know you’ll get my estate one day but I hope that’s a long way off yet.”

“Of course it is.” Kathleen’s heart skipped. Her aunt lived alone in a modest home in Melbourne and while they didn’t see each other often, they spoke nearly every day on the phone. Her father’s only sibling had lived in the house next door when Kathleen had been a child and had been like a second mother. Beryl had married later in life and moved to Melbourne. After her husband died she’d stayed put. Beryl was Kathleen’s only other family member besides her brother. The thought of losing her was terrifying.

“You could always try for something here.”

“In Melbourne?” Kathleen pressed her hand to her chest as the fluttery sensation repeated.

“You used to enjoy your visits here. You can come again now that…well, now that you don’t have anyone else to worry about. You can please yourself. You could even live with me if you like.”

Kathleen pressed harder against her breastbone as her heart beat faster. Navigating airports and being jammed next to someone on a plane was beyond her. These days it took her all her strength to leave the house for essentials, which reminded her she still had to go to the shop.

“I’ve got to go, Aunty. I still have to buy the meat for tomorrow.”

“What are you having?”

“Filet mignon with duck fat potatoes.”

“Very fancy.”

“Ray’s like Dad. They both love…loved their steak.”

“And what’s he bringing?”

“Cheesecake.”

“Humph! In a supermarket box, I suppose.”

“I must go. Talk tomorrow.”

“Call a bit earlier if you like. I can’t wait to hear what Raymond’s been up to.”

“Bye, Aunty.”

There was a sharp yell of complaint from over the fence. Kathleen’s gaze went back to next door. The moving van had left and the woman was wagging her finger at something. Kathleen assumed it was the little boy. The woman was shouting and jiggling the crying baby on her hip. Thankfully the noise was dulled by the glass of the closed window.

The previous tenants had been smokers and often sat on their front verandah. The acrid stench would drift through the lattice partition separating their spaces and on through her window so that her bedroom began to reek. She’d kept the window shut ever since and she’d moved into the tiny third bedroom close to the kitchen. Perhaps she’d be able to open the window again if the new people weren’t smokers and she could move back in to this room, which got the afternoon sun.

Next door the front door banged open and the woman yelled again. Footsteps thundered down the wooden floorboards inside. The new owners had pulled up the passage carpet and polished the old floorboards, which was all well and good but often the noise was so loud it was as if her neighbours were inside her house.

She sighed and headed for the haven of her kitchen. The walls were thicker there and the floor was cement under the worn linoleum. It was the only room where the neighbours couldn’t be heard.
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two

Sharyn climbed into the passenger seat beside Barry while her friends stood on the pavement outside the restaurant. The other three all lived close to each other and Ruth’s husband was giving them a lift. Lightning illuminated the clouds followed quickly by an ominous rumble.

A tiny burp escaped Sharyn’s lips as she fumbled with her seatbelt.

Barry grinned. “You girls have had a big afternoon.”

“Making the most of a beautiful day out by the lake.” Sharyn waved to her friends. They’d started at eleven for pre-lunch drinks and it was four o’clock.

“Message as soon as—” Ruth called. The upward swish of the car window along with Barry’s acceleration chopped off her final words.

“As soon as what?” Barry asked as he glanced at Sharyn while taking the corner sharply, terrifying a woman about to cross the road.

Sharyn gripped the seat and glanced at the speedo as he accelerated down the road. “What’s the rush?” She was regretting the last glass of champagne. The last couple actually. They’d had six bottles between the four of them and Gail had only had a few glasses.

“No rush, I—” His frown turned to a grin. “I want to get home so you can see your surprise.”

The rich food and alcohol swirled inside her again and the beginnings of a headache niggled her temples. “What surprise?”

“For your birthday.”

She’d hoped he’d tell her what he’d been up to tonight but she played dumb. “It’s not my birthday yet.”

“I know, but the opportunity came up and…well, it’s the first part of the surprise.”

“What could it be?” She gave him a playful poke. Her birthday was in June so she desperately hoped it was going to be a trip to somewhere warm. If not overseas, tropical Queensland would still be good, maybe one of those gorgeous islands. Perhaps Max could join them and even Liam. They saw so little of their sons these days with both of them interstate.

“You really are in happy land, aren’t you.” Barry winked at her.

Sharyn looked away. God, perhaps he’d taken one of his pills. Maybe sex was part of his evening plan. Oh well, she’d had enough champagne to put her in the mood.

“My lips are sealed until we’re home,” he said.

She focused on the road ahead. Perhaps he’d organised some kind of big reveal. Her mind whirled with possibilities.

She pressed her fingers to her cheeks as Barry slowed to turn into their street.

“Not long now,” he teased. “Close your eyes.”

Suppressing a giggle, she did as he asked, but as the car rolled to a stop in their driveway she opened them again, both impatient to see the surprise and to stop the ghastly spinning sensation in her head. The front of the house was as she’d left it. No decorations or fancy signs.

“Wha…” The words withered in her dry mouth as something caught her eye. She turned, blinked, but the apparition outside her window didn’t disappear. The contents of her stomach agitated like a top loading washing machine. She blinked again but she wasn’t imagining it. There was a caravan in their driveway.

“I know this is not quite what you’d hoped for but—”

“Not quite!” she squeaked. “Please tell me this is a joke.”

“We’ve both got our long service leave approved. You said you wanted to go away for an extended holiday, somewhere warm—”

“Not in a caravan!”

“We talked about getting one.”

“You talked about it.”

“But—”

“One day…maybe…” She stared at the ugly monolith beside her. “I never actually thought we’d do it.”

“But Shaz.”

She turned to her husband. “Don’t but Shaz me. You know I hate it when you call me that. It’s only making it worse. I hope you haven’t paid money for that thing.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “You take it right back to wherever you got it from.”

“But it’s a great van. I even got a four-wheel drive as part of the deal. It was a real bargain.”

“A bargain! You’ve bought it!”

He nodded.

“I can’t believe you’d go out and buy a caravan and a four-wheel drive without discussing it with me.”

“We did discuss it.”

“Months ago! And we didn’t say we’d do it.”

His face fell. “But you said you’d think about it.”

“Think about it, Barry. Like you think you might take one of those tourist flights to the moon one day. It’ll never happen.” She flicked off her seatbelt. It was pressing far too tightly around her middle. “And when in almost thirty-five years of marriage have we ever made huge purchases without consulting each other?”

Barry sank back in his seat. “It was such a great chance and he had two other guys interested so I had to act quickly. I used Dad’s money. I thought you’d love it.”

Sharyn pressed a hand to her stomach and grimaced as the pain deepened in her temple. “We were going to spend some of that money on a special holiday. I can’t believe you can even entertain the idea that I might like to trade that, our trip of a lifetime, for living in a…” She flung a hand in the air. “A cubby house on wheels!” She scrabbled to open the door. A warm pungent wall of humid air enveloped her and this time the thunder boomed right overhead as the lightning flashed. Big fat drops of rain hit the concrete drive. Sharyn pushed the door a little too hard and it flew out and hit the side of the van.

“Take it easy.” Barry was around to her side before she’d pulled herself up to standing. “No need to belt the place up.”

“The handle slipped,” she muttered. The heat was oppressive and the drops of rain too far between to be refreshing. She really didn’t feel well at all.

Barry ran a hand over the edge of the car door and then inspected the side of the van. Sharyn glanced across the road, hoping none of the neighbours had noticed. She looked back at the monstrosity in her driveway. How could they have missed it?

Barry took some keys from his pocket. “Do you want to check it out? It’s really a good v—”

“I do not want to check it out,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “I can’t believe you spent our money on a monster.”

“Technically it was my money.”

“Barry Treggoning! Don’t you dare quibble over whose money—”

He flung his hands in the air then quickly pulled them back to his sides and lowered his voice. “Look, love, let’s not stand out here arguing.” He nodded towards the side fence. Karen from next door was doing something in the garden along their adjoining boundary. Her head lifted and Sharyn ducked hers before she could make eye contact.

Barry frowned and shook his head. “We can look at it tomorrow if you’d rather.”

“I’d rather not see it at all,” she hissed. “I still can’t believe you’d do this to me again.”

“What do you mean, ‘again’?”

The girls had been right. His surprise was a catastrophe. She put a hand to her cheek. God, what would they say when they found out? She’d be the butt of their jokes for months, years! Anger churned with the contents of her stomach. She eased herself up straight and peered over the car. Karen was nowhere to be seen. Sharyn turned the force of her anger on her husband.

“Your surprises are always failures,” she seethed. It was so hard arguing under her breath.

“Sharyn, you can’t be serious.”

The hurt on Barry’s face took the wind from her lungs but not the movement from her stomach. Suddenly the contents rose like molten lava and splattered on the pavement. Sharyn pressed a hand to her mouth. “Oh my god.”

Vomit dribbled down her fingers. It was on the driveway, over Barry’s shoes and splattered up the wheels of the van.

Barry was a statue staring down towards his feet, then he slowly lifted his gaze to meet hers. “How much did you girls drink today?”

She looked away, avoiding the judgement in his eyes. She didn’t dare open her mouth for fear of more vomit erupting. The rain had stopped almost before it had begun and the weight of the humid air pressing in on her sent waves of clammy heat through her body.

He sighed. “You go inside. I’ll take care of this.”

Mortified, head pounding and stomach still churning, Sharyn stepped over her mess and hurried towards the safety of her front door. She jabbed frantically at the numbers on the keylock and was relieved as the light flashed green. Vomit threatened to rise up her throat again. She took a deep breath and gave one last glance back towards Barry.

Then she saw the most hideous thing of all. Spelled out on the back of the caravan in large print was Baz and Shaz. She pressed her hand harder to her mouth and ran for the bathroom.
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Kathleen had enjoyed lunch with her brother even though he’d been a little late and the meat and potatoes had ended up overcooked. He’d brought a packet cheesecake as Beryl had predicted but he’d also brought fresh berries and had done a reasonable job of decorating the top. Kathleen had added some cream. It had been quite delicious. They’d talked about all sorts over their meal. Or at least Raymond had done most of the talking, about work and the team he had and how well it was going after a few rocky years. Now they were sitting on her small back verandah with a cup of tea each and some of her cornflake biscuits.

“There’s something about the way you make these,” Raymond said through a mouthful of his second biscuit, several crumbs caught in his beard.

Kathleen shrugged. “They’re just biscuits.”

“What did the biscuit say when it got in trouble?” He grinned at her and she shook her head but couldn’t resist.

“Crumbs,” they said together. She’d heard that one many times. Raymond’s dad jokes were always terrible but somehow they made her smile.

“No one else’s biscuits are as good,” he said. “It mustn’t be easy cooking in that run-down kitchen. Mum got that stove before you were born.”

She shrugged again. “It still works.” Although she could no longer get it clean, one of the elements didn’t heat and the markings on the knobs were barely readable.

Raymond glanced back towards the door. “The place could do with an upgrade. Paint inside and out, new oven, cupboards and benchtops in the kitchen. And the bathroom is archaic—”

She held up her hand to stop him. “I don’t have the money for any of these ideas of yours.”

“I’d help,” he said. “It’s half mine so I feel responsible.”

“Like a landlord, you mean?”

“I’m not your landlord. You can do what you want with the place as far as I’m concerned.”

Kathleen inspected her teacup. She wasn’t sure what to make of this sudden interest in the house.

“Have I showed you the latest photos of the girls?” He whipped out his phone and scrolled through pictures of his granddaughters.

They lived in Perth with their mum. Their dad, Raymond’s son Dale, had recently split with the little girls’ mother.

“I’m glad Julie wasn’t here to see it,” he said as he put his phone facedown on the table. “She’d have been heartbroken.”

Kathleen nodded. There was little she could say. She and Beryl both agreed that Dale had been an indulged, arrogant brat of a child and he’d changed little in adulthood. Kathleen was surprised the relationship had lasted as long as it had.

“I noticed empty boxes on the verandah next door when I arrived. Have you met the new neighbours?”

“They haven’t been there long.”

“Perhaps you can be friends with this lot.”

“Friends?”

“Not too many left in the street you’re on talking terms with now that the old couple from the other side have moved out.”

“The new people on the other side have a dog that barks constantly when they’re out, which is nearly all day, the previous tenants in the duplex smoked and the new ones have a kid called Felix who’s spent a lot of the short time since he moved in trying to climb my fence.”

“He’s a kid, Kathleen. It’s hardly a hanging offence.”

Kathleen looked down and curled her fingers in her lap. What would Raymond know about irritating neighbours? He lived in a large house surrounded by a big yard, a beautiful garden and decent fences between him and his courteous neighbours who’d lived there nearly as long as he had.

“The garden looks good.”

“I discovered I liked gardening before Dad…well, it gave me something to do when he was sleeping.” And it had become her haven. The fences blocked her view of the neighbours—although not their annoying habits as it turned out—and once her dad had become too sick to come outside and scoff at her changes she’d gradually tamed the garden, got rid of what she didn’t like and added more of what she did. There was a small lawn and the rest was shrubs and flowering plants. She was pleased with the result—it felt like the one place she belonged.

A ball sailed across the yard and thudded against the fence on the other side, setting off the dog once more.

Kathleen gritted her teeth as a male voice bellowed, “Shut up!”

“Hell, that dog makes a racket.” Raymond rose to his feet. “Sounds big for a small yard.”

“It’s a German shepherd. I’m surprised it hasn’t lost its voice it barks so much.”

Raymond picked up the ball and they both looked up as another ball came over the fence, a larger one this time that lobbed in the middle of the colourful bed of petunias, scattering flowers and leaves. Kathleen crossed to the garden bed and grabbed the ball. It was only light but it had done some damage.

“Felix!” a woman’s voice screeched, then a frowning face appeared over the fence. The frown changed to a smile when she saw Raymond. “Oh, hello, I’m your new neighbour, Krystal. Haven’t had a chance to come and meet you yet.”

“I’m Ray but I’m just visiting. This is my sister Kathleen’s place.”

There was a bang and a clatter and a curly-haired boy, his face dotted with freckles, appeared beside Krystal. “Careful on that, Felix.” She looked back at them. “He’s a bit of a climber, this one. Climbs on anything he can drag over.”

“That’s my ball.” Felix jabbed a grubby finger towards Kathleen. She gripped the ball tighter, hoping it would pop in her hands. “Give it back!” he whined.

“Please,” Krystal said, but it was Kathleen she was eyeballing.

Felix was silent.

Reluctantly Kathleen lifted the offending missile and the boy grabbed it, poked out his tongue then disappeared.

“I tell him to keep it in our yard, but you know kids.” Krystal smiled widely at Raymond then turned an enquiring look to Kathleen. “Felix has lost a few balls and I assume they’ve come into your yard. It’d be good if you could toss them back.”

Kathleen gritted her teeth. She knew where she’d like to toss them. “Sure.”

Raymond held up the grubby tennis ball that had set off the dog. “No harm done.”

Kathleen looked at her broken petunias then up at Krystal. She was batting her eyelids at Raymond. For goodness sake, he would be old enough to be her father.

“Thanks,” Krystal said and winked at Raymond before dropping below the fence.

“She seems nice enough.” Raymond picked up a paper serviette that had fluttered down from the table where they’d been having their tea.

“Mmm,” Kathleen responded noncommittally. Apart from the balls and the other toys that regularly came over her fence, there’d been no way she could move her bed back to the front room and open the window. Krystal wasn’t a smoker but turns out some of her friends were. She’d had housewarming drinks the previous evening which had gone on for hours. Kathleen had to keep the front of her house shut up to keep the acrid stink out. Her backyard was her haven, except for Felix and his penchant for throwing things over the fence and the forever barking dog on the other side. Some days it was easier to stay inside.

“Kath, what’s this?”

Raymond was standing at her bin. The lid was up and he held a small plastic cricket bat in one hand and a flattened ball in the other.

Kathleen stayed where she was, her eyes averted from his.

“There’s more.” He’d dropped the toys and was rummaging in her bin.

“For goodness sake, Ray, get out of there.” She started towards him as he hoisted two tennis balls and a plastic bucket into the air.

“Why aren’t you giving these back?”

In that moment he looked so like their father, so judgemental. There’d been little she could get right in her father’s opinion.

“He’s wrecking my garden.”

“He’s a little kid.”

“He’s a little bugger and he does it deliberately.” She jabbed a finger towards the bin. “There’s a broken pot in there and a crack in one of the louvres in the shed window.”

“You should talk to Krystal and explain what’s going on.”

“Wouldn’t do any good. She’s already friendly with Mrs High Horse from number seven.”

“Janice?” He shook his head at her. “Really, Kathleen, you have to let that go. Just because she didn’t have enough apricots to give everyone that one time doesn’t—”

“She left me out on purpose.”

Raymond cocked his head to one side, his eyebrows raised like question marks over the disbelief on his face.

“It’s true. She’s not spoken to me since that street party during covid. Not finding her invitation until it was all over wasn’t my fault but she blamed me and now she tells everyone I’m crazy.”

“This was always such a friendly street.”

“It was.”

“Mum loved to sit out the front and chat to whoever went past.”

Kathleen snatched the toys and dropped them back in the bin, along with those he’d dropped to the ground. “These days I might as well live on the moon for all the neighbours I see.”

“I’m sorry, Kath.” He gave her a quick hug.

The last time anyone had hugged her had been at their dad’s funeral, four months ago. She took a small step back. “It is what it is.”

“You must be lonely now…without Dad,” he continued, as if her recall of her father had conjured it in Raymond too.

“I’m fine.” Her relationship with her father had been complicated. And his dementia had taken his mind long before anyway. When he died she’d been sad, of course, but she certainly didn’t feel lonely.

Ray glanced around. “This place really needs a lot of work.”

Little alarm bells sounded in her head. “It’s okay.”

“We could sell it and get you a modern place of your own that would be less work.”

“No!” Kathleen swallowed her panic. “This place is mine. I’ve lived here nearly all my life. I’m settled, and faults and all I love it.”

“Okay.” He shrugged.

She blew out a silent breath. For a moment she’d thought perhaps he was going to push her out as Beryl had suggested.

“And no luck with finding work?”

“Not yet,” she said firmly, ready for him to nag her like Beryl had but instead he remained silent and looked away.

He fidgeted with his cup, shifted the position of his phone on the table, cleared his throat as if he was going to speak and then didn’t. She studied her brother, who was now just as studiously staring into his cup. He was not normally one to dither. He cleared his throat again and looked up.

“The caravan was more Julie’s idea than mine.”

“The caravan?” That wasn’t what she’d been expecting.

“Yes. She’d planned the big trip around Australia for her sixtieth which…” His face fell and he swallowed. “Well, as you know, we only got a couple of short trips away before she got too sick.” He sighed. “She’d have been sixty this year.”

“Perhaps you should sell it.” Kathleen recalled how expensive it had been at the time. Another thing their dad had helped out with.

“I might…eventually. It’s far too big for one. Julie wanted the bunks so we could take the girls with us for short holidays.” Once more he appeared to struggle with his emotions. “That’s not going to happen now.” He cleared his throat. “I am going to take a holiday in it though.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Kathleen blurted, not sure that it was. Travelling around in a caravan on your own wasn’t her idea of a holiday. Not that she’d had a holiday in a long time and she’d certainly never been in a caravan, so what would she know about it really? “Where will you go?”

“Western Australia…the northern coast probably. We’re still planning it.”

“We?”

“Barry and Sharyn.”

“Oh.” Kathleen should have known the “we” would be Raymond’s best friend Barry but…“I didn’t see them as the caravan type.”

“Barry’s been keen since we bought ours, but I think he’s got his work cut out with Sharyn. Even though she and Julie were close, she was horrified when we got our van. Julie had hoped to talk her round so that we could go on a trip together.”

Kathleen had never been a fan of Julie’s best friend. When they crossed paths, mostly only ever at family gatherings, she always felt like a bug under the microscope, as if Sharyn was judging her and Kathleen always came up wanting.

“So it’ll just be you two blokes then.”

“I hope not. It’s Sharyn’s sixtieth this year and their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. Barry’s got it all planned out. The trip of a lifetime.”

“How long are you going?”

“Six weeks or so. Depends how far we can stretch things. Barry and Sharyn have already booked in their long service leave but it’s not that easy for me. After a few setbacks the business is where I want it. And my new second in charge, Andy, is doing an excellent job—I can leave him to it and realistically I’m only a phone call away.”

Kathleen stifled a yawn. It was only afternoon but they’d eaten a big lunch and she’d hardly slept a wink the previous night. Along with Krystal’s party, next door’s dog had barked on and off all night and, while she was happy for her brother to be getting on with life after the loss of his wife, she really wasn’t that interested in his caravan holiday.

“Actually, Kathleen, there’s something I want to ask you,” Raymond blurted.

She rubbed her clenched hands on her thighs, Beryl’s warning ringing in her ears. Was he going to bring up selling the house again?

“I was hoping you’d come with us.”

She stopped rubbing and gaped at her brother. “In the caravan… with you?”

“Don’t make it sound as if it’s the worst thing in the world.”

She shook her head and pushed back from the table. “It’s not something I’d do.”

“Wait!” Raymond held up a hand but she was already on her feet.

“We’re brother and sister.” A shudder ran down her spine. “I’m not sharing a caravan with you, Ray, and I’m certainly not sharing your bed.”

Raymond’s hand flopped to the table. “Of course not.” He grimaced. “Let me explain.”

She waited, not retaking her seat.

“You helped look after Mum then Julie got sick. I don’t know how we’d have managed without your help and then you gave up your job to look after Dad for his last few months.”

Kathleen shook her head. None of them got that her job had been a contract and she’d been glad when it had finished anyway. She’d hated the work.

“You deserve a holiday, Kathleen, and it’d be a birthday present. With losing Julie then Dad last year we didn’t even acknowledge your…your birthday.”

“That’s because Julie was the one to remember birthdays.”

“I remember your birthday. It’s only a few weeks after mine.” He gave her a miffed look. “How could I forget getting a little sister for my birthday?”

She studied him, pondering not for the first time what a shock her arrival must have been for the whole family. Her mum had told her they’d always planned more children after Raymond but hadn’t been blessed with them. Then, as her mother had approached menopause, she’d fallen pregnant with Kathleen, who she’d described as a special gift for their family.

“We didn’t celebrate my sixtieth either.” Raymond cut into her thoughts. “I don’t have the cash to pay for anything too fancy but if you’d come with me I’d cover all your costs. Travel, accommodation, food, sightseeing.”

“You’d pay for separate accommodation?”

“Not exactly. We’d both be in the van.”

She shook her head.

“Hear me out. I’d use the bathroom facilities wherever we stay. You’d have the end of the van to yourself. It’s compact but the ensuite and the bunkroom make a complete unit with a door between them and the rest of the—”

“No, Raymond.” This was one time his cajoling wouldn’t work on her.

“Please, Kathleen.” There was a desperation in his voice she hadn’t heard since Julie got sick. “I don’t want to be a third wheel with Barry and Sharyn all the time and you and I get on all right. We’d have fun together, like we did when you were young. I used to take you lots of places back then. Before…”

Before he met Julie. They both knew that had irreparably changed their relationship like a line in the sand. Kathleen had only been six and she’d adored Julie to begin with but after they’d married their lives moved in other directions. Julie became friends with Sharyn and her other cronies, as Kathleen thought of them, and there were pregnancies, only one child for Julie and Raymond but between them and their friends there were always lots of kids. By the time Kathleen was a teenager the only time they welcomed her presence was when they’d needed a babysitter. Then it had been sugar-coated thank yous and the inevitable box of chocolates.

“Dad and Mum would hate to think of you mouldering away here.” Raymond threw his arms wide. “You need a holiday.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“We both do.”

They stared at each other across the table. In the silence between them next door’s dog began to bark ferociously followed by shouts of shut up.

“At least come over and look at the van,” Raymond said. “Check out the route we plan to take. See what you think.” He reached out and grabbed her hand, gave it a squeeze and shot her a pleading look. “Please, Kathleen.”

Raymond had always known how to handle people. Which buttons to press. A way of getting what he wanted. She’d seen him manipulate their parents, even his own wife, and he’d done it to Kathleen before. Beryl had been right about that but the difference was Beryl thought his manipulations were for sinister reasons and Kathleen didn’t believe that of her brother.

“Pretty please with sugar on the top.” He smiled his big goofy smile, reciting the words she’d always used on him as a child when she’d wanted him to take her somewhere.

From the other side of the wall footsteps thundered along the passage, a woman shouted and a baby started to cry.

Kathleen sighed. “Okay.”

“You’ll come! How about tomorrow?”

“What’s the rush?”

“Do you have plans?”

Kathleen pursed her lips. “Okay. I’ll come next weekend but it’s just to have a look. That’s all.”
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Sharyn sat outside on the living room’s small verandah that protected her from the heat of the late afternoon sun. The storm from yesterday had moved on but there was still moisture in the air and a lingering hint of the tropics.

On the table in front of her was the cup of tea she’d been sipping. She’d eaten a bit of salad for lunch and thankfully it had stayed settled and her headache was gone. She’d apologised to Barry but she was still mortified. Fancy overindulging and throwing up at her age.

At least from here she couldn’t see the monster of a thing that still lurked in her driveway. Barry had tried before and after lunch to get her to look at it, but she’d point-blank refused. She’d stayed in bed half the morning and then had found a small load of washing that needed doing, some minutes that needed tidying up before the next local residents meeting and some mouldy vegetables in the crisper, which had led to a good clean-out of the fridge. Anything to avoid Barry dragging her out to look at his purchase.

His purchase! How that gnawed away inside her. They’d jointly managed their finances since the day they’d married. They had their own personal funds for day-to-day expenses but everything else went in their joint account and they decided together which bill to pay, whether to add to their tiny investment portfolio or to super. His dad’s legacy had been a windfall they hadn’t expected. To be able to pay off their mortgage was amazing considering they’d extended it a few times over the years to renovate. Her recent kitchen upgrade had been the latest. She’d imagined the money left after that would take them on some wonderful holidays, perhaps buy Barry a new car.

Well, he’d done that, at least. The bloody caravan had come with a four-wheel drive. He’d told her all about it as she’d picked at her lunch. Some bloke had been selling up after he and his wife had downsized to a retirement village. It had fallen into place quickly and he was keen to move the van on. Barry kept raving about what a bargain getting the caravan and four-wheel drive together were. His idea of winning the lottery.

Which was all well and good but what about what she wanted? She’d never imagined herself travelling in a caravan. Not when there were so many cabins and self-contained units to stay in these days. The couple Barry had bought it from had the right idea in her opinion. And if it had to be an Australian holiday, whatever Barry had spent on that van would have bought them a lot of comfortable…she sniffed—why accept comfortable? Luxurious accommodation options.

Her phone chimed with another message. The girls’ group chat had been busy that morning, all of them wanting to know about Barry’s surprise. She started typing, telling them about the van, then she paused, sick at the thought of their mocking responses. She deleted and typed again, a lie this time. She said it had been a false alarm and prayed none of them called over to visit before she could convince him to get rid of the thing.

“Here you are.”

She jumped and slopped her tea. “Don’t scare me like that,” she snapped.

“Sorry, thought you saw me coming. Bit hard to see what you’re looking at through those dark glasses. Still got a headache?”

“No.”

“Feeling a bit better then?”

“Much.”

“Good. I thought I’d cook steak for dinner if you’re up to it.”

Sharyn sat up and looked at him over the top of her glasses. “You’re offering to cook?”

“Don’t say it like it’s something I never do.”

She opened her mouth but closed it again and sat back. Barry helped in the kitchen but in all their married life he’d rarely cooked except for barbecues and the odd roast. If he was offering to cook, now wasn’t the time to point that out. And she wasn’t in the mood to even think about dinner. If she didn’t have to cook she could relax, maybe catch up on one of her TV shows. “I suppose you’ll want me to make a salad.”

“Already done.”

“When?” She hadn’t long left the kitchen and he’d been nowhere to be seen.

“I’ll show you. Come on.”

“I don’t—”

He beckoned her with his finger and let himself into the house. Sharyn sighed and followed him. All this fuss over a salad. Probably just some lettuce and tomatoes.

Instead of turning right to the kitchen, Barry headed left towards the front door.

“What’s going on?” she called after him.

“My salad’s in the caravan fridge,” he said and kept walking.

Sharyn stopped and he turned back.

“I’m cooking us dinner in the caravan.”

Her hands went to her hips. “You are not.”

“It’s a great little set-up. You’ll love it.”

“I will not.”

“Karen reckons the appliances are great.”

“Karen has been in the caravan?”

“And Dym and Sofia…and Dinesh.”

“Our neighbours have been in the caravan?”

“Eleanor says the layout is amazing.”

“Eleanor!” Heat warmed Sharyn’s cheeks and she put a hand to her head as her headache threatened to return. “What would Eleanor know? She hates caravans too. Says they’re houses of horror on wheels.”

“Don’t think she’d actually been in one before. She was very impressed and Hector says we’ve got a good deal.”

“Hector from round the corner?” Sharyn gripped the back of the chair for support. “How many people have been through?”

“Most of the street—”

“They’ve all been in that van.” She jabbed a finger in the direction of their front yard.

“Word spread fast.” He shrugged. “At least they were interested.”

Sharyn’s mouth fell open.

“Time for you to take a look, don’t you think.” He turned and left her.

She remained fixed to the spot, not the slightest bit interested in looking inside the monster. She was still angry with Barry for buying it without discussing it first. But if everyone else in the street had looked…she took a deep breath, pulled back her shoulders and marched outside. The full force of the late afternoon sun hit as she left the shade of the front verandah and crossed to where he waited beside the van, which glinted in the sunlight, a bright shiny monster winking at her. He opened the door as she approached and bowed deeply.

“Madam.”

Sharyn rolled her eyes then glanced around, hoping none of the neighbours were watching. To her surprise cool air drifted out to meet her.

“It has an air conditioner?”

“Of course.”

She put her foot on the first step. “It’s high.”

“That’s because it’s designed to go off-road.”

“Off-road?” That sounded too much like camping to her. Sharyn’s idea of camping was a three-star hotel.

“Take the handle.”

She gripped the smooth curve of the polished metal handle attached just inside the door, stepped up onto the black-and-grey speckled vinyl floor then closed her eyes, bracing herself for the horror of it all to overwhelm her. She sucked in a breath and, conscious of Barry pushing up behind her, she opened her eyes again. She was pleasantly surprised. In front of her was a shiny white cupboard with black trim and beside it an almost full-length fridge with freezer. It was much bigger than the bar-sized fridge she’d imagined. Above it sat a shiny microwave. Then she glanced left and couldn’t help the tiny gasp that escaped her lips.

The kitchen was compact with marble-look benchtops and stylish dark grey cupboards opposite a table with black bench seats either side. The table was set for two with white plates, gold cutlery, paper serviettes with an abstract daisy pattern and…her crystal wine glasses. In its centre sat a small arrangement of white daisies. Overhead a compact air conditioner hummed out cool air. She took a step further in, surprised at how spacious it appeared.

“I brought a few things from the house but the van came stocked with quite a bit of kitchen gear.”

Sharyn surveyed the bed, a queen by the look of it, with a quilt enveloped in an off-white waffle cover and decorated with several cushions. It looked so comfy she could almost flop onto it there and then. She pulled herself up and glanced back at him. He was beaming at her like a clown. He hated cushions on their bed.

“Do you like it?” he asked with such hope in his eyes he reminded her of Karen’s dog when it begged for treats.

“It looks more modern than I thought.” Sharyn took in more of the interior that apparently Eleanor had described as “amazing”. Still, Eleanor didn’t have to spend a longed-for holiday in it. She spun on her heel, ready to escape, but Barry blocked her way, waving a hand towards the other end of the van.

“Check out the bathroom.”

She glanced through the door. Toilet, handbasin and shower all packed into one tiny space.

“I’ve seen enough.”

“But what about dinner?”

Once more Sharyn took in the kitchen. At first it had looked pretty and spacious but in reality it was still a caravan. She could think of nothing worse than being jammed in such a tiny space preparing and cooking meals. “The whole place will stink of steak.”

“No. It came with a great little barbecue. I’ve connected it to the outside gas and I’ll cook out there.”

“In our front yard?”

“We’ll eat inside the van so we can test it all out.”

She glanced at the sink where a knife and chopping board lay draining. “And you’ve made salad?”

He opened the fridge to reveal a bowl of what looked to be a passable Greek-style salad resting beside a plate with two steaks.

Sharyn edged around him and almost stumbled down the step as she misjudged the space.

His hand caught her under the arm. “Steady. Why don’t you sit down and make yourself comfy while I cook the steaks? They won’t take long.”

He winked at her, collected the meat and stepped out of the caravan. The door shut but she could hear him. He was whistling, for goodness sake.

Her phone vibrated in her hand. She glanced down. There was a message on the Girlz Chat. Gail had bought some shoes for her mother-of-the-bride outfit. Her daughter’s wedding was still almost a year away and she didn’t have the dress yet but the shoes were a bargain and too good to leave. Sharyn stared at the photo of the mocha pearl-encrusted shoes. Gail had bought them at a fifty per cent off sale. She sent a love heart emoji and glanced back around the van. A little shudder snaked down her spine. Their chat would self-implode if she sent a photo of that.

“Pretty good, don’t you think?” Barry winked at Sharyn across the caravan table.

She put down her cutlery. “It was a delicious steak.”

“I meant being here in the van.”

“It’s okay.”

“Only okay?” He looked at her expectantly.

“What do you want me to say, Barry? It’s not what I was expecting for my birthday.”

“I know.” He stacked their plates, put them in the sink and ran some water on them before turning back to her. “But you’ll get used to it.”

She opened her mouth to respond but was stopped by a knock on the door.

“Hello!”

Sharyn pressed her hand to her chest, fearful her heart had stopped at the sound of Gail’s voice.

“What are you two doing in there?” The door rattled then was flung open and Ruth stuck her head in. “You’d better be decent.”

Ann peered over Ruth’s shoulder. “So it’s true. You really do have a caravan. We thought Eleanor had it wrong.”

“Eleanor?” Sharyn looked at her husband then back at her three friends crowded in the doorway. Trust Eleanor to spread the word. She was such a gossip.

“You didn’t say anything about this in the chat.” Ruth took a step up. “When she heard from Eleanor, Gail insisted we drive straight over.”

“Looks like we interrupted a special dinner for two,” Gail said.

“And look at you doing the dishes, Barry.” Ruth quirked her neatly drawn-on eyebrows. “How domesticated of you.”

Barry wiped his hand on a towel and squeezed past Sharyn without making eye contact. “I’ll get out of the way and leave you girls to it.” Ruth pressed herself against the wall as he stepped down. “There’s more champagne in the fridge,” he called as he set off for the house.

Sharyn took a breath as Gail then Ann stepped up into the van. Her three friends studied her with various looks of disbelief and incredulity.

“What is going on?” Ann was the first to speak.

“You never said anything about a caravan,” Gail said.

Ann peered into the bathroom then back at Sharyn. “It’s so… so…” She screwed up her nose. “So poky.”

“It’s really yours?” Ruth’s question hung in the air and the gazes of all three women penetrated Sharyn’s fake smile.

“Barry bought it with the last of his dad’s money.”

“And you didn’t tell us?” Gail said.

“I didn’t know.” Sharyn’s voice was barely more than a whisper.

There was a collective gasp.

“So this is the surprise?” Gail’s eyes were wide with scepticism.

“You’re not joking with us? You’re truly going to holiday…in this!” Ann flung out an arm, hit the fridge and yelped.

Ruth shook her head slowly. “Told you, girlfriend. You can’t trust Barry to plan a surprise.”

“I don’t know,” Gail said. “It’s a surprise all right.”

Sharyn sagged to the bed, which she’d been forced against to allow her friends room to come in, and discovered it actually was quite comfy.

Ann squeezed on beside her and threw an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll get Trev to talk to him.”

“Good idea,” Ruth said. “Trev can usually get Barry to see sense. Remember last year when he was going to leave the golf club? Trev talked him round.”

Sharyn chewed her lip. She did remember. The club had been approached to set aside a weekly timeslot for a disability group to play nine holes. Many members, including Trevor, had been against the idea but not Barry and he and several others had said they’d leave if the group were rejected. Common sense had prevailed and the disability group went ahead and had become a very popular program for many. That was the reason Barry had stayed a member and nothing to do with any words of wisdom from Trevor.

All the same, Sharyn’s unease dropped away. Ruth was right. He’d see sense, change his mind and get rid of the van. There was still time to book a holiday. It didn’t have to be overseas and she was happy for it to be just the two of them.

“Don’t give in to this.” Ruth gripped Sharyn’s hand. “Jason brought up the idea of a caravan the other day and I shot him down in flames, but if you and Barry have one as well as Raymond—”

“I thought Ray would sell his now,” Gail said. “It’s a big van for one.”

“He hasn’t yet and he must have been talking to Jason.” Ruth gave Sharyn’s hand a squeeze and let it go. “You can’t let us down, Sharyn. You know what Jason’s like. If Ray and Barry have a van, he’ll want one.”

“So we’re all agreed—no vans,” Ann said and they all nodded, although Sharyn recalled the resolute look on Barry’s face. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get him to change his mind.

Gail nudged Ruth aside and opened the fridge. “Barry might be a failure at organising the right kind of surprise but he does know how to stock a fridge.” She hoisted a bottle of champagne in the air. “I think we should cement our ‘no caravan’ campaign with a toast.”

Ann started opening and closing cupboards. “Look at all this stuff. It’s fully decked out.” She lifted down a compact box labelled wine glasses. “Did Barry do this?”

Sharyn shrugged. “I don’t think so. He said it came well-equipped.”

“They’re not champagne glasses but they’ll do.” Ann took the glasses from the box and Gail popped the cork and poured. Ruth handed out the champagne.

“Cheers to turning sixty,” she said as they all tapped their glasses together. “And to not letting Barry Tregonning plan anything.”

Sharyn sipped as the other three cackled. She took a bigger gulp of champagne but it soured in her mouth.
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Kathleen shut down her laptop and closed the lid. She’d finally got up the courage to search properly for a job. She’d been dithering around the edges since her father had died but her aunt and her brother were right, she couldn’t spend her days confined at home any longer. It wasn’t the being at home she minded, even if her horrible neighbours made it more like a prison. She was happy in her own company but she needed work or her meagre savings would all be gone. She ran her fingers over the laptop lid. Her first decent look through the job ads had been futile. Nothing she’d seen had inspired her.

Her last full-time job had been as back-office manager at a big medical practice. She hadn’t enjoyed it and they hadn’t been very helpful with flexibility when she’d been needed, first during her mum’s illness and then Julie’s. She’d got a job working from home, transcribing audio to text in the corporate finance field. It had been dull repetitive work and had been easy to say goodbye to when her dad had needed full-time care.

With that experience there were plenty of transcription jobs she could get easily, despite her aunt’s disparaging comments. Then there were other jobs like telephone marketing research interviewers, cleaners and labourers—none of which appealed. Of course there were plenty she wasn’t qualified for: bus drivers, sewing machinists, automotive technicians. And then there were the jobs she could probably get easily enough with her skill set—shop assistant, receptionist—but she’d have to interact with people all day and the thought of that sent her heart racing.

Her phone pinged. A text from Raymond reminding her he was expecting her. She wasn’t keen to leave the house let alone look at his van but she’d said she would. She took some calming breaths, added cheese to the small savoury platter she’d put together earlier—he’d promised her a gin if she’d bring the nibbles—and with her heart beating a little faster she let herself out into the backyard. Halfway to her garage a ball flew past her head and hit the fence on the other side with a loud bang. The dog began to bark. The platter slipped in her hands but she managed to hang on to it as a giggle sounded from over the fence. Felix peered at her, obviously standing on something to push his cheeky face just above fence height.

“Hello,” she said tentatively, remembering Raymond’s words about him being just a kid. “Did you lose your ball?” She cast around looking for it as another lobbed in the pot plant beside her, snapped off a piece of succulent and bounced away.

“Hey,” she said, looking back in time to catch the child grinning malevolently at her.

“Felix!” Krystal called. “Where are you?”

He poked out his tongue at Kathleen and disappeared below the fence.

“Little bugger,” she muttered. She put the broken plant to one side and, ignoring the ball at her feet, set off for her car. Be blowed if she’d return his bloody balls.

As she marched forward she felt something squelch beneath her foot. Startled, she looked down and at the same time a foul odour wafted up.

“Ugh!” She pressed her lips together and hobbled forward, keeping the front of her left shoe in the air. At the garage door she slipped it from her foot, then put her bag and the platter safely in the car before going back to clean the dog poo from her shoe.

She retched as she scraped the stinking brown matter from the sole with a stick, the disgusting smell remaining fresh in her nostrils. Once the shoe was rinsed and dried with an old towel she slipped it back on and picked up a shovel to scrape up the squashed poo. It was the third time she’d found dog poo in her well-fenced yard. There was no way a dog could get in. Yesterday she’d left a polite note in her neighbour’s letter box explaining how much the dog barked when no one was home and how it ran at the side fence whenever she went close, jumping up and hitting the iron with a loud thud. It was a German shepherd and sometimes it leaped so high its ferocious jaws appeared over her fence.

“Get out and clean up after your dog,” a male voice bellowed. The dog barked madly and then a younger male voice told it to shut up. No doubt the sullen teenager she’d seen come and go from next door.

She advanced up the path towards her bin then something flew over her fence and hit her leg. She stopped, the shovel paused midair, and looked down in disgust as two clumps of sloppy brown dog poo slid down her trousers and onto the path. She blinked, a heartbeat before the pungent smell rose up. She gagged and then jumped around, flicking out her leg, but there was still muck all down her trouser leg. She threw down her shovel and tried to drag the pants off. Her shoes caught on the fabric, making her hop from foot to foot, then her hand slipped and the warm filth slid between her fingers before she managed to wrench the trousers off. Bile rose in her throat and she swallowed hard to keep it down.

“Hey!” she yelled.

The hooded head of the teenage boy appeared over her fence. He grinned evilly and ducked away.

“Hey!” she yelled again, much louder this time as a lump of anger burst inside her. Laughter echoed from next door. The dog barked. A door banged.

“I’ll teach you,” she muttered and taking up the shovel again she scooped as much of the offending poop as she could onto the blade and flung it over the fence with all the strength she could muster.

The dog was suddenly silent and an older male voice yelped, “What the…” followed by a string of expletives. The burly head of her neighbour appeared above the fence.

“What the fuck are you doing, you mad bitch!”

“Your kid has been flicking dog poo over my fence,” Kathleen yelled. “I was returning it.”

“You’re crazy. Lennie wouldn’t do that.”

“It’s coming from over your fence.”

“Cut your whingeing, you weirdo.”

“I’m not whingeing, your dog—”

“Barks a bit. No need for you to write us a letter about it—we know.”

“You should make it stop.”

The man looked her up and down. “Lennie said you were half naked.”

“I’m not! I had to strip off because your kid—”

“The dog probably barks cause it knows you’re doing weird shit over there.”

A ball plopped in the middle of the bird bath beside Kathleen and mucky water splashed her white T-shirt, leaving big brown blobs. It cooled the anger that was now turning to regret.

“Felix, get down from there.”

“Mummy, the funny lady has no clothes on.”

“What?”

Kathleen spun as Krystal bobbed up over the fence on the other side. Now the anger had totally turned to a chilling wave of mortification. She crouched a little but there was no hiding the fact that she didn’t have her trousers on.

“What’s going on?” Krystal’s eyes widened as she looked Kathleen up and down.

“Watch out!” the guy called from the other side. “This weirdo’s been flinging dog poo over the fence.”

“I have no—”

“Was that you?” Krystal squealed. “Felix got it all over his feet. Tracked it through the house before I knew what had happened.”

“I didn’t…”

“I want my ball!” Felix yelled.

“She doesn’t give them back either.” Krystal spoke to the guy on the other side as if Kathleen wasn’t there. “Felix has lost a stack of balls since we’ve been here.”

“Meanie!” Felix yelled.

“He smashes my pot plants,” Kathleen mumbled.

“He’s a little kid,” the guy said. “Balls go over fences by accident.”

“But not dog poo.” Krystal glared at her. The monster lurking deep inside Kathleen began to stir.

“I’m Chaz, by the way. The missus and I haven’t had a chance to come over to say hello yet.”

“Krystal.” Her sour face morphed to a grin. “We should catch up.”

Unbelievable! Kathleen’s neighbours were making introductions as if she wasn’t standing there between them without her pants on. She was impaled in her own backyard. Her fingers dug into her bare thighs.

“I want my ball!” Felix yelled louder.

“Give it back,” Krystal demanded.

“Give the kid back his ball,” Chaz said as Felix began to wail.

Kathleen flicked her gaze left and right. Each shouted demand skewered her further and inside her the monster squirmed and wriggled.

“Your kid tries to smash my pots,” she growled.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Krystal scoffed.

“His son threw the dog poo.” Kathleen flung her arm out and her shirt rose up, exposing her knickers.

“Bloody hell, put some clothes on, woman,” Chaz said.

The monster sent shudders down Kathleen’s arms and legs and erupted from her mouth. “This is my yard,” she screeched. “Get out of here, all of you.”

Krystal’s expression turned wary. “We’re not in your yard.”

“Get out! Get out!” Kathleen couldn’t stop the words erupting from her mouth in staccato bursts over and over again. She picked the ball from the bird bath and flung it at the fence. It glanced off Felix’s head and he screamed.

“Oh my god, you’ve assaulted my child, you crazy bitch!” Krystal disappeared along with Felix, but his screaming continued. The dog began to bark, throwing itself at the fence with loud thuds.

“You’ve lost the plot, woman.” Chaz glared at her.

“Get out,” she screeched again. Her throat burned from the sharpness of her hysteria. She picked up the shovel, scooped up the last bit of poo and flung it at him. He ducked below the fence, yelling all kinds of threats about police. The dog thudded frantically against the fence, its barking becoming more and more frenzied.

Kathleen dropped the shovel. Even though the evening was still warm, a chill quivered through her. She bolted for her back door and came to a sudden halt as she twisted the handle. It was locked and the keys were in the pocket of her pants lying in the middle of her yard. Her shaking knees almost collapsed beneath her then she remembered the spare she hid under the outdoor table, but her hands shook so much it took an age to get it off the hook and open the door. When she finally got inside, she secured it behind her then raced for the front door, desperate to check it was locked. Just as she reached it, her toe caught on the rug and she careered headfirst into the handle of the door. A sharp pain stabbed just above her eyebrow. She gasped and turned, pressing her back to the door as great gulps shuddered from deep inside her. She dug her fingers to her cheeks, slid to the floor and curled into a ball.
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“Sharyn!”

She lifted her head at Barry’s sharp call. “I’m in the bedroom.” She straightened the bed she’d just put fresh sheets on as he strode through the door.

“Did you suggest to Ann that Trevor come and talk me out of the caravan trip?”

Sharyn winced. “No.”

“I’ve just had him and Jason telling me every bad story under the sun about travelling in caravans.”

“I thought they’d just come over for a look and a beer.”

Barry’s shoulders sank a little and the puff went out of his chest. “They did. It was fine to start with. They were quite interested in everything and then it all went sour. They banged on about all the driving and then having to manoeuvre and set up. Roger reckoned I’ve got no experience with reversing something so big.”

“I suppose he’s right about that,” Sharyn ventured.

“I spent the afternoon practising before I brought it home.”

“Did you?” Sharyn hadn’t given any thought to how he’d got the van lined up so neatly in their driveway.

“Yes, Sharyn, I did. The bloke I bought the rig from went with me to an industrial area and taught me all the tricks the day I collected it.” He picked up the cushions she’d tossed on the floor and handed them to her. “It was probably one of their wives that put them up to it.”

Sharyn thought back to the evening the week before when the girls had turned up at the caravan. There’d been messages in their group chat, but she hadn’t seen any of the women since that night. If she was being honest she’d felt a bit annoyed with them by the time they’d left. It was all very well for her to make fun of her husband’s lack of ability to pick the right birthday celebration, but they’d bagged Barry for the rest of the night. “None of them are the caravanning type.”

“Nor you?” His face sagged with sorrow but at the same time there was a resoluteness about his look. He hadn’t changed his mind about the caravan trip. In fact, he had spent nearly every spare moment fiddling with the van and exploring caravanning and travel sites on his phone.

She sighed. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed, Barry. I’ve never imagined us as grey nomads.”

“We’re neither of us grey.”

“I dye my hair, Barry.”

He looked momentarily startled, as if he didn’t know she went monthly to the hairdresser to hide the grey speckled through her dark hair. “It’s just a holiday, Sharyn.”

“In a van.”

“Julie would have talked you round if she was still here.”

“Maybe.” Sharyn had been as surprised as the rest of their friends when Julie had embraced the idea of a caravan holiday with Raymond.

“Max and Liam both think it’s a great idea.”

Sharyn pursed her lips. Their family chat had been full of excited messages about the van ever since Barry had posted the first photo. “They’re not the ones being pushed into a caravan holiday.”

Barry gently pulled her close. “I really want to do this, Sharyn. Won’t you give it a go, for me?” He nuzzled her neck in that way that still managed to send a warm shiver through her. “We could go away next weekend, just overnight. Give it a trial.”

She stiffened within his embrace. “I don’t want to.”

Barry arched away from her. “Bloody hell, listen to yourself. You sound like a petulant child. I don’t want to,” he mimicked. “I really didn’t think you’d be so pig-headed about it once you saw how much it meant to me.”

“To you! What about me?” Her chin jutted forward and they faced off, only centimetres apart. “You intimated you were booking a special holiday, somewhere warm, just the two of us.”

“That’s what a caravan holiday in the north of Australia would be.”

“I don’t want a caravan holiday, Barry.”

“But I do. I’ve never put my foot down about something like this before but this time I am. For once I’m asking you to do something that I’d enjoy.”

Sharyn shook her head. “So you’re telling me you’ve never enjoyed the holidays we’ve taken?”

“Not exactly but…” He shrugged. “Since the boys left home we’ve always holidayed where you want to go, with your friends.”

“They’re your friends too.”

“The men are okay, but those women you call friends are not my friends.”

Sharyn gaped at him.

“I don’t feel comfortable in their company.”

“Why not?”

“They often say unkind things.”

“Like what?”

“Like that I couldn’t organise a chook raffle. Regularly.”

“They’re joking, Barry.”

He sighed and shook his head. “When it all boils down to it, they’re bitches, Sharyn, and since Julie’s gone you’ve become more like them.”

She opened her mouth, closed it again, a crescendo of noisy thoughts exploding in her brain. “Are you saying you don’t like our friends?”

He drew in a deep breath then let it out as a sad sigh. “I’m saying it’s our anniversary and I want to spend it with you on a trip I think we’ll both enjoy.”

Sharyn’s mouth opened and closed again but words failed her.

“Either you come with me or we’ll be celebrating our thirty-fifth wedding anniversary in separate places.”

[image: image]

Blue and red light distorted by the frosted glass panels beside the door lit the hall around Kathleen like a teenage disco. Her head throbbed. She closed her eyes, grinding her teeth at the flashes still arcing behind her eyelids. When she opened them again the lights were gone as if she’d imagined them. Car doors slamming and voices, some raised, reached her from beyond her front door. She stayed on the floor but sat upright and pressed her back to the door.

Outside her gate squeaked open. A voice called—it sounded like her neighbour, Chaz. The screen opened and the firm knock on the door behind her made her jump.

There was a pause, more raised voices from the street then a woman’s voice, close, said, “We’ve got it from here, thanks, sir.”

The knock came again and then the woman called, “Ms Allenby? It’s the police. We want to check you’re okay.”

Kathleen put her hands to her head and pressed it to her knees. Was she okay? She’d thought so up until an hour ago. Up until the incident in her backyard she’d thought she was just an ordinary person—no one special, but she managed. No, she wasn’t sure she was okay! Had she ever been?

The knock came again and the voice deepened with authority. “Ms Allenby? Kathleen? Can you open the door, please?”

She dropped her hands to her knees and hugged them in tight. There was no way she was going out there to be humiliated again.

Another car door banged and there were more raised voices, then one she recognised, only adding to her mortification.

“Kathleen?” The tap on the door had a softer tone. “It’s me, Ray.”

The woman spoke again, a murmur Kathleen couldn’t make out.

“I’ve got a key,” Raymond said and it rattled in the lock. “Kathleen, I’m coming in.”

She scuttled away from the door as it slowly swung open.

“Kathleen?” Raymond said again and flicked on the light. Then he came around the door and stalled, taking in the sight of her. “Hell, what’s happened to you?” He took a step towards her.

“Stay back, Ray,” she croaked.

“Are you hurt?”

She shook her head then hunched over as pain snapped across her forehead.

He held out a hand. “Get up, Kath,” he said gently. “You need to be checked out.”

She shook her head more carefully this time. “I don’t need help, they do,” she hissed.

“But there’s blood.”

Kathleen put a hand to her face, remembering her rush to check the lock. “I tripped and fell.” The patch just above her eye was tender and made her fingers sticky. She stared at the blood smeared over them as if someone else had painted it there. “I hit my head on the corner of the handle.”

“But there’s blood in your hair and down your neck.”

“Looks like a split above the eyebrow.” The policewoman had followed Raymond inside. “Probably bled lots without doing too much harm.” She shut the door firmly. “My colleague has gone to clear the street. I’ve heard some of what happened but I’d like to hear your side of the story, Ms Allenby. Perhaps I could make a cup of tea and we could get you cleaned up.”

It was such a simple thing—a cup of tea, a kind gesture. The last time someone had been so considerate it was one of the attendants after her father’s funeral. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks again. She looked at Raymond’s hand still offered to her, rubbed her own hands down her T-shirt and allowed him to help her up, and then, even though she knew there was blood and she still stank of dog poo, she fell into her brother’s arms.
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Sharyn stiffened as once again she felt the van tug behind them. She glanced at Barry but he was focused on the road, humming along to the music from the playlist he’d downloaded, not bothered about the great weight they were towing. She still worried about every bump and jiggle, and there’d been plenty since they’d risen at the ungodly hour of six am, sparrow fart as Barry liked to call it, so they could be on the road by seven.

He’d been bright and chirpy like a sparrow then and still was. Sharyn was not a morning person. They’d argued about the early departure the night before—one of many snips and snaps they’d had at each other since she’d capitulated and agreed to go with him in the caravan. In the end they hadn’t had a trial weekend away. In the last couple of weeks Barry had spent lots of time with the van but she’d been obtuse, refusing to take an interest or start packing until a few days ago. Last night he’d promised her they wouldn’t need to be up so early very often but today’s drive was a long one so that they could reach the first of the campsites he’d planned they should stay at.

They’d pulled over for a takeaway coffee at Port Wakefield and stopped for lunch under some shady trees the other side of Port Pirie. They ate the sandwiches and cake Sharyn had packed sitting under the trees on the folding stools Barry had produced from the back of the car. There’d been a kind of cosy charm to it, until she’d needed to use the toilet. Barry went behind a bush but she refused and so he’d opened the van and given her a lesson in using the toilet. She’d had trouble finding the lever to empty the contents and he’d had to come back in to help her. They’d stopped for fuel at Port Augusta and she’d used the toilets there, horrified at the thought of doing more than a wee in the caravan.

“Not much further now, love.” He grinned at her. “This’ll be our first night in the van. Might take a while to work everything out. That’s why we had to leave so early. I want plenty of daylight to set up in.”

“We could have stayed in a caravan park back at Port Augusta.”

“Our first night should be away from the facilities. I’ve tested it all from the safety of our driveway but tonight we’ll be truly off grid.”

Sharyn sagged at the thought of it. Everything they needed for the next six weeks was either in the van or the back of the car. She hadn’t known what to pack and now she worried about what she might need, what she’d forgotten and how they’d cope being shut up in the confined space of the monster they towed behind them. And how they’d share that tiny bathroom. At home Barry used the toilet in the laundry for his smelly business.

How had she let him talk her into this folly? His ultimatum that they’d spend their wedding anniversary in different places had shaken her. Would he really have gone without her? The thought that he might had gnawed at her, chewing holes in her confidence like a caterpillar on a leaf. Barry had never been so determined before, certainly never about anything as major as this van holiday, but she knew him to be a man of his word. They’d gone to their separate parts of the house after that, then spent a few days barely speaking to each other.

He’d spoken to their sons though. First she’d had a call from Liam, their youngest and more diplomatic of their two boys. He rarely rang on a weekday and had spent ages skirting around the topic of the van and the holiday until eventually he’d tackled it full-on and raved about what a wonderful trip it would be. Broome in the winter was the best and he’d said he might try to wangle some of his leave so he could fly up from Perth to meet them there. She had no qualms about flying to Broome herself, but it was a hell of a long way in a caravan.

Max’s call had been brief and to the point. The risk-taker of the family, he’d been blunt about trying something she’d never done before.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” he’d said.

“Plenty in a caravan with your father,” she’d quipped.

“Don’t be so negative, Mum,” he’d shot back and that had hurt.

No doubt Barry had put them both up to it. The three of them were tight knit even though the boys were so far away now. Sharyn didn’t doubt her sons’ love but the fact was that they were no longer close both physically and emotionally. They had long chats with Barry on the phone but with her they were brief. It hurt sometimes to think she’d lost that bond she’d had with them as young boys but she was proud of the men they’d become and, as much as it pained her, she did respect their opinion.

It was what Barry had said about their friends that had played over and over in her head the most. In the end it was those very friends who’d finally convinced her to go. Not that that had been their intention—they’d met for Friday night drinks, which, it turned out, the other three had thought up as a ruse to stop the caravan holiday from happening.

Ruth had lamented Jason’s failure to change Barry’s mind. “By the time he came home he was starting to say positive things about caravanning,” she’d groaned. “It’s all Barry’s fault.”

Once again Sharyn had felt a pang of hurt for her husband.

“Even Trevor sounded a bit impressed by the set-up Barry had.” Ann shook her head. “I shut that down straight away.”

“Me too,” Ruth said.

“Thanks goodness Roger wasn’t with them.” Gail had looked genuinely appalled. “He’s the most practical of them all and always interested in machines and gadgets. He might have encouraged them.”

“That’s what’s so odd about Barry getting a van.” Ruth grimaced. “He’s really not at all practical, is he?”

“We’ll have to come up with a new plan,” Gail said.

“Yes, thinking caps on, girls.” Ann took a sip from her glass. “We need to save Sharyn from Barry’s folly.”

Sharyn glanced at Ann. Her lips were pursed and lipstick was smudged into the corners and sharp wrinkles around her mouth. Her gaze was full of pity. Her other two friends were watching her with equal looks of pity on their faces. Her friends, who’d she’d thought were Barry’s too. Surely he hadn’t been pretending all these years?

“Remember that bloody gazebo thing he bought a few summers ago,” Ruth said. “If the other blokes hadn’t been there he’d have never got it up.”

The other three cackled and the sound reminded Sharyn of a group of witches. Or what had Barry called them…bitches. She tried to see them in that light but they were her best friends. Then again, Barry was her husband. Wasn’t he supposed to be her best friend of all? She’d never stopped to think of him that way. He was just Barry, an easygoing, kind-hearted man, and it had suddenly hit her she’d taken him for granted, allowed her friends to loom larger in her life than her own husband.

She’d gone home from drinks and told him she’d go on the van holiday with a few provisos. She wasn’t going to do all the cooking and cleaning. He’d agreed readily to that. And she’d said if it got too much in the van they had to park it up somewhere and have the odd night in a nice motel or apartment. He’d grimaced and dithered but finally agreed and here they were, on their way north, with Sharyn wishing all over again she hadn’t acquiesced.

“There’s the sign. Not far now.” Barry jabbed a finger towards the dash. “And we’ve just clicked over five hundred kilometres since we left home. Put that in your diary.”

“I don’t have a diary.”

He glanced at her, his face crestfallen. “I thought you were going to keep a record of our travels.”

“No. You said I should. I never agreed.”

“Oh, well, I will then. Five hundred and nineteen kilometres to our first stop at Lake Hart.”

She focused back on the landscape as Barry slowed. The flat red earth stretched to the horizon, patches of low green bush the only vegetation and certainly no sign of a lake. She shuddered at the thought of setting up camp all alone out there. She was about to say as much when he carefully manoeuvred off the road onto a dirt track with a camping sign beside it. The track divided to a fork a little way in and Barry stopped and leaned forward, looking at each possibility. There were few trees but the red earth had been replaced by silvery white soil which looked a little more appealing at least.

“There are caravans everywhere.” Sharyn didn’t know whether to be pleased that they wouldn’t be totally alone or bothered by the close presence of others. Not as close as a caravan park, but as Barry took the left fork and rolled forward she spotted caravans in various bays that had been smoothed out of the rugged terrain. Some people were set up outside their vans, seated in the late afternoon sun. They raised their cups and glasses in hello as Sharyn and Barry passed.

Barry did a circuit of a large clearing with several vans, peering closely at each van then headed back the way they’d come.

“What was wrong with that spot?” Sharyn glanced back at it in her side mirror. It was clear and flat with plenty of space for them to fit without being too close to the other vans.

“I read up about this place. There are several smaller areas if you want to be away from others.”

He cruised on, taking the right fork this time and from that track several more tracks went off in all directions. At one point Barry pulled up, opened his door and stood on the runner to get a good look around. “That way, I think.” He nodded straight ahead as he sat back in his seat. “We’ll be closer to the lake.”

“There’s a lake?” Sharyn glanced around at the dry rocky surroundings with barely a bush to be seen.

“Salt lake but it’s quite big, evidently.” He stopped again as yet another small track branched off to their left. “Here we are.”

The track disappeared over a small ridge and further along she could see a caravan already perched on a small plateau.

“We’re not going to be close to someone else though, you said.”

“Looks like a good spot and there’s plenty of room.”

“How can you see from here?” Sharyn gripped her seat as Barry turned onto the track and edged forward. “Are you sure this is a road? There are rocks across it.”

“Not very big ones. This is a four-wheel drive and that rig up ahead must have got through.”

“But the rocks look like they’ve been placed across the track.”

Barry ignored her, manoeuvring so that he missed some of the rocks and rolling carefully over those he couldn’t. “See, piece of cake.” He edged forward over the top of the ridge just as a man came running over the next, waving his arms madly.

“What’s he on about?” Sharyn leaned close to the windscreen. The fellow looked vaguely familiar. The front of the car dipped and Sharyn gripped the armrest as they lurched sideways.

Barry wrestled with the steering wheel as the weight of the van coming over the ridge behind them pushed them forward. He leaned on the brakes and they came to a skidding stop. The nose of the vehicle dipped down on Barry’s side and the caravan was almost at a forty-five degree angle behind them, tilting precariously. She turned to the front as the man reached their vehicle, shaking his head.

Sharyn wanted to shake hers. Her eyes were playing tricks. The fellow standing in front of them looked like—“Raymond?” Her voice was little more than a squeak. She turned to her husband, who was wincing. Whether from her shocked expression or the state he’d got them into she wasn’t sure.

Ray came around to the driver’s side as Barry lowered his window. “Hey, mate. I tried to warn you that track’s closed.” He reached in and they shook hands. “Howdy, Sharyn.” Ray grinned. “You made it in good time.”

Sharyn could only gape between the two men. She’d lost all ability to speak.

“This is a bit of a dog’s breakfast.” Ray stepped back from the door as Barry climbed out.

“There was a shadow across the track, and then you were running at us. I didn’t see the washaway.”

They both ducked down to look under the four-wheel drive.

Sharyn remained where she was. A mix of anger and fear spread tendrils through her stomach, then zapped like small electric shocks through her body. Barry had surprised her again and once again it wasn’t a good surprise. How dare he organise to meet up with Ray and not mention it, and how the hell were they going to get out of this mess?

“You okay, mate?”

Both men bobbed up from beside the vehicle as another bloke joined them.

“I reckon if I just back up I should be right,” Barry said.

“Not sure that’ll work.”

The three of them looked down and a big discussion ensued before they headed to the back of the car to inspect the tow bar and the van.

Sharyn opened her door and leaned out. A deep crack in the dry earth ran straight under her side of the car. She climbed down, careful to avoid the hole, and bent to inspect it. She pressed a hand to her mouth. The crack she stood next to opened out to a gaping void beneath their four-wheel drive. They were perched over a huge opening, one wheel on each side of the washaway, and who knew how much bigger it might be underneath. The whole thing could crumble and swallow their vehicle along with the van.

She stepped further away. There was no sign of a bloody lake. The area around her was like some kind of moonscape and their vehicle a dune buggy perched over a crater. How on earth could they back out safely over that? How had they even gone over it without falling into it? She moved on to the van, which sat at a jaunty angle to the back of the car, one wheel perched on a large rock. The men had moved away somewhere. She hoped it was to ring for roadside assist. There was no way they could get out of this mess alone. She felt sick at the thought of it, then the tingles of shock eased to a warm glimmer of satisfaction. She’d known caravanning wasn’t going to be as simple as Barry had said.

It all looked skew-whiff to her—the car must have had a decent jolt, and who knew what damage had taken place inside the van. Their holiday was over before it had barely begun.

She heard male voices and the distinctive sound of cans opening. She walked to the back of the van. The three men were on the top of the ridge Barry had just driven over, surveying the disaster below them while the stranger handed out beers.

“What’s going on?” she asked, annoyed that the three of them seemed to be chewing the fat rather than doing anything.

“Just working out what’s the best plan of attack,” Ray said.

Barry scratched at his chin. “I still reckon I should just back it up. Come out the way I came in.”

“Have you seen the size of that hole under our four-wheel drive?” Sharyn squawked. “It’d swallow it.”

“If I go straight back I’ll straddle it like I did going forward,” Barry said.

“Your van’s the problem, mate,” beer guy said. “You’ll need to swing the vehicle to straighten it.”

More chin scratching and discussion followed, along with swigs of beer. A chill ran across Sharyn’s back. A cold breeze had sprung up and the sun was lowering fast.

“Why don’t you call roadside assist?” she said.

They all stared at her as if she’d suggested flying to the moon.

“Patchy signal out here,” beer guy said. “Depends on your carrier. You’re only likely to have reception if you’re with Telstra or you’ve got that Starlink satellite bizzo.”

“My phone hasn’t worked since Port Augusta,” Barry said.

Sharyn dug hers from her pocket. No bars at all. She looked again at the three men, who were still contemplating and doing nothing.

“Perhaps someone could give us a ride back to Woomera.” They’d done a quick drive around the town before they’d continued on up the highway. “It’s not that far and they had cabins.”

“No need for that,” Ray said. “We’ll work something out, won’t we, Baz?”

Barry nodded.

“Besides,” Ray said. “There are spare beds in my van if you’re really stuck.”

Sharyn knew her mouth was hanging open because it filled with cold air and she coughed. Were these men stark raving mad? She turned on her heel and stalked back to the four-wheel drive. The one small glimmer of hope in all this was that their caravan holiday was ended before it had barely begun. There was no way Barry could resurrect this trip given the mess he’d got them into, and by the angle of that van it had to be a wreck inside. She stepped over the crack in the earth and climbed back into the four-wheel drive. Even if she had to sleep in the car tonight they’d surely have to be towed home tomorrow.

OceanofPDF.com


eight

Sharyn was startled by the driver’s side door flinging open. It was warm inside but the sun was lower in the sky and she must have shut her eyes just for a moment. Barry grinned at her as he climbed into the seat.

“What’s going on?” She glanced around. It hadn’t been a nightmare. They were still stuck in the bush over a great hole in the ground.

“I’m going to back it up.”

“How?”

Barry gave her a silly look and she wondered how many beers he’d had while she’d been dozing. He pushed the button to start the engine.

“Barry?”

“It’ll be fine.” He flapped a hand at her. “I need to go forward a bit to straighten up then go back. The blokes are going to direct me.”

Ray passed by her side of the car and took up a position at the front and when she twisted back she could see beer guy to the side of the tow bar.

“Barry!” Sharyn’s fear was turning to anger. “Don’t be ridiculous. If you misjudge, this four-wheel drive will drop into the hole beneath us.”

“I’ve got this, Shaz, trust me.”

That was it for Sharyn. She threw open her door and jumped to solid ground. The chill of the wind made her catch her breath after the warmth of the car but she wasn’t to be deterred. “Raymond!” She marched towards their friend. “You’ve got to stop him. This is madness.”

“I did try to tell him but our mate with the beers reckoned it was possible.”

As Barry inched the vehicle forward, earth crumbled beneath the tyres and trickled into the hole.

“Barry!” Sharyn screeched.

“Hang on, Baz!” Ray held up a hand. “You’re not going to be able to swing without one of your tyres dropping into the washaway.”

Barry got out and bent down to have a look.

“What’s going on?” Another female voice from beside Ray distracted Sharyn from the fiasco in front of her.

“Barry’s in a bit of bother, took the wrong track,” Ray said.

Sharyn’s eyes felt as if they would bulge right out of her head as she took in the woman standing between Ray and Barry.

“Kathleen?”

“Hi, Sharyn.” She glanced down at her feet. “I was reading and didn’t realise you’d arrived.”

Not only had Barry’s best mate turned up out here in the back of beyond but his peculiar sister was with him. And it sounded as if they’d been expecting their arrival. Sharyn turned to her husband for an explanation but he bobbed down again suddenly, inspecting under the four-wheel drive from the front.

“If only I could keep moving forward and not have to go back,” he said, looking in Ray’s direction rather than Sharyn’s.

“As long as you kept it all perfectly aligned you probably could,” Ray said. “Those rocks you manoeuvred over had been put there to stop people using this track, I assume because of this washaway, but the rest of the way forward is driveable.”

“I told you not to go this way, Barry,” Sharyn snapped but he continued to avoid eye contact.

“We stuck to the other track. It took us on up around that outcrop.” Ray pointed further away. “The surface was pretty good.”

Barry and Ray gazed off into the distance.

“Why don’t you fill in the hole?” Kathleen said.

Like Sharyn had earlier, she attracted a scathing look from the men as if she was crazy. Sharyn actually thought Kathleen was crazy, but in this instance her question was valid.

“How’re you gunna do that, love?” Beer man spoke in such a way Sharyn would’ve liked to have tipped his beer on his head.

“We could fill it with rocks.” Kathleen’s cheeks glowed pink as she glanced around. “There are plenty, and at least if the car or van tyres went in the hole the rocks would stop them going down too far.”

Barry joined the other two men. Ray passed him the spare beer he’d been holding. They all took sips while pondering the situation again. The wind chilled Sharyn through her thin jumper. She took out her puffer jacket while the men wandered off to look at the van again. A thud sounded beneath the four-wheel drive. Kathleen had tossed a rock into the hole and was walking off to collect another. Sharyn looked at her freshly manicured nails and sighed. Kathleen had the right idea. If the two women didn’t get started they’d still be here at dark. They’d half-filled the hole before the men joined them, minus beer guy who’d stopped giving out advice and gone back to the warmth of his fire.

Barry tossed in a rock then stopped to have another look. “That seems to be working.”

Sharyn had broken one nail, scratched the back of her other hand on a prickle bush and had a sore foot where she’d dropped a rock on it. She shoved the rock she was holding at Barry with a look that could have solidified him to stone and stalked away to find more. When this was over she’d be telling him what was what, but right now there was a job to do.

For a while there was little conversation, just the toing and froing of footsteps and the thump of rocks tumbling into the hole until finally Ray said they’d done enough.

“Even if a tyre goes into the cutaway it won’t go down far. If you ease forward and then straighten up you should be right.”

“I’ll go and finish preparing dinner,” Kathleen mumbled to Ray.

“Won’t be long and we’ll have Sharyn and Barry right beside us,” he replied.

