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‘Over ‘ere, Marge’, the raucous voice carried easily across the large Show Society cafeteria, rendering the wildly waving arms redundant. It was hard to miss the woman whose vividly, dyed red hair clashed violently with her bright orange and purple dress.

Marge paused a moment so her eyes could adjust from the harsh, gritty outside light to the dimmer interior. Every year, it seemed the weather for the Show was either raining or dusty. This year a fiery westerly wind was swirling dust everywhere. She was hot and uncomfortable. With every step, her feet were making painful protest at being forced into tight leather pumps. Her dress should have been two sizes larger, or she should have been two sizes smaller. She pushed her hair back off her forehead with a sweaty palm, leaving a dusty smear, and made her way between the tables to where her friend was waiting.


Val helpfully shoved a chair out with her foot. ‘Take a load off, girl.



You look a bit done in.’

While Marge subsided with a gusty sigh, Val poured strong black tea from the large brown teapot into two mismatched mugs. She splashed in milk, added sugar and stirred noisily, tapping the spoon on the edge of the mugs when she was done. She pushed a mug towards Marge and followed it with a plate holding two halves of a large scone, liberally spread with bright red jam and topped with a generous dollop of cream. ‘These’d be from the oven of that Norma O’Neill. I can always pick

her efforts. She never cleans her baking trays,’ she said disparagingly. ‘Look at the flecks of soot on the bottom of these scones!’ She expertly tilted the scone so she could view the bottom without dislodging the jam and cream. Marge gave a noncommittal response, loudly relishing the hot tea.

Although she was basically a kind-hearted woman, Val didn’t have the tact to give Marge a moment. She dived right in: ‘So what’s news?
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Can’t all be beer and skittles by the look of you. Been a big day, has it?’ She probed shamelessly for gossip.

‘You wouldn’t guess in a month of Sundays, Val! That Meryl’s gone feral!! Totally feral! We’ve lost her! So, we’re stuck for a stock hand now and she was good - bloody good.’ The words poured out. ‘Never missed an animal in a muster. She always got stuck in, hundred percent. Didn’t matter what the job was. She could butcher a sheep cleaner and quicker than most of the stockmen. She could handle the crankiest horse, just sat in the saddle calmly waiting out the meanness. Drenching, marking, drafting. She wasn’t afraid to give anything a try. Couldn’t shear when she got here and she’d never castrated a calf, but she can do both now. Handled the quad bike and the ag bike no problem. She was careful with the equipment and usually able to fix anything she broke. Picked up fencing just like that.’ Marge clicked her fingers as she paused for breath and more tea. Val was agog.


‘Was she the one I saw walking a mob of weaners up the road to your

other place a while back? Sat real well on her horse.’ ‘That’s her. Handy all-rounder she was.’



What d’ya mean ‘lost her’? Has she left, sick or dead? How feral? I’m not following you at all, girl, but from what you say she was worth her weight in gold.’

‘She bloody was! She was a great fit with all the staff, enjoyed a joke with the men, wasn’t uppity if the jokes got a bit off colour. She could give as good as she got when it came to the banter. She was sweet with young Tommy, gave him jobs to do, natural as you like, encouraged him without babying him. He’s a great little helper now and getting some confidence. I saw her climbing in the old fig tree with him, scrambling round, shouting with laughter at some game. She was quick to put her hand up for any of the jobs that came up. Even helped Jacko drag a dead heifer out of the dam, and it’d been there a good few day. Phew! Oh Gawd, what am I gunna do? Just when things were going smoothly for once. And now we’ve got shearing coming up and bloody short-handed.

She was worth two hands, really!’ Marge distractedly bit into her scone, chewing mechanically.


