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After some discussion with other writers I have added a small glossary in the back, just in case any reader has a problem with the occasional slang word or colloquialism my characters might use. This is book 2 of my rural romance series, Red Dust, but is a stand-alone novel.
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THE ROAD TO KARINYA




CHAPTER ONE

Mildura 1973
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WE WERE UP BRIGHT AND early, all ready to head off by eight o’clock. I’d said my goodbyes the day before to all my family; we had a barbie and my four older sisters all managed to turn up, with various husbands, boyfriends and my three nieces. My two younger sisters, Ally and Georgie, had no choice really, since they still lived at home, but it was lovely having all of us together. Even Penny, who was living in Melbourne, was home for the weekend. Sometimes my sisters are a pain—one or two more so than the others—but I’d miss them, I knew. And Mum and Dad.

Sally and I had been friends since the first day of high school, in Mildura. I lived on an outback station and stayed at the boarding house at the school, while Sally was a townie, but we just hit it off straight away; I’m still not sure why. We don’t seem to have much in common but we make each other laugh, so maybe that’s it.

We were heading off around the country—having the adventure of a lifetime before we settled down with real jobs or got married or whatever. I left school after year ten and worked for a couple of years, first in Mildura in an office and then in Melbourne, in spite of my mother’s disapproval. She didn’t think I could look after myself at seventeen but I managed, with a little help. I stayed with friends of our neighbour, Laura O’Neill. Carol and Tom were fantastic but the city was never really my cup of tea. Not that the outback was either! Maybe I’d find my ideal home on our travels and just stay there forever—camping on the beach in Queensland seemed like a good start. 

Sally and I were both eighteen—I was almost nineteen, four months older than her, but she was always the one in charge.  We’d bought a Kombi van and that was going to be our home for the next year or so. We were lucky we’d found one that was all ready for us; it had two couch seats that converted to either one double bed, using the table, or two singles without it—not the greatest beds but we’d get used to them. We both sleep like babies anyway—Sally can sleep on the floor! There was a teeny fridge and a stove and a few cupboards. It was a bit like a cubby house and we just loved it. Sally has a mechanic brother and he’d had a good look at it before we bought it and had since done a few little bits to it; we were ready to go.

I’d spent the night at Sally’s house so we could get away early. We all sat in front of the TV watching ‘Wizard of Oz’ and singing along to all the old songs, while we ate popcorn. We were never allowed to eat in the lounge room at home and I loved that at Sally’s.  

“Prue! There you are,” Mrs McNamara said as I went into the kitchen. “There’s pancakes for breakfast—or toast? Weetbix?”

“Yum, I’ll have pancakes please.” I sat down at the small table and helped myself from the pile of warm pancakes and golden syrup. The MacNamaras were a small family compared to mine; Sally only had one brother, Bill, and no sisters, but Bill ate as much as at least three of my sisters and Mrs Mac was always cooking. It was a happy place.

Mr Mac looked up from his paper and smiled at me. “All set?”

“Just about,” I mumbled, my mouth full of pancake.

“We’ve packed everything but the kitchen sink—oh wait, we already have one of those,” Sally said.

“And you have your bankbooks somewhere nice and safe, do you?” Mr Mac asked.

“Yes Dad.” 

Bill grinned. “If you run out of money you can always sell the Kombi—it’s in pretty good nick.”

“Thanks to you.” I smiled.

He gave a little bow over his Weetbix. “Thanks to me, indeed. And you’re welcome.”

***
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AT LAST WE WERE ON the way. All the last minute checks were done. Our bank books were hidden in one of the storage units under the beds and we had cash in the glove box as well as some in our purses of course. I took the first driving shift and Sally waved madly to her family as we finally pulled out of the driveway.

“We’re off!” I said and Sally immediately starting singing, “We’re off to see the lizards, the wonderful lizards of Oz!” 

I joined in with, “Because, because, because, because, because?” 

“Because of the wonderful things they does!”

We kept that song going until we were across the bridge, both of us making up silly words to make the song fit our road trip. That was the best thing about Sally—I could be as silly as I liked and she could match me all the way.

We’d both brought our favourite tapes and Sally put on a mix of hits—we were soon singing along to Carly Simon and Helen Reddy—especially ‘I am Woman’, which we roared out at the top of our voices.

“I’m getting hoarse,” I said at last, as we drove through Gol Gol. We were already in New South Wales, Mildura being right on the border between that state and Victoria. The river Murray was the border so, in theory, you could swim across the border if you were so inclined. The Murray’s wide and brown and beautiful and treacherous and I wouldn’t recommend it. 