Sharyn watched Kathleen scurry away like a startled rabbit to its burrow. She was much younger than her brother but her clothing made her seem like someone from a time warp. Her jumper was one of those fair isle handknits from the eighties, her straight leg jeans had creases down the centre and her sneakers had a hole in one toe. Regardless, Sharyn had been thankful for her help. They’d made a good team for a while but other than that they had absolutely nothing in common. She turned her attention back to Barry, who was climbing into their vehicle once more. If he survived getting their car and van out of this predicament, she’d kill him.
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Kathleen checked the casserole she’d put in the oven an hour ago. It was barely warm. She turned the oven up as far as it would go then stared at it for a moment, wondering if it would instantly combust. She had no experience with caravan ovens, or gas for that matter. She probably should have taken the casserole out of the fridge that morning but she hadn’t known where to put it without it sliding around while they’d travelled. There was so much to learn about this caravan business.

She sat on the short end of the L-shaped couch that also acted as seating for the table. At least the oven was keeping the van warm. The late afternoon air was getting very chilly. There was no way they could eat outside tonight as Raymond had suggested they might. And goodness knew how much longer the Tregonnings would take to set up their van now that they’d saved it from disaster and pulled up nearby. It would probably be dark by the time they were organised.

Raymond had prepared a small fire pit earlier and he was out there now setting it alight. Kathleen wasn’t planning on sitting out by it, especially after she’d seen the look of shock and then disdain on Sharyn’s face. Raymond had said Barry and Sharyn knew she was travelling with him. Barry hadn’t seemed surprised to see her but it was obvious he hadn’t told his wife.

Kathleen nibbled the skin around her thumbnail. Raymond had talked her into accompanying him after she’d had her spectacular breakdown. By the time they were ready to leave Adelaide, she’d even started to look forward to getting away and seeing a bit more of Australia. Besides a couple of beach holidays not too far from the city, she’d only ever been to Melbourne to visit Beryl.

Kathleen cringed at the memory of her last call with her aunt. Beryl had been scathing of the idea of her going away with Raymond in the caravan. She’d said all kinds of horrid things, even implying people might think she and Raymond were intimate. Kathleen’s cheeks burned at the thought of it.

“No good will come of this, my girl,” Beryl had said.

“I need to get away for a while,” Kathleen had replied. “This is my only opportunity.”

“Nonsense. If you need a break, you know you can visit me whenever you like. I’d even pay for your flight. Raymond just wants a cook and bottle-washer. You’re too soft on him.”

Kathleen had wanted to say pot kettle black, but she wouldn’t dare, of course. Beryl’s gifts always came with strings attached and she never let you forget her generosity. Last time Kathleen had paid her own way and taken the bus to Melbourne, but Beryl had taken her out for expensive meals and to a show then gone on about how her laundry needed painting and it was hard finding a painter who’d do such a small job and perhaps Kathleen could do it. Kathleen had spent the last half of her holiday cleaning the laundry and painting it.

“Ray needs a bit of looking after,” Kathleen had said and Beryl’s snort had echoed from the phone.

“He wants a maid.”

“He’s good to me.” Kathleen hadn’t told Beryl about her meltdown and how Raymond had come to her rescue. He’d insisted she stay at his place and once she’d got over the shock of the backyard incident she’d enjoyed her couple of weeks there. It had been a mini holiday in itself. Raymond had been at work most days. She’d relaxed in his garden—no awful neighbours over his fences—and cooking for two was more interesting than for one. And she’d learned all about the caravan as she’d helped him pack.

“What about me? I’m good to you.” Beryl spoke in her frail voice, the one she reserved for wheedling something out of Kathleen. “I’ll miss our regular chats.”

“I’ll ring you from wherever we are,” Kathleen had said. “Tell you all about it.”

She glanced at her useless phone on the table. She’d had no signal since Port Augusta and goodness knew when she’d get it next. She nibbled at her thumb again. Hopefully wherever they stayed tomorrow night would have signal or Beryl might be waiting a while before her next call.

Voices sounded from outside. She twisted to look out the window. Raymond was helping Barry do something under their van while Sharyn huddled by the low flames of the fire pit. Their caravan appeared to be okay from the outside but it had been at quite an angle when Kathleen had first seen it.

She kept watch through the window as Barry unlocked the door. Sharyn hurried over and just as she arrived beside him a pile of bedding tumbled out onto the ground. They both bent to scoop it up and Raymond helped. Sharyn tried to climb into the van with her arms full of pillows, but she almost bounced back and was steadied by Barry. The three of them looked quite comical, their arms full of bedding and all three heads leaning in to look at the van. If it wasn’t so cold out there, Kathleen could almost have been tempted to check out what they were all looking at but she took out her book instead.
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Sharyn didn’t know whether to cry or scream. Not only had all the bedding she’d folded neatly and left piled on the seats met them at the door but somehow Barry’s driving fiasco had opened the fridge door and most of the contents now rolled around the floor. Avocados and capsicums were coated in sour cream spilled from a container that had popped its top, while a tub of butter, also lidless, lay upside down amid jars and spilled punnets of blueberries and strawberries. One of the pillows she was holding was pink and slimy with crushed berries and dripping with cream. She looked from her husband to Ray and the tears won.

“Don’t worry, love.” Barry, looking like the Michelin Man with his arms full of their quilt, nudged her shoulder. “We can fix it.”

“It looks worse than it is.” Ray’s eyes twinkled. He glanced from Sharyn to Barry. “Did you hear the one about the bed?” His grin widened. “I can’t tell you, it hasn’t been made yet.”

“Haha, very funny, Ray.” Barry nudged his mate.

Sharyn glared from one to the other. They both lost their smiles. She dropped the soggy pillow at her husband’s feet and, clutching the other, made for the four-wheel drive where she climbed inside and locked the doors. Out of the wind and feeling a little warmer she hugged the pillow to her and sobbed into it. How had she ever given in to Barry and let him talk her into this? She gripped the pillow tighter. She was beyond tired and the thought of cleaning up that mess before she could even attempt to make the bed and get dinner was overwhelming.

She pressed a hand to her mouth. She’d made a tuna mornay. It was quick, easy, comfort food. It had been in the fridge but she didn’t recall seeing it among the debris on the floor. Obviously not everything had fallen out. Perhaps it had survived. Not that she was the slightest bit hungry. They’d eaten apples then shared a packet of jubes for the last part of the journey. She’d been looking forward to crawling into bed early tonight but goodness only knew the state of the rest of the bedding. If only she’d made the bed before they’d left but Barry had been rushing her and she’d run out of time the night before—Girlz Chat had been going off with many words of advice.

Sharyn flopped back against her seat. Thank goodness the girls didn’t know about this fiasco and there was certainly no way she’d allow them to find out. Imagine the things they’d say about Barry then. It was as much their scathing remarks as Barry’s pleading that had decided her on going ahead with the trip. They’d struck something in her, a vein that had run deep wanting to side with Barry against them. How she wished she hadn’t.

There was a tap on her window and, to her surprise, Kathleen was huddled there holding up a glass. Sharyn brushed at her eyes and unlocked the door.

“Do you drink gin?” Kathleen asked.

Sharyn shook her head.

“Oh.” Kathleen lowered the glass.

Sharyn thought about the bottle of wine she had in the fridge and wondered if it had survived. There’d been no sign of broken glass. “I have tried it before,” she said quickly. “It’s only…” She shrugged. “I prefer wine.”

“Oh, it’s just that Raymond said they might take a while to clean up in your van and…” Kathleen looked down at her feet.

Sharyn took a breath. Any port in a storm. “I might try it… thank you.” She reached out her hand.

Kathleen pushed the glass towards her. “I know it’s cold but a gin warms from the inside.” Her lips turned up in a twisted smile. “Helps calm the nerves.”

Sharyn took a sip. The sharpness was quickly followed by a fruity taste. She licked her lips. “Are you having one?”

“Mine’s in the van.” Kathleen jabbed her thumb over her shoulder. “Would you like to come in and wait? The oven’s on and it’s warm in there at least.”

Sharyn hesitated a second then pushed the door wider. “Thanks.” As she stumbled through the fading light, her ears and nose being nipped by the chilly wind, she knew for certain there was no way the girls were going to hear about this.
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Awkward was the only way Kathleen could describe having Sharyn in the caravan. Even though she’d invited the woman in, she wished she’d bitten her tongue off instead. Sharyn had followed her inside and immediately perched on the end of the seat closest to the door and from there she’d inspected the caravan with her piercing gaze. From Raymond’s bed, over and around the kitchen, to the closed door that led to Kathleen’s bunk and then back to the bed. Her lips puckered as if she’d just sucked on a lemon.

Kathleen was glad she was only reheating her casserole and hadn’t made a mess cooking in the kitchen tonight. Raymond had a few clothes strewn over the bed but otherwise the living space was neat as a pin, as Beryl would say.

Sharyn’s shoulders lowered against the back of the seat and she took another sip of gin. “Thanks for this.”

Kathleen nodded and picked up the glass she’d poured for herself. “I like gin.”

Sharyn looked around the caravan again. Her sharp eyes scrutinised one end to the other then, as if she’d found gold, she nodded towards the oven. “It smells good.”

“Just a simple casserole. It’s taking an age to heat up though.” “Our van doesn’t have an oven. I was planning on heating my mornay in the microwave.”

“Oh, but…there’s no…power,” Kathleen finished lamely.

“God, I hadn’t thought of that.” Sharyn looked momentarily lost.

“Do you have a generator?”

Sharyn shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Both their gazes went to the oven.

“I guess I could tip it into a saucepan,” Sharyn said. “Use the gas top. It’s probably already mushed about anyway.”

Kathleen clutched her glass. Should she offer the use of the oven? “You could—”

“What’re you reading?” Sharyn’s sharp comment cut her off.

Kathleen glanced down at the book that sat on the seat between them. She reached out and drew it closer, leaving her hand on the cover. “A true crime. I’ve only just started it.”

“I only ever get time to read when I’m on holiday but I didn’t think to pack a book.”

Kathleen remained silent. She wasn’t going to offer for Sharyn to peruse the several books she’d brought with her. Sharyn clearly judged her on so many things that she wasn’t going to add her reading choices to them.

“I have to say this campsite is a bit bleak, isn’t it? I wondered what Barry was bringing me to.”

“I went for a walk when we first got here. The salt lake’s pretty and there’s thicker vegetation down there. I had to cross a train track to reach the edge and then, after the trees, it’s almost like you’re at the beach.”

“Not the kind of beach I was imagining for this holiday.”

Kathleen didn’t know what to say to that. She was relieved to hear the door rattle open and see Raymond step inside with Barry right behind him. They both squeezed into the small space between bed, table and kitchen bench, rubbing their hands together.

“Everything’s cleaned up and the van’s ready.” Barry beamed at Sharyn but she ignored him, swallowing the last of her gin.

“You girls look cosy here,” Raymond said.

His grin was wide too and Kathleen wondered if they’d had a few drinks to help them with their task.

“There wasn’t too much mess in the end and most of the bedding is clean and dry.” Barry’s voice had an extra cheery ring to it and he kept his gaze on his wife but she didn’t return his look. Instead she slid out from the table, making the two men squash up further, and turned to the door.

“Time to go then,” she said then glanced back at Kathleen. “Thanks for the gin and the warm seat.” She flung open the door and stepped out.

A blast of cold air rushed in.

Barry grimaced at Raymond. “Thanks for your help. I’ll join you by the fire later…once we’re sorted.” He nodded at Kathleen and followed his wife into the darkness.

“Well.” Raymond winced and rubbed his hands together. “That was a bit…”

“Awkward?”

“They’ll be right once they get used to the van.”

“They didn’t know about me coming, did they?”

“Barry did.” Raymond winced again. “To be fair I don’t think he told Sharyn either of us would be here. I think it’s a surprise to her that they’ve got company on this trip.”

“No wonder she was a bit antsy.” Kathleen took a slug of her gin.

“Now I know why he kept putting off our group pre-departure catch-ups. It always ended up being just him and me doing the planning.”

“I don’t feel very good about it.”

“Sharyn’ll come round. She’s not as gruff as she makes out.” “You reckon?”

“You two will get on fine.”

Kathleen knew hell would freeze over first—another of Beryl’s sayings. “I’m not sure it was a good idea.”

“Getting you away from that house for a while will be the best thing, you’ll see. Would you like another gin?”

Kathleen shook her head. She hadn’t finished the one she had but she left the glass on the table, afraid Raymond would notice the tremble in her fingers if she picked it up. She hoped he was right. All that stuff with her neighbours and the police had been terrifying. She’d been grateful to stay at his house while they’d prepared for this holiday. She’d only gone back to her place a couple of times to collect some clothes and her laptop, water the garden and check the letterbox, and then only when Raymond could go with her. Her haven had become a place of distress. She’d been lucky to have a place to go, to distance herself from her awful neighbours, but it wasn’t a long-term solution. She loved her little house—even with the physical faults Raymond had pointed out, it was still her home. She took a deep breath. She’d agreed to go on this caravan trip in the hope that life would be calmer by the time she got back.

“Will we get phone reception tomorrow?” Raymond shrugged noncommittally.

“I promised Aunty Beryl I’d ring her with regular updates.”

“Perhaps it’s not a bad thing you can’t.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Raymond pulled the ring on another beer can and slid onto the bench seat that Sharyn had vacated. “I’m not sure Beryl is the best person to influence your…I worry she has a negative effect on you.”

A chill prickled Kathleen’s shoulders even though it was warm in the van. Beryl had said almost the same thing about Raymond. “You two don’t see eye to eye—”

“You think?” he snorted.

“She’s old and—”

“She’s not eighty yet and as robust as they come.”

“She’s our only close relative.”

“And she tries to milk that for all it’s worth with you. She’d have you over there being her housekeeper and runabout in a flash.”

Kathleen nibbled at the edge of her thumb.

Raymond turned the full force of his deep brown eyes on her. “She’s suggested it already, hasn’t she?”

“What?”

“That you should go and live with her.”

Kathleen pursed her lips. Beryl wasn’t even here but Kathleen always felt like the piggy in the middle, torn every which way between her brother and her aunt.

“Damn it, Kathleen, don’t even consider it.”

“I’m not.” She looked away. “Are you hungry? That casserole must be hot enough by now.”

“I’d hoped we’d sit around the fire to eat.”

“It’s cold out there. Besides, I can’t see Sharyn joining us—can you?”

Raymond shrugged. “I guess we can eat in here and sit by the fire after.” He rose from the seat. “I’ll go and put another log on. Back in a minute.”

Kathleen tried not to listen to Beryl’s voice in her head saying “I told you so”. She’d said Kathleen would be cooking and cleaning for her brother the whole trip. She slipped from her seat and bent to check the oven. It was only day one after all. Plenty of time for Raymond to do his bit.
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The door had barely closed behind Barry when Sharyn started her rant, fuelled by the distinct odour of sour cream still lingering over the sharp notes of cleaning spray. She let Barry know her feelings about the whole debacle—her fear that the vehicle would be swallowed and that he’d be hurt. On top of all that was his deceit in not telling her that they were travelling with Ray and Kathleen.

“Raymond I might have been able to tolerate in small doses but Kathleen and I are like chalk and cheese,” she shrilled. Her hands went to her hips and she caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror. She not only sounded like a shrew but she looked as dishevelled as one as well. Right now she didn’t care.

“Take a breath, Sharyn.” Barry glared at her. “This carry-on is the very reason I didn’t tell you.”

“Carry-on! How on earth did you think I’d react?”

“We’re travelling together because none of us have done this before. Two’s company when it comes to caravan travel.”

“What would you know about that?” she snapped. “You’ve never had a van before.”

Barry slowed his words and lowered his voice. “It feels better to have people we know with us, that’s all. It doesn’t mean we have to live in each other’s pockets.”

“We sure as hell won’t be. One more of Ray’s jokes and I’ll be tearing my hair out. And where did he think we were going to fit when he offered us a bed for the night? All four of us in with him!”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Barry shook his head. “His van has bunks.”

“Where? On the roof,” she scoffed.

“At the opposite end. Through the door.”

Sharyn looked at the door that separated their living area from their bathroom. “In that little space?”

“His van’s bigger than ours. The other end has three bunks and a bathroom.”

“So he and Kathleen aren’t…” Sharyn twirled a finger.

“Of course not.” Barry’s face creased in a frown. “They both have their own sleeping quarters.”

“Oh.” Sharyn felt the big balloon of self-righteous hot air inside her deflate just a little. It had been difficult enough sitting in the other van with Kathleen. She’d kept seeing the queen bed and trying to imagine how the two siblings were going to spend their holiday cohabitating had distracted her even more.

“Ray and I thought it’d be good to have someone else to travel with in case we break down.”

Sharyn gaped at him.

“Not that we’re going to,” he added quickly. “But we did need help today.”

Her eyes blazed and she opened her mouth but he put up his hand.

“I know! I shouldn’t have taken that track. Lesson learned.”

“It wasn’t just the accident but the way you dealt with it. If Kathleen and I hadn’t started filling that hole with rocks you’d still be out there nursing a beer.”

“I wouldn’t be,” he scoffed. “We were working up to it, that’s all.”

“Barry Tregonning! Don’t you dare—”

“Okay, okay, calm down.” Barry patted the air in front of her. “Why don’t we have dinner and a drink? This is our first night on the road. We should be celebrating and relaxing.”

Sharyn’s shoulders slumped; all her energy had gone with the last of her angry words. “Dinner’s already a mess. I forgot we don’t have an oven. We’ll have to tip the mornay into a saucepan.”

Barry put an arm around her shoulders. “It’s a bit mangled already, love. Some of it slopped out in the fridge.”

“Oh no!” she groaned.

“It’s okay. I wiped it out. We didn’t lose too much.”

Sharyn sighed. “I need to use the toilet.”

“You do that. Freshen up and I’ll get the dinner started.”

Sharyn stepped into the poky bathroom and slid the thin partition closed. The mingled smell of sour cream and cleaning spray was stronger in here. As she lowered herself to the toilet she saw the source of the odour. Everything the two men had used to clean the van was dumped in the bottom of the shower: cloths, tea towels, even some of the new bath towels she’d bought specially for this trip. Sharyn slumped forward and put her head in her hands.
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A drawer banged shut and Sharyn groaned.

“Sorry, love. Trying to be quiet,” Barry stage whispered.

She opened one eye and quickly squeezed it shut against the brightness of the overhead lights. Cutlery rattled and plates clunked together. She dragged the pillow over her head. A kettle began to whistle. She groaned again. No matter how hard she tried to ignore Barry moving around in the kitchen barely a metre away, the fact was she was awake.

Her first night in the van had been terrible even though she’d been in bed by nine. After their salvaged dinner, which had gone down fine with a glass of wine, Barry had helped with the dishes then gone out to the fire with Ray. Sharyn had decided to tackle the fridge. Barry’s cleaning attempt had left smears of tuna mornay everywhere. She’d taken out every item, wiped them, cleaned the fridge and put everything back, by which time she was longing for her warm, spacious home and relaxing on her comfy couch with something on TV. Instead she’d climbed under the doona to keep warm. Somehow wherever she put herself she felt as if she was rolling to the edge. She was still tossing and turning in the unfamiliar bed when Barry had finally returned and stunk out the van with the smell of campfire smoke. Of course he’d fallen straight to sleep and begun to snore.

“Cup of tea, love?”

She sighed and flung off the pillow. There was no way she’d go back to sleep now. “What time is it?”

“Seven.”

“We’re supposed to be on holidays.”

He passed her a mug as she wriggled her way to sitting.

“Ray’s almost ready to head off.”

“I don’t care what Ray’s doing.”

“It’d be good to travel in tandem.”

She shook her head. “I want to have a shower but first there’s that mess in the bottom of the cubicle to deal with.”

“Don’t stress. Perhaps you could skip the shower and we’ll leave them there until the next stop.”

“Where will that be?”

“We’ll see how far we get.”

“I’ll need a laundry to wash all those towels. I’ll put them all in a garbag. At least I can move them out of the shower cubicle so I can get in.” She glanced from one side to the other but all the curtains were still drawn. “What’s the weather like?”

“Chilly and cloudy at the moment.”

“I’m not getting up till I’ve drunk my tea.”

“That bed’s comfortable.” Barry slid onto the bench seat. “How’d you sleep?”

“I didn’t. Between you snoring—”

“I didn’t snore!”

Sharyn rolled her eyes. “And the trains—”

“What trains?”

“I can’t believe you didn’t hear them. Kathleen said there was a train track but I assumed it was quite a distance away. The first one sounded so close I was worried you’d somehow parked us right beside the tracks. There were several more after that. And you ended up on my side of the bed. I was clinging to the edge all night.”

He shook his head. “I slept like a log.”

“I know!” There was nothing more frustrating than being unable to sleep and knowing Barry was deep in sleep beside her.

“You have your shower, love, but make it quick. The hot water tank is small and we’ve only got so much water on board.” He rose to his feet. “I’ll tell Ray to go on ahead and we’ll meet them up the track at Glendambo for coffee.”

“Proper coffee?”

“I’m sure it will be.”

Sharyn eyeballed her husband but he was already up and making his way outside. She wriggled to the centre of the bed, nestled back into the pillows and finished her tea. She wasn’t sure she could trust what he said, as far as anything to do with this caravan trip anyway, but he’d been right about the bed, at least now that she didn’t feel like she was going to roll out—it was quite comfortable and she wasn’t keen to leave it.
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“This is the life, Kath, don’t you reckon?” Raymond grinned at her from behind the wheel as they cruised along the highway with Tina Turner belting out “Proud Mary”.

Kathleen nodded.

The bitumen stretched ahead across a vast landscape and above them the blue sky dotted with puffs of white cloud curved to the horizon. It was as if they were a tiny bug in a giant snow dome, only there was no snow here, just desert and little vegetation as far as the eye could see.

“The van was Julie’s idea at first. I never thought I’d get one but I really like it.”

Kathleen nodded again and they cruised on in silence except for Tina’s husky voice.

“Do you remember that time Dad borrowed his mate’s caravan to take us on a beach holiday?” Raymond said as the song finished.

“No.”

“I suppose you were only a toddler but I was nearly twenty. I was still living at home and Mum begged me to go. Said it might be our final holiday as a family. The last thing I wanted was to be camped at the beach with my olds and…”

“Your annoying little sister.”

He gave her a contrite look.

“You teased me a lot but you also did kind things. There was that Barbie doll you gave me for my fifth birthday.”

“You remember that?”

“I thought it was the most wonderful thing.”

“I had my first permanent job in the army. I was relishing having some money to spend on me and saving up to move out of home and Mum gave me a bit of a telling-off. As much as Mum ever did. Said I should think a bit more about others and had I remembered it was your birthday that week. I found the cheapest thing I could get at the local shops—it wasn’t even a proper Barbie…”

“I know, but it was special because you bought it for me.” She hadn’t known that was because their mum had shamed him into it though.

“I was a bit of a jerk to you back then.”

She shrugged as if it meant little, but she’d adored him even when he was mean to her. “I guess having a little sister almost seventeen years younger than you wasn’t your idea of fun.”

“But we’re going to have fun on this holiday.”

“I don’t think Sharyn got that memo.” She grinned and Raymond laughed.

“I hope for all our sakes she warms up.” He slowed the vehicle. “Glendambo ahead.”

Kathleen glanced at her watch and jotted “Glendambo 8.45am” in her notebook. She wanted to keep a record of places, activities, times and distance and make a scrapbook of the journey once she got home.

She stared across the highway at a giant windmill as Raymond parked outside the servo, avoiding a large puddle.

“Looks like they’ve had rain here,” he said and opened his door. “Might as well have a wander while we wait for the others.”

It didn’t take long to explore the tiny settlement. There were few houses and the only other large building was the pub with its vast tin roof and the motel accommodation spread out behind it. The red plains stretched off into the distance and apart from traffic to the servo they didn’t see another soul. Kathleen didn’t mind living on her own in the city but out here…She shivered and hugged her arms into her sides. This remote kind of isolation was both scary and intriguing.

Back at the car, Raymond started fiddling with something on the tow bar while the cold drove Kathleen back inside where she finished her book. He was nowhere to be seen when she got out again to stretch her legs and there was still no sign of Barry and Sharyn.

She stared at the giant windmill towering into the sky on the other side of the highway and decided to cross to get a closer look. She’d seen windmills in paddocks along the way but this one was on steroids—its giant metal blades glinting in the weak sunlight reminded her of a Ferris wheel at the show. She took a couple of photos for her future scrapbook. Might as well use her phone for that. It was still no good for making calls. She hugged her jacket in close. The chilly wind that had found them last night still lingered and its icy breath swept her face and pushed under her collar.

Trucks and vehicles towing vans continued to hurry past on the highway. A group of motorbikes rumbled to a stop at the servo and were followed by a four-wheel drive and van, but it wasn’t the Tregonnings. Sharyn hadn’t been seen outside by the time Raymond and Kathleen had eaten breakfast and packed up ready to move on that morning. Barry said she’d had a bad night—the trains had kept her awake so he was letting her lie in. He’d suggested they go on to Glendambo and he’d catch them up by coffee time.

She stared up at the windmill again. Turned out Glendambo wasn’t even an hour’s drive from where they’d camped.

“Big, isn’t it?”

Kathleen spun to find a tall man wearing all black with his phone angled up at the windmill. He snapped a photo and slipped his phone into the pocket of his leather jacket. “Don’t see these things in the city.”

She thought about the array of garden ornaments Janice from across the street had in her front garden, a windmill among them. “Not this big anyway,” she said.

“You heading north or south?”

“North.”

“Me too. We’re headed to Alice Springs.” He nodded back towards the service station and the group of bikes parked to one side. “We’re going up for the desert race.”

“Sounds…interesting.” Kathleen stumbled over her words. She wasn’t good at small talk and even less so with a complete stranger in the middle of nowhere.

He smiled and puffed a quick breath over his lips. “Interesting is one word for it. My sister says crazy.”

“Are you travelling with her?”

“Hell no.” His smile widened and Kathleen relaxed. There was something about his kind, open look that felt genuine. “She won’t go anywhere near a motorbike. She’s waiting to get a phone call to come and scrape me up from somewhere. She’s a worrier.”

“That’s a sister’s job.”

“Ahh! There speaks the voice of experience.” His gaze was so searching she looked down at her feet.

“There’s not good reception out here, is there? My mates are in the servo trying to get the latest footy updates.”

She glanced up again. He was still watching her, a warm smile on his lips. “You’re not interested in footy?”

“You could fill two internets with what I don’t know about football.” The words rolled off his tongue with an American accent.

Kathleen smiled. “You’re a Ted Lasso fan.”

“You too?”

She nodded, delighted to find a fellow admirer of the series. She’d tried to get Raymond to watch it while she’d been at his place but he’d reneged after the first episode. “I’ve got them saved on my laptop. Some episodes I’ve watched several times.”

“Me too. What’s your favourite ep?”

Raymond’s shrill whistle cut the air and she looked over the highway as the Tregonnings pulled in to the servo. “That’s our friends arriving so…” She smiled. “I’d better go. Good luck with your race.”

“Thanks. Mine’s ‘Rainbow’.” His words followed her on the crisp breeze as she crossed the road.

She smiled and nodded. It was her favourite Ted Lasso episode too.

“Who were you talking to?” Raymond asked.

Kathleen shrugged. “A guy heading up to Alice Springs for some bike races.”

Barry joined them. “We’re going inside to get a coffee.”

Kathleen looked across the forecourt to the servo. Sharyn was marching towards the entrance without a backwards glance.

“Can I get you one, Kathleen?” Barry asked.

“No, thanks.”

“Something else?” Raymond asked as Barry followed his wife.

“No. I’ll wait here.” Kathleen climbed back into her seat. Through the window she watched the guy cross back to the bikes as his mates came out of the servo, swallowing the contents of their takeaway cups. They discussed something briefly then donned their helmets, his was black with a blue design on the side, and one by one rumbled away and sped off up the highway. There was something spontaneous about them. Almost as free as birds. She sighed, glanced towards the servo where there was no sign of movement, and reached into the back for her bag of books. She selected a new one and began to read. At this rate she’d finish the pile she’d brought with her and they’d be lucky to make it to Alice Springs before the holiday was over.
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Sharyn sat in the van to eat her lunch. They’d stopped at a desolate rest area and the icy wind was still with them. There was little shelter from it except inside. Barry and Ray had taken their food outside. She could just make out the rumble of their voices over the wind as they hunched together beside the van. She had no idea where Kathleen was. Most likely huddled inside too, although at least she wouldn’t have the odour of sour cream to contend with. When Sharyn had stepped in to throw something together for lunch the van had been warm and the smell stronger. She really wanted to stop somewhere so she could wash the floor properly and use a washing machine with hot water for the towels and cloths that had been used to mop it all up.

She sighed. What a fine holiday this was not turning out to be. The two fellas seemed to be enjoying themselves but so far there’d only been extra work for Sharyn and she and Kathleen were spending most of their time indoors. That probably suited Kathleen. She was such a mousy, insipid thing who’d never shown much interest in the world around her. It didn’t surprise Sharyn that she spent her time reading. Goodness knows what Ruth, Ann and Gail would make of this. Sharyn had been annoyed at the lack of phone signal to begin with but now she was glad. The Girlz Chat would be full of questions but what could she share? She hadn’t even taken a photo.

Barry kept telling her how many kilometres they’d travelled and snapping shots on his phone but so far she’d seen nothing worth taking hers out of her bag for. Just endless kilometres of bitumen road and uninhabited land stretching out either side. There were occasional signs of habitation; a bird hovering in the sky, a worn vehicle track leading off across the barren landscape, the remains of an animal carcass, some traffic going in the other direction but little else.

The door flung open and the van wobbled beneath her as Barry stepped in and put his plate into the sink.

“Ready to go?”

“Where exactly are we going?”

“Next stop Coober Pedy.”

“Are there caravan parks there?”

“Yes, but Coober Pedy’s only another hour or so from here. We thought we’d just have a look around and camp further up the road tonight.”

“In a park? With power and water?”

He shrugged. “It’ll be a free camp. Off the side of the road somewhere.”

“No way, Barry. Have you taken a proper smell of this van? It stinks of sour cream that’s turning rancid. I need space to pull things out and lots of hot water to give the van a thorough scrub or we’ll be stuck with the smell forever. And I need somewhere to wash all those towels.” Her voice got higher with the thought of each job that needed to be done.

“Okay, okay.” Barry patted the air with his hands. “I’ll talk to Ray. See if we can get sites in one of the parks. None of us have been to Coober before so we can do some sightseeing.” He turned tail and let himself out.

Sharyn was speechless in his wake. She’d be cleaning not sightseeing. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then another. She coughed and her nose wrinkled at the sickly smell of sour cream.
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“Looks like we’ll be staying in Coober Pedy tonight rather than free camping further up the track as we’d hoped.” Raymond checked his mirrors and they pulled out onto the highway.

Kathleen didn’t ask why their plans had changed. She assumed something to do with Sharyn but she kept her mouth shut.

“Sharyn’s not having a good day.”

Once more Kathleen remained silent. Raymond was half talking to himself anyway and she was ambivalent about how Sharyn was feeling.

“Hope she’s not going to be a wet blanket the whole trip. She was always a good time girl when Julie was alive.”

Kathleen suspected she still would be had Julie occupied the van with Raymond instead of her.

“Hopefully she’ll buck up a bit with a few drinks tonight.” He glanced at Kathleen as if she might know.

“I guess she’ll take a while to get used to caravanning,” she ventured.

“At least we can buy dinner tonight. Save you having to cook.”

Kathleen had taken some sausages and rissoles from the freezer that morning but she’d thought Raymond would be the one cooking it on the barbecue. They’d not really discussed a plan about who’d cook when. She’d brought some food with her and put a couple of pre-cooked meals in the surprisingly roomy freezer and Raymond had put some meat packs in there as well, but she hadn’t imagined she’d be the cook every night. Beryl’s warning about being Raymond’s maid echoed in her head again and that reminded her that she still hadn’t rung her aunt.

“Sharyn can have a night off too,” Raymond said. “Might make her relax. I never realised she was such a clean freak—that’s more your domain.” He grinned to soften the barb. “Barry said she’s banging on about cleaning out the van and doing a pile of washing. We’ve only been on the road two days.”

Kathleen shrugged and turned to gaze out across the vast landscape beyond her window. She could only guess at the state of the van after the fridge contents went everywhere, and if Barry’s cleaning skills were anything like Raymond’s, Sharyn may well have wanted to go over everything again. Kathleen nibbled at her nail. She could offer to help but she didn’t imagine Sharyn would accept. And she was quietly pleased that they were staying in a town. She hoped her phone would work and she’d be able to ring Beryl before her aunt called out a search party.
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Sharyn pulled up the sleeves on her jumper as she marched back across the caravan park to the laundry. The wind had dropped as they’d arrived at Coober Pedy and she’d warmed up considerably, both from the activity of going back and forth and from annoyance. She’d lugged the garbag of mucky cloths and towels over to the laundry only to find the machines were coin operated. She hadn’t given a thought to how they worked. There were four machines and three of them were in use so she’d put her bag on the vacant one. Back at the van she’d searched everywhere for gold coins—her purse, the bottom of her handbag, Barry’s jeans pockets, his backpack—but there’d been few coins and not the right combination.

Momentarily stumped, she’d sunk to the seat until she thought of the park office. The woman at the desk had cheerfully swapped notes for coins. No wonder she was smiling. Each machine was a small goldmine on its own. With a fist full of the right coins, Sharyn strode back to the laundry where a woman was feeding coins into her machine.

Sharyn blinked, thinking she’d mixed them up then she noticed her garbag on the floor to one side.

“Excuse me,” she said. “That’s my machine.”

The woman turned a rueful look in her direction. “I very much doubt it’s your machine,” she snapped.

“I had my bag on it.”

“You can’t save machines.”

“I had to go and find coins.” Sharyn held out her hand.

“You need to come prepared.” The woman jabbed a finger towards a sign above the bench.

Sharyn read the first of the Laundry Room Rules, which stated Be timely, do not save machines or leave items in washers or dryers after the cycle is complete. Others are waiting.

“I waited. No one came.” The woman turned her back to Sharyn, pushed the slide into the machine and pressed the start button.

“But I need that machine.”

The woman fiddled with her phone, ignoring Sharyn’s desperate plea. She tapped the screen then looked up. “I’ll be back in fifty minutes or one of these others will be finished soon.” She strode past and out the door, her dyed bright red hair gleaming in a shaft of sunlight like a demon’s.

Sharyn gaped after her. “How rude! Harridan!” she muttered then, taking a deep breath, she inspected the other machines. One would be finished in ten minutes but she didn’t want to hang around that long. She’d have to start washing the van floor and come back.

She stormed back to the caravan, her annoyance at the woman extending to Barry who’d gone off with Ray and Kathleen to explore the town. They’d not long set up in the caravan park when Ray had said he needed to get fuel and suggested they check out Coober Pedy while they were at it. Barry had hung back saying they’d follow once the van had been cleaned but Sharyn had seen the wistful look on his face and sent him off. He’d helped her get everything out of the way ready for her cleaning before he’d left with a promise they wouldn’t be too long. Now she wished he’d stayed. He could be the one wasting his time hanging around laundries with bad-mannered people.

She threw herself into washing the caravan floor, imagining it was the awful woman’s face and rubbing at it extra hard. She kept an eye on the time and hurried back to the laundry as soon as ten minutes was up. To her annoyance there was no one inside and all the machines were still going although one was nearly done. She decided to wait.

Someone had left a Coober Pedy tourist magazine on the bench. She flicked through it keeping one eye on the timer but the washing machine, like the proverbial watched pot, just didn’t seem to finish. A page of jewellery photos piqued her interest for a moment. She’d never imagined buying jewellery here but it was an opal town and there were a couple of rings in particular with inset opals in brilliant turquoise and blue colours that she admired.

She sighed, tossed the magazine back and paced the laundry until finally the machine she’d been watching stopped. She looked from it to the door expecting the owner of the contents to arrive but no one came. She looked out through the screen but there was no sign of anyone moving in the direction of the laundry.

Sharyn paced some more, then stopped in front of the silent washer and looked to the door again. She turned back to the machine and reached for the lid then spun guiltily as the door opened behind her. A woman came in, thankfully not the harridan from earlier. This one was younger with a basket piled high with muddy clothes.

She looked around enquiringly. “No empty machines?”

“No. I’ve been waiting a while.”

“Might take me all night to wash this lot.” The woman plonked her basket on the floor. “We’ve been out bush for a week and it rained. We got bogged for a while and the kids got muddy.”

“Bogged?” Sharyn put a hand to her chest. That’d be all they’d need.

“Where are you headed?”

“North.” Sharyn shrugged noncommittally.

“That’s the way we’ve come from.” The woman smiled. “If you stick to the highway you should be fine.”

Sharyn looked again at the silent washing machine. This time she opened the lid. The machine was full of tightly spun clothes.

“How long’s it been stopped?” the woman asked.

“Just before you came in.”

“Not really etiquette to unload it yet then.” She nodded towards the laundry rules list. “People don’t like you touching their stuff.”

This time Sharyn read the second item on the list. Be patient: Give others 15–20 minutes after their cycle has finished to remove their clothes from the washer or dryer.

Fifteen to twenty minutes! She shut the lid with a thud.

“Mum!” A small face was pressed to the outside of the screen door. “We’re hungry and the baby’s got poo in his nappy.”

“Okay, I’m coming.” The younger woman turned her bright smile on Sharyn. “My husband’s trying to fix a bracket on our camper. Sounds like I better go and look after the troops. I’ll try again later.” She left her basket and set off with a spring in her step. Sharyn envied her energy.

Barely a minute later the door opened again and another woman came in. “Gosh, are you waiting—sorry. I set my timer.” She waved her phone at Sharyn then began pulling out the clean clothes and loading her basket.

Once more the door swung in. This time a man with a large backpack surveyed the machines. Sharyn moved closer to the washer the woman hadn’t quite emptied, earning a surprised look from her but there was no way Sharyn was losing her place in this race.

By the time she’d finished scrubbing every nook and cranny of the van, which now smelled of citrus cleaning product, her washing had finished and there was an empty dryer. She transferred the towels to that, fed in the last of her gold coins and reset her timer before heading back to the van and slumping onto one of the camp chairs.

She pulled out her phone. There was signal here but she didn’t want to call the girls. She’d check the chat instead. Messages rolled down her screen when she opened the app. Nothing of great importance, then towards the end it livened up. Sharyn lurched forward in her seat. A week before she left home they’d been invited to a gala fundraiser dinner. They’d all been keen to go—it was a reason to dress up and rub shoulders with some of the who’s who. Then they’d realised it was to be held while Sharyn was away so it all went quiet and she thought everyone would give it a miss. Seems she thought wrong. Ann had secured tickets and it looked like all three of her friends and their husbands were going. There was talk of a shopping trip to buy dresses and shoes, and Gail suggested they get a make-up and hair stylist to come to her place. A little ripple of jealousy coursed through Sharyn. She’d only been gone two days and already they had fabulous plans that didn’t include her. The very last message was from Ruth.

Wish you were here to go with us, Sharyn. Hope the caravan’s not too awful. Send photos.

Sharyn glanced around the barren space beside the van. Not even a weed to brighten the landscape. What kind of photo could she take to prove she was having fun even when she wasn’t? So far she could snap a picture of the laundry, her mop drying at the end of the van or maybe the contents of her now-pristine and neatly rearranged fridge. The fridge! She jumped up. She had a rather nice bottle of chardonnay chilling. She glanced at her watch. It was only a little after four, but, as the song went, it was five o’clock somewhere. And anyway she didn’t need to drink it right now, just pour it for the photo.

Back in her camp chair with the glass of chardy in her left hand, she tried to position the phone with her right, not getting too much background. It took a few shots but she ended up with one that was okay. She typed a suitable message to go with it and pressed send. It didn’t take long for her friends to reply.

Four o’clock drinks! Or is it a different time zone where you are? came from Ann.

She’s on holiday—what does she care what time it is? Ruth countered.

What’s happened to your lovely nails? Gail asked.

Sharyn frowned at that then looked at her nails. She’d broken a couple picking up rocks and chipped a few more since. She looked at the photo she’d sent. The thumb and three fingers of her left hand were wrapped around the glass and in the close-up her nails did look terrible. She’d been so busy trying to make the background look right she hadn’t noticed.

Helped Barry with a few outdoor jobs. Will get a fresh manicure soon. Poor signal here and slow wifi. Will be in touch further along the road. She pressed send then put her phone upside down on the table so she couldn’t see the screen. She inspected her poor battered nails. She should have done a better job of her photo. Kept the nails out of sight.

A waft of cool air tickled her neck. While there’d been sunshine and little wind when they’d arrived, the lowering sun was taking the scant heat with it. She looked at her watch. It had been more than two hours since the others had left. So much for being on holiday and sightseeing. Her husband was off sightseeing without her and back at home her friends were all going to the dinner without her. She’d been left doing the chores like Cinderella. She looked at the glass of chardy—the prop for her holiday snap. Damn it, she was on holidays, and Ruth had been right—what did the time matter? She took a sip of her drink and settled back in her chair.

Ray’s van was pulled in parallel to theirs but facing the opposite way so that both van doors opened into the central shared space where she now sat. Ray had put out his camp table and two chairs, mumbling something about it being a fine enough night to sit outside for dinner.

She and Barry hadn’t discussed that either. There were a couple of options in the fridge. Some Atlantic salmon, which would be quick, or some chicken thighs that could be cooked in a pan, but she didn’t have the energy to tackle cooking. They’d eaten as they drove and she wasn’t the slightest bit hungry. She took another sip of chardy. Perhaps she’d just have wine for dinner.

A woman passed by the end of the van and glanced her way. Sharyn stiffened at the sight of the cropped red hair. It was the harridan woman from the laundry. She had the nerve to raise her eyebrows at Sharyn’s wine before she disappeared beyond the back of Ray’s van.

Sharyn raised her glass in the direction she’d gone. “Cheers, bitch,” she muttered then glanced around guiltily. The guilt was replaced by a fresh wave of annoyance at the woman’s arrogant behaviour in the laundry. It reminded Sharyn she had to go and retrieve her washing from the dryer. By the time she’d brought it back and put it away she was feeling extra hard done by. Barry could do the washing from now on and Sharyn would be the one swanning around sightseeing. She took a bigger gulp of her wine and was surprised to see she’d emptied the glass.

She was just about to pour herself another when Ray’s vehicle rolled in.

Barry was the first out. “Sorry we’ve been so long, love. But we come bearing food and gifts.” He hoisted a bag into the air. “We had a chat and decided to treat ourselves with takeaway tonight. You love Indian.”

Ray and Kathleen carried shopping bags into their caravan. “Out in a minute,” Ray called.

Barry came to a stop in front of her and put a bag of food containers on the table. “You been on the wine already?”

“One glass. You make it sound as if I’ve swallowed the bottle.”

“No, no!” He put up his hands. “I’m glad you’re relaxing and enjoying a drink. We did stop for a quick one at the underground hotel.”

“Is that where you’ve been?”

“We had a look around too and got the food.”

Sharyn sagged back in her chair. “Indian sounds good. I don’t have the energy to cook after all that washing and cleaning.”

“Sorry I wasn’t more help.”

She breathed in the spicy aroma of tandoori, took in his contrite look and, with the warmth of a glass of wine under her belt, decided to forgive him. “You cleaned up the first bit of it last night. It was a joint effort,” she conceded.

“Here we are.” Ray put wine glasses and a bottle of red on the table. “I think it’s a red wine night tonight. You pour while I get our fire going.”

Barry opened the bottle and Ray put a match to the small fire in the collapsible fire grate he’d brought with him. “Come on,” he called. “The food will get cold quickly.”

Kathleen brought out cutlery and paper plates and they all squashed around the little camp table and dished out the food.

Ray raised his glass of red in the air. “This is more like it. Last night was a bit of a fizzer with all that went on, but here we are at last, the four of us together ready for our big adventure. To the road trip,” he said grandly.

Sharyn hesitated and looked from Ray to Barry as realisation hit her like a slap in the face. This wasn’t a casual arrangement as Barry had intimated but something they’d planned all along. She swallowed her annoyance and pulled her lips into a smile. She’d had enough wine to let it go for now.

They tapped their glasses. Kathleen’s was in a tumbler and looked like lemon squash. “The road trip,” they all chorused then tucked into the delicious food.

It was quiet for a while as they ate then Barry started talking about the sights of Coober Pedy.

“While you lot were doing that I learned all about caravan park laundry etiquette,” Sharyn said.

“Didn’t know there was such a thing.” Ray grinned. “Anyway, don’t you have a machine in your van?”

“No.” Sharyn looked at Barry accusingly. Evidently Ray did.

“Ray’s isn’t very big,” Kathleen said. “I think I’ll have to do sheets and towels in the laundry.”

“Well, be prepared,” Sharyn said. “You need a stash of gold coins and there are rules! I met one woman who was quite rude about it all.”

“Sorry, love. Hopefully we won’t have any more urgent laundry to do.”

Sharyn recalled the magazine with the lovely jewellery. “Perhaps I can have a quick look around the town in the morning before we go. Check out the opal jewellery.”

Barry and Ray exchanged glances.

“You’ll need to be up early tomorrow, Shaz,” Ray said and took another big sip of red wine.

Sharyn ignored the “Shaz” and glanced at her husband. “Why?”

“Big drive tomorrow.”

“We don’t have to leave when you do though.” She wasn’t going to let Barry get away with his secret. Planning this behind her back.

“We can’t dawdle,” Ray said. “We’ve decided to go straight to Alice Springs from here so we’ll need to be on the road early, well before the shops are open.”

She looked at Barry, who was staring at his feet. “You said our travelling together was a casual arrangement.” Her words fell like a wet blanket. The only sound was Barry’s shoes shuffling in the dirt.

“Look, Sharyn,” Ray’s tone was sharp, “Baz wanted to do something special for your birthday and anniversary. I helped him plan this trip and it’s going to be a lot of fun. You can either be miserable about it or enjoy the ride. Your choice.”

Sharyn’s mouth fell open and she fixed her gaze on Barry, who was now very interested in the scrapings on his plate. Finally he had the good grace to look at her.

“I wanted this to be special, love.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “Ray had some great suggestions. And like I said, we’re better travelling together.”

“Come on, Shaz.” Ray rubbed his hands together. “It’s going to get warmer and we’ll have fun.”

From the corner of her eye she caught Kathleen’s embarrassed look and Barry was still pinning her with his pleading gaze. She was outnumbered.

“Fine,” she said. ‘What’s the plan?”

Ray leaned in. “We’d originally intended to be a bit further up the highway tonight. Free camp off-road somewhere. It’s been good to see a taste of Coober Pedy but we’re on a bit of a schedule.”

She looked from Ray to Barry, then fixed Ray with a meaningful look. She still wasn’t going to let them off scot-free. “Just as well we stayed here in the park. I spoke to a woman in the laundry who’d been off-road camping. It rained and they were bogged for a while.”

Kathleen grabbed Ray’s arm. “We’re not going off the highway, are we?”

“No time for any stops now,” he said. “Tomorrow it’s across the border and straight to Alice Springs.”

“And we’ll be in a caravan park?” Kathleen asked.

“Yes.” Ray nodded and topped up the red wine glasses. “It’s all booked. But only for two nights. There’s a big event happening there this coming weekend, a desert race of some sort and the town’s booked out.”

Kathleen started clearing away the empty containers and plates. Sharyn and Barry both made attempts to help but there was little to do and Ray disappeared to the ablutions. Kathleen ended up with a bag for the bin and a handful of cutlery to wash. Sharyn was reminded of her earlier Cinderella feelings when they were all off sightseeing.

“Are you going to have a gin tonight, Kathleen?” She wasn’t ready to turn in just yet.

“Oh…I.” Kathleen looked from the bag in her hand to Sharyn and then to the van.

Sharyn wanted to poke her to make a decision but instead she shifted her chair closer to the fire. “It’s quite warm here.”

“Okay…yes. I’ll rinse these and come back out.”

Barry dragged his chair closer to the fire. “I bought you a souvenir today.”

“Did you?” The fire was warming Sharyn from the outside and the red wine and curry from the inside. She relaxed in her chair and stretched her feet towards the heat. Barry really was doing his best. Perhaps things would turn out okay.

“We had a quick look in an opal shop. The old guy there had so much knowledge about opal we had to buy something but I couldn’t think what you’d like.”

Sharyn was imagining a ring like one of those she’d seen in the tourist mag, but a ring would be hard to size without her being there. Maybe earrings?

Barry took a small package from his pocket. It was long and narrow—not a shape she’d expect for a ring or earrings. She opened the paper bag and drew out the contents. It was a souvenir spoon.

“Kathleen bought one so I got one for you.” He grinned at her. “I thought it’d be useful.”

Sharyn started to screw up her nose but Kathleen joined them so she swallowed her disappointment. “It will,” she said.

“I ran into an old mate in the toilets,” Ray said as he returned to the fire. “We were in the army together. Do you remember Jeff, Barry? I think I introduced you a few years back at a golf comp.”

Barry scratched his head. “Maybe.”

“He’s gone to get his wife. I haven’t met her but he’s a great guy,” Ray went on. “They’re coming over for a quick drink.”

Sharyn caught another startled look on Kathleen’s face. She wasn’t good with extra people but Sharyn was pleased they’d have company. At least another couple might have something interesting to say.
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Kathleen had decided against having a gin and had only come out to say good night. Now she wasn’t sure what to do. When she’d first stepped from the van she thought she’d interrupted a private conversation between Sharyn and Barry but then Raymond had come back, rubbing his hands together with a smile from ear to ear, spouting about the mate he’d run into. Kathleen was sure Sharyn wouldn’t care if she was there or not but as Raymond’s sister should she stay and welcome his friend or could she slip away to her bed and her book? Did Raymond care either way?

Before she had time to think any further about it, a couple entered their space, carrying drinks and a chair each.

“Jeff, I think you’ve met Barry. This is his wife, Sharyn.”

“Hello,” Jeff said. “And this is my wife, Lesley.”

The woman stepped forward out of the shadows and Kathleen had a good view of the transformation of Sharyn’s face, from expectant smile to surprise to…Sharyn had the look of someone who’d swallowed something bitter.

“Did you get your washing done?” Lesley smiled as if it was the simplest of questions.

“Eventually,” Sharyn said in a tone that might have been described as light and breezy, except Kathleen could see the clench of her jaw.

“Hello,” Jeff said and Kathleen wanted the ground to swallow her up as all eyes turned to her.

“This is Kathleen,” Raymond said.

Lesley and Jeff had barely said hello before Raymond was asking if everyone had a drink and making space for two extra chairs by the fire. Once more Kathleen dithered. Could she just sneak away?

“Come and sit by the fire, Kathleen.” It was Barry, who was pointing to the empty chair between him and Lesley.

“You don’t have a drink though,” Sharyn said. “Do you mind if I have another of your gins? I’ve had enough wine.”

“You can start a bit early when you’re caravanning, can’t you?” Lesley smiled again and Sharyn gripped the arms of her chair. Kathleen felt as if there was another conversation happening below the surface that she wasn’t privy to. The men were oblivious, already ensconced in a discussion about golf.

“Jeff and I have made a rule not to start before five otherwise it can be a bit of a slippery slope.” Lesley’s smile was smug now.

“You’re welcome to a gin,” Kathleen said.

“Thanks.” Sharyn rose to her feet.

“I can get it.”

“I’ll give you a hand.” Sharyn almost pushed her towards the van door and in seconds they were inside.

“I can’t believe it,” Sharyn stage whispered as soon as she tugged the door shut behind them.

Kathleen nibbled at her nail. She wasn’t sure what she’d done to attract Sharyn’s annoyance.

“Of all people,” Sharyn muttered. “That woman is the one from the laundry.”

Kathleen blinked and let out the breath she’d been holding.

“She was so rude,” Sharyn went on. “She might be called Lesley but I’ve got a better name for her—the harridan.” She glanced around. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to impose. We’d better get the gin. I’ll buy you a bottle when we get to Alice Springs.”

“That’s okay.”

Sharyn dismissed her with a bat of her hand. “I just had to get away from…” she pursed her lips, “that harridan,” she hissed and jabbed her thumb over her shoulder.

Kathleen took out her gin bottle and poured a shot into a glass. Sharyn had already helped herself to the fridge and added some soda. She held the bottle up. “Where’s yours?”

Kathleen winced. “I was going to stay—”

Sharyn grabbed her arm. “Please come out again. Have one drink at least. Keep me company.”

A sudden warmth swept from Kathleen’s chest and flowed through her body. Sharyn Tregonning was actually asking for her help. “Perhaps we could make one for the harridan,” she whispered. “And lace it with something.”

Sharyn’s eyes widened with interest. “Like what?”

“I was kidding,” Kathleen said. “But thanks to caring for various family members I do have a stash of medicines. I brought them with me just in case. I’ve got all sorts from sleeping pills to laxatives.” She giggled then startled as the door flew open. Raymond stuck his head in.

“What’s taking you two so long?” He looked at the glasses in their hands. “Lesley’s keen to try a gin but she prefers tonic. Do we have any?”

“Yes.” Kathleen sometimes liked her own gin with tonic.

“Great. Can you make Lesley one?”

Sharyn frowned as the door closed. “I didn’t realise how bossy Ray was.”

Kathleen paused as she reached for another glass. She’d not thought of Raymond as bossy. He was her older brother and she was used to his ways, she supposed. “You go out,” she said.

“I’ll take your glass.” Sharyn whipped it up. “Don’t be long,” she pleaded.

Kathleen hummed as she prepared Lesley’s drink. Perhaps it would be okay travelling with Sharyn after all. Kathleen had so few friends these days she’d forgotten what it felt like to have someone want her company. She poured some nuts into a bowl and went out to join the others.
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Sharyn was relieved to see Kathleen come out of the van and resume her seat between Barry and Lesley. Kathleen offered a bowl of nuts along with the gin and tonic and Lesley took a handful before sipping her drink.

“Thanks,” she said. “I haven’t had a gin in ages. I’ll owe you a drink next time we catch up.”

Kathleen made a noncommittal shrug and took a sip of her own drink, watching Lesley over the rim of her glass.

Sharyn gritted her teeth. There’d be no further catch-ups if she had anything to do with it. Kathleen stared into the fire, not saying a word, and while the men were having a good old chat, the silence between the women stretched out. The nut bowl did the rounds. Sharyn and Kathleen both declined and it ended up back at Lesley who took another handful. She munched the nuts then swallowed them with a swig from her glass.

“Have you seen much of Coober Pedy?” Lesley looked from Sharyn to Kathleen who glanced at Sharyn as if seeking permission to speak.

“The two men and Kathleen did a quick tour today,” Sharyn said brusquely.

“Anything of interest?” Lesley directed her question to Kathleen who startled again.

Bloody hell. Sharyn feared she’d break another tooth she was clenching her jaw so hard.

“We didn’t…” Kathleen shrugged. “We didn’t see much. Most things are underground. There was a very interesting church. Amazing how it’s all been dug out and so beautiful. Ray and Barry had a drink in an underground bar.”

Sharyn suspected now they’d had more than one drink. The church, a souvenir shop, the bar and the Indian takeaway was probably the extent of their tour, with an emphasis on the bar.

“You should always do as much as you can everywhere you go otherwise what’s the point? Jeff and I thought we’d do one of the guided tours tomorrow. There’s one where you can try your hand at opal mining.” Lesley took another slug of her drink. “Gosh, those nuts are extra salty, aren’t they?”

“It’s Ray’s favourite mix,” Kathleen said. “Can I get you another gin?”

Lesley held out her glass. “That one went down a treat. Thanks.”

Kathleen was up in a flash and Sharyn was left with Lesley, who picked up the nut bowl and held it out. “You don’t want any?” she asked.

“No, thanks.” Sharyn had broken a tooth on a nut the previous year and had avoided them ever since.

Lesley scraped the last few into her hand. “I see you’ve got your names on the back of the van, Shaz and Baz. That’s…cute.” Her face said it was anything but.

Sharyn took a sip of gin to avoid grinding her teeth any further.

“I suppose you four have known each other a long time—kids, sport, other holidays together.”

“Yes, kind of. Ray’s wife Julie and I were best friends but she died.”

“Oh, so Kathleen’s his second wife. I thought she was trying hard to please.”

Sharyn eyed the men but they were caught up in their own conversation, oblivious to Lesley’s words. “She’s Ray’s sister.”

“Ohhh!” A frown creased Lesley’s brow. “And they’re travelling together. That’s a bit…different.”

Sharyn was annoyed on Kathleen’s behalf even though her thoughts had gone the same way too only a few days earlier.

The van door opened and Lesley smiled widely as Kathleen carried out another gin for her.

“Thanks, Kathleen.” She took a sip. “Last year Jeff and I spent a couple of months in the UK and a special highlight was Cambridge. We stayed a week and took a gin-making class while we were there. We travel overseas a lot, don’t we, Jeff?”

“Yes, but of course we could only tour locally during the pandemic.”

“We didn’t know how we’d cope without our annual overseas trip.” Lesley sighed. “But it gave us the opportunity to discover Australia.”

Sharyn gritted her teeth harder. The way Lesley spoke you’d have thought she was Captain Cook.

“We were keen to go overseas again, of course,” Lesley continued. “But we’ve decided to alternate. One year overseas and the next at home.”

Sharyn wished this had been their overseas year. She took a sip of her gin, hoping the men would call it a night soon, but to her dismay Ray opened another bottle of red. Barry would be snoring all night again.

“Where have you travelled?” Lesley asked as she accepted Ray’s offer of a glass of red.

“Barry and I’ve been to New Zealand and Fiji. We’d like to see more of course but—”

“Oh, you must. Travel’s wonderful and so important to expand one’s horizons. What about you, Kathleen?”

Sharyn glanced at Kathleen, who was studying her glass. The knuckles on her fingers gripping it were white. The men chatted on but there was a long silence between the women until Kathleen finally looked up. “I haven’t had the opportunity to travel much. There’s never been money for extras and to be honest I’m not that keen to go overseas now anyway.”

“Oh, but you must save up and go. In the early days Jeff and I lived on baked beans and two-minute noodles so we could travel. It certainly opens your eyes.” She looked down her nose at Kathleen. “You should get out of your comfort zone, you know.”

Sharyn couldn’t believe her lack of sensitivity. “It’s not for everyone,” she said.

“It should be,” Lesley snipped. “We’d all be much better people.”

Sharyn caught Kathleen’s startled look and pulled a face.

They sat for another hour making stilted conversation, in which time Kathleen made Lesley a third gin while she and Sharyn still nursed their first. When Jeff suggested going back to his van to retrieve the port, Lesley cut him off and said they should call it a night.

She rose to her feet then gripped the back of her chair as she wobbled. “Goodness, the ground’s a bit uneven here, isn’t it? Thanks for the company. Jeff and I love meeting new people while we travel. And we’re heading in the same direction so it’ll be our turn to supply the drinks when we catch up next.”

“We’re looking around here tomorrow then heading off the next day for Alice,” Jeff said. “Hopefully you’ll still be there and we’ll catch up again.”

“Great idea,” Ray said. “We’re planning to spend at least two days in Alice.”

“I’ll buy a bottle of gin.” Lesley nodded at Kathleen, who’d barely said a word since the getting out of her comfort zone quip, while Sharyn had been forced into making conversation and was slowly freezing. The fire had kept her front warm but she was sitting in the middle of the group with her back to the space between the vans and a chill had slowly spread up from her legs, over her back and across her shoulders.

Inside the van was toasty warm from the air con. She sniffed. Was there just a hint of a sour cream smell? She’d only have to have missed one small patch.

“Damn it,” she muttered and stripped off to get ready for bed. By the time she’d washed off her make-up and cleaned her teeth Barry still hadn’t come in. He’d said to use the park toilets as much as possible but there was no way she was going out again tonight so she used the one in the van. Once she’d flushed, a red light on top of the toilet flickered to life and held steady. She chewed her lip. She couldn’t remember what Barry had said the red light meant. Had she broken something?

Outside she could hear the men saying their good nights. She finished up in the bathroom, slid the door shut and scrambled into bed then watched in surprise as the bathroom door slowly rolled open again.

Barry came inside, red-cheeked and rubbing his hands together. He hadn’t shaved since they’d left home and could have made a fine Old King Cole.

“That was a good night.” He beamed at her as he stripped off his jacket.

“For you, maybe.”

“You girls had a good chat, didn’t you?”

“Hardly. Kathleen rarely speaks and that other woman…”

“Lesley. She can tip back the drinks, can’t she? She had some of our red as well.”

Sharyn quirked her eyebrows. “People in glass houses, Barry.”

“We didn’t have many.”

Sharyn shook her head. “Lesley was the woman who was rude to me in the laundry.”

“Really? She seemed nice enough.”

“You’re kidding me!”

Barry fumbled, trying to get his arms out of his sleeves. “Are you sure you didn’t mishear her in the laundry?”

“I’m quite sure. She was extremely rude and then had the gall to turn up here tonight and act as if nothing had happened. Then she prattled on about how much they’ve travelled overseas. She cut me off mid-sentence when she asked where we’d been, not at all interested in the answer, and she was critical about Kathleen’s lack of travel. What does she know about Kathleen’s circumstances?”

“Kathleen has certainly not had it easy.”

“Travel hasn’t taught Lesley a thing about reading the room. There’s not a stitch of empathy or understanding in her body. You’ve no idea how difficult it was to sit out there and make conversation.”

“Jeff seems like a really nice bloke.”

“Maybe he is. He’s just got an awful wife.”

Barry turned for the bathroom, stumbled and teetered through the door then scrabbled about with his toothbrush. Sharyn snuggled into the cosy bed and prayed he wouldn’t snore too much tonight.

“Bloody hell!” he bellowed.

She bolted upright, narrowly missing her head on the cupboard above. “What’s the matter?”

“How long’s the red light been lit up on the toilet?”

She blew out a breath as he came towards her. “Only a while ago.”

“Have you been using it?”

“It’s a toilet, Barry, of course I have.”

“But I told you only for emergencies.”

“Tonight was an emergency. I’d already put my pyjamas on and I wasn’t going over to the toilet block. It’s freezing out there.”

“Well, you’ll have to go over there until we can empty it tomorrow.”

“What do you mean, empty it?”

“I told you before we left home—everything goes into small cassette. Only to be used when there’s no other option. Lucky we’re here in the park where there’s a dump point. Wouldn’t want the toilet overflowing.”

Sharyn shuddered. Everything about that sounded gross.

“If you need the toilet in the night you’ll have to go over to the ablutions block.” He slid the door shut and climbed into bed.

She frowned as the bathroom door slowly slid open again. “Why won’t that door stay closed?”

“What?” Barry lifted his head and glanced in that direction. “Don’t know. I’ll check it in the morning.”

He gave her a kiss on the cheek and turned out the light. Within minutes he was snoring while Sharyn lay flat on her back staring into the dark, hoping she’d get through the night without needing to use the toilet.
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It was freezing at Marla at ten in the morning, the kind of cold that seeped through Kathleen’s thick jumper and jeans and chilled her till she shook. Raymond parked the caravan behind several other vans across the road from the giant service station and the two of them were stretching their legs when Barry pulled up beside them. Kathleen was quietly amazed and tugged her hand out of her pocket long enough to give them a small wave.

Raymond had wanted to leave Coober Pedy at seven thirty but, as she’d suspected would happen, Sharyn hadn’t been ready. Just as they had the day before, Raymond had set off without them.

“Sharyn’s not a morning person.” Kathleen had defended her to Raymond. After the previous night she was embracing the idea of having a friend in Sharyn.

He’d muttered and mumbled about being held up again but once they’d been on the road a while he’d put on a playlist of his favourite country music and it had restored his good humour. As it turned out, they’d not ended up arriving much before Barry and Sharyn.

“We threw everything into the van and got on the road,” Barry said proudly as he fell into step beside Raymond. “You know, just before we reached Marla we clocked one thousand k’s since leaving home.”

Kathleen couldn’t catch Sharyn’s eye. Once more her back was ramrod straight as they made their way in for takeaway coffee. She really wasn’t a morning person. Inside the servo it was blissfully warm and Kathleen wandered the shelves stacked with everything from groceries to clothing while Raymond got their coffees. He’d been true to his word of covering all her expenses. She’d found it a bit odd to not be paying her own way to begin with but she was getting used to not taking her purse out for food and drinks. Souvenirs were a different thing though. There were all sorts to choose from here. She picked up a Marla spoon. She’d decided a spoon from each place would be an interesting thing to collect.

She was about to take it to the counter when she saw Raymond checking his phone. He could have been looking at anything but he was being furtive about it, glancing up and around and back to his phone. There was no signal here—she’d checked as soon as they’d arrived. Raymond’s phone was newer than hers but they had the same carrier so if she didn’t have reception how did he?

“What are you looking at?” she asked, coming up behind him.

He jumped and shoved his phone back in his pocket. “Nothing. Here’s your coffee.” He picked up one from the bench beside him. “Ready to go?”

She nodded. “I just have to pay for this spoon.”

He waited for her. “Barry and Shaz are outside. Looks like there’s still trouble in paradise.”

Kathleen could see the two of them through the window and from their body language it did look as if they were having an argument.

“We have to find the dump point and empty our toilet cassette,” Barry said brightly as soon as Raymond and Kathleen joined them. “We forgot to do it before we left Coober Pedy.”

“You were in such a rush,” Sharyn snapped. “Goodness knows what else we didn’t do.”

“I saw a sign for one down that way.” Raymond pointed beyond the servo. “You ready to do yours, Kathleen?”

“It’s not full but it must be close,” she said. “Might be a good idea.” They’d decided before they left that as Raymond wasn’t using the toilet in the van it would be Kathleen’s job to empty the collection cassette. She’d had a lesson in what to do and had researched the best products to use in it, but she wasn’t looking forward to the reality of actually doing it.

At the dump point only Barry climbed out of the Tregonnings’ four-wheel drive and he was the one to meet Kathleen as they both trundled their cassettes towards the big blue lid in the ground.

“I drew the short straw,” Barry said. “Thought Ray would too.”

Kathleen shrugged. “He doesn’t use the van toilet. We agreed it would be my job to look after it.”

Kathleen pulled on a pair of protective gloves as Barry lifted the lid on the pit and they both groaned as the strong smell of chemical combined with human excrement rushed out to meet them.

Kathleen held her breath and poured the contents of her cassette into the pit. Barry followed suit, and after they’d cleaned and rinsed as quickly as they could he slammed the lid closed.

He shuddered as he looked at his hands. “Nothing on them but I like the idea of your gloves just in case. Think I’ll invest in some.” He gingerly measured liquid chemical into a container while Kathleen simply filled hers with water.

“Did you leave your chemical behind? You’re welcome to use mine,” Barry offered.

Kathleen chewed her lip, taking in the bottle he held out. “Ray told me about that but I did some research and decided to use sachets. The instructions say drop the sachet into the cassette and pour in one to two litres of water. I thought it sounded simpler than mucking around with liquid measures.”

The words had barely left her mouth when Barry overfilled his container and the water mixed with chemical gushed out over his hands.

He groaned and dropped the hose, which wriggled like a snake, squirting water all over his trousers then catching Kathleen’s sneakers before she could get to it. She pointed the stream away from them and pressed her arm to her mouth. Barry stared down at his blue hands and his wet trousers then back at Kathleen with such a shocked expression she giggled. Barry smiled then began to laugh.

“What’s taking so long?” Raymond’s call brought them both up.

“We’re almost done.” Barry waved then lowered his voice. “For goodness sake, please don’t tell Ray or Sharyn about this. I’ll never live it down.” He held out his hands for Kathleen to rinse them off. “I’m definitely buying gloves.”

“You’re welcome to try a sachet next time if you’d like.”

“Next time!” He screwed the lid on the remains of his chemical mixture and they both grabbed the handles of their cassettes. “Bloody hell. Sharyn better slow down on the toilet use. I don’t plan to be doing this very often. I thought we might take it in turns but I don’t like my chances of ever getting her to empty it.”

Kathleen smiled as they set off for the vans. She didn’t think he would either. Her smile was also because it struck her that Barry was a nice guy. Over the years they’d been together many times at various catch-ups and celebrations, but she’d never really spent a moment alone with him. Even though they’d tackled an awful job there’d been a kind of camaraderie between them that left her feeling warm inside.

“What have you done to your trousers?” Sharyn called as they rounded the first van.

“Bit of an accident with the hose,” Barry said. “It’s only water.”

“You manage okay, Kathleen?” Raymond asked.

She nodded, her eye catching on a hasty movement as he shoved his phone in his pocket as if he’d been doing something he shouldn’t.

“She had it down pat,” Barry said with a wink that was just for Kathleen.

She ducked her head away from Sharyn’s sharp gaze and headed for the side of the van. That look had made her feel as if she’d betrayed Sharyn in some way. She stopped in front of the yawning hole in the van and lifted the toilet cassette into place. As she locked the door on it she pictured Raymond on his phone. There were plenty of things you could do with a phone without needing signal but what could he be up to that caused his guilty look?
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The sign indicating they were approaching the state border flashed past and Sharyn wriggled in her seat again. “Thank goodness,” she said and pointed to the next sign announcing the information bay. “We’re going to have lunch here, aren’t we?”

“We’re stopping for a quick look but I don’t know about lunch. We might push on to Erldunda. It’s not even a hundred k’s further on. That’ll really break the back of today’s trip.”

Sharyn groaned. “If it doesn’t break mine first.” She bent forward in her seat, stretching her arms towards her toes, and then sat up again. “I hope we’re not spending the whole holiday stuck in the car driving.”

“We’ll have a two-day break in Alice.”

“Will it be warmer there?” Sharyn had expected to be in shorts and T-shirts. She’d only packed one jumper and pair of jeans.

“I don’t know what the weather will be like.”

She studied the people walking around as they pulled into the parking area. They were nearly all wearing jumpers and long pants. The big sign welcoming them to the Northern Territory was photo worthy at least. Ray took photos of the two of them in front of it then Sharyn insisted they all come in for a selfie.

Ray looked at his watch. “We’re making good time. Is everyone okay to wait for lunch at Erldunda?”

They all agreed. Sharyn was happy to get out of the cold. Maybe the next spot would be warmer.

It wasn’t, but there was a courtyard out of the wind and she was easily convinced to buy hot chips from the cafe rather than climb into the cold van and eat the salad and tin of tuna she’d planned. She wandered the souvenir aisle of the cafe while she waited for the chips and saw Kathleen reach for a spoon. No way did Sharyn plan to collect spoons wherever they went. In fact she didn’t want any of the souvenirs—that was until she saw a neoprene wine-glass cover. It was vibrant purple with a flower painted on it and the name of the servo, which was boasting it was in the centre of Australia. Sharyn thought that a good claim to fame and decided to buy a souvenir after all.

She took it with the hot chips out to the courtyard to find the men had a beer each. Barry leaped up. “Would you like a wine?”

“Haven’t we got a big drive still?”

“We won’t stay long but we had to celebrate reaching the middle of Australia,” Ray said. “It’s only another two hours or so to Alice Springs.”

“Two hundred k’s exactly.” Barry grinned.

Sharyn groaned and arched her back. “I’m not sure my body can take it.”

“A wine might help,” Ray said. “Kathleen’s getting a drink.”

“Sure, why not? I’ll have a pinot gris.” She put down the chips as Barry hurried away. Ray was already tucking in to the box he and Kathleen were sharing.

“We’ll have a barbecue when we get set up in Alice,” Ray said through a mouthful of hot chips. “Barry thought you had some meat to contribute.”