‘What’s feral, though? I don’t get it. Was she poisoned? On drugs?’ ‘Look,’ Marge sighed patiently and explained as if talking to a



toddler, ‘one day, she was just one of us, working alongside us on the place, doin’ whatever had to be done. Then she changed. Coupla months ago, got quieter, sorta went into herself. I reckon if she was a chook you’d almost say she’d gone clucky. Don’t get me wrong, she was still doin’ her work, often the work of two really, but she just seemed a bit absent. And then today when we were all comin’ into town for the Show, we had to wait for her. Never happened before. Still the same girl but ya had the feeling she was wound up tight like a spring. And she didn’t sit in the back with the rest of them, sat in the front with her side window closed. Took me a while to register but she was keeping the wind off her hair. She’d shampooed and blow dried!! Who does that just to go to the dusty bloody Show? I mean, lordy, it’s that filthy, I don’t even know why I made the effort I did! Bloody uncomfortable. And I wouldn’t ‘ave done it only I’m presenting the prizes at the sheep dog trials later. Not that I’ll look like I even made an effort by then, it’s that hot. For the rest, Meryl just looked neat: clean shirt, jeans, boots. But that blow dried hair! Of course she wasn’t putting a hat on that!’


‘I still don’t see what the fuss is. Chrissake, she just blow dried her



hair. Last I heard, that wasn’t a crime.’

‘Yeah, well you haven’t heard it all. She had a big sorta hold-all handbag. I didn’t give it much thought, had enough on me plate. But soon as we pulled up, she’s outta the ute and makes a beeline for the Ladies. Then I g ot collared by old Wayne, wanting to brag about how he’d organised the fireworks. I hope it rains on them, silly old windbag. As if fireworks matter.’


‘Well, I actually like them. They’re pretty and a little bit scary.’



‘Oh, get out, Val! Soppy nonsense. They’re a w aste o f t ime and money.’




‘Okay, okay. But back to Meryl ’



‘Oh yes. Once I got free of Wayne, it was just all go. And I forgot about Meryl until I was in the pavilion looking at the produce display. Mrs Martens won the prize there and I have to say she deserved it. It looked amazing and I was about to go looking for her so I could tell her when my eyes lit on that Meryl! Bloody Hell, nearly choked, I did!’

Marge took another sip of tea, replaying the image in her head. Her face was forlorn, and she just shook her head in misery or resignation.

‘Don’t stop there, Marge!’ Val looked as if she’d like to shake the tale out of her friend.

‘Where do I start? I’ll never get her back, I know that for sure. One look at her and I was certain she was gone. Totally feral.’

‘I’m not waiting much longer, Marge,’ Val threatened, ‘I’ll have to choke it out of you!!’

‘I hardly recognised her. Beautiful! Only word for it. You wouldn’t think an ordinary station hand could totally transform. I mean, I know she’s tall and slim, but I never imagined what she could be. She looked like she was off the cover of some fashion mag. The hair, so straight and shiny. Makeup, not overdone, just making the most of her face and her skin. Beautiful eyes, same colour as her dress. Sea water blue, that dress, straight. Soft material, perfect fit. Real pretty tear drop earrings. Strappy high sandals. Oh, she looked something all right. And walkin’ arm in arm with that stock feed rep not long arrived here from the city, sly minx. Where the Hell did she get time to impress him? Looked real cosy the two of them.’

‘But that’s not feral, surely. I thought feral meant gone wild. She sounds like she’d gone real domesticated, not real wild.’

‘Exactly! Not natural for out here, so obviously, feral. Can’t have a worker who’s worried about breaking a nail, dammit!’ Marge frowned. ‘She’ll be back in the city in white lace, carrying a bunch of roses before you can say Jacky Winter. And that’ll leave me short staffed. I know I’ve lost her. A girl doesn’t transform herself like that one day just so she can

be plunging around in the mud draggin’ out stock the next. I should have realised she was too good to be true!’

Val’s eyes suddenly widened. ‘Geez Marge, there she is! She’s coming over!’ Her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper, ‘I see what you mean: bloody drop dead gorgeous!’

Marge swung round with an effort, putting on a friendly face. She felt dowdy beside the willowy woman.

‘Hi, Boss. Hey Mrs Bates.’ The tall woman smiled, showing her beautiful even teeth. ‘I’d like you to meet the new owner of Fendeen Station, your new neighbour, Boss, and my fiancé, Mark Townsend.’ She beamed sweetly and added helpfully, ‘You know him from the Stock Feed Barn. His family owns it.’

Marge felt a kaleidoscope of emotions swirl through her chest as she offered her hand to shake.

‘Pleased to meet you, again,’ she said weakly. Val simpered and huffed and smiled coyly before saying ‘Hello’, making Marge want to smack her or shake her. Her mind was running flat out, thinking maybe all was not lost, maybe Meryl might not leave straight away, might not return to the city.
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