It was an hour or so later when we arrived at Robinvale. “Do you want a cuppa or will we drive on for a while?” I asked.

“You’re the one driving. Up to you,” Sally replied.

I nodded. “I’m fine.  Maybe give it another half an hour and we can pull over somewhere if we can find some shade.”

“Yeah, it’s not too hot. I can take over any time you like though.”

“I’m fine,” I said again.

In the end I decided to keep driving until we reached Balranald; there was not really anywhere along the way that called out to us to stop and rest. As soon as we reached the town though I realised I did need a break and I pulled the Kombi over to a little park on the outskirts. We unpacked our thermos and goodies and sat at a wooden table with bench seats under the shade of a huge gum tree. 

“God bless your mum!” I said, as Sally unpacked biscuits and cake from the cardboard box. There were some things, like lamingtons, best eaten in the next day or so, and others, like yo-yo biscuits, that would keep for ages. Each package was carefully wrapped in grease-proof paper and marked with suggested dates the contents should be eaten by. My mum had given us a fruit cake, which would, in theory, keep forever, pretty much, but I knew we’d finish it off within a week or two. There was also a heap of sandwiches for lunch so we didn’t need to worry about buying anything until we camped somewhere for tea. 

It was glorious sitting in the quiet shade of the park; the Kombi was great but I had to admit it was pretty noisy. There was no-one else around and we lay on the bench seats and walked around and just generally rested. There was no hurry and we intended to enjoy our trip and not be slaves to any schedule; we had plenty of money for a few weeks at least and were confident of finding jobs in Queensland. We’d both had some experience waiting tables and there was always casual work in tourist areas for waitresses. And the Queensland coast was a mecca for tourists.

Sally took over the driving from there and I propped my feet up on the dashboard and relaxed. I was almost, but not quite, asleep, oblivious to the road noise and the music blaring, as well as Sally singing at the top of her voice.  

“Do you want to stop for lunch in Hay?” she yelled over the music.

That hadn’t been the plan but after Hay it was a long stretch again of straight road with not much to look at and certainly no towns. I nodded and sat up. “Are we nearly there already?”

Sally grinned. “Sure are, sleepy-head.”

The paddocks both sides of the highway were just like home—brownish grass with grey sheep grazing. I’d been this way more than once with my family, who made the trip to Sydney to catch up with Mum’s sister and her family every few years. Most people found it extremely boring and it’s true there wasn’t much to look at, but to me it was no more and no less boring than where I’d lived most of my life. Even so it was good to hit civilization of sorts. Hay was hardly the big smoke, but, for a country girl, it was good enough. We parked the van in the main drag and walked around for a bit; it didn’t take long to see everything the small town had to offer.

We decided to splurge on a cold drink; we had water that was still pretty cool, having been frozen, but a soft drink would be nice, we decided. 

The old Greek man working behind the counter looked up when we entered; the store was dim but delightfully cool after the heat outside. “What’ll it be, girls? Fish and chips? Pies?”

“Just drinks thanks,” Sally said and he nodded at the fridge at the back of the shop. I grabbed a lime and Sally a coke. 

“Sure you wouldn’t like some food?” He looked us up and down. “You could use some meat on your bones, the pair of you.”

We weren’t offended; he was an old man trying to sell pies, that was all. 

I smiled. “Thanks, but we brought sandwiches for lunch.”

He nodded. “Good thinking. Where you from then? Melbourne?”

“No,” we both answered at once and I let Sally finish. “I’m from Mildura—Prue is from the outback, near Wentworth.”

He nodded again. “Been down that way once or twice—not much different to here, really. Mildura’s a bit bigger, I suppose.” He looked at us for confirmation.

“Yeah, Mildura’s getting bigger all the time,” Sally said.

“So, where you headed? Sydney?”

We both shook our heads.

“No? I can’t take a trick today, can I? I’m usually spot on.”

“We’re off to Queensland,” I answered and Sally added, “And then everywhere else.”

“Ah, now I see. You’re off on the big adventure, right around the country. Two girls all alone?”

We nodded and waited for the lecture of the dangers we faced and how silly we were and how much we needed the protection of a man. We were surprised though.

“Well, good for you! You’re only young once and it’s the only time to do it, I reckon. Before you get tied down with kids and what not. Good for you.” He grinned and we left there feeling quite perked up by his comments.