“Some chicken thighs.” She shrugged. “I guess I could crumb them.”

“Sounds good. We can pool the meat we’ve got.”

Kathleen arrived, lugging the brick of a handbag she took everywhere she went in one hand and her drink in the other, quickly followed by Barry with the wine. They toasted their arrival in the centre of Australia. Sharyn slid her cheerful wine cooler over her glass while Barry and Ray revealed yet another stubby holder purchase. Barry also took out a small notebook and souvenir pen. “I got these to record how far we’ve travelled and the price of fuel etc. Bit steep here,” he said as he scribbled in the book.

“What do you expect in the middle of the country?” Ray scoffed.

“And we’ve done one thousand and eighty kilometres since we left home,” Sharyn said.

“One thousand and eighty-three actually.” Barry tapped his pen to the open page of his notebook.

Sharyn rolled her eyes.

“I mentioned the barbecue to Sharyn,” Ray said quickly.

“We’ve got something to contribute, haven’t we?” Barry asked.

“Chicken thighs. You could cut them in halves and crumb them.” Sharyn turned to Kathleen. “It’ll be good to have the men cooking tonight. We can relax.”

“I thought you might make some salads.” Ray raised questioning eyebrows at his sister.

“Oh…I…”

Sharyn leaned forward. “We don’t need them tonight, do we? Won’t hurt to have meat in bread for one night.”

“We’d need onion at least,” Ray said.

“That won’t take you long to cut up, will it, Barry?” Sharyn smiled sweetly at her husband, who looked startled in response.

“No. A snag in bread with onion and sauce sounds good.” Barry nudged Ray. “We can let the women have a night off and they can cook up a storm tomorrow night.”

“Sounds good.”

Sharyn took a mouthful of wine to stop herself from replying. She’d cook tomorrow night but it wouldn’t be fancy. She hadn’t agreed to this holiday to be tied to the kitchen. She’d need to take Kathleen in hand to make sure she wasn’t either.
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Sharyn stared at the glass door of the caravan park reception, willing her husband to hurry up. It had opened and closed several times since Ray and Barry had entered but they were still inside. It had been a long day of driving and for the last half hour before they’d reached Alice Springs she’d been ready to jump out and walk she was so sick of being in the car.

She wriggled in her seat to alleviate the sensation of a numb bum then opened her door to go in and find out what was taking so long just as they finally emerged, maps in hand.

“They hadn’t put us together and they’re fully booked,” Barry explained as he climbed back in the vehicle. He passed her the map. “Ray insisted we be side by side and it took a while to sort it out.”

Sharyn took note of the circled number then the pink highlighter arrows marking the way to their designated spot. She glanced up, trying to get her bearings. “I think you turn right here?”

Barry manoeuvred the tight turn and a toot came from behind. The phone rang and Ray’s voice came through the car audio. “Wrong way, mate. Our sites are further on. I’ll lead the way.”

“Which is it?” Barry asked. “Follow Ray or keep going?”

Sharyn stared at the map then at their surroundings again. “This road’s not even marked on the map.” It was narrow, more like a track, and looked like it was blocked by a fence ahead.

“How am I going to turn?” Barry scratched at the thick stubble on his chin.

“Perhaps we can back up.”

He threw up his hands. “How? That’s the main entrance behind us.”

“I’ll direct you.” Sharyn got out, not wanting to see the concern in his look. She walked back. Their caravan was still partially blocking the road that led further into the park. She waved another car and van to go around behind them then she directed Barry to back up. The van kept going the wrong way and it took several attempts, by which time Sharyn was frustrated and Barry’s usually cool temper was simmering.

“I’ll walk ahead,” she called as she passed by his lowered window. She puzzled over the map a moment and looked around for a landmark. Ray was already out of sight so he was no help. She continued on past some kind of small recreation room and there to her right was a wider paved road. It was lined on either side with cabins and another look at the map confirmed it was the road they should take.

When they finally arrived at their space in the far corner of the park, Ray had already backed in and was unhooking his van. Kathleen was getting out cords and hoses as if she’d done it a million times before. Sharyn still had no idea how Barry had connected them up to power and water back in the Coober Pedy park.

She looked around. The four-wheel drive and van remained in the middle of the narrow track and Barry was beckoning to her.

“That’s our spot this side of Ray.” It was the only space vacant so she’d thought it was obvious.

“How the hell am I going to get in there?”

“Back in.”

“Of course I’m going to back in, Sharyn, but how? Look at the angle needed and how narrow this road is. Those vans opposite don’t give me much room to swing.”

She shook her head. She had no idea what he was talking about but he was looking stressed. “Shall I get Ray?”

“No! You’ll have to direct me. Go to the back of the van but stay to the side so I can see you in my mirror.”

“Okay.” His crankiness was making her anxious.

He continued on past her, then started to back up. Two men were sitting under the awning of the van opposite, beers in hand. They smiled.

“That’ll be tricky,” one said.

“These spaces are small.” The other nodded sagely.

Sharyn’s anxiety ratcheted up a notch. It was as if it was a spectator sport for which they had front row seats.

Barry backed the van towards the small space that had been designated as theirs but she could see he wasn’t going to get it in. She waved her hands frantically as he began to get close to the side of Ray’s van. Barry’s hand beckoned again from his open window.

She walked up to him. “You’re way too close. You have to move the van further over.”

“How!”

Barry’s face was red and tight creases lined his brow. She looked to where he was staring. There were three men watching them now.

She turned her back to them. “You’ll have to go forward,” she said in a low steady voice. “And back in straight.”

He gritted his teeth and nodded then tried again, but on that attempt she could tell he hadn’t moved over any further. She waved at him to stop as once more he came close to Ray’s van.

“Barry having trouble?” Ray appeared suddenly beside her.

“It’s a small space.”

“Yeah. It was easier for me because there’s a bit more room in front of my van.”

They looked across. Opposite Ray there was only a small camper taking up the back half of the allocated space. In front of Barry, where the three men were watching, was a large van, its tow bar reaching to the edge of the road. She could see why he was having trouble. Once more his hand gesticulated from the window.

“Maybe you can help him,” Sharyn said. “I don’t know what to suggest.”

It took another twenty minutes of juggling the van back and forth and by the time it was finally parked Sharyn was ready to throttle someone. She wasn’t sure if it was Barry, Ray or the man from across the road who’d come to put his two bob’s worth in. There’d been much debating, suggestions, scratching of heads and chins. Barry had got out twice to inspect the space and now finally their van was in, almost straight and right on the boundary of the neighbouring allotment.

Barry had to unhook their car as quick as he could as he was blocking the road. The three men opposite went back to their beers and Ray back to stabilising his van. She now understood that was the putting down of the legs in each corner so the van didn’t wobble when they moved around inside it.

“Sharyn,” Barry snapped from where he was kneeling at the side of the van. “Pass me that block.”

She glared at him and then at the plastic thing near her feet. “Don’t get narky at me,” she hissed. “I didn’t want to do this, if you remember. It was your idea to buy a caravan.”

“And instead of being helpful you’re going to keep putting roadblocks in the way.”

She gaped at him, fury building inside her and then suddenly it was out like a runaway horse. She tossed the plastic wheel chock at the ground in front of him and stalked away. The three men were now ensconced in their conversation, two teenagers went past on rattling skateboards, a child wailed further along and a door slammed. She looked up and down the row of caravans and campers all jammed into a tiny space like sardines in a can, a few trees and a bit of grass, the only relief in the barren site. Nothing about this place resembled her dream holiday. It was claustrophobic and all so unfair.

“Stuff you, Barry,” she muttered and went back to where he stood at the other side of the van now, fiddling with the power lead.

“I’m going to buy some gin,” she said and spun on her heel.

“Sharyn, wait—”

She slammed the door on his grumbling voice and started the car. In the side mirror she saw him scratching at his chin again then he started in her direction. She moved off as quickly as the allocated ten-kilometre speed limit would allow and didn’t look back.
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Kathleen stared at the phone on the table, listening with only one ear as Beryl went on about her cards afternoon. It had been such a relief to find there was signal as they’d approached Alice Springs. Then she’d been anxious about all the messages and missed calls. Raymond had frowned at the steady stream of pings as they’d approached the town.

“I suppose they’re all from Beryl,” he’d snorted.

Kathleen had tried not to take offence but he was quite right—after all, who else would be trying to contact her? She scrolled through the messages—every one of them was from Beryl, getting progressively more desperate until the last one mentioned the possibility of reporting her missing. Kathleen glanced at it again. It had only been sent that morning. She’d replied to say she was fine and would ring as soon as they were settled at the park in Alice Springs. It was Beryl’s cards afternoon so her phone would be on silent anyway.

“I’ll ring her once we’ve got the van set up.”

“Don’t let her bully you. It’s not your fault you’ve had no signal. You’ve got to stand up to her, Kathleen.”

That was all very well for him to say. Beryl relied on Kathleen, even if it was from afar. Before this holiday they spoke nearly every day on the phone.

As soon as Raymond had set off to have a beer with Barry and start the barbecue, she’d been true to her word and rung Beryl. She’d put the phone on the table so as not to give herself earache from the voice that boomed and ranted from the phone. Beryl had called her inconsiderate, selfish, thoughtless and the list had gone on. Finally Kathleen had got a word in and explained again that her phone had no signal since Port Augusta. They were in Alice for two days and then they’d be without signal again until who knew when but she hoped in Katherine.

“I’ve looked up all those places you’ve been. Did you know people disappear down mine shafts at Coober Pedy, never to be seen again.”

“I didn’t go near any.”

“And I’ve heard Alice Springs isn’t—”

“It’s lovely here, Aunty. We’ve already planned some touristy stuff for tomorrow.”

“Then there was that chap who was abducted near Barrow Creek and another one disappeared at Larrimah. Neither of them ever found and—”

“The weather’s lovely. Not warm yet but at least it’s sunny today.” Kathleen knew if she let her aunt continue with all the negative talk she’d soon be weighed down by it herself and she was determined to enjoy this holiday.

“Such a shame you didn’t marry and have children of your own. It was too late for me when I married your dear Uncle Mervyn but at least I got to spend time with you when you were little. You were like my own child.”

Kathleen sighed and propped her elbows on the table, resting her chin in her hands. When Beryl went down this track she could ramble on for ages.

“I suppose we’re all lucky you haven’t found a man.”

The familiar stab of regret jabbed Kathleen. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t met men—two in particular had made her very happy at different stages of her life—but she’d been denied the chance to make anything of the relationships.

“I love being able to chat each day and have you visit sometimes. Then, of course, your parents needed you. If you’d married, your husband would be commanding your time. Spinsterhood has its merits.”

Spinsterhood! Beryl made it sound like Kathleen had some kind of disease.

“Poor Julie was glad of your help and now it seems Ray’s got you at his beck and call. It’s lucky you don’t have other commitments.”

“It’s a holiday, Aunty, and I’m enjoying it.”

“I suppose you could meet someone while you’re travelling… oh, but holiday romances never amount to anything. You be very careful—”

“You haven’t told me about what you’ve been up to. How was your card game today? Did Miriam win again?” Kathleen was tired and didn’t have the strength to deal with being under Beryl’s microscope.

“I told you she cheats from time to time and she did it again today. I don’t know how she does it—I can’t catch her.” Her voice droned on, regaling all Miriam’s faults and how their hostess for the day didn’t provide a very good afternoon tea.

Kathleen only had to half listen. Once Beryl got going she could talk the back end off a truck. You just had to steer her away from topics you didn’t want discussed. Despite all that, it was good to hear her voice. Kathleen knew some of her discourteous words at the start were because she’d been worried. While her aunt rattled on Kathleen tried to think of something positive she could tell her about the trip so far.

“I’ve started collecting spoons like you do,” Kathleen said when her aunt next paused for a breath. “I got a lovely one with opal on it at Coober Pedy, another at Marla and a nice one at Erldunda, which they say is the centre of Australia. I’m hoping to get one at every place we stop.”

Beryl had been interested in that at least and was especially keen to hear about the one with opal from Coober Pedy. Kathleen was glad she’d thought to buy two there. She’d post one to Beryl while they were in town.

“I’d better go, Aunty. Ray and Barry are cooking a barbecue tonight and I’ve got a bit of salad to organise.”

“I’m glad to hear Ray’s cooking. I suppose he’s got you doing all sorts of other jobs.”

“Not really. We each look after our own space.” Kathleen glanced around the tidy van interior—although she had been the one to do the dishes and keep the bench and tabletops clean. He pulled the quilt up on his bed each morning but Kathleen hadn’t been able to resist straightening it after he’d left the van. He always went to the park ablutions or to the bush when they free camped so the bathroom was hers to keep clean but she did notice a growing stash of dirty clothes on the floor on one side of his bed. She’d put a small load of her own things in the washing machine before she’d rung Beryl. She wasn’t sure what Raymond intended doing with his.

“What about washing and cleaning?” Beryl asked as if she could read Kathleen’s mind.

“We’ve hardly left home long enough to get anything dirty,” she said quickly. “Anyway, I must be off. I’ll ring you tomorrow evening. Good night.” She ended the call before Beryl had taken another breath and began work on the extras to go with the meat.

Raymond had been on to her as soon as he’d come in to get the meat for the barbecue. He wasn’t happy with just a sausage in bread and had pleaded with her to “whip up some additions”, as he’d put it. She fancied a bit of salad herself. She washed her hands thoroughly then set to work cutting cheese, tomato, cucumber, lettuce and some mushrooms that she didn’t think would last much longer anyway. She opened a tin of sliced beetroot and a jar of bread-and-butter cucumbers and sat them on a tray with assorted condiments and the bread.

With her contribution in hand she stepped outside the van and paused to watch some small birds using their vivid red beaks to peck at the ground under a nearby bush. Even though there was little space between her and the motorhome right beside her, she enjoyed the moment of solitude. The caravan park was full and while Raymond and Barry had side-by-side parks, they weren’t drive-through so each door faced the closed side of the next van. Barry had offered to put up his awning and get out his barbecue so the two men were cooking in his space. She could hear the rumble of their voices and smell the tantalising odour of onion cooking.

She had no idea where Sharyn was. There’d been a bit of trouble getting into their park and Raymond had gone to help. Kathleen had heard the four-wheel drive leave from next door as soon as the van was in place. She’d peered out the window to see Barry shaking his head then Raymond clapping a hand on his shoulder. Kathleen had gone back to her tasks. It was peaceful in her van at least.

She took a deep breath and then blew it out steadily. She hoped they wouldn’t linger over the meal tonight. She was used to living alone but travelling with the Tregonnings and sharing the four-wheel drive and the van with Raymond meant her only time completely to herself was at night in her bunk. She was looking forward to an early night and curling up in the cosy bed, updating her journal and then getting back to her book.

“Cute little things, aren’t they?” A woman came round the neighbouring motorhome carrying a bucket and stopped to look at the birds. “They come in about the same time each night. Someone said they were zebra finches. They’ve got those adorable tiny black and white stripes.”

Kathleen nodded and glanced down at the tray she carried. There was certainly no privacy in a caravan park.

“Is that your dinner cooking I can smell?” the woman asked.

“Oh yes, sorry. We’re using the space outside our friends’ van.”

“No need to be sorry. But when my partner Bev gets back you might have her over there. She loves nothing better than sausages and onion in bread with some ketchup.” Her smile lit up her face. “I think it’s an Aussie thing.”

Kathleen’s shoulders relaxed and she warmed to the woman. Something about the way she said the word Aussie held the hint of an accent, plus she said ketchup—maybe she was American. “Onions always smell good when they’re cooking,” she ventured.

“We’re on a bit of a health kick. Bev’s cholesterol’s too high. It’s grilled chicken breast and salad for us tonight. She’ll want me to cook fries, of course, but we really have to do better. I’m Nancy, by the way.”

“Kathleen.” She managed to return Nancy’s smile.

“Are you here for long? We might be neighbours for a while.” She put the bucket under the side of her motorhome.

“I think we’re only here for two nights. The parks in town are all fully booked for the coming weekend.”

“There’s a big desert race on. That’s why we’re here. Bev’s mad about bikes. We’ve come all the way from Sydney for this. Where are you from?”

Kathleen told her and found herself explaining about the trip she was taking with her brother north to Katherine then west to Broome.

“How amazing.” Nancy’s hazel eyes sparkled. “We’re doing a similar journey once the race is over.” She went on to tell Kathleen all about their retirement travels. It was a warm, easy conversation.

A motorbike rumbled slowly closer. “That’ll be Bev now.”

“I’d better get this food over to the barbecue,” Kathleen said, but before she could move on a tall woman came around the motorhome wearing leathers, a helmet tucked under one arm.

“There you are, Nance. I should have known you’d be yakking to someone.”

“Just meeting the neighbours. This is Kathleen.”

“Trust you to suss out the pretty one.”

Kathleen glanced up into the appraising blue eyes studying her from under a tight bunch of short grey curls. She glanced down again quickly as heat burned her cheeks.

“Don’t tease, Bev. Kathleen and I have been talking about our travels.”

“Is that divine smell coming from your barbecue?” Bev asked.

“Told you,” Nancy said before Kathleen could answer. “I’ve got us a nice chicken dinner organised.”

Bev groaned.

“Come on.” Nancy put her small hand on Bev’s arm. “There’s a beer waiting for you in the cooler.”

“I’m amazed I’m allowed to have that,” she grumbled but there was a smile on her face as the two of them headed back around their motorhome.

Kathleen continued on to the Tregonnings’ awning with a spring in her step. She’d been surprised at how chuffed she’d felt to be called pretty.

“Oh, good on you, Kath.” Raymond stood and cleared a space on the table for her to put the tray of food.

“Sharyn could have done something too,” Barry said apologetically. “But she’s…gone off…maybe to find a bottle shop…” He shrugged and turned back to the barbecue.

Kathleen settled into a camp chair beside Raymond. Whatever it was Sharyn was doing she hoped she’d be in a good mood when she returned. Kathleen was quite sure she wouldn’t be happy about the extra food she’d prepared. Sharyn had made such a big deal about them having a night off and letting the men do the cooking. The Tregonnings’ four-wheel drive pulled in and Kathleen leaped to her feet. “I forgot something,” she said and hurried back to the van.
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Sharyn had driven around for a while once she’d left the park. She’d been surprised at how busy the main roads were and her anger was distracting. She’d eventually turned into a side street and pulled over beside a park and taken some deep, calming breaths. Then she’d checked her phone and opened Girlz Chat.

Sharyn didn’t cry easily. She’d learned to swallow tears from a childhood with three older brothers, but reading through the chat between her friends wrapped her in melancholy, as damp as a used bathmat and as heavy as a lead blanket. The weight of it pressed her into her seat and pinned her as she scrolled. They hadn’t done anything particularly spectacular and she could easily contribute but what would she say? Apart from taking a liking to gin there was absolutely nothing positive to say about this holiday. Nothing to make her friends wish they were there, like they would have if Barry had taken her to a tropical island as she’d hoped.

She flicked back through their chats and over the odd question asking where she was or what she was doing? Ruth had tried out a new salon, Gail posted some photos of ideas for her mother-of-the-bride outfit and Ann had taken up a gym membership and had been three times. Sharyn had paused over that message. Ann had a trim figure—she watched what she ate but she’d never been one to overdo exercise. The four of them used to play social tennis but, more often than not, three of them played while Ann sat in the shade with the drinks. She hated getting hot and sweaty, which the other two girls had pointed out in their follow-up comments. Sharyn found herself wondering if Ann was stretching the truth a little but how would she know?

And then it had struck her. She could say whatever she liked about this holiday. She could write whatever she wanted and dress it up with strategically taken photos. The sticking point was Kathleen. The girls would be horrified to find out she was on the trip. While it was improbable Barry would make contact with one of the husbands it wasn’t inconceivable and Raymond might. Sharyn decided not to mention Kathleen but if the girls found out she was part of the trip there was nothing for it but to paint Kathleen as totally opposite to the slightly unbalanced shrinking violet they all thought she was. With a plan in mind, Sharyn had googled bottle shops and set off for the nearest one.

Once inside she took a trolley and selected a bottle of gin, along with a mixed six pack of white wine and a couple of extra reds. At the end of a row she found a special deal on white rum and a pack of tall glasses with the recipe to make mojitos. She hadn’t had one in years but if they ever got to warmer weather she fancied a mojito would go down a treat. Not to mention how perfect it would be in her photos for the girls. Next to that there was a leaflet about the different ways to serve gin and that gave her more ideas so she’d added vermouth to her purchases then wheeled her trolley load to the checkout queue.

“Sorry, but you can’t buy all that.” The young man behind the counter looked barely old enough to be drinking age.

“Why not?”

He pointed to a sign taped to the counter. She flicked her eyes over the part that said “In consultation with Government and local police” and got to the part that said “One purchase per customer per day” and then there was a product limit. She glanced at her trolley. She had two bottles of spirits and two bottles of wine more than was allowed. Mortified, she sensed the queue building up behind her.

“Which do you really need?” The lad spoke in a monotone voice.

Sharyn made a quick decision, paid and scurried from the bottle shop. Still feeling like a criminal she whipped to the supermarket next door for lemons, limes, mint, olives and extra bottles of soda and tonic.

No sooner had she pulled in back beside the van than Barry arrived at her window.

“Where have you been?” he muttered.

“I told you I was going to buy gin,” she snapped. Her embarrassment over the bottle shop experience combined with his sour face sent her exasperation bubbling over. “Except I couldn’t. The bottle shop had a limit on purchases.”

“They’re trying to keep down alcohol-related violence here.”

“Well, I don’t get violent.”

“But you have been known to overindulge.” He shrugged. “I guess it’s one rule for everyone.”

She gaped at him.

“Anyway, you can’t just drive off like that—”

“You were snapping orders like a sergeant major.”

“You’ve got to be more—”

“I don’t have to be anything.”

“Hey, come on, you two lovebirds, kiss and make up.” Ray waved a can of beer at them. “The food’s cooking and it’s drinks time.”

Sharyn gritted her teeth. There was certainly no privacy to be had but the smell of the meat cooking along with onions had her mouth watering. It’d been a long time since the hot chips at Erldunda and it wasn’t Barry’s fault she couldn’t carry out her drinks plan. Her anger diffused. “I’ll have to go back for the rest tomorrow.” And then she realised she could only get one bottle of spirits. She’d need to take a friend.

“It’s just that—”

She put her hands up, palms out. “Let’s not argue. Can you give me a hand with the shopping?” She opened the back door and Barry looked in.

“What have you been buying?”

“All sorts,” she said again, her earlier enthusiasm returning at the thought of the concoctions she planned to make.

Barry took the box and she grabbed the shopping bag of supermarket items. “I’m going to make mojitos when we get to the tropics and when I can buy some white rum.”

He peered into the box. “There’s still a lot of alcohol here.”

“Well, I was only allowed six bottles of wine so you’ll be pleased to know I put back the two bottles of red I was getting for you.”

“Six bottles of wine and vermouth.”

“And?”

“You don’t want to overdo it.”

“Says the man who’s already gone through who knows how many beers and bottles of red.”

Barry was going to protest but Ray cut him off.

“Fair point, Baz.” He raised the can he held in his hand and settled back further into his camp chair.

Barry shrugged and took the box inside.

Sharyn glanced around. “Where’s Kathleen? I’ll have to borrow her gin until I can get a bottle tomorrow.”

“Just popped back to the van for something,” Ray said. “I’ll get the gin for you.”

Sharyn’s smile dropped when she took in the feast of assorted extra food on the table. Way beyond what they’d discussed. “I thought we were just having sausages in bread.” She frowned at Ray as he returned with the gin.

“Kathleen decided to add some extras.” He grinned. “She likes to do stuff like that. Hey, Baz, do you reckon the chicken’s cooked?”

“Almost.” Barry picked up the tongs and smiled at Sharyn. “I didn’t end up crumbing them. Kathleen had a tasty marinade.”

Sharyn glanced at the chicken sizzling on the barbecue plate and her jaw clenched. Ray was comfortably ensconced in his chair while Barry attended to the barbecue and she was fairly sure Ray would have talked Kathleen into preparing the extras to go with the meat. She felt a momentary pang of guilt that she hadn’t done anything but she quickly pushed it away. Kathleen had been the one to deviate from the plan.

By the time Sharyn headed back out with two glasses in her hands she was feeling cheerful again. She’d arranged her creations on the bench inside with a strategically placed bowl of olives and had taken several photos before choosing one to send to the girls. Her phone was pinging with responses but she didn’t look. She stepped carefully down from the van, which wobbled a little with her weight. She’d noticed it had done that when she’d been moving around inside as well. She had to juggle the glasses carefully so as not to lose the olives threaded on toothpicks perched precariously on top. She’d have to tell Barry to adjust the van legs.

“What’s this?” Ray said and Kathleen, who was now sitting in one of the chairs, looked up from her book.

“I’ve tried my hand at making martinis. I didn’t have all the right apparatus but I think they’ve turned out okay.” She handed one to Kathleen. “Thanks for the gin. You can only buy one bottle of spirits a day so I opted for the vermouth. I’ll get some gin tomorrow.”

Barry raised his eyebrows. “Where’s ours?”

“They wouldn’t go well with beer.” Sharyn raised her glass to Kathleen’s. “I hope you like martinis.”

She nodded. “I haven’t had one in ages.”

They tapped their glasses together. “I had to make do. The wine and champagne glasses weren’t the right shape. I thought the tumblers the best.”

Kathleen took a sip and once more she nodded. “Tastes good.”

“Meat’s ready,” Barry said and they all pulled chairs up to the table as he brought it over.

Sharyn took only small amounts of Kathleen’s salad. It’d be rude not to have any now that she’d prepared it but Sharyn was still annoyed about it.

“Doesn’t get much better than this,” Ray said.

“It could be warmer.” Sharyn huddled into her jacket.

“We can’t have fires in this park but we won’t need them soon.” Ray waved his knife at her jacket. “Once we get a bit further north you won’t be wearing that. We’ll all be in shorts and T-shirts.”

Sharyn longed for that part of the holiday. By the time they’d finished eating she was chilled to the bone. She helped Kathleen tidy up the leftovers. Once more they’d used paper plates so there was only cutlery to wash and she insisted she do it this time.

“This looks cosy.” Two women stood in the space between the vans, drinks in hand.

Sharyn was amazed when Kathleen almost gushed a hello and introductions were made.

“Nancy and Bev are from that nice motorhome the other side of us,” Kathleen explained.

“Four in a motorhome.” Barry sat forward. “Isn’t that a squeeze?”

Nancy and Bev both shot him quizzical looks and Sharyn frowned, wondering how he’d got four from two.

“There’s only the two of us,” Bev said.

“Oh, I see.” Barry nodded sagely. “Ray and Kathleen are siblings too.”

“How amazing,” Bev said. “I take my hat off to you, Kathleen. I think I’d kill my sister if we travelled together in a van.”

“Lucky I’m not your sister.” Nancy smiled lovingly at Bev. “The motorhome’s the perfect size for two. We love it.”

Barry’s face was so wide open with surprise, Sharyn wanted to shake him.

“I believe we’re headed along a similar trail,” Nancy said.

“All roads lead to Broome.” Barry laughed a little too loudly.

“We’ve travelled up the east coast and across to Darwin,” Bev said. “Our motorhome’s done a lot of k’s.”

“But we’ve never been further west than Adelaide where you guys come from,” Nancy smiled. “I found that such a pretty city.”

“We’ve haven’t done much caravanning at all,” Ray said.

“This is only our third night ever,” Barry chipped in brightly again.

“Caravan virgins.” Bev raised her eyebrows.

Barry knocked over his beer can and jumped up, grabbing the nearby roll of paper towel to mop up the spill.

“Bad luck. That’s gone down the front of your sweater.” Nancy handed him more towel.

“Is that an American accent?” Ray asked.

“Canadian, but I’ve lived in Australia for over twenty years. I thought I sounded Aussie.”

“You do, Nance.” Bev put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a gentle squeeze. “With a delightful splash of Canadian. But I think it’s the ‘O’ you put in Aussie that always gives it away.”

Sharyn had assumed the two women, who she guessed to be in their seventies, had been a couple for a long time. The two of them were so comfortable together, but then they looked at each other with a passion in their eyes that Sharyn associated with the freshness of the early stages of a relationship. It was almost teenage. When was the last time Barry had looked at her like that? The cold seeped deeper inside her and she rubbed her hands together.

“It’s getting chilly, isn’t it?’ Nancy said. “We’d better let you folks get inside.”

“Us too,” Bev said. “We’ve got a big weekend ahead with the desert race.”

“I saw that bike when we arrived,” Ray said. “Are you riding in the race?”

“She’d love to be.” Nancy gave Bev a look that was censorial yet loving.

“Racing’s a spectator sport for me these days,” Bev said.

“We’ll enjoy it from the sidelines.” Nancy took her hand. “You’re freezing.”

“Time to go inside.” Bev lifted the can she carried in her other hand. “Perhaps we’ll see you again during our travels since we’re heading in the same direction.”

Good nights were said and Sharyn and Kathleen went to their vans. If the men wanted to sit out in the cold they could but there was no way Sharyn was going to freeze any longer.

To her surprise she hadn’t long tidied up and climbed into bed than the door opened and Barry stepped in. The caravan lurched slightly. He rubbed his hands together. “It’s chilly out there.”

Sharyn put down her phone. She’d been reading the girls’ comments that had followed her picture of the martinis. They’d all responded effusively. “The van is wobbling a lot.”

“That’s because it’s not quite stable.”

“But it was fine at our previous camps. You mustn’t have the legs right.”

Barry sighed. “It’s what I tried to tell you. I keep some blocks and the drill in the back of the four-wheel drive so it’s quick to stabilise the van when we stop. You drove off with everything I needed.”

“Oh.” Sharyn regretted her hasty departure now.

“I had to improvise but it’s not perfect.”

“Sorry.”

“I’ll fix it tomorrow.”

He tugged off his jacket, suddenly looking much older than his sixty years. She wasn’t sure the scruffy stubble suited him.

“It’s not that bad,” she said. “Will it matter if we leave it? We’ve only got one more night here.”

“I guess not.” He switched on the kettle. “I think I’ll have a tea before bed. Do you want one?”

“No, thanks.”

“Bev and Nancy were an interesting pair.”

Sharyn quirked an eyebrow. “The sisters?”

Barry winced. “I put my foot in it there, didn’t I?”

“I couldn’t believe you’d said it.”

“It just never crossed my mind that they were…they were…” “Gay? You can say the word, Barry.”

“Who knows what you’re allowed to say these days? Anyway, I thought they were quite adventurous for—”

“For a gay couple?”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I was going to say for two elderly women.”

“For goodness sake, Barry, you’re making it worse. They’re not that much older than us. And what’s age got to do with it?”

“I don’t know. I just thought…” He poured boiling water into his mug. “Bev riding a motorbike at her age was—”

Sharyn groaned and clapped a hand to her forehead. “Lucky they can’t hear you.”

Barry opened and closed his mouth doing a good impersonation of a goldfish. Sharyn laughed and he slumped to the seat with his tea.

“Cheer up,” she said. “We probably won’t see them again.”

“I’d be happy to see them again,” he huffed.

She watched him sip his tea. He looked so dejected she felt sorry for teasing him.

“Did you know there’s a brewery near here?” she asked. “I saw it when I was googling bottle shops.”

“Ray mentioned one earlier. Evidently they do food there as well. He thought we could go over for afternoon drinks tomorrow and maybe stay on for a meal. Saves worrying about cooking if we’re going to be out sightseeing all day.”

“Good idea—I’ll put the salmon in the freezer,” she said brightly, noting the small lift of surprise on Barry’s face. “No cooking, no dishes. That’s at least closer to my kind of holiday.” She was already planning the collage of photos she’d put together from their sightseeing trip and the brewery would surely be good for at least one more photo.
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Kathleen brought in the washing she’d done for Raymond, folded it and sat it on his bed. She’d put a load through for him that morning while they’d been waiting for Sharyn so they could go off and do tourist stuff. It had been a beautiful sunny day with a crisp chilly breath on the breeze that had ensured her hoodie stayed on.

They’d travelled together in Barry’s car and spent the morning at the desert park before heading up to see the views from Anzac Hill where Sharyn had been a little pedantic about getting just the right photo of her and Barry. Kathleen had taken several for her before she was satisfied. They’d done a tour of the Royal Flying Doctor tourist facility where Kathleen had bought a teaspoon and then some art galleries and a look around the city centre where she’d bought another teaspoon plus a bag. They’d stopped at a bottle shop so Sharyn could buy gin and Barry had had to go with her so he could buy her white rum for the mojitos she was keen to make once the weather was warmer.

Kathleen glanced around the caravan. Everything was tidy and put away except for Raymond’s clothes. They were all waiting for Sharyn again. She’d wanted to shower and wash her hair before they went to the brewery. Kathleen had simply freshened up and the men were off checking out an unusual van that had caught their eye as they’d driven back in.

She straightened the pile of Raymond’s clothes then took out her phone. She’d ring Beryl now. They were leaving first thing tomorrow. No doubt they’d be waiting on Sharyn again in the morning but Beryl wasn’t an early riser so this was a better time to call.

She answered on the first ring. “Is everything all right?”

“Fine,” Kathleen said. “We’ve had a great day sight—”

“I’ve been so worried.”

“Why, Aunty?”

“The things you hear.”

“I told you it’s great here.” And before Beryl could say any more Kathleen told her all about their day.

“I didn’t know you were travelling with Barry and Sharyn,” Beryl interrupted when Kathleen mentioned the number of photos Sharyn had taken.

“I’m sure I told you.”

“I wouldn’t have been so worried if I’d realised you were travelling with others, although I wouldn’t have picked Sharyn as a travel companion.”

“She’s okay.”

One of Beryl’s censorial snorts burst from the phone. “I never understood Julie’s friendship with her. Julie was too good a person. Too good for Ray even.” Beryl may not have been a fan of Raymond’s but she’d been happy with his choice of wife.

Kathleen took the phone off speaker and held it to her ear in case he came back and overheard Beryl’s rant on his many faults.

“It’s time for me to go,” she cut in when Beryl finally drew breath. “We’re going to a local brewery for drinks and a meal.”

“I hope Ray’s paying,” Beryl snapped. “It’s good you’re getting a night off from cooking but he should pay.”

“He has been.” Today he’d paid for her entry to everything that had a fee and bought her lunch. She’d protested but he’d insisted.

“So he should.”

“He doesn’t have to. It’s very good of him.”

Beryl hmphed.

“You ready, Kath?” Raymond called from outside.

“Got to go, Aunty.”

“Is that Ray giving you orders?”

“Not orders—he’s just letting me know it’s time to go.”

“Sounded like an order to me,” Beryl said. “You take care, Kathleen. That man’s up to something.”

Kathleen took a breath. “We’re going out for a meal. Now, don’t worry if you don’t hear from me for a while. I’m not sure where I’ll get signal next.”

“I feel better knowing you’ve got Barry travelling with you. He’s sensible, at least.”

Kathleen wasn’t so sure about that after all the hiccups Barry had had with the van but if Beryl was comforted by his presence she wouldn’t disillusion her.

“I posted you a parcel today so watch out for that and I’ll send some photos later. Bye, Aunty.” Before Beryl could say another thing Kathleen ended the call.

The door opened and Raymond stuck his head in. “Are you ready?” he asked then nodded at the phone in her hand. “Beryl been bothering you again?”

“She’s not bothering me.”

“I bet she’s filling your head with all kinds of worries about this trip.”

Kathleen put her thumbnail to her teeth.

“You mustn’t let her negativity weigh you down.” His voice softened. “She’s not good for you, Kath.”

“She’s on her own and she gets worried when she doesn’t hear from me.”

“She’ll have to get used to that. You won’t have signal for quite a while after we leave Alice.”

“I told her that.”

“Let’s go, hey? There’s a drink with our names on it at this brewery.”

Kathleen picked up her newly purchased bag, checked her hand sanitiser and purse were inside and followed him out. Sharyn had talked her into buying the smaller style cross-body bag when Kathleen had stopped to admire some leatherwork in a gallery. She’d never paid that much money for a bag in her life but it was locally made handcrafted leather, a deep tan colour, and had fitted so snugly and comfortably across her body she hadn’t wanted to take it off. Sharyn had patted her own small bag and said how much easier it was for travel rather than the big handbag Kathleen lugged everywhere.

“It holds my cards, a lipstick, a small hand cream, hand sanitiser and my phone,” Sharyn said smugly. “No need for anything else.”

Kathleen had been easily swayed although she’d swallowed a gulp at the price.

“You won’t regret it,” Sharyn had said.

They gathered outside. They were waiting on Barry to return from the ablutions block this time. “I ran into your mate Jeff setting up a couple of rows over,” he said as he joined them. “I asked if he and Lesley would like to come with us to the brewery but evidently she’s been unwell.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Raymond asked.

“Some bug or other. She’s had the runs and has been groggy and thick-headed. Delayed their departure from Coober Pedy for a day.”

“Perhaps it’s covid.” Kathleen shuddered and wiped her palms down her sides. It was still a fear for her. She’d nursed three terminally ill people over the course of the last few years, first her mother, then her sister-in-law and then her father. She’d been painstaking, doing her best to keep bugs away from them all that time and now keeping things clean and germ free was a habit. Somehow she’d never caught covid and she didn’t want to ruin her holiday. How could she isolate in a caravan?

“No. She’s tested for that and flu. He says she’s much better today but they’re taking things quietly.”

“She had several drinks the other night,” Sharyn said. “Maybe she’s not used to it.”

“Hopefully that’s all it was.” Kathleen spoke quickly, trying to reassure herself as much as anyone else and giving her hands a rub with sanitiser just in case.

“Let’s go then, shall we?” Raymond moved off.

They all followed single file along the narrow path. Kathleen clutched her new bag in one hand and her phone in the other. She was glad to hear they didn’t have to spend time with Lesley, whose illness would also deter Raymond from wanting to catch up with the other couple for a while in case he caught something. He was wussy when it came to dealing with illness, especially his own.

On top of all that, Sharyn would be happier and Kathleen wanted to keep it that way. The four of them had got on so well today. The men had been amenable to all the suggestions of what they should see, even the mall shopping trip, and Sharyn had lost her snarky tone.

“Those two must be thirsty,” Sharyn said over her shoulder. The men had strode on ahead leaving a gap between them. “I must admit I’m looking forward to one of the cocktails. The write-up online sounded very tempting.”

“I like the sound of their pizzas.”

The loud ding of a bike bell startled Kathleen and she lurched off the path.

“Watch it, lady!” a boy yelled as he flew past. She shuddered and her new bag slid from her fingers as the boy and the bike sped on. Her bag lay in the dirt surrounded by cigarette butts, lolly wrappers and plastic bags. She bent to pick it up then gasped as the ground squelched beneath her sneaker. Before she even had time to register what it was, the pungent stink of dog poo reached her nostrils. She dropped the bag again as a strangled scream erupted from her lips and she covered her mouth and nose with her hand.

“Are you okay?” Sharyn came back to her. “Ohh!” She wrinkled her nose. “You’ve stepped in dog poo.”

Kathleen jumped around as if she were on an ant nest, madly scraping her shoe in the dirt.

“It’s gone up the side of your lovely canvas shoes and…oh no, there’s some on your bag.”

Disgust rose like a tidal wave inside Kathleen and erupted from her mouth in a shrill screech.

Sharyn held the bag gingerly towards her by the strap, her eyes wide.

Kathleen stared at it as if it were a spider about to crawl up her arm.

“What’s happened?” Raymond called, striding back towards them.

She couldn’t hold her terror at bay any longer. She snatched the strap of the bag from Sharyn, turned and ran.

“Kathleen!” Raymond called.

“I’ll catch you up,” she yelped back but didn’t slow until she reached the caravan park. Her breath came in sharp rasps and tears brimmed as she searched frantically for a hose. Finally finding one beside a garden bed, she toed off her sneakers, dropped the bag on the grass and turned the water on flat out. The shoes spun around and flipped over. While the worst had washed off the bottom, the canvas was stained. She turned the hose on her hands and rinsed them thoroughly. She would have liked to have used the sanitiser but there was no way she was touching her bag.

In her pocket her phone rang. She tugged it out to see Raymond’s name on the screen.

“I’m fine,” she gasped before he could say a word.

“I’m at the van. Where are you?”

“Cleaning my shoes.” She stared at her sneakers, floating in the muddy puddle she’d created, and her new bag lying nearby on the grass. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she batted them away.

“Sharyn said you trod in dog poo.” Raymond’s voice was gentle. “I’m guessing that’s why you ran off.”

Kathleen flinched. “I’m all right, Ray.”

“You don’t sound all right. Sharyn described it as a freak-out.” “I’m cleaning up.” She chewed her lip, sorry her freak-out had probably destroyed the fledgling friendship forming with Sharyn.

“Where are you?” he asked again. “I’ll come and help.”

Kathleen glanced around. She was nowhere near their van. In her panic she’d ended up on the other side of the park outside a different ablutions block.

“I’m in the ladies,” she lied.

“Kath, you can’t let this set you back.”

“I won’t,” she lied again as the tremors began to rack her body. “You go back to the others. I’ll come once I’ve cleaned up.”

“Are you sure? I can wait for you.”

“Don’t be silly,” she croaked. She gripped the phone tighter so it didn’t drop from her trembling fingers. “I’ll catch you up soon.”

“Okay. I’ll order you a cocktail. Don’t be long.”

Kathleen stuffed her phone in her pocket and stared down at her sneakers. They were brand new. A ten-dollar bargain from Kmart. She didn’t like to be wasteful but she had an old pair she could make do with even though there was a small hole in one toe. Nearby was a stick that had fallen from one of the gums. She picked it up and poked at the shoes.

“Is everything okay?”

Her head jerked up. A man studied her. Not just any man but the motorbike guy who’d spoken to her at Glendambo.

“Yes,” she whispered.

His lips turned up in that lovely smile of his. “The way you were poking around I thought there might be some kind of creepy-crawly.”

“No.” She dropped the stick. His kindness was making her feel ridiculous but she couldn’t stop the waves of disgust still swirling inside her. “Just had to wash my shoes. Hoping they’ll dry a bit before we lose the sunlight.”

He nodded. “Glad to see you made it here okay.”

“You too.” His steady scrutiny pinned her like a butterfly to an exhibition. She turned away, keen to remove herself from the spotlight.

“Wait!”

She stopped.

“Is this yours too?”

Slowly she twisted back. Her new bag was hanging from his hand.

“Oh…yes.” She moved closer to inspect it. Apart from the water drops running down the side it looked okay.

“You wouldn’t want to leave that lying around.” Once more his lips turned up in a smile, his eyes still searching.

She took it by the shoulder strap, keeping it at arm’s length. “Thanks.” Her gaze remained on her bag swaying like a pendulum between them.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

Kathleen sucked in a sharp breath. Someone else who thought she was crazy.

“Yes…thanks.” She spun away. Of all people to see her off kilter like this it would be that guy. She wound her way back across the park to the van where she placed the bag on the step in the sun. At the door of the van she stopped. The key was in her bag.

She badly wanted to go inside and scrub her hands with soap and hot water. Her head told her only the tiniest bit of dog poo had touched the bottom of the bag. There was nothing to stop her opening the zipper at the top…and yet there was. She couldn’t bring herself to even reach for her beautiful bag. It was fouled now and the trembling sadness returned. She took a big squirt of the hand sanitiser she kept on the outside table and rubbed furiously. Then she sunk into the camp chair tucked back in the shade of the awning, put her head in her hands and cried.

“Kathleen? Are you okay?”

She’d done her best to be quiet but there was so little space for solitude in a caravan park. She brushed at her face and blinked at the shadowy form peering in at her from the open end of the awning.

“Yes!” Kathleen tried to smile at Nancy but an involuntary breath transformed into a shuddering sniff. Her nose streamed. She needed a tissue but the box was in the van and the only spares were in the pocket of her bag.

“May I come in?” Nancy asked.

Kathleen shrugged. It wasn’t as if there was anything that private about where she sat under the caravan awning.

Nancy produced a neatly folded handkerchief. “I always keep a spare.”

Kathleen stared at it.

“It’s clean.” Nancy wiggled it at her and Kathleen slowly reached out and took it from her hand. The hanky carried the faintest smell of eucalyptus as she wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

Once she’d finished with it, she dangled it from the end of her fingers.

“You can keep it or throw it away,” Nancy said. “I have lots.”

Kathleen tucked it gingerly into her back pocket.

“Your travel companions aren’t here?” Nancy asked.

“They’ve gone to the brewery.” Kathleen sniffed.

“Didn’t you want to go?”

“Yes.” Kathleen had been looking forward to it. Her shoulders drooped when she thought of the scene she’d made over the dog poo. “No. I’ll catch up with them later.”

“Do you feel up to having a drink with me then? Bev’s off looking at some bikes so I’m on my own too.”

Kathleen took in Nancy’s expectant gaze and the sadness dispelled a little. “Thanks.”

“I’ve only got beer or brandy in my van. You’re welcome to it. Or there might be some ginger beer. Otherwise grab your favourite poison and bring it over.”

“I…” Kathleen glanced at the caravan door then down at her bag. “I don’t have my key.” She chewed her thumbnail. She was an honest person. There’d been times when she’d not admitted to something or explained, but withholding information wasn’t the same as actually lying. On this trip she seemed to be doing a lot of fibbing.

“All the more reason to have something my way.”

“Ginger beer would be great, thanks.” Kathleen stepped forward after Nancy who stopped abruptly.

“Don’t forget your bag.”

Kathleen stared at the offending bag. It had dried quickly.

“It looks like a good one,” Nancy said. “Would be awful to have it pinched. We had some chairs taken once from a park in Queensland. We’re careful to put everything away these days.”

Kathleen leaned forward, her hand hovering over the strap that trailed to the ground. She took it between her fingers and followed Nancy to her annexe.

“I’m glad we’ve got the awning out.” Nancy waved at the canvas over their heads. “The nights have been very cold here. I’ve had to throw a rug over the comforter. It’s handy to have this extra undercover space when we’re set up for a week. Take a seat.”

Kathleen glanced at the chairs, which were more like sunlounges, one red and the other blue. “Which one’s yours?” “Doesn’t matter. Bev won’t be back till late. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back in a flash.” Nancy stepped quickly into her motorhome.

The door was clipped back so only the screen shut behind her and Kathleen could hear cupboards opening and glasses clinking. She let the bag drop from her fingers and sat. Just as she settled back against the padded headrest her phone began to ring. It was Raymond. She debated whether to answer then decided he’d probably come looking for her if she didn’t.

“Are you on your way?” he asked.

“No.” She chewed her lip. “I’ve decided not to come.”

“I’ve ordered you a cocktail. Sharyn picked it. She thought you’d like it.”

“I’m sorry, Ray. I…I just need some space. I’ll be fine.”

“What about dinner? I can bring you back some pizza. They look really good.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll get something to eat here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, you three have fun. I’ll see you when you get back.”

The screen door swung open and Nancy stepped down. A delicious savoury cooking smell followed her out. She was carrying two tall glasses of ginger beer with lots of ice and a slice of lemon. She handed one to Kathleen then sat beside her and raised her glass.

“Cheers,” they said together as they tapped their glasses.

Nancy’s eyes remained locked on Kathleen’s. “Happiness and good health.”

Kathleen looked down and sipped.

Nancy chatted about her day. She and Bev had gone out to Simpsons Gap on their motorbike. Kathleen only had to offer the odd murmur of interest or approval and Nancy chatted on. She was an easy companion. It was like being with Beryl, but her tongue was much sharper than Nancy’s. Kathleen couldn’t imagine Nancy saying an unkind word about anybody.

“Listen to me going on.” Nancy smiled. “Bev’s often telling me I don’t let anyone else get a word in. How was your day?”

Kathleen was relaxed enough now to recount the sightseeing that she’d enjoyed so much.

“I’m glad you had such a good time.” Nancy placed her glass carefully on the little table between them. “You seemed very upset earlier and…I hope you don’t mind but I couldn’t help hearing you saying you’re not going to join your friends at the brewery.” She winced. “Caravan doors are such flimsy things.” The wince turned to concern. “Did something go wrong? They seem like such nice people you’re with.”

“Oh…yes…they are. It wasn’t them.” Kathleen scratched at the side of her neck. “I…I just had a bit of upsetting news, that’s all.” There was no way she could tell this nice woman about the dog poo incident. She didn’t want Nancy to think she was crazy like Sharyn probably did by now.

“I’m sorry. You wanted some time alone and I’ve imposed myself on you.”

“No, no, it’s fine. I just didn’t feel like being at a busy place like a brewery.”

Nancy smiled and took a sip of her drink. “So it’s your brother and friends you’re travelling with?”

“My brother, Ray and…Barry’s his mate and Sharyn, of course.”

“You and your brother are single?”

“Yes…well, Ray’s a widower. His wife…Julie…died.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Only a bit over a year ago. They were supposed to do this trip together. Ray asked me…I needed a break…he wanted company… there’s plenty of room in his van for the two of us to have our own space. Our parents are both gone and besides an aunt in Melbourne we only have each other.” After barely speaking since she’d arrived the words gushed out like water streaming over a precipice then suddenly dried up and the only sounds were the happy chirrups of the zebra finches in the bush.

“Did something happen with your shoes?”

Kathleen looked down at her socked feet. “I…I had to wash them.”

“And you haven’t got your key?”

Kathleen wavered then shook her head.

“Since we’re both on our own perhaps you’d stay and share a meal? I made a rappie pie.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s mainly potatoes, chicken stock and chicken meat—more like a casserole than a pie but I love it.”

“Is that the wonderful smell coming from your van?”

“Yes. It’s traditional Canadian food and reminds me of my childhood. Some only make it at Christmas but my mother and my grandmother made it any time. Especially when the weather’s cooler. I think of it as comfort food. I thought Bev would be home to eat it but she messaged to say she’s staying out with the group she’s bonded with over bikes.” Nancy fiddled with her empty glass and her sunny smile disappeared.

“Are you worried about her?”

“No, not really. She’s wanted to come and see this race for so long I’m glad we’re here. It’s just…” Nancy sighed. “She’s had heart issues. Luckily found and treated, but she has a penchant for all the wrong food. I do my best to make us healthy meals. We’re in our seventies and I know we can’t live forever but I want us to be as well as we can to enjoy the time we have.”

Kathleen wasn’t sure how to respond. She’d lost three people in her family within four years. All before their time. She knew the gnawing worry that came with caring for someone.

Nancy slapped her hand across her leg. “Listen to me carrying on as if I’ve got one foot in the grave. We’re having a great time and the pie’s nearly ready. Would you like to come in and join me?”

Kathleen only hesitated a moment. “I’d love to.”
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It was dark when they returned to the vans. Sharyn hadn’t thought to leave a light on and she fumbled with the keys, dropping them twice before she finally opened the door. Behind her Barry was stacking their chairs. He was having trouble with that simple task too. They’d both had a bit to drink over the course of the several hours they’d spent at the brewery.

She wobbled against the door frame as she stepped up. Perhaps more than a bit. She’d drunk her cocktail and Kathleen’s then moved on to wine. It’d been relaxing to be just the three of them. Kathleen was hard work. Sharyn felt obliged to be friendly, always under pressure to make conversation and include her in everything. And being just the three of them at the brewery had given Sharyn the opportunity to take some photos that included Ray without obviously excluding Kathleen.

“Looks like Kath’s gone to bed.” Ray joined Barry outside. “Thought we might have a nightcap. You up for a port, Sharyn?” he called.

She groaned under her breath. She already had the beginnings of a headache and if Kathleen had gone to bed so could she. “Not for me, thanks. I’m turning in. Good night.”

“You’ll be fresh for an early start tomorrow then,” Ray said.

Sharyn closed the door behind her, pretending she hadn’t heard him. He and Barry had discussed plans for their morning departure over their pizza dinner at the brewery. Evidently they required another early start so they could drive all the way to a tiny spot on the map called Pamayu, north of Tennant Creek. Barry had told her with great delight it was exactly six hundred and seventy-five kilometres away. After her initial burst of anger when she’d had a go at the men for their constant early starts and long distances, she’d not said a word when they mentioned it again. Ray was keen to tease her but she’d get her own back by being ready when she deemed it time to go. Bloody Ray and his early starts and Barry with his annoying statistics. If she didn’t already drink it would be enough to drive her to it.

She prepared for bed, drained a big glass of water and settled with her phone to find the best photos to send to the girls. There was a nice one of the three of them at the brewery. Including Ray in the photos had raised questions and she’d been vague with her responses, making it seem as if they were travelling loosely in tandem, and she didn’t correct their assumptions that he was on his own. The conversation quickly changed to the upcoming charity dinner. They chatted back and forth until Sharyn felt quite maudlin with envy and homesickness. To make matters worse her head throbbed. She reluctantly put away her phone, miserable that she wasn’t preparing for the big fundraiser with her best friends, took some paracetamol and more water and fell asleep to the low rumble of the men’s voices outside her window.

Sharyn jumped. Her eyes flew open and her heart pounded in her chest. She’d had one of those dreams where she was falling off a cliff. She took a deep breath and blew it out, glancing at the digital clock above her window. It was barely fifteen minutes since she’d closed her eyes and even though she was tired, her body was wired as if she’d had an electric shock. She rolled to her other side and then to her back, slapping her hands to the quilt.

“Damn!” she muttered. There was little noise except for the men’s voices. They weren’t loud but somehow that annoyed her even more when she couldn’t sleep. She was about to wrap the pillow around her head when she heard her name mentioned. She shifted a little closer to the edge of the bed, straining to catch what Ray was saying through the tiny gap in the window.

“I hope Kath might learn a bit of confidence from Sharyn.”

“Kathleen’s nice the way she is. Sharyn could learn a bit from her.”

A sharp stab of jealousy brought Sharyn upright. Barry’s response sounded as if she was wanting in some way.

“Kathleen’s become a recluse since Dad died,” Ray said. “It’s been tough for her after being his main carer for his last few months. I worry she’s become hermit-like. She can’t even cope with the neighbours.”

“What do you mean?”

Barry’s question was exactly what Sharyn was thinking as she leaned closer to the window.

“She doesn’t get on with any of them. In fact, I think she was actively doing things to antagonise them.”

“Like what?”

“A few weeks before we came away one of her neighbours called the police.”

Sharyn pressed her fingers to her lips.

“Kath was acting…well, she was quite distressed and…when I got there she was…” Ray’s voice lowered and his next words were indecipherable. Sharyn edged her feet to the floor and pressed close to the window.

“I can’t imagine it. Kathleen’s so quiet.”

“You saw how she reacted today when she trod in that dog poo.”

“I don’t blame her.” Once more there was empathy in Barry’s tone. “It annoys me when people don’t clean up after their dogs. It’s a stinking problem.”

The two men chuckled.

“She had a really tough time of it,” Ray said and then it went quiet as if they were both pondering.

“Another?” Ray’s abrupt question broke the silence. There was a splooshing sound.

“This port isn’t bad,” Barry said.

“One of my better bargains.”

All went quiet for a moment and then there was the sound of a motorbike moving slowly. Sharyn sunk back to the bed, trying to make herself comfortable. Ray spoke again.

“The police thing with Kathleen was terrible. I’ve never had to deal with the police before.”

“I can’t imagine Kathleen hurting a fly. Why were they called?”

“The neighbours on either side accused her of throwing dog poo in their yards and at them.”

“I didn’t know Kathleen had a dog.”

“She doesn’t.”

Once more there was silence until Barry spoke. “So what actually went on?”

“I don’t know. She had some kind of breakdown. The guy next door certainly had dog poo all over him, according to the police, but so did Kathleen. Poor love stunk! The thing that worried me…well, I guess it was partly understandable, but…” Ray’s voice lowered again and Sharyn almost fell out of bed trying to listen but she couldn’t catch what he said.

“Hell.” Barry’s loud response startled her. “What did she say happened?”

“She was a blathering mess. She accused the neighbours of ganging up on her. Throwing all sorts and wrecking her garden.”

“Was it?”

“Not really wrecked, but…I don’t know—she was so distressed and…” Ray’s voice lowered again. “Well, I didn’t mention it to the police but when I’d been at her place before, I found a whole lot of…” His voice was muffled a moment. “…in her bin. The little boy over her other fence is pretty active. You’ve had kids. You know what it’s like. Some of his things came over the fence, balls mainly. Instead of…back she…them.”

“Right.”

“I really don’t know how it all began or why but it’s gotten out of hand. Kathleen says another of her neighbours, Janice, spreads rumours about her, but why would she do that? I wanted her to see someone, a counsellor or someone, but she wouldn’t. She stayed at my place for a couple of weeks while we planned this trip.”

“Poor Kathleen—sounds like she needed this holiday.”

“It was certainly easier to convince her to come.”

“Unlike Sharyn.”

Sharyn sat up again, annoyed by the hint of sarcasm in her husband’s voice.

“Hell,” Ray yelped. “Kath, you startled me. I thought you were in bed.”

“I’ve been having dinner with Nancy.” There was a sharpness in Kathleen’s voice Sharyn hadn’t heard before.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Kathleen snapped. “But I’d rather you didn’t talk about me behind my back.”

Chairs squeaked and a throat cleared.

“I was only talking to Barry—”

“It’s my business, Ray. No one else’s.”

There was silence for a moment then Barry spoke. “It’s getting late.”

“Yeah,” Ray said. “If we’re going to get away early we should all get to bed.”

“Probably should have turned in before this,” Kathleen snapped. “Instead of gossiping. Good night, Barry.”

Barry’s response was mumbled. Sharyn gave a self-satisfied nod. “Go, Kathleen,” she murmured. She certainly had more grit than Sharyn had thought but all that stuff with the neighbours was intriguing.

The sounds of chairs being folded away came from outside and she rolled on her side and buried under the covers. Fancy the police being called to Kathleen’s place. What a juicy tale. She would have told the girls if she wasn’t keeping Kathleen’s presence a secret. But then she thought it was just as well. There was a little part of Sharyn that felt sorry for Kathleen. Life had thrown her some lemons. It was no wonder she acted a little oddly at times.
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Kathleen was so angry at hearing her brother talking about her that she forgot to ask him for his key. Cheeks burning, she strode back around the caravan, still holding the new handbag at a distance. At the door she stopped, took a deep breath and, swallowing her earlier horror about it being contaminated, she wrenched the zip open and took out her own key. How dare Raymond tell Barry about her personal life? She’d felt a kind of bond with Barry after they’d done the toilet cassettes together and now he’d probably stay clear of her. Worse still, he was bound to tell Sharyn.

Kathleen flounced inside and strode to her end of the van. She’d loved to have slammed the door but had to make do with sliding it firmly shut behind her. She’d had a wonderful time with Nancy, who’d entertained her with stories of life in Canada and about Nancy and Bev’s journeys to other parts of the world. So different to Lesley’s bragging, Nancy’s stories were interesting and funny. It seemed she often got herself into tricky situations that were humorous in the retelling. For the first time in her life Kathleen had thought she might like to go overseas. Nancy was different to her travel companions. She’d listened and made Kathleen feel seen in a way the others didn’t. Kathleen had forgotten all about her own shortcomings and worries until she’d come back to the van to hear Raymond gossiping about her.

She scrubbed at her face with the washcloth, making her cheeks glow again. Bloody Raymond was no different to her neighbours—all whispering about her behind her back. She’d done nothing to deserve their interest. The whole thing in the backyard had been blown out of proportion, but she had thought at least Raymond was on her side. She didn’t want his pity or his undermining of her situation.

Raymond’s voice drifted through the open window and she tilted her head to listen. It was no longer Barry he was talking to, rather it was a one-sided conversation. Raymond’s voice rose in agitation.

“I told you, Andy, the money’s being transferred. I can’t make it happen any quicker.” Andy was the bloke running Raymond’s business in his absence.

Kathleen strained to hear more but he must have moved away as his next words were faint. She knew little about Raymond’s work. He’d been in army requisitions as a young man and then had done a variety of jobs before taking over this import-export business several years ago. It’d cost him a lot; she knew that much because their dad had given him most of the money from the sale of the property next door to hers. It only made the fact that Raymond also had a half share of her house all the more annoying.

She closed the bathroom door and took in the tidy space of her compact bedroom. Her book rested on her pillow. Losing herself in reading was sometimes her only escape from the realities of life. She turned out the light and flicked on her reading lamp. It was late and they had an early start tomorrow but she was really getting into the mystery surrounding a small community in the Northern Territory where a man goes missing and has never been found. The fact that it was about Larrimah, a town they would pass through on their way to Katherine, had her even more intrigued. Perhaps if they stopped there, Raymond might go missing.

Kathleen slipped beneath the covers and shivered. Not just from the cold sheets but because in reality what would she do if anything happened to Raymond? He was her big brother, her only close family besides Beryl. She really couldn’t do without him but perhaps in the morning he’d see that he needed her as well.
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Sharyn couldn’t believe it. It was almost eight and they were only just leaving Alice Springs. Yesterday at the brewery Ray and Barry had gone on about them needing to be underway by seven at the latest and in the end it had been Ray who wasn’t ready. Sharyn had her jobs in the van done by seven thirty and when she’d put her things in the four-wheel drive, Ray had been hitching up the van but there’d been no sign of Kathleen, who often helped him with outside tasks.

Sharyn had plenty to do inside and Barry took care of all the outside jobs but nonetheless Kathleen’s efforts outside plus the fact that she seemed to know what she was doing had left Sharyn with a sense of not being up to par.

“At least we’re not the ones holding up the wagons this time.” She smirked at Barry as he climbed into the four-wheel drive.

“Not sure what happened this morning.” Barry shrugged. “Ray said Kathleen usually gives him a wake-up call but she slept in this morning.” He moved the vehicle forward onto the road then stopped as they watched Ray toss the extension cord into the back of his vehicle. “Ray’s always so quick at packing up. I don’t know how he does it.”

“Kathleen helps him. She must have really slept in—I haven’t seen her this morning, have you?”

“Oh look…there she is.”

Kathleen stepped down from the van, shook the mat and put it inside before locking the door. She pushed in the step and said something to Ray, who stared after her as she walked to their vehicle.

Sharyn sat back with a smile. “Intriguing.”

Then a guy in motorbike leathers strode towards Kathleen holding something white out to her. Kathleen stood rigidly inside the space created by the open door.

“Who’s that?” Barry asked.

“No idea.” Sharyn leaned closer to her window as Kathleen grabbed the items from his hand. “But I think they’re her shoes.”

They had a short conversation, then Kathleen tossed the shoes into the four-wheel drive and nodded to the man, who gave a dip of his head and moved away. Ray strode towards them but Kathleen climbed in and shut her door. He was left staring after the man.

“Even more intriguing,” Sharyn said. “I think it was the shoes she was wearing yesterday when she trod in the dog poo. I wonder how he ended up with them?”

“I hope she’s okay.” Barry edged the vehicle forward again as Ray went round to the driver’s door. “After you’d gone to bed last night, Ray was telling me that she’s had a bit of a tough time with her neighbours. Then out of the dark she just appeared, made both of us jump, and she’d obviously overheard Ray talking about her.”

“Really? That’s not good.” Sharyn kept her face averted, watching out her window as they slowly wound their way out of the park so Barry wouldn’t notice the lack of surprise on her face. “What happened?”

“She gave him a bit of a telling-off.”

“Good on her, but I meant what happened with the neighbours?” Sharyn was hoping Barry would fill her in on the stuff she’d missed.

“There’s been some trouble with her neighbours. Sounds like it escalated and the police were called.”

“Over a bit of trouble with neighbours?”

“Evidently dog poo was being thrown about, and before that Kathleen was keeping anything that came over her fence and binning it, kids’ toys and stuff.”

“That’s a bit mean.”

“It doesn’t sound like something Kathleen would do.”

“Says you who hardly knows her.”

“I think I’m a good judge of character and Kathleen strikes me as an introvert but that doesn’t make her mean.”

Sharyn shrugged.

“That’s not all.” Barry lowered his voice like Ray had last night. “When Ray got there just after the police, he had to use his key to open her door and she was…well, she was only partly dressed and her head was bleeding. The whole incident was a bit strange and Kathleen won’t talk about it.”

Sharyn tapped her fingers to her lips, unsure what to make of it. She’d seen Kathleen’s reaction to stepping in dog poo—if she’d got some on her clothes Sharyn was quite sure she would have been upset enough to strip them off and toss them away.

Her phone pinged with a text. She picked it up. They were out of town now so she was amazed they still had signal. She read the name on the screen then raised her eyebrows at Barry. “It’s Kathleen. I hope she hasn’t got our car bugged.”

Sharyn skimmed the message then lurched forward to check her side mirror. She caught a glimpse of something flapping. “Oh no! Stop!”

“Bloody hell, Sharyn. Don’t yell like that. I can’t stop here. What’s wrong?”

“You’ll have to stop.”

“I can’t—there’s nowhere to get far enough off the road to prevent us being run into from behind.”

“The windows aren’t shut.”

“Bloody hell,” he muttered again. “That’s your job to make sure they are.”

“I thought they were.”

Barry slowed, looking for somewhere safe to pull over. Sharyn’s heart thumped in her chest. If a window blew off, their van wouldn’t be secure or weatherproof. Last night it had been so cold again. She ran her mind back over her packing up, trying to remember what she’d done—or hadn’t done in this case.

“There’s a wide shoulder ahead.” Barry slowed right down. “I think we’ll fit.”

Sharyn glanced in the mirror again. They’d come around a long curve and she could see Ray behind them, and a truck and more traffic behind that. She gripped the armrest as Barry slowed even more but still managed to flick up gravel as they edged onto the side of the road. Ray passed them with the truck right up his clacker and their four-wheel drive rocked in its wake. A string of vehicles and caravans followed.

“Hell!” Barry cursed under his breath, his hands still tight on the steering wheel.

Sharyn jumped down and by the time she reached the first window, which was beside their bed, Barry was right behind her. They both inspected it then Barry hooked his finger under it and lifted it out.

“It’s not locked in,” he said.

“Obviously,” Sharyn snapped.

“It looks all right though.”

They moved on to the next one over their dining table, which was also flapping loose but appeared to be okay. Barry unlocked the door and Sharyn clambered inside. She secured the latches on both windows and double checked them all, then she remembered what had happened.

“It’s your fault,” she said as she jumped down from the step.

Barry grabbed her elbow as her feet almost slid out from under her in the pebbly gravel. “Why is it my fault now?”

She waggled a finger at the windows. “You put these two down from the outside remember? When you were rolling up the awning.”

Barry frowned. “So what? I can’t lock them from outside. That’s your job.”

“My job!”

“You do the inside, I do the outside.”

“The windows were down and I assumed they were locked.”

“Well, you can’t assume. You’ll have to check in future.”

They were blown by a wave of wind as another truck thundered past and drowned her heated response. Barry locked the door. “Come on. Ray will wonder what’s happened to us.” He strode back to the front of the vehicle and around to his door. Sharyn gritted her teeth and marched back to hers.

No sooner had she climbed in than Barry started again. “What did you do with that checklist the previous owner left us? You should use that each time. It’s easy to miss something.”

“I’m not listening to your lectures, Barry.” And just in case he didn’t get her point she held her hand up to his face.

[image: image]

“I really am sorry, Kath.”

“Enough, Ray. I know. You don’t have to keep saying it.” Kathleen kept her gaze on the passing landscape. The vastness of it was intimidating. They’d just left the tiny spot on the map called Ti Tree behind. They’d stopped there for coffee and the plan was to make it to Karlu Karlu / Devils Marbles Conservation Reserve for lunch.

“Did you like your coffee?”

“It was very good.”

“Mine tasted like dirt.”

She glanced at him and noted the twinkle in his eye even though he was focused on the road, his face deadpan. She knew better than to ask but she did anyway. “Really?”

“Yeah, it was ground a few minutes before.”

She groaned.

“What do you call a dog in your toilet?”

“Ray,” she groaned again.

“A poodle.”

She shook her head at him.

“Too soon?” He grimaced.

“Enough.”

“So how did that guy back at the park end up with your shoes?”

The swift change in topic caught her by surprise. She’d only given Raymond a shrug when he’d asked her as they’d left the park earlier.

“He was passing when I was washing them yesterday. When they were still there this morning he was worried I’d forgotten about them and decided to return them.” She’d been startled when he’d called out to her. Even more so when she realised he’d been carrying her shoes.

“How did he know where to find you?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“He looked like that guy you were talking to when we stopped for coffee at Glendambo.”

“It was him.”

“Odd he should end up here in the same park.”

“No more odd than your friends doing the same thing. He said he was coming to Alice for the desert race.”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t know. We hardly spoke more than a few words. Goodness, Ray, why the fifty questions over someone returning my shoes?”

“I’m just looking out for you, that’s all…now that Dad’s not here.”

She gaped at her brother, his jaw set firmly as he watched the road ahead. “Dad hasn’t been here for a while and I can look after myself,” she snapped.

“I know, I know.” His tone softened. He glanced at her as if he was going to say more then reached out and turned on the audio. “Let’s play some music.”

The sound of the Carpenters singing “I Won’t Last a Day Without You” filled the car. It was a song Kathleen knew well. Their mother always had music playing and in her bedridden days Raymond had made her a playlist of all her favourites. The playlist was a long one but it had run all day and half the night, a soothing backdrop for both Kathleen and her mother.

Raymond’s flat monotone filled the four-wheel drive in bursts where he remembered the words. Kathleen wasn’t quite ready to join him in the singalong even though it was hard to maintain her anger over his betrayal of her personal life the night before. He’d apologised again for talking about her to Barry as soon as they’d got underway. Then there’d been the distraction of Sharyn and Barry’s caravan windows flapping. While they’d waited for them to catch up, Raymond had gone on for quite a while about how clueless they were about the whole caravanning experience. She’d thought that a little unfair even if it was true. Then he’d questioned her about the guy returning her shoes and now he was bombarding her with his goofy dad jokes.

She’d made him suffer a little this morning when she’d stayed in her end of the van until he called it was time to pack up. He’d been late getting up but he often slept heavily, which she was sure was due in part to the number of drinks he and Barry had each night. She usually started making breakfast to wake him up but this morning she’d kept to her end of the van even though she’d badly wanted a cup of tea.

Once he was up, she’d taken her time over the inside jobs and not gone to help him outside like she’d been doing previously. Raymond was practical but slow. It took him quite a while longer to get the caravan ready to hook up by himself. Even Barry and Sharyn had been ready before them. That had been Kathleen’s revenge. Raymond would have hated them being ready first but he didn’t say anything.

The music changed to Nancy Sinatra belting out “These Boots Are Made for Walkin’”. It had become another of Kathleen’s favourites. And after not helping Raymond this morning, it seemed the perfect anthem for her small act of defiance.

“Your new phone’s good,” she said. “Mine’s got hardly any space left on it. No room to download a playlist.”

“I’ve got several saved.”

“I’ll have enough room for photos and that’s all. I should have got a new one before we left.”

“It wouldn’t have made any difference to signal though.”

“I know—we’ve got the same carrier. But I heard you receive a message when you were looking at the souvenirs at Ti Tree.”

“Oh, yeah. Must have been a last gasp of signal.” Raymond reached for the sunglasses he had resting on the dash. “Getting bright out there now.”

“Perhaps we should have changed to Telstra.”

Raymond shrugged. “At least you’ll be free of Beryl for a while.”

Kathleen slid her glasses onto her face. The day had started out overcast but there was hardly a cloud in the sky now. “Maybe the signal bounces off clouds. That’s a thing, isn’t it?”

“Not sure.”

“It could be your new phone. I’ve heard that can make a difference.”

“Must be that.” He patted his shirt pocket. “Dead as a doornail now. Hope work don’t need me or we don’t break down out here.”

