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Dedication

As always, for Ian.


Prologue

Airlie Beach


‘You’re what?’ Jill Williams stared at her best friend across the waterfront table at Airlie Beach, hoping she’d heard wrong over the noise of the beachside bar behind them. The thing about travelling with your best friend since primary school was that you thought you knew everything about them. Jill and Bianca had been best friends for fifteen years since Jill’s dad had moved them from the UK when he accepted a position as CEO of an engineering company in Brisbane. They’d survived braces, unreliable boyfriends, and their final uni exams together.


‘I’m going home,’ Bianca said again, not quite meeting her eyes. ‘When Russ called last night, he asked me to move in with him. Properly. He wants to get serious.’

Russ. The on-again, off-again surfie boyfriend from Noosa, who Bianca had been “totally over” when they’d planned this trip in the weeks before graduation. Russ, who’d apparently been texting Bianca every day since they’d headed north, had slowly reeled her back in.

‘Right.’ Jill took a long drink of her beer. ‘So, the whole “let’s see the real Australia before we get stuck in our careers” plan—that’s over already, is it?’

‘Don’t be like that,’ Bianca pleaded. ‘You know how much I love him. And he’s really changed this time, Jilly. He has.’

Jill pulled a face but didn’t reply. How many times had she heard this story before? Four? Five? It was more likely that Russ had lost another job and needed Bianca’s money.

Shaking her head, she tried to stop the disappointment welling in her chest. They were both twenty-two years old, their birthdays a week apart; they’d always joked about being twins with different mums. If Bianca wanted to bail on their plans for a guy who’d ghosted her several times already, well, that was her decision to make. She was a big girl now.

‘When are you leaving?’ Jill put the empty middy glass on the table.

‘Tomorrow. I booked the bus back to Brisbane while you were at the bank.’ Bianca reached across the table. ‘You could come back too? We could get a two-bedroom apartment together, you and me and Russ—’

‘No thanks,’ Jill said, forcing lightness into her tone. ‘I’m not done yet. I’m going to see the outback as well as the coast. The real stuff, not just the touristy bits.’

‘By yourself?’

‘Why not?’ Jill shrugged, trying to sound less upset than she felt. The plan had always been for the two of them to spend the year travelling together. Her brother Dylan had fixed up a van for them, and they were three weeks into a year of freedom and adventure. Solo hadn’t been the plan. But she wasn’t going back to Brisbane simply because Bianca had changed her mind.

‘And you will do it. You’re crazy,’ Bianca said, but she was smiling. ‘An absolute Pommy nutter. That’s why I love you.’

‘Love you too, you traitor,’ Jill said, forcing a smile.

They both laughed, but Jill’s laugh sounded hollow.

Six months of planning. Six months of working extra shifts at the club bistro where she’d worked right through her three-year degree, a final month of exams, and then more shifts until graduation, saving every dollar, mapping out their route. Six months of excitement and freedom had stretched ahead of them like the open road.

Gone. Just like that. For a bloke who’d already proven he couldn’t commit to anything longer than a weekend of surfing.

The disappointment settled in her chest, heavy and bitter. She’d worked too hard for this. She wasn’t giving up on seeing the real Australia, the endless red dirt, big skies, and country towns she’d only seen in movies so far.

She was doing this. With or without Bianca. Even if the thought of travelling alone scared her more than she wanted to admit.

‘You’ll be alright,’ Bianca said, though it sounded more like a question than a statement. ‘Won’t you?’

‘Course I will,’ Jill said, and made herself believe it. ‘I’ll be brilliant.’

###

The next morning, Jill waved Bianca off on the Brisbane bus, then sat in a beachfront café feeling thoroughly sorry for herself. Her van was parked out front—a 2010 white HiAce that her brother Dylan had spent three months rebuilding. It had everything she needed: two foam mattresses in the back, storage for camping gear, a portable stove, and enough character to make it interesting.