“What a nice old man,” I said and Sally agreed. 

“Especially considering we didn’t buy any pies.”

We giggled at that and went back to the van. We drove around looking for a nice park and eventually found ourselves at the river.

“Is it the Darling or the Murray?” Sally asked.

“This is why I should be driving all the way,” I answered with a grin. “It’s a miracle you got to Hay without my help. It’s the Murrumbidgee!”

“Well, it’s kind of the Murray then isn’t it? Will be.”

“It’s a tributary but sure, have it your way. And, of course, even you couldn’t get lost just yet—it’s been pretty much a straight road from Balranald to Hay—hard to get that wrong!”

She ignored me and parked the van as near as we could get to the river. We got our lunch out and sat on the riverbank eating cheese sandwiches and drinking our soft drinks. There was a nice breeze by the river and we decided to stretch out for a bit on our beds; I put the keys in my pocket but we left the sliding door wide open to the breeze. So no-one could steal the van without waking us up; we weren’t concerned for our safety, not in Hay.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO

On the Road 1973
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when we woke. Having not expected to sleep at all we’d both slept for over three hours. Although we weren’t on a schedule as such we preferred to drive during daylight hours and we knew driving around sundown was dangerous out here because of the kangaroos. If we hit a decent sized roo we’d most likely write off the van and quite possibly ourselves as well. 

“Maybe we should camp at West Wyalong rather than Parkes,” I said and Sally agreed. It was my turn to drive and I felt good after my sleep, like I could drive all night, but we were looking forward to our first night sleeping in the van too. At least we knew now we could sleep in the little hard beds all right.

We walked down to the river just to stretch our legs and wake up a bit—I felt lethargic after the unaccustomed afternoon nap. I squatted by the river’s edge and washed my hands in the cold brown water.

“Do you think maybe we should stay here for the night?” It was unlike Sally to be the sensible one but I knew I wouldn’t sleep till late now and it seemed silly to just hang around.

I stood up and stretched my arms above my head. “Nope, let’s move. West Wyalong here we come.” We could always camp by the roadside if we were desperate.

It was my turn to drive and I felt fine by the time I got behind the wheel. We did a quick lap around the town in case we’d missed anything of interest. “You know they held POWs here during the war—one of the wars?” Sally said.

“Not POWs exactly, were they? More like Aussies who came from Germany or Japan and apparently couldn’t be trusted to be loyal.”

She nodded. “My grandma was German, or maybe her mother was. Someone was but they weren’t locked up or anything. I wonder where the place is?”

“Would it still be there anyway? Do you want to have a look around?”

She shook her head. “No, let’s just get a move on. I want to get to Queensland. Hey! Slow down.” She wound her window down. There was a large building under construction just ahead and I couldn’t see what Sally’s interest was until we got closer. “Really slow!” she said. There were three or four builders, in shorts and navy singlets, who glanced at us and then back to their work. Just as we approached the build Sally put her head out the window and let out a loud and slow wolf whistle.

The blokes all grinned and one of them flexed his muscles and started to walk over to us. “You want some of this?” he said, with his mates all cheering behind him. The engine sputtered and I had a moment of sheer horror. The embarrassment of being stuck here with those blokes now was too much to contemplate. I jammed my foot on the accelerator and we took off with a squeal. 

Sally laughed. “Were you scared?”

“Just embarrassed. Honestly Sally!”

“Relax, Prue. We’re supposed to be having fun, remember?”

“I’m not sure we mean the same thing by fun, that’s the problem!”

“Prudy Prue,” she teased me. We’d been down this road before of course, having been friends for years. Sally was hardly the town bike but she’d had a couple of lovers, both boyfriends she’d been with for a while, not one night stands. As for me, I’d had boyfriends, some of whom had pressured me to sleep with them, but honestly I’d just not had the inclination. I didn’t feel any great moral necessity to remain a virgin, although I wondered sometimes if my sister Steph’s reputation had anything to do with my reluctance. Steph was old enough that I hadn’t really hung out with her much—I was closer to Marigold and my two younger sisters but I’d heard rumours and she certainly dressed the part. That was another reason it was good to be away from home; I did wonder sometimes if boys asked me out because they figured since I was Stephanie King’s sister I’d probably be easy but I just wasn’t even interested.

I thought maybe I was frigid but Sally always said I just hadn’t met the right bloke. “One of these days, some guy will come along and you’ll just want to rip his gear off when he walks in the door,” she said once. I laughed now, picturing that.