They both stared out at the wide vista stretching to infinity beyond them.

“It’s not as bleak as I thought it would be,” Kathleen said.

“There’s a lot more vegetation than I’d imagined too.”

Kathleen took a photo for future journaling. She could always email them to herself when she did get signal then delete them from her phone if space became an issue. She was focused on a distant mountain range, but in the brief silence between songs she could have sworn she heard the vibration of a phone. Hers was lifeless in her hands. She looked at Raymond, whose hand shot to his collarbone, patting it as he cleared his throat.

“I’m looking forward to our next overnight stop,” he said quickly. “I reckon we’ll be in T-shirts and shorts from then on.”
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Sharyn drained her water bottle then poured herself a glass of lemonade. Outside it was close to thirty degrees. Inside the caravan was stuffy and she was sure she could smell a hint of rank cream. She rolled up the sleeves of her linen shirt and took off her jeans but she still felt warm. Not in a good way, like bathers-and-beach warm. More in the tetchy and bothered way, like tear-your-hair-out-and-scream-at-someone warm. That someone would be Barry if he was anywhere to be found, but she suspected he and Ray had headed to the hotel bar.

They’d done another huge drive to reach their overnight camp at Renner Springs and she was totally over being in the four-wheel drive. Her backside ached, her neck was stiff—in fact every muscle screamed from being cooped up in the vehicle for every one of Barry’s six hundred and seventy-five bloody kilometres. The distance they’d travelled that he’d gleefully told her and jotted in his notebook as soon as they pulled up. And there was a dull ache behind her forehead, a leftover from the previous day’s drinks. The two men had promised as they’d set up their vans in the late afternoon sun that they’d only do short drives from now on but she didn’t trust them. They were just as likely to say there’d be another early start tomorrow.

She fanned herself with her hand. She’d wanted warm but being in a fusty caravan in the middle of the Northern Territory didn’t compare with her dream of a tropical island. She looked up at the air conditioner in the ceiling. They’d been using it for heating until now. She switched it on, changed it to cold then flopped spreadeagled across the bed to let the air flow over her.

She wasn’t looking forward to another night sitting outside. The two men always had something to prattle on about but she was fast running out of topics for conversation with Kathleen. Even she and Barry had run out of things to talk about after several days driving. Although at least he and Ray had shared their music playlists and downloaded them so they had more than the sound of the tyres on the never-ending road. She hadn’t thought to organise something to listen to. Hadn’t factored in the lack of phone service. When they had signal again she’d download some podcasts but there was nothing here. She’d checked her phone several times.

She turned over, trying to find a more comfortable position and found herself rolling towards Barry’s side of the bed. She wriggled back. Maybe the bed was not set up properly. She got up and lifted the mattress but the frame was placed perfectly on the base. She lowered it and climbed back onto the bed, but wriggling to her side still felt like an uphill battle. She was so tired and the dull ache in her brow put her off the idea of a drink tonight. Perhaps she should have an alcohol-free day.

She did however feel hungry. It seemed an age since their salad lunch at Karlu Karlu and coffee and biscuits at Tennant Creek. They’d been a long time in the vehicle and had run out of sweet treats but they’d had some exercise at least. Karlu Karlu / Devils Marbles Conservation Reserve had been a surprise popping up out of the flat landscape. After they’d eaten they’d had a quick explore around the giant round boulders. They were scattered in clumps on the sprawling plain just as if some giant hand truly had abandoned them after a game. She’d surprised herself by finding the colours and the texture of the ancient rocks quite awe-inspiring.

At Tennant Creek they’d refuelled and wandered the footpaths along the wide main road. Barry had embarrassed her again, this time with his remarks about bars on windows.

“What sort of place is this?” he’d said.

“What do you mean?” Ray had replied.

“All these bars on the windows. Looks like you can’t trust anyone.”

“Maybe just some.”

“It’s like being in another country. I’d better keep my wallet out of sight.”

“Barry,” Sharyn had cautioned and nudged his arm as they passed a local family sitting on a bench in the sunshine. She smiled and nodded hoping they hadn’t heard and thankfully they smiled back.

“They probably don’t like bars on windows in their main street either,” she’d muttered in his ear.

“Look, there’s a coffee shop,” Kathleen said. “I wouldn’t mind getting a drink of some kind.”

They’d all gone into the neat little shop, one long wall decorated with a dot painted mural in rich browns and yellows with the odd touch of blue and green. Our Country was written in swirling print at one end. Sharyn had stopped to admire it. They’d decided to have drinks and some of the inviting cake on offer but she had found it hard to relax. Every time someone else came into the cafe she worried Barry might say something offensive again. Thankfully the chatty woman behind the counter had done most of the talking. She’d lived in Tennant Creek most of her life and knew the area well. When Ray said they’d stopped for lunch at Karlu Karlu, she’d replied they should have stayed there overnight.

“You need to experience the colours of the sunset and sunrise,” she’d said.

“We’ll make sure we do it next time,” Ray had quipped and Sharyn had swallowed her “over my dead body” response. Not unless there was a five-star hotel there.

She had to admit the terrain had surprised her as they’d travelled north along the endless highway. She’d expected desert still but there’d been vegetation, mostly low but green, and dotted across the landscape were termite mounds erupting from the ground like shaggy brown stalagmites. And every so often one of them would be decorated with an article of clothing, a T-shirt or a hi-vis shirt, and sometimes a hat and even boots. The first time Sharyn and Barry saw one in the distance they’d thought it was a person standing beside the road.

She shivered. The air inside was too cold now. She flicked off the air conditioner and after rocking from side to side managed to roll herself off the bed, giving it a wistful look as she straightened the quilt. Tomorrow’s destination was Daly Waters, only about two-and-a-half hours away and she’d been promised a lie-in. It was a short journey in comparison to what they’d been doing each day so she hoped it was true.

Her stomach grumbled. Here it was five o’clock and she was hungry with no plans for what they might eat tonight. She peered out the window. There was no sign of the men but Kathleen was in shorts and T-shirt wiping down her table, a broom propped against the caravan beside her. There was no way Sharyn was spending her time cleaning after all the travelling and the cleaning she’d already done. She pushed open the window and her resolve to not have a drink today evaporated with the warm afternoon air sweeping in.

“Time for a gin?” she called.

Kathleen jumped.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to give you a fright. Only I can’t bear to see you working when none of the rest of us are. The men are obviously imbibing—I think we should too. My shout.”

“Thanks.” Kathleen’s smile was tentative.

Sharyn pulled on some light cotton three-quarter pants and for good measure sprayed her bare skin with insect repellent. When they’d been putting up their awning a few mozzies had buzzed around her face.

By the time she stepped out with the drinks in hand Kathleen’s cleaning gear was gone and she was putting a bowl of chips on the table. She’d also changed into a pair of light long pants.

“There are mosquitoes here.” She waved a hand past her face. “Do you have repellent?”

“Already done. Good idea to get some nibbles.” Sharyn passed a glass to Kathleen. “I’m starving. I’ve got a dip and crackers I’ll bring out.”

They’d just settled in when the men returned.

“You girls have got the right idea,” Ray said and got out beers for him and Barry.

“Sorry we’ve been so long,” Barry said. “Got talking to a couple of blokes in the bar.”

“We could have joined you if we’d known where you were,” Sharyn snipped.

“Couple of interesting blokes,” Ray said as if she hadn’t spoken. “From a station somewhere out there.” He waved his arm in a wide arc.

Barry slapped at his wrist.

“There’s insect repellent inside,” Sharyn said. Both men had changed into shorts and T-shirts as soon as they’d arrived and had a lot of exposed skin.

“I’ll get some in a minute.” Barry lathered a biscuit with dip and pushed it into his mouth. “I’m starving.” He pressed his fingers to his lips to stop the spray of crumbs then took some chips.

“Make the most of it.” Sharyn took a carrot stick and poked it in the dip. “This is dinner.”

“What?” Barry groaned.

“I haven’t had time to plan anything.” She eyeballed him. “Have you?”

Silence hovered between them laced with a dash of arsenic.

“I’ve defrosted a lasagne,” Kathleen squeaked. “There’s enough for the four of us with some salad.”

“Good on ya, Kath.” Ray swatted mosquitoes in the air then scooped up a handful of chips and settled into a chair.

“Thanks, Kathleen.” A pang of guilt shot through Sharyn. Why hadn’t she planned ahead? “But we can’t eat your food. We can have toasted sandwiches.”

Barry groaned.

Sharyn glared at him. “Do you have a better suggestion?”

“Kathleen’s offer sounds good.”

“Look, I’ve had an idea.” They all turned expectantly to Ray although Sharyn had little hope his idea would be any help to her. “We’ll provide dinner tonight and tomorrow night we should eat at the pub. Word is the food is pretty good at Daly Waters and then none of us would have to cook.”

“Sounds good to me.” Barry looked at Sharyn, his eyebrows raised.

“Then, moving forward, instead of each family doing their own thing why don’t we take turns to cook the meals?” Ray continued. “The weather’s on the improve from here so we can eat outside and it would mean every second night off.” He finished with a flourish of his hand and a congratulatory smile as if he’d just magicked a rabbit out of a hat.

Barry slapped his leg and nodded. “Sounds doable. What do you think?” His gaze skipped past Kathleen and stayed on Sharyn.

“It could work,” she said. “We’ve got salmon in the freezer, some noodles and vegetables. You and I could do a stir-fry. Then when we get to Katherine we’ll need to plan some meals and shop anyway.” One of her conditions for agreeing to this trip had been that Barry had to help more with the meals but she was fairly sure when it came to the Allenbys’ turn the work would be mostly up to Kathleen. “How does that sound to you, Kathleen?”

The younger woman glanced between them all then down at her shoes. She was wearing her old sneakers again. Sharyn could see the tip of her bright pink sock through the hole in the toe.

“I’m happy to do whatever suits.”

“That’s settled then.” Ray rubbed his hands together then slapped at some more mosquitoes. “Tonight’s lasagne is on us, tomorrow night we’ll eat at the pub and the next night it’ll be whatever Shaz and Baz rustle up and we’ll continue from there.”

Sharyn smiled through clenched teeth. She couldn’t object to the gift of dinner but if Ray kept calling her Shaz she’d have to tape his mouth shut.
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A man bumped into Sharyn and she in turn bumped into Kathleen who reached out and grabbed her by the elbows so they both stayed upright. They laughed and clung to each other a moment.

“Sorry, ladies,” the barman called as he continued on around the edge of the crowded dance floor.

“No harm done,” Sharyn called after him, her eyes lingering on the snug fit of his T-shirt. She flung her arms in the air and shimmied around to the twanging tones of the singer, who’d been playing reasonable cover versions of country music for the last hour.

Normally Sharyn wouldn’t be seen dead in a bar let alone on their dance floor but there was something about the atmosphere at the Daly Waters Pub that had made her toss her inhibitions aside. The enveloping warmth of the air, the delicious food they’d eaten and plenty of wine had all helped. For the first time since they’d left home she felt like she was actually on holiday.

When the live music had started she’d been sceptical but the guy on the rustic stage had a seductive voice, played a mean guitar and had great backing music. It hadn’t taken long before the four of them seated around the table were tapping their toes. She’d asked Barry to get up with her but there’d only been a few people dancing then. Finally, she’d dragged Kathleen up. They’d both been self-conscious at first and stuck to a quiet corner away from watching eyes but as more people had joined them and the music had become more upbeat so had they.

“Whoops, here I am again. Coming through!” The barman was back, his big hands full of empty glasses. He held his arms high and danced in time with Sharyn for a few chords before sidestepping and heading off towards the bar.

A minute later Barry was beside her. She grabbed his hand. “You’ve come to join us!”

He said something but it was so low she couldn’t hear. “What?” She leaned in closer.

“Time to go,” he called in her ear.

She lurched back. “Not yet.”

“It’s getting late. Ray and I are calling it a night.”

Over his shoulder Sharyn caught sight of Ray beckoning to Kathleen then leaning in to speak to her.

“Kath and I are having fun, aren’t we?” she called.

Hesitation flittered across Kathleen’s face then she nodded and turned her back on Ray, dancing a little further into the crowd.

“Why don’t you two stay and dance with us?” Sharyn yelled into Barry’s ear.

“It’s late,” he said stiffly.

“Only nine o’clock. Anyway, what’s time when you’re on holiday?” She laughed.

He scratched at his arm. “These mozzie bites are driving Ray and me mad.”

“I did tell you to use repellent last night.”

“Have we got any cream I can put on them?”

“Check the first-aid box.”

“Okay. Don’t be too late.” He moved out of the path of a couple locked in each other’s arms, gave her a wave and moved off. Ray was already out of sight.

“Party poopers,” she yelled in Kathleen’s ear and they both laughed and moved in time with the other dancers again.

Two young women were dancing to the beat with such energetic yet fluid movements Sharyn was sure they must have had some kind of dance training. Kathleen was mesmerised by their talents as well. It was disappointing when the singer said he was taking a break.

“I’m so thirsty,” Sharyn said. “Fancy another drink?”

Kathleen glanced in the direction of the vans and Sharyn thought she was going to leave but she smiled and nodded. “I need water first.” Her cheeks glowed pink and her eyes sparkled. Sharyn was pleased to see she had the look of a woman who was enjoying herself, something that she guessed was mirrored in her own face.

They bought a bottle of water each and while Sharyn added a white wine, Kathleen ordered a beer. They skulled their water then settled back in their chairs and sipped at their drinks watching the other people still enjoying the affable atmosphere. The two women who’d caught their eye dancing were with a raucous group of younger people.

Sharyn nodded in their direction. “They were good, weren’t they?”

“Amazing. I’ve never done much dancing but if I could dance like that…” Kathleen gazed at them with admiration shining in her eyes.

“If you’d told me a week ago I’d be dancing the night away at the Daly Waters Pub I would have laughed at you,” Sharyn said.

“Same.”

“Barry and I’ve been to a few dinner dance fundraisers but it wasn’t this kind of dancing.” Sharyn flopped back in her chair and fanned her face. “It’s so good to feel warm.”

“Ray said we’ll be swimming tomorrow.”

“At Mataranka?”

Kathleen nodded.

“I’m not sure if I’m ready to put bathers on yet.”

“Ray says there are thermal pools so it’ll be warm in the water and we’ll all enjoy it.” Kathleen glanced towards the caravan park. “I guess we shouldn’t be too much longer.”

“We don’t have to get away early tomorrow.”

“Ray said he’d wait up.”

“He can, but it doesn’t mean you’ve got a curfew.”

“I know, but Ray—”

“Isn’t your boss,” Sharyn snapped then regretted it as Kathleen’s shoulders sank.

“He’s your brother and he cares for you,” Sharyn said, using a gentler tone. “But he shouldn’t be telling you what you can and can’t do.”

Suddenly Kathleen’s face lit up with a mischievous grin. “Don’t worry about me. I don’t let him tell me what to do all the time.”

“Good for you.”

“Anyway, I bet he’ll be out to it by now and won’t know what time we get back. All these drinks he has sure make him sleep soundly.”

“They make Barry snore.” Sharyn huffed. “There’s nothing worse than being wide awake and listening to him snoring like an engine beside me. He rarely did it at home.”

“I brought earplugs with me. I’ve got some spares if you’d like them.”

“I might need them, although sometimes I find it hard to go to sleep.”

“That’s why I read when I get into bed. It relaxes me.”

“True crime books?”

Kathleen peered into her glass as if looking for an answer.

“I’d find it hard to sleep after reading something like that.” Sharyn filled the gap.

“I find it very interesting. That’s why I asked Ray to turn into Larrimah today for a drive around. I’ve nearly finished the book I’ve been reading about it.”

“The one about the man that disappeared? They’ve never worked out what happened to him, have they?”

Kathleen shook her head. “I have my own theory.” Her eyes gleamed. “It was intriguing to have a look around and try to picture everything.”

“After the long stretch of highway it was a bit like an oasis with its palms and bright magenta bougainvillea. I did think those pink panthers were a bit weird.”

“Each to their own, I guess.” Kathleen shrugged and once again looked into her glass. “People think I’m weird.”

She murmured it so softly Sharyn had to strain to catch the words over the voices around them. She opened her mouth but Kathleen hurried on. “It’s all right—I’m used to you and your friends’ odd looks and whispering behind my back.”

“We…I don’t!” Sharyn huffed. “I can’t remember the last time our paths crossed even, let alone me talking about you.” But the words were barely out of her mouth when she did remember.

“Julie’s funeral.” Kathleen’s voice was little more than a whisper.

Sharyn’s cheeks burned with extra warmth as she recalled the wake. Kathleen had been wearing a hideous black dress that hadn’t fitted her and looked like something from the ark. Sharyn had been too sad to worry about what Kathleen was or wasn’t wearing but she did remember Ruth making fun of the outfit and going on about it. Only a few minutes later Sharyn had noticed Kathleen slip out from behind the partition in the hall that led to the kitchen. They’d been talking about her right beside it.

“It was humiliating enough that I was wearing one of my mother’s dresses,” Kathleen said. “I hadn’t planned on it. I had a simple black dress but just before we were leaving Dad tried to empty a carton of milk that had gone off and somehow managed to spill it all over me, him and the floor. By the time I’d cleaned it up and changed his shirt and pants my dress stunk. Poor Dad. He was adamant it was disrespectful not to wear black. He had another pair of dark pants and a navy shirt to wear under his jacket but I had nothing. I found a dress in Mum’s wardrobe and pinned it to fit. My stockings stunk too, so I put on a pair of black tights. There wasn’t time to worry about what I looked like. We had Ray and his family to support.”

The music had started again but Sharyn found herself leaning in closer to Kathleen, hanging on her every word. How awful to have to wear her dead mother’s dress that didn’t fit to her sister-in-law’s funeral.

“I’m sorry that happened,” Sharyn squeaked. “I know it’s not an excuse that has any foundation but while I remember Ruth rabbiting on at the time none of it registered with me. I really didn’t care what anyone was wearing at my best friend’s funeral…I was lost in grief…as I’m sure you were.”

“I was sad for Raymond, it’s true…but not for Julie.”

Sharyn gasped.

“She was so sick. She wasn’t the Julie you knew. It was a release for her.”

Sharyn took a deep breath then a sip of her wine. Kathleen was only saying out loud what they’d all thought. “You’re right.”

“Ray was useless when it came to administering her drugs. We had the palliative care nurse, of course, but most of the day to day ended up with me…and poor Julie…she was so tired…she wanted to go…”

They both fell silent. People were dancing again. The country music, loud and vibrant, washed over them but didn’t penetrate the little bubble of shared grief between them.

“Julie was my dearest friend.” Sharyn’s voice came in a harsh whisper. “I wanted to be there at the end but Liam had that emergency appendix operation. The doctor had said Julie would…well, that she might linger for a week. I was on my way back when she…when Ray called to say…”

“Prolonging her suffering wasn’t fair.”

“I’m glad she had her family with her.”

“It was just me when she slipped away.” Kathleen’s voice was so low Sharyn could barely hear her above the music.

“But I thought her parents were…Ray said…well, he was with her, their son…?”

“Dale had taken the little girls to the park for a while. As you said, the doctor had thought she’d hang on for a few more days. Her parents had gone to the airport to pick up her sister and I sent Ray off to have a sleep. He was so tired he could barely function.” Kathleen stared into her empty beer glass. “In the end it was me who was holding her hand.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “We’d been close once. When she first went out with Ray…I’m glad I could be there for her in the end.”

Sharyn reached out and gripped her hand. “You were on your own? I thought Ray said he was there…”

“He was there, but a few minutes later, then her parents and sister. It doesn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things.”

“Goodness, Kathleen, you’ve had some tragedy. You were alone with your mum when she died too, weren’t you?”

Kathleen nodded.

“And then your dad.”

“He was in the hospice at the end. I couldn’t manage him. It was amazing how someone so frail could have moments of great strength. He shoved Ray and nearly knocked him over and he put a knife to my throat.”

“A knife!”

“Only a butter knife but it left a mark at the time.” She put a hand to her neck. “We had to get help. The dementia turned him into someone we didn’t know and he didn’t know us.”

“You’ve had some things to deal with in the last few years, that’s for sure. No wonder Ray wanted to bring you on this holiday. Sounds like he owes you big time.” Sharyn recalled Kathleen’s reaction to the dog poo incident. It could well have been the last straw. “How are you feeling? Now, I mean. On this holiday. Are you finding it relaxing, ’cause I sure haven’t…until tonight.”

“I am enjoying it, actually. I’ve hardly been out of Adelaide so it’s all quite interesting. I’ve certainly never seen a pub like this one before.”

They both gazed in the direction of the bar where underwear of every shape and form hung overhead and the walls were covered with photos, IDs, business cards and money of all denominations.

“Neither have I.”

They both laughed.

Sharyn leaped to her feet. “We should get a photo of the two of us at the bar.”

Kathleen stared up at her.

“Come on.” Sharyn beckoned her then looked around for someone to take it for them.

The barman who’d been clearing glasses earlier volunteered. No doubt he’d done it many times before as he organised them in exactly the right spot with an assortment of bras hanging just above their heads. He snapped several photos with her phone.

“Thanks,” she said as he handed it back.

“You ladies having a good time?” he asked, his face wide with a smile and a twinkle in his eye. He had to be closer to Kathleen’s age than Sharyn’s but she was flattered by his attention nonetheless.

“We are,” she said, wondering if perhaps they should have just one more drink. Then she had another idea. “Do you mind if I have a photo with you? I’d like to make my friends back home jealous.”

“Sure.” His eyes sparkled as he hugged Sharyn in close. Her knees went weak at the strength of his arm around her shoulders and the earthy scent of his body pressed to hers as Kathleen snapped some photos.

“Thanks!” Sharyn gushed as the barman’s arm dropped away. At least she’d have something interesting to post in the Girlz Chat later.

“Barry’s here,” Kathleen said.

Sharyn glanced around. Her husband was standing a few feet away watching them, a rather grim look on his face. She’d been half hoping he might have taken one of his pills. A romp under the sheets might have topped off her night but by the look on his face that wasn’t going to happen.

“We should go,” Kathleen said.

Sharyn turned back to the crowd of dancers and sighed. She really had been enjoying herself.

“All good things come to an end,” the barman said with a mock salute. “Night, ladies.”

She slipped her arm through Kathleen’s and they set off in step. Barry moved away before they reached him. Sharyn’s disappointment turned to annoyance. It felt just like the time her oldest brother had been sent to walk her home from the school social and he’d caught her kissing a boy. With three older brothers she’d never heard the end of it and her dad had gone mad at her. Was it any wonder she’d avoided interest in boys until she left home in her twenties?
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Kathleen had just sprinkled the last of her fresh berries across her granola and opened her journal to jot some notes when Raymond let himself back into the van.

“Good morning,” she said, almost drowning in the spicy scent of his deodorant.

“Sure is and the shower was strong and hot. Just like I like my coffee.” He tossed his dirty clothes on the floor and pulled the cover up over his bed.

“What’s on the breakfast menu?” He rubbed his hands together and glanced around the tiny kitchen.

“Cereal and toast.” She started to rise but he waved her back.

“I’ll get it.” He put a pod in the coffee machine and bread in the toaster. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Fine.”

“You and Shaz tied one on last night.”

“Not really. We danced for a while then had one more drink.”

“You came in late.”

His tone had a ring of judgement. Kathleen recalled Sharyn’s words from the previous night about Raymond not telling her what to do. “I am an adult, Ray.”

“Course you are, course you are.” He nodded. “But I can’t help doing the big brother thing.”

“Anyway, you couldn’t have been too worried. You were out to it when I came in.”

“The mozzie bites were driving me nuts and I couldn’t find any cream.”

That would explain the first-aid kit being spread across the kitchen bench. Kathleen had packed it up.

“I had a nip or two of whisky and took an antihistamine,” Raymond said.

She glanced round at him. Raymond was never averse to popping a pill in his mouth for the slightest ailment but mixing it with alcohol was asking for trouble.

“You might not approve,” he said. “But it put me to sleep so I didn’t itch. Slept like a baby.” He rubbed at his leg. “But the hot shower has stirred them up again.”

“Barry walked Sharyn and me home.”

Raymond put his breakfast on the table and sat, then cleared his throat. “He’s a bit worried about Sharyn.”

“Why?”

Raymond shifted in his seat then scratched at a large welt on his neck. “He thinks she’s drinking too much.”

Kathleen frowned. “He what?”

“Yeah, I know. Baz and I have probably done way more damage to our livers since we’ve been on this trip. I think it was more about before they left home. When she gets with Ruth and Gail and Ann, evidently they can overdo it big time.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Don’t say anything to Sharyn.”

“You and Barry seem to do a bit of talking about us behind our backs.”

Raymond scratched his chin, then he dragged his fingers down his neck. “Yeah, well…I guess you girls talk about us too.”

Kathleen shook her head. “We don’t actually, nothing too personal anyway.”

“Oh…right.” He munched his toast, staring across the van. “I’m glad you had fun last night. You and Shaz seem to be getting on well.”

“We’re okay.”

“Good, that’s good. I think Barry’s right though.” 

“About Sharyn drinking too much?”

“No. More about the influence the other three, well, more that Ruth and Ann have on her. Gail’s not as…as poisonous. She’s a bit like Sharyn, a follower.”

Kathleen was surprised to hear Raymond thought the same of Julie’s friends as she did.

He took a sip of his coffee then clasped his hands firmly around the mug. “When Julie was alive, she and Sharyn spent more time together than they did as a group with Ruth and co. They were kind of drifting apart from the others but now that Julie’s gone…well, I see the blokes but not the women so much. Barry says Sharyn spends a lot of time with them and it gets a bit nasty.”

Kathleen took her bowl to the sink. She’d never been a fan of the five women together but maybe Barry was right. When it was just Julie and Sharyn perhaps they’d been a bit more mellow. “I guess Sharyn misses Julie.”

Raymond nodded and sagged against the seat back. Kathleen cursed herself. Raymond tried to hide it with jokes and humour but his grief was never far from the surface. It had hollowed him and she saw that empty look on his face now. He glanced up and his trademark smile returned.

“Thanks for coming on this holiday with me, Kath. I know it’s not what either of us planned for but it’s going okay, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is.”

“And we won’t do too many big drives from now on.”

“It’s all new to me. I’m enjoying it.”

“Good.” He cast his gaze around the van then ran a hand back and forth over the table. “I like the colour scheme in here. White cupboards don’t date, do they?”

“I don’t suppose.” Kathleen ran a cloth over the door under the sink. “Although the shiny surface does show the marks.”

“You can get matt finishes though, can’t you?”

“I guess so.” Kathleen glanced back at Raymond, who was still slowly rubbing his hand over the tabletop. “I like the pale woodgrain laminate. It looks fresh.”

“You’re right.” He straightened suddenly and drained his coffee. “Time to start packing up.” He glanced at his watch while scratching his arm. “We should be able to make the camp at Mataranka by lunchtime.”

“I might have some cream for your bites in my gear. I’ll have a look.”

“Thanks.” He put his dishes in the sink and headed outside. Kathleen sucked in a deep breath. She looked from the dishes to his messy end of the van and wondered if her sister-in-law would have done all the inside work had she been here. She didn’t think so but Kathleen was letting him get away with it for now.

She straightened the cover on his bed and as she did a strange buzzing sound came from nearby. She looked around. It was like the sound a mobile phone makes when it’s set to vibrate. She glanced at the pile of clothes Raymond had tossed to the floor then bent down and patted them. There was a lump in his shirt. She lifted it and his phone slid from the pocket to the bed where it suddenly went quiet as if her exposing it had silenced it. She picked it up then almost dropped it again as it vibrated in her hand.

The message icon flashed on the screen then was gone. She tapped on it. The screen was locked but in the top corner she read the name of the carrier, Telstra. She gasped. He’d changed service provider. And he had signal.

She shook her head, thinking of all the times Raymond had not exactly lied but misdirected her. Why would he do that? It was a relief to know that at least one of their group had some decent phone coverage, but why would Raymond keep that a secret? She jumped as she heard him talking to Barry just outside. Her fingers shook as she pushed the phone back into his shirt pocket and returned it to the pile of clothes. She was back at the sink as he opened the door.

“Barry and Sharyn are up and at ’em.”

The van swayed slightly as he stepped inside. “Did you find any cream for these itches?” he asked as he bent to retrieve his things.

“I forgot. I’ll look in a minute.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “I thought I heard the vibration of a phone earlier.”

Raymond squinted at the phone now in his hand then shook his head. “Nothing happening here.” He slid it into his shorts pocket. “Reckon we can be ready to go in about half an hour?” he asked.

She turned back to the sink. “Sure. I’m nearly done in here.”

He waited in the doorway. “Everything okay?”

“Of course.” She flicked a look over her shoulder. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

“Okay.”

The door shut and the mug Kathleen had been holding slipped from her fingers back into the sink, splashing soap suds everywhere.

Why would Raymond be lying to her about his phone not working—and if he was lying about that, what else was he keeping from her? She glanced out the window and saw the top of his head as he began to let down the stabilising legs. Kathleen drew in a long breath to slow the rapid beating of her heart. She was all alone, a tiny speck in a small can somewhere in the vast Australian outback. She really wished she could talk to Beryl right now.
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Sharyn sprawled in her chair, her body in the shade, her legs in the sun soaking up the warmth of the late afternoon. They’d set up at the campsite in Elsey National Park by lunchtime then after a restful afternoon they’d gone to the Mataranka thermal pool for a swim. She closed her eyes, recalling the comforting warmth of the water, glad Kathleen had convinced her to put on her bathers and swim. The water had been refreshing and the four of them had relaxed after a bit of a stilted start to the day.

Barry and Ray had been distracted as they’d packed the vans that morning, both of them suffering from irritating mosquito bites. Barry had unlocked the boot of their van twice to put away things he’d left out. Ray had been ages fidgeting around doing something on the other side of his van then made a trip to the bathroom and was gone for quite a while. Barry was about to go and see how he was but then Ray sauntered back as if he’d hardly been gone a moment. They were all in the cars ready to leave when luckily Kathleen noticed the set of steps Ray used to reach the high boot on his van were still lying on the ground and Barry had left the bathmat airing on the spare tyre.

The camaraderie Sharyn and Kathleen had shared the previous night hadn’t carried over to the morning. Sharyn had tried to start up a conversation as they’d packed up their vans but Kathleen had reverted to her startled tortoise pose, casting her wide grey-eyed gaze around as if something was about to eat her, then ducking her head when anyone spoke to her.

Thankfully, the swim when they reached Mataranka seemed to have restored everyone’s humour. Even the men’s itches had abated. Ray had told some terrible jokes as they’d strolled back from the springs and Barry had added one of his own. Sharyn and Kathleen had locked eyes and raised eyebrows but there was a comforting normality when the men were acting so laid-back. They’d both gone to the bathroom as soon as they’d got back to the van. Sharyn wished Barry would hurry up. He had the key and she wanted to change and start the dinner prep so she could relax with a drink. Now that she finally had all the ingredients she thought she’d have a go at making the mojitos this afternoon.

A shadow fell across her legs. “Where’s your van key?” Barry’s voice held a hint of panic.

“In the van.”

“Why’s it in the van?”

Sharyn stared at her husband. He was shifting from foot to foot as if the ground was too hot to stand on. “I left it there because I only had my towel, remember? You said you’d put yours in your pocket.” She lurched upright. “You haven’t lost it, have you?”

“No,” he snapped then threw his hands in the air. “I’m just not sure where it is.”

“Oh, Barry! I hope you didn’t lose it in the thermal pool.”

“It’s attached to the car key and I took that out of my pocket and left it with the towels when I swam.”

“You’ve lost the car key as well!”

“No.” He lifted the key in the air. “It’s here.”

He held the remote fob for the four-wheel drive towards her. The ring attached to it was bent out of shape and dangled empty.

“We’ll have to go back to the pool.” Sharyn leaped to her feet. “Retrace our steps.”

“That’s where I’ve just been.”

“Oh!” She clapped her hands to her cheeks.

“What’s up?” Ray strolled between the vans and offered Barry a beer.

“No time for that,” Sharyn snapped. “Barry’s lost the van key. We have to find it.”

“Don’t you have a spare?”

“It’s inside the van,” Barry groaned.

“I keep my spare in the car, mate.”

Sharyn’s hands went to her hips. “Your spare is no help to us.”

“Calm the farm, Shaz. I’ll get Kathleen and we’ll all look.”

By the time they’d retraced their steps and scoured the area, every person who was using the pool and the park knew their caravan key was lost. Several people had helped them look and the findings were scattered across the table outside their van—a pair of sunglasses missing one wing, a child’s sunhat, an earring, two pens, a broken thumb drive, assorted coins and a souvenir key tag but no key.

“Are any of your windows open?” Ray asked as the crowd drifted away. It was that hour of the day when most were looking to put a drink of some kind in their hands.

“Only the one over the toilet,” Sharyn said. Her bathers had dried under the light cover-up dress she wore and she was hot and bothered. She was also annoyed with Barry for being so careless and for making them the centre of attention. “That’s too small even for a child to climb in.”

Ray and Barry pondered a moment, one scratching his leg and the other his arm.

“We should check,” Ray said.

“There’s no point,” Sharyn muttered but they ignored her and set off around the other side of the van.

Kathleen swept the assorted treasures off the table and into a bag. “Shall I pour us a gin?” she asked.

“Oh, that sounds good.” Sharyn flopped onto a chair. “I was going to make us a mojito.” She clapped a hand to her cheek. “And what will we do for dinner? Everything’s in the van,” she groaned.

“I’ll get us a drink.”

“Bloody hell,” Sharyn muttered under her breath.

“Sharyn!” Barry bellowed from the other side of the van.

“What do you want!” she snapped back, startling two little girls who wandered past just at that moment. “Sorry.” She forced a smile but they darted back the way they’d come.

“Come round here,” Barry called.

She huffed to her feet and stormed around the van where she stopped in her tracks. He and Ray were standing under the kitchen window and they had it open.

“How did you do that?”

“Only one of the latches was locked. Ray got the other one open with a screwdriver.”

“I opened everything up when we first arrived then shut it all again,” Sharyn said, remembering her hasty close-up of the van before they’d gone to the springs.

“We just need to wriggle the screen down and you can climb in,” Ray said.

“Me!”

“Neither of us would fit through there.”

“Me either.”

“You can do it, love.” Barry’s tone was pleading.

“Can’t we borrow a child? There are several around the camp.”

“Good idea,” Ray said. “See if you can find one then while we tackle this screen.”

Sharyn walked off, still annoyed at Barry and miffed at being sent on an errand by Ray as if she were a child herself. She glanced between the assorted vans, campers and tents. There’d been several children around earlier and now she couldn’t see one. She wandered in the direction the little girls had gone. Ahead there was a caravan featuring an Indigenous graphic painted across the front in vibrant blues and browns. Two small pink bikes were propped against the tow bar and as she approached the caravan door opened, a little face peeped out, saw her and shot back, pulling the door shut.

“Willow, what are you doing?” a woman’s voice groaned. “Open the door for Mummy.”

“No.”

“What’s the matter?”

“It’s the shouting lady.”

“What shouting lady?”

“Hello?” Sharyn called in the sweetest voice she could muster.

Shuffling and clunking noises came from inside the van then the screen swung open and a young woman stuck her head out, her caramel brown skin the same tone as her daughters’. “Hi.” Her smile was wide and friendly but changed to a grimace as the smaller of the two little girls clung to her leg as she tried to step down, a bucket of washing in each hand. “Poppy, let go.”

“Can I help?” Sharyn reached for one of the buckets full of wet swimming gear and put it down out of the way.

“Thanks.” The woman took her small daughter’s hand and managed to get them both safely down to the ground.

Sharyn smiled at the little girl but she ducked behind her mother and the older one remained inside out of sight.

“Sorry, my husband called me just as your girls walked past earlier and I shouted back at him. I think I frightened them.”

“Really?” She glanced down at her daughter and shook her head, laughing. “It’s not as if they haven’t heard shouting before.”

“I’ve got a bit of an odd request,” Sharyn said.

The woman focused a set of curious deep brown eyes on her.

“My husband’s locked our keys in the van. He’s got a window open but I don’t fancy trying to crawl through. I wondered if one of your little girls might…” Sharyn’s words dried up as she took in the small child. She was quite young, maybe about three or four, and probably not up to climbing safely to the floor from a bench let alone unlocking doors.

“Poppy’s no good to you but I’m sure Willow could do it. She’d make a game of it. Willow, come outside.” She put down her bucket and held out her hand. “I’m Lauren, by the way.”

“Sharyn.”

Lauren looked back over her shoulder. “Willow, honey, come outside, please!”

“What’s happening?” A tall man moved under the awning.

“Oh, Jake, this is…”

“Sharyn.”

“Hi, Sharyn.” He put down the bag and the towel he’d been carrying and held out his hand. “Think I passed you and some others on the path to the springs. Did you find what you were looking for?”

“A key and, no, we didn’t.” Sharyn bared her teeth in a tight smile. “My husband lost the van key and the other is inside the van.”

“She’s just come to see if Willow might climb in the window.” Once more Lauren called her daughter’s name. The door edged open and the little girl made a dash to stand beside her father.

“You’d help wouldn’t you, Wills?” Jake hoisted her to his shoulders as if she were as light as the towel he’d just discarded.

She studied Sharyn, her face pressed beside her dad’s, her dark curls mingled with his.

“We like to help people, don’t we?” Lauren said with an encouraging smile.

“Lead the way,” Jake said.

Sharyn set off, feeling the dagger-like stabs of Willow’s gaze in the back of her neck. Barry was standing beside the door of their van and as Sharyn approached it burst open and a teenage boy leaped out.

“Thanks, mate,” Barry said. “Well done. I owe you a Coke.”

“And his dad a beer.” Ray came from around the back of the van followed by a thick-set man covered in tattoos. “He got the screen open without wrecking it.”

“We’ve done it ourselves before,” the man said.

Barry noticed Sharyn then. “Hi, love, we’re all good. Young Hamish here climbed in for us.”

“Looks like you don’t need us then,” Jake said.

Sharyn did quick introductions. “Thanks for coming anyway.” She nodded her thanks to Jake and Lauren.

“You’re just in time for a drink,” Ray said. “Stay and join us.”

“Sure,” Jake said and everyone else agreed.

Ray handed around beers.

Kathleen pointed to the glasses on the table. “I made us a gin.” She passed a can of Coke to the teenager, who nodded his thanks. “Can I make you one, Lauren?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“I’ll go and get our chairs.” Jake lowered Willow to the ground.

“Maybe you can bring me back a Cruiser then,” Lauren said.

“Hamish, go and get your mum and help her bring the chairs,” the tattoo man ordered, and before Sharyn could blink there was a party of people gathered between the two vans. By the end of an hour everyone was relaxed and chatting like they’d known each other for years and Hamish had done a fine job of entertaining Willow and Poppy. There’d been one awkward moment when the ball they’d been throwing lobbed in Kathleen’s lap, spilling her drink. She’d frozen until Ray had made a joke about tossing the ball back to the children. Kathleen had been more quiet than usual after that but at least the other two women had been chatty.

It was a pleasant way to end the day but as it neared six o’clock Sharyn felt the pressure of preparing the meal she hadn’t made a start on yet. “I’d better get going with dinner.”

Lauren glanced at her watch. “Gosh, yes. Time to begin our end-of-day ritual.” She packed up her chair.

“Is that some kind of ceremony you do here?” Barry asked.

Lauren tipped her head to one side. “Ceremony?”

“You know. Like the welcome to country thing. I thought that’s what Jake had come over for to start with, you know—the welcome to country speech?”

Sharyn gaped at her husband, aware of the puzzled looks and feet shuffling around them.

Jake’s chuckle broke the silence. “We’re from Geelong, mate.”

Lauren laughed too and hoisted Poppy to her hip. “Our ritual’s pretty standard for this hour of the night. Feed them, wash them, read to them, put them to bed.”

“Oh, right, yeah.” Barry nodded.

“Barry’s out of practice with all that,” Sharyn said quickly.

“Bloody good to meet you all,” tattoo man said. Sharyn had forgotten his name already but she was relieved he changed the subject. “We’re off early in the morning. Heading south unfortunately. You all enjoy the Kimberleys.”

“We loved it,” his wife said. “But home we must go. Hamish has missed a bit of school as it is.”

There was another round of farewells and Sharyn turned towards the toilets. Behind her a can popped and Ray’s playlist came to life. He boomed out the chorus of “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere” followed by a belch, then he said, “It’s great we’ve got the night off from making the dinner.”

She paused. “Barry and I are making dinner together.”

“These bloody mozzie bites are starting to itch again,” Ray said, ignoring her. “What happened to that cream, Kathleen? You’ll need it too, won’t you, Barry?”

“Thanks.”

“And a beer might help.”

Sharyn glanced back as Kathleen headed inside and Ray handed Barry a beer. She was stabbed by a sharp sting of annoyance. “We’d better get started on the prep, Barry.”

He’d been about to sit but immediately moved to the van. “I’ll be back in a minute, Ray. Won’t take us long, will it, love?”

“Kath could give you a hand.” Ray chuckled. “Save Barry getting in your way.”

“It’s Kath’s night off,” Sharyn snapped. Kathleen picked that moment to reappear from her van, anti-itch cream in hand. Sharyn took a breath and tried for a softer tone. “Barry and I often prep meals together, don’t we?” Not that often but he’d promised that would change on this trip.

“I’m a wiz at chopping vegetables.” Barry followed her inside.

The music grew louder outside, just masking the murmur of Ray muttering to Kathleen about itches driving him mad.

Barry slipped his arms around Sharyn from behind and nuzzled her neck. “I like this weather,” he murmured in her ear. “Less clothing needed.” His hands travelled up to cup her breasts.

She leaned back against him, surprised at the sudden longing low in her stomach.

“Shall I take one of my pills before we go to bed tonight?”

Sharyn snapped forward, her desire snuffed out as suddenly as if a bucket of cold water had been tossed over her. There was nothing spontaneous in their sex life any more.

His hands fell away. “You don’t want to.”

“Yes…no.” She shuddered. The air conditioning suddenly felt cold on her bare shoulders. “It’s…well, who knows how we’ll feel by tonight?”

“You know I need some warning.”

She tried for an encouraging smile as she turned back to the food.

He kissed the back of her neck. “We’ll see, hey?” he murmured then with a burst of brightness he added, “What are we making?”

“Stir-fry.”

“Right!” He rinsed his hands in the sink. “I’m on vegetables, I assume.”

Sharyn nodded and collected the other ingredients. Thankfully the fish would stretch to four by the time they added noodles.

“This caravanning life is the best, isn’t it?” Barry said over his chopping. “And what a great bunch of people we’ve met so far.”

Sharyn recalled the awkward moment when Lauren and her family were leaving.

“Barry, what possessed you to ask Jake about that welcome to country stuff?”

“We’re on their country now.”

“Whose?”

“Aboriginal people. You know, the first people and all that. Ever since we crossed the NT border there’ve been Aborigines everywhere.”

The packet of noodles Sharyn had been trying to open slipped from her fingers. She took a deep breath. “There’re Aboriginal people where we live, Barry. You don’t ask them to do welcome to country when you meet them in the street.”

“Well, no…but that’s different.”

“How?”

Barry’s knife sliced through the cabbage and hit the board with an extra clunk. “I don’t know. I was just trying to do the right thing, Sharyn. You were the one who brought the Aboriginal guy to the caravan.”

“Ray said find a child. He had a child.” She said the last four words slowly with emphasis.

Barry’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah, righto. I got the wrong idea.”

“Totally.” Sharyn picked up the noodles again then glanced at Barry, who had started chopping again. “I’ve never heard you be racist before.”

Once more the knife clunked to the board. “I’m not being racist. I’m doing my best to do the right thing but as usual I’ve stuffed it up. Nothing I say is right these days. If I’m not offending you, I’m offending the entire Aboriginal population of Australia.”

“That’s a bit of an overreac—”

“I’ve done the vegetables. If there’s nothing else you need me for I’ll go and talk to Ray. At least I don’t offend him.” Barry plucked his beer from the bench and went outside leaving Sharyn to finish the dinner alone.

“That’d be right,” she muttered. She tossed the noodles into the strainer and rinsed them. The trickling sound of the liquid draining triggered her full bladder. She crossed her legs and glanced from the outside door to the bathroom. Stuff it. She was in a hurry now. Afterwards, given she’d had to strip off her bathers, she decided to have a quick shower. It wasn’t until she’d turned off the tap and was reaching for her towel that she noticed the red light blinking on the toilet again.

“Damn!” she muttered.
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twenty-two

Sharyn’s eyes felt as if they were hanging out of her head. Yesterday when they’d arrived in Katherine a sunrise tour of the famous Nitmiluk Gorge had seemed like a good idea but this morning it had still been dark when they’d left the caravans to make the journey out to the park. Thankfully even Ray was quiet. She didn’t think she’d cope if he started telling them jokes at this hour.

“I hope this is the right place,” Barry said as he rolled the four-wheel drive to a stop in the empty car park and peered around. “Surely we’re not the only ones on the cruise?”

There’d been another set of lights behind them but Sharyn couldn’t see them now and when Barry turned off his lights it was pitch black.

“How will we know where to go?” Kathleen’s voice was barely more than a squeak.

“There must be signs.” Ray opened his door and the interior light gave some comfort as they all climbed out.

“This way.” Ray pointed to a sign he’d illuminated with the torch on his phone and the two men set off, leaving the women to trail behind.

“I hope it’s worth the early start,” Sharyn said.

“The tourist info said the colours in the gorge are best at sunrise and sunset.” Kathleen’s tone was almost prim as she hitched her light jacket higher up her shoulders. Sharyn had left hers in the car.

Despite the early hour, the air was pleasantly warm. Up ahead the sky lightened with a faint orange hue, hinting that the sun was close to edging its way over the horizon. Behind them a car door shut and other voices mingled with the sounds of birds overhead. They wound their way along a tree-lined path.

“The birds aren’t very tuneful here, are they?” Sharyn wanted to cover her ears to the shrieking, which was getting louder the further along the path they went.

Kathleen stopped suddenly in front of her. “I don’t think they’re birds.” Her voice was barely audible above the noise.

Sharyn looked up at the trees overhead. There was something odd about them. Large bulblike shapes hung from the branches, dark against the soft glow of pre-dawn light. One moved and then another and then the smell reached her. She clapped a hand over her mouth and nose.

“What are they?” she mumbled through her fingers.

“Bats!” The word slipped from Kathleen’s mouth in a terrified hiss.

“They stink and they’re noisy, but they’re not dangerous… are they?” Sharyn said, trying to sound confident. “The men are up ahead somewhere. Just keep walking.” She put her hand on Kathleen’s shoulder and felt the tremble in the other woman’s body.

Kathleen didn’t move, as if her feet were stuck to the path. The shrieking grew louder overhead. A large dollop of something splattered at Sharyn’s feet and then another lobbed on Kathleen’s shoulder. In the dim light they watched it slide down her arm, leaving a dark trail on her beige coat. Kathleen screamed and began tugging at her sleeve. “It’s bat poo!”

“Don’t worry.” Sharyn tried to make light of it. “At least it missed your hair.”

Kathleen screamed again as she wrenched one arm out of her jacket.

They’d been stopped so long that people began to come up behind them. “Are you okay?” a man asked.

“Yes, thanks.” Sharyn managed to get an arm through Kathleen’s and shuffled her to one side.

“What’s happened?” Ray and Barry rushed back to them.

“A bat pooped on Kathleen.”

Kathleen shuddered and let out a low moan.

“They’re only little things, Kath.”

“They might carry disease.” Barry glanced up.

Sharyn frowned at him then Ray as he told his mate to shut up.

“Come on, Kath.” Ray reached out a hand. “You’re okay, aren’t you?”

Kathleen lifted her face and Sharyn was shocked to see the terror in her eyes. She really was frightened.

“Deep breaths, Kathleen,” she soothed.

“She gets herself in a tizz in situations like this,” Ray said as if Kathleen wasn’t right beside him. “We’ll just walk quickly ahead.”

Kathleen backed away from him, her wild gaze searching the path behind.

“What’s wrong with her?” Barry asked.

“She’s got an aversion to animal droppings,” Ray muttered as another couple passed them. “She really has to suck it up. Come on, Kath.” He reached out a hand again. “We’re going to miss the boat.”

Kathleen lurched away and turned tail, flinging off her jacket as she raced back the way they’d come.

“Bloody hell.” Ray shook his head.

“I don’t think she can just ‘suck it up’, Ray,” Sharyn said. “She’s really frightened. I’m no doctor but I think her reaction was out of her control.”

“Maybe there’s another way of getting to the boat.” Barry looked around as if an alternate path might suddenly appear.

Ray stared after Kathleen. “They’re waiting for us.”

“Kathleen’s distressed,” Sharyn snapped. Ray had his sister at his beck and call all the time but when she needed some TLC he was lacking.

Ray folded his arms and ducked to one side as another poop splattered to the ground. “We can’t just stand here or we’ll all get pooped on.”

“You two get on the boat,” Sharyn said. “I’ll go find Kathleen. If we don’t get there by the time the tour leaves we’ll go back to the van and pick you up after.”

Barry shuffled from foot to foot and Ray looked from the car park to the path ahead then back to Sharyn.

“You wanted to do this cruise,” Barry said.

“I can’t leave Kathleen alone.”

“Are you sure?” Ray said, already half turned towards the river.

“Yes.” And before either of them could make another useless comment Sharyn picked up the discarded jacket and headed after Kathleen. She shook the sleeve as she walked, flicking off the worst of the poop, then rolled it into a ball. Barry hadn’t put up much of a fight about leaving them behind.

He’d been a bit cool with her since their night at the thermal pools. First he’d been huffy over her words about his cultural faux pas and then when he’d discovered the toilet was full again he’d told her off once more for using it too often and suggested she learn how to empty it. He even went on about it again the next day when they stopped in the town of Mataranka to empty it at the dump point. She’d remained steadfastly in the vehicle, annoyed that her resolve to rekindle their closeness had been sidelined by a bloody toilet.

She rolled her shoulders to shed her annoyance and glanced around. The sky had lightened quickly but as she approached their four-wheel drive there was no sign of Kathleen. She walked around the vehicle and nearly tripped over the body crouched with her back against the tyre. Kathleen looked up at the sound of her steps, tears making tracks down her cheeks, a small bottle of hand sanitiser clasped in her hands.

Sharyn crouched down beside her. “How are you doing?”

Kathleen drew in a deep breath through her nose and blew it out. “You didn’t have to come back. I’m okay.”

“I wasn’t going to leave you here by yourself.”

Kathleen did a few more slow deep breaths in and out.

“Are you sure we can’t work out a way to get you to the boat? I’ve got a picnic rug in the back—I could cover you with that and—”

Kathleen shook her head, the fear reappearing in her eyes.

Sharyn gazed back at the track where the early rays of the rising sun highlighted the many little bulbous bodies hanging in the trees and the dark winged shapes of those still flying around. She shuddered. She wasn’t too thrilled at the idea of walking back along that path herself but she was sure she wouldn’t get Kathleen there. She sighed, unlocked the vehicle and tucked the soiled jacket under the seat.

“You see. I really am crazy.” Kathleen’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

Sharyn studied the younger woman huddled against the wheel at her feet. She truly looked bedraggled and pathetic. “Not crazy, but maybe in need of some help.”

“Ray wanted me to see a counsellor after…after the dog poo incident at home.”

“And you didn’t?”

“It had never happened before. I mean, no one likes poo, but I’ve never reacted in such a…a…terrifying way. My heart races, my head feels like it’s going to burst open.” She pressed her hands either side of her face as if to hold it together and her words became muffled. “I lose control of my actions. As if someone has taken over my body.”

“It must be scary.”

Kathleen tilted her head and stared at Sharyn. Her grey eyes held a glint of anger. “Ray told Barry all about it the other night. I suppose Barry told you.”

Sharyn opened her mouth to deflect but Kathleen’s gaze pinned her. “He told me a bit but honestly those two rabbit on so much half the time I don’t know what’s true and what’s not.”

“Well, it’s true if he said my neighbour’s kid threw balls and toys into my yard, breaking my plants and pots, and my other neighbour’s teenager started throwing dog poo over my fence and some of it hit me so I threw it back and then it turned into a neighbourhood screaming match with me in the middle.”

“Doesn’t sound good.”

“Oh, but there’s more. I pulled my trousers off because the dog poo was soaking through and then the neighbours stuck their heads over their fences. Once they noticed, they started on about me being half naked.” Kathleen pressed her hands so hard to her head that her fingers shook. “It was…” She shuddered. “Mortifying.”

“How awful for you.” Sharyn bobbed down and put a hand on Kathleen’s shoulder.

“Yeah. It was. My neighbours are the psychos so at that time I didn’t think I was the one who needed a counsellor.”

Sharyn winced. “And what about now?” she asked softly.

Kathleen’s eyes lost their rage and she looked down at her feet. “Now I’m ready to shut myself away in the van and never come out.”

Sharyn despaired too. She was out of her depth when it came to helping someone in Kathleen’s situation. She straightened and took her water bottle from the pocket in the side of the open door. As she lifted it towards her lips she caught sight of her ragged fingernails. She swallowed a mouthful of water then tossed the bottle back.

“Hop in, Kathleen.”

This time the set of grey eyes that glanced up at her were startled.

“Come on,” Sharyn urged. “We’re going back into Katherine.”

Kathleen rose gingerly to her feet and gave a hesitant glance back over her shoulder.

“They’ll be gone for hours,” Sharyn said.

“But maybe you could get the next cruise.”

“I said I’m not leaving you. Let’s go and get a coffee and I’ll tell you about my alternate plan for this morning.”
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Kathleen watched with a mix of fascination and trepidation as the young woman sitting at her feet applied bright orange polish to her toenails. Sharyn sat in the chair next to her having a similarly bright colour painted on her toenails. They’d had what Kathleen could only describe as an intimate massage of their legs and feet while being poked and pummelled by the chair’s built-in massage machine. Sharyn had sat back with her eyes closed through it all while Kathleen had squirmed as the technician’s hands had massaged her calves and startled at each vigorous shudder of the massage mechanism down her spine, then she’d nearly jumped right out of her chair when the woman had scrubbed the soles of her feet.

“Are you relaxing?” Sharyn peered at her through one partly open eye.

Kathleen tried to smile and nod at the same time but she was pretty sure it ended up more as a wincing jerk.

Sharyn opened both eyes. “That colour’s perfect for the tropics.”

“Yes…it’s just that…well, I’ve never worn nail polish before.”

Sharyn sat up quickly, earning a surprised look from the woman applying the polish. “Never!”

Kathleen wilted under Sharyn’s pointed gaze. “Once,” she squeaked. “When I was fifteen. I’d made a new friend at school and went to her place for a sleepover. She had some bright pink polish and we did our fingernails.” She paused and took in the vibrant orange that also adorned Sharyn’s freshly manicured nails. Sharyn had wanted her to have her fingernails painted as well but Kathleen had only given in to her toenails. She swallowed as she remembered the hullabaloo her teenage fun had caused. “My father was horrified when I got home. Said only women with loose morals wore nail polish.”

“That’s archaic. Did your mum say anything?”

Kathleen shook her head. “She never wore polish and only the lightest touch of make-up. She deferred to Dad in most things. He made me stay home until she could get polish remover.”

“I don’t think I ever met your dad.” Sharyn frowned. “Sounds like he was a bit bossy.”

“He always wanted what was best for me.” Kathleen was certain that was true but she had to admit to a small sense of freedom that had tiptoed into her life as dementia had crept into his. She’d still had to physically care for him, which she’d done, of course, but as he’d declined, so she’d slowly realised for the first time in her life she could decide for herself what she wanted to do. She could fly to Mars and he’d never know.

“Well, you’ve no one to answer to now.” Sharyn’s tone was almost wistful.

“I’m sorry about the…the bat thing.”

“I’m sorry it made you feel so bad.”

“But you’ve missed out on the cruise.”

“We both did. I’m sure it would have been amazing but I think it’s been nice to be away from the men for a while. Let them do their thing while we do ours.”

Kathleen stared back at her toes as the woman removed the spacer and sprayed a setting agent. Sharyn’s suggestion that they get a pedicure had been a surprise. The possibility of putting colour on her nails had been so firmly expunged it never crossed her mind to do it but she’d quite enjoyed it in the end. Kathleen left the salon with her chin firmly tilted up and a smile on her face even though they were met with a wall of muggy heat.

“I know I wanted warm weather,” Sharyn gasped. “But, hell, it’s got hot.”

“Slow down, Poppy,” a woman called.

Kathleen sidestepped as the little girl almost ran into them. Sharyn put out a hand to stop the child from tripping over then looked up and smiled at the woman hurrying towards them.

“Hello, Lauren.”

“Oh, hi, Sharyn.” She came to a stop and smiled at Kathleen. “Are you staying in town?”

“Last night and tonight. We’re moving on again in the morning.”

“We got here bright and early but we’re only staying tonight. What have you been up to?”

“The men are on the gorge tour but Kathleen and I decided we needed some pampering.” Sharyn wriggled her fingers. “We both had pedicures and I got my nails done as well.”

Willow, who’d been standing quietly beside her mother, held out her hands. “Mum painted my nails.”

“I love that blue.” Sharyn leaned down to inspect the little fingers. “I’m not brave enough to give it a try.”

“We’re going to a horse and dog show,” Willow said brightly.

“Are you?”

“Jake and I thought our city kids could do with an outback experience.” Lauren tousled Willow’s curls. “We’ve heard it’s a really good show.”

“You should come too,” Willow said.

Sharyn glanced at her watch. “We have to get back to pick up Barry and Ray.”

“It’s not until this afternoon if you’re interested,” Lauren said. “Just google Katherine Outback Experience.”

Kathleen stiffened. She hoped Sharyn wasn’t going to say they’d go. She glanced sideways and met Sharyn’s reassuring smile.

“Kathleen’s a bit nervous of dogs.”

“So’s Willow,” Lauren said. “She got a nip from a neighbour’s dog. But we’ve been told the dogs in the show are always in the ring and well trained.”

There was a gentle tap on Kathleen’s leg and she looked down into Poppy’s wide brown eyes.

“I love dogs,” the little girl lisped.

Kathleen had a sudden recollection of herself as a young girl spending time next door with Beryl and her beautiful collie, Coco. She had the sweetest nature and Kathleen had loved her too. Sadly she’d died just before Kathleen’s tenth birthday. There’d been no dogs in the family since.

“I do too,” she said. “But like your sister I’ve had a bad experience and it’s made me…nervous.”

Willow moved up on Kathleen’s other side and took her hand. “You should come to the show,” she said brightly. “Dad says the dogs are very clever and we won’t be close to them so we won’t be scared.”

“I’m not scared anyway.” Poppy gave a dramatic head toss that would be the envy of a teenager.

“I’m sure you’re not.” Kathleen smiled.

“Why aren’t your fingernails painted?” Willow asked. “I decided just my toes today.”

They all looked down at her coloured nails.

“Can I have orange toenails like Kathleen’s, Mummy?” Poppy asked.

“Maybe,” Lauren said. “We’ve got to do the food shopping first.”

Sharyn glanced at her watch again. “We’d better get going too.”

A small arm hugged Kathleen’s leg. “Bye,” Poppy said and took her mother’s hand.

“You’re actually quite good with kids,” Sharyn said as they returned to their vehicle.

“They’re nice little girls.”

“But you were very standoffish with them back at Mataranka.” Sharyn unlocked the door. They climbed into the hot four-wheel drive and left the windows down while Sharyn cranked up the aircon.

Kathleen thought back to the afternoon they’d spent with the group of caravanners at Mataranka and the children kicking the ball around. She’d been on edge but it was more about the ball than the kids, who’d been very apologetic when it had landed in her lap. “It’s not kids in general. It’s…my neighbour’s kid. He’s on some kind of search-and-destroy mission with his balls and toys and my yard is his target.”

“I must admit I don’t have much to do with young children these days and I’m certainly not likely to get grandchildren any time soon.”

“How are your sons?” Kathleen had babysat them several times when they were young but she’d not seen them since then.

“Both fit and healthy as far as I know, but no mention of close relationships for either of them. I’ve given up asking. They tell their dad more than they tell me. We’ll probably call them tonight before we lose signal again.”

“I’ll give my aunty a call too. We spoke last night but I like to keep in contact as often as I can. When I was home we spoke nearly every day.”

They both put up their windows as the cool air replaced the trapped heat but Sharyn didn’t move the vehicle.

“It must be nice to have an older woman to chat with even if you don’t live in the same state. My mother died when I was young and her mother had passed years before. Mum had older stepsisters but they weren’t in touch. My dad had brothers and neither married and his parents lived in England and I never met them.”

“I guess I’m lucky to still have Beryl in my life. We have a different kind of relationship. A cross between aunty and mother and sister and friend.”

Sharyn took her hands from the wheel and twisted to look Kathleen in the eye. “I know we haven’t exactly been friends in the past but thanks for coming with me to the nail salon…it’s good to have your company.”

The vehicle had cooled down inside but a surge of warmth filled Kathleen’s chest. “Thanks for taking me.”

“It was fun.” Sharyn smiled as she manoeuvred the four-wheel drive onto the road.

Kathleen nestled back into her seat and watched the passing scenery. Raymond had been right in suggesting she needed to get away. She’d been trapped in her home. And even though she’d had the two incidents with the animal poop, they were small blips in what was turning into an enjoyable holiday. And this unlikely friendship with Sharyn was unexpected and fun.

“It was all well and good to leave the two blokes on their own,” Sharyn said. “But I hope they haven’t cooked up any schemes. The two of them are thick as thieves, aren’t they?”

Kathleen nodded. She was grateful to Raymond for talking her into this holiday but that appreciation was turning to annoyance. She’d always put her trust in her big brother but he’d been hiding the change of phone carrier from her, which made no sense. And as she thought back over the trip she was sure he’d been using his phone a lot. It could be just keeping in touch with his business but then why be secretive about it? Raymond was up to something but she had no idea what and she didn’t like that.
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The two men were full of enthusiasm for their gorge cruise as Barry drove them all back to the caravan park. Sharyn had to admit to feeling a little envious. She truly would loved to have gone with them. The bats weren’t that bad—she would have just walked on quickly but she kept recalling the look of terror on Kathleen’s face and knew she couldn’t have left her.

Besides, her nails had badly needed doing and, to her surprise, she’d enjoyed Kathleen’s company.

Ray, on the other hand, had few qualms about leaving his sister and Barry hadn’t shown too much concern that the women would miss out, and now the two of them were tripping over each other’s words to rave about the gorge.

“Our guide was a local Indigenous bloke,” Ray said. “Told some great yarns.”

“And not offended by questions.” Barry gave Sharyn a sharp look in the rear-view mirror.

“The gorge walls were as high as mountains in places,” Ray said. “And you know what they say: mountains aren’t just funny… they’re hill areas!” They all remained silent. “Come on, guys. Hil-a-rious! Get it!”

Barry was the only one to respond with a half-hearted groan. Sharyn kept her eyes firmly on her phone screen and beside her Kathleen was silent.

“Come on, girls, cheer up,” Ray quipped.

“The colours of the cliff walls were truly amazing and constantly changed as the sun came up,” Barry said. “I took lots of photos to show you, Sharyn…and you too, Kathleen, if you’d like to see them.”

“I was too busy taking in the serenity to take photos,” Ray said. “We had a good look in the souvenir shop while we were waiting for you. We got you both a spoon,” Barry finished with a flourish.

Sharyn stopped scrolling on her phone and met her husband’s delighted look in the rear-view mirror.

“We’ll need a trailer behind the van to carry all these souvenirs,” Ray chortled as he passed them back a spoon each.

“Thanks,” Kathleen said but Sharyn had her teeth clenched so tightly together she could barely murmur.

“And you’ll never guess what else.” Ray glanced back from the front passenger seat, his face lit up with a grin. “Jeff and Lesley were on the same tour.”

“What were the chances?” Barry chuckled along with him.

Sharyn flicked her gaze to Kathleen, who was studying the spoon in her hand.

“They’re staying in a different park to us,” Ray said. “But they’ve invited us over for afternoon drinks.”

Sharyn opened her mouth but Kathleen spoke first.

“We ate out last night so it’s our turn to cook dinner tonight, Ray.”

“Yeah, I know. We’re having my camping paella.” “Looking forward to it, mate,” Barry said.

Sharyn thought paella too heavy for the heat of Katherine but if someone else cooked it…She glanced at Kathleen.

“There’s a bit of preparation involved,” Kathleen said.

There was a brief pause and then Ray twisted back to look at her. “We’ll do it before we go for drinks. It doesn’t take that long to cook on the barbie.”

“Actually, I don’t think we can fit drinks in,” Sharyn said. “Kathleen and I thought we might go to the Outback Experience this afternoon. And it wouldn’t hurt us to have an alcohol-free day either.”

They all looked at Sharyn with surprise.

She ignored them and leaned forward towards Barry. “We ran into the young family we met at Mataranka, Lauren and her girls, and they’re going.” She turned back and fixed Kathleen with a firm stare. “It sounded good, didn’t it?”

Kathleen nodded warily.

“I saw a brochure about that at the caravan park,” Barry said. “It did look interesting.”

“We could all go.” Sharyn sat back in her seat. “But you’ll need to get the dinner organised first, I reckon, Ray. I don’t know what time we’ll get back.”

“We’ll think on it.” Ray huffed. “We haven’t even had lunch yet and I’m starving. What’re we having, Kath?”

Kathleen opened her mouth but Sharyn cut her off again. “Probably whatever you can find left in the fridge.” She forced a laugh. “That’s what Barry and I are having. And on that note we’ll need to fit in some shopping before we go anywhere else. We need to top up for the next leg of the journey.”

There was silence after that and when they arrived back at the park Sharyn took her time picking up her things then leaned across the seat and tugged Kathleen’s arm. They both remained in the back with their doors open as the cool of the air conditioning quickly evaporated in the heat. “I’m sorry to dump that on you but I can’t stand another session with Lesley.”

“I’m not keen either,” Kathleen admitted. “I found her intimidating.”

“I thought she was downright rude. Shall we go to the outback thing? I can book online.” Sharyn waggled her phone.

Kathleen chewed a fingernail. “We need to do a bit of food shopping too.”

“We could do that after, on our way back to the park.” “I’m not sure.”

“Are you worried about Ray?”

“No. It’s more…the animals. If I have one of my episodes out there what would I do?”

“From the photos I’ve seen online all the action takes place inside the ring and I’m sure you won’t have trouble with any animal poop. I’ll be right beside you. And maybe Lauren and Jake and the girls.”

“What time is the show?” “Mid-afternoon.”

Kathleen hesitated then blew out a breath. “Okay. I’ll come. That gives me time to help Ray cut up the food for the paella.”

“Honestly, Kathleen, you make it too easy for him.”

“It’s self-preservation. If I don’t help we might not eat tonight.” “Have we got any bread left, Kath?” Ray’s voice boomed from outside.

“I’d better go.”

Sharyn shook her head as Kathleen shot off. At least Barry wasn’t as helpless as Ray in the kitchen.

Inside their van, the aircon was going flat out and Barry was sprawled across the bed, fast asleep. A sudden wave of fatigue swept Sharyn. If he’d left her any room she might have crawled on beside him. She slumped to the seat instead. Barry’s notebook, phone, wallet, sunglasses and keys sat in a neat formation on the table in front of her. She thought of the photos he said he’d taken and picked up his phone. Her finger hovered over the password request. That was new. She tapped in his favourite number combo and the screen opened up. She shook her head and scrolled. He’d already put the images from the morning into an album labelled “Katherine and Nitmiluk Gorge”.

She’d always been glad of Barry’s tidiness in the past. When her friends complained about their husbands not helping with dishes or leaving clothes on the bedroom floor or their toiletries all over the bathroom bench Sharyn remained silent. Barry always picked up after himself. And sometimes he’d pick up after her if she wasn’t quick enough, but in the van, his tidy habits were amplified. What had been a good trait suddenly seemed annoying. She glanced back at his things on the table then over at Barry, who was softly snoring now. She reached out and nudged his things so that they sprawled in an untidy heap then jumped as his phone vibrated in her hand. It was a text from their youngest, Liam. Good to talk last… She couldn’t see the rest without opening it. When had they spoken? Last week? Last night? Barry hadn’t mentioned it and he’d been with her most of the previous evening…except…he had been away at the ablutions block a long time.

She stared at the phone until the screen went black. She rarely touched his phone, only to answer it if it rang when he wasn’t nearby and they were expecting a call. Once more she took in the sleeping form of her husband then she tapped the screen and read the message. Good to talk last night. Sounds like the trip’s going really well. Glad to hear mum’s enjoying the caravan now. Sharyn quirked her eyebrows at that. Thanks for transferring the money so quickly. Really appreciate it. Talk again soon.

Barry gave a snort and rolled to his side. Sharyn put his phone back on the table. Why hadn’t he told her about the phone call with Liam and why was he sending him money without discussing it with her? She opened the banking app on her own phone. There were no transfers to Liam. She checked their accounts again. There were only the usual automatic payments and transactions for their holiday expenses. How on earth had Barry transferred money to Liam? Or more to the point, where from?

She picked up his notebook but there was nothing in it other than how far they’d travelled from home—he’d written “two thousand seven hundred and ninety-five k’s” against their arrival time in Katherine and then “NEARLY THREE THOUSAND K’S” had been added. The only other entries were daily distances, fuel costs and the odd mention of things he’d purchased. She put it back on the table and sagged against the seat, shooting forward suddenly as a thought flashed in her mind like a neon light. They did have a separate account each. They’d kept them since they were first married—small amounts of money transferred from their main account each payday. It was pin money for treats and handy for purchasing a birthday or Christmas gift if you didn’t want the other to know about it. Barry surely wouldn’t have much in his account but maybe that’s what he’d sent to Liam.

Then a bigger light bulb flashed—his dad’s money had gone into that account. That’s how he’d paid for the four-wheel drive and caravan without her knowing, but she’d never actually asked how much he’d spent. She’d assumed it was all gone because he’d used money from their bills account to get new tyres for the van before they left. They’d been expensive and she’d grumbled, of course. But maybe there was still some left in his personal account he was keeping to himself?

“What are you daydreaming about?”

Sharyn squealed in fright. Barry was studying her from the bed. “Nothing,” she snapped.

“You’re jumpy.” He stretched and sat up.

“You startled me. You were fast asleep a minute ago.”

“Just a quick shut-eye. We had an early start this morning.

Aren’t you tired?”

“I’m hungry.” She slipped from the seat and opened the fridge. “We’re eating leftovers till we get to the supermarket.”

“We can do that after lunch if you like?” Barry pocketed his phone then straightened the rest of his things again.

Sharyn dumped an assortment of containers and condiments on the benchtop. She badly wanted to know about the money but didn’t want to admit to snooping. And after all Barry’s recent deceptions she wasn’t sure she’d get a straight answer anyway. “I don’t think we’ve got time to shop now. Kathleen and I want to go to that outback show. Are you coming with us? We could do the shopping on the way back.”

“What about Ray?” “He can come too.”

“But he wants to go over to Jeff and Lesley’s for drinks.” “He’ll have to make a choice. Or maybe he could go and see them later, after we get back. We really should have a rest from alcohol tonight.” Sharyn turned away from Barry’s raised eyebrows and perused the assortment of leftovers at her disposal. “There’s some meat and cheese, a few salad items and assorted condiments. Are you happy with a picking plate for lunch?”

“Yes.”

The door opened and she glanced around. Barry already had one foot on the step.