Dylan had made her promise to take care of it. ‘This van’s your home now, Jilly,’ he’d said, all serious like he was handing over something precious. ‘You look after Vera, she’ll look after you.’

Now it was her and the van. No plan, no travelling companion, and about a thousand dollars to her name until she found work somewhere.


Great. Maybe I can pick up some work on the coast before I take the highway inland.


A shadow fell across the table.

‘Excuse me, is this seat taken?’

Jill looked up to find two young women about her age hovering with their coffees. They were clearly not Australian—the accents gave them away immediately. English and Scottish by the sound of it. The café was packed with backpackers and tourists, every table full.

‘No, go ahead,’ Jill said, shifting her things to make room. ‘Only me.’

They sat with grateful smiles. Both girls were dressed in a way that made Jill feel scruffy in her faded singlet and board shorts, even though they were wearing standard backpacker gear—hiking pants and tank tops.

‘Thanks so much,’ said the one with dark hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. ‘I’m Amelia. This is Sophie.’

‘Nice to meet you. I’m Jill,’ she said.

‘Oh, you’re English!’ Sophie said immediately, her face lighting up. ‘I can hear it—only a trace, but it’s definitely there. Are you backpacking too?’

Jill laughed. ‘Sort of English. I was born there, but my family moved here when I was six. Dad got a job in Brisbane. I’ve been here sixteen years now, so I’m mostly Australian these days.’

‘That’s brilliant,’ Amelia said warmly. ‘We’re obviously fresh off the plane in comparison.’

‘First time in Australia?’

Sophie nodded enthusiastically. ‘Is it that obvious? We’ve been here three weeks, and we’re still not used to the sun. It’s brutal compared to home.’

‘It’s worse farther north and west, I hear,’ Jill said. ‘Are you heading up to the reef?’

‘We were,’ Amelia said, ‘but our travel companion bailed on us yesterday. She got homesick and decided to fly back to London. We’re trying to figure out if we should  do the reef tour as a pair or change plans completely.’

‘That’s rough,’ Jill said sympathetically. ‘My friend has ditched me, too. Went back to Brisbane for her boyfriend.’

‘Seriously?’ Sophie’s eyes widened. ‘No man is worth giving up a trip for. If he was serious, he’d still be there when the travelling was done.’

‘Yep, spot on.’ Jill took a sip of her coffee, studying them. She had taken an instant liking to the two girls. They seemed decent. They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, sipping their coffees before chatting about their plans.

‘Where were you planning to go?’ Amelia asked. ‘Before your friend left?’

‘The outback,’ Jill said. ‘The real stuff, not the tourist routes. Small towns, red dirt, proper Australia. I’ve lived in Brisbane my whole life, and I’ve never seen it. Figured this was the time.’

Amelia and Sophie exchanged a glance—one of those silent conversations that happen between close friends.

‘We wanted to see the real Australia too,’ Sophie said slowly. ‘Not only beaches and cities and touristy places. But we don’t have a car, and we’re not sure where to start or how to do it safely.’

‘The outback seems like it needs more planning than just winging it,’ Amelia added. ‘Which is basically how we’ve been travelling so far. On and off the Greyhound bus as the whim took us.’

An idea was forming in Jill’s mind. Probably a crazy one, but her dad had always told her to trust her instincts, and her instincts were saying these two were okay.

‘I’ve got a van,’ she said casually. ‘Sleeps three if you don’t mind close quarters. My brother rebuilt Vera—she’s reliable. I’m an excellent driver, and I know enough to keep us safe. I know where to go, what to avoid. And honestly, I could use help with fuel costs and some company, so I don’t lose my mind talking to myself.’

They stared at her.

‘Are you offering to let us travel with you?’ Amelia asked carefully, as though she thought she might have misunderstood.

‘Yeah, I am,’ Jill said. ‘If you’re interested. We could head inland, see where we end up. Work along the way. If you need to work, that is. There are always jobs in country towns for people willing to do anything. Stay a few weeks in places that feel right, keep moving when they don’t. It would be a proper adventure in the outback.’