Sally grinned. “If we run out of money we could set up a roadside service in the van. Flashing red lights. We could service the builders on their way home from work.”

I laughed. “Ew. Sweaty builders, nice. I’ll take the money and watch.”

“How about truck drivers? Those blokes must get so lonely on the road.”

“I’ve got it! ‘Truckies Quickies’! I can see the sign above the Kombi, in flashing red lights.”

We were well out of town now and still laughing, when suddenly a big grey roo hopped across the road right in front of us. I swerved and hit the brakes at the same time and felt the van begin to tip. The world seemed to suddenly slow and I was thinking, “Is this how it ends? Is this as far as we get? Is my life over?”

Then our wonderful little bus righted itself and we avoided the roadside ditch, coming to an abrupt stop on the wrong side of the road. Everything was quiet and we were in shock maybe, and just coming to the realisation that we were alive, that it wasn’t over, when I became aware that the knocking sound on my window was a middle-aged woman, asking if I was all right, and I wound it down. 

“I’m okay.” I glanced at Sally, who nodded. “We’re fine, thanks.”

“We saw what happened. That was lucky!”

“Especially for the roo!” The man standing behind her put in with a grin.

“Need any help? Cup of tea?” The woman asked. The couple were towing a caravan and I didn’t want to delay them. 

“No, thanks. We have . . .” I waved my hand towards the back of the Kombi, “stuff. Tea and whatever.”  I smiled. “We’re fine. I’ll just pull over properly and maybe I will have a cup of tea.”

“Where you headed?” the man asked.

“Queensland,” I said.

“West Wyalong,” Sally said.

Apparently that made perfect sense and he nodded. “We’ll be off then. Staying in Hay tonight.” He lifted one finger and pointed at me. “You have that cup of tea.”

Then they were gone and I manoeuvred the Kombi back to the right side of the road. Instead of a cup of tea I had some water and we were off again. “Just don’t make me laugh, okay? I have to concentrate.”

“Oh, so it’s my fault you nearly hit a roo?”

“Yep. But we’ll keep that little incident between us, okay? No need to inform the families of our near death experiences.”

“I was rather hoping it was a singular experience. Are you expecting more then?”

I grinned. “Only if you make me laugh, so shut up and put some music on.” 
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CHAPTER THREE

Karinya 1973
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ELLIE STOOD AT THE kitchen window, her hands immersed in the sink full of dishes, staring at the wide horizon. The sun was shining, as usual, and the grass was losing its spring green and turning yellow. Soon it would all be brown and she wondered, sometimes, how the animals found enough nourishment to sustain them in that brown grass. And yet they did—not just the cattle, and of course their feed was supplemented with hay and whatever—Ellie knew little about the day-to-day workings of the property—but all the kangaroos and emus and thousands of rabbits that infested the place. Then, when the land was dry, the wind would bring the red dust that invaded every inch of her spotless house and was her constant enemy.

She sighed. She loved the outback and couldn’t imagine living anywhere else and yet, sometimes, she felt—lonely. She knew one could be lonely anywhere of course, and it was just that now Prue had gone and Alice and Georgina were boarding at high school, she felt a bit lost. Even though the girls were home almost every weekend they were growing up and soon they’d leave for good. And then she’d be truly alone. She and Keith barely spoke about anything other than the girls. They shared no other interests, not now.

Once, things were different. She would never forget that night in the autumn of 1941—the night that was to shape her future.

***
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“ELLIE! ARE YOU READY yet?” Barbara hovered anxiously outside the bedroom door.

Ellie stood in front of the full-length mirror and smiled at her reflection. She wore her favourite dress, an emerald green satin with a silver lame bodice. It fitted her trim figure perfectly and she knew she looked good. She’d spent ages on her hair and had finally decided it looked best flowing freely and it hung in honey blond waves around her shoulders, with just a few pins in the crown to hold the victory roll in place. 

Barbara came in and whistled. “You look beautiful,” she said, with no envy in her voice. Barbara was like their father, short and on the chubby side, while Ellie was the image of their dead mother, who they knew only from a few tiny photographs and one large portrait that hung over the mantelpiece. She looked like a film star in that but some of the smaller ones showed more natural images, of a young woman who was vibrant and happy. She’d died from complications after Ellie’s birth so neither she nor Barbara, who’d only been two and a half years old at the time, had any memories of her. Their brother, Sam, had been seven and said he remembered playing hide and seek in the garden with her, and that she smelt nice and was always smiling—it was a nice image that all three liked to hold onto to. Their father had never fully explained the circumstances of her death, and even after all the years without her, he clearly didn’t like to talk about it and the girls eventually stopped asking.