“Have you spoken with the boys lately?” she asked.

He stopped, his back to her. “No…well, not…no.” He stepped down. “I’ll go and chat to Ray,” he called over his shoulder and was gone, leaving her with her mouth hanging open and a sick feeling in her stomach. Her husband had just openly lied to her. She twisted the lid on the cornichon jar so swiftly the liquid spilled out and trickled down her fingers. She mopped up the mess and plopped some cornichons on the platter with the cheese. Numbness replaced the sick feeling as she came to the conclusion she had lost trust in her husband altogether.

He returned a few minutes later with a bounce in his step. “Ray’s happy to come along so we’ll all go.”

Sharyn was at the point where she wished it was just her and Kathleen but the four of them went to the outback show together and it was so entertaining she forgot about Barry’s deception. He didn’t sit with her anyway. Jake and Lauren were there with their girls and Sharyn had quietly warned Barry not to mention anything to do with being Aboriginal. He’d got all huffy and sat on the other side of Kathleen and Ray. Sharyn was too busy enjoying the show to care. Even Kathleen relaxed once she realised they were seated on ringside tiers outside the large rails separating them from the animals and the action.

Everyone took lots of photos, including Ray, who took one of Kathleen with her head quite close to that of a horse although still separated by the rails. Willow and Poppy had a wonderful time patting and feeding animals. Sharyn wasn’t a horse person but they were such fascinating creatures she’d found herself drawn to them too. She ended up being among the last to leave with Lauren and the little girls.

“I didn’t realise we were in the same caravan park as you,” Lauren said on the way back to their vehicles.

“Are we?” Sharyn said.

“Jake and Barry were talking about it. They’ve been having a big chat about the ins and outs of caravans then worked out we’re in the same park but on opposite sides.”

“We should catch up later.”

“Jake suggested it but Ray said you had to shop and then were eating as soon as you get back so you could go off to another park to meet friends.”

Sharyn stopped midstride forcing Lauren to pull up beside her. She glanced at the men already standing beside the cars deep in conversation. There was no sign of Kathleen at first but then Sharyn realised the door to Ray’s vehicle was open and she was sitting inside rubbing her hands together. No doubt they were getting a good dose of hand sanitiser. Without checking with her, Sharyn forged on.

“Ray might be but they’re his friends. The rest of us will probably stay at our vans.”

There was a kerfuffle as Poppy tried to get in front of Willow, who pushed her sister. Lauren placed one child on each side of her. “I think these two might need an early night.”

“Perhaps we can come to you then.” Sharyn glanced at the children. “Providing it wouldn’t disturb the girls.”

“Once they’re out they’re out.” Lauren chuckled.

“Sharyn,” Barry called. “We’d better get this shopping done.” “Let’s swap numbers,” Sharyn said. “Text me when the girls are settled and we’ll see how we’re going. I think we’re leaving earlyish again in the morning so it won’t be a late night.”

It turned out Ray’s paella was something they each made for themselves, using the ingredients he, or more likely Kathleen, had prepared earlier. They each had to make a bowl from foil, fill it with shredded chicken, onion, garlic, capsicum and tomatoes then add rice and wine, stir it together and then seal it like a parcel which then cooked on the barbecue plate. Even more annoying was that Ray had forgotten to purchase white wine and Sharyn had provided one of her bottles. She’d filled a glass with what remained and steadily drank it while the paella cooked. She hadn’t thought until she’d finished it she’d meant to abstain, which added to her irritation. The paella was stodgy and lacking in flavour. Sharyn ate hers without a word, fuming that this is what Ray proclaimed proudly was him cooking dinner for them all.

Once they’d all finished he leaped to his feet. “Right. I can put our drinks in my car fridge.”

“What for?” Sharyn asked, quite sure she knew after her chat with Lauren earlier but finding it hard to believe it was assumed after zero discussion.

“We’re going to Jeff and Lesley’s for evening drinks.” He looked at Barry. “Didn’t you tell Sharyn about our plans?”

Sharyn stared at her husband. He opened and closed his mouth then frowned. “We did talk about it.”

“But we went to the outback experience instead.”

“And decided to shop and eat after the show so we could go over to Jeff’s after.” Ray waggled his phone. “They’re expecting us.”

“I wasn’t in on this discussion—were you, Kathleen?”

Kathleen had her hands full of the empty food containers she’d been gathering and had that startled look on her face again. She glanced at her brother and Sharyn was sure she’d lost her ally then Kathleen surprised her.

She straightened, shook her head and spoke firmly. “No.”

Ray gave her a look that reminded Sharyn of the proverbial stunned mullet. She would have laughed if she hadn’t been so annoyed at him and relieved by Kathleen’s response.

“Jake and Lauren are staying here in this park,” Sharyn said quickly. “They wanted to catch up.”

“First I’ve heard of it,” Ray said. “I promised Jeff and Lesley we’d go over.”

“First we’ve heard of it.” Sharyn moved closer to Kathleen, who put the containers down and folded her arms.

“Well, I said I would so I’m…going.” Ray looked at Barry, who’d been silently watching on.

“I don’t…” Barry frowned at Sharyn. “You didn’t tell me you had plans.”

“You didn’t tell me you had plans.”

“We do and I’m sticking to them,” Ray snapped. “You coming, Barry? I’ll take my wheels and get fuel while we’re out.”

Barry looked from the women to his friend striding towards his vehicle. He shrugged and turned back to Sharyn. “I did say I’d go.”

“That’s fine,” Sharyn said.

“Ray might not get a chance to see them again. We’re travelling in the same direction but not at the same pace.”

“You fellas head off. I’ll help Kathleen clean up…again, then we’ll catch up with Lauren and Jake. We won’t have to worry about counting drinks.” She turned her back on Barry’s once-more raised eyebrows and snatched up the cutlery. Behind her Ray’s four-wheel drive started up and drove away.

An hour later Sharyn, Kathleen and Lauren were settled under the canopy beside Sharyn’s caravan.

“Thanks for inviting me.” Lauren raised her Vodka Cruiser bottle in the air. “Jake was feeling pretty tired tonight so he was happy to stay with the girls and let me come out.” She laughed. “Listen to me talking as if I’m having a night out on the town but it’s kinda nice having some kid-free chat time with other women.”

“How long have you been travelling?” Kathleen asked.

“It’s nearly four months since we left home. We’ve been up the east coast as far as the Daintree then we came across country to Tennant Creek. We’re headed to Darwin after this. What about you two?”

“It’s not even two weeks since we left Adelaide.” Sharyn looked to Kathleen, who nodded in agreement.

“We’re going to Kununurra from here and then Derby and Broome.” Kathleen spoke with an air of authority that made Sharyn realise how little she knew about their plans and how little she’d asked. Once she’d agreed to go on the trip Barry had told her he was taking her to Broome for her birthday and their anniversary. “It’s a special Australian destination,” he’d said, and while she’d hoped for overseas she’d come to terms with Broome even if flying there would have been her preferred travel method. Broome appealed to her. It was warm with beautiful beaches, gorgeous sunsets and cocktails, possibly even coral, and there were pearls, which would be a wonderful souvenir. She’d been so confronted by the whole caravan experience she hadn’t thought further ahead than each day.

Sharyn sat back, nestling her gin on her lap, listening to Kathleen and Lauren discuss the places they’d be passing through. Not that her scant knowledge was entirely due to her lack of interest. The few times she’d asked Barry, he’d been vague about the journey. She understood now, of course—at the start it was because he was keeping the fact that they were travelling with Ray and Kathleen to himself. She decided tonight she’d ask him for more details about their travel plans, show some interest. Even though they were spending so much time together she realised they’d run out of things to talk about. And when they weren’t travelling Barry appeared to prefer Ray’s company to hers. She really needed to do something about that.

She was drawn back to the conversation by Lauren’s surprised voice. “No man in your life! A good-looking woman like you?”

Sharyn had obviously missed the change in topic. Kathleen had her head down looking at her hands.

“Sorry,” Lauren said. “That was a bit personal, wasn’t it? Things often come out of my mouth before I’ve put my brain into gear.”

Sharyn felt the need to rescue her friend. “Kathleen’s done a lot of caring for her family these last few years. I don’t imagine there’s been time for a relationship.”

Silence followed then Kathleen lifted her gaze first to Lauren then to Sharyn. “No one thinks I’m capable of having a relationship.”

There was something dark in her eyes that stilled Sharyn’s breath a moment.

Kathleen grinned. “But I’m full of surprises.”

Sharyn shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Even Kathleen’s smile seemed menacing.

“I bet you are,” Lauren laughed, oblivious to the tension. “Teenage love isn’t real though, is it?” Kathleen said.

“Jake and I were high-school sweethearts. I know it’s cheesy but he’s still the one that makes my heart flutter.”

Kathleen studied Lauren. When she spoke her voice was barely more than a whisper. “I had a high-school sweetheart. I thought he was the love of my life.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t end up being,” Lauren said gently. Kathleen shrugged her shoulders as if shaking something off.

“No. I had a few other…boyfriends who never…well, they didn’t work out.”

“What about you, Sharyn? Is Barry your teenage sweetheart?” “Good heavens, no. My mum died when I was a teenager so

I lived with my dad and three older brothers. I didn’t need any more males in my life. Barry and I met in our early twenties. He worked in the bank and I did the banking for my employer.”

“Love at first sight?” Lauren asked.

Sharyn thought about the first few conversations she’d had with Barry more than thirty-five years ago. They’d been awkward and stilted and he’d made it worse by pulling her up over a small mistake on a form. She’d thought him a pompous prat. Later when he’d got up the courage to ask her out and then persisted, she’d finally said yes. He’d treated her to a dinner in a fancy restaurant and been the perfect gentleman. After two rum and Cokes he’d admitted he’d been tongue-tied and stiff when they’d first met because he thought she was beautiful and wouldn’t want to talk to him. Growing up in a household of men who’d treated her like an irritation, she’d found his interest in her and his words flattering. “More of a slow burn, I’d say.”

“You should keep your eyes open, Kathleen,” Lauren said. “You never know who you might meet on your way. We’ve met lots of singles since we left home. Some travelling together and some on their own but single all the same and on the look-out, some of them.” She winked. “A holiday romance might be on the cards.”

Kathleen squirmed in her chair.

“Sorry, I’m verbally spewing again.” Lauren got to her feet. “I should get going. We’ve decided to delay a day and take the dawn cruise at the gorge tomorrow.”

Kathleen glanced at Sharyn, who stood up too. “We hear it’s very good,” she said.
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Kathleen put on the kettle and pondered the evening she’d had chatting with Lauren and Sharyn. It had been fun, even if Lauren’s questions on her love life had stirred painful memories. She glanced at the time on her phone. It would be nine o’clock in Melbourne. She wanted to ring Beryl while she still had signal and before Raymond got back. Beryl rarely went to bed before ten so it wasn’t too late to call. She made a cup of tea and settled on the couch.

“Kathleen, thank goodness,” Beryl gasped as soon as the phone connected.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing with me but I was worried about you.”

“We only spoke yesterday, Aunty.” Kathleen had rung Beryl when they’d first arrived in Katherine but they hadn’t had long to chat before Raymond had wanted to go sightseeing.

“You said you were leaving early tomorrow and didn’t know how long until your next lot of signal. I thought you’d forgotten me.”

“Of course I haven’t forgotten you.” Kathleen did feel a small pang of remorse. She’d been caught up in her own terror after the bat incident and then had been so busy after that she hadn’t given Beryl a thought until just a while ago when she and Lauren had been chatting about family. Lauren had lots of aunties who she adored. They all caught up often so she was missing them while she was away. Sharyn had remained silent and had a wistful look on her face. Kathleen had filled the gap in the conversation by mentioning Beryl and immediately she’d been hit by a thud of anxiety as she realised she still hadn’t called her aunt.

“We’ve had a busy day.” Kathleen went on to tell her about the gorge tour, pretending she’d been on it. When they’d spoken the day before she’d said they were going and Beryl had been very interested. There was no need to tell her what really happened. Easier just to conjure up some of the enthusiasm Raymond and Barry had disgorged after the trip. And of course there was the outback experience, which she had truly enjoyed, and meeting up with Lauren and her family again.

“Sounds like you and Sharyn are getting on okay.” Beryl’s tone was laced with disapproval.

“She’s been very good to me.”

“Just as well, since you’re travelling together, I suppose. Although sounds like you’re meeting other people.”

“We are. And it’s funny how we keep running into them along the way. Tonight Ray’s visiting an old army mate he met up with back in Coober Pedy. We saw them again in Alice Springs and now here.”

“I hope he’s not off leaving you on your own too much.”

“I’m not ever really alone. There’s always someone nearby.”

“That’s good. You can never be too careful. And I hope he’snot bossing you around.”

“He’s not.” Sharyn had called him bossy a few times and now Kathleen wondered if she needed to add deceitful to the list of adjectives describing her brother.

“I have tried to warn—”

“What have you been up to today?” She thought it best to change the subject.

Beryl was still giving Kathleen a detailed description of her trip to the podiatrist when Raymond returned.

“It’s getting late, Aunty,” she cut in as soon as Beryl drew breath. “And we’ve got an early start so I’d better get to bed.”

“There was something else I wanted to tell you. Blast, I’ve forgotten.”

“When you remember write it down for next time. I’m not sure when that will be though.”

“But it was important and—”

“Signal’s limited up here so don’t worry if you don’t hear from me for a while.” Kathleen stood to make her way to her end of the van but Raymond came inside before she’d taken two steps. “And keep a look-out for the parcel I sent you from Alice Springs. You should get it soon. Good night.” She rang off quickly, aware Raymond was standing behind her not moving.

“Beryl again,” he said. “You only spoke to her yesterday.”

“I told you we speak most days when I’m at home.”

“And I’ve said she’s not a good influence on you.”

Kathleen shook her head, picked up her mug and rinsed it.

Raymond was silent for a moment then he tossed his cap on the bed. “We had a good time tonight. Jeff and Lesley were in fine form. We’d still be there but for our early start tomorrow.”

Kathleen wiped the mug and put it away.

“Pity you didn’t come with us.”

She turned back from the sink.

Raymond scratched his beard. “I’m glad you and Sharyn are getting on.” He cleared his throat. “I just don’t want her to coerce you into doing things her way.”

Kathleen frowned. Beryl didn’t want Raymond to boss her and now here he was saying he didn’t want Sharyn to coerce her, which was just another name for bossing, wasn’t it?

“I didn’t want to go and see Jeff and Lesley,” she said firmly, earning a surprised look from her brother. “They’re your friends, not mine, and I didn’t really enjoy Lesley’s company last time. Anyway, Lauren came over,” she added quickly. “We had a good chat.”

“You only met Lesley the once and just because Sharyn doesn’t like her—”

“I can think for myself, Ray.”

He put his hands in the air, palms out. “No need to get upset.

It’s been a tough day for you. You must be tired.”

“I’m not a child.”

“I know you’re not.”

“Then stop treating me like one. This morning wasn’t a good start but I’ve put it behind me. Sharyn’s been a big help actually. And the rest of the day’s gone very well.”

Raymond pressed his lips together and they held each other’s gaze just a few steps apart. Something began to make a vibrating sound. His hand twitched but he didn’t reach for the phone in his pocket.

“You should get that,” she said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” Kathleen walked on shaking legs to her room and slid the door shut behind her. Despite her bravado she’d rarely stood up to her brother. It was true this afternoon having Sharyn beside her had given her the strength to turn down the visit to Jeff and Lesley. She hadn’t wanted to go but if Sharyn hadn’t been there would she have had the gumption to say no?

She studied herself in the mirror as she cleaned her teeth. Life was so much easier if you blended in, didn’t rock the boat. She’d learned that at her father’s knee. He’d been a good man but now living her life without him she realised how strict he’d been. Not that he’d ever physically punished her, but his words were enough and then there was the silent disapproval that followed any telling-off.

She glanced at her journal lying beside her pillow. She was eager to climb into bed and fill in the day’s events. She’d enjoyed chatting to Lauren. Someone closer to her age. Their lives were quite different but they both loved travelling through remote Australia and it had been fun to share their experiences. And then if she wasn’t sleepy there was her book. She’d read nearly all those she’d brought from home but luckily she’d found some new reads at an op shop the day before. This book was full of interviews with serial killers. She was looking forward to starting it.
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Sharyn walked slowly back towards the van from the ablutions block, every part of her tingling, inside and out. Her plan to get closer to her husband in more ways than one was in progress and she couldn’t wait to get him into bed. She hadn’t felt this way in a long time and she was enjoying the moment. She’d exfoliated wherever she could reach, shaved her underarms and legs, moisturised and primped until she glowed.

Lauren had told them about a kind friend who’d stayed overnight in the van with their daughters when they were in Queensland so she and Jake could spend a night in a resort for their tenth wedding anniversary. Sharyn had found herself longing for a stay in a resort until she’d remembered she was cross with Barry. Then she had one of those light bulb moments. She knew a way to get Barry to ’fess up and to get some closeness back in their marriage. She’d set a honey trap and kill two birds with one stone.

Barry and Ray had arrived back not long after Lauren left. Sharyn had greeted Barry with a dry martini and a sparkle in her eye that had quickly put a sparkle in his. They’d kissed and he’d drawn her in close, then he’d lurched back, terror in his eyes.

“I haven’t taken a—” She’d quickly pressed a finger to his lips then picked up her toiletry bag and towel.

“I’m going to have a shower. I’ll be gone quite a while.” She winked. “Give you time to prepare.”

There wasn’t a breath of wind to stir the warm night air as she approached their van. Voices carried from a distant campsite and soft music played somewhere nearby. It was a peaceful evening… except for the loud bang that came from her caravan. She stopped as she reached for the handle of the door—another bang! Inside she found Barry crouched over his bedside cupboard, a hammer in one hand and a chisel in the other.

“What are you doing?”

He lurched around and the chisel slipped. He yelped, dropping it to the bed and gripping the hand that had also dropped the hammer which had bounced off his bare foot.

A rare round of expletives sprayed from his mouth.

She gasped as blood ran between his fingers. “Oh my god, what have you done?” She threw her things aside, snatched a tea towel from the bench and rushed at him. The blood was running down his elbow as she prised his hand away to reveal a jagged gash in the flesh between his thumb and finger. She quickly bound his hand with the tea towel and, as he was looking pasty, she pulled him back towards the couch and made him sit. “Hold your arm up to your shoulder.” She was madly trying to recall her first-aid training and wondering when he’d last had a tetanus shot.

Barry groaned and put his good hand to his head.

“You’re not going to faint on me, are you?” Barry wasn’t good with blood. She studied his eyes. They were wide but focused. “I’m going to have to have another look in a moment.” Blood was seeping through the tea towel. “You might need stitches or something.”

He groaned and shook his head slowly. “I don’t think it’s that bad. Lots of blood, that’s all, and it throbs like hell. As does my foot.”

She got the ice pack from the freezer and covered the deep purple swelling on the bridge of his foot then sat opposite him. The martini she’d made him still sat on the table only half full. “Perhaps you should finish your drink,” she said.

“No, thanks.”

“What about a cup of tea with sugar?”

He wrinkled his nose but nodded all the same. She made him a cup with two teaspoons of sugar and two pain relief tablets on the side and watched until he’d drunk some, awkwardly holding the mug in his left hand. He swallowed the tablets and sipped some more tea while she found the first-aid kit.

“Let me see your hand.”

He lowered it to the table and she carefully peeled back the cloth to inspect the damage. “You’re right. It’s messy but the skin’s mostly intact. It’s all but stopped bleeding. I think I’ll just put one of these nonstick dressings on it then wrap it again.”

Barry sipped his tea while she went to work.

“What were you doing with the hammer and chisel anyway?” she asked as she inspected her handiwork.

“My drawer wouldn’t open. I tried everything but the lock was stuck. Then I decided to jemmy it off.”

They both looked towards the drawer beside his bed, still firmly closed.

“Couldn’t it have waited till Ray had a look?”

“What can Ray try that I haven’t already?”

She shrugged. Ray was much more practical than Barry but she couldn’t say that. “We could go back to that caravan place where we got the replacement key cut yesterday.”

“We’re leaving early in the morning.”

“At the next big town then. Surely you don’t want to break the drawer altogether?”

“I need to get into it.”

“It’s only undies, isn’t it? You’ve got a few pairs in the laundry bag we can wash. They’ll probably be dry by morning.”

“My tablets are in there.” The words hissed over his teeth in a whisper as if there was someone else nearby he didn’t want to hear him.

“What tablets?” He was on no regular medication. “I’ve got a stash of things in the bathroom cupboard. I got everything from paracetamol to diarrhoea stop from the chemist before we left.”

“These are my prescription…” He waggled his eyebrows up and down. “You know. My special tablets.”

She sat back as the penny dropped. All thoughts of sex had evaporated with the sight of Barry’s bloodied hand. “It’s getting late anyway.” Locking away his Viagra was just another blight on Barry’s long list of failures since they’d left home. “We should get some sleep if we’re meant to leave early tomorrow.”

He was already slumped in his seat but he sagged lower.

“Has the tea and pain relief helped?”

“A bit.” He glanced at the drawer again. “Bloody flimsy locks.”

“It can’t be helped,” she said, trying to lighten his mood.

“I don’t know how the catch even stuck in the first place. There are no locks on the cupboards and drawers.”

“Maybe something’s jammed in it.”

“Or it’s been broken.”

“How would it get broken?”

Barry stared at her hard, his eyes accusing.

“I didn’t break your drawer.”

“I wouldn’t put it past you.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a long time since we’ve been intimate, Sharyn. I was beginning to wonder if there was someone else.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

“Well, what then? We used to have a good healthy sex life… or so I thought.”

“We did. We do!”

He raised his eyebrows.

“We will,” she muttered. “Life’s just been…busy. I feel tired at the end of every day…and you do too, you’ve said so yourself.”

“Another reason for this holiday.”

“Well, perhaps if we’d flown to Broome instead of towing this van halfway across the country we might be feeling refreshed instead of still feeling so tired.”

They glared at each other across the table then he dragged himself up and into the bathroom.

Sharyn went to her side of the bed and tested her drawer and cupboards. They all opened easily. She took out a set of light PJs. She hadn’t intended wearing anything to bed tonight but given what had transpired she put them on, slid under the sheet and turned out her light.
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twenty-five

Raymond turned on his playlist as the town of Katherine disappeared behind them while they both stared silently ahead. The occasional sip of their takeaway coffees was the only other sound. Instead of leaving early as they’d planned, Raymond had gone off in the car somewhere even before she was up then when he’d returned he and Barry had been trying to fix something in the Tregonnings’ van. They took so long she and Sharyn had walked to the cafe to get coffees and when they got back the men had been packed up and ready to go, looking at their watches as if it had been the women holding them up all morning.

They’d only just left the park when Raymond had realised he’d left his drill on the ground behind the van so back they’d gone.

Kathleen glanced at her phone. It was almost eleven o’clock. A message caught her eye. She hadn’t noticed it before. It was new and it was from Beryl, who rarely sent texts. She tapped frantically at the screen, not sure if it would still be there once she lost signal.

“Oh no!” she yelped.

“What’s wrong?”

“We need to go back!”

“Hell, what have we forgotten now?” Raymond eased off on the accelerator and the weight of the van pushed from behind.

“Nothing but I need to ring Beryl.”

“Why?”

“Someone’s been at my house.”

“Who?”

Kathleen nibbled a nail. If she hadn’t been so worried she’d have said “how, what, when” before he could. “I don’t know. Beryl sent a text. It must have come through before we left but I’ve only just seen it.” She waggled her phone at him. “I’ve lost signal now.”

“How would Beryl know someone’s been at your house?”

“Her text says Remembered! Saw old neighbours. Someone at your house. Things happening.”

Raymond’s face screwed up and he shook his head. “I think she’s losing her marbles. None of that makes sense.”

“She wanted to tell me something when we spoke last night but she’d forgotten what it was. That would be why she typed remembered.”

“It still doesn’t explain old neighbours and how they’d know if someone, and I’m underlining if, was at your house.” He shook his head and picked up speed again.

“We have to go back, Ray. I have to call her. Maybe one of those crazy neighbours has done something to my house while I’m away.”

“Calm down, Kath. It was probably just Andy from work. He’s keeping an eye on both our places, remember.”

Kathleen’s head flopped back against the seat and she blew out a breath. “I’d forgotten he was calling past.”

“I told you Beryl wasn’t good for you. She’s got you all upset over nothing.”

“Do you still have signal? I should reply at least.”

“If you can’t text, neither can I. You’ll have to do it when we get signal next.”

She stared at his face, set stiff like a rock, his out-of-control beard fluffed around his jaw. No doubt feeling her scrutiny, he glanced her way then back at the road, his eyes hidden behind his dark glasses. He was probably right about Andy calling in at her place but that didn’t explain the part of Beryl’s text that said things happening.

“Your phone seems to have much better reception than mine.”

“At the moment I’ve got it on aeroplane mode to conserve battery.”

She looked at the USB connection in the dash. Usually he had a charging cable plugged in there.

“I left the cable in the van,” he said, answering her unasked question. “And I didn’t want to stop to get it out. We’re already a long way behind schedule.”

Kathleen settled back, sipped her coffee and took in the landscape. It was so different again, flat as far as she could see and covered with green trees and long yellow grass. She was enjoying this journey but frustrated by the lack of phone access. She badly wanted to ask Ray if she could at least try his but she didn’t know how good even Telstra reception was out here.

“We’re really getting into remote country now, aren’t we?” Raymond leaned forward and peered up. “Not a cloud in the sky but there’s that hint of whisps as if someone has dipped a brush in white paint and barely touched the blue as it swept over.”

She glanced up at the sky then across the vista surrounding them again. Apart from the bitumen and the odd road sign there was no indication of human habitation.

“I hope Barry and Sharyn are going to cope with being so remote,” Raymond said.

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“Barry’s my mate and I love him like a brother but sometimes… well, things seem to stop working when he’s around.”

“Did you fix it?”

He took a slurp of coffee. “What?”

“Barry’s drawer. Sharyn said it was locked shut.”

“No. Couldn’t do it without breaking the handle, which seems a pity. We’ll get someone to look at it when we get to Kununurra before we get that desperate. It’s only his undies drawer and he can turn them inside out. Bush camping tip one-o-one, you get two days of wear from one pair.”

Kathleen wrinkled her nose.

Raymond laughed. “Shaz had the same reaction. She’s a bit too much of a creature-comforts person but she’s the more practical one in the relationship, even if she lingers a bit long in bed in the mornings.”

Kathleen thought Barry more likely to survive in the bush than Sharyn if push came to shove but she kept that to herself. “Where did you go so early this morning?” she asked. “You were gone before I got up.”

“Thought I’d get fuel and a few things I needed,” he said quickly.

“I thought you got fuel last night.”

“I meant to but I forgot. Hey, this is a good travelling song.” He turned up the music and the car was filled with the gravelly sounds of Willie Nelson singing “On the Road Again”.

Raymond tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and nodded his head to the beat. In spite of his exuberance she was still wary.
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“Ray’s a long way in front.” Sharyn stared at the straight road stretching out ahead with no sign of Ray’s van.

“He’s probably put his foot down.”

“Why?”

“He’s keen to make Kununurra tonight.”

“I hope you’re sticking to the speed limit.”

“I’m certainly not.”

“Barry!” Sharyn gripped her seat.

“The limit’s a hundred and thirty k’s an hour. I’m not towing our van at that speed.” He grinned at her. It was the first smile she’d seen from him today. She smiled back.

“Kununurra sounds like an interesting place.” She took out the tourist brochure she’d collected in Katherine and flicked the pages. “I’m looking forward to spending some time there. How many nights are we booked for?”

“Three, I think, but we might have to change that. I’m not sure we’ll make it by tonight.” Barry glanced at her. “We ended up leaving fairly late.”

“Not my fault this time,” she said with a self-righteous jut of her jaw. “I was ready by eight. You should have waited till we got to Kununurra to fiddle with the drawer.”

“I had to try to get it open.”

Sharyn looked from his bandaged hand to his glum face. The throbbing had kept him awake a bit in the night and they’d had to ice it again this morning. He couldn’t even bear to have the pressure of his sneaker on his bruised foot. She felt sorry for him and as much as she wanted to ask about the money for Liam the timing wasn’t right.

“At least the weather’s good,” she said. “You can wear thongs on your feet and I’ve rinsed out a couple of pairs of boxers. They’ll probably be dry by the time we get to Kununurra.”

“It’s not that.” He winced. “What if whoever we get to open my drawer sees what’s in it?”

“I’m sure they’ll have seen worse than socks and jocks.”

“But my…my tablets are in there too.”

“For goodness sake, Barry, they won’t be rummaging through your drawer when they get it open.”

His fingers clenched tightly around the wheel and his shoulders braced. Sharyn blew out a calming breath.

“Try not to worry about it,” she said. “Look!” She waved a hand at a sign. “That says four hundred and sixty k’s to Kununurra.” Inwardly she groaned at the thought of being in the vehicle for that distance again but she was determined to remain positive. “Hope it’s all like this amazing country.” The road was winding a bit more now and the trees were getting bigger. In the distance she could see rocky outcrops rising above the horizon. “The colours out here are so intense, aren’t they?”

Barry gave a half-hearted nod.

“Why don’t we listen to a podcast?” she said brightly. “I’ve downloaded several episodes of Conversations. There’s an interesting one about a GP who’s worked in all kinds of remote places.”

Once more Barry gave a half-hearted response. Sharyn pursed her lips and took that as a yes. Listening to a conversation had to be better than trying to make conversation with her gloomy husband. And while they listened the scenery evolved. Hills and ridges replaced the flat landscape and the road began to wind between and over them. As they approached Victoria River the trees got taller and the brown and red ridges were higher and closer. Finally they got a view of the river itself flowing beneath the bridge as they drove over and reached the roadhouse on the other side. Ray and Kathleen were already pulled up under some shady trees and Sharyn couldn’t wait to get out and stretch her legs.

“We’ve travelled exactly three thousand and two hundred kilometres since we left home,” Barry said excitedly as they rolled to a stop beside Ray’s rig. Sharyn quietly ground her teeth.

He lowered his window and Ray leaned in.

“Thought we’d have lunch here. It’s a nice enough spot.”

“Good idea,” Barry said.

Sharyn did some stretches to get the kinks out of her back and legs then let herself into the van and took a deep breath. It was hot and fusty inside but she couldn’t detect any hint of the rotten cream smell. She hoped that meant she’d managed to clean it all out.

She was busting to go to the toilet but the roadhouse was across the other side of the huge parking area. She glanced out the window. Barry was carrying their camp chairs to a spot in the shade. She dashed to the toilet, flushed then stepped back. The red light flickered. She held her breath then blew it out as the colour faded and went back to clear. Barry wouldn’t know.

In the kitchen she set out some crusty rolls and admired the fridge now fully stocked again with lovely fresh ingredients for salads and vegetable dishes to accompany the various meats she’d put in the freezer. It was their turn to provide dinner tonight and she’d planned a Mediterranean lemon and herb chicken salad. She’d bought plenty of avocadoes, tomatoes, cucumber and olives and of course she’d stocked up on extra lemon and limes for their drinks. Shopping in Katherine had been a delight as she got into the swing of cooking every second night and planning the meals she might make.

She carried the freshly made rolls out to the shade where the other three were seated against the backdrop of the rugged scenery, chatting to a younger man with a baby strapped to his chest.

“Sharyn, we have to get rid of all our fruit and veg!” The words tumbled from Barry’s mouth like a vomit.

“We will eventually,” she laughed and passed him his roll as she sat in the empty chair. “I’ve got a week’s worth on board.”

“We can’t take it over the border.”

Sharyn chewed the large bite of roll she’d taken and looked around the group. They all had glum faces. She swallowed. “You’re joking.”

The guy with the baby shook his head. “No joke. You can’t take fresh fruit and veg over the border to WA. We didn’t realise either but luckily we’d planned to stock up in Kununurra so we haven’t got too much but we do have a big tub of honey ’cause our older kids love it.”

“You have to get rid of honey too?” Ray said.

“I just bought a brand-new jar.” Kathleen groaned.

“So did I.” Sharyn nodded. “But mine’s not open.”

“I don’t think that matters,” the guy said, swaying from side to side as the baby stirred. “They’ve got brochures about it in the roadhouse.” He pulled one from his back pocket. “My wife and I are about to study up on it. See what we need to do.” The baby on his chest began to cry. “Better get this one back to his mum. He reckons it’s lunchtime too. Safe travels.”

His departure was followed by silence, except for the soft rustle of the breeze through the leaves overhead.

“Well, that’s a bugger.” Ray brushed crumbs from his beard.

“I wish I’d known before I did all that shopping.” Sharyn pictured her freshly stocked fridge. “I wonder if we have to get rid of everything?”

“You’d think sealed packages like fresh tomatoes from the supermarket would be okay,” Kathleen said.

Sharyn tsked. “I bought a big bag of potatoes. It’s not been opened but there are those air holes in the bag.”

“Pity there’s no phone signal,” Barry said. “We could’ve googled it. Your new phone with Telstra seems to be the best for signal, Ray. Is it working here?”

Kathleen’s head snapped up as Ray rose to his feet. “You’re with Telstra?” she queried. “You didn’t mention that.”

“Doesn’t mean a thing out here.” He waggled his phone at her. “No signal just like the rest of you.”

“But what about along the way before this?” Kathleen was glaring at her brother now. “You would have had signal when I didn’t. I thought I heard a phone. I even asked you about it—”

“I’ll go into the roadhouse and get one of those brochures.” Ray dismissed her with a bat of his hand and strode away. Sharyn watched a range of emotions flash across Kathleen’s face as she stared after him.

“Sorry,” Barry said. “I forgot Ray said he was keeping quiet about how much better his signal was than ours.”

“Why?” Sharyn snapped.

Barry scratched his chin. “I don’t know really. He took a call that first night by the lake when we had our…my little driving incident. I had no signal there and asked him how come he did. I’d forgotten about it. I suppose he didn’t want to one-up the rest of us.”

Sharyn snorted.

“That doesn’t explain his lying to me about it.” Kathleen stared at Barry with narrowed eyes.

Barry shifted in his chair, scratched at his chin again then stood up. “I’ll go and see what else is in this roadhouse.”

Sharyn shook her head as he hurried away. “My husband truly is clueless at times but now I wonder how much is real and how much is bluff.” She studied Kathleen, who was staring in the direction of the roadhouse. “Are you okay?”

Kathleen blinked and slowly looked around. The brooding look swept from her face as her lips turned up in a wry smile.

“I’m fine but I’m sure my brother’s up to something. I just don’t know what.”

Sharyn glanced towards the roadhouse. There was no sign of either of the men.

“I think Barry’s up to something too. I discovered he’s sent money to our youngest son and it’s not something he’d normally do without mentioning it to me. And it must have come from his account. One that doesn’t usually have much money in it but suddenly has become a bottomless pit since his dad’s estate went into it.”

They both stared into the distance.

“They’ve been friends a long time. Before Julie or I were on the scene. They played cricket for the same team.” Sharyn leaned in. “Maybe whatever they’re up to is something they’re planning together.”

“Why not include us? And what’s the point of Ray keeping the whole phone service thing from me?”

Sharyn huffed. “You’re right. Nothing makes sense. Maybe tonight over dinner we should get them to come clean. Tell us what’s going on.”

Kathleen fixed her grey eyes on Sharyn. There was something about her look that sent a prickle down Sharyn’s neck.

“I’ve always looked up to my brother, trusted him, but after this last week how will…” The anxious look that Kathleen so often had returned and she took in a breath. “He’s kept secrets and lied…how will I know if anything he says is the truth?”

Sharyn could think of no response that didn’t sound trite. She leaned across and gripped Kathleen’s hand. “We girls need to stick together. Watch each other’s backs.”

Kathleen’s bottom lip wobbled. In the distance, the two men stepped out of the roadhouse.

Ruth’s voice popped into Sharyn’s head. It’d been the last night they’d gone out to dinner together and she’d been complaining about Jason and her suspicions that he was keeping something from her.

Sharyn gripped Kathleen’s hand tighter. “How do you know when a man’s lying?”

Kathleen’s eyes widened and she shook her head.

“His lips are moving.”

For a second there was silence and then Kathleen snorted and gave a belly laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Ray asked as the two men arrived beside them.

“Girl stuff,” Sharyn said, hoping her face was the picture of innocence.

Kathleen snorted again and pressed her fingers to her lips. Ray gave her a stern look then waved a brochure in the air.

“If we cook the fruit and veg it’s okay to take across the border. I think we should go on to Timber Creek, spend the night there and consume or prepare as much of our fruit and veg as we can.”

Kathleen agreed then giggled, drawing another dark look from Ray. She jumped up and gathered the remains of their lunch. Sharyn followed suit and they headed back to their vehicles.

She heard Ray ask Kathleen what was so funny. Her reply was muffled but Sharyn was glad to see the joke had lifted the younger woman’s spirits.
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They arrived at Timber Creek in the mid-afternoon. The park was a green oasis with lawn and big shady trees. Sharyn gazed longingly at it as she and Kathleen stretched their legs while they waited for the men to book them in.

“I can’t wait to be set up and relaxing with a drink in my hand.” Sharyn had already decided today was not going to be alcohol-free. “They’ve even got a pool.”

“Did you see the boab tree?” Kathleen asked brightly.

“No, well, at least I don’t think I did.” Sharyn arched her back and ran her fingers up and down her glute muscles, digging hard. She had a sore backside again from being in the vehicle for so long. “Is it something special?”

“It’s an icon of the Kimberley region.”

“We’re still in the Northern Territory.”

“I guess trees don’t know about our state boundaries,” Kathleen teased. “Surely you’ve heard about them. They’ve got those huge swollen bodies, like bottles.” She drew the shape with her hands.

“Oh, yes. Now that you describe them I have seen pictures.”

“I can’t wait to see more of them.”

“Back in the vehicles, ladies.” Ray spoke from behind them.

“What?”

“Why?” Sharyn and Kathleen groaned together.

“No room at the inn,” Barry said.

“Some kind of a reunion,” Ray added. “The place is booked out but the guy at the desk said there’s a great free camp not too much further along the highway.”

They set off again but when they arrived at the free camp it wasn’t very big and every space was taken.

“A few of those places could have fitted two.” Ray waved a hand towards the camping area behind them. “Some people aren’t very considerate.”

“What are we going to do?” Sharyn glanced at her watch. “We don’t want to be finding a place in the dark.”

“Only thing for it is to keep going,” Ray said. “It might not be a designated free camp but hopefully we can find a place to set up for the night.”

Barry nodded enthusiastically as Ray headed back to his car but Sharyn didn’t share their optimism.

“You’ve seen what the vegetation is like along the edges of the road,” she said. “We can’t just perch off the highway.”

“We won’t, Sharyn. Ray will find something, don’t worry.”

“You put a lot of faith in Ray.”

“He hasn’t let us down yet.”

Sharyn frowned into the late afternoon sun and lowered her visor. She wasn’t so sure about that.

They’d barely travelled another ten minutes when Ray slowed and pulled over. Sharyn took in the thick bush on either side of the road as they pulled in behind him. “Surely he’s not planning for us to stop here. We’re hardly off the road, Barry.”

“We’re okay.”

A huge truck, three trailers long, loaded with cattle roared past, the wind it created rocking the vehicle. Sharyn gripped her seat. She didn’t feel okay at all. Ray walked towards them and she lowered her window.

“You’re not planning on stopping here, surely?” she said.

“Of course not!”

Sharyn stiffened at his snappy dismissal. He bent and looked past her to Barry.

“Did you see the gap in the trees back there?’ He pointed the way they’d come.

“No.” Barry shook his head.

“It was probably a clearing from when they last worked on the road. There were fresh tyre tracks. I reckon other campers have probably used it. We should keep going until we find a—” Another truck thundered past and Ray braced himself against the wave of wind. “We’ll find a safe place to turn up ahead and go back.”

“Roger!” Barry nodded and Ray strode back to his car. “Won’t be long and we can get settled,” Barry said. “And look.” He pointed to the dash display. “We’ve done another hundred k’s since lunch.”

Sharyn pressed her lips together and gripped the seat tighter as they followed Ray onto the highway again. They were in the middle of nowhere, the bush was thick and dotted with rocky outcrops and they were about to head off-road. Given the way their trip had started she had no confidence in a favourable outcome.

Several minutes later she had to swallow her words. When eventually they’d managed a safe turn and headed back along the highway, Ray had crossed the road and disappeared into the bush. Barry followed. The track wound through a gap in the trees and opened out into a large clearing. A caravan was already set up in one corner and a motorbike with a one-man tent in another but it was a huge space with room for several campers.

Ray led them to the back of the clearing where they set up with a communal space between their caravans. While the clearing had been carved from the bush at some prior time, nature was beginning to reclaim her space. Several small trees rose from the red gravel and while they weren’t tall enough to provide shade, a scattered row of them made a screen of sorts between them and the campers set up on the other side.

“This should be okay.” Ray spread his hands wide.

Sharyn screwed up her nose as she glanced around. It was little more than a gravel pit but it would have to do.

Ray took a beer from the back of his car and passed one to Barry.

Kathleen scurried past with the van key in her hand and Sharyn waggled theirs at Barry. “We need to get set up first.”

“Give us a break, Shaz.” Ray took a swig from his can. “We need a drink after the day we’ve had.”

“Don’t we all,” Sharyn said as Kathleen stuck her head out of the van and waved something at Ray.

“The levels are all fine,” she said.

“Righto. I’ll unhook in two ticks and get the stabilisers down.”

“This isn’t a bad spot,” Barry said, but Sharyn was staring after Kathleen, who’d gone back inside the van.

“What levels?” she asked Ray.

He frowned. “The usual checking the van’s level, side to side and top to bottom in case I need something under a wheel to even it up.”

She looked at Barry, who was scratching his chin. “We don’t do that.”

He shrugged. “I just put down the stabiliser legs. We haven’t needed to do anything else.”

“Maybe that’s why our bed’s not level and the bathroom door keeps sliding open or shut. The van mustn’t have been level.”

“The legs keep the van steady but sometimes, even though the ground looks even, the van might need adjusting,” Ray said. “Don’t you have a spirit level?”

“No.” Barry shook his head.

“Yes, we do.” Sharyn’s hands went to her hips. “There’s one in the cutlery drawer.”

“Is there?”

“Yes. I thought it was an odd thing to have in the van.”

Ray patted Barry on the shoulder. “You should always check your levels, Baz. You don’t want to be rolling out of bed.”

“Which we have a few times,” Sharyn snapped. “Bloody hell, Barry, we should have been doing this at every camp.” She strode to the van and rummaged in the drawer to find the small spirit level and sat it on the bench. According to the bubble the van was on a definite lean.

“How’s it look?” Barry called through the door behind her.

“It needs to come up my side.” She went back outside where Barry was scratching his head this time and staring at the base of the van.

“Not sure how I can fix it. The ground looks flat.”

“Have you got a levelling ramp?” Ray asked.

“What’s that?”

Sharyn glared at him.

“Maybe,” he said. “The guy I bought the rig from had a lot of extra bits in the boot of the van.”

Sharyn and Ray watched as Barry pulled out the table and chairs, the folding clothesline and the small barbecue. Then he leaned right in and pulled out the folded awning sides, bags of tent pegs and a continued assortment of gear Sharyn had no idea they had, let alone what it would be used for, until finally he tugged out a yellow plastic wedge-shaped object.

“That’s it,” Ray called. “You only need one to get it level. Lucky you’re still hooked up. See, it was just as well we stopped for a beer first, hey, Shaz?”

Sharyn’s bum and legs ached and she was hot and thirsty and tired. She clenched her fists at her sides as Barry stepped up beside Ray.

“Can you give us a hand, mate? Haven’t done this before.”

“Sure.”

Sharyn spent the next ten minutes climbing in and out of the van checking the levels while Ray gave Barry directions to get the tyre at the right height on the ramp. Finally the bubble was exactly in the middle of the spirit level. When she stuck her head out to give the okay Kathleen was waiting for her with a gin.

“I thought we could do with a drink too,” she said.

Sharyn raised the wonderfully chilled glass in the air and took a deep mouthful.

“Thanks, Kathleen,” she said. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

[image: image]

Kathleen put some potatoes on to boil. She planned to make a salad with them so she didn’t have to throw them out. She’d already lightly steamed the apples to make something for dessert the next night. While she’d been peeling and chopping her thoughts had returned to Beryl’s text. She wished she could ring her but it was unlikely she’d get signal on her phone again until they reached Kununurra. Hopefully they’d be there tomorrow.

Raymond stepped in. “It’s not too hot in here?”

“Not with all the windows and vents open.”

“Sharyn’s got Barry working in their van, sorting what they can and can’t keep. They’ll organise dinner after they’ve dealt with their fruit and veg. I can’t believe we didn’t know about not taking it across the border.”

Kathleen gave a noncommittal shrug then picked up her knife and started peeling onions.

“I’m waiting for Barry before I have another beer. Although the way Sharyn’s cracking the whip he might be a while.” Raymond poured himself a glass of soda water. “Want some?”

“No, thanks, I’m still sipping my gin.” She nodded at the almost empty glass on the bench beside her.

Raymond was silent, his presence precarious like a ticking bomb and then as if to underline it he started tapping on the table. It was a slow and steady sound, so irritating.

She sucked in a deep breath then coughed as the taste of onion hit the back of her throat.

The tapping stopped. “Can I do anything?” he asked.

“We can keep the onions as long as they’re peeled. I’m going to slice them and put them in a bag in the fridge.” She blinked back tears.

“Looks like you’ve got that covered. Anything else?”

“The watermelon needs peeling and dicing.”

“I should be able to manage that.” Raymond took the chopping board back to the table and for a while there was silence again except for the sound of the knife through the melon. Then he cleared his throat. “I know it’s small, but this is a nice kitchen, isn’t it?”

She turned to look at him. He waved a hand grandly in the air. “It’s far nicer than your old kitchen.”

“You can’t really compare though, can you?” She went back to chopping onions.

“But you said you liked the colours in here.”

“They’re certainly fresh and it’s nice to have a bench that’s not full of dents and cut marks.”

“I think we’re settling into caravan life quite well.” Raymond brought the scraps back to the table then waved the container full of chopped watermelon at her. “In the fridge?”

She nodded. He opened the door and peered in. “What about the carrots?”

“They’re okay, evidently.”

“Mushrooms?” He waved the sealed plastic container at her.

“I think they’ll be fine—they’re commercially packaged.”

“We shouldn’t have too much to get rid of then.”

“We’ll be eating as many bananas and berries as we can in the morning. I’ll put any leftover berries in the freezer after that. They might be okay with ice cream another day.”

He took a banana from the fruit basket. “I’ll eat this now. The way Barry and Sharyn are going it could be a while before dinner.” He sat back on the seat behind her. “When you’ve finished I need your help with my car fridge. I don’t think it’s working properly so I thought I’d pull it out and go over the cables.”

“I’ve still got a bit to do here.” She wiped the back of her hand across her dripping nose.

“No rush.”

Kathleen gripped the next onion so tightly it slipped from her hand just as she went to slice it and the knife thudded to the chopping board, narrowly missing her finger.

“You didn’t say what you and Shaz were laughing about back at the roadhouse.”

The knife thudded to the board again but this time it was on purpose as Kathleen spun to face her brother.

“You didn’t say you had a phone with much better signal than mine.”

“What’s the big deal?” He opened out his hands like a priest offering prayer.

“If it’s no big deal, why were you keeping it a secret?”

“I wasn’t.”

She folded her arms across her chest, her eyes drilling into his.

“You’re making a mountain out of something small, Kath.

What does it matter if I have a bit more signal than you?”

“I could have used your phone to keep in more regular contact with Beryl. Or at least given her your number as well in case of emergency.”

“Problem with that is everything’s an emergency with Beryl. I wanted you to enjoy this holiday without her being on your back all the time. She’s not good for you, Kath.”

Kathleen’s mouth fell open then she closed it as the onion tang that was still hanging in the air landed on her tongue. “Beryl’s the reason you didn’t want me to know about your phone reception?”

“Yes.”

“That’s ridiculous!”

“You’ve led a sheltered life, Kath, and Beryl wants to—”

“Sheltered! How do you know what my life’s been like?”

“You lived with Mum and Dad quite a bit of your life except for those years in the unit. You’ve kept to yourself. No one could say you’re not a hard worker—all the times you helped Mum and Dad, babysat Dale when he was little, cared for everyone including Julie…when she needed so much support.”

The sorrow in Raymond’s eyes did not so much as dampen the anger that built in Kathleen.

“Now Beryl wants you to be her dogsbody.”

“Her dogsbody,” Kathleen snarled. “That’s funny because that’s exactly how she described the way you treat me.”

“What! See, I told you—”

“Yes, you told me. And do you know what? I’m beginning to think she’s right.” They glared at each other; Raymond’s face registered surprise.

“I brought you on this holiday to give you a new experience, Kath.”

“Take me out of my comfort zone.” She waggled her fingers in the air. “Like your friend Lesley suggested.”

“What? No.” He shook his head. “It was meant to be a new experience for both of us. A change of scene.”

“You wanted someone to cook and clean and wash your clothes. That’s why I’m here.”

Raymond glared at her and in the silence between them a tentative call came from outside. “Hello? Everything okay? Sharyn sent me over with a fresh drink for Kathleen.”

Raymond dragged his angry gaze from Kathleen and opened the door. “Thanks, Barry. I think she’s ready for another.”

“And I’ve got a beer for you.”

Raymond sat the gin on the table and reached for the beer Barry held out.

Kathleen’s arms dropped to her side. She was mortified to think that kind, gentle Barry had heard their argument.

“I was just coming to see you actually, mate,” Raymond said. “I could use some help to check my car fridge.”

“Sorry, Sharyn and I still have a bit to do. We’re just about to start cooking dinner. I can help you later.”

“It’ll be easier before it gets dark.”

“It’s all right,” Kathleen said. Barry’s presence had broken the stalemate between her and Raymond. “I can help you. I’ll finish up in here later.” She followed her brother outside and even though the air was warm there was a chill between them that it didn’t penetrate.
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Sharyn made a quick trip to the loo while Barry was delivering the drinks. It was still hot outside and the bush surrounding the clearing was all saplings, tall and thin. There was no way she was going to squat out there in daylight and it had been just as well. In the end she’d needed to do more than a wee. This time the little red light stayed stubbornly solid after she flushed.

“Damn it,” she muttered. Barry was sure to notice if he went into the bathroom. She adjusted the towel that hung above the toilet so that it draped over the panel then stepped back to inspect her handiwork. Barry was stoically heading off to the bush whenever he needed to pee and he’d said something about a shovel and digging a hole in case he needed it. She prayed when he cleaned his teeth tonight he wouldn’t spot the light. She sprayed some freshener, opened the window a bit wider and closed the door as he returned.

“I think we’ve been fairly successful,” she said, drawing his attention away from the bathroom as she waved a hand at the bags and containers of prepared food stacked on the kitchen bench. “We might have to get rid of a small amount of fruit and veg but most of it’s cooked and the rest can be frozen.”

“Pity about the honey,” Barry said and they both eyed off the new jar on the sink.

“Oh well. It could have been worse. I’ve used as much as I can for tonight’s chicken salad. Is it time to cook the chicken? Will Ray and Kathleen be ready to eat soon?”

“I didn’t tell you.” Barry grimaced. “They were arguing when I went over with the drinks.”

“What about?” Sharyn was intrigued. Maybe Kathleen was standing up to Ray at last.

“I don’t know. All I heard was raised voices but they were going outside to fix something in the back of Ray’s four-wheel drive.”

“I won—” Sharyn’s words froze in her throat as the air filled with a piercing scream. “My god!”

She flew to the door with Barry hot on her heels. They stepped out into the golden orange glow of the sun lowering in the sky and were momentarily blinded until their eyes adjusted to two silhouettes crouching at the back of Ray’s vehicle.

A guttural groan drew them quickly across the space.

“What’s happened?” Barry asked.

Ray had an arm around Kathleen, who was curled into herself cradling her arm. She groaned louder as he tried to stand her up.

“Kath!” he cried. “Let me see.”

Kathleen pulled away from him.

“What’s wrong?” Sharyn said. The awful sound coming from Kathleen made her blood run cold.

“I slammed the tailgate shut.” Ray’s look was full of terror. “I didn’t know Kath’s hand was—”

Kathleen started to rock and make a high keening sound.

“Get a chair under her—quick, Barry,” Sharyn snapped.

They managed to get Kathleen up enough to slide the chair under her bottom before her legs collapsed. Her face had lost all colour and her head was rolling on her shoulders but she was managing to grip her arm tight across her chest.

“What should we do?” Ray hopped from foot to foot.

“Was it your hand that got jammed?” Sharyn asked gently.

Kathleen nodded, her breaths coming in fast pants.

While Sharyn couldn’t see any blood she knew she was going to have to get a look at the hand.

“Oh hell, Kath, I’m so sorry.” Ray put a hand on Kathleen’s shoulder.

She groaned again.

“I’ll need to check it out,” Sharyn said. “Can you show me?”

Kathleen began to whimper and Sharyn felt sick at the thought of trying to move her friend’s hand.

“Everything okay here?” A voice came from behind and everyone but Kathleen turned to look.

A tall guy dressed all in black was studying them, a wary look on his face.

“An accident, that’s all.” Ray was the first to find his voice.

“Do you need help?” the guy asked.

“We should be able to manage,” Ray said and Kathleen’s whimper changed back to a groan.

The guy tried to peer around them to Kathleen. “Is someone injured? I’m…” He cleared his throat. “I’m a paramedic.”

A wave of relief flowed through Sharyn with such force she gasped. “She’s jammed her hand in the back of the car.”

“She might be in shock.” He took a tentative step forward and Sharyn got a good look at him.

“Were you the bloke who returned Kathleen’s shoes before we left Alice?”

He glanced from Sharyn to Kathleen. His deep brown eyes opened a little wider. “Yes, that was me. I didn’t realise…” He bobbed down beside Kathleen. “We never introduced ourselves, did we? Hi, Kathleen, I’m Omar. Are you feeling light-headed?”

Kathleen gave a faint nod.

“Can you take some long, slow, deep breaths for me?” He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, breathing with her. His calm authority had Sharyn mimicking their breaths too.

“We could lie her on this.” Barry had brought a rug and pillow from the van.

Sharyn glanced around their feet. “There’re rocks and sticks and ants, Barry, and you want her to lie down?”

“It’s treatment for shock, Sharyn. Lay the person down and elevate their legs and feet slightly.” He spoke as if he was quoting a medical text.

“It’s okay,” Omar said softly. “Kathleen’s conscious. I think we can keep her in the chair, but maybe another one to elevate her feet wouldn’t hurt. She’s a bit shivery so the rug can go over her.”

Sharyn stepped back as Ray got another chair and Barry gently spread the rug over Kathleen’s legs and torso.

“Looks like you’ve done some damage too.” Omar nodded at Barry’s hand.

Sharyn had replaced the bandage when they’d done the fruit and veg. Now it had a simple large plaster over the broken skin, exposing a deep bruise around it.

“Just a slip.” Barry chuckled. “I’m fine. Poor Kath’s taken some worse damage, by the sound of it.”

Omar turned his attention back to Kathleen, who was sitting up straighter at least. “Was it just your hand that got jammed, Kathleen?” he asked. “Are you hurting anywhere else?”

She gave a small shake of her head.

“Okay.” Omar glanced around. “Barry, is it?”

Barry nodded.

“Can I have the pillow for Kathleen’s lap and maybe a towel and do you have an icepack?”

“On it.” Barry handed over the pillow and shot back to the van while Sharyn and Ray watched on.

“This might hurt a bit, Kathleen. I want you to keep taking the slow deep breaths for me and maybe…” He looked up at Ray. “Maybe your husband could be on your other side to hold your hand while I check your shoulder and arm.”

“I’m not—”

“Don’t let him anywhere near me,” Kathleen hissed, a wild flash in her eyes.

“Kath.” Ray reached out a hand but Kathleen jerked away then she made that awful groaning sound again. Sharyn pressed her fingers to her lips.

“I’m her brother,” Ray snapped. “And it was an accident.”

“Okay, take it easy, mate,” Omar said.

“You take it easy, mate!” Ray snapped. “We’ve only got your word you’re a paramedic.”

Omar stiffened, his hands dropped to his sides and he took a step back.

“Maybe another icepack will be handy? Why don’t you see what’s in your freezer, Ray?” Sharyn gave him an encouraging smile then hurried to Kathleen’s other side. “I can hold her hand if she needs.”

“That’s a good idea to get another one, Ray,” Barry said. “Icepacks won’t last long in this warm weather.”

Ray stared at Omar a moment longer. “My first-aid training is current. I could have taken care of her, you know,” he snapped then spun on his heel and made for the van.

Omar’s shoulders lowered and he moved back to Kathleen. “I’m going to check your shoulder and arm first.” He carefully poked and prodded. “No pain here?” he asked and she shook her head. “Or here?”

He was being so gentle and giving Kathleen his full attention.

Barry spread a towel over the pillow already in Kathleen’s lap and Sharyn tried not to mind that it was one of her new ones.

He’d also brought some bandages from the first-aid kit.

“Right,” Omar said. “Time to look at your hand.”

Ray returned with an icepack and Barry took a step back. “I’ll put the kettle on in case anyone needs a cup of tea.”

Omar gently eased Kathleen’s hand to the pillow. Sharyn sucked in a sharp breath along with Kathleen as the ravaged palm of her injured hand was revealed. There was little blood, but the initial flow had soaked into Kathleen’s shirt, which looked like she’d been stabbed. Kathleen sucked in a breath as Omar began an examination and Sharyn immediately reached for her good hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. Behind them Ray started to pace.

Kathleen whimpered with each of Omar’s careful movements. Finally he looked up and smiled at her. “I know it hurts like hell and the bruising is extensive but I don’t think you’ve done too much damage.”

“I didn’t do it to myself,” Kathleen hissed.

“It was an accident, Kath.” Ray leaned down but she turned away from him to Omar.

“Thank you.” Then she moaned as she shifted her hand.

“How can you know there’s no major damage just by looking at it?” Ray snarled.

“There’s no visible deformity and she can move her fingers. I can’t be completely sure of course, but without an X-ray we have to do our best.” He smiled at Kathleen again. “I suggest keeping it iced and take some pain relief and see how it looks in the morning. Are you heading to Kununurra?”

They all nodded.

“You should get it checked out when you get there.”

Sharyn passed the icepacks firmly wrapped in tea towels to Omar who encased the damaged hand in them then carefully placed it against Kathleen’s shoulder.

“It should be more comfortable elevated.”

“Thanks,” Kathleen croaked. “The cold helps.”

“We’ll give it a moment then I can bandage it for you and we can put the icepack on top of that.”

“Thank goodness you turned up,” Sharyn said.

“I’m camped over the other side but I went for a walk so I didn’t see you guys arrive. I’d just come back to my camp and I heard…” He smiled cautiously at Kathleen. “Well, let’s say I recognised the sound of someone in pain.”

Kathleen tilted her face to his with a look that could only be described as adoring.

“The sun has almost gone. Can you men put the outside lights on?” Sharyn thought it best to distract Ray.

“I’ll get the chicken cooking,” Barry said and went to the van as Ray moved slowly to his. “And maybe find some pain relief?”

Sharyn was relieved to see Ray give the thumbs up. Both outside van lights went on and lit up the area.

Omar carefully bandaged Kathleen’s hand. “That should help till you get to Kununurra.” He gave her an encouraging smile then straightened up. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Don’t go.” Kathleen shifted in her seat. “I mean…you should eat with us. There’s plenty, isn’t there, Sharyn?”

“Yes. Sure is. The chicken can stretch to another and we’ve got a lot of salad to eat.”

“It’s kind of you but…”

Omar took a step back. Sharyn put a hand on his arm. It was warm beneath her touch and she could sense the strength in it. “It’s the least we can do,” she said. “I can deal with minor injuries but I was worried I was out of my depth with Kathleen’s hand.”

“You were lucky.” Once more his smile was for Kathleen. “I can’t be sure and I really don’t think you’ve broken anything but a crush injury will be sore for a while.”

“Please sit.” Kathleen carefully shifted her feet from the spare chair.

Omar hesitated a moment then adjusted the chair and lowered his long frame to it.

“Here you are, Kath.” Ray was back with a packet of tablets and a glass of water. “I got the strongest I could find in your stash.”

Kathleen stared at them as if he was offering her poison. She shook her head.

Omar took the packet and read the label. “Who’s Julie Allenby?”

“My wife…she died last year.” Ray’s face crumpled as he turned back to Kathleen.

“I kept some of her medication,” Kathleen whispered, staring back at Ray with a challenging look on her face.

“Lucky you did,” Omar said brightly. “Codeine will help take the edge off the pain.”

Kathleen shook her head again.

“Kath has an aversion to taking tablets,” Ray said.

“Do they make you unwell?” Omar asked.

“She wouldn’t know.” Ray tsked and scratched roughly at his beard.

“I’ve never taken codeine,” Kathleen said softly.

“I think you should.” Sharyn couldn’t bear to see Kathleen’s misery. “Please!”

Omar took out two tablets and Sharyn offered a glass of water.

“It’ll help,” Omar said kindly as he held them out in the palm of his hand.

Everyone watched her.

“Let’s give Kathleen some space,” Omar suggested.

“Yes,” Barry said. “Good idea. Your turn to buy the drinks, Ray. And I’ll get the chicken cooking.”

Ray studied Kathleen a moment longer then went to the side window of his four-wheel drive.

“That bloody beer fridge is what started all this,” Kathleen mumbled.

“Would you like a beer, Omar?” Sharyn asked.

Ray lifted his head and glared in their direction.

“No, thanks.”

“Lemonade then?” Sharyn glanced at Kathleen. “I think we could do with a dash of sugar in our systems.”

“Okay, sure.” Omar nodded. “I won’t eat though. I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not imposing.” Sharyn smiled. “You watch the patient while I get the lemonade.”
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Kathleen put the tablets in her mouth. Her hand trembled as she lifted the glass and Omar reached out to steady it. “Thanks,” she said and was rewarded with another of his wide smiles. Her injured hand throbbed like the devil but that smile made the pain fade more than the icepacks. “How did the race go?” she asked.

“I swallowed a lot of dust.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Enjoy might not be quite the right word. It was an experience. I’m glad I did it with my mates.”

“And now you’re on your own?” Kathleen had only noticed one bike when they’d driven in.

“Yes. They’ve all gone back to work and families. I’m on… extended leave. My plan was always to keep going to Broome and then to see what happens next.”

“That’s a long way on a bike.”

“Have you ever been on a bike?”

She shook her head.

“Here we are. Lemonade all round.” Sharyn passed them each a glass. “The chicken’s nearly ready. Are you sure you won’t stay and eat with us, Omar? My Mediterranean chicken salad is always popular and there’s plenty.”

“It sure smells good.”

“Please stay,” Kathleen said. “I’m not hungry and we’ve got a lot of salad to eat. We didn’t know about not taking fruit and veg across the border.”

“Okay, but only if I can supply the wine. I’ve got a bottle of red I’ve been saving for the right occasion and this seems to be it.” He jumped to his feet and strode off into the dark beyond the vans.

“Can you put the seats around the table, please, Ray?” Sharyn asked. “I’ll get the salad.”

Raymond picked up the chair Omar had vacated. He gave Kathleen a wary smile. “How are you doing?”

“Fine,” she said stiffly. Now that the distraction of Omar was gone she felt the full force of the pain again. The tablets had barely taken the edge off.

“Chicken’s cooked,” Barry called and Sharyn took over putting it all together.

“I’ll help you shift to the table.” Raymond took a step towards Kathleen but she turned away.

“I can do that.” Barry smiled and Kathleen accepted his arm to get herself up.

Omar returned with his bottle of wine. Kathleen didn’t have any, nor did she eat much of Sharyn’s delicious smelling chicken. Her stomach was rebelling big time and the constant throb of her hand was wearying, but she wanted to stay at the table as long as Omar was there. She wasn’t sure what would have happened to her if he hadn’t turned up. Sharyn would have done her best but Kathleen wouldn’t have been happy for Raymond to touch her. He’d been full of apologies when he’d shut her hand in the tailgate but his words weren’t worth a thing.

She studied him across the table. He in turn was studying Omar, who was telling them about his overnight stay in Katherine. It was obvious Raymond hadn’t taken to Omar to begin with but he was listening to him now. Perhaps the wine had mellowed him. She hoped that would also mean he’d sleep well again tonight. She wanted as little to do with him as possible. Kathleen was quite sure her brother had jammed her hand on purpose.
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Sharyn stowed the kettle in the cupboard, clicked the cover back over the stovetop and checked all the doors and drawers were locked shut. Poor Kathleen had been very sore and sorry this morning and they’d decided to pack up early and head to Kununurra to find her some medical assistance.

Sharyn shut the bathroom window then looked anxiously at the toilet. She’d had to go out behind a bush in the night but now it was light…surely she could use it one more time? She lifted the towel and the solid red light glowed back at her like an angry eye.

“You nearly done in there, Sharyn?”

She startled at Barry’s call and the towel slipped off the rail. “Out in a minute. Bugger it,” she muttered. She was as quick as she could be and when she’d finished she placed the towel strategically again. They’d be at a caravan park next stop and the toilet could be emptied there.

A huge sign before the quarantine station welcomed them to Western Australia but Sharyn couldn’t help but feel a little anxious that they may have overlooked something and would be in trouble. The next sign was headed Quarantine Checkpoint and declared they should open their car boot, caravan et cetera for inspection. There were no other vehicles waiting and they followed Ray, rolling to a stop under a huge metal canopy.

A man in a khaki uniform met them as Barry opened his door. Sharyn dithered—should she join them or leave it all to Barry? In the end she got out and had just come around the front of the four-wheel drive to head towards the van when Barry yelled her name. She stopped as the inspector backed away from their open van door, his hand over his mouth and nose, closely followed by Barry. He turned to her, his face scrunched in a look of horror.

“What’s wrong?” She hurried forward. It couldn’t be the fruit and veg.

“What have you done to the toilet?” he hissed.

“Nothing…I…” She remembered the unblinking red light. “At least…it should be fine.”

“It’s not fine.” He jabbed a finger in the air with each word.

Sharyn put her foot on the first step. “Really, Barry, you make such a—” She clapped a hand to her mouth and nose as the putrid smell of raw sewage mixed with chemical assaulted her.

“I’ll check your vehicle while you’re dealing with that.” The inspector spoke from behind her but she was too mortified to acknowledge him.

“I’ll come with you,” Barry said and Sharyn was left to deal with the mess.

It was her own fault, she knew, but she’d had no idea the toilet would leak all over the floor and spread its foul smell through the van. She stepped over the puddle creeping across the kitchen floor from the bathroom, pulled on rubber gloves and unrolled copious amounts of paper towel, which she used to mop up the disgusting liquid. She splashed disinfectant everywhere until her nostrils could smell nothing but eucalyptus and then she wiped it all again. Her head throbbed and her stomach threatened to add her breakfast to the sodden mess at her feet.

“Is it safe to come in?” Barry asked.

“Just need to put all this in a bag.” She madly shoved the soggy bundles of paper towel into a garbag and tossed the rubber gloves in after them. Then, holding her head up with as much dignity as she could muster, she stepped out of the van past Barry and the inspector and went in search of a bin.

Barry started his lecture about the proper use of the toilet as soon as they were underway again. “I’ve told you, you can’t use the toilet once the light’s on.”

“It’s all right for you!” she yelled. “Blokes have got it easy.”

“We poop the same way you do, Sharyn.”

“I hate bush camping!”

“Stop yelling—I’m right beside you.”

“I’ll yell if I want to. The bloody vehicle’s the only place we can talk without being overheard.”

“You’re not talking, you’re shouting.”

“Shut up, Barry.”

He was silent for a few kilometres then he started again.

“There’s going to be a mess around the cassette when I empty it. You can help me with that.”

Sharyn glared at his profile. “Bloody sanctimonious—”

“You use the toilet way more than I do.”

“You use sheets and towels but I’m the one who bloody washes them.”

“What’s that got to do with the toilet?”

“It’s load sharing, Barry.”

“Well, you certainly did that, all over the caravan floor. Like I said, if the light comes on you don’t—”

“Use the toilet. I know!”

“You’re yelling again.”

“Shut up, Barry!”

Thankfully he did after that, until they reached Kununurra and then he had to back the van into the parking space, which didn’t go well, as usual. It didn’t only end with an argument, it started with one. Sharyn was ready to shove his hand signals down his throat when Ray came along.

“How ’bout I help Barry and you see if you can cheer Kathleen up?”

Sharyn readily agreed.

Poor Kathleen was slumped in a chair Ray had set up for her in the shade. Her injured hand had swollen considerably and she was having difficulty moving her fingers.

“I think we should go and see if we can get you some medical attention.”

Kathleen had willingly accepted her offer and so had the blokes. Barry had even agreed to clean up the toilet cassette and surrounds. He had a soft spot for Kathleen. Sharyn was sure if she’d overflowed the toilet Barry would simply have said never mind. There was a long wait at the medical centre but when at last Kathleen had been seen by the doctor, he wanted to take an X-ray and she’d been taken off somewhere.

Sharyn scrolled through the messages on her phone while she waited. Barry had sent some of his Nitmiluk Gorge photos to the family chat and Liam and Max had responded. She sent them a picture of one of the termite hills dressed in a hot pink polo shirt and a cowboy hat then added one of the photos of her with Kathleen in the bar of the Daly Waters Pub.

She moved on to the Girlz Chat, which was loaded with comments. A message from Ruth jumped out at her as if it had been typed in capitals. Sharyn stopped scrolling and read. Jason’s taking me to Paris for my 60th! It was followed by a string of excited replies from Gail and Ann then Ruth saying he was going to keep it as a surprise but then he thought they might all like to join them for a French river cruise. It was short notice but Ruth hoped they could all come. Then there was a message specifically to Sharyn. Let me know when you read this. Jason’s looking at flights and cruise costs. Hope you can come too.

Sharyn shoved her phone into her bag. She felt like she was back in her last year of school when she’d been invited to a formal afterparty. She’d always been on the outer circle of cool girls and this had been her one chance to join them but her father had said no. Ruth’s birthday holiday would be the same. It was planned for barely a month after Sharyn and Barry would return. There was no way they could go on a cruise so soon after getting back. They were spending their money and their long service leave on this caravan holiday. Sharyn sagged into her seat, overwhelmed by disappointment.

“Sharyn?” Kathleen’s voice was a soft enquiry. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes,” Sharyn croaked. She cleared her throat. “How about you?” She took in Kathleen’s freshly bandaged hand.

“Nothing broken.”

“That’s good at least.”

Kathleen nodded. “They said I was lucky but it will be sore for a while.”

“A nuisance it being your right hand.” Sharyn led the way out to the car. “But on the bright side Ray will have to do all the work for a while. You can relax and let him do the food and the washing. Look how busy he was this morning. At least your accident has a silver lining.” Sharyn opened the passenger side door then looked back. Kathleen had come to a stop a metre away, staring at her bandaged hand. “What’s wrong? Is it hurting?”

Kathleen nodded.

“We should get you some more pain relief.”

“They gave me some inside.”

“But did you actually take it?”

There was the briefest moment of hesitation before Kathleen nodded.

“Oh…well, good, we should—”

“I don’t think it was an accident.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ray’s been secretive about something. I was questioning him when we were working on his car fridge and he was getting more and more elusive and…angry. He knew I was right there when he slammed the tailgate shut.” Kathleen’s bottom lip quivered. She sucked it in.