‘We don’t even know you,’ Sophie pointed out, though she was smiling.

‘And I don’t know you,’ Jill countered. ‘But I’ve got good instincts about people, and you both seem decent. Plus, I think you’re staying in the same hostel as me—I’m sure I saw you in the common room last night. We could do a trial run if you want? Head to the next town together, and see how we get on?’

Amelia was already pulling out her phone, opening notes. ‘What would we need? How do we split costs? What about food and campsite fees and—’

‘You’re very organised,’ Jill laughed. ‘We’d need to sort out details, sure, but honestly? Half the fun is making it up as we go.’

‘I like her.’ Sophie turned to Amelia. ‘She’s sensible but not boring. That’s a good combination in a travel companion.’

‘I’m sitting right here,’ Jill said.

‘We know,’ Amelia replied, and she was smiling properly now. ‘Okay. Yes. Let’s try this. Trial run to the next town, and if we haven’t driven each other crazy, we keep going?’

‘Deal,’ Jill said, extending her hand.

They shook on it, all three of them, and just like that, Jill had two new travelling companions. Two English women who probably didn’t know a brown snake from a garden hose, who’d need to learn to check their shoes for spiders, and who would call Tim Tams “lovely biscuits” when they’d clearly never experienced their true magnificence.

But she was getting good vibes from them, and they seemed keen. She’d smiled a couple of times when Sophie made Amelia laugh in a way that suggested they’d be good company even if things got tough.

‘Right,’ Jill said, standing. ‘Let’s go look at the van. You should know what you’re signing up for before you commit. She’s not pretty, but she’s reliable.’

‘Like all the best things,’ Sophie said cheerfully.

They walked out to where the van was parked. Vera looked even more beat-up in full daylight—rust spots, a questionable paint job, a cracked side mirror Dylan had meant to replace. His pride and joy, lovingly rebuilt from a wreck.

‘It’s perfect,’ Amelia said, running her hand along the side. ‘When do we leave?’

‘You’re keen,’ Jill grinned. ‘How about tomorrow morning? Gives us today to stock up on supplies and figure out where we’re heading first.’

‘Tomorrow morning,’ Sophie agreed. ‘God, Amelia, can you believe you’re actually doing this? You, Miss Spreadsheet-and-Backup-Plan, just agreed to travel to the outback with someone you met an hour ago.’

‘Spontaneous?’ Amelia laughed. ‘I’ve never been spontaneous in my entire life!’

‘Harry!’ Sophie and Jill said in perfect unison, then dissolved into giggles.


Amelia groaned, covering her face with her hands. ‘Oh God, I am Harry from Mamma Mia, aren’t I? At least when Colin Firth does repressed and uptight, he’s gorgeous. I simply look anxious.’


‘At least you’re not waiting until you’re sixty to figure it out.’ Jill grinned, deciding she really liked this pair. She hadn’t laughed this much in days.

###

That evening, they sat in the waterfront park between the main street and the bay at Airlie Beach, planning their route. Jill suggested heading inland gradually, working their way through the small towns, seeing where the road took them. Maybe up through central Queensland, out towards the dinosaur country around Winton.

‘There’s really a town called Winton?’ Sophie asked.


‘Of course. It’s famous for fossils and outback poetry. The guy who wrote Waltzing Matilda wrote it there.’


‘We definitely have to go there,’ Amelia said, making notes. ‘What else is out there?’

Jill told them about the outback towns she’d researched—tiny places with big hearts, where everyone knew everyone, where a stranger was either welcomed warmly or viewed with suspicion depending on how you approached things. Where the heat could be dangerous if you weren’t careful, but the stars at night were spectacular.

‘It sounds perfect,’ Sophie sighed.

‘It sounds terrifying,’ Amelia corrected, though she was smiling.

‘It’s both,’ Jill agreed. ‘That’s what makes it worth doing.’

The next morning, they loaded the van with their combined supplies. Sophie and Amelia had way too much stuff in Jill’s opinion.