“So do you,” Ellie said automatically, glancing briefly at her sister, dressed in her usual navy, which she thought made her look slimmer. Ellie thought it made her look old and dowdy but she knew better than to hand out advice to her big sister. She picked up her coat from the bed and had one last look in the mirror as she buttoned it up. Her favourite coat was white and fluffy, but not fur; one day, she thought, she’d have a real fur coat, just like the movie stars.

The two girls were escorted by Sam, and they walked to the dance hall, which was only a few blocks away. It was the property of the Church of England and not visible from the street, hidden as it was by the massive bluestone church, but they could hear the music as they approached.

As soon as they entered the hall Sam left them to their own devices and went looking for his mates; the girls hung up their coats and changed into their dancing shoes before they too joined their friends.

“Ellie!” Marcie grabbed her arm. “You look lovely.” She glanced at Barbara. “And you too, Barb.” She dragged Ellie away to tell her the latest gossip and Barbara went looking for her own friends.

There were a few uniformed soldiers there and none were short of dance partners; there was also one returned soldier, Lance, who’d lost his right hand and the lower part of his arm, who was a favourite with the girls. Everyone wanted to say they’d danced with a war hero and, in their own way, by dancing with the soldiers, they felt they were contributing to the war effort.

Ellie also had no shortage of partners; she was a popular girl, not only for her beauty but also her outgoing personality. She was a confident dancer and spent most of the evening on her feet, dancing everything from the Polka Mazurka to the Viennese Waltz. It was during the progressive Pride of Erin that her life would change, forever. 

She was flushed from all the dancing and laughing when she was passed on to her next partner. He held her gently as they stepped out to the first phase of the dance and Ellie felt as if the world had stopped turning. He was tall, with dark hair that curled up around his collar, and his face was deeply tanned; his blue eyes were startling against his brown skin and when their eyes met she felt like he could see her, really see her, that somehow they knew one another, even though they’d never met. 

All too soon it was over and she was passed on to another partner and another. At last the music stopped and she walked away; she wanted to be alone to try to make sense of her feelings. Was it love, she wondered. How could it be? She didn’t even know him; didn’t even know his name. She went to the ladies’ room and fixed her hair and her lipstick. When she returned to the dancing she felt more normal; ladies’ choice was announced and she went looking for Lance. If she was too late she would ask one of the soldiers to dance. Lance was already up dancing, with Barbara, who smiled at Ellie as she walked past them, so she looked around for the men in uniform and saw one leaning against a wall. She made a beeline straight for him but just as she arrived he stood up with the girl who’d been sitting next to him and Ellie stood there feeling like a fool.

She felt a gloved hand on her bare shoulder and a soft masculine voice said, “I know it’s ladies’ choice, but may I?”

She turned slowly, knowing who it was, even though she hadn’t heard his voice before, and forced herself to smile. “Of course, but will you introduce yourself first?”

He took her hand and led her onto the dance floor as he answered. “I’m Keith King and I’m quite respectable, I assure you. And you are . . .?”

“Ellie. Ellie Thomas.”

“Are you local?”

“Yes. We live just a few blocks away. I haven’t seen you here before though.”

“No, I’m from New South Wales—the outback. Just here for a bit of a break.”

“So you’re not joining up?”

He frowned. “No. I’m an only son and the cattle can’t look after themselves. Someone has to feed the country.” 

Ellie knew she’d said something wrong. “I didn’t mean . . .”

“What? That I’m a coward?”

She shook her head. “No . . . yes. I mean I didn’t mean that . . .”

He grinned and she relaxed again. “Sorry. Since I’ve been in Adelaide I’ve had a few snide comments from people who think I should be in uniform. I’m a tad touchy on the subject.”

The music finished and he escorted her back to her friends, but not before asking permission to call on her at her home the next day. That was the beginning.

***
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ELLIE EMPTIED THE SINK and dried her hands, still lost in her memories. Where had things gone so haywire, she wondered. Her sister’s life had changed that night too. She’d kept it quiet from her family for weeks, but she began helping Lance, the one-armed war hero, while he taught himself to write with his left hand. He was, it turned out, a lawyer in civilian life and was having a hard time adjusting to life and work with his disability. She’d offered to take notes for him and generally helped out, becoming his paid secretary once the clients started finding him, and find him they did. Apart from the fact that he was a very good lawyer everyone loved to help out a war hero and they especially loved to tell their friends about it.