“I’m sure it’s just that he was careless,” Sharyn said. Ray could be annoying but she’d never thought of him as vindictive.

They got into the four-wheel drive and Sharyn started the motor to crank up the aircon but she didn’t drive away. “You know, Barry’s been secretive as well. This plan they have to get to Derby by a certain day but not saying why is a bit odd, don’t you think?”

“Maybe.”

“The two of them have been friends for a long time. Perhaps they’re in cahoots.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know.” Sharyn tapped the steering wheel. “Barry was left a lot of money when his father passed. We paid off our mortgage, put some into a fixed deposit and he bought the van and this four-wheel drive. I thought that was the end of it but I suspect he’s still got some in his account. He’s being secretive about it.”

“Maybe Ray’s trying to get his hands on it. I read a book a while ago where two very good mates ended up at loggerheads because one of them wanted the other’s money. No one was murdered but one fleeced the other of everything he owned. He and his wife were left homeless.”

“That’s a book, Kathleen.”

“It was a true story.”

“Ray’s many things but I don’t think he’d rip off a mate.”

Kathleen sighed. “He’s been paying for everything on this trip but I think he’s short of money all the same.”

“The way he talks I thought his business was going well.”

“Maybe, but it took a lot to set it up and I’m not sure he’s recouped it all.”

“So how’s he paying for this trip?”

Kathleen shrugged. “Julie had life insurance and Dad.”

Sharyn pressed her fingers to her lips. It seemed mercenary that her friend’s early death would provide her husband with money but that’s what life insurance was for after all. Julie had been earning a decent wage. She’d often joked she was the breadwinner as it was her income that put food on the table.

“When Dad died Ray and I were left equal shares of the house I live in. It’s a bit run-down but it’s not far from the beach. The land alone is worth a fortune these days. I’ve also got life insurance.” Kathleen turned her sombre gaze to Sharyn. “Ray is the beneficiary.” They stared at each other. Somewhere beyond the bubble of the vehicle a baby cried and a motorbike revved.

A chill wriggled down Sharyn’s spine. “You don’t think Ray is after your share of the house?” she gasped. “Your life insurance!”

Kathleen gave another slight shrug.

“Truly, Kathleen?” Sharyn shook her head. “You read too many of those true crimes. I can’t see Ray as a…as a murderer.” It was awful to even say the word.

“What those true crime books show me is no one knows what anyone is capable of until they’re put to the test,” Kathleen murmured and sat back cradling her injured hand.

“I know your hand isn’t too good right now but it sounds like it will heal up okay. There’s a big difference between an injury and…and…killing someone.”

“Ray asked me to check the plug on the car fridge. Only a moment earlier my head had been in the gap where my hand was.”

Sharyn flinched at the thought of a head being slammed between a tailgate and the side of the vehicle. Kathleen could be right about Ray, but Sharyn still couldn’t see him as a cold-blooded killer. It was something she’d have talked to Barry about—if they were talking. Since she’d become suspicious of her husband it was difficult to have a discussion about anything more than what they were going to eat or who was going to wash the dishes. Added to that the argument every time they parked the van and civil conversation was limited.

She reached across and squeezed Kathleen’s shoulder. “Remember, we girls are sticking together.”

“Thanks, Sharyn. One good thing about this trip is we’ve become friends.” She gave Sharyn a tentative smile.

“We have.” Sharyn nodded and imagined she heard Ruth’s derisive snort. She still hadn’t told her friends about Kathleen being on the trip. She’d explained the photos that included Ray in Alice Springs as running into him along the way. She hadn’t sent any since. Once again she was reminded of her teens when she’d longed to hang out with the cool girls.

Sharyn put the four-wheel drive into reverse then slammed on the brakes as a car tooted behind her. “Bloody hell.” Her heart pounded in her chest. “I really don’t enjoy driving this great thumping vehicle. It’s like a truck.”
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Kathleen was relieved Raymond wasn’t at the van when they arrived back from the medical centre. She felt a little guilty about telling Sharyn her concerns. It had sounded silly when she’d spoken her fears about Raymond out loud, but on the other hand if he really was trying to kill her, someone else needed to know in case he succeeded.

Her wild thoughts weren’t helped by the fact she hadn’t slept well—her hand had ached, it’d been hard to find a comfortable position and she’d been glad when it was time to get up. Not that she’d done much that morning. Raymond had insisted she sit while he’d made her a cup of tea and organised bowls of cereal and made sure they used the last of the berries.

They’d sat outside the van to eat their breakfast. Kathleen had stared at the empty space where Omar had camped, swamped by a wave of sorrow. She’d been sure she would hear him leave but she hadn’t heard a thing.

Sharyn and Barry had joined them and while they’d eaten, the men had outlined the plan for the next part of their travels, which would have them in Derby by the end of the week. When it had come to packing up the van Raymond had helped her inside and done the outside himself. Then they’d hightailed it to Kununurra, only stopping at the quarantine crossing where thankfully they’d gone through without issue, well, that was except for Sharyn and Barry’s toilet problem. That had caused a ruckus. She always made sure she emptied her cassette at the first sign of a flicker of light but Raymond said Barry and Sharyn’s van was awash with toilet juice. The thought of it horrified her.

When they’d arrived at the park, Sharyn and Barry had argued again trying to back their van into the parking space. Raymond had stepped in to help and Kathleen had been glad it was Sharyn who took her to the doctor.

Now she was back at the van with a bit of time to herself. Raymond had messaged that he and Barry were looking for a place to get the cupboard handle fixed. Sharyn had gone off to do more cleaning up in her van and some washing. Kathleen had some calls to make. She had to contact Beryl but…she took her phone from her bag along with the scrap of paper Omar had given her as he’d said good night the previous evening. They’d had a few quiet moments while the others had packed up after dinner. He’d planned to leave for Kununurra early the next morning but had asked her to let him know how she got on with her hand. He’d scribbled his phone number on the edge of a Kimberley tourist brochure. Kathleen had ripped off the corner and stuffed it in her bag.

She spread the paper out on the table now and transferred the number to her phone. Her finger hovered over the call button but she wasn’t sure what she was going to say. Omar had been so kind the previous evening but perhaps the wanting to know how she was today had only been out of politeness.

It was slow typing with her left hand but she decided to send a brief text instead. She let him know they’d arrived and there was nothing broken in her hand. Omar would barely have had time to read it before she got a reply asking if she’d like to meet for coffee. She typed yes but no vehicle and once more her finger hovered over her phone before she had the courage to press send. Seconds later the phone was ringing in her hand.

“I thought it was easier to ring you.” Omar chuckled. “Where are you staying? I can pick you up.”

“On your bike?”

“It’s perfectly safe. You only need one hand and I have a spare helmet.”

Kathleen glanced out the door. Raymond and Barry weren’t back from wherever they’d gone and Sharyn was stuck doing washing. “Okay,” she said.

Turned out Omar was staying only five minutes away. Kathleen scribbled a quick note that she left under the peg basket for Sharyn and set off for the front gate.

Omar came to a stop beside her, inspected her bandaged hand, which was held to her chest in a sling, and gave a nod of approval. Then he took another helmet from the back of his bike. He helped her put it on, did it up for her then explained how to sit and how to hold on.

She gasped as they rode away. Gripping the seat strap tightly with only her left hand she couldn’t imagine how she was going to stay on. A minute further down the road her shoulders relaxed and after another minute she was taking in the view instead of staring at the back of Omar’s head. She was in jeans and T-shirt and even though the day was hot, the wind whooshing over her arms was cool. Omar slowed for a corner and she held her breath, leaning the way he’d explained, then she relaxed again as they cruised along the main street. She could almost say she was enjoying herself by the time he found a park.

“You’re a natural on a bike.” He grinned as he helped her remove her helmet then led the way along the street to a cafe. “I had breakfast here this morning and the coffee’s pretty good.” Omar found them a table, pulled out a chair for her then insisted on shouting the coffee.

She settled back as he walked to the counter. He was tall, and his black jeans and T-shirt hugged his muscled figure. She guessed he was only a few years older than her but he was so much fitter. And Kathleen wanted to pinch herself that he was nice enough to want to take her out for coffee. It’d been a long time since any man had looked at her with interest like Omar did.

“I’ve ordered wraps and some cake as well.” He smiled as he sat. “I just realised it’s lunchtime and you might be hungry, but you don’t have to eat it. When I’m on the road I don’t eat much but noodles and nuts and dried fruit so I enjoy eating out when I can.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I didn’t realise the time. I am a bit hungry.”

His smile widened and Kathleen thought her heart would pound right out of her chest.

“I thought you might need some cheering up after your trip to the medicos. They probably made your hand ache all over again.”

“They did but the tablets and icing it have helped it settle.” She’d liked to have added that seeing him had helped too but she kept that to herself.

“No side effects from the pain relief?”

“No.”

“That’s good.”

“I’ve had to hand out so much medication to various sick family members I hate the thought of putting chemicals into my body.” “Fair enough, but I think this injury warranted some chemical help.” He leaned in for a closer look. “So they took X-rays?” “Yes.” Kathleen lifted her elbow a little. “The verdict was I’ll have a sore hand for quite a while but no major damage done, just like you thought.”

“They’ve done a good job of bandaging it. Keeping it immobile for a while can help ease the pain as well.”

“They were impressed with your work. Said the bandage and the regular ice would have helped immensely.”

“I was top of the class in bandaging.” He grinned.

“I’m thankful you were. And that you were able to help me last night.”

“Glad I could be in the right place at the right time although I’m sure your brother and friends would have managed.”

Their food and coffees arrived, which was just as well. Kathleen had been on the brink of telling Omar she thought her brother had slammed her hand on purpose. But she’d seen the sceptical look on Sharyn’s face when she’d told her and she didn’t want Omar to look at her like that. She was enjoying his company.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Raymond asking where she was. “I’d better let my brother know I’ll be out a bit longer.” She started tapping when Omar reached out a hand.

“Can I type it for you?”

She relinquished the phone. “Just tell him I’m out for lunch and I’ll be back later.”

Omar sent the message. No sooner had he put the phone back beside her than it began to ring. She glanced at Raymond’s name on the screen.

“He can wait,” she said and let the call ring out while she tried to peel the paper back from the wrap.

Omar reached out to help. “Sorry. I didn’t think about the practicalities of eating one-handed. Shall I hold it up for you?”

“No, I can manage now.” She bit into the wrap, surprised by the creamy honey taste of the chicken.

“I didn’t ask about dietary requirements or what fillings you might like. This was called sweet and spicy chicken.”

“It’s fine, thank you.” She lowered the wrap to her plate as she chewed.

“This is good.” Omar nodded and mumbled through a mouthful.

She smiled as the sauce dribbled from the corner of his mouth and wobbled through the stubble on his chin.

He put the wrap down and dabbed at his face with a serviette. “Sorry, I’m acting as if I haven’t eaten for days. Which is kind of not far from the truth. Sharyn’s salad last night was the best I’ve had since I left Alice Springs.”

“This is very good.” Kathleen took another bite.

“What have you got planned while you’re here?” Omar asked.

“Not a lot today. Tomorrow we’re going to Lake Argyle and taking a cruise.”

“I’ll be on my way again tomorrow.”

“Oh.” A sharp stab of disappointment jabbed her chest.

“I’m meeting a mate in Derby and he wants me to get there in a few days’ time.”

“We’re headed that way too but I’m not sure what the schedule is exactly. Ray and Barry are doing all the planning and they’ve become a bit vague about it.” Kathleen took another bite of the wrap, recalling the rough outline they’d been given of their travels for the next week over breakfast that morning. “We’ve got two nights at Kununurra, then we’re going on to Derby via Halls Creek and Fitzroy Crossing. Sharyn and I were keen to see the Bungle Bungles but Ray and Barry said we don’t have time.”

“There’s a national park here that’s supposed to have rock formations like the Bungle Bungles. Not quite the same as the real thing but…I was planning to check it out. Maybe we could all go together.”

“No!” Kathleen drew a quick breath through her nose. “I mean I’m not sure…they might have plans,” she finished lamely.

“It’d be good to have company…to check out the views.”

“Oh…I…the others might be…”

“Sorry, I—”

“We usually do things tog—”

“I just thought perhaps…”

Their words danced in the air, flitting around them like butterflies, and they both fell silent, embarrassed.

Kathleen recalled the thrill of the bike ride here and how much she was enjoying Omar’s company. She took a deep breath. Barry and Sharyn wouldn’t mind what she did and she no longer cared what Raymond thought. “I’d love to come though. I’ll just need to organise a few things.”

His face lit up. “The park’s only on the edge of town. I can pick you up again late afternoon.”

It was Kathleen and Raymond’s turn to provide the evening meal. She’d already made the basics of the salads, courtesy of having to cook up the veg before their border crossing, and she’d crumbed chicken strips that Raymond could cook on the barbecue. Her phone rang. Raymond’s name flashed across the screen and once more she ignored it.

“My brother again,” she said. “He’s a worrier.”

“Sounds like my sister. Must be the older sibling’s job to worry.”

They smiled, a kind of secret-mutually-understood youngest-family-member smile.

“So tell me what other shows you like besides Ted Lasso,” Omar said and they discovered they also both liked Schitt’s Creek. They had similar tastes in music and both preferred Indian as their favourite takeaway. Kathleen had just asked Omar about his work when he glanced at his phone.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’ve got a couple of jobs to do this afternoon. Is it okay if I drop you back now?”

“Thanks.” Kathleen stood, sad that their lunch had come to an end but amazed at how eager she was to get back on his bike. If someone had told her a week ago she’d be touring Kununurra on the back of a motorbike she would have said they were mad and yet here she was. She leaned in closer to Omar’s back as he powered down the road and felt like a totally new person in spite of her hand. It made her think of Nancy and Bev. Now she knew why they loved their bike.
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Sharyn had been surprised to find Kathleen’s barely legible note to say she’d gone out for coffee. After wrangling the washing and making sure there were no telltale smells in the van, she’d have been glad of one herself but when she went to the little cafe on the edge of the park, there’d been no sign of Kathleen. Sharyn had bought herself a takeaway and returned to the van with a small pang of hurt. Why would Kathleen go off for coffee by herself? And she hadn’t been feeling a hundred per cent with her injured hand. Sharyn had googled other coffee places and it was a decent walk to the next nearest.

When Barry and Ray had returned, Ray had been almost angry to find Kathleen wasn’t at the van and Barry had been glum because they’d had no luck with finding someone to help with the drawer handle. It was either send for a new one to meet them at Broome or break the drawer. She and Ray had agreed that would be a silly thing to do and Barry had gone for a lie-down, still annoyed about the drawer not opening and no doubt with her about the toilet. Sharyn had no desire to join him even though the day was quite hot outside.

She was still irritated with Barry over his high-horse attitude about the toilet and their botched attempt to back the van in when they’d arrived. That had turned into an argument and then she’d been left to deal with the washing on her own—again. Barry had evidently cleaned up around the toilet cassette, but she didn’t imagine it would have been anywhere near as bad as the van floor had been. She was sitting out under the awning trying to catch the whiff of a breeze that barely moved the hot air. From the van beside her she could hear Ray moving about, opening and closing cupboards and generally making a noise. Just when she’d thought their little group were mulling along nicely, they’d all gone to their separate corners like boxers at the end of a round.

A small utility cart cruised by. The man driving was so tall he looked like a giant riding a toy. He was the manager, which was embroidered on his shirt underneath his name, Griff. She’d seen him cruising the park when she’d been back and forth with the washing and the women she’d chatted with in the laundry had said he was a grumpy old bugger. Evidently one of them had been told off for hanging washing too far out from her van.

Griff glanced her way and she smiled but he didn’t acknowledge her, just continued casting his beady gaze about. It was a lovely park with good amenities but it was the first place they’d stayed where Sharyn had felt watched. It was as if Griff was driving around looking for someone to pick on. She thought Gruff a better name for him.

The phone beside her rang and she snatched it up, relieved to see Max’s name on the screen. Neither of her sons had responded to the photos she’d sent so she’d tried to ring both of them while she’d been waiting for her washing but had only got their voicemails.

“Hi, Max,” she gushed.

“Hey, Mum, what’s up?” His voice held a hint of concern.

“Nothing. Just wanted to chat.”

“I’m at work.” He sounded miffed. “I thought something might be wrong.”

“We haven’t spoken in a while and I wondered how you were.”

“Dad called the other day.”

Sharyn swallowed her chagrin. Another thing Barry hadn’t thought to tell her. “Sorry. I won’t hold you up. I—”

“It’s okay. I’m on a break now.”

“How is work?”

“All good. We’re particularly busy just at the moment though.

Got a big event coming up.”

“You’ve always got an event on the go.”

Max lived on the Gold Coast and was a program leader in the government tourism and sport department. He worked long and odd hours but he enjoyed the challenge.

“It’s my job, Mum.”

Sharyn winced at his sharp response. “It wasn’t a criticism, Max, just that you work very hard.”

There was silence for a moment then Max spoke. “Dad said you were enjoying the caravan more. That’s good to hear ’cause he’s really loving it.”

“He sure is,” she said brightly to cover yet another pang of hurt at the hint of admonishment in her son’s voice. If only he knew half the goings-on.

“Where are you now?”

They had a quick chat about Kununurra and their planned trip to Lake Argyle the next day then Max had to go. She put her phone down as Ray charged around the corner of his van waving his own phone.

“Are you sure you don’t know where Kathleen is?”

Sharyn shrugged. “I showed you the note she wrote.”

“She sent me a text to say she was staying out for lunch and now she won’t answer my calls.” He waved the phone again. “I don’t know what I’m meant to eat. The fridge is full but I’m not sure what’s what. There’s no fresh lettuce or tomatoes. We’ll have to go to the shops again and she’s off somewhere. It’s not like her to be so inconsiderate. Do you think the pain’s affected her?”

Sharyn glared at him. “I’m sure the pain is affecting her but maybe she just wanted a bit of time on her own.”

“She can have that in the van.”

“For goodness sake, Ray—she’s not a possession to be kept on a leash. She’s her own woman and lucky for her she doesn’t have to answer to anybody!”

Ray’s mouth fell open and he huffed out a rush of breath as if she’d punched him. He frowned then his mouth closed and opened like a fish gasping for air. Sharyn wanted to mention Kathleen’s suspicions that Ray had hurt her on purpose, but seeing him like this and standing face to face she didn’t have the nerve.

“Kathleen’s feeling a bit fragile at the moment.” She hurried on. “Perhaps she just needs some time to herself away from the rest of us.”

“I thought…” Ray croaked and cleared his throat. “I thought she’d be resting after her trip to the doctor. I was worried when she wasn’t here.”

“Like I told you, the doctor said her hand is injured but nothing’s broken or needing repair. She just has to keep it firmly bandaged, take pain relief and rest—”

“That’s what I expected, rest!”

“Rest as required,” Sharyn said firmly. “It’s her hand, not her foot. She can still walk around.”

“She needs looking after.”

“She needs some help while her hand’s out of action but she doesn’t need mollycoddling. And you’re more than capable of getting your own lunch. Surely you’ve been doing that for ages without Julie around.”

Once again Ray’s mouth fell open.

“What’s up with you two?”

Their heads jerked left as Kathleen strolled under the canopy, her face so wide with a smile that Sharyn had to blink and take a closer look. It was certainly Kathleen with a glow in her cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes.

“Where have—” Ray growled and Sharyn put a restraining hand on his arm as the smile on Kathleen’s face slipped.

“Did you have a nice lunch?” Sharyn asked quickly.

“I did. We…I went to a cafe in the main street.”

Ray was fidgeting beside her but Sharyn didn’t miss the “we”. “That’s a bit of a walk from here.”

Kathleen looked from Sharyn to Ray as if she were deliberating something. “Actually, I got a ride. I caught up with Omar and he offered to take me out for lunch.”

“Well, that’s lovely, isn’t it, Ray?” Beside Sharyn he’d stopped moving from foot to foot. “He seemed a nice guy.”

“He is…very nice.” Kathleen nodded. “And he’s asked me out for dinner tonight.”

“But it’s our turn to cook.” Ray had found his voice again.

“The salads are all ready except for the dressing and the chicken’s crumbed. All you have to do is cook it. And ’cause I won’t be here you could always cook some now and have it for lunch or there’s other cold meat and cheese and pickles for a sandwich.”

“Well, that’s you all organised, Ray.” Sharyn grinned at Kathleen, cheering her on with a look.

“I’m going to have a rest now.” Kathleen placed her left hand against the sling. “My hand’s a bit sore again and I want to be right for later.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t—”

“That sounds like a good idea.” Sharyn cut off Ray’s objection and waved Kathleen on her way.

Ray went to follow her and once more Sharyn applied gentle pressure to his arm. “Give her a chance to get settled. She doesn’t need you badgering her.”

“We don’t know anything about this Omar.”

“We know that he came to the aid of strangers and that he’s been kind to Kathleen. He’s certainly put a smile on her face.”

Ray’s face fell. “You don’t mean they’ve been—”

“Oh, for goodness sake, no. I just mean he’s obviously good company and she enjoys spending time with him.” She shook her head at Ray. “But if she did want to fall into bed with him I wouldn’t blame her. He’s a hunk.”

“I don’t want to think about it.”

“You sound like her father rather than her brother.”

Ray rubbed at his face with his hands and groaned with frustration. “Dad told me to watch out for her. You’ve seen how easily distressed she can get.”

“I think your dad’s expectation isn’t fair on either of you. And I don’t think it’s fair to say Kathleen gets distressed at the drop of a hat. She was very level-headed when our car and caravan needed rescuing on the first night and she’s taken lots of challenges in her stride since then.”

“Like the bat poo incident.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Animal faeces are obviously a trigger for her but having poo thrown at you in your own backyard and then being confronted by those awful-sounding neighbours would be enough to set anyone off, I’m sure.” And the less said about poop the better.

Ray huffed out a breath.

“Give her a break,” Sharyn said softly. “She’s nursed three terminally ill family members and hardly been anywhere in the last few years. She doesn’t have a job to give her an outlet. When was the last time she had a boyfriend?”

“Years ago. Dad sent him packing…” Ray’s shoulders sagged. “I didn’t ever meet the bloke but Dad said he was a leech. Kath was better off without him.”

Sharyn felt more and more sorry for Kathleen. It sounded like her life had been overshadowed by her coercive father.

“Don’t give her any more grief, Ray. She’s a grown woman. Let her enjoy herself. Besides, Omar’s travelling like us. She may never see him again after tonight.”

“I just want what’s best for her.”

“Of course you do. We all want that for the people we love but we can’t dictate their lives. You remember what it was like when Dale was younger and our Max and Liam? We had to let them make their own mistakes. That’s how they learned.” No sooner had Sharyn given the example than she wished she hadn’t. Julie had lost several babies by the time they had Dale and as new parents they were beside themselves with worry. She and Ray became helicopter parents, always picking up the pieces and smoothing the path for their son.

“I suppose we didn’t have plans for tonight,” Ray said. “I’ll just have to manage dinner on my own.” He looked at her with puppy dog eyes.

“And you’ll do it well.” She smiled a big smile through gritted teeth. “I’m sure Barry will bring you a beer at the barbecue.”
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Kathleen slid her arm from the sling and lay on her bunk but she couldn’t sleep. Between her aching hand and the thought of spending time with Omar again she was wide awake. She’d even almost forgiven Raymond. Now with the distance of twenty-four hours and the happy time she’d just spent with Omar it was hard to think he’d purposefully shut her hand in the tailgate. Besides, if he hadn’t, she may not have met up with Omar again. And there she was full circle, thinking about him again.

The caravan tilted ever so slightly as Raymond stepped in. She closed her eyes in case he came to her door expecting to talk. She didn’t want him pouring cold water on her plans for the evening. She waited but the door didn’t open, instead the television went on and he turned up the volume to be heard over the air conditioner. Then there were sounds of doors opening and closing and plates on the bench as Raymond prepared himself some lunch. His phone rang and he answered quickly but the voices on the TV obscured his.

He didn’t talk for long though. There were a few more noises as he shifted around the van until finally it was only the aircon and the TV she could hear. She slid the door open a tad and peeked out. Raymond was sprawled across the bed fast asleep, a half-eaten sandwich and a glass of something on the cupboard beside him. She watched his chest rise and fall, then she realised what she hadn’t taken in before. He’d had a beard trim and a haircut. She was glad about that. Not that it was her place to say, but he’d been looking very scruffy.

She closed the door and snuggled back on her bunk, glad for the chance to be alone. She had time to ring Beryl before she got ready to go out with Omar.

“Oh, thank goodness,” Beryl gasped into the phone.

Kathleen braced herself for the barrage.

“I thought you’d never be back in signal range,” Beryl complained. “It’s days since I heard from you. Where on earth are you now? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Did you get my text message?”

“Yes,” Kathleen cut in, even though with all the goings-on she’d totally forgotten about it. It had been part of the argument she’d been having with Raymond when he jammed her hand. “But I didn’t really understand what you meant.”

“Well, Marj and Bill called in to see me. You remember they used to be my neighbours on the other side when I lived next door to you. I usually get a visit from them at least once a year. Such a nice couple. Always gave us a load of plums from their tree.” Beryl was settling in for a chat and while Kathleen had a vague memory of the couple who’d lived next door to her aunt, the current connection was beyond her.

“What was it you wanted to tell me about them?” she cut in again.

“Oh…well…they were back in Adelaide and they decided to check out their old place. It’s gone to rack and ruin now, of course. The people that bought it did nothing with the backyard.”

“They renovated and built a rather nice extension out the back before they let it as a rental.” Kathleen hardly knew the new tenant. He worked long hours and kept to himself, plus she rarely went out into her front yard so she could count on one hand the number of times she’d seen him since he’d moved in the previous year. She wondered if the nasty little Felix threw balls into his garden.

“They chopped down that beautiful plum tree.”

“Anyway, Aunty, you still haven’t said what you wanted to tell me about them.”

“Well,” she dragged it out. “They asked me if you were still living in your place and I said yes you were but you were away on holiday at the moment. They wanted to know all about your trip and—”

“Why did they want to know if I was still living there?” Kathleen cradled her hand to her chest. She’d reluctantly taken more pain relief—only paracetamol—but it was still aching, all due to Beryl’s annoying dithering, she was sure.

“Because there were tradie vans and utes out the front and it looked like work was being done inside. There was a small skip in the yard.”

“They must have had the wrong house.”

“Four A, they said. They used to live in number six and I used to live in number f—”

“Well, I’m not having any work done so it couldn’t have been my place.”

“But it’s not your place totally, is it, dear? It’s half Ray’s.”

“Why would Ray be doing the place up?”

“To sell it.”

Kathleen’s hand throbbed harder and her head joined in. She swung her legs to the floor and glanced towards the flimsy door between her and her brother. There was no sound from beyond, bar the aircon and the TV. She assumed he was still sleeping.

“Ray can’t sell it without my agreement. I own half.” She spoke with a conviction she didn’t truly feel.

“I told you he’s not to be trusted. Goodness knows what he’s scheming. If he gets you used to caravan life he could be planning to convince you to sell the house and live in the van in his backyard.”

“That’s silly.”

“You may think so, but mark my words, that Ray’s a conniving man and he’s up to something.”

“Well, whatever it is I’ll find out and it won’t be me leaving my house.”

“Whatever you say, dear.” Beryl’s tone softened. “You know there’s always a place for you in my home.” The tinkle of a door chime sounded in the background. “Oh, that’ll be the gardener. I’d better go. Can we talk again later?”

“I’ll be out later. I’ll ring you tomorrow evening after we get back from our day trip to Lake Argyle.”

Kathleen put down her phone and slid the door open enough to peep through. Raymond was still flat on his back, fast asleep. She wanted to ask him about the workers at her house but there was still the possibility that Marj and Bill had got it wrong. But what if they hadn’t? What was going on at her house? The sad thing was there was not one neighbour that she could ask. Well, there was Janice—Kathleen had had her number for years since back in the day when they were still talking, but she was unlikely to be helpful now.

The knots of unease tightened in Kathleen’s chest. She’d left that angst behind while she’d been on this trip but it was creeping back. The holiday had started out so well. Raymond had made it fun. She’d been enjoying caravan life, her brother’s company—it was the first time in her life they’d spent any amount of time together, just the two of them—and seeing new sights, but somehow that had all gone awry with his secrecy about his phone and his demanding behaviour and, accident or not, his shutting her hand in the tailgate. And now Beryl had added another conundrum to the mix. Kathleen would have to pick her moment and ask him.

She glanced at her watch. But not today. She had just over an hour before Omar was picking her up and she wanted to shower and wash her hair. She packed up her gear, snuck out of the van and headed to the ablutions block where there was plenty of hot water and a bit more space.
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Sharyn wandered back from the ablutions block enjoying the cooler night air and the spectacular display of stars across the night sky. She’d felt like a third wheel at dinner without Kathleen, who’d looked amazing as she’d set off to meet Omar in the late afternoon. She’d had on a pair of snug-fitting jeans and a loose white shirt with a light jacket draped across the arm in the sling. Sharyn was pleased to see she’d put on the white sneakers she’d not worn since the dog poo incident. Kathleen was a woman transformed and Sharyn was delighted for her. Of course Ray had spoiled the moment, quizzing his sister about when she expected to be back and he’d wanted to walk her to the gate but thankfully Barry had stepped in and stopped him.

The three of them had milled around after she’d left as if they’d lost their best friend. Sharyn wondered if she actually had. Then Barry had poured her a glass of wine and moved around to Ray’s awning where he’d helped him cook the chicken on the barbecue. They’d eaten together then cleaned up and Ray had said he was having an early night so Barry and Sharyn had decided to as well.

Things were still a bit chilly between them. They’d had a brief chat about Max and Liam, but Barry had been vague about speaking to them. He’d put on a DVD of some documentary he loved to watch and Sharyn found boring so she’d started a book she’d found in the laundry. She wasn’t ready for sleep so she’d decided to treat herself to another pampering evening, as much as one could in a caravan park ablutions block.

Now feeling fresh and invigorated, she’d even have been happy to hear Barry had taken his little pill but the drawer was still firmly locked and he was quite glum about it so she hadn’t broached the subject. There were other ways of being intimate, of course, but he was never overly amenable to that and Sharyn knew tonight was not the night to suggest it.

She reached the awning outside the van and stopped. There was only a dim show of light from inside. She suspected Barry had gone to bed. Beside her the Allenbys’ van was also softly lit. She wondered if Ray truly had gone to bed or whether he was actually waiting for Kathleen to come home so that he could quiz her about her night. Sharyn checked her phone. It was still another half hour until the time Kathleen thought she’d be back. If anyone was going to quiz her it was going to be Sharyn and it wouldn’t be in the disapproving way Ray would go about it. Sharyn very much approved of Omar and wanted to hear all about him.

She let herself quietly into the van. The DVD was off and Barry was tucked up in bed, not snoring but breathing the slow deep breaths of someone who was fast asleep. On the table sat his phone, wallet, the remote, a pen and notepad and a packet of peppermint lifesavers, all in neatly aligned formation. She resisted the urge to mess them up, poured herself a glass of wine, took her phone and her book and went back outside where she shifted the chair closer to the front of the awning. She hoped she’d catch Kathleen when she came home and that she’d be keen for a chat. The murmur of voices stopped her halfway to her seat. It sounded like they’d come from Ray’s van. Damn, perhaps she’d missed Kathleen. She sat and listened carefully but the voices had stopped and then only seconds later a couple with their arms around each other walked along the road in front of the vans.

“Nice evening,” the man said.

“Lovely,” Sharyn replied as the pair walked on.

She settled back, took a sip of her wine and picked up the book. She’d been surprisingly hooked from the start and now she didn’t want it to end. Ten minutes later she dropped it to the ground in frustration. She was obsessed with the male lead and hadn’t realised till the end that it was book one in a series. Now she’d have to find book two.

She took another sip of wine from the glass she hadn’t touched since she picked up the book and opened her phone. The Girlz Chat group had been busy but she was still too disappointed about the missed Paris trip to look at what they were all saying. There was a message from their neighbour Karen letting them know all was well at home and nothing in the mail that needed their attention. Sharyn was glad they got so little personal mail these days. Karen was a kind-hearted person but nosy and Sharyn was quite sure she would have steamed open any letters that might look interesting. Karen did enjoy knowing the ins and outs of everything, which definitely made her the neighbour you liked to have when you were away. She missed nothing that went on in the street.

Sharyn couldn’t believe they’d been travelling almost two weeks already. She wasn’t admitting it to Barry yet but she was getting used to caravan life, apart from the bloody toilet. Even doing the washing in the laundry hadn’t been so bad today. There’d been two women from Perth there who’d been keen to chat. They were heading east via Katherine and wanted to know how she’d found it and what she’d done there and if Mataranka was worth a visit. Then they’d swapped travel stories and she’d told them about their first night and the car nearly ending up in a hole and found herself laughing with them about it.

She lurched forward as a loud thud came from Ray’s van. Ear cocked, she thought she heard a woman’s soft laugh but she’d have seen Kathleen if she’d come back. Happy voices drifted from the group sitting out beside a van a few doors down.

She sat back and looked at her phone again. Her bank app caught her eye. Barry was always on to her to check transactions for discrepancies and she hadn’t looked at it since they’d left home. She tapped the icon, her finger hovering over the login, and suddenly the word below it caught her attention, the one that said “Balance”. She jumped from her seat and began to pace. You didn’t need to log in to check the balance of any accounts. Barry’s personal account was with a credit union, separate from their shared bank, but so was hers. She tapped on the icon and there it said “Balance” as the bank app had, and when she opened it the available balance of her personal account was listed.

She looked up and listened. Once again she thought she heard that soft laugh. There was no one on the road that she could see, even Gruff had disappeared for the night. She placed her phone on her chair and moved on silent feet to the caravan door. The click as it opened sounded loud to her ears. She peeked inside but Barry was exactly as she’d seen him last. She reached across and picked up his phone, stepping back outside with it as carefully as she could.

Huddled back in her chair she tapped the screen and entered Barry’s passcode. Another sound came from Ray’s van, the clunk of a door closing. She slipped Barry’s phone onto the seat beside her and listened, but heard nothing more except a chorus of voices calling good night further away.

Once more she picked up the phone and tapped the icon for Barry’s credit union account then the “Balance” icon. The screen opened up. To her surprise there were two accounts, a credit card she didn’t know he had with an available balance of two thousand dollars and then a savings account. She gasped. The total was close to fifteen thousand dollars. It had to be what was left of his dad’s money and yet he’d used their emergency fund to pay for the new tyres for the van before they’d left.

“Are you waiting up for me?”

Sharyn jumped and the phone slipped from her fingers to the concrete slab beneath her feet.

“Sorry.” Kathleen giggled softly. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

They both bent down for the phone but Sharyn reached it first and shoved it behind her on the seat.

“Are you some kind of spy or a druggie doing a deal?” Kathleen giggled again.

Sharyn gaped at her and Kathleen waggled a finger at the small table beside her. “You’ve got two phones.”

“Oh…yes…I see what you mean. The other one’s Barry’s. He was having trouble with an app and I was looking at it for him.”

Kathleen glanced around. “Is he waiting up for me too?”

“No, he’s inside asleep.”

“And you’ve been reading.” Kathleen picked up the book Sharyn had just finished. “Or is this just for show?”

“I read it but now it’s got me hooked and evidently there’s a book two.”

Kathleen laughed and lowered herself to the seat beside Sharyn. Her sling was off so she placed her bandaged hand against her chest and blew out a long breath.

“Did you have a good time with your real-life male lead?” Sharyn asked although she already had a fair idea Omar was the reason for Kathleen’s buoyant mood.

“The best.”

“Omar is still the nice guy he appeared to be?” “He is.”

Sharyn was about to ask more when Kathleen put her good hand to her face and let out a stifled sob.

“What is it?” Sharyn leaned across. “Oh god, don’t tell me it was all for show and he’s a jerk after all.”

Kathleen shook her head and sniffed. “He’s the nicest man I’ve ever met.”

Sharyn blew out a breath. “What is it then?”

“He’s leaving early tomorrow and I may never see him again.”

“But does he like you too?”

Kathleen nodded.

“You have each other’s numbers, surely?”

Kathleen nodded again.

“Then you can keep in touch. Maybe catch up again when we’re all back home. Or does he come from somewhere else?” Sharyn had assumed he was from Adelaide from his conversation the night of Kathleen’s accident but perhaps she’d got that wrong.

“He lives in Adelaide,” Kathleen rasped. “But he’s taking leave and doesn’t know when or even if he’ll go back.”

Sharyn wasn’t sure what to say in the face of Kathleen’s despair.

“He’s going to Derby and Broome.”

“So are we, so all’s not lost.” Sharyn gave Kathleen a gentle poke. “You might see him there. What was the national park like?”

“Beautiful. You should go before we move on. The rocks are spectacular.”

“And dinner?”

“Delicious. I had barramundi. I’ve never had it cooked so well. The flavours were amazing. And we had a table looking over the water.”

Sharyn was glad to see the sparkle return to Kathleen’s eyes. “You’ll be pleased to know Ray managed to cook dinner with only a little help from Barry.”

Kathleen made a soft snort. “I’ve been making it too easy for him, haven’t I?”

“Ray has a way of getting other people to do his work. Julie was a domestic goddess and even when she worked she did everything in their home.”

“And before that Mum did. He’s spoiled and he doesn’t know any other way.”

They both stared out into the night beyond the awning. It was late and the park was quiet.

“Something else happened just before I went out.” Kathleen spoke softly.

“What?”

“I was speaking to my aunt. She lives in Melbourne now but used to live next door when I was a kid. She spoke to some previous neighbours who’ve been back to check out their old street and they said there were people at my house.”

“Living there?” Sharyn gasped.

“No. They said there were tradies parked out the front and a skip in the yard as if work was being done inside.”

“How can that be?”

“I don’t know. Beryl thinks Ray’s up to something. The house is half his.”

“But you live there—surely he wouldn’t do anything without your permission.”

“I was going to ask Ray tomorrow but I don’t know if I can believe whatever his answer will be.”

“What about contacting one of your neighbours?” Sharyn thought of Karen. She’d have been all over anything like that in their street.

Kathleen screwed up her nose. “I don’t really get on with my neighbours.”

“Oh, yes…I’d forgotten about…What about across the road or further along the street?”

“It’s not a big street and nearly every house has changed hands or got new tenants in the last few years. Except for Mrs High Horse across from us and Mr Big Shot down the road.” Kathleen giggled at Sharyn’s surprised look. “Not their real names but that’s what Dad called them and it stuck. It does kind of suit them but I hardly see them any more.”

Sharyn thought again of her neighbour, Karen. Her nosiness could be annoying but it was a comfort to know she was there. And all their other neighbours. Theirs had always been a friendly street and most of their neighbours had lived there nearly as long as Sharyn and Barry. “You don’t have anyone’s number?”

“Only Janice’s. That’s Mrs High Horse’s real name. She and my mum used to be good friends. Janice popped over regularly after Mum died but Dad said she was just being nosy and he didn’t trust her. Janice heard him saying something about her one day and they had an argument. She stopped calling in. Then the pandemic happened and more wires got crossed and Janice has…well, she’s done some unkind things since.”

Sharyn shook her head. It sounded as if Kathleen’s dad had been a controlling man, isolating her from neighbours, but Sharyn had never properly met him, only at Julie’s funeral and now that he was gone…“It doesn’t sound as if Janice had an issue with you but perhaps it’s grown into that. Now that your dad’s not around maybe you could mend that bridge. It’s good to have at least one neighbour you can rely on. Especially as the others change a lot and you live alone.”

“I don’t think Janice would answer if I rang her out of the blue now. I’ll just have to ask Ray what’s going on.”

“Would you like me to be with you when you do? I don’t know what difference it will make but maybe if it’s two of us…”

Kathleen smiled. “Strength in numbers.”

Sharyn nodded and shifted Barry’s phone, which was digging into her back.

Kathleen pointed at it as Sharyn put it on the table beside her own. “What were you really doing with Barry’s phone?”

Sharyn met her raised eyebrow expression with her own sheepish look. “Checking the balance of his personal account. He’s got a lot of money in there and he didn’t tell me about it. Evidently he sent our son in Perth money but he hasn’t told me about that either. I was curious to know how much was there. We’ve never been secretive about our personal finances before.”

“Are you going to ask him about it?”

“I don’t know. Then he’ll know I’ve been snooping.”

“Don’t you have a special anniversary and a birthday coming up? Why don’t you tell him you’d love one of those Argyle pink diamonds and is there any spare money? I could be with you when you ask.”

“Strength in numbers.” Sharyn repeated Kathleen’s mantra even though she didn’t think that would make Barry confess to the money he’d tucked away.

“We’ve got to stick together.”

“Sisterhood.” They high-fived.

“There you are.”

They jumped and spun at Ray’s voice. He was standing at the front of his van peering round at them.

“Why are you up?” Kathleen said. “I thought you’d gone to bed.”

“I was worried when you weren’t home. I went out to the gate to see if you were coming.”

“I didn’t see you.”

“I must have missed you. I’m just off to the toilet then I’m going to bed.”

They both stared after him as he walked away.

“I thought he was in bed too,” Sharyn said. “Your van was almost in darkness. There was a thud earlier. Perhaps he went to sleep then woke up and you weren’t there.”

“He’s wearing his good shorts and shirt.” Kathleen was still staring in the direction Ray had gone and Sharyn followed her gaze.

“That’s not what he was wearing earlier,” she said.

“Funny he’d get dressed in good clothes to come and look for me in the dark.”

“Do you think he heard what we were talking about?” Sharyn chewed her lip. She didn’t want Ray to know she’d been snooping. He’d be sure to tell Barry.

“I don’t think so. If he was eavesdropping, he wouldn’t have interrupted us.”

“True.” Sharyn nodded, hoping it was.
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Kathleen let herself into the van. There was a strong smell of spice in the air—Raymond’s deodorant or cologne perhaps? His bedside light was on, his sheet perfectly straight and the cover neatly folded at the end of his bed. It didn’t look as if he’d been to bed at all. She filled a glass with water and let herself into her end of the van. She slid the door shut, sniffing the air as she flicked on the light. There was a hint of something floral she couldn’t put her finger on. She opened the bathroom door where the scent was stronger.

A quick glance showed everything as tidy as she’d left it except for the air freshener. It was on the narrow ledge above the toilet instead of behind the hand basin where she usually kept it. It was light in fragrance but she used it from time to time when the van had been shut up and the air was stale. That’s what she could smell but did that mean Raymond had used her bathroom or had she just not put the freshener back in its usual spot? Perhaps he’d been caught short earlier in the evening and, anyway, did she really care? It was his van after all, only he’d promised not to use her end. She prepared for bed quickly and was tucked under the sheet with the light out by the time she heard Raymond return. She didn’t want to talk to him. She wanted to replay the wonderful evening she’d just spent with Omar rather than be quizzed by her brother and that’s what he’d be sure to do.

She closed her eyes, reliving again the thrill of riding behind Omar on his bike. On the way back from the national park where they’d held hands as they watched the lowering sun change the colours on the rocks, she’d wrapped her arms around his waist and snuggled against his back as he’d driven them to the restaurant. Her injured hand was little use but Omar had assured her she didn’t need to grip him tightly and he’d been right, of course. Over dinner they’d talked so much there was little about each other’s likes and dislikes and families they didn’t know.

All too soon it had been time for them to go back to their respective camps. Omar had an early start the next day. They’d walked slowly to the bike, neither of them wanting the evening to end but knowing it had to. Their hands were entwined until they came to a stop beside the bike. Omar turned so he was in front of her, then slowly his face lowered to hers and their lips met. It’d been so long since she’d kissed a man Kathleen had wondered if she’d remember what to do but her body had responded to his with such ease she’d had no problem. So different to the few other times she’d had a first kiss.

This one sparked an electric charge zinging through her body so strongly that she felt as if she could have powered the caravan. When they’d finally eased apart, he’d ridden slowly back to the park with her once more nestled against him. At the gate they’d kissed again.

“I’ll wait for you in Derby,” he’d said, but he was meeting a mate and he wasn’t sure of his plans. She wasn’t sure of hers either. Raymond and Barry changed things all the time. She’d lifted her hand in a wave as he rode away, staying at the park gate until the sound of his bike had faded to silence.

Lying in her bunk staring at the base of the next one barely half a metre over her head, she pressed her fingers to her lips, imagining his kiss all over again. She’d been in love twice before, or at least thought she had, but neither time had there been the intensity of the feelings she already had for Omar. Before she’d met him she’d felt shrivelled inside, ageing before her time, but being with him had awakened something in Kathleen, a vibrant energy she’d thought she was past feeling. She rolled to her side, tucking a pillow to her as if it was Omar and she was snuggled against him on the bike again.
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thirty-one

Kathleen woke later than usual. She was clammy and hot, the sheet was twisted around her and her hand throbbed. She could hear Raymond moving about in the van and Barry’s voice outside. She lay still a moment and then the knowledge that Omar would have left town by now swept over her in a powerful wave of sorrow, dumping her in the sogginess of its wake.

Raymond tapped on her door. “Kath,” he called softly. “Breakfast’s ready.”

She scrabbled around to find her phone. It was nearly eight and they were leaving on their Lake Argyle tour mid-morning.

“I’m coming,” she called.

By the time she made it outside the other three were around the table under the awning. They all looked up expectantly as she took a deep breath of the fresh morning air.

“Hope you slept well.” Sharyn smiled.

“I did, thanks.” It was a lie. She’d tossed and turned all night but there was no point in dampening the cheery mood of the group.

“Ray’s made bubble-and-squeak from the leftover cooked veg we had in the fridge.”

“No thanks.” She didn’t feel up to a big fried breakfast. “I think I’ll stick to toast.”

“How’s your hand this morning?” Barry asked. His own bruised hand was now shades of purple and yellow.

“A bit sore. I’ll eat some toast then take some paracetamol.”

“Good idea,” Barry said brightly.

Sharyn stood. “I’ll make you a tea. The kettle’s only just boiled.” Kathleen gave her a grateful smile.

“We’ve a big day ahead,” Raymond said. “You sure you don’t want some of this bubble-and-squeak, Kath?”

She shook her head. The ache in her hand made her stomach queasy and to distract herself she thought of Omar. She managed half a piece of toast then swallowed the tablets with the tea, the chatter of the other three washing over her. She wondered where he was now. He’d been planning to be on his way by six. She imagined him roaring along the highway with her on the back.

“We need fruit and veg too, don’t we, Kath?”

Raymond’s question startled her from her daydream. “Yes.”

“Sharyn’s going to make a quick trip to the supermarket.”

“Now?”

“I thought I’d go now,” Sharyn said. “I won’t feel like it after our day out.”

By the time Kathleen was ready Raymond had cleaned up their breakfast things and was almost shooing her out the door.

“Have the tablets helped?” Sharyn asked as she drove them to the supermarket.

“Yes.”

“But you’re feeling a bit glum, I expect.” She flicked Kathleen a quick understanding smile and they settled into a companionable silence.

Kathleen was grateful Sharyn understood her mood and just let her be.

Back at the park, they took their shopping from the car. Neither of the men were in sight. Kathleen had taken two steps to her van when there was a series of short loud bangs from the Tregonnings’ van.

She met Sharyn’s puzzled look. A gruff voice sounded behind them.

“What’s going on in there?” The park manager climbed off his utility cart and strode between them. She hadn’t heard his approach over the banging.

He’d spoken to Kathleen the day before when she was putting rubbish in the bin. “I hope you’ve sorted that properly,” he’d snapped and jabbed a finger at the various bins with complex signs stating what was allowed in which bin. He’d made her feel like a child and when she’d told Sharyn about it she’d said his name should be Gruff instead of Griff. It certainly suited him.

He folded his arms over his broad chest. He was a big man, taller than Raymond, clean-shaven and bald, Kathleen assumed, as no hair showed from under his cap. He glared from Kathleen to Sharyn and they both edged back.

“We’re not sure,” Sharyn mumbled. “We’ve been out.”

“Your signed agreement of occupation clearly states no repairs to be done in the park,” he snapped.

There was one more loud bang then a yelp, which sounded like Barry, and a “Eureka!”, which sounded like Raymond.

“What are you fellas doing in there?” Sharyn called. “The park manager’s concerned.”

There was a moment’s silence then Barry called, “Just fixing a drawer lock.”

“Lot of banging for a lock,” Gruff humphed.

“We had a drawer that was stuck shut,” Sharyn explained. “Sorry about the noise but it sounds like it’s sorted now.”

Gruff snorted, stared them up and down then climbed onto his cart and drove away, tooting his horn at a poor woman who’d been about to step out onto the road.

“I really don’t like that man,” Sharyn muttered.

“Me either, but I suppose you might get that way managing this big park in a remote area.”

The caravan door opened and Raymond peered out and then Barry looked over his shoulder.

Sharyn plonked her shopping bags on a chair. “What the hell have you two done?”

Raymond stepped out of the van with a hammer and a chisel in his hands. “We had another try at getting the drawer unlocked.”

Barry dangled something in his outstretched hand and grimaced. “We broke the handle right off.”

“You idiots,” Sharyn raged and stood on the step to peer inside her van. “How are you going to keep it from falling apart when we’re travelling?”

“Gaffer tape,” Raymond said with a big smile. “Fixes everything.”

Sharyn’s face turned puce and Kathleen beat a hasty retreat. It was probably best to keep out of it and put her groceries away.

They had a quiet ride out to Lake Argyle. Raymond and Barry were smiling like two kids who’d been given a bag of lollies but they kept quiet in deference to Sharyn’s thundercloud face. Once they were on the boat and cruising across the water Sharyn got her mojo back and they were all distracted by their surroundings, their heads swivelling back and forth as they took in the huge expanse of Lake Argyle.

“Isn’t this amazing?” Sharyn waved an arm about. “It’s as if we’re on the ocean.”

“I had no idea there was so much water here.” Kathleen couldn’t believe the size and volume of the lake.

“No wonder they grow so much produce up here.” Raymond leaned out for a better look. “It’s a pity they can’t pipe it down to us poor dry South Aussies.”

“That’d be the answer to all our water worries,” Sharyn said.

“Not cost effective.”

They all turned to Barry, who continued to gaze at the water oblivious to their surprised looks.

“We’re just dreaming, Baz.” Raymond poked his mate in the arm.

Kathleen smiled at Sharyn. She was lucky to have a husband like Barry but sometimes he could be so literal. She wondered if Sharyn had asked him about the money yet, although with all that had gone on that morning she doubted it. And she’d had no chance to ask Raymond about what was going on at her house. Both men were in what could only be described as buoyant moods even though they’d kept them suppressed earlier under Sharyn’s baleful glare. It was as if breaking Barry’s cupboard had won them the lotto rather than wrecking a part of their van. Kathleen could understand Sharyn’s anger.

The tour guide pointed out some wallabies as they cruised close to a rocky shore and then there was birdlife and fish and even freshwater crocodiles that they were assured wouldn’t harm them. They pulled up at an island for lunch and the crew cooked fish, which was served with salads. They were offered plastic glasses of perfectly chilled champagne while the two men opted for beer. The fish was delicious but Kathleen’s mood slipped as it reminded her of the barramundi she’d had the previous night with Omar and that he was gone.

“Who’s going swimming?” Sharyn asked as they finished their food. Some of their fellow passengers were already in the water.

“Great idea.” Raymond bounded to his feet and Barry did too.

They only had to take off T-shirts but Kathleen and Sharyn had their bathers on under a layer of clothes so they took a bit longer.

“What about my bandage?” Kathleen held her hand in the air.

“Let’s take it off. It looks like it’s getting a bit ratty anyway and I reckon the cool water won’t do your hand any harm,” Sharyn said. “I’m no nurse but I can have a go at wrapping it again after.”

Raymond and Barry were already wet. They were duck diving and splashing each other as much as the small band of teenagers who were part of the tour group and also in the water.

“Look at those two,” Sharyn said.

“They’re full of beans. I know this is a great tour but they’ve been extra happy since they…broke your cupboard.”

“Barry’s cupboard and—” Sharyn stopped suddenly.

“What’s wrong?” Kathleen looked down. The water was silty. “Did you tread on something?”

“No, I just had a thought but…it doesn’t matter. Let’s have this swim.”

Kathleen followed her in. The water was beautiful and they ended the afternoon drifting on pool noodles and sipping another glass of champagne. Kathleen found herself wishing again that Omar was with her.

She inspected her injured hand. It looked terrible but Sharyn had been right that the cool water would help soothe it. Back on the boat she decided to leave it unbandaged and just kept it tucked against her body.

A bus took them back to the Lake Argyle resort where they’d been told they could swim again in the infinity pool if they wanted. Barry dipped in his toe and declared it freezing. Raymond agreed and they decided to go for a wander instead.

“I’d like to get a copy of Mary Durack’s book now that I’ve been here,” Barry said.

“There’s a souvenir place over that way.” Raymond pointed. “I’ll look for a spoon.”

“Great idea,” Barry said as they set off.

Sharyn let out a small groan and Kathleen eyed her warily. “What’s wrong?”

“I know you like collecting the spoons but…”

“It’s not your thing?”

“No.”

“Maybe he’ll find one with a pink diamond.”

Sharyn rolled her eyes.

Kathleen grinned and sat on the edge of the pool, lowering her feet into the water. She gritted her teeth. “It’s cold but I might go in.”

Sharyn sat beside her and drew in a sharp breath as she lowered her feet to the water. “I see what you mean but look at that view.”

The sparkling aquamarine pool water stretched to an invisible edge where it met the deeper blue of the lake. The distant mountains were reflected in the almost mirror-smooth lake water and the late afternoon sun beat down from a cloudless azure blue sky.

“What a wonderful experience.” Sharyn sighed. “All we need’s another glass of champagne.”

“Kathleen? Hello!” One of the women propped against the opposite side of the pool waved and started towards them, her companion following along.

“It’s Nancy and Bev!” Kathleen’s spirits lifted instantly at the sight of the older women.

They came to a stop just in front of her. “You remember Sharyn,” she said.

“Yes, hello again.” Nancy waved a wrinkled white hand. “Oh, look at us, we’ll be turning into prunes.” She laughed. “It’s just so lovely in this pool.”

“We were deciding whether we should come in,” Kathleen said, eager to now that they’d met up with Nancy. They hadn’t spent much time together but Nancy felt so familiar.

“Have you just arrived? Day trip or are you staying here?”

“Let them answer one question before you ask the next,” Bev said.

“We’ve been on a lake tour,” Kathleen said. “But we’re not staying here, we’re at a park in Kununurra.”

“We’re in the park here,” Bev said.

“We’re loving it.” Nancy’s grin widened. “Not sure we want to move on from here.”

Kathleen looked at the view again. “I can understand that.”

“How long are you here for?” Nancy asked. “Did you bring bathers? Are you going to swim?”

“There you go again with all the questions.” Bev chuckled indulgently. “It’s a bit cool at first but you get used to it.”

“We swam in the lake so our bathers are on underneath,” Sharyn said, already tugging at her shirt.

“Come in, come in.” Nancy beckoned as she drifted back towards the middle.

Kathleen’s breath hitched as she lowered herself into the water and then she stroked across the pool and very soon her body adjusted. After some swimming the four of them found themselves lined up at the edge of the pool, elbows on the side, looking at the view.

“I really don’t want to leave here,” Nancy said dreamily.

“Two more nights and then we’re off to El Questro,” Bev said.

“I’m sure you’ll say the same thing there.”

“I do seem to fall in love with each place.”

“Just the name El Questro sounds enticing,” Sharyn said.

“How have your travels been since we saw you last?” Nancy asked.

“Great!” Kathleen enthused. “We enjoyed Mataranka and Katherine and the country across the top heading to Kununurra was magnificent. I love the boab trees.”

“Me too,” Nancy gushed and gave a little shiver.

“I think we’ve been in the water long enough,” Bev said. “Would you two like to come our way for a drink? It’s not far to the park from here.”

Sharyn looked around. “The fellas haven’t come back yet.”

“They’re welcome to join us.” Bev led the way across the pool to the steps.

“I’m not really sure where they’ve gone.” Sharyn wrapped herself in her towel and picked up her discarded clothes.

“They were going to check out the souvenir shop,” Kathleen said.

“Is there a bar here?” Sharyn asked.

“There is,” Bev said.

“What’s the bet the fellas have found it?” Sharyn quirked an eyebrow at Kathleen.

“We can go there if you’d prefer,” Nancy said.

“No. I’d like to see where you’re camped.” Sharyn glanced at Kathleen and she nodded in agreement. She’d rather spend time chatting with Nancy and Bev without the men.

Sharyn walked beside Bev and Kathleen fell into step beside Nancy. Conversation flowed easily as if they were old friends. They were soon settled outside the RV with drinks in hand.

Kathleen looked from the green grass underfoot to the leafy trees throwing shade over the RV. “This is a lovely park.”

“Ours is too,” Sharyn said. “We’ve just got a bit of a grumpy manager.”

“We do like it here.” Nancy raised a glass in the air. “Cheers to meeting up with you again.” Then she lurched forward. “Kathleen! I’ve just noticed your hand. What on earth happened there?”

“I got it jammed in the tailgate of the four-wheel drive.”

“Hell, that must have hurt,” Bev said.

“It did.” Kathleen shifted her injured hand on her lap as the throbbing increased in intensity. “The cold water helped but it does ache again now.”

“Did you have it X-rayed?” Nancy peered closer.

“Yes.” Kathleen studied her bruised and battered hand. “Nothing broken.”

“We should probably bandage it again,” Sharyn said.

“That’s Nancy’s forte.” Bev beamed. “She’s a retired nurse.”

Sharyn held her hands in the air. “Thank goodness. My first aid’s a bit rusty.”

“Would you like me to do it?” Nancy asked.

Kathleen nodded and dug her bandage from her bag.

“Oh no,” Nancy tutted, eyeing the tatty and slightly grubby bandage. “We can do better than that. Bring out the first-aid kit, Bev.”

“Yes, nurse.” Bev saluted with a grin and quickly returned with a small black backpack.

“When did this happen?” Nancy lay the bag down and unzipped it to reveal pockets and compartments stocked with an array of contents that could rival a small emergency department.

“Two nights ago,” Kathleen said.

“And we were camped in a quarry in the middle of nowhere,” Sharyn added. “Luckily there was also a paramedic camping there and he came to Kathleen’s aid.”

“That was lucky.”

Watching Nancy at work reminded Kathleen of Omar and his many kindnesses. The hollowness that had swamped her when he left returned and it was a toss-up over which hurt more, her hand or her heart.

“Turns out we’ve run into him a few times, haven’t we, Kathleen?” Sharyn smiled. “Just like meeting up with you again.”

“A lot of people follow the same trails,” Nancy said. “We’ve caught up with a few ourselves. People we’ve met along the way and then we run into them again. There’s a couple here that we were parked right next to in Katherine. So funny.”

“They’re bike riders but the pedal kind.” Bev’s chuckle washed over Kathleen and she tuned out of the conversation, thinking about Omar and wondering how far he’d managed to ride today. She hoped there might be a message from him when she was back in signal range at Kununurra. He had a good phone and the same carrier as Raymond. She wished again she’d changed to Telstra like her brother had, and that reminded her of his deceit and secrecy and now she wondered if that had something to do with what was going on at her house. She’d pin him down tonight once they retired to their van.

“Earth to Mars.” Sharyn was waving at her. “Bev’s saying goodbye.”

Kathleen blinked as Bev got to her feet with another of her warm chuckles.

“I’m off to have a shower,” she said. “In case you’re not here when I get back, I hope to see you again on our travels.”

“You were a million miles away,” Nancy said.

“I’d bet she was daydreaming about Omar.” Sharyn’s voice had a teasing note but her smile was kind.

“Omar is an exotic name,” Nancy said. “Makes me think of Omar Sharif the actor. He was such a good-looking man.”

“This Omar is too. Similar dark features and…” Sharyn wriggled her eyebrows. “Bedroom eyes. He took Kathleen out for a sunset tour and dinner last night.”

Kathleen ducked her head as warmth spread across her cheeks.

“Where is this handsome hero?” Nancy glanced around as if Omar might suddenly appear.

“On his way to Broome, isn’t he, Kathleen?”

“Derby,” Kathleen said.

“Oh?” Nancy’s voice carried the disappointment Kathleen felt. “Isn’t that where you’re going? Will you meet him there?”

Kathleen lifted her head to meet Nancy’s kind look. “Maybe.”

“Definitely, if I have anything to do with it,” Sharyn said.

“He wasn’t sure of his plans.”

“He wouldn’t have sought you out and spent half the day with you yesterday if he wasn’t interested.” Sharyn winked. “And vice versa, I’m assuming.”

Kathleen shrugged. “I’m being realistic.”

“Don’t give up,” Nancy said. “Bev and I both had relationships end poorly before we met. She was as prickly as a bear with a thorn in his foot but I eventually wore her down. Once she realised I loved her and I wasn’t giving up, she let go of her defences.”

Kathleen envied Nancy’s exuberance. “I’ve never had much luck with love so I don’t expect this to be any different.”

“Really? Why not?” Nancy asked.

“Maybe they weren’t right for you,” Sharyn added.

Katherine remembered the thrill of her first love. It was a long time ago but she could still recall the warm feeling in the pit of her stomach every time she saw him. “Adrian was my high-school sweetheart. We were both so shy I don’t know how we managed to make the initial contact. We sat together at lunch and after school we’d take the long way home. He lived a suburb away. We went to some movies but my dad was very strict so I always met Adrian there and told my parents I was meeting a girlfriend, Adrianna.” She giggled and both Nancy and Sharyn smiled.

“Then in the summer after school finished we went to a music gig together. It was dark by the time we got home, and only the third or fourth time we’d kissed but my dad saw us. He made such a fuss.” Kathleen felt hot at the memory. “I was so embarrassed and Adrian would have been too and terrified by what my dad threatened if he came near me again.”

“Oh dear,” Nancy said softly and Sharyn gave a click of her tongue.

“In the new year I started year twelve and Adrian went to uni. We didn’t see each other again. Not to go out anyway. I saw him from the bus window a few times and once in the city having lunch in a food court.”

Nancy pressed her hands together over her heart. “And I suppose your heart was broken and you thought you’d never love again.”

“That and I felt so humiliated by my dad’s reaction but I knew he had my best interests at heart. Mum kept telling me that but I shied away from relationships. Until my late twenties. I moved out of home to take up a job with a defence tech company across the other side of Adelaide. Mum and Dad helped me find accommodation and subsidised it so I could afford to live on my own.”

Sharyn raised her eyebrows. “It might have been more fun to have a girlfriend to share with.”

“My friends were settled in other places or had married and after living at home I enjoyed having the place to myself. I was employed as an admin assistant. Zeke was a software developer. We were both new to the company and we bonded over our sandwiches in the corner of the lunchroom. I guess you’d say we were two square pegs trying to fit into round holes. After six months of seeing each other most weekends I took him home to meet my parents.”

“How did that go?” Sharyn asked.

“Okay. I warned Zeke what my parents…well, mostly what my dad was like. I could see he was uncomfortable with some of Dad’s questions. He made it through the meal but he wasn’t in a hurry to go back.”

“Who could blame him?” Nancy said.

“Zeke and I were happy together.” Kathleen spoke firmly. She still believed that. “I was sure he was the one and our relationship was…full.” Kathleen’s cheeks warmed again. “Then after almost a year we talked about moving in together. He was from interstate and lived in a share house and as I lived alone my place was the obvious choice. I knew my dad wouldn’t be happy and would more than likely cut his contribution but Zeke was prepared to pay his share. They called around unexpectedly one day and you can imagine Dad was…well, cross to say the least to find Zeke partly moved in. He made a huge fuss. Dad said some awful things about Zeke and threats were hurled between them. Zeke decided it would be best if he stayed in the share house. Things were awkward between us and then not long after he transferred interstate and I never heard from him again.”

“Oh, Kathleen, that’s awful,” Sharyn said. “Adrian was only young but I’d have thought Zeke being older would have had more backbone.”

“I don’t know what happened but later one day when I was visiting Mum I overheard her telling her friend Janice something about Dad sending Zeke off with a flea in his ear. When I asked her about it she gave me a lecture on listening at doors.”

“Bloody hell, Kathleen, you can’t take a trick, can you?” Sharyn said.

“Sounds like your parents might have been a bit over-protective.” Nancy nodded sagely.

“A bit!” Sharyn snorted. “I don’t like to speak ill of the dead and I never really met Kathleen’s dad but from this and other things she’s said he sounds like he was a rather controlling man.”

“He was fairly old-fashioned in his views on most things but he wanted what was best for me, him and Mum.”

Sharyn exchanged a glance with Nancy who asked, “Have they both passed now?”

Kathleen nodded.

“Thank goodness they’re not here to prevent you from seeing Omar if you want to,” Sharyn said.

“That’s if our paths do cross again.”

Nancy leaned forward and placed a gentle hand on Kathleen’s shoulder. “If it’s what you want, you should try to make it happen.”

Whether it was the pressure of her hand or the certainty of her words Kathleen wasn’t sure but the hollowness inside her filled with determination. Omar had said he’d keep in touch and that he’d try to meet her in Derby. She had to hang on to that and the fact that her dad was no longer around to scare off men who showed her any interest.

“And she didn’t tell you the best part,” Sharyn said. “Omar’s a motorbike rider.”

“He must be a good man then.” Nancy grinned.

“He’s covering all these distances on his bike with only a tent.”

“He took me on a few short rides—”

“There they are!” Barry’s shout cut Kathleen’s words.

The two men came striding across the grass towards them. “We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Barry said as they stopped at the edge of the awning.

Sharyn glanced at her phone. “Sorry, we didn’t realise the time.

You remember Nancy?”

Both men nodded quick hellos.

“We’ve been all over the place wondering where you’d got to.” Raymond’s voice had an accusatory tone.

“My fault.” Nancy stood up. “I wanted them to come and have a drink with us. Can I get one for you?”

“We need to get going,” Raymond said gruffly.

“Our turn to cook dinner tonight,” Sharyn groaned and stood up. “Thanks for the drink, Nancy. Great to see you again.”

Kathleen rose to her feet, not wanting to leave Nancy’s comforting presence.

“See you, Nancy.” Raymond turned on his heel.

“Suddenly the party’s over.” Nancy’s face was glum.

“It’s been so good to catch up.” Kathleen leaned in and hugged her. “Can we swap numbers so we can keep in touch?”

“Oh, good idea.” Nancy reached for her phone and tapped in the number then recited hers.

“You won’t always be able to reach me ’cause I don’t have good coverage here but I’ll give you Ray’s number as well. Then if I ever ring you on his phone you’ll know who it is.”

“Kathleen!” Raymond’s nagging call carried from further away.

“Goodness,” Nancy said. “I hope your brother’s not a clone of your father.”

“Oh no,” Kathleen said and they hugged again. She turned quickly in case Nancy saw the tears brimming in her eyes. Kathleen had appreciated the older woman’s warm and wise yet non-judgemental company—the complete opposite to Beryl. Saying goodbye to Nancy was almost as hard as saying goodbye to Omar.
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Ray grumbled on and off all the way back to the caravan park so that by the time they arrived Sharyn was glad to escape into her van.

“What’s his problem?” Sharyn hissed at Barry as soon as he shut the door behind them.

“We were a bit worried when we couldn’t find you around the pool.”

“Did you think we’d drowned or maybe been eaten by crocodiles?”

“No,” he scoffed.

“We didn’t know exactly where you were either.”

“We told you we were going to the souvenir shop.” He lifted a paper bag in the air. “I got a copy of Kings in Grass Castles.”

“And you were there the whole time, were you?”

Barry looked sheepish. “We did go to the bar for a drink.”

“One drink?”

“We shouted each other a drink.”

“So you didn’t think to let us know where you were?”

“Why are you so cranky? You had a drink with Nancy and Bev.”

“It’s not the drinks. I really don’t care if you and Ray went to the bar. It was Ray who was grumbling as if Kathleen and I had done something wrong. What’s his hurry anyway? It’s our turn to get dinner.” Sharyn felt tired just thinking about it.

“I think he plans to go out tonight.”

“Where? With who?”

“I don’t know. Something to do with Lesley and Jeff.”

Sharyn sagged against the bench. “Don’t tell me they’re here?”

“I don’t know. He was a bit vague about it. If they are, they’re not in this park. He’s planning to drive.”

“Thank goodness. A dose of Lesley is the last thing I feel like tonight.” She tossed her things on the bed and came face to face with Barry’s broken drawer all over again. “I can’t believe you two did that.”

“I didn’t realise it’d make such a mess.”

“Look at your hand, Barry. What did you think would happen when you took a jemmy and a hammer to a flimsy bit of panelling?”

His shoulders sagged. “Well, at least I can get to my underwear… and things.”

Sharyn shook her head. She was pretty sure Barry wouldn’t have gone to such great lengths if it had only been underwear in the drawer. She pulled two packets of shasliks from the fridge. “I bought these this morning. Can you cook them and I’ll do jacket potatoes and a salad?”

The sun and all its orange and golden colours had completely gone from the sky by the time they sat down together for the meal. Ray’s cologne was so strong it was as if he’d showered in it. The spicy scent overpowered the delicious smell of the beef shasliks and they’d no sooner finished than he said he was heading out.

“Already?” Kathleen said.

“I told you I was going out.”

“I thought you meant later.”

Ray pushed to his feet. “I won’t be too late. We want to be on the road by eight-thirty in the morning.” He looked pointedly at Sharyn.

Kathleen tried to collect up their plates one-handed but Sharyn stopped her. “I’ll wash your dishes for you,” she said loudly to Ray’s back as he strode off to his car.

“I can manage,” Kathleen said but Sharyn insisted.

“We can do it.” Barry shooed Kathleen away.

“I think I’ll go inside then,” she said. “Read my book and try to get a better sleep than I have the last few nights.”

“Good idea. I’m going to start my new book tonight,” Barry said as he turned away to clean the barbecue.

Sharyn walked with Kathleen towards her van. “Have you heard from Omar?” she asked.

Kathleen shook her head and Sharyn read the worry in her eyes.

“He was planning to do a big ride today,” Kathleen said quickly. “He wants to be in Derby by tomorrow morning.”

“He’s probably exhausted and tucked up in his sleeping bag already,” Sharyn said brightly to hide her own concerns for him. It was a huge ride over an isolated part of the country. “I’m sure he’ll message in the morning.”

Kathleen retired to her van and Sharyn went back to collect the stack of dishes. Barry was still tidying up the barbecue. She carried everything inside and ran hot water in the sink. Tonight they were inside early, the perfect opportunity to quiz Barry about the money, but she still hadn’t come up with a way to do it. By the time he came in and was wiping the dishes she still didn’t have a clue how to broach the topic.

“Lake Argyle was amaz—”

“How much of your dad’s money is left?” she blurted.

He frowned and took a small step away from her. “Why on earth are you asking that now?”

“I’ve just been thinking about it. We paid off the mortgage.”

“We didn’t have a lot left on that but we also put a tidy sum into a fixed deposit.”

“Then you bought this van and the four-wheel drive. I’ve googled it. Similar set-ups cost a lot of money.”

“The guy gave me a pretty good deal.”

“And there’s the money we’re spending for this holiday.”

“We’ve been planning a holiday for a long time. Most of what we’re spending is from our savings.”

“So I suppose there can’t be much of your dad’s money left… can there?”

He hung up the tea towel, fiddling with it on the hook. “Not much.”

“How much is not much?”

“Hell, Sharyn, why the sudden inquisition?”

All this talk of money sparked something in her brain, a sudden thought about Ruth. “Jason’s taking Ruth to Paris for her birthday.”