‘You don’t need five pairs of shoes for the outback,’ Jill said, staring at Sophie’s bulging backpack.

‘But what if we go somewhere nice?’ Sophie protested.

‘There is nowhere nice,’ Jill said flatly. ‘There will be red dirt and more red dirt.’

‘What about restaurants? Or... I don’t know, hotels?’

‘In the outback?’ Jill laughed. ‘Sophie, we’ll be lucky if there’s a pub with a working toilet. The fanciest you’ll need is thongs that aren’t falling apart.’

‘Flip-flops,’ Amelia translated automatically, then looked at her own shoe collection with dismay. ‘Though she has a point, Soph. I’ve got four pairs myself.’

‘Four sensible pairs,’ Sophie argued. ‘I’ve got options. Trainers, sandals, flip flops, nice sandals, boots, and—’

‘That’s five,’ Jill interrupted.

‘The nice sandals are for evenings!’

Jill picked up one of the “nice sandals”—strappy silver things with a slight heel. ‘Where exactly do you think you’re wearing these? The Longreach RSL?’

Sophie snatched them back protectively. ‘You never know! We might meet people. Go out for dinner.’

‘In the outback, “going out for dinner” means beans on toast by a campfire.’

‘Now you’re just being dramatic,’ Sophie muttered, but she reluctantly removed two pairs of shoes from her pack.

Amelia was quietly reorganising her own bag, though Jill noticed she kept all four pairs of her shoes. Smart enough not to argue, that one, as well as being organised.

They made it work eventually, cramming everything into the back of the van, creating a nest of mattresses and sleeping bags and backpacks.

‘Well,’ Amelia said, surveying the cramped space, ‘it’s cosy. Bordering on claustrophobic, maybe, but it’s ours.’

‘If we’re going to live like sardines for the next few months,’ Sophie said, surveying their handiwork, ‘at least we’re well-shod sardines.’

Jill rolled her eyes, but she was smiling.

Dylan called as they were finishing.

‘You alright, Jilly? Bianca’s mum called Mum. Said Bianca bailed on you.’

‘She did, but I’ve got new travel mates. Two English girls. They seem solid.’

‘You sure about this? Don’t pick up random people, Jill. Mum’ll kill me if anything happens to you.’

‘I didn’t pick up random people. We’re all staying at the hostel. They’re good people, Dylan.’

‘Alright, but you check in regularly, yeah? Let me know where you are, that you’re safe. And Jilly? If that van gives you any trouble at all—anything—you call me straight away. I’ll talk you through fixing it, or I’ll come get you myself.’

‘You’re a good brother,’ Jill said, feeling suddenly emotional. ‘Thanks for the van. For everything.’

‘Look after yourself. And look after my van. I put a lot of work into Vera.’

After they hung up, Amelia climbed into the passenger seat while Sophie sprawled in the back among their bags.

‘Ready?’ Jill asked.

‘Ready,’ they said together.

Jill turned the key, and the van roared to life—exactly as it should, because Dylan was a mechanical genius even if he was an overprotective pain sometimes.

‘Alright then,’ Jill said, pulling onto the highway. ‘Let’s see where this takes us.’


Chapter One

Garnet Creek

Sassy Bailey took the phone and tucked her chin against her shoulder to scan the groceries with one hand. She gave a quick smile to Mrs Simmons to let her know she understood that she was on a call and couldn’t chat.

‘Julia, are you sure you can’t come in?’ she said.

Her checkout assistant spoke apologetically. ‘I’m so sorry, Sassy, but Lachie and the kids have got this bug that’s going around. I won’t be able to.’

‘It’ll be a long day then,’ Sassy said. ‘What about tomorrow?’

There was a hesitation, and Sassy closed her eyes as she scanned the last of Mrs Simmons’ groceries.

‘Well, I needed to talk to you. Jason doesn’t want me to work anymore now that he’s got the fly-in-fly-out job.’