He became very successful and he and Barbara eventually married and had a son and a daughter; they now lived in Sydney and Lance was a well-respected judge. Somehow while Ellie had put on weight, which she accepted as the price of motherhood, Barbara had slimmed down as she aged and, although she’d never be a great beauty, was so well-groomed and so confident now she was quite an attractive woman. She seemed to have everything, even the fur coat Ellie had always wanted.

Ellie smiled with just a touch of bitterness. We reap what we sow, she thought. Barbara had set out to help a war hero and Ellie . . . well, she’d fallen for blue eyes and a ready smile.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Queensland 1973
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BRISBANE WAS A BIT of a shock to our senses after so many miles of country roads; the traffic was crazy and all the main roads seemed to be one-way only, which we found very confusing. Sally was driving, for which I was grateful; she was at least more used to driving in Mildura, which was a country town, but then I was more used to driving in the outback, which was no town at all!

We decided to get out of there as quickly as we could and pulled up at a rest area back on the highway for lunch. We’d bought some bread at Parkes the day before, and a bit of cheese—we also had a jar of tomato relish my mum had packed for us, which made anything taste good. After lunch we got out and stretched our legs a bit and went to the ladies, then, reasonably refreshed, we headed, at last, for the Queensland coast. We’d heard a bit about the Sunshine Coast, which included several towns and stretches of beach, so we thought we’d just take a look around and find a cheap caravan park. Somewhere with showers at least.

So far Queensland was just another highway, although at least the landscape was greener and there were mountains. No sign of any beach though and we were getting pretty sick of highways. We’d been driving for an hour or so when we both spotted the little sign at the same time.

“Suncoast!” we both yelled, and Sally quickly turned the Kombi right. It was a few miles before we saw the ocean but what a welcome sight that was. We jumped out of the van and ran down the few steps to the deserted beach. It was windy but warm and we pulled off our shoes and ran to the water, shrieking as soon as the cold waves ran over our feet.

“It’s freezing!” I yelled and jumped back.

“Oh, don’t be such a wuss,” Sally said, grinning. “Want to go for a swim?”

I shook my head. “No way. There’s no-one around. Let’s save the swimming for some place where there’s lifeguards!”

She winked. “Ah, lifeguards. Now you’re talking.”

We walked along the beach for maybe a mile; on our way back to the van, we noticed a brick building which proved to be a block of toilets and showers. 

“This must be a caravan park!” 

Sally shook her head. “So where’s all the caravans?  And the kiosk? I think it’s just a public toilet for beach goers.”

There was a small shop nearby and we decided to get an ice-cream and see what they could tell us about the park. A tall and very thin woman served us, while a hugely overweight man sitting at a small wooden table took over the conversation. He insisted we sit with him while we ate our Drumsticks, and eventually the woman, who, it turned out, was his wife, joined us as well.

“You’re from down south, ‘eh?” The man, Clem, asked. “The missus is from there too, ‘eh Dolly? Me, I’m a born and bred Queenslander.” 

Dolly nodded and quietly ate her own ice-cream, while Clem told us the story of his life. We listened to him for at least an hour and he certainly had a story to tell; Dolly sat there and nodded throughout, having obviously heard the stories many times before, of mining at Mount Isa and deep-sea fishing out past the Great Barrier Reef. He’d even been crocodile hunting way up north although I wasn’t totally sure about that one; he may have been stretching it a bit. 

I felt my eyes start to close and sat up quickly. “We really have to go and find somewhere to spend the night. Do you know of any reasonably priced caravan parks along the coast?”

“Why don’t you just stay here? It’s the cheapest place for miles around, ‘eh? And just as good. No power though. Just a campsite. We do get a few down here weekends and holidays but other than that it’s pretty quiet, ‘eh? And you can get mail sent here if you want. And use the phone.”

It was a council owned site and ridiculously cheap so we jumped at it. Since there was no-one else there we could camp wherever we liked and we chose a spot near the shower block.

The little shop had basic essentials, including cans of baked beans and so on and we decided to call it a night; we were exhausted and tomorrow we’d start having a proper look around and do some grocery shopping. Dolly had told us the huge multi-storey hotel a mile or two away was always hiring and firing and we stood a good chance of getting work there if we turned up looking spruce. I felt very optimistic as I lay in bed that night, listening to the whisper of the waves on the beach; it was a long time before I actually managed to sleep but sleep I did.
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