“Of course he is,” Barry said scornfully.

“He’s suggested we all meet for a French river cruise. He’s looking into deals.”

Barry snorted. “He’s in managerial for an oil and gas company. He’s got more money than you can poke a stick at. His idea of a deal won’t fit our budget without a lot of notice.”

“But I thought perhaps you had some of your dad’s money left and we could—”

“Not enough to pay for that.”

“We might be able to wrangle a bit from our own funds.”

Barry scratched behind his ear. “When is this cruise? You haven’t mentioned it before.”

“It was a recent Girlz Chat message.” Sharyn didn’t want to say the cruise would be just after they got back. She wouldn’t have much leave left and he’d be bound to put the kybosh on it then. “Surely you’ve got a bit left?”

“Flights, a cruise and spending money—I imagine we’d need fifteen to twenty thousand.”

Barry was deflecting, she was sure of it now. “Do you have anything of your dad’s money left?”

“In the fixed deposit and some of that we decided would be for the boys if they buy a property.”

“Other than that?”

He muttered something.

“What?”

He cleared his throat. “Less than ten thousand.”

“But last night…” She swallowed her words. “It’s just that…I thought there might be more.”

He sighed, pulled out his phone and tapped. “Less than eight even.”

“Let me see.” She held out her hand but he didn’t offer his phone. Instead he lifted it in the air and positioned the screen close to her face. She barely had time to register the seven thousand four hundred and twenty something dollars before he whisked it away. “I thought…” Once more she pulled herself up.

“I wanted to keep some to splurge on your birthday and our anniversary.” His shoulders sank. “I was going to surprise you.”

Her face twitched.

“I know you don’t like my surprises but I thought perhaps a special dinner or a tour or maybe a cruise. This is a beautiful part of the world.”

Her brain went into overdrive. He had an odd look on his face and he was having trouble meeting her gaze. He must have booked something since she’d seen his balance the previous evening, but what would cost that much money in “this part of the world”, as he’d called it.

Then another thought hit her. Could it be that Barry was being evasive because he was hiding the real reason for spending the money? There’d been no further discussion about the French cruise on Girlz Chat. Jason was one of those men who took charge of the household finances and did all the organising of things like holidays. All Ruth had to do was pack a bag and turn up. It was sure to be Jason who would be organising the husbands and more than likely he’d contacted Barry himself. It would explain some of Barry’s guarded behaviour. He still had leave up his sleeve and Sharyn had an understanding boss. She could surely wangle another week or two away.

“Would you be happy with that?” Barry’s worried tone brought her up.

“A cruise?”

“Or any kind of special tour or—”

“Of course,” she gushed, already thinking about what was in her wardrobe that might be suitable for a French river cruise at short notice.

Barry’s face lit up. “Good.”

By the time she’d been over to the toilet block—it wasn’t so bad using the facilities at night in the warm weather—Barry was fast asleep, his new book resting on his chest. She gently eased the book away and studied her sleeping husband. His hair had grown and he needed a shave but the look kind of suited him and this camping lifestyle.

They’d have to spruce themselves up once they got home. A trip to Europe was something to look forward to and would make up for the disappointment of the caravan holiday. Not that it had turned out so badly, but a river cruise would definitely be an improvement. And Barry had managed to arrange it, although Jason would have taken care of the organising. All Barry would have to have done was pay.

She turned out his light and slid carefully into the bed from the other side, wondering when he would announce his surprise. It was her birthday in less than two weeks and evidently the plan was to be in Broome by then. Maybe he’d have the tickets in a card. She wouldn’t say anything to give the game away that she already knew. This was one surprise he was managing well and she wasn’t going to spoil it for him.
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Kathleen climbed into bed clutching her phone and listened to Omar’s message again. There’d been a missed call and a voice message waiting for her when she’d come back from the bathroom. He was at a roadside stop on the Derby side of Fitzroy Crossing.

The ride had been uneventful but long and the place where he’d stopped was very hot. It was no more than a red dirt clearing in the bush but there were toilets and bins at least. He was imagining her enjoying something fantastic for dinner while he ate his tuna and corn chips. And his final words made her heart lurch in her chest each time she replayed them. “I’ll be asleep before my head hits the pillow tonight but my dreams will be of you.”

She was sad she’d missed talking to him but by the time she’d found his message it was almost half an hour later. He’d sounded so tired she didn’t want to wake him if he’d already fallen asleep.

She wished she knew exactly where he was. She tried to picture him set up in a similar barren landscape to the one they’d camped in when he’d helped with her injured hand. Then she remembered Raymond’s book of maps. She retrieved it from the drawer in the kitchen and climbed back into bed to examine the maps. The book was old and there were only a few bigger towns marked on it so she had no true idea of where Omar was. At least he had phone signal, which gave her some small comfort. He could always call for help if he needed. She smiled as she thought of his reaction if he could hear her thoughts. He’d tease her she was being a worry wart like his sister. Kathleen closed her eyes and imagined him roaring down the highway. He was a mix of crazy and brave to ride all that way alone on a bike but she admired his courage.

Her eyes grew heavy. She settled down flat in her bed and replayed Omar’s final words in her head, imagining she was tucked up in the tent beside him.
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thirty-three

Kathleen woke with a dry throat and a pain in her neck. She was on her back, which was the position she’d been in when she’d drifted off to sleep imagining Omar’s arms around her. She suspected from her stiff neck and aching hand she’d hardly moved all night.

She blinked to clear her vision and pulled back the little curtain to peer out. There was the smallest hint of pre-dawn light in the sky. It was probably not even five o’clock yet but she was wide awake now. She wondered if Omar was up and on his way again. She lay thinking about him for a while but the neckache drove her out of bed.

They were possibly free camping for the next few nights so she decided to wash her hair and enjoy a long, warm shower in the ablutions block. She gathered her toiletries and towel, moving around quietly, not that she thought she’d wake Raymond—he was a heavy sleeper, that’s if he was even in the van. She hadn’t heard him return the previous night but she’d put in her earplugs and must have slept deeply.

She slowly rolled the door across. Every curtain was drawn so there was little light, apart from the glow from the microwave screen and the partly open skylight over Raymond’s bed. She could see a shape there and hear rhythmic deep breaths. He had actually come home then.

She slid the door shut behind her, took two steps towards the outside door then stopped and sniffed the air. She could smell perfume. Not Raymond’s spicy cologne but a sickly sweet flowery scent. She took another step. One of his feet dangled over the end of the bed and then she clapped her hand across her mouth to stifle her gasp as she noticed two more feet tucked against his. They were smaller and the nails neatly shaped and coated in polish. Kathleen could make out the extra silhouette under the sheet beside him. There was a woman in his bed.

The feet moved and a soft sigh filled the gap between Raymond’s breaths. Kathleen reached for the lock. It made a loud click and the woman stirred and rolled over. In her rush to escape Kathleen lost her grip on the door, which shut with a thump behind her. A woman’s voice called “Ray” in an urgent whisper and Kathleen fled to the ablutions block. Inside, the sensor-activated lights flooded the bathroom. She squinted and scurried into a shower cubicle, locked the door and sank to the seat.

She sat there a moment until her arm began to tremble from the weight of the bag still hooked in the bend of her elbow. She slid it to the bench beside her and pressed her hand to her forehead.

Bloody Raymond had brought a woman to the van and to his bed! Kathleen didn’t know whether to be angry or disgusted. They’d no doubt had sex while she’d been sleeping like the dead beyond the thin partition that divided her room from his. What if she’d woken up and heard them? Thank goodness for her earplugs. Or worse, not realised and come out to get something while they’d been at it? Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. How could she look Raymond in the face? Where had the woman come from? Was she a local or someone from the park? Was she a one-night fling or was he adding her as a permanent fixture? Kathleen unwrapped the bandage and stepped under the shower, trying to clear the explosion of questions in her head.

She spent as long as she could in the bathroom. She couldn’t go back to the van in case the woman was still there and each time she heard someone enter she wondered if it was her.

Finally Kathleen left the ablutions block and made her way to the small grassed area beside some barbecues. She found a bench tucked away to one side, which was where Sharyn eventually found her.

“Are you okay?” Sharyn asked as she sat beside her.

“Fine,” she replied, although she felt anything but.

“Barry told me the gist of what happened. I don’t blame you for not wanting to go back.”

Heat flooded Kathleen’s cheeks all over again. “You and Barry know?”

“The basics.”

Kathleen’s head flopped to her hands then she yelped as her right hand protested and she lurched upright again.

“Would you like me to bandage that for you? I won’t be as good as Omar or Nancy but I’ll give it a go.”

“Thanks.” Kathleen took the bandage that Nancy had so carefully applied the day before, gave it to Sharyn and lay her hand on her lap. A couple with young children wandered across the grass and sat on another bench. The woman had a baby strapped to her chest and the man carried a ball, which he rolled to the toddler.

Sharyn turned her back on them and set to work wrapping Kathleen’s hand. “I’m so cross with Barry,” she blurted.

“Why?”

“The bloody drawer that he couldn’t get open.”

Kathleen frowned. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“It seems there’s a bit of a story.” Sharyn’s glance was pensive, as if she were debating what to say. “Back in Katherine, Ray met this woman…I think Barry said her name was Heidi. They met that night Ray went to see Jeff and Lesley at the other caravan park. Evidently Heidi and her girlfriend were travelling together and were parked next door and were also having drinks with Jeff and Lesley. Heidi and Ray hit it off and made plans to meet up again here in Kununurra.” Sharyn fiddled with the bandage, trying to make it firm. “Which would explain his aggro when we were a day late getting here.”

If Kathleen could have ground her perfect teeth she would have. Raymond had carried on about her seeing Omar. He was such a hypocrite.

“Barry didn’t know this but I’m pretty sure Ray brought Heidi to your van when you were out with Omar the night we arrived.”

Kathleen lurched up, pulling the end of the bandage from Sharyn’s hands. “That explains the little changes I found in the van. I think she even used my bathroom!”

Sharyn grabbed the bandage and waved at Kathleen to sit down again. She finished the binding, applied the clip and sat back, rubbing her hands up and down her legs.

“What’s the matter?” Kathleen asked.

Sharyn stopped rubbing and clenched her hands. “I’ve never told anyone this so please don’t say anything.”

“Who am I going to tell?”

Sharyn blew out a sharp breath. “It’s just that…well, Barry has…Barry has trouble getting…” She waved a hand towards her crotch.

Kathleen stared at her. What did Barry have to do with Raymond and this Heidi woman getting it off? “Barry has trouble getting…” Kathleen repeated.

“Oh, for goodness sake. An erection!” Sharyn blurted as a ball came to a sudden stop at her feet.

They both stared as a pair of large hands reached for it. Kathleen looked up. The young man nodded—“Sorry, ladies!”—a grin forming as he turned away.

“Bloody hell,” Sharyn hissed as he returned to rolling the ball with his toddler. “The cafe should be open. Let’s go and get a coffee.”

By the time they’d settled in a corner outdoor table away from everyone else, Kathleen had recovered from her embarrassment.

“I don’t understand why you needed to tell me about…Barry.”

“Evidently the first night with…what’s her name…Heidi… Ray had a bit of trouble…you know.” Sharyn wiggled her pointer finger up and down.

“Oh, no, this just gets worse. I don’t want to know all this stuff about my brother!”

“It’s not a topic I enjoy either but evidently he chatted to Barry about it.”

“Really?”

“Then Barry told him about the pill he takes, which totally surprised me because he doesn’t even like discussing it with his GP. Anyway, that’s why they were desperate to get the drawer open.”

Kathleen shook her head. Sharyn was speaking so quickly she couldn’t keep up.

“Why?”

“Because that’s where Barry’s packet of pills was.”

“Oh, now I get it. They broke open a drawer in your caravan so Ray could have sex in his caravan with…”

“Heidi.”

“Mere metres away from where I was sleeping. Thank goodness I had my earplugs in.” Kathleen flopped back against her chair. “Bloody Ray and his schemes. Why the hell didn’t they go to her van?”

Sharyn shook her head. “I can only assume her girlfriend wasn’t keen on the idea.”

“I know how she feels.”

“Heidi too, I assume. Evidently she made quite a fuss when she heard you leave. She didn’t know you were in the van. Raymond had asked her not to use the toilet because it was full.”

“That’s a lie.”

“What did I tell you about his lips moving?”

They held each other’s gaze for a second then the corner of Sharyn’s lips turned up in a smile. Kathleen’s lips began to twitch too and then they were both laughing. Finally, they drew breath.

“It’s all so bizarre.” Kathleen took a sip of her coffee.

“What would you and Omar have done if you’d…you know, got to that stage.”

“Booked a room, I hope!”

“Sensible plan.”

Kathleen concentrated on her coffee, worried about the turn the conversation was taking.

“This coffee’s good,” Sharyn murmured. “I felt so fuzzy headed earlier. Barry and I aren’t having alcohol tonight. We reckon our bodies need a rest.”

Kathleen nodded. She’d hardly had any since hurting her hand. She’d stuck to water or soft drink, not that the others had noticed.

Sharyn glanced at her phone. “We’re supposed to be leaving soon. I expect Ray would be back by now. He’d already left to take Heidi back to her park by the time Barry was telling me all this.”

“I don’t know how I’ll be able to look my brother in the eye, let alone ride in the same vehicle as him.”

“Maybe it’s as simple as saying if it happens again you’d prefer he didn’t bring his girlfriend to the van.”

“I suppose then the ball’s in his court.”

“Literally as well as figuratively,” Sharyn said and they both laughed again.

Despite her bravado Kathleen felt sick to her stomach at the thought of having to face her brother.

The caravan was all but packed up by the time she got back—awning down, stabilisers away and Raymond was hooking up to the back of the four-wheel drive. He looked up as she passed him and followed her into the van.

“I’m sorry, Kath,” he said, and from the forlorn look on his face she thought he actually meant it.

“I’d rather not talk about it,” she said and stowed her bag of things on her bunk.

“It won’t happen again.”

She spun, rage boiling up so suddenly it surprised her. “No, it bloody well will not,” she snapped.

He took a small step back, the contrite look replaced by surprise. “Right, well, I’ll finish up outside.” He backed out and left her. Kathleen took a deep breath then steadily blew it out. She maintained her bravado as they climbed into the four-wheel drive to leave. Raymond adjusted his seat.

“We all set?” He offered a tentative smile.

“Yes.”

He leaned forward, looking at the sky. “Going to be another warm day.”

“Mmm.”

“How’s your hand?”

“Okay.”

He fiddled with the audio. “What would you like to listen to?”

“I don’t mind.” She took out her book, enjoying the experience of Raymond being the one on the back foot for a change.

Finally he pulled forward, but they’d barely moved more than a few metres when a thwacking, clattering sound came from behind. Raymond hit the brake and they both lurched against their seatbelts.

“What the hell?” he yelped.

A man across from them held up his hand and pointed and two women were hurrying up the road towards them waving.

Raymond looked in his side mirror. “Oh no.”

“What is it?”

He leaped out of the car without answering and as Kathleen opened her door Sharyn arrived beside her. “We yelled out as you drove but you didn’t hear us.”

“What’s happened?” Kathleen looked around. Raymond had disappeared on the other side of the van.

“Your grey water hose was still attached.”

“Oh!” Kathleen went to get out but Sharyn stopped her.

“Barry’s gone to help him. Let’s leave them to it.” She glanced around. “Still a few patrons enjoying the show.”

The man from opposite their spot was standing in front of his van watching and he’d been joined by another fellow and the two women walking past had slowed, all eyes on them as if they were a sideshow at the circus.

“People do seem to enjoy it when something goes wrong, don’t they?”

“As am I at this moment.” Sharyn’s lips turned up in the cheeky smile she’d had back at the coffee shop.

Kathleen pressed her fingers to her lips but the giggle still forced its way out.

“See you at our morning tea stop,” Sharyn said.

Kathleen closed the door as a buzzing sound started up beside her. Ray’s phone was vibrating in the cup holder between the seats. She looked around but there was still no sign of him. Her hand hovered over the phone then she snatched it up. Gold’s Cabinets was the name on the screen. With another quick look over her shoulder she accepted the call.

“Ray’s phone,” she said.

There was silence.

“He’s not available at the moment—can I take a message?” she persisted.

“Yeah, okay, that’d be good.” There was another pause. “Who did you say you were?”

“A friend. Ray’s just stepped out.” Kathleen glanced around again. Still no Raymond. “Heidi,” she said without a qualm.

“Okay. Well, can you ask Ray to call me back about the benchtops he’s putting in? The one he selected isn’t available for a few months and he said he wanted the job finished quickly.”

Raymond’s kitchen was in good condition. Perhaps it was something at his office. Then she remembered the ute and the skip that were supposed to be outside her house.

“Which address is this for?”

There was silence again.

“Only he has a couple of projects on the go at the moment,” Kathleen persisted.

“This is for the Ventnor Street property.”

Kathleen swallowed her gasp. Her place was on Ventnor Street.

“You still there?”

“Yes,” she rasped.

“We’ve been playing phone tag for a few days. I know signal’s not always good when you’re in remote places but Ray’s the one who’s in a hurry. He was on to me to be finished by next week so the painters could come in. I’m fitting this in as a favour. I’ll need to hear from him soon or I’ll have to put this job on hold for a month.”

“Okay. I’ll let him know.”

Raymond’s and Barry’s voices sounded from the back of the car and the tailgate opened as Kathleen tossed the phone back. Her heart was thudding so hard in her chest she thought it might burst out.

“You were lucky,” Barry said.

“Bit of gaffer tape should fix it,” Raymond replied and the tailgate slammed shut.

Kathleen picked up her book again and had it open in her lap by the time he climbed in. The fingers of her left hand were shaking so much she slid it under her thigh.

“Forgot to unhook the grey water hose,” he said as he started the car again.

“So I gathered.” Her voice was a hoarse croak.

“It’s okay though. Just one small split that gaffer tape will hold together.”

She nodded, keeping her eyes on her book, then hastily turned it around as she realised it was upside down. Beside her Raymond began to sing, “On the road again.”

OceanofPDF.com


thirty-four

They made Halls Creek in time for a late lunch and a wander along the main street. Sharyn was hoping to find a shop that might sell souvenirs but Ray stopped the group outside a butcher shop.

“It’s our turn to cook dinner and I’m buying steak.” He threw his arms wide as if he was some kind of generous benefactor.

“What are you having with it?” Kathleen asked and Sharyn wanted to hug her.

“We’ve got some salad left, haven’t we?”

Kathleen shrugged and turned away but not before Sharyn saw the worry on her face.

“I’ll pull something together,” he said.

The three of them wandered on and Ray caught up with them outside the visitor information centre holding a bag aloft like a trophy. “Best steaks you’ll ever taste, the bloke reckons.”

“Looking forward to it.” Barry led the way into the visitor centre, which was pleasantly cool and full of interesting items created by local artists, all sorts from paintings to pottery to embroidery.

“Isn’t this dish beautiful?” Sharyn lifted it towards Kathleen.

Kathleen nodded but her eyes were darting all over the place.

Sharyn looked at the tag. “It’s by a local potter and it’s quite different to anything I’ve seen elsewhere. I love the colours.”

“It’s pretty,” Kathleen said then shifted away as Barry wandered up.

Sharyn held the bowl out to show him. “I’m going to buy this as a memento of our trip.”

“Very nice. I’ve got a book that’s set in this region.” Barry lifted it so she could read the short blurb. It was historical fiction set in the middle of Western Australia and sounded interesting.

“I might read it too.” She’d enjoyed losing herself in the previous book.

They all ended up at the counter together. Kathleen had picked out another spoon, which Ray insisted on paying for, and Barry got his wallet out to pay for their purchases. Sharyn looked down as Kathleen tapped her arm then silently gestured to follow her.

They moved to a corner of the shop away from the men.

“I need to talk to you about something,” Kathleen whispered.

“What’s happened?”

“It’s Ray—”

“Not again.”

Kathleen glanced over Sharyn’s shoulder. “They’re coming.”

“Time to get going,” Ray said as they made their way back into the street.

Sharyn groaned and arched her back. “Can’t we stay here the night?”

Ray glanced at Barry and they both shook their heads. “We need to be in Derby by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Why?” Sharyn asked. “You did promise no more rushing after that first part of our trip.” She’d looked at the map and knew it was a long way to Derby. And she was keen to hear what Kathleen so urgently wanted to tell her.

Once more Ray and Barry exchanged glances. There was something going on between them.

“We’ve got plans,” Ray said.

“What?”

Ray tapped the side of his nose and grinned. “Ask no questions, be told no lies.”

Kathleen made a sharp strangled cat sound and ducked her head as they all glanced her way and then as the men turned away she whispered, “Lips moving,” in Sharyn’s ear.

Then it was Sharyn’s turn to swallow her mirth.

“It’s a surprise, Sharyn.” Barry held up his hands. “And I know in the past you haven’t always liked my surprises but I think you’ll love this one.”

Sharyn suddenly realised the date. “It’s our wedding anniversary in…two days.”

“I know.”

“So the surprise is for that?”

Barry nodded and she blew out a silent breath. She had her heart set on the French trip now. She’d messaged Ruth direct before they’d lost signal this morning telling her she knew about Barry booking the river cruise but to not let on that she knew. Sharyn hoped Barry planned to tell her on her birthday as part of her gift. They’d be in Broome by then, just before they headed for home.

“Sorry you’ll have us tagging along,” Ray smirked. Kathleen was still studying her feet. “But I really do think you’ll enjoy this surprise, Shaz. We all will.”

Sharyn was prepared to go with it. She already had her gift for Barry tucked away in her drawer. She’d bought him a set of jade tees with a matching golf ball. She wasn’t sure how practical they would be but she thought he’d like it all the same. And jade was the modern gift for thirty-five years.

“Okay, let’s get going then,” she said then hung back behind the men as they set off to where they’d parked. “What’s up?” she asked as Kathleen fell into step beside her.

Kathleen stopped and glanced towards the vans. “There’s no time to tell you here. Later once we’re camped maybe we can go for a walk?”

“Okay.”

“Come on, girls,” Ray called. “Your chariots await.” He was holding the door open for Kathleen, who slid into her seat keeping her head turned away from him.

Sharyn continued on to her vehicle where there was no one holding the door open but she didn’t care. She couldn’t wait to find out what else Ray had been up to.
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By the time they reached the free camp spot Raymond and Barry had chosen it was late afternoon and there were several other caravans and campers already set up close to the river. Raymond drove around until he found them a grassy spot a bit further away from the water but with room for both vans.

Kathleen leaped out of the four-wheel drive as soon as he stopped, unable to stand a minute longer in his scheming presence. Beryl had been right about him all along. This caravan trip was to get her out of the way so he could get work done on her house. And why would he do that without telling her? She’d thought of nothing else since taking the cabinet-maker’s call and she always ended up back at the same place. He must be planning to sell it but as they were joint owners he wouldn’t be able to do it without her agreement. Her aching hand reminded her of the “accident”—perhaps he had something else in store? They were so far from anywhere, he could get away with murder. So many thoughts had raced around her head and wormed and squirmed inside her, aching like a sore tooth.

“Kath?”

She startled at his call.

“You okay? You were zoned out.” He took a step towards her. “You’re cradling your hand; is it hurting?”

“I’m fine.”

“You can keep taking the pain relief, you know.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“Okay,” he murmured as she hurried to the caravan door.

“It’s pretty flat,” he called after her. “We won’t worry about levels and stabilisers. We’ll be on our way again first thing.”

The van was hot from being shut up all day but there was a slight breeze outside so she opened the windows then paced the small path from Raymond’s end of the van to hers. Outside she could hear him talking to another camper, then Barry strolled over to join them. Kathleen couldn’t ring Beryl; there was no signal again. Her only option of a friendly ear had to be Sharyn, but she must be in her van because there was no sign of her outside.

Kathleen stepped out just as Raymond and Barry rounded the van.

“We’re getting a drink and going back to talk to the couple over there,” Raymond said and then as Sharyn poked her head out of the van he added, “It’s nearly five o’clock.”

“I thought we were having an alcohol-free day.” Sharyn eyeballed her husband.

Barry grimaced. “Maybe tomorrow tonight?”

“The couple we were talking to are on their way back from Broome and have lots of intel,” Barry said. “You girls going to join us?”

“We planned to take a walk first,” Kathleen said with a pleading look at Sharyn.

“Yes,” Sharyn said. “It’s a pretty spot. I’d like to check out the river. There’s a concrete crossing. Maybe we could cool our feet.”

“I wouldn’t go too close to the water,” Barry said.

“Why not?” Sharyn adjusted her cap to fit snugly on her head.

“Crocodiles.”

“Out here?”

“Anywhere with water,” Barry said. “It’s the Top End.”

Raymond pulled two beers from his car fridge. “They’ll be fine, Baz.”

A chill went down Kathleen’s spine as he walked away. “That’s it,” she whispered.

“Right, let’s go for this walk.” Sharyn nudged her and she jumped. “Sorry! Did I knock your hand?”

“No, I’m fine.” Kathleen headed off along a well-worn track that wound under more tall gums heading towards the river and Sharyn followed.

“This is rather a pretty spot, isn’t it?” Sharyn said.

Kathleen kept walking, intent on getting right away from any possible listening ears.

“Better than our last free camp in the gravel pit. Well, anything has to be better than that, doesn’t it?” Sharyn continued. “Getting your hand slammed in the tailgate will be the main memory of that stop, unless…Omar has to be a better memory surely—”

Kathleen grabbed Sharyn’s arm and pulled her to a stop. “I think Ray plans to kill me.”

“What?” Sharyn shook her head. “I shouldn’t have mentioned the accident.”

“I know I said it back then and then I thought about it and it did sound silly but…there’s more. Ray’s got that woman now—”

“Heidi?” Sharyn snorted. “His one-night stand?”

“But is she? Maybe he’s known her for a while. I think he’s brought me on this trip to get rid of me and she’ll be taking my place.”

“I know we talked about money and stuff but why would he want to get rid of you? Anyway, you’re his sister, not his wife. It’s not as if you’re legally connected.”

“I found out he’s planning to sell my house. It’s not much but I love that place. I own a half share and I don’t want to sell so the only way he can do it is if I’m dead!” The words gushed from Kathleen’s mouth, taking all her bravado with them.

Sharyn slipped an arm around her sagging shoulders. “You poor thing. This all sounds worrying but why don’t we just sit down with Ray and ask him what’s—”

“No!”

Sharyn stepped back.

Kathleen shook her head as if that would clear her thoughts. “I answered Ray’s phone just before we left Kununurra. It was a guy who was working on my place wanting Ray to decide on some benchtops. Ray doesn’t know I answered but if he checks his phone he’ll see there was a call. I’ve decided I’m going to ring my neighbour Janice once we get to Derby. I want to find out what’s actually going on before I talk to Ray.”

“Okay.” Sharyn nodded. “That sounds like a good idea. Is there anything I can do?”

Kathleen shook her head. “I just wanted you to know in case…” She looked in the direction of the river. A couple with a dog were walking in the shallow water flowing over the crossing.

Sharyn followed her gaze. “You don’t really think there are crocodiles in there, do you?” she murmured.

“Like Barry said, we’re in the Top End of Australia—there could be.” Another chill wriggled down Kathleen’s spine as they both stared at the water only several metres away from where they stood.

“God, what’s that?” Sharyn’s yelp broke the silence.

Kathleen followed her pointing finger. There was something big moving among the trees. “It looks like a cow.”

“It is a cow! And there’s another one!”

Kathleen picked out more bulky shapes in the shadows. “There’s more but they seem to be moving away from us.”

Sharyn looked around. “I don’t see any fences.”

“Perhaps there aren’t any.”

“Bloody hell, crocodiles and now cows. What kind of camp have the men brought us to?”

Kathleen gave her an I-told-you-so look.

Sharyn shook her head. “Truly, I can’t believe Ray means you any real harm but remember our mantra…”

“We have to stick together,” they chorused as Sharyn slipped an arm through Kathleen’s and dragged her away.

“Watch out for the—” Kathleen squawked as Sharyn’s foot made a squelching sound and she slipped.

“Oh shit!” Sharyn yelped.

Kathleen clasped a hand over her mouth. “Yes, actually.” She staggered back. There was brown cow poo oozing around Sharyn’s ankle and between her toes.

“Oh my god.” Sharyn dry-retched.

Kathleen flapped a hand in the air. “You’ll have to wash it off in the river.”

“No bloody way. It’ll be my luck a croc would eat me.” Sharyn began to hobble back the way they’d come. “I’ll wash at the van.”

Kathleen walked beside her, keeping a small distance between them. Her initial reaction had been to run, but seeing Sharyn so distressed she’d thought of their sisterhood pact and had fought down the urge to escape.

“This whole trip has been one poop after another,” Sharyn muttered.

Kathleen eyed her warily.

“First you trod in dog poo, then the bats pooped on us, then I had my own poop sloshing on the caravan floor and now…” She stopped and lifted her grotty foot in the air. “Cow poo!”

Kathleen glanced from the revolting foot to Sharyn’s manic look. “You could call it a shit of a trip.”

“Kathleen! You made a joke!” Sharyn grinned, which made her look even more maniacal. “How right you are though, and we’re in the shit together.” Her grin turned to a laugh. Kathleen couldn’t help but join in. Sharyn threw an arm around her shoulders and they hobbled back, laughing so hard Kathleen thought she would burst.

They rounded the back of the first van and pulled up, the laughter dying on their lips.

Barry and Raymond were seated between the vans with guests, two women, and all four of them were staring at Kathleen and Sharyn in surprise. One of the women raised her neatly plucked eyebrows and pressed her fingers to her lips revealing a set of hot pink nails.

“Bloody hell,” Sharyn muttered in Kathleen’s ear. “It’s Heidi.”
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“What’s going on?” Sharyn hissed at Barry as he opened up the outside shower on the other side of the van.

“Heidi and her friend turned up while we were talking to the couple about Broome. It was a surprise. They’ve set up nearby and we offered them a drink.”

“They turned up just like that?” Sharyn clicked her fingers, snatched the shower head out of his hand and squirted her leg and foot. “What a coincidence!”

“It was, as far as I know.”

“Then Ray has you fooled as well.” She was beginning to think there might be something to Kathleen’s concerns. Not that Ray was trying to kill her but he was definitely up to something.

“Coincidences happen. Heidi’s friend had planned for them to stay at Halls Creek tonight but they made such good time they came on to this free camp. They didn’t know we’d be here.”

“Hmmph!” Sharyn rinsed her other leg just in case.

“Go easy on the water,” Barry said. “It’s got to last us till the next park.”

“Which will be tomorrow in Derby, you said.”

Barry turned off the tap. “What if we were to break down? Responsible water use, Sharyn.”

“Well, now I’m going inside to use soap and warm water on my feet.”

“That’s fine. All I’m asking is you don’t use too much.”

She poked her tongue out at the back of his head and gathered up her things. The two women and Ray were in conversation and hardly paid her any notice as she let herself inside. She assumed Kathleen had taken refuge in her caravan. There was no way Sharyn was going to have her hiding in there. She cleaned herself up and made them both mojitos. With one in each hand and ignoring the others, she used her elbow to tap on Kathleen’s door.

“Your cocktail’s ready,” she called then glanced around. Four sets of eyes were watching her. “I see you’ve all got drinks so we thought we’d join you.” She turned back as the van door cracked open.

“I’m not drinking,” Kathleen whispered. “And you said you weren’t today.”

“That was until these two turned up,” Sharyn hissed. “Come on, Kathleen. I promised cocktails once we reached the tropics and we’re sadly lagging.”

Kathleen stayed back and shook her head.

Sharyn leaned closer and whispered, “Sisterhood, remember.”

There was a brief pause then the door opened and Kathleen stepped down and accepted the drink.

Sharyn tapped her glass with her own and winked then turned to face the group. “Now we need introductions.” She sat in the seat Barry had put out for her and Kathleen perched on the edge of the chair beside her. “We met in passing this morning, Heidi, but we weren’t really introduced. I’m Sharyn, married to Barry, and this is Ray’s sister, Kathleen, who I don’t think you’ve met face to face.”

“Sharyn.” Ray’s voice had a warning tone.

“I’m Adele.” The woman with Heidi lifted the can of beer she’d been drinking. “Heidi and I are workmates from Darwin on a short foray across the border.” She glanced from Heidi’s stiff face to Sharyn. “Met in passing you said, sounds intriguing.”

“Yes, it was this morning, as Heidi was leaving Ray’s van.”

Ray made a choking sound and almost spat out his beer. Barry frowned at her and Heidi flushed a pretty shade of pink to match her nails.

“What were you doing in…?” Adele flung a hand in the air. “Oh, you didn’t! You dipstick, Heidi, I thought you went to a motel.”

Heidi and Ray sank lower in their chairs.

Adele frowned at Kathleen. “So where were you? I thought Ray said you were sharing the van.”

“We are.” Kathleen’s voice came out in a squeak. She cleared her throat. “I was in my bed at the other end of the van.” She glanced at Ray. “Thankfully I had my earplugs in.”

“Lucky!” Adele grinned. “I’ve heard Heidi when she—”

“Shut up, Adele.”

Adele smirked and sat back as an awkward silence fell over the group.

Barry snatched up a packet of potato chips and offered them around. “Anyone for a nibble?”

Sharyn glanced from Kathleen to Adele and the three of them burst into laughter.

“Oh, come on, girls,” Ray said. “Give us a break.”

“Good heavens no,” Adele said. “I’ll be dining out on this story for ages.” She drained her beer with Heidi making dagger eyes at her. Adele waved a hand at Sharyn’s glass. “Looks like we’d better change the subject. Do you think I could have one of those?”

“Of course.” Sharyn decided she liked Adele.

They were on their second round of cocktails by the time Ray suggested he cook the steaks. In an amazing coincidence he’d bought extra so Adele and Heidi stayed on for dinner.

When the steak was ready Ray produced a salad of lettuce, tomato and cucumber but by then Sharyn, Adele and even Kathleen were on their third mojitos so they didn’t really care that they had a hunk of meat with little else.

“I think I could put up with this life forever,” Adele said. “If only I could find a way to permanently fund it. Once we get to Broome the holiday’s over.”

“What? Then you drive straight back to Darwin?” Barry asked.

“We’re heading home once we get to Broome,” Sharyn said.

“Yes, but at least we’ll be seeing different scenery.”

“We’re not driving,” Adele said. “The RV is a rental. We’ll leave it in Broome and fly back.”

“I’m envious.” Sharyn groaned. “It’s a very long way from Broome to Adelaide.”

“But there’ll be lots of new things to see,” Barry said.

“And less than two weeks to see them in. I’m going to have permanent bot rot by the time we reach home.”

“Barry and I are going to play golf across the Nullarbor on the way,” Ray said. “You and Kath could join us.”

Sharyn’s glare obviously conveyed her opinion on that idea as Ray’s smile dropped quickly from his face.

Adele drained the last of her mojito. “Well, this has been great but we’ve all got an early start in the morning, I believe.”

Sharyn glanced from Barry to Ray.

“Yes, we’ll all be in Derby tomorrow night,” Ray said.

“Same park?” Sharyn quirked an eyebrow.

“I don’t know,” Heidi said as Ray shook his head and said, “No.”

Sharyn suspected that, like tonight, Ray and Heidi had already discussed where they’d be staying.

“They say the sunset from the wharf is spectacular,” Ray said. “Shall we meet there?”

“Fine by me.” Adele folded her chair and tucked it under her arm. “And maybe we can get a drink after. I owe you a few.”

Ray helped Heidi fold up her chair. “We’re going for a walk before we turn in.”

They all glanced at each other then Adele reached for Heidi’s chair. “Give me that. Don’t make a noise when you come in. Night, all.”

Ray and Heidi disappeared into the dark beyond the vans.

“I wouldn’t linger behind any bushes out there,” Sharyn called after them. “There’s crocs, remember. And watch out for cow poops.”

Barry shook his head at her, Kathleen grinned and then Adele’s hearty laugh carried from the distance.
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The next morning they were all quiet as they packed up. Kathleen’s head ached along with her hand. She shouldn’t have had the first mojito, let alone the second and the third. Through the window she saw Raymond head off in the direction of Heidi’s RV. He wasn’t gone long and then she heard him telling Barry that Heidi and Adele were leaving now with plans to look around Fitzroy Crossing before heading on to Derby.

“I’ll need to get fuel there,” Barry said.

“I’ll top up too.”

Kathleen grabbed her book and bag and locked the caravan door. She hoped they weren’t going to spend the day’s drive tag teaming with Adele and Heidi. She was desperate to get to Derby and phone signal and maybe, the possibility that underpinned everything, she’d see Omar again.

Raymond was already in the car fiddling with his phone. At least he no longer hid the fact that he had signal. She’d seen him check it several times and send some texts.

“Ready?” he asked and she nodded. They got underway and apart from working their way through a playlist of eighties songs they were mostly silent. Just before they reached Fitzroy Crossing his phone rang and to Kathleen’s surprise went through the bluetooth to his car audio. He’d not had that connected before.

“Hey, Andy. Great to hear from you, mate.” Raymond grinned. “Keep it nice ’cause you’re on speaker and Kath’s in the car with me.”

“No worries.”

They bantered back and forth for a while with Raymond filling Andy in on where they’d been.

“Listen, mate, I was just calling to let you know I’ve been past both your places this week and all’s well,” Andy said.

“Thanks, Andy.” Once more Ray grinned at Kathleen. “We appreciate it.”

“No worries—”

“So nothing new at my place?” Kathleen asked quickly, earning a sharp glance from Raymond.

“Aaah…nooo. All good there.”

“Thanks, Andy. Talk again soon.” Raymond disconnected.

Kathleen wanted to call him out but she needed more proof and hoped she’d be able to get that from Janice later today.

“It’s good to know we’ve got someone keeping an eye on our places.” Raymond spoke brightly but she didn’t trust a word that came out of his mouth.

She didn’t answer and they were silent for a while then he spoke again.

“I’m sorry about having Heidi stay over in the van.” His apology surprised her. He’d already said it yesterday.

“I’d rather not talk about it, Ray.”

“It’s just that…well, Julie’s been gone over a year and I’m so lonely.”

Kathleen remained silent.

“I really like Heidi and—”

“Ray, please stop. Your personal business is your personal business—I don’t want to be included.”

He was silent for a while. “I haven’t known her long. We met at Katherine, that time I went to visit Jeff and Lesley, but we hit it off straight away. She’s divorced and—”

“Ray! Do you have no recollection of my recent interest in Omar?”

“Of course I do.”

“You asked me and him everything but his intentions and made me feel like I had to sneak around if I wanted to see him.”

“It wasn’t that bad—”

“You didn’t want me to be with someone I’d only met briefly and now when you’re the one having a relationship with a stranger it’s okay?”

“Heidi’s not a stranger...”

She glared at him and he fell silent. “Let’s not talk about it any more.” Kathleen snatched up her book and opened it but the seething anger inside her made the words dance on the page.

Thankfully, they didn’t end up meeting Heidi and Adele during their brief stop at Fitzroy Crossing for fuel and coffee, or at the drive around the town, or at the free camp where they stopped to eat lunch.

The air remained cool in Raymond’s vehicle and it wasn’t just the air conditioning—they were barely speaking to each other. Kathleen was relieved when they made Derby by mid-afternoon. If it hadn’t been for the intriguing boab trees she saw from her window along the way the drive would have been totally torturous. And then as soon as they’d reached the outskirts several voicemail messages had pinged in. Three from Omar and one from Beryl. All of them she’d save until she was by herself.

Barry and Sharyn had their usual argument manoeuvring their van into what was a rather tight spot and by the time they were all set up the four of them retreated to separate spaces: Barry to have a sleep, Sharyn to do some washing and Raymond to find out about where they might meet Heidi and Adele, leaving Kathleen alone in the van.

She immediately listened to Omar’s messages. He’d made it to Derby and met up with his mate. They’d been to Windjana Gorge and camped overnight—he’d described the sheer majesty of it, his voice full of awe, saying she’d have loved it. Then they were flying out to Horizontal Falls and staying overnight. Kathleen checked the date—he would be doing that today. Her excitement at hearing his voice dimmed as she realised he wouldn’t be back till tomorrow. In his final message he asked about her hand and suggested she might be ready to get a support glove from the chemist so she didn’t have to keep bandaging it. She glanced at her tatty bandage. It was dirty and loose. The thought of the germs trapped in there gave her the creeps. She’d planned to buy a new one but a glove sounded like a better idea.

Each of Omar’s messages had ended with how much he was looking forward to seeing her again. He hadn’t moved on and discarded her as she’d quietly feared and she’d see him again tomorrow. At the end of the last message she clutched her phone to her chest as if it was a piece of Omar and let the anticipation of seeing him again build inside her. Was it possible to find love again, or was she setting herself up for yet more disappointment? She replayed Omar’s last message, hanging on his words, his upbeat tone and the genuine longing she heard when he said he was looking forward to seeing her soon. She decided it was worth the risk to find where this might take her.

Finally, she pressed play on Beryl’s message. “I told you he was up to no good. He’s a selfish conniving man,” Beryl’s voice blurted in her ear. She continued listing Raymond’s bad qualities until finally there was a short pause before she continued, “I rang Janice. She was full of information. Ring her as soon—” The message stopped abruptly. Beryl’s rant had probably filled her message box.

Kathleen took a slow, deep breath. She had to do this now but Raymond could be back at any moment. She decided to wander through the park in the opposite direction to reception and hope she’d find a quiet spot somewhere to make her call.

She ended up in a small grassed area near the perimeter fence, immediately looked up Janice’s number, and with a trembling finger tapped call. Janice answered almost straight away.

“Beryl said I should tell you all about what’s been going on at your place,” she said without any preamble. By the time Janice ran out of words, Kathleen’s ear was sore from pressing her phone to it. There’d been little need for questions but she’d managed a few and then told Janice how sorry she was they’d lost touch. By the time she’d ended the call she felt at least there was one other person in her street she could rely on again. That’s if it was still to be her street. Raymond had a lot of explaining to do.
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Sharyn perched on a rickety chair in the laundry and stared at her phone until her teary eyes made the words wobbly. Several text messages had pinged in as they got close to Derby and somehow she’d missed Ruth’s until now. She blinked and read it again.

Think you’ve got the wrong end of the stick, girlfriend. Jas and I working on the plans together and you and Barry def not booked with our group. J said hasn’t heard from B. Could he have stuffed up again and booked wrong thing?

Was that what had happened? Could he have booked the wrong thing or was he being truthful when she’d quizzed him and he knew nothing about the French river cruise? The washing machine beside her clanged to a stop. She removed her things and lugged them out to the line. How could she have let herself jump to such conclusions, build her hopes and have them crushed?

The late afternoon sun beat down on the clothesline and the nearby bougainvillea was a brilliant show of purple. Around her people wandered past chatting, kids rode by laughing and a group were gathered by a barbecue. The smell of onions cooking drifted her way. The atmosphere was happy and relaxed.

Even though Derby was on the coast there was still the red dirt that was the common colour of the region. In contrast, its wide main street was a dual road divided by a wide strip of manicured green grass beneath the boab trees Kathleen had taken to so enthusiastically, their boughs reaching like outstretched fingers towards the brilliant blue sky. They were certainly strikingly different to Adelaide scenery. As they’d pulled up at the park Barry had proudly announced they’d travelled four thousand three hundred kilometres since they’d left home. It was an amazing distance and she’d be lying if she didn’t agree she was getting used to caravanning life but it just didn’t compete with a French river cruise.

She took her bucket and wandered back to the caravan. At least she’d see the ocean again when they went to watch the sunset at the wharf and a meal out that she didn’t have to cook was something to look forward to. And while she wasn’t keen on seeing Heidi again, Adele was fun to be with. As she neared the van, Kathleen was coming towards her and when she saw Sharyn she beckoned her frantically.

“What’s up?”

“I’ve just been talking with Janice.”

“Who?”

“My neighbour.”

“Oh good, you contacted her. I hope she could tell you what was happening.”

“She did and more.”

“Sharyn!”

Barry was waving at them from the front of the van.

“Coming,” Sharyn called back.

“There’s no time to tell you it all now,” Kathleen said. “But later we need to catch up alone. I don’t know what to do.” Kathleen’s pleading look reminded Sharyn of how distressed she’d been over the dog and bat poo incidents.

“Okay.” Sharyn pulled her lips into an encouraging smile, swallowing her own disappointment. “We’ll make time later but we’d better go and see what’s so urgent. Barry’s waving at us again.”

Both women pulled up when they rounded the van. The table and chairs were arranged in the space between the vans, which was nothing new, but the lace cloth on the table, the ice bucket—actually a jug—with a bottle of champagne protruding from the top and four champagne glasses standing beside it were a surprise. “What’s going on?” Sharyn looked warily from Ray to Barry, both of them grinning so wide their faces could easily split.

“Sit down.” Barry patted the back of a chair and Ray pulled out the one opposite for Kathleen. Like Sharyn, she was eyeing the men suspiciously. In front of Sharyn on the table was a card and there was one in front of Kathleen too.

“What’s this about?” Kathleen asked.

“And where on earth did you find a lace tablecloth?” Sharyn brushed her hands over it. She’d already realised the champagne glasses were not crystal as she’d first thought but plastic replicas.

“I’ve been collecting things along the way.” Barry winked. “We’d like you to open your cards together.”

Sharyn shrugged at Kathleen and they both picked up their envelopes.

“Open them!”

Sharyn glanced at Barry, who was lurching from foot to foot. She ripped open the envelope as Kathleen did the same and they pulled out their cards.

“It’s not our anniversary until tomorrow.” Sharyn held up the anniversary card.

“And my birthday is months away.” Kathleen showed her card.

“Open them.” Barry and Ray spoke as one.

Barry had written such heartfelt words in the card Sharyn had to bite her lip to keep back the tears that were already close to the surface. Then she noticed the flyer taped to the other side. It was for an overnight trip to Horizontal Falls. Her heart skipped a beat. She’d seen it on TV but it was expensive and she hadn’t mentioned it to Barry.

“We’re going to Horizontal Falls?” she squeaked.

“What are they?” Kathleen asked.

“Not really waterfalls,” Barry said. “The tides up here are massive. At Horizontal Falls the water passes through gorges into bays beyond and because the gaps are so narrow the water builds up faster than it can flow through.”

“So they’re called horizontal falls,” Sharyn finished. “I’ve seen a documentary about them but I never imagined I’d actually see them.” She beamed at Barry.

“I’m not sure if there’s any coral there but I thought spending our coral wedding anniversary on a floating motel in a tropical location would be a fitting way to celebrate.”

Sharyn pressed her fingers to her lips as the tears brimmed again.

“You don’t like the idea?” Barry’s smile fell away.

“I do.” Sharyn nodded. “Yes, of course. I just thought it was beyond our budget.”

Barry flinched. “I used some of Dad’s money. I’ve been trying to keep it a secret but…you know I’m not good at secrets or surprises.”

“Well, you pulled this one off.” Sharyn jumped up and kissed him. She hoped if he noticed her brimming eyes he would think they were happy tears. She truly was delighted to be going to Horizontal Falls but it also meant that any small glimmer of hope she’d hung on to for the French cruise was finally gone. This trip explained where the chunk of money had gone from his account. She wiped her eyes with her fingers then turned back.

Kathleen was still staring at the inside of her card.

“Is that okay, Kath?” Ray asked tentatively.

“No, Ray,” she said. “It’s too much.”

“What is it?” Sharyn asked and Kathleen held up her card with the same flyer as Sharyn’s taped inside.

“We’re all going!” Barry and Ray blurted together.

“When?” Sharyn asked. “How?”

“We fly out tomorrow,” Barry said.

“Fly?” Sharyn couldn’t believe it. “That’d be amazing.”

“It sure will be.” Barry popped the champagne. “Just one glass before we hightail it down to the wharf to see this sunset.”

“It will be great, Kath,” Ray cajoled. “We did nothing for our birthdays last year and with all that happened with our family… we hardly marked the occasion, let alone celebrated.”

Sorrow rippled through Sharyn as she thought of Julie and how it should be her on this trip. She felt sad for Ray and for Kathleen. The last couple of years had been tough—they’d both lost their dad as well. Even if he didn’t sound like a man Sharyn would have liked, he was still their father.

Ray tapped the card now lying in front of Kathleen. “This is something special for us.” His contrite look was replaced by a grin. “And we’ve got separate rooms, of course.”

Kathleen continued to stare at the card.

Sharyn slipped her hand into Barry’s. “We’d love it if you both came with us.”

“Pretty please with sugar on the top,” Ray cajoled.

Kathleen met Sharyn’s pleading look, sighed then gave the slightest nod. “Okay, thank you.”

“Great.” Ray clapped his hands and Barry handed out the glasses. The first sip of the bubbles slipped down well until Sharyn noticed Kathleen hadn’t taken even a taste and her face had the look of someone who was totally lost. The men were oblivious, chattering on about the trip—a flight and then an overnight stay, jet boat rides over the falls, swimming with sharks.

Kathleen shuddered at that.

“We’d better get going,” Ray said. The sun was low in the sky already, changing the colours to soft pinks and oranges.

There was a mad scramble as they did a quick pack-up ready to drive to the wharf to watch the sunset.

“We’ll talk when we get back,” Sharyn murmured in Kathleen’s ear as they all climbed into the four-wheel drive.

Kathleen nodded but didn’t make eye contact and Sharyn’s excitement at their new plans was tempered by concern.
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“This was certainly worth driving out to see,” Barry said.

He’d come up behind Kathleen as they made their way back along the jetty and she startled at his voice so close.

“Sorry, did I disturb you?”

“No. I was lost in my thoughts, that’s all.”

Ahead of them Adele and Sharyn walked together and then Raymond with Heidi. Both pairs were talking animatedly. They’d joined many others taking in the view, walking out around the horseshoe-shaped jetty where they watched the changing colours of the sky reflected on the bands of clouds that hung close to the horizon. Now their group was almost back to land.

Barry stopped. “Wow! Look at that.”

Kathleen turned to see the sky was now golden as the sun reached the horizon and the jetty was reflected perfectly in the water below.

They took photos and admired the spectacle as the sun sank lower. Finally, just before it disappeared, a deep orange band of colour spread across the horizon while the sky above it turned deep blue.

“Amazing.” Barry spoke with reverence and snapped another photo before they turned back. The others were almost at the vehicles, still talking and oblivious to the colour show taking place behind them. Kathleen and Barry continued slowly on.

“Are you okay, Kathleen?”

She nodded, surprised by his question.

“I did say to Ray he should slow down a bit with this thing he’s got for Heidi but…” Barry shrugged. “I guess it must be hard for you.”

So that’s why Barry was here. He felt sorry for her. The little sister, the third wheel.

“I really don’t care what my brother does,” she said. “As long as it doesn’t affect me.” Kathleen strode stiffly ahead. There was no way she was going to be the pitied little sister any more.
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Sharyn took two paracetamol and stood under the warm shower. Adele and, to Sharyn’s surprise, Heidi were quite the party girls. They’d chatted about all kinds of things and Heidi had spoken wistfully about Adelaide where she’d grown up and that she was thinking of moving back. It had been a big night at the pub. Dinner and plenty of drinks so she’d gone to bed as soon as they got back to the park. She needed to brighten herself up so she’d be okay to fly out to Horizontal Falls.

Barry wasn’t in the van when she got up. He’d gone for a walk and there was no movement from Ray and Kathleen’s van when she’d passed on the way to the ablutions block. She groaned and pressed a hand to her forehead. She’d promised Kathleen they’d get a chance to talk last night and she hadn’t given it a thought.

“Damn!” she muttered. There’d be no opportunity to catch some time alone this morning. The plan was to head to the shop to get a few things then meet the bus to be taken to the airport. A headache, queasy stomach, Barry off walking alone and now remorse at not being there for Kathleen. What a great way to start her wedding anniversary. She took several more swallows from the water bottle she’d brought with her and determined she’d be a better wife and friend today and while she wasn’t going alcohol-free on her wedding anniversary, she was definitely going to take it easier.

Barry was making toast when she got back. She ran her tongue over her teeth. She’d spent extra time cleaning them to get rid of the bottom-of-the-cocky-cage taste.

“Good morning,” she said brightly. “Happy wedding anniversary.” She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.

It was only a short one as he stepped back quickly. “Happy wedding anniversary,” he said with little sincerity.

“What’s wrong?” she said.

“I didn’t get much sleep between your snoring and groaning.”

“I didn’t.” She grinned but his face remained serious.

“Last night was like one of your booze-ups with the girls back home.”

Sharyn stepped back. “You sound like my father.”

He pursed his lips and Sharyn saw the stuffy sanctimonious Barry. “Just because you were the desi driver and only had a few,” she snapped.

“Perhaps you could take a turn at being responsible then I could get smashed when we go out.”

Sharyn put a hand to her cheek as if he’d slapped her.

“What’s all the ruckus out here?” Ray stepped out of his van. “Did you show Sharyn the shirts we’ve got for our Horizontal Falls trip?”

“Not yet,” Barry said.

Ray plucked a shopping bag from the table. “We picked these up in Alice Springs.”

“You’ve been planning this since then?” Sharyn asked.

“Since before we left home.” Ray slapped Barry on the back. “Baz has some great ideas.” He pulled a turquoise Hawaiian shirt from the bag and checked the label. “This is yours, Baz.” He pulled out three more, passed one of the hot pink ones to Sharyn then held the other turquoise shirt to his chest. All four shirts were patterned with yellow pineapples and white flowers. “We thought we’d wear them for dinner tonight. The Tregonning bridal party. What do you think?”

“I think they’re hideous and you’ve both gone mad.” She glared at Barry.

“It’s just a bit of fun, love.”

“Don’t love me.”

“Oh no.” Ray shook his head. “Don’t tell me you two lovebirds are having a falling-out on your anniversary?”

“What would make you think that?” The sarcasm dripped from Sharyn’s tongue.

A woman came out of the van behind and looked their way, not even bothering to hide her interest. Sharyn tossed the shirt at Barry and stormed into the van. Bloody caravan parks. There was no privacy. Stickybeaks everywhere. Her voice had been raised and half the park probably heard her words with Barry. Not that it mattered at what level she spoke. Caravans were flimsy things. She could hear the man on the other side eating his breakfast when she woke up this morning.

Outside Barry murmured something then Ray laughed. No doubt she was the butt of their joke. There was no way she’d wear one of those ugly shirts. She flung her things onto the unmade bed. They could stuff their boys club where the sun didn’t shine.

[image: image]

Kathleen settled herself in the compact seat of the seaplane. Nerves fluttered in her stomach. She’d never flown in a small plane before, let alone one that was going to a remote location and landing on water. Sharyn was looking equally edgy beside her, although whether that was to do with flying or from the obvious disharmony Kathleen had stepped out into this morning, she wasn’t sure. Something had happened between Sharyn and Barry and now they were avoiding each other—when given the chance they even opted not to sit together. Barry was seated behind them beside another passenger and Raymond was in front next to the pilot, who was sure to regret that soon.

“Hey, do you reckon invisible planes will ever be a thing?” Raymond asked and Kathleen caught a glimpse of the pilot’s puzzled expression. He probably thought it was a serious question. “I just can’t see them taking off.” Raymond chuckled and the pilot did too. Whether from politeness or because he genuinely thought Ray’s dad jokes were funny Kathleen didn’t know.

“Hope he hasn’t got too many of those in his repertoire,” Sharyn murmured in her ear. “I want that pilot fully focused.”

Kathleen nodded. Sharyn had already apologised for not making time for her last night. They planned to chat as soon as they were alone today but for the moment it was impossible with the noise of the plane. Once they took off, Kathleen found the amazing landscape unfolding below them a wonderful distraction. The red Kimberley dirt was quickly left behind as they flew over an enormous flood plain, fringed on its far sides by thick green bush. The salt plains themselves were intriguing to watch. The creeks were like huge trees of life, khaki green against the white of the plain, their bare branches spreading as tendrils stretching towards the edges, each branch with many smaller ones leading from it.

Then the flats gave way to mountain ranges stretching as far as the eye could see, the green of the bush a brilliant contrast to the blue of the waterways in the valleys between. The only downside to the trip was the booming voice of the man seated next to Barry. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt similar to the ones Raymond and Barry had bought and he was one of those people who knew everything and spent a lot of time telling poor Barry all about the geographical formation of the landscape below them. Sharyn rolled her eyes when he said he’d flown over the Grand Canyon in America, which was much better, of course.

The pilot pointed out the falls below them and made some slow loops around so they could get a good look. Kathleen took in the foaming white water gushing through the gaps in the ranges and wondered at the folly of trying to traverse it in a jet boat. Then they were sweeping down onto the aquamarine waters of Talbot Bay and in no time at all were shepherded from the plane. The pontoon that was to be their overnight home resembled an oversized river houseboat. Their plane moved on and the next taxied to the ramp to unload passengers and then the next until all eighteen overnighters were assembled. They were greeted by a group of mostly young crew headed up by a guy called Raph, who explained the plan for their stay and allocated cabins.

The man who’d been seated beside Barry had the cabin next to Kathleen’s and only then did she discover he was travelling with his wife. She was a petite woman, softly spoken, the opposite to her husband. He introduced them as Walt and Doll Fitzgibbon from New York, the state not the city, he’d iterated, then started telling Kathleen all about the dangerous sharks that lived in these waters. Doll—Kathleen wondered if that was her real name—eventually called him into their cabin and Kathleen went into hers, thankful for a few minutes alone at last. She sat on the bed and ran her hand over the sheet, feeling the tremble in her fingers.

While they’d been at the small airport waiting for the plane, Raymond had been slouched in a chair scrolling on his phone. Kathleen had been looking at the posters on the wall and was passing behind him as he lurched forward and stared at the screen. Over his shoulder she could see it was a text message that had startled him. There were only two words on the screen and as she read them he must have sensed her presence because he turned. They’d stared at each other briefly, his brow creased and his eyes dark. Kathleen had spun away and then they’d been called to their flight.

She wasn’t sure how she was going to get through the next several hours. She felt sick every time she recalled the screen and the look of horror on Raymond’s face.

From outside she heard Walt’s booming voice and she knew she couldn’t stay in her room much longer. Raph had asked them to stow their gear and come back to the deck as quickly as they could. She eased open her door, not wanting to get caught by Walt again. She made it to the deck and found the others. Thankfully there weren’t a lot of people on the tour and Walt was a big man so he stood out, plus wearing that brightly coloured shirt he was easily seen coming and avoided.

The afternoon was a blur of activities, the first of which was feeding the sharks. Kathleen kept well out of that but watched in fascination as a crew member handfed the prowling sharks, their large grey bodies emerging eerily from below in the chalky aquamarine water. She shuddered and shook her head at the people who’d opted to go into the water, only divided from the predators by a mesh fence.

And while other people screamed and yelled around her as the jet boat took them through the falls, Kathleen was mute. Not from fear but from the sheer thrill of it as the boat edged up to the falls then waited as the skipper judged the right moment and they surged forward and up over the huge force of tumbling water and on into the relative calm of the bay beyond.

With everything they did and everywhere they went, Kathleen wondered if Omar had walked the same decks, sat in the same seats, looked at the same views. She knew he would have loved this. He’d probably been one to go in the water with the sharks. How she wished he was here instead of Raymond. And then she was back to thinking of Raymond again and what he was up to. It was like a speaker in her brain constantly in the background playing white noise.
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Sharyn relaxed into the soft cushions of the cane lounge that she and Kathleen had found tucked away in a corner of the deck area above the cabins. They could see a second pontoon that could be accessed via a walkway. The whole shared area was simply but tastefully decorated with cafe-style tables and chairs, the odd lounge and several potted palms. A few other guests were settling in around them and were already sipping drinks. Barry and Ray were below in their cabins retrieving the drinks they’d brought with them. After the exciting day they’d had, they’d all mellowed and at least they were talking to each other again.

The two men returned wearing their Hawaiian shirts. “Oh no,” Sharyn murmured and had to nudge Kathleen to get her attention. She’d been staring into space.

“I brought the other two in case you changed your minds,” Ray said.

Kathleen shook her head.

“Just say the word if you do. They’re in my cabin.”

“Not sure we want to be seen with you two.” Sharyn chuckled then groaned as she saw the loud American and his wife headed their way. They’d come across them several times—it was hard not to on a small pontoon—and they’d all introduced themselves.

“Howdy, folks,” Walt boomed. “Mind if Doll and I join you? Looks like we’re kindred spirits.” He tugged at his shirt.

Sharyn was mortified as she realised it was almost identical to Ray and Barry’s.

Walt proceeded to organise the seats so there was enough room for them all and sat down. Doll, or Dorothy as she’d quietly told Sharyn it was short for, hadn’t taken up the loud shirt idea either—she was wearing a plain T-shirt like Kathleen and Sharyn. She was glad they hadn’t worn theirs. All together they’d have looked like they’d escaped from some kind of bizarre cult.

They settled with their drinks, Walt sprawled across one couch, his arms wide and the neckline of his shirt revealing a thick gold chain. He barely paused for breath until finally Doll managed to get a word in. “You folks all on holiday together?”

Ray explained their connections then mentioned today was Barry and Sharyn’s thirty-fifth wedding anniversary.

“Well, can you believe it?” Walt boomed. “Doll and I are celebrating our fiftieth. We’re on our way to do a cruise out of Broome but took this little side trip on the way. Had to see how it compared to Niagara. Not a patch of course but interesting all the same. It’s a shame your government is shutting down tours here.”

“Are they?” Sharyn said.

“Not totally,” Barry said.

“But all the fun stuff,” Walt said.

Barry nodded. “There have been accidents.”

“Really?” Kathleen’s face filled with alarm.

“It seems more to do with trying not to offend the locals,” Walt scoffed. “Wokeness gone mad, as usual.”

Barry lifted his shoulders and Sharyn could see that like her he was annoyed at Walt’s tone. “I’ve spent a lot of time researching this place.”

“Have you?” Sharyn asked.

“Yes. When I was talking to Jake back in Katherine about our visit here he suggested I find out more. Just so I was informed.” Barry’s look dared her to refute him. “The traditional owners are concerned about boats going through the gaps and the harmful impacts on their culture, which is closely tied to the environment.” He turned his steady look on Walt. “The Western Australian government has listened. In a few years’ time the boats won’t be able to dash between the gaps.”

Walt snorted.

“But they’re working with the traditional owners and the tourism operators like this one to come up with new ways to experience the beauty of this region. I think that’s probably the best result for everyone.” Barry kept his eyes on Walt who gave a noncommittal shrug.

Sharyn leaned closer. “I didn’t know you’d discussed this with Jake.”

“We had quite a good chat about it, actually. He’s a decent young man.”

“Well, at least we can say we did it,” Walt said.

He went on to tell them all about the cruise, which would take them around the coast to Darwin. “It’ll call in here but we thought we’d do this as well. A kind of side hustle.”

Sharyn tuned out. She’d heard the word cruise and found herself dreaming about cruising, imagining this moored pontoon motel was actually a ship and she was lazing on a deck. She sipped her champagne, gazing out across the water. What an amazing view it had.

“Dinner’s ready to be served and we need to find a table with only room for four. If we end up with extra chairs we could be stuck with Walt.” Barry’s murmur in her ear brought her back. Walt was still talking, something about the import-export business he used to own. Ray appeared to be the only one listening.

Several of the crew were setting out bowls of salad and people were moving to the tables. Barry was quicker than she was, finding a table for four. The busy young manager, Raph, skilfully intercepted Walt and his wife, suggesting a table for two with the best view for a special celebration. The table was towards the front on the other side of the deck. Sharyn wasn’t sure how the view could be any more spectacular than the one they were being treated to as the sinking sun changed the colours of the land, water and sky all around them, but perhaps Raph was being diplomatic. The meal was simple, barramundi and salad, but Kathleen declared it even better than the barramundi she’d raved about in Kununurra. They emptied the champagne and started on the gin while the men opened the bottle of red they’d brought. Later they each chose something sweet from the selection of cakes.

Ray made a speech about their anniversary, which Sharon had to admit was rather funny.

“Here’s cheers to many more years.” He was slurring his words ever so slightly and his eyes were bleary. “I’m sure there’s no one else in the world Barry would rather have snoring next to him.”

Sharyn gripped her glass a little tighter and Barry leaped to his feet. “And on that note I reckon it’s time to turn in.” He had that look in his eye that told her he’d packed his pills.

Ray stumbled to his feet and put a wavering finger in the air. “I’ll be going to bed on my own.”

Sharyn leaned close to Barry’s ear. “You help Ray to his cabin then get ready.” She winked, determined to end their anniversary making up for the rocky start to their day. “I need to have a quick chat with Kathleen and then I’ll be down.”

He kissed her cheek.

“Look at that, Doll,” Walt boomed. “Still sweethearts like us.”

Sharyn cringed. There were hardly any people left on the top deck but Walt was still here.

“I suggest you find somewhere else for your chat,” Barry murmured. “Or you won’t be on your own.”

“We could go to my room,” Kathleen said as she and Sharyn took their gin bottle. The red was empty and Barry had only had a glass, which explained Ray’s tipsiness. They called their good nights and walked quickly to the stairs. Barry was guiding Ray and they nearly bumped into Raph, who was on his way up. He did an athletic sidestep.

“Everyone okay here?” he asked.

“Fine. You run a great ship!” Ray chortled. “It’s been a fantastic day but now we’re off to bed.”

“Come on, Ray,” Barry said gently.

Raph watched them wobble down the stairs.

“Ray’ll be fine,” Sharyn said. “A combination of activity, sun, good food and a teensy bit much wine.” She wondered if Barry would be giving Ray one of his reprimands in the morning.

“As long as you’ve all enjoyed yourselves,” Raph said with a charming smile.

“We have.”

Behind them they could hear Walt talking about a nightcap. He had another couple bailed up.

“Is there anywhere we can go to have a quiet drink and a chat on our own?” Sharyn asked. She quirked an eyebrow in Walt’s direction. “Just the two of us?”

“Try the back corner on the other pontoon. Most people have turned in. I’m sure you’ll find a spot out of the way down there.”
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thirty-seven

Kathleen stared out into the dark night. No one else lingered. She and Sharyn could be the only ones on this floating motel in the middle of nowhere. A floating motel guarded by circling sharks. She’d gone down to use the toilets just on dark and had paused to look over the rail. Under the spotlights illuminating the water she’d seen several sharks. They cruised by as if they were watching…waiting, their eyes dark like Raymond’s had been back at the airport when she’d seen the message on his phone. She shivered.

“Are you cold?” Sharyn asked.

“No. I was just thinking about those sharks. They’re nocturnal and they seem to like hanging around the pontoon. Do you think they’re waiting for some silly person to jump in so they can have dinner?”

“The guy doing the talk said they’d only try to bite if they were attacked. Besides, they get handfed here. I assume they hang around hoping someone’s going to feed them.” Sharyn raised her glass and tapped it against Kathleen’s. “Here’s to some time alone at last.” She glanced around. “And hopefully no listening ears. I’m busting to know what else Ray’s been up to besides shagging Heidi in the van.”

Kathleen’s cheeks warmed. “Don’t remind me.”

“What’s he done now?”

Kathleen took a swallow of gin and spluttered as it hit the back of her throat.

“Take it easy.” Sharyn studied her with a face full of concern.

“I told you Ray wanted to get rid of me and now I know it for certain,” Kathleen blurted.

Sharyn reached forward and gripped her arm. “Tell me.”

“Janice knew all about what was going on. She’s been watching and talking to everyone who’s come and gone.”

“So what’s happening?”

“The day after we left in the caravan, workers arrived at my house and gutted the kitchen. Janice knew I was away. Krystal told her all about my…meltdown with plenty of embellishments. Anyway, Janice assumed I was still staying at Ray’s so the work could be done. Then last week Krystal told her she had to move out when her lease was up. And the other day there was a real estate agent at her place. Janice went over to have a chat.” Kathleen leaned in. “The agent said the owner of the place next to mine, where Krystal is living, was going on the market later in the year and that the owner from next door—my place!” Kathleen tapped her chest indignantly, “was thinking of putting the house on the market too and wanted an appraisal once the renovations were done.”

“Renovations?”

“Yes! Janice being Janice managed to tag along with the agent when she went into my place for a quick look. It’s not finished yet but evidently the kitchen and bathroom have had a total makeover and every room is getting new floor coverings and a paint.”

“So you think Ray has organised all this?”

“Of course Ray. Who else?” Kathleen snapped.

Sharyn recoiled.

“Sorry. It’s just that all this has been so…so distressing and I’ve no one to talk to about it.”

“I’m sorry.” Sharyn shook her head. “I should have made time earlier.”

Kathleen gripped her face with one hand. “I can’t believe he’d try to sell my house out from under me.”

“But it’s half yours so he can’t, can he?”

The night was still pleasantly warm but that didn’t stop a chill wriggling down Kathleen’s spine. She lowered her hand, looked around then whispered, “He can if I’m dead.”

“You surely don’t believe—” Sharyn’s eyes opened so wide they were in danger of popping from her head.

“Think about it. He convinced me to leave my place. It wouldn’t surprise me if he even put the neighbours up to making my life miserable. Janice said she saw him visit Krystal’s place one day. Then he brings me on this holiday, so far from home with poor phone contact, and he hides the fact that he’s got good signal most of the time and we come to one of the most remote places in Australia where it’s hard to get medical assistance.” She held up her injured hand now encased in a support glove. “A place with crocodiles, sharks and who knows what else.” Kathleen shuddered. “And there’s my life insurance.”

There was silence for a moment then Sharyn shook her head. “But he seems to have plenty of money. The tickets for this trip alone and staying in individual rooms—”

“Ray’s good at spending money. Maybe he’s running out and needs more. I don’t know but I’m frightened. I’m not sleeping…” Kathleen could tell Sharyn wasn’t convinced and that bothered her even more. A soft breeze had sprung up and it brushed her shoulders as if someone trailed their fingers across her skin. She shivered.

“I’ve just remembered something.” Sharyn sat up. “Heidi was talking last night about wanting to move to Adelaide. Evidently she grew up there. I didn’t pay a lot of attention—I thought she was just trying to score brownie points saying how much she loved it. Anyway she said something about Ray knowing of a place near the beach that might suit her and it would be coming on the market soon and she was seriously considering taking a look.”

“I told you.” Kathleen shook her head, trying to hold back the tears. “That’ll be my place.” She reached for her glass. It was almost empty. Perhaps another would make her sleep, then she thought of the patrolling sharks and knew another gin wouldn’t be enough.

Sharyn stifled a yawn.

“I’m sorry to load all this on you,” Kathleen said.

“Sisterhood, remember. We’re sticking together.”

“You’ve been so kind.”

Sharyn shot forward and held her watch face towards the light. “Damn!”

“What is it?”

“I didn’t realise how late it was getting. I should head down to the cabin. I’ll talk to Barry and I’m sure once we get back to Derby he’ll get the truth out of Ray.”

“No!” Kathleen grabbed her arm.

Sharyn’s eyes widened and she eased out of the tight grip.

“Sorry.” Kathleen softened her voice. “But please don’t say anything to Barry. Ray’s my brother. I need to sort this out for myself.”

“Are you sure?”

Kathleen nodded. “It’s helped just talking to you.”

Outside her cabin they stopped. The air was much cooler down here and the thrum of the air conditioning muffled any other sounds.

Sharyn gave her a quick hug. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Kathleen nodded. “Good night.”

She let herself into her cabin and leaned against the door. She was glad she’d finally got the chance to talk with Sharyn. Although she hadn’t told her the part where she’d seen the message on Raymond’s phone back at the airport. Only two words. She knows. And then the dark look in his eyes when he knew she’d seen it.