‘Okay. And how long have you known that?’ Sassy bit back her frustration and smiled at Mrs Simmons as she handed over her discount card.

‘Well, we only talked about it at breakfast this morning when the kids were sick,’ Julia said. ‘I’m really sorry. I know how hard it is for you to get someone.’

Sassy took a deep breath and nodded as she looked at the queue of eight people. The locals waiting at the single checkout were looking kindly at the “Closed” sign on the second checkout. Of course, they understood that she was there by herself, and they were usually patient.

‘Okay, Jules. I have to go. I’ll see you next time you come in.’

‘I’m so sorry, Sassy.’

Sassy put the phone down and packaged up Mrs Simmons’ groceries.

‘Julie’s not in today?’ the older woman asked.

‘No, kids are sick,’ Sassy said.

‘You’re gonna have a busy one then. No one else you can get, sweetie?’

‘No, we’re just about out of staff in town.’

‘You have a good day, won’t you?’

‘I’ll do my best. Thanks, love.’ Sassy smiled at the three young women standing at the end of the checkout. ‘Morning, ladies. New to town?’ she said. Even if she was busy and frazzled, she could still be friendly.

‘Yes, we are,’ came the reply in a broad English accent. Sassy smiled at the sound—her grandmother had taken her to England when she’d finished high school, and she’d absolutely loved it. She’d always intended to go back, but life had intruded. And wow, suddenly, she was fifty.

‘Just passing through?’ she asked as she began to scan the items, watching as the girl at the back picked up the jar of budget coffee and pulled a face.

‘Well, we’re hoping to stay the night, but we were looking for a free camp around here. Is there anything you can recommend? We’re on a budget,’ the English girl said.

Before Sassy could answer, the girl at the back—clearly Scottish from her accent—piped up. ‘I don’t care how many nights in the wild or how many times I have to dig a hole to go to the loo, but I draw the line at no brand instant coffee. Is it okay if I run and grab another one?’

‘Yeah, go for it. I’ve still got some groceries to put through,’ Sassy said with a grin. ‘It’s not a free camp exactly, but I don’t know if you noticed the old pub on the hill at the edge of town? Looks like a ruin, but it’s open for camping. It’s got a toilet and a cold shower, a fireplace where you can heat water, and it costs ten dollars a night. One of the only camps around here.’

‘Sounds perfect,’ the second girl said, carefully placing her items in a line on the counter.

Sassy checked them through. ‘It’s not too bad, really.’ She looked up at the tall man standing patiently behind the three girls. ‘Welcome back to town, Alex. You camp out there, don’t you?’ Alex Miller was a regular traveller through town, and she couldn’t believe he was still at it. The man had to be in his eighties, and he drove a Land Cruiser towing a small caravan, still travelling all over Queensland and the Northern Territory. He was amazing, and a gentleman to boot.

‘Yes, it’s quite good,’ Alex said. ‘I’ll be staying there tonight, so you girls won’t be alone if you’re worried about being in the bush.’

The middle girl—Sassy thought she was Australian—laughed. ‘God, we won’t be scared. You should see some of the places we’ve camped on the way out here.’ She gestured to her two friends. ‘These two—my UK friends—have had some “experiences” already.’ She shook her head with a grin.

The queue had dispersed as people had obviously decided to go and add to their groceries, which was good for business. At least she’d get some more sales out of the day, even if she was spending time chatting instead of stocking shelves. Goodness knew when she’d get time to do that today.

‘So where are you girls heading?’ Sassy pushed the worry away.

‘Winton,’ the Australian girl answered. ‘We want to see all the dinosaur stuff.’


The Scottish girl rolled her eyes. ‘Jill wants to see all the dinosaur stuff. We’re along for the ride.’


‘Please don’t start, Sophie. You will really love it,’ Jill said, pulling a face.

Alex chipped in from the back. ‘It’s well worth seeing,’ he said.

‘I’d love to work there one day,’ Jill added wistfully.

‘Speaking of work,’ the English girl said, ‘do you know if there’s much work here in town? We need to stock up our travel fund. We might stay for a few days if any jobs are going.’

Sassy’s eyes lit up. ‘Have you got any experience in a grocery store?’

‘I have.’ The girl nodded. ‘My mum manages the grocery store in our village. I worked in it every afternoon after school and every weekend before I came away.’

Sassy made a snap decision. ‘You’re hired.’

Sophie’s eyes widened. ‘Hired? I’ve got a job?’

‘Yes! My regular staff member just gave me her notice. I’m by myself today. You couldn’t start tomorrow, could you?’

The girls looked at each other and grinned.

‘How about we go out and find the camping spot, get set up, and I’ll be back first thing in the morning?’ Sophie said. She turned to her friends. ‘This is Jill, our driver—’ she indicated the Australian girl with the warm brown eyes ‘—and this is Amelia.’ The English girl lifted her hand in a wave.

Jill was sun-bronzed and athletic and exuded confidence. Sophie, the Scottish girl, was shorter and curvier, with wild red curls escaping from under a slouchy beanie, freckles across her nose, and an infectious grin. Amelia was slim and elegant, her long dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, dressed neatly in hiking trousers and a fitted T-shirt.

Sassy had no hesitation hiring Sophie. ‘I’m Sassy.’ She extended her hand. ‘Welcome to Garnet Creek. And thank you—you’ve saved my sanity.’

###

Twenty minutes later, the three girls were loading their shopping into Vera in the shade of the only tree on the main street.

‘I still can’t believe I got a job,’ Sophie said, handing Amelia a bag of groceries. ‘We literally just arrived.’

‘That’s the outback for you,’ Jill said with a grin, stacking tins of beans into one of the plastic storage crates they’d secured to the floor of the van. ‘Besides, we need the money if we’re going to make it to Winton. I couldn’t believe the entry price when I looked it up last night.’

Amelia climbed into the van, carefully stepping over the foam mattresses they’d laid out in the back. ‘Do you think Vera will make it as far as Winton?’ she asked, patting the interior wall with affection mixed with concern. ‘I looked at Google Maps. It’s a long way from here. She’s been making some interesting noises over the past few days.’

‘Course she will,’ Jill said confidently. ‘Dylan knows his mechanics. He rebuilt half this engine himself, and he went over every inch of it before I left Brisbane. This old girl’s got plenty of life left in her.’

Sophie hoisted herself up into the back. ‘Your brother’s a legend, Jill. Seriously. If this thing broke down out here, we’d be completely stuffed.’

‘He made sure that won’t happen,’ Jill assured her. ‘Besides, he gave me his number for emergencies, and he’d drive out here himself if we needed him.’

A flush crept up Amelia’s neck at the mention of Dylan. She busied herself arranging the groceries, hoping the others wouldn’t notice. Jill had Face-Timed her brother a couple of times, getting him to walk them through maintenance checks. Amelia had been in frame for most of those calls, and Dylan had been patient and funny, explaining everything clearly, teasing Jill mercilessly, and smiling at Amelia in a way that made her stomach flip. Even through a phone screen, he was absolutely gorgeous. And she’d been utterly tongue-tied the entire time, managing mostly nods and the occasional squeaky ‘right, okay.’

‘Earth to Amelia,’ Sophie teased. ‘You’ve been staring at that tin of tomatoes for a full minute.’

‘I was um... making sure it was in the crate properly,’ Amelia said quickly.

Jill raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment, slamming the back doors shut. ‘Right, let’s go find this free camp.’

They piled into the front, Jill in the driver’s seat, Sophie riding shotgun, and Amelia wedged in the middle on the engine cover that served as a third seat. Vera roared to life with a satisfying rumble, and they headed back through town.

Garnet Creek was a cluster of buildings situated on the flat, red earth. The bitumen ended abruptly at the edge of town, giving way to red dirt roads that stretched out into the endless flat landscape. Beyond that, scrub and sky and the kind of space that made you feel pretty insignificant.