Kathleen shivered. It was cool in the cabin. She slipped on a three-quarter tee then rummaged in her bag for the small container she’d brought with her. She gripped it tightly in her hand. Raymond had drunk lots. She knew he’d sleep soundly tonight. She took a deep breath. She was so tired but she knew what she had to do.
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Sharyn came back from the bathroom and paused outside Kathleen’s door. How much she’d changed from the quiet, mousy woman who’d started this holiday. She’d come out of her shell, been good company and stood up to Ray—no longer his malleable little sister—but tonight there’d been another side of her Sharyn hadn’t seen before. There’d been a desperate look in her eyes and yet she’d seemed resolute.

The door to the next cabin opened and Walt stepped out. Sharyn held her breath, waiting for his voice to boom at her along the corridor, but instead he simply shook his head. “Can’t get comfortable in there,” he muttered as he passed. “I’m going outside for some fresh air.”

Sharyn let herself into her own cabin. Barry was fast asleep and regret engulfed her. Kathleen had needed her but once again she’d failed her husband and their relationship. Before they’d left home it had been a shock to realise that spending time with her friends, the girls, had taken precedence over her marriage. One of the reasons she’d agreed to come on this holiday had been to rekindle their friendship, the closeness that complacency had eroded.

Sharyn switched off the lamp, slid under the sheet and rolled away from her husband’s sleeping form. A caravan journey wasn’t the best idea for a romantic holiday and teaming up with Ray hadn’t helped either, but she knew her initial disappointment and negativity hadn’t made it any easier.

Now here they were, a room to themselves and a comfortable bed in one of the most beautiful places in the world and they were on separate sides again. She really had to do better. The mattress shifted beneath her as Barry rolled over, then his hand slipped around her waist. He moved closer and kissed the back of her neck. She hadn’t been sleepy but that gentle kiss had the same impact as a slap. She was wide awake now.

“I thought you were asleep,” she said.

“I was foxing,” he murmured in her ear and she shivered.

She rolled back to him and they kissed. It was long and slow and tender, reminding her what a good man he was.
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thirty-eight

Something startled Sharyn awake—an awful jarring shriek that made her sit bolt upright in the bed. She glanced around at the strange room then remembered where she was. The bed beside her was empty. She ran a hand over the space where Barry had been. It was cold.

She swung her legs to the floor and rested there a moment, eyes closed, but immediately she thought of Kathleen. Even though yesterday had been full of wonderful activities and moments, she had reverted back to being withdrawn and jumpy. Then last night after they’d talked she’d seemed calmer, but when they’d parted there had been that forlorn look in her eyes. Sharyn wondered if she should have said or done something more but then she thought of Barry and their beautiful night together reminding her that she needed to put him first more often.

A voice yelled from somewhere above. She opened the blind. The sun hadn’t fully risen yet and the water was flat like glass and the prettiest colour blue. Footsteps thudded in the passage and another voice called. She threw on her clothes and hurried out in search of Barry.

Several passengers were up on the deck, none of them Barry. A woman sat on a chair, sobbing softly and a man bent over her, his arm around her shoulders. The rest lined the rail and she joined them. Below, two of the crew climbed into a small boat and accelerated away from the pontoon.

“What’s happening?” Sharyn asked the man beside her.

He pointed out further where a jet ski was circling something in the water. “It looks like a body.”

Sharyn gasped. The acidic remains in her stomach threatened to rise. She pressed her fingers to her mouth and squinted into the distance. The sun was rising quickly now, its rays lightening the scene before them. There was definitely something in the water, then it was lost from her sight as the little boat reached the jet ski and the crew worked together to drag whatever it was or—she pressed her fingers harder—whoever it was into the boat.

“That doesn’t look good,” the man beside her muttered and further along she heard someone else mention sharks.

“Oh god,” she mumbled. There were fins beyond the circling jet ski.

The crew finally managed to hoist what was definitely a person from the water. A person wearing a turquoise Hawaiian shirt. Sharyn contorted herself every which way searching the people around her. Her heart thudded. Where was Barry?

“What’s going on?”

Her legs crumpled as he came up behind her. She relaxed for a split second as his strong arms went around her.

“There’s a bod…someone’s in the water,” she croaked.

“Hell!”

More people joined them, everyone watching as the small boat and the jet ski made their way back towards the pontoon. Two more crew took up a position in the middle of the deck and their skipper from the previous day called their attention away from the goings-on below.

“We don’t know what’s happened but we ask that you all either stay here or in your cabins please. Mimi,” he acknowledged the young woman beside him. “Mimi will get the water heating for tea and coffee but breakfast may be a little late.”

A tall woman Sharyn had sat next to yesterday on the jet boat approached the crew. “I’m a doctor,” she said and he asked her to go downstairs with him while Mimi went to the tea and coffee station.

“What an awful thing to happen.” Barry drew Sharyn closer. She closed her eyes then they flew open again as she recalled the shirt.

“Have you seen Ray or Kathleen this morning?”

“No. I was in the bathroom and when I came out people were rushing up here.”

“Oh god!” Sharyn turned back to try to see who was lying in the boat but a crew member was huddled over them.

“You don’t think that’s Ray?” Barry stretched forward, staring like everyone else. “It can’t be.”

“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about Ray.” She leaned closer to Barry’s ear. “Kathleen thinks…she thinks he’s trying to kill her.”

Barry made a choking sound. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“That’s what I thought but now I’m not so sure. He’s up to something with Kathleen’s house. Do you know he gets everything of hers if anything happens to her?”

“Ray’s not going to…” Barry glanced around and lowered his voice. “Kill his sister.”

“Poor Kathleen’s not so sure and neither am I now. Last night she was at the end of her tether with worry about it but then, before we went to bed, she had this look.”

“What kind of look?”

“I don’t know.” Sharyn shook her head. “Resigned. Determined.”

“You think she might have—”

Sharyn flew up from her chair. “I’m going to look for her.” Before he could say another word she shot down to Kathleen’s cabin and tapped on the door.

There was no response so she knocked a little harder and pressed her ear to the door, hoping to hear some movement, but the thrum of the air conditioner masked any sound. She checked the bathrooms—every one empty. Most people were up on deck. Fear prickled through her body as she thumped on Kathleen’s door again and called her name. She tried the handle but the door was locked. Sharyn spun on her heel and headed back to the stairs checking every nook as she went.

“Find her?” Barry asked.

“No.” She tapped her fingers to the table and glanced around. “I was hoping she’d have turned up here. Have you seen Ray yet?”

“Maybe they’re down on one of the lower viewing platforms,” Barry said.

“We’ve been asked not to go there. I think we should both look for Kathleen. Maybe ask a crew member to help.” Sharyn’s head swivelled wildly looking for someone to ask.

“I’m sure she’s fine.” Barry patted her arm. “The crew are all busy and they don’t want us wandering around down there.”

The fear churning in Sharyn’s stomach twisted tighter.

“Calm down, love, you’re overreacting,” Barry soothed. “She’ll be here somewhere.”

“Where?” Sharyn flung out her arms.

“What’s happening?”

Sharyn spun.

Kathleen blinked then rubbed one eye with a finger, yawned and swayed ever so slightly. Her hair was an untidy mess sticking out in every direction and her skin was pale, a contrast to the dark shadows beneath her eyes. She held her injured hand, still encased in the glove, against her chest.

“Are you all right?” Sharyn asked.

She nodded. “Someone was banging on my door.”

Sharyn flinched. “That was me.”

“So you haven’t seen Ray yet?” Barry asked.

Kathleen glanced around warily then clamped a hand to her forehead, her eyes widened. “I shouldn’t have…” She groaned, her gaze on the activity below.

“You shouldn’t have what?” Sharyn looked down and caught a glimpse of the bright shirt again. Her heart thudded and she leaped to her feet. “Kathleen! You shouldn’t have what?”

“What’s everyone doing up here?”

Sharyn spun. Ray strolled towards them, scratching his beard.

“Are you all right?” Barry asked.

“Yeah. Fine, mate. Slept like a log. What’s going on?”

“They found someone in the water,” Barry said.

“Hell! Who?” Ray stood taller and glanced around.

“Someone wearing a shirt like ours,” Barry said.

Kathleen’s eyes widened as she met Sharyn’s relieved look.

“Did you think it was—”

Her words were drowned by loud sounds from below, the agitated voice of a woman mixed with the burble of the engines. The little boat reached the pontoon, and then they could all see the man in the Hawaiian shirt spread across the little boat.

The high-pitched shriek came again and then Doll screaming, “Walt!” over and over again.

“It’s that bloke we had drinks with last night,” Ray said.

Sharyn’s knees went weak again and she was glad of Barry’s arm around her. “Poor Walt.”
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Raph asked for their attention and all the passengers gathered on the top deck fell silent. Kathleen sank gratefully to a chair and tried to focus her foggy brain as he began to speak.

“Thanks for your cooperation, everyone. It’s been a terrible incident but I’m pleased to let you know that Mr Fitzgibbon is conscious.”

Gasps and murmurs of relief rippled round the group.

Raph cleared his throat. “The doctor thinks he’s had a stroke but he’s stable. A helicopter is on its way to take him to a nearby landing strip where the RFDS plane will be waiting. Once he’s safely away the seaplanes will come to take the rest of you back to Derby. In the meantime the deck crew up here will make sure you’re well looked after. Mimi and her team will have breakfast available soon.”

His departure was followed by silence then the thrumming of a helicopter sounded in the distance, drawing their attention to the sky. People began to speak in low voices, some drifting away to the tea and coffee station. The atmosphere on deck was the opposite to the previous night’s upbeat festive mood.

Barry got coffees for everyone and they settled around the table to wait.

“How awful for Walt and Doll.” Kathleen took a sip, hoping the coffee would help clear her head. “Thank goodness for the Royal Flying Doctor Service though.”

The helicopter was closer now and they all watched as it hovered then lowered to the helipad.

Mimi announced breakfast was ready and people began to gather around the buffet table.

“I’m starving,” Raymond said and jumped to his feet. “Anyone else for breakfast?”

Barry rose to join him.

“I’ll have my coffee first.” Kathleen didn’t feel the slightest bit hungry. Her stomach seemed to have shut down as well as her brain.

“I’ll wait too,” Sharyn said.

“What an awful thing to have happened.” Kathleen shuddered at the thought of poor Walt in the water with those sharks.

Sharyn nodded, glancing towards the buffet.

“You don’t have to wait with me,” Kathleen said. “I’m really not hungry.”

“Neither am I.” Once more Sharyn checked behind her. “I was worried about you when I thought you weren’t in your room.”

“Sorry, but I had my earplugs in and…I…”

“Then you turned up and Ray wasn’t here and I thought—”

Kathleen’s eyes widened. “You thought what?”

Sharyn sagged back in her chair. “I was overreacting. Barry was right.”

“I’m always right but what about this time?” Barry said as he put a plate loaded with bacon and eggs on the table and another smaller serve in front of Sharyn.

“Nothing important,” Sharyn said, evading Kathleen’s stare.

“The food’s good.” Raymond returned with his plate piled high and a more compact version for Kathleen. “I just got you the basics.”

Kathleen opened her mouth to refuse it when Raph came back and called for their attention.

“Folks, Mr Fitzgibbon is stable and will be taken to hospital so we’re all hoping for his swift recovery and return to good health.”

There were murmurs of agreement all around.

“And I’ve heard a few mentions of the sharks. I want to make it clear they hadn’t harmed him. We’re not sure how he came to be in the water but we’re assuming he had a medical episode and fell from a section of the pontoon without rails. The sharks are naturally curious about anything in the water but I don’t think…” Raph paused, obviously struggling with the emotion of it. He took a deep breath and Kathleen found herself taking one with him in support. “He hadn’t been in the water long when I found him.”

Silence settled over them, then the sound of the helicopter lifting off drew their attention again. Once it was on its way, Raph’s composure returned and he continued.

“As soon as you’ve finished your breakfast can you please make sure your bags are placed on the boardwalk. Those who’d like to take another jet boat ride to the falls be ready in ten minutes or if you’re staying aboard please continue to relax and avail yourselves of the refreshments. The seaplanes will be on their way before long.”

As soon as he finished talking several people swamped him with questions while everyone else went back to their breakfast.

Kathleen rose to her feet then swayed as her balance deserted her.

“Are you okay, Kath?” Raymond said.

“Your concern is touching,” Sharyn said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Sharyn, don’t—” Barry warned but Raymond cut him off.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m fine.” Kathleen rolled her shoulders, willing her resolve to return. “But I won’t have breakfast. I’ll get something once we’re back in Derby. I’m going to collect my things.”

“What’s going on, Kath?” Raymond asked gently then flicked a sharp look at Sharyn. “That’s if I’m allowed to ask?”

Sharyn opened her mouth but Barry put his hand on her arm and she pressed her lips tightly together, turning an apologetic look to Kathleen.

“Perhaps it’s you who should be telling me what’s going on,” Kathleen snapped.

“Kath, sit down,” Raymond said.

She drew herself up, ready to fight.

“Please,” he said gently. “I don’t know what’s been going on but we need to talk.”

Barry picked up his plate. “We’ll find another table.”

“No!” Kathleen thudded onto the seat. “Please stay.” She glanced at Sharyn. “If Ray and I are going to talk I’d prefer you were here.”

“Are you feeling okay?” Sharyn asked.

Kathleen nodded and met her gaze steadily. “Last night I took half a sleeping tablet—”

“How long have you been on them?” Raymond asked. “You hate taking medication.”

“I haven’t slept well since I discovered you’ve been lying to me.”

“I haven’t been…” Raymond’s voice faded as both Sharyn and Kathleen glared at him.

“The sleeping pills were Dad’s,” Kathleen said. “I’ve never taken one before but I was so desperate for sleep and I could lock the cabin door so I felt safe from—”

Raymond lurched forward. “You’re not yourself, Kath. That imagination of yours is running wild and sleeping tablets probably haven’t helped.”

“One half of a tablet, Ray.” Kathleen held up a finger. “Once. And it’s amazing how much better a good sleep makes you feel.” She took a bite of the pastry on her plate and a big gulp of coffee. Her head was clear now. Sharyn and Barry were right here and several other people were still seated around the deck as well as a few crew members. Raymond surely wouldn’t harm her here. With three sets of eyes on her she drew a long breath.

“I know you brought me on this holiday to isolate me, Ray.”

He frowned, opened his mouth, but she put up a hand. “Let me say it. You’ve had good phone signal for a lot of the journey and knowing how much I like to keep in touch with Aunty Beryl and knowing my phone had poor reception you kept that from me.”

He tried to speak again but she shook her head, silencing him with her glare, and took another deep breath. “And then there’s my house. I know it’s ours but you have your own home and you said the Ventnor Street house was mine to do with as I wish but that was a lie too.”

Raymond didn’t make a sound, simply shook his head.

“I’ve discovered that since I’ve been gone you’ve organised for renovations and—”

“Kath,” he pleaded but she shook her head.

“You’ve booked a real estate agent’s appraisal. I’ve made it quite clear to you that I love that place and I don’t want to move, even though there’re some shitty neighbours.”

Sharyn grinned at her.

Kathleen frowned then realised what she’d said. “Literally shitty as well as metaphorically. I did nothing to invite the destruction of my garden by that…that child nor did I ask to be peppered with dog…” She glanced at Sharyn. “Faeces.” She looked back at Ray. “The problem is with my neighbours, not with me. I’m staying. Whatever your plan was…” Her eyes narrowed. “You can’t sell my house, Ray.”

Raymond shook his head again and shifted in his chair, no doubt feeling not only the force of Kathleen’s glare but the added weight of Sharyn and Barry both staring at him.

He cleared his throat. “May I speak now?”

“Only if it’s the truth.” Once more Kathleen glanced Sharyn’s way and was reassured by her subtle nod.

“Okay, I did keep the phone stuff to myself but…” He scratched at his beard. “I need to go back to when Dad got the dementia diagnosis. He asked me to look out for you.”

Kathleen gave him a virtual tick. She imagined that would be true.

“Barry and I had been talking about doing this trip for a long time.”

“You have?” Sharyn quirked an eyebrow at her husband, who squirmed in his chair, a sheepish look on his face.

“Anyway, things didn’t work out when Julie got sick and then… well, the caravan trip was forgotten about until Barry started looking into buying one.”

Sharyn glared openly at Barry then took a big gulp of coffee.

“We’d just started planning this trip—”

Sharyn made a choking sound.

Raymond frowned at her and went on. “And you had all that trouble with your neighbours and I truly believed a break away would be good for you…for both of us.”

He looked so earnest Kathleen wanted to believe him.

“Dad didn’t do right by you but I didn’t realise the full extent until he died and left me his money and a half share in the house…he should have left everything to you, Kath. I’d had my share of hand-outs from Mum and Dad, although I paid most of it back.”

That was a surprise to Kathleen but then she supposed it wasn’t something her father would have thought she’d needed to know.

“The money he got for selling the house next door he should have spent on his house—your house. Then when you said you’d come on this trip I thought I could make it up to you by getting the house renovated. I’d looked into a few possibilities after Dad died but you kept saying you liked it the way it was.”

“I did.”

“It was a shambles, Kath, but a house with good bones in a good suburb is worth spending money on.”

He was right about it being run-down. “I couldn’t face the work it would take.”

“So you’ve had renovations done while Kathleen’s been away?” Sharyn asked.

Raymond nodded.

Sharyn glared from him to Barry. “What is it with you men and making huge decisions without consulting the people those decisions affect?”

“I asked Kath for ideas,” Raymond said.

“You did not!”

“We’ve talked about possible colours and kitchen choices when I’ve been at your place.”

“You talked about them. I didn’t think you’d take that as meaning you could go ahead and do it.”

“You liked the kitchen in the caravan so—”

“That’s why you asked me if I liked the benchtops and cupboards? So you could renovate my house?”

His shoulders dropped and he nodded.

“And who’s paying for these renovations?”

“I’m using Dad’s money. The money that should have been yours.”

“And that’s why you were sending Andy money,” Kathleen said.

Ray frowned and nodded.

Kathleen was swamped by a mixture of surprise and anger that he could do all this without talking to her about it. “And what about the real estate agent doing an appraisal?”

“That was a spur of the moment thing. I called on both your neighbours—”

Kathleen gasped. “Why?”

“To see if I could negotiate some kind of truce.”

Kathleen shook her head. “Any luck?”

“Chaz was so angry I could barely get a word in. Between expletives I gathered several others in the street have reported his barking dog to the council. And when I got to Krystal’s she was waiting for the real estate agent to turn up because the owner wanted an appraisal. He’s selling once her lease is up.”

Kathleen nodded, knowing that was true.

“When the agent arrived I asked if she’d do your place too. Just so I could give you an idea of how much it would be worth once it had been done up. In case you did decide you wanted to move.”

“What, and live in your caravan?”

Hurt crumpled Raymond’s face. “Of course not. All the money from the sale would be yours to buy somewhere else…or you could stay in the house. Either way it would be whatever you wanted.”

Kathleen found it hard to believe him. No one ever asked her what she wanted.

“I know now I shouldn’t have gone ahead without asking you,” he said.

“You think!” Sharyn snorted.

“So the phone was all about keeping tabs on the renovations?” Kathleen said.

“That and work.” Raymond shrugged. “I needed an update anyway so I looked into the best phone and service provider for remote areas.”

“If you’d have just said I wouldn’t have been so concerned you were up to something.”

“It was also about Beryl.”

Kathleen’s heart skipped a beat. When had they last spoken? “Is something wrong with her?”

“Not that I know of…I just wanted you to have a break from her constantly getting in your ear.”

Kathleen’s anger rose again and she shook her head at him.

“She’s so negative—”

“I know that but she’s family and I’m all she has and…she’s my last link to Mum.”

“Oh, Kath,” Raymond mumbled. “I’m sorry.”

Barry gave a small cough, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“I’m sorry I made you stay,” Kathleen said. “You didn’t need to hear all the ins and outs of our crazy family but I appreciate your support.”

“I’m still stuck on Ray renovating your house in secret.” Sharyn shook her head, glancing between the two men. “What part of any of that did you possibly think was okay?”

Barry’s look changed to surprise.

“Baz didn’t know about the renovations.” Raymond scraped his fingers through his beard. “I’m so sorry, Kath. I’ve stuffed everything up. And to top it off now they’re having trouble getting the benchtops and the bathroom won’t be finished for months.”

Kathleen tried to imagine her little house, her home, being ravaged by strangers. It made her feel sick. But then there was the relief that Raymond wasn’t trying to get rid of her. She glanced at Sharyn, who was still shaking her head at him.

“He might not have been planning to kill you,” Sharyn said, “but just say the word and I’ll help you drown him right here.”

“Kill you?” Raymond blanched. “Hell, Kath, why would I want to…” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “Why would you think I’d want to kill you? And how could you even imagine it?”

“Because you kept secrets, Ray.” Kathleen jabbed a finger at him. “And when I found out about the house…well, you knew I didn’t want to sell and the only way you could do it was to get rid of me.”

“Kathleen!” Barry and Raymond spoke as one but Barry’s hushed voice carried more hurt and surprise than Raymond’s.

“Hell, Kath.” Raymond shook his head. “Where would you even get such an idea from?” He sucked in a breath. “Beryl put you up to it, I bet.”

“Leave Beryl out of it,” Kathleen snapped.

“Please, everyone.” Barry put up his hands and leaned closer. “We’re drawing a bit of attention here.”

Kathleen glanced around. There weren’t many people up on deck but those left were looking their way. She was still angry with Raymond for his many deceptions but overarching that was the lightness she felt at knowing the truth.

“It was stupid, Ray.” She placed her gloved hand to her chest. “But I’m relieved your intentions were good.”

“And the hand, Kath.” Raymond’s look was pleading. “It truly was an accident.”

“I know,” she said.

Silence settled over their group then Mimi announced it was time to gather their things and get ready for the flight home. The remaining passengers made their way to the stairs.

“Time to go,” Barry said.

“Just before we do.” Sharyn looked from Raymond to Barry. “Is there anything else anyone has to confess?”

“Don’t be silly, Sharyn.” Barry got up. “I think we’ve had enough harrowing confessions for one day. Let’s get our things.”

Sharyn was busy stacking their plates so she didn’t see the odd look on Barry’s face as he turned away. Maybe he was simply distressed about having to sit through Raymond’s confession—he clearly hadn’t known about any of it—but Kathleen thought there was something more to the strained look on his face.
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Kathleen’s plan once she arrived back in Derby was to call Omar, but she didn’t have to. He was there waiting for her and they didn’t need words. She stepped into his welcoming arms, they kissed, then he looked from her to the others.

“Are you all okay? My mate’s a helicopter pilot and it’s a small community. We heard about the guy out at the falls.”

“We’re all good, thanks, Omar.” Barry’s arm was around Sharyn. They’d sat next to each other on the trip back, and Kathleen next to Raymond, but with the noise of the plane it hadn’t been the place to continue any personal conversation.

“Up until this morning we truly have had the most special experience,” Sharyn said with a smile at Barry.

“And we’ve cleared the air about a lot of things.” Raymond raised his eyebrows at Kathleen.

She nodded. “We have.”

“The bus is ready to drop us back to the park,” Barry said. “Then we’re packing up to head to Broome.”

They moved towards the bus but Omar held her to the spot.

“Would you like to ride with me?” he asked.

“Back to the caravan?” Kathleen smiled. His arm around her was so welcome she never wanted it to let go. Extending that to snuggling into him for another brief ride on his bike was a bonus.

“To Broome,” he said. “I’m headed there today too.”

Excitement pounded in her chest. “How far is it?”

“It’ll take us a couple of hours.”

“I’d love to,” she said.

They all had coffee together back at the caravans before they packed up. Sharyn was delighted to hear Kathleen was riding with Omar. “How fantastic,” she gushed with a wriggle of her eyebrows and a wink that made Kathleen blush.

Raymond had only said, “Okay.”

She could see he wanted to say more and the pre–Horizontal Falls Raymond would have but he simply added, “See you there.”

To Kathleen’s surprise it was Barry who fussed.

“Has Ray got Omar’s phone number?” he asked, then hurriedly added, “You know, in case we need to make contact. Your phone and ours aren’t reliable out here.”

In the end Omar took all their numbers. They packed up the caravans then once Raymond was hooked up he looked so forlorn Kathleen gave him a quick hug goodbye.

“It’s only a couple of hours.”

He nodded.

“And you’ll see Heidi again in Broome, won’t you?”

“Yes. But then she’s flying back to Darwin.”

Perhaps his time with Heidi running out was more the reason for his glum mood than missing Kathleen for a few hours.

“Sharyn said Heidi was talking about coming to Adelaide.”

“We did discuss it but…” He shrugged. “It might have just been the holiday whimsy talking.”

“When we were at the pub Heidi was talking about buying a place.” She quirked an eyebrow at him. “Did you suggest mine by any chance?”

“What?” He shook his head vigorously. “No. I did say the place next door to yours was coming on the market and that it was a good area, being so close to the beach and Glenelg and transport—”

She flapped her hand at his face. “Okay, okay.”

Kathleen’s phone rang and she took it from her bag. “Oh, it’s Aunty Beryl.”

Omar was already on the bike and Barry and Sharyn in their car. Her finger hovered over the screen.

“Leave it, Kath,” Raymond said. “Go and enjoy yourself. You can ring her once you get to Broome.” He gave her a nudge towards Omar and the phone stopped ringing.

With a little guilt and a lot of anticipation she slipped it back in her bag and strode over to the bike. Omar offered her the helmet, which she managed on her own now. The phone vibrated against her side as she climbed on behind him but she ignored it, wrapped herself loosely around Omar and nodded a farewell to Raymond as they rolled away.
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“Thank goodness that’s all worked out so well,” Sharyn said as they turned onto the highway towards Broome. “Omar is perfect for Kathleen and she’s taken to bike riding like a duck to water.”

“It’s short-lived though.”

“Omar’s a good rider. I’m sure he doesn’t do silly stuff and especially not with the precious cargo he’s got on his bike now.”

“I don’t mean they’re going to have an accident but we’ve got a week and a half in Broome then we have to turn our noses for home. Kathleen’s going to be heartbroken leaving Omar behind and I assume Ray will be the same over Heidi.”

“Heck, Barry, you’re a bundle of joy, aren’t you?”

“Just being realistic.”

“Let them have their fun and who knows what might come of it. Heidi’s talking about moving to Adelaide.”

“So Ray said…”

“But?”

“But what?”

“It sounded like there was a but coming.”

“She’s not a Julie, is she?” Barry said sadly.

“Oh, Barry.” Sharyn’s stomach constricted as if she’d been punched. “No one’s ever going to replace Julie. We all miss her but she’s not coming back. Anyway, I think that’s the good thing about Heidi. She’s so different.”

“I suppose, but he’s jumped into a full-on relationship with her pretty quickly.”

“It might only be a holiday fling but don’t you want him to be happy?”

“I just don’t want him to be hurt.” Barry glanced in his side mirror. “He was so broken after Julie. I’d hate for him to be that low again.”

“I get what you mean but just like he can’t mollycoddle Kathleen you can’t mollycoddle him.” Sharyn reached across and lay a light hand on his knee. “Adele’s a great person and she’s Heidi’s best friend so Heidi can’t be all bad.”

“Opposites attract though.”

“I suppose.”

“Like Jeff and Lesley. He’s a really nice bloke, you know.”

“Don’t get me started on Lesley.” Sharyn plucked up the Kimberley brochure tucked in the console between them. “Let’s talk about Broome. We’re there for eleven nights—what would you like to do?”

“Swim at Cable Beach.” Once again Barry glanced in his side mirror.

“That’s a must and the sunset photos are amazing although I’m not sure anything will top that wonderful overnight at Horizontal Falls. Without including poor Walt. I hope he’s going to be okay.”

Sharyn flicked on through the brochure.

“What about a sunset camel ride—”

“Ughh!” She cut him off. “You know I hate camels.”

“Do you?”

“You know I do. Don’t tease.” There’d been camel rides on offer at their local beach one summer when the boys had been young and when they’d gone to find out more Max had gone too close to a camel’s face. Sharyn had run and grabbed him away.

Barry laughed. “The look on your face when that camel spat at you. I’ll never forget it.”

“I seem to remember I hadn’t wanted to go but you thought it’d be fun.”

Barry nodded at the brochure. “The photos of the camels on the beach at sunset look amazing.”

“We can watch them…from a distance and take photos.”

Photos made her think of the Girlz Chat. There’d been not one message on it when she’d arrived back in Derby this morning, which was very unusual. She’d send some Horizontal Falls snaps once they were settled in Broome. The next page of the brochure showed a majestic yacht silhouetted against the huge orange ball of the setting sun. She held it closer to Barry so he could see. “A sunset cruise would be better.”

He nodded. “Let’s relax for a day or two, find out all the best things to do and make a plan.”

“I don’t think we can top Horizontal Falls. In spite of poor Walt’s accident and Ray’s confession it was an amazing trip. Makes my gift look a bit pathetic.”

“Not every man has a jade golf ball with matching tees. It’ll have pride of place on my desk at work.” Barry’s gaze flicked to the side mirror again.

“Why do you keep looking in your mirror?”

“I always watch my mirrors.”

“You’re doing it a lot more than usual. Is something wrong back there?”

“I’m just keeping an eye on Ray. He’s on his own now.”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine on his own for a couple of hours. He might even enjoy it.”

Sharyn glanced in her mirror. Ray was only a few hundred metres behind them. “Anyway, you and I might end up doing whatever we decide to do in Broome on our own.”

“Why?”

“Kathleen will definitely want to spend time with Omar and I’m guessing Ray will want to be with Heidi.”

“But they’ll still want to hang out with us a bit, won’t they?” Barry frowned.

“I’m sure they will.”

“I was hoping to get everyone together for your birthday. Maybe a nice dinner somewhere?”

“I’d like that.” She was glad he was asking her. While he’d done very well organising the Horizontal Falls trip for their anniversary, she was still nervous of his surprises.

“Or maybe you’d prefer just the two of us do something?” He shot her a quick worried look.

“Why not both? I’d like a nice dinner with the others but perhaps you and I could organise something…just for us.”

He nodded then pointed ahead. “There’s a parking bay coming up. Let’s stop for a break.”

“But we haven’t gone very far.”

“It’s been over a hundred k’s since we left Derby.” Barry flicked his indicator on. “I’ll just check on Ray.”
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By the time they reached Broome, Kathleen and Omar had decided she wasn’t staying in the caravan and he wasn’t camping in his tent. Instead, they took a room at a resort at Cable Beach. Kathleen felt the freest she’d ever been in her life. The ride from Derby to Broome had been amazing. Once she’d got used to travelling at speed on the open road she’d revelled in flying around a corner or zooming down a hill and the sheer joy of riding with Omar. Then checking into a hotel with him carrying only a backpack and her with only a small shoulder bag and not even so much as a toothbrush—it was the most spontaneous thing she’d ever done.

That confidence was replaced by a jittery sensation as the hotel room door shut behind them. No sound penetrated the heavy wooden shutters on the windows, which were closed, darkening the room. Neither of them reached for the light switch. Kathleen had been thinking about this moment ever since Omar had suggested it when they’d stopped for a drink halfway between Derby and Broome. Now she was suddenly reticent and her cheeks felt warm enough to provide their own light. The reality of sharing a bed with Omar was so different to the dreaming about it.

Maybe he understood how she felt or even felt awkward himself but he didn’t rush her. He found the audio station on the TV and selected some music. It was jazz, relaxing and soft in the background like they played in the restaurant she liked at home. He stripped off his outer garments and wearing T-shirt and boxers he took the complimentary champagne from the fridge and poured them both a glass. While he was busy, she slipped out of her clothes leaving only her knickers and T-shirt like he had.

She stood across the room from him, her heart thumping so hard it was percussion to the music. His gaze locked on hers and he moved slowly towards her, only stopping when they were almost touching. He offered her a glass. They both sipped, then Omar removed the last of his clothes and helped her out of hers. They sipped again then he put a tender hand around her waist and slowly moved in time to the music. She shuffled with him, her reserve seeping away, their bodies finding a rhythm, until all she could think about was the sensation of his body against hers.
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Sharyn read Kathleen’s short message—Staying with Omar tonight. See you tomorrow—and smiled. She glanced over at Ray, who was fiddling with something at his tow bar. He stopped and tugged his phone from his pocket. She studied his expression as he read what she assumed was the same message. He looked up, saw her watching him and nodded.

“Are Adele and Heidi in this park?” she asked.

He nodded again and came to stand under the awning where she was settled in her camp chair.

“They’re out on a pearl farm tour but they’ll be back by late afternoon.”

Sharyn wanted to ask if Heidi would be staying over seeing Kathleen would be away tonight but she felt suddenly reluctant.

“Where’s Barry?” Ray asked.

“Having a five-minute kip.”

“Might do that myself.” He wandered back towards his van, a rather forlorn-looking figure.

“We thought we’d go to Cable Beach later, walk on the beach and find somewhere to have a drink and watch the sun set.”

Ray nodded.

“Maybe Heidi and Adele will join us?”

He nodded again and let himself into his van.

Sharyn could tell he was still worrying about Kathleen but to his credit he was keeping it to himself. At least she hoped he was and not inside texting or ringing his sister.

Sharyn scrolled her own phone. Max and Liam had both commented on the Horizontal Falls photos she’d sent but no one had responded to the same photos on Girlz Chat, not even an emoji. She scrolled back to the last time anyone had posted. It was a few days ago, but they were marked as “deleted” so she couldn’t read them. One from Gail and one from Ruth. Sharyn continued to the message before the deletions. It was from Ann saying the hair and make-up artist was booked and she’d need their deposits.

Before that there’d been a smattering of the usual banter—a movie Gail had heard about, a chicken recipe Ann said was divine, a photo of three wine glasses with the lake in the background with the message Cheers posted by Ruth.

Sharyn stared again at the two deleted messages. What could the others have responded to after Ann’s deposit request that needed deleting? One might have been a post to the wrong chat but two…?

She exited the chat and looked at her WhatsApp list. Family Chat, Girlz Chat, her Max and Liam group they’d set up for corresponding about things like gifts for Barry, the Julz Chat Ruth had created to coordinate their visits to Julie and meal drop-offs for Ray. Sharyn’s finger hovered over the screen. It’d been almost a year since they’d last needed to use that.

Then it hit her with the force of a punch to the stomach. They’d probably set up another chat group that didn’t include her. She took some deep breaths to help ease the hurt then tried to be realistic—it made sense to create another group that was just about the charity dinner and the French river cruise if she couldn’t go. But while she would have suffered some FOMO seeing all their messages, it was even worse now that she couldn’t.

She opened Girlz Chat again and read the message she’d sent with the Horizontal Falls photos. Magical destination right here in Australia. You’d all love it. Add to your bucket list. She checked the read by list and all three of her friends had read her message but not one had bothered to respond. She deleted her photos and words and looked with satisfaction at the remaining white box with the words This message was deleted. She wasn’t quite ready to remove herself from the group but she wouldn’t bother checking it for the foreseeable future.

From the van behind her she could hear the faint sound of Barry talking.

She checked the time then tossed her phone aside. They’d be heading to the beach soon, something she’d been looking forward to.

The van door opened and Barry came out, stretched his arms wide and yawned.

“Who were you talking to?” she asked.

“No one.” He shook his head.

“I thought I heard a voice inside.”

“Radio?” He shrugged and turned to the other van. “Where’s Ray?”

“He went to have a rest like you.”

“I’ll give him a call. It’s time we went to see this famous beach.”

Sharyn eased back in her chair, enjoying the small frisson of excitement that coursed through her. It was only two days till her birthday. Despite her initial horror about this caravan holiday they’d made it to this remote destination almost unscathed. She’d be turning sixty in Broome and that was special.
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It was late afternoon when Kathleen squinted at the bedside clock. She could hear the shower running. Perhaps it was Omar finally leaving her side that had woken her. She shivered at the recollection of their lovemaking, their gentle exploration of each other’s bodies, the energy and passion that followed and then dozing in each other’s arms. This was not what she’d imagined when she’d agreed to take a caravan holiday with Raymond. Omar had got a good deal for a two-night stay so she wasn’t planning on going back to the van for a few days at least. She was fairly sure Raymond would be pleased—he could have Heidi stay—but she hoped Sharyn wouldn’t mind her desertion.

The shower stopped and Omar returned, a towel around his waist and a smile on his face. He bent down and kissed her, so long and slow that she wanted to drag him back to bed, but he eased away.

“We should go and check out Cable Beach while it’s still light,” he said.

Kathleen sat up. “I’ll have a quick shower but then can we eat before we go? I’m starving.”

He grinned. “Me too. How about I order room service? We can eat then go to the beach.”

Kathleen nodded and strode to the shower, no longer self-conscious about him seeing her naked body. She only remembered when she was under the water that she not only didn’t have a toothbrush but neither did she have any fresh clothes. She came out wearing the hotel robe.

Omar had opened the shutters to reveal a door that led onto a private deck and he was seated on one of the wicker chairs, a huge bowl of hot chips and two tall glasses on the table beside him. She draped her arms around his neck and he startled under her touch, turning the phone in his hand aside.

“Sorry,” she said.

“Don’t be,” he replied and gently pulled her close so their lips met.

“You taste like truffle.” She licked her lips.

“It’s the chips. I hope they’re still hot. I was worried you’d drowned in there.”

She curled herself into the other chair and took a chip. “Still hot.” She waggled it in the air and put it in her mouth, savouring the combination of truffle, salt and parmesan. “They’re divine,” she said, immediately taking another.

The deck looked towards a pool and several people were swimming or seated at the edge sipping cocktails.

“This isn’t bad, is it?” Omar said. “We can take a swim whenever we want.”

Kathleen patted her robe. “I didn’t plan ahead very well. I’ll need to locate the caravan for some bathers and fresh clothes and maybe my toothbrush.”

“We could just stay here,” he grinned.

“True.”

His phone vibrated. He glanced at the screen and frowned. She noticed the caller’s name was Work before he put it face down on the table.

“Oh!” Kathleen put a hand to her head as she remembered Beryl’s call. Then she groaned as spasms of pain zapped through her hand.

“What’d you do?” He reached for her injured hand and took it carefully in his.

“Nothing. I forgot for a moment that it still hurts when I try to do too much with it.” She lay her hand back in her lap. “But I also remembered I haven’t called my aunt. She’s on her own and she worries when she doesn’t hear from me.”

“Call her.” He got up, took another chip and collected his phone. “I need to make some calls too. My sister for one. I’ll go for a quick walk.”

It took the first five minutes of the call to calm Beryl down and another five to explain Raymond’s renovation plan then another five to convince Beryl his intentions had been good and then by the time Kathleen had explained they’d arrived in Broome, minus the details of how she’d got there and where she was now, she’d been on the phone for over half an hour before she finally managed to end the call.

She’d emptied the bowl of chips and finished the icy cold lemonade while she’d been on the phone and was thinking she’d like something else when Omar returned. She heard him moving about in the room and just when she thought he wasn’t coming out to join her he appeared holding out an ice cream on a stick.

“Hope it hasn’t melted,” he said as he opened his own.

“Just what I felt like,” she said. The chocolate coating was crunchy while the ice cream underneath was soft—it was still delicious. They ate quickly, both tossing the stick and paper into the empty chip bowl at the same time, then Omar continued to gaze at the pool. His earlier exuberant mood had been replaced by quiet contemplation. He looked almost sad, not something she’d seen in him before. Was he regretting his rash decision to take her with him and get them a room together, or maybe the phone call?

“I’ve dealt with Aunty Beryl,” she said brightly.

He turned back and the faraway look left as he focused on her. “She’s up to date with everything?”

“Not everything.”

His lips turned up in the smallest of smiles.

“What about you?” she asked. “Did you tell your sister everything?”

He shook his head. “She’s definitely on a need-to-know basis and she doesn’t need to know about us…yet.”

Kathleen’s smile widened. That didn’t sound as if he was regretting being with her.

“Was the other call work?”

He frowned.

“Only you were so happy earlier and now you seem…sad.”

“I’m sorry.” His lips twisted up in a quick smile that dropped just as fast as he turned away.

“Don’t be.” She studied the rigid set of his jaw, noted the slow rise and fall of his chest. “But if it’s any help to talk, I’m right here.”

They sat silently for a few minutes with only the soft murmur of voices floating their way from the pool.

“Work want to know when I’m coming back.” He turned his face to hers. The deep worry lines etched there alarmed her. This was a side of Omar she’d not seen.

“Can they ask that? Aren’t you on leave?”

He nodded. “Extended…indefinite.”

She felt his sorrow so deeply she dragged the footrest up to his chair and sat on it, taking one of his hands in hers.

“They’re desperate to fill shifts.” His face crumpled and he leaned into her, pressing his face to her shoulder. “But I can’t.” His voice was muffled by her gown but it couldn’t eliminate the despair in his words.

She shuffled closer and wrapped her arms around him and then his were around her. They clung together, his hold on her so strong she had trouble taking a deep breath but she didn’t let him go. Every so often she felt his body shudder. She suspected he was crying but he kept his face against her shoulder. The light turned golden and she assumed the sun was getting low when he finally eased his hold on her and sat back.

His face was red and blotchy and creased with lines from the fabric of her robe. It broke her heart to see him so distressed. She passed him the glass with the remains of his lemonade. “It’s probably warm by now but it’s wet.” She didn’t want to leave him to get something cooler.

He drank it and she set the glass back on the table.

“Thanks,” he rasped and rubbed the back of his hand across his nose. “You must think I’m weird.”

“I’m the last person to think that. It’s a label I’ve had myself. Remember when you found me scrabbling around with my shoes and bag at the park in Alice? That was because I’d stepped in dog poo. I’ve developed an anxiety about animal droppings on me.”

He smiled, a real smile this time. “That sounds like common sense to me.”

“Most people would wash it off and get on with their lives.” She shook her head. “Not me.”

He lifted a lock of her hair gently back from her face and blew out a deep breath. “Most people deal with work pressure too, but sometimes…” He sighed again. “Work was getting overwhelming. Not enough of us, long hours, and then one week I attended three fatal motor vehicle accidents within a short time. The last one was a family…” He got that distant look in his eyes again. “It was a constant wave of adrenaline that didn’t subside and then this woman threw her drink over me, hurling abuse while we worked on her partner, who’d been punched in a fight.”

Kathleen clapped a hand to her mouth to hold back the disgust that burst over her concern.

He nodded. “I know. So crazy, right?” He drew in another long, ragged breath and blew it out in short puffs. “The police were there but she was screaming so loud it was all I could do to stop myself from shoving the silly b—” He groaned and dragged his fingers through his hair. “I went home and barely left my bed for two days and by the time I hauled myself up I knew I couldn’t go back. I went on leave. I had some counselling but I needed to do something totally different. Then my mates suggested I join them for the desert race. I decided I’d go with them then keep riding and see where my bike took me. Plenty of time on my bike to think of nothing but the road and the people I might meet along the way. Then I met you staring at a windmill in Glendambo. You had such a great smile and you were a Ted Lasso fan.” He grinned. “I have to admit I was glad you left those shoes in the park. It gave me a reason to find you.”

Kathleen groaned. “The poo shoes!”

He laughed then. “They gave me the chance for a quick chat. I asked you where you were headed.”

“Did you?” All Kathleen remembered of that conversation was her extreme embarrassment. “Did I have a coherent answer?”

“You said Katherine then on to Broome. That was enough for me. Once the race was over and my mates headed for home I decided to follow you.”

“You did?”

“Bit stalkerish, I know. It’s not something I’ve ever done before and I had no idea if I’d see you again, but the chance that I might was all I needed.”

“Then when you found me I needed first aid.”

“That was such a blow and then a relief.”

She frowned.

“Not that you were hurt but that Ray was with you. I thought he was your husband and I suddenly realised what an idiot I’d been to follow you. Then I found out he was your brother.”

“Oh…yes, I see.” She smiled then looked down at her hand. “This would have been the last thing you wanted to be doing though.”

Omar gently cupped her hand between his. “Like I said before, the others would have done the same, I’m sure. I was just happy it was me who was there when you needed help. Anyway, it was a totally different situation to being at work.” His shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she said, then doing her very best Ted Lasso impersonation she added, “You beating yourself up is like Woody Allen playing the clarinet. I don’t wanna hear it.”

He smiled and it was that warm heart-stopping smile she loved. “Your Kansas accent might need some practice but I like your work, coach.”

She leaned in and kissed him then he suddenly pulled back. “We should get going if we want to catch our first Cable Beach sunset.”

She glanced towards the only visible patch of sky. The gold was turning orange. Inside she scrambled to collect her clothes still spread around the room.

“I got you these at the hotel shop.” Omar put a bag on the bed beside her. “If they don’t fit or you don’t like them we can return them.”

Kathleen took a cautious look then reached inside. She pulled out a piece of blue and white fabric. “A sarong. What a great idea.” Then she took out a pair of bathers, glimpsing a toiletries pack at the bottom of the bag. Omar had thought of everything.

“What a gorgeous shade of blue.”

“Do you like them? The woman called it Tahiti blue but she assured me you could return them if the size was wrong.”

She read the twelve on the tag. “They should be okay.” Then she saw the price but she was already in love with them. “Holy moly, I’ll be paying you back for these.”

“We’ll worry about that later. You need to get them on so we can head to the beach. I don’t want your friends accusing me of hogging your company.”

“Friends?”

“Come on,” he called.
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“Wow!” was all Sharyn could say as she took in the long curve of the beach stretching into the distance. Turning west, she lifted her hand to shade her eyes from the force of the sun, slipping like a huge golden ball into the Indian Ocean.

Barry drew her close so her back pressed to his chest. “Worth it?” he murmured in her ear.

“Worth it.” She nodded, savouring the warmth on her face and arms.

“Hey, look at you two lovebirds.” Ray walked towards them, a bag in one hand and Heidi’s hand in his other and Adele beside her.

“Isn’t this specky,” she said and nudged Heidi. “Nearly as good as a Darwin sunset.” They both laughed.

Ray took cans of beer from his bag and handed them around. Sharyn stared as one was offered her way. She rarely drank beer. “Thanks, Ray,” she said and accepted the can.

When they all had drinks in hand Ray lifted his in a toast. “Here’s to the birthday girl and the destination. Not a bad place to turn sixty.”

“I’m not sixty yet,” Sharyn said. “But I’m happy to come back in two nights and do it again.”

“Won’t we be—”

“Look who’s coming.” Barry cut Heidi off and waved.

A couple walked towards them but the light was infused with orange now. Sharyn squinted into the half-light—it was a tall dark-haired guy with a woman draped in a beautiful blue sarong. Sharyn gasped. “Kathleen!”

“Sorry we’re late,” Omar said.

“The sun’s not gone yet.” Ray handed out more beers and they toasted their beautiful surroundings again.

“You look hot!” Sharyn murmured in Kathleen’s ear once they had a moment alone.

“I feel hot.” Kathleen fanned her cheeks with her hand. “Can you believe Omar bought these?”

“I knew that man had good taste.”

“Omar must have been in touch with Ray. I didn’t know about drinks with you guys.”

“I think there’s a lot of secret squirrel stuff going on at the moment. Barry’s planning a nice dinner for my birthday and I hope it will include you two.”

Omar slipped an arm around Kathleen’s waist. “We’ll be there.”

She looked up at him in surprise then back at Sharyn. “I think I know as much as you do.”
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forty-two

The morning of her sixtieth birthday Sharyn lay in bed feeling nothing but a sense of contentment with just a sprinkle of expectation. The contentment came from starting the previous night with dinner at a restaurant with Barry and then returning to their van where they’d been intimate, but in a different way this time, without the aid of his pill.

She’d put on his favourite music, he’d made them a martini and they’d taken their drinks to bed. Then she’d looked him in the eye and told him how much he meant to her. She’d told him he was the best dad, the most loyal partner and how he made much better martinis than she did. They’d laughed, talked about their sons and how proud they were of their achievements and she’d said how much she missed them. Barry had told her he loved her, what a good cook she was and how much she’d relaxed on this trip.

“Unless you’re backing the caravan,” she’d said and then they’d laughed again.

They’d finished their martinis then he’d read a chapter of Kings in Grass Castles out loud to her. She’d drifted off to sleep to the sound of his melodic voice and woken later with the light out and Barry nestled against her.

The sprinkle of expectation was because Barry had brought her breakfast in bed with a birthday card and instructions inside it to pack a small bag for a few nights away and wait in the caravan until called. She’d told him at the start of this holiday if she got sick of the van she wanted them to take a break in a motel and she could have happily done that any time—until now.

After their night away in Horizontal Falls she’d been pleased to get back to her little house on wheels and make sure all was still okay. It had become her tiny home and now it kind of felt like desertion, heading away and leaving it again. He’d driven off with his bag an hour ago but she’d just heard the four-wheel drive return and a murmured discussion with Ray. She had much more faith in Barry’s surprises after the trip he’d planned for their anniversary but a small part of her still worried.

“Ray’s ready,” Barry called.

She picked up her bag. Barry had organised Ray to drive them to wherever they were going. She suspected it was that nice resort where Omar and Kathleen were staying but she hadn’t let on.

She checked one last time to make sure everything was secure. Her gaze lingered on the broken drawer still held together by gaffer tape. Barry hadn’t had any luck getting that fixed. She wondered if he’d packed his pills for wherever they were going.

“Sharyn?”

She took her hat from the hook. Outside the two of them stood side by side. Ray held up a scarf and waggled his eyebrows. “You have to wear a blindfold.”

Sharyn baulked. “I don’t need that.”

“Please, Sharyn,” Barry cajoled. He was almost hopping from foot to foot he was so excited. “It’s very important.”

She looked from him to Ray’s four-wheel drive, which had gold sparkly streamers tied to the aerial and bumper bar.

“Really?” she said.

The two men nodded like bobble-headed dogs and Ray jiggled the blindfold.

“Okay,” she conceded.

Barry sat in the back seat beside her and held her hand. Loud party music blared from Ray’s audio system and with the streamers she could only imagine the strange looks they’d be getting. When they stopped and Barry helped her from the car she could smell the sea. The breeze was gentle on her skin as he walked her carefully forward. The hard path softened under her feet then he stopped and removed the blindfold. She was on the grass of the amphitheatre above Cable Beach. She blinked at the brightness then Barry held her shoulders and turned her round.

“Surprise!” Several people lined the first step of the amphitheatre right in front of her. Kathleen and Omar, Heidi and Adele and—

She screamed and put her hands to her mouth. Her knees went weak but Barry’s strong arms supported her. “Liam!” She held out her arms and as he jumped off the step and came towards her she realised who was standing behind Omar. “Max!” she screamed again.

Her arms went around Liam and then Max was beside her and she hugged him too.

He kissed her cheek. “Happy birthday, Mum.”

She pressed her hands to her mouth again. “Oh my god, I can’t believe it.” She hugged them again then looked around at the others. A young woman she didn’t know stood slightly to one side, a shy smile on her face.

Liam beckoned her to join them then slipped his arm around her waist. “Mum, this is Amalie.”

Sharyn looked from her son to the smiling young woman at his side. “Hello, Amalie.”

Before Sharyn had a chance to say any more Barry was calling everyone to attention. “Okay, folks. Gather your things. Our bus is waiting.”

A small bus had pulled in where Ray’s vehicle had been and people started picking up the bags and backpacks she hadn’t noticed stacked to one side.

“What is going on?” she asked. They didn’t need a bus if they were going across the road to the resort.

Barry put an arm around her once more and drew her towards the bus. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure her boys were following.

“I can’t keep the secret any longer,” Barry said as they came to a stop by the bus door. “We’re going on a cruise.”

“A cruise?” Sharyn looked back to the bay where she’d seen a cruise ship in the distance.

“It will just take a couple of hours to reach the boat. It’s waiting for us further north at Cygnet Bay.”

Once more Sharyn felt her knees weaken and he hustled her onto a seat while everyone else climbed aboard.

Kathleen sat across from her and passed her a drink.

“You probably need something stronger but it’s champagne and orange for this hour of the day.” Her face lit up with a smile.

“Did you know about this?” Sharyn asked.

“Not until yesterday. Omar had to let me in on it so he could sneak me back to the van to collect a bag and some extra clothes. Ray said Barry has been planning this since last year.”

Sharyn took a gulp of the drink, unable to fathom the enormity of that.

Barry slid the door shut and raised his glass. “Welcome to Sharyn’s Surprise Sixtieth Shindig, everyone.”

There was a rowdy chorus of replies and he took the seat next to her.

“You’ve been planning this for a year?” She couldn’t help the incredulous tone in her voice.

He nodded and tapped his glass gently to hers. “Happy birthday, Sharyn.”

“I can’t believe you’ve managed to organise this and I knew nothing.”

“Neither can I.” He chuckled. “Ray helped.”

She glanced around. “And including the boys.” Tears brimmed in her eyes. “That’s so lovely.”

“The yacht can sleep twelve. Originally, I’d thought you, me, the boys and then Ruth, Jason and the others but…then I decided it was my holiday too and I’m sorry, love, but I couldn’t stand spending four days and three nights on a yacht with…”

“The bitches?”

He blew out a breath. “Yes.”

“I’m glad.”

“You are?”

She glanced again at the group settled in the seats around her, all chatting happily. “I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather spend my birthday with than you, the boys, Amalie…” She raised her eyebrows. “Did you know about her?”

“Only recently. He’s been keeping that to himself.”

“And the rest are such a great bunch.” She kissed him. “It’s going to be fun.”

Ray’s voice rose above the others. “I hope none of you are worried about cruising. I used to have a fear of boats, you know, but that ship has sailed.”

Heidi’s giggle was drowned by a chorus of groans from everyone else.

Sharyn met Barry’s smile with a frown.

“It is going to be fun,” he insisted.
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Kathleen lazed against the back of the couch, the breeze ruffling her hair and the late afternoon sun a warm caress on her shoulders. The chatter of her fellow cruisers drifted from other parts of the boat, some at the bar organising the sunset drinks, some in the lounge area below her and, while she couldn’t hear them, she knew Omar and Max were stretched out, suspended above the water in the webbed area at the front of the boat. The rooftop lounge had become a favourite spot for all of them over the few days they’d been aboard but she had it momentarily to herself.

While she’d hoped for some new experiences she’d never expected Raymond’s caravan holiday would turn into this magical Kimberley cruise and she certainly hadn’t imagined it would include meeting Omar.

“Isn’t this heaven?” Sharyn climbed up beside her and passed her a mojito.

“It’s truly the best thing I’ve ever done in my life.”

They tapped glasses, sipped and sat back again, watching the distant cliffs as they sailed into a huge bay.

“Who’s got the binoculars?” Liam’s voice called from below.

“I’ve enjoyed getting to know your sons,” Kathleen said.

“They’re both delightful—you must be so proud of them.”

“I am and this trip has allowed me to get to know them too.”

“Really?” Kathleen thought it an odd thing to say.

“They both left home as little more than boys and because they live at different ends of Australia we’ve only had short snatches of time together since. They talk to Barry a lot but I find phone conversations hard with them and I feel as if I’ve lost touch with who they are, what they’ve become. But these last few days we’ve had so many wonderful conversations. And I never thought I’d see the day when they had someone special in their lives.”

“Amalie’s a sweetheart.”

“She’s perfect for Liam. And Max says there’s a girl…a woman in his life. It’s early days and he wasn’t sure about bringing her to meet the family in the confines of a boat cruise and then she couldn’t get leave from her work anyway. He said they’ll fly down to Adelaide later in the year. I’m not thinking any further ahead for my sons other than they’re both happy and busy and enjoying life.”

“Mmmm.” Kathleen closed her eyes and tipped her head back, absorbing the sun’s warmth. “I don’t want this to end.”

“Me either. The caravan is going to be a letdown after this.”

Kathleen opened her eyes again, glanced at Sharyn and took a sip of her drink. “I need to talk to you about that.”

“Uh-oh!” Sharyn sat up straighter. “You’re going to stay with Omar longer, aren’t you?”

Kathleen nodded.

“I told Barry this morning I thought you two might spend a bit more time together before we head for home.”

“That’s the thing…” Kathleen put a finger to her teeth then tugged it back, reminding herself she was not going to bite her nails any more. “I’m not coming home.”

Sharyn almost choked on the sip she’d just taken.

“I suppose I will eventually but…I’m sorry, I’m not travelling back in the van. I’m staying with Omar.”

“In his tent?”

“It’s actually quite roomy.”

Omar had erected the tent on the grass outside their room the night before the cruise. Kathleen had been surprised at the space inside and how comfortable it was but she wasn’t totally convinced that she’d still find it acceptable once they were on the road and camping rough. But if she was with Omar would it matter?

Sharyn gave her a gentle nudge. “I suppose with those stars in your eyes you won’t notice where you are anyway.”

Kathleen smiled.

“But you’ll still be travelling with us?” Sharyn said.

“Only as far as Port Hedland.”

“Oh.”

“Omar’s extended his leave. He’s not sure he wants to go back to being a paramedic. I don’t have a job. My house is a mess. I’ve got nothing to go home for so we’re giving ourselves time off. We’ve decided we’ll follow the coast down to Perth and see how we feel about things when we get there.”

“Oh,” Sharyn said again.

“I’m going to miss you,” Kathleen said.

“With Omar right beside you?” Sharyn’s disappointed look changed to a grin. “I don’t think so.”

“This trip has changed my life. I never imagined I’d meet someone like him.” Kathleen lifted her sunglasses. “Or that you and I would become friends.”

Sharyn shook her head. “Neither did I but I’m glad we have. And it’s not just a holiday fling.”

Kathleen tipped her head to the side.

“You and I, I mean. When you do come back, we’ll still be friends and we can keep catching up, doing things together.”

“I’d like that.”

Sharyn tapped her glass to Kathleen’s. “I’m so happy for you, truly.”

Omar’s head bobbed up from below. “Here you are. I was going to ask if you’d like a drink but I see you’re both ahead of me.” He flung himself onto the couch beside Kathleen and draped his arm across her shoulders. “This experience is going to be hard to beat, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” Sharyn said. The two of them talked about the fish they’d caught that morning, that the crew would cook for their dinner. Kathleen tuned out, relishing the feel of his arm around her.

This cruise had been good for them but especially for Omar. For the last three days she’d seen no sign of the haunted look that had kept returning at odd times after he’d told her his reasons for taking leave and being on the road. He was excited like her at the prospect of them travelling slowly down the west coast together. Taking their time, stopping wherever they fancied. It would be a chance for him to recover and think about his future, which would include her, she hoped.

Heidi’s giggle preceded her up the stairs.

Kathleen met Sharyn’s pained look. It was quite a high-pitched sound.

“This is where the party is,” Raymond boomed as he reached the deck and passed Heidi the drink he’d carried for her. They all shifted around to make room as the rest followed him.

Music drifted up from below and no doubt one of the crew would soon deliver the pre-dinner nibbles. Kathleen could get used to this life.

“I wonder how you score a job on one of these tourist boats,” Omar murmured in her ear.

She looked at him in surprise. “Can you read my thoughts?”

He put his face close to hers. “I can read everything about you.”

Kathleen went warm all over. She truly was in heaven.
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“Thank you, Barry.” Sharyn patted her husband’s leg.

“Ouch!”

“Sorry, I forgot about your sunburn.” Sharyn looked around the group settled on the top deck then beyond to the beautiful Kimberley coastline. “This is what you spent the last of your dad’s money on.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t consult you but I really wanted to give you the most special surprise birthday. I…we’ve paid for us and the boys of course and Amalie. Funds are a bit tight for Liam so I helped him out with the airfare as well. Ray paid his and Kathleen’s share and I thought that’d be it but…we’ve collected a group along the way. There was still plenty of room. Ray suggested he bring Heidi—”

“Of course he did.”

“And Kathleen was with Omar and I couldn’t not ask Adele. They’ve all contributed what they can to expenses so the cruise won’t cost us as much as I’d first thought.”

“Well, I think you’ve done a fabulous job pulling it all together. If I was still talking to Ruth and co I’d be singing your praises.”

“You’re not talking to them?”

“Bit silly, really.” She shrugged. “I spent the first part of this holiday wanting to prove to them I was having the best time even though I wasn’t.”

Barry opened his mouth but she put up a hand.

“I really didn’t enjoy caravanning to begin with but it’s grown on me and the places we’ve seen and the things we’ve done have been amazing, and now this.” She waved her arm at the view.

“It’s not a French river cruise.”

“I suspect you can’t compare them. Since I’ve been away my so-called friends seem to have given me the flick.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. From a distance I can see them more clearly. They can be bitches but…”

“But?”

“When I go back I’ll still see them but I suspect not as often. I didn’t tell you I had a text from an old school friend of mine who’s moving back to Adelaide. She used to be a bit alternative, the opposite to Ruth and Ann and Gail. I’m looking forward to catching up with her again.” Sharyn glanced at Kathleen chatting to Amalie. “Kathleen’s opened my eyes to a different kind of friendship. One that’s not judgy and where you have each other’s back.”

“That’s a bit like Ray and me, you know.”

She glanced at Ray. He was speaking earnestly to Heidi, who was hanging on his every word. “I like Heidi, except for that laugh.”

Barry winced.

“I think she’s been good for Ray.”

“After seeing them together these last few days, I’m starting to think you’re right but should we be worried about that?” Barry gave a slight nod in the direction of Max and Adele seated together on the opposite side of the couch. Adele laughed suddenly at something Max had said and gave him a playful pat.

“I don’t think so,” Sharyn said.

“They seem to be getting along well but she’s a good twenty years older than him.”

“Everyone else is a couple so it’s only natural they might be drawn together. Anyway, Max said there’s someone special waiting for him back in the Gold Coast.”

“Really?”

“He didn’t tell you?” There was a small element of pleasure knowing Max had told her first.

“Nothing about a girlfriend.”

“Who said it was a girl?”

Barry’s mouth fell open and she laughed.

“It is a girl but we mustn’t assume, must we?”

He shook his head.
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forty-four

“Oh my god, Barry, that’s left not right,” Sharyn yelled. She took a deep breath as a woman stepped out of the caravan barely two metres away from the bay Barry was trying to reverse their van into.

The woman smiled and walked away. Sharyn huffed. Barry was beckoning to her from his window.

“Can I help?”

She jumped. “Omar, where did you come from?”

“We’ve been here an hour or so. We’re set up in the camping area over the other side. I thought I’d come for a wander to see if you were here yet.”

“Ray’s still coming. He stopped in at the last servo to buy a couple of things. We came on ahead to get two spots together.”

“It’s good here. Kathleen and I have already been over to the beach. I can see why it’s called Eighty Mile Beach. It goes on forever.”

Sharyn glanced around. “Where is Kathleen?”

“Back at the beach. There’s better signal there. She’s using my phone to call her aunt.”

“Sharyn!” Barry called.

“Ughh!” Sharyn rolled her eyes. “I hate this part of caravanning.”

“Would you mind if I had a go?”

“Be my guest.”

Omar strolled over to Barry’s window. They chatted, interspersed with Omar making hand signals then Barry pulled out and drove a bit further along the road. Omar paced two steps away from the front of the caravan bay and when Barry reversed Omar indicated he should turn at that point.

Sharyn stood to the side, waiting for Omar to join her but as Barry began to swing into the bay Omar went to the front of the four-wheel drive and communicated with Barry via hand signals from there. It was a stop-start process but Barry managed to reverse the van into the bay first go and it was almost straight.

“That’s amazing,” Sharyn said as Omar wandered back to join her.

“My parents have a caravan. They were ready to murder each other before Dad came up with a system that worked for them.”

“You’ll have to teach me.”

“Sure.”

“That was great, Omar, thanks.” Barry shook Omar’s hand enthusiastically. “You’ll have to—”

“Already organised, Barry,” Sharyn snapped. She was still tense from her earlier try at getting him into the bay.

Omar made himself useful helping Barry outside as they set up the van and Kathleen found them just as Sharyn finished inside.

“The beach is amazing,” Kathleen said. “There’s a great spot in the sandhills to view the sunset. My phone’s useless as usual but Omar let me use his to ring Aunty Beryl.” She chuckled. “He’s very understanding about my calls to Beryl. His sister threatens to organise a search party if she doesn’t hear from him regularly.”

Sharyn gave Kathleen a quick hug. “I’m so happy you’re so happy.”

Tears brimmed in Kathleen’s eyes and she glanced around. “Ray not here yet?”

“Just arriving now.” Sharyn nodded in the other direction and quickly wiped the moisture from her own eyes.

“I wondered if he might need some help.”

Ray pulled up, ready to reverse, and Heidi climbed out of the passenger seat.

“He’s got help. Let’s see how they go,” Sharyn said perhaps just a little too gleefully.

She and Kathleen both pretended to be busy, rolling out the mat and setting up chairs, while keeping an eye on Ray and Heidi. There was little verbal communication. Heidi went to the back of the van and with a series of hand signals helped Ray quickly into the bay.

“Evidently she’s got a small truck licence,” Kathleen murmured. “Maybe that helps.”

“Lucky Ray.” Sharyn’s lips twitched. “It’s their turn to cook dinner tonight.”

“I know. I thought I should—”

“No, Kathleen—we go our separate ways soon. They have to get used to doing it together. You can’t keep helping them.”

When they’d arrived back from the cruise, Omar and Kathleen had moved into a camp near theirs in the caravan park and had helped Ray cook even though Heidi was staying the night. Then Ray had announced that Heidi was going to travel with him on the journey south and she’d go back to Darwin via Perth.

They watched on as Heidi stood beside the van giving Ray instructions on where she wanted things placed.

“Do you think it’s going to work?” Kathleen said. “What if you’re halfway south and it all goes pear-shaped between them?”

“I suppose she can always send him to your bunk bed.”

“Who’s going to empty the toilet, do you think?”

Sharyn clamped a hand to her mouth and they both laughed. Sharyn felt she could afford to since she’d had her first lesson in how to do it with Barry back at the Broome park. She studied Heidi’s petite form, her pale blue shorts and white top. “If she can drive a truck…” Sharyn shrugged.

Kathleen chuckled. “Oh and you’ll never guess who Omar and I saw heading into Broome as we were heading out? Nancy and Bev.”

“Really?”

“We were at the same servo. They had a great time at El Questro and they went to the Bungle Bungles.”

“Lucky ducks.”

“I was glad they got to meet Omar. They’ve invited us to visit them if we ever get to Sydney. And they’ve got my number and Ray’s if they come to Adelaide.”

“I’d love to catch up with them again. Nancy’s a gem.”

Heidi clapped her hands to get their attention. “Time for drinks, everyone. Our shout, isn’t it, Ray?” she said with a coquettish smile.

“Yes, of course,” Ray said. “We’ve got some rather good champagne and a couple of excellent reds.” He pulled a bottle from his car fridge. “Champagne to start?”

Everyone agreed except Omar, who stuck with a soft drink. “I need some alcohol-free days after the last week or so.”

“We all do, but not yet.” Sharyn had decided that without Kathleen she’d make the homeward journey alcohol-free. She accepted the glass Heidi offered with a wink. Or maybe once they got home.

“This is a great spot, isn’t it?” Heidi said.

“It is,” Kathleen agreed and glanced at Omar.

“Yeah,” he drew the word out. “I know we said we’d travel as far as Port Hedland with you but that’s only a day away and…” He reached for Kathleen’s hand and squeezed it. “We’re not in a rush like you guys. We think we’ll stay here another night at least.”

Silence followed his words. A pause in which Sharyn hid her disappointment by taking a sip from her glass.

“It’s only one night earlier than planned,” Kathleen said.

“No worries,” Ray huffed. “We’ll miss you.”

Once more silence fell. Sharyn had felt sad enough leaving Broome and waving goodbye to her sons and Amalie. And even though they were still on holiday they were heading south now with no time to dawdle so it felt like it was almost over. And they’d be travelling without Kathleen.

Heidi startled them all by leaping to her feet. “I’d better get you to show me a couple of things inside the van again then, Kathleen, if you wouldn’t mind.” She smiled her sweet smile. “Ray’s a bit clueless about the microwave and I can’t find a manual.”

“Sure.”

Kathleen followed her inside.

“Omar.” Ray rose to his feet. “A quick word, if I may.”

“Okay,” Omar said and followed Ray off around the vehicle.

“You don’t think he’s going to give Omar one of those talks, do you?” Sharyn murmured to Barry.

He chuckled. “I think he just wants to make sure Kathleen will be okay.”

Sharyn looked back to Ray’s van as the sound of Kathleen and Heidi laughing together drifted through the door. “Maybe Kath’s having the same talk with Heidi.”

Barry snorted and they both sipped their champagne.

“Hasn’t very often been just the two of us sitting out like this, has it?” he said.

“You’re usually off with Ray.”

“And you with Kathleen,” he countered then, after a pause, “Do you think the journey home might be more like this? Heidi will probably take Ray’s attention.”

“Won’t be too long before we’re back in the cool country. We won’t be sitting outside much anyway.”

“We can have one of our date nights.” He winked. “There’s another chapter of Kings in Grass Castles I reckon you’ll like.”

“And maybe you can teach me to play crib.”

“You’ve never wanted to when I’ve suggested it before.”

She shrugged. “It’s another thing two can do.”

He tapped his glass to hers. “And two’s company.”

“Very true.”

She leaned in to kiss him but sat back as Omar and Ray strolled around the car and Heidi and Kathleen stepped out of the caravan. “I forgot to check if anyone had any dietary requirements,”

Heidi asked.

They all shook their heads. “That’s good. Ray was planning to cook his paella tonight.”

Sharyn stifled a groan.

“But I didn’t like the sound of it.” She kissed Ray’s cheek. “No offence, sweetie. Luckily that servo was well stocked and I’ve got the ingredients to make us a chicken and mango coconut curry. I hope that’ll be okay?” Heidi glanced around, suddenly looking vulnerable.

“It sounds wonderful,” Barry said.

“Good.” Heidi nodded and her smile returned. “Ray, I’ll need you to cook the chicken later.”

“Of course.” Ray nodded.

Sharyn met Kathleen’s surprised look, smirked and raised her glass.

“Lucky we’re not flying,” Ray boomed. “You can’t expect to eat anything fancy when you’re flying. It’s plane food.”

Heidi tittered. “Oh, Ray.”

Sharyn gripped her glass so tightly it shook and Barry gave her a nudge. He was grinning at her and she glared back.

“I know he’s your friend,” she muttered. “But I might just have to murder that man before we make it home.”

“Come on, love. You’ve lasted…” Barry pulled out his notebook. “You’ve lasted the four thousand seven hundred and fifty-four k’s since we left home. Only another three thousand eight hundred and twenty-two to go.”

Sharyn’s mouth fell open and he leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You’ll be fine.”
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book club questions

•How did you feel about Barry buying the caravan and Sharyn’s response?

•Do you believe Barry was justified in keeping his financial secrets? Why or why not?

•How has the past shaped Kathleen’s life?

•Have you ever known a reclusive neighbour like Kathleen? Has the story had any impact on how you might perceive them now?

•Ray and Kathleen had strong feelings about how they should look out for/help each other. What did you think about that? What are a sibling’s responsibilities to a brother or sister?

•Changing one’s environment and going on a trip together can be a great opportunity to get to know each other all over again and to invite the romance of the open road into a relationship. How do you think this went for Sharyn and Barry?

•What impact did the people they met along the way have on Sharyn and/or Kathleen?

•Australians love caravanning but long caravan holidays can range from an idyllic time-out to a test of relationship endurance. Have you ever been on a long caravan trip? Can you relate to the experiences of any of the travellers in the book?

•What was your favourite scene, or a scene that stayed with you?
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