The population sign said 200. It looked like it might have said 400 once and had been crossed out.

‘There.’ Amelia pointed past the buildings. ‘That must be it.’

The building rose up against the fading afternoon sky like something out of a fever dream. The old Royal Hotel was a two-storey structure that had once been grand but now stood in various states of decay. The weatherboard walls were painted in faded pastels—pale yellow and mint green—though the paint was peeling away in long strips. The corrugated iron roof was a patchwork of rust, red-brown and orange in the slanting afternoon sunlight. A wide verandah wrapped around both levels, the railings listing at precarious angles, some balusters missing entirely.

‘Bloody hell,’ Sophie breathed. ‘That’s where we’re sleeping tonight?’

‘It’s got character,’ Jill said diplomatically, pulling the van off the road onto a cleared area beside the building. ‘But we’ll sleep in Vera, not inside that building.’

The ground around the old pub was hard-packed red dirt, dotted with sparse clumps of spinifex grass and the occasional struggling gum tree. Behind the hotel, the land stretched away to a line of low hills, purple in the distance. The light had that particular golden quality of afternoon in the outback, making everything glow.

A Land Cruiser and caravan were already set up on the far side of the clearing, a camp chair positioned beside a neat firepit. Alex waved as they pulled in.

‘At least we won’t be completely alone,’ Amelia said, waving back.

They parked under one of the larger trees and climbed out, stretching after the drive. The silence was immediate—no traffic noise, no voices, only the occasional call of a bird and the whisper of wind through the dry grass.

‘It’s so quiet,’ Amelia said, her voice instinctively dropping to a whisper.

‘I love it,’ Jill said, stretching her arms overhead. ‘This is the proper outback.’

Sophie was less enthusiastic. ‘Right. So, where’s this toilet then? And please tell me it’s not just another long-drop.’

They walked around the building, their footsteps crunching on the gravel. The pub was even more impressive—and more decrepit—up close. Windows were boarded up on the ground floor, though some on the upper level still had glass, glinting in the sun. Part of the verandah roof had collapsed on one side, and weeds grew up through cracks in what had once been a concrete path. Amelia could imagine what it must have been like in its heyday—travellers pulling up in dusty cars, locals gathering for a cold beer, the sound of laughter spilling out into the outback. Even in ruins, it had a kind of dignity.

‘There,’ Jill said, pointing to a small concrete block building set back from the main structure. ‘That’s probably the amenities block.’

They investigated and found it was basic but functional—two toilets, two cold showers, surprisingly clean. A tap outside next to a corrugated iron water tank provided drinking water, and there was a fire pit with a grill for cooking.

‘Not bad for ten dollars,’ Sophie said. ‘Though I’m not thrilled about the cold showers.’

‘Heat some water on the fire,’ Alex had walked over to join them. ‘That’s what I do. Works a treat.’

‘Good idea,’ Jill said. ‘Thanks.’

As they walked back towards the van, Sophie suddenly froze. ‘What was that?’

‘What?’ Jill asked.

‘That rustling. In the grass. Oh God, it’s another snake, isn’t it?’ Sophie’s voice had gone up an octave. ‘It’s definitely a snake. I am so over them.’

Amelia’s heart rate spiked. Since arriving in Australia, both she and Sophie had been on high alert for snakes. Every stick on the ground, every rope, every shadow—everything looked like a snake, even though they’d only seen one.

Jill laughed. ‘It’s probably a lizard. Or the wind. Relax, you two.’

‘Probably?’ Amelia squeaked. ‘What if it’s not?’

‘Look, snakes don’t want anything to do with you. Just make noise when you walk, don’t go poking around in long grass or under rocks, and you’ll be fine. I’ve lived here most of my life, and I’ve only ever seen a couple, and they all took off as soon as they spotted me.’

‘You lived in the city,’ Amelia reminded Jill.

‘That’s not as reassuring as you think it is,’ Sophie muttered, but she started walking again, stomping her feet deliberately hard on the ground.
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