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PROLOGUE



On the day we left for Wandana the three of us sat in the airport departure lounge with Daniel and Grandma. I could tell what was about to happen from the way Mum and Grandma weren’t speaking to each other. But when Grandma finally broke the silence I was left in no doubt. ‘Are you absolutely sure you know what you’re doing, Ellen?’


Mum gave Grandma one of her I can’t believe you just said that looks. ‘For goodness’ sake, Mother, lighten up, will you? It’s supposed to be an adventure, not a death sentence. You know – fun?’


‘Call it what you like, Ellen, but I’m certainly glad you’re not pulling Daniel out of school as well and dragging him off to some godforsaken place. It’s bad enough your leaving him here alone so close to his final exams but at least some commonsense has prevailed.’


‘Daniel will be fine with his father and Janine. And it’s not going to ruin Lola and Toby’s academic careers if they have the last few weeks off in Year 10 and Year 7. Besides, this will be a valuable learning experience and one they wouldn’t have had otherwise, so just drop it, will you, Mother?’


Mum was right about Daniel being fine with Colin and Janine. Colin Jenkins had remained a good friend to Mum after they separated, and she got on well with Janine, his new wife. They were like a second family to us. My own father left Mum when she was pregnant with Toby and we hadn’t heard from him since. When I was little I used to pretend that Colin was my real dad. I often wondered why it was Daniel who’d been the lucky one.


Mum and Grandma were still arguing when we heard the final boarding call. Mum turned suddenly to Daniel, an odd look on her face that I’d never seen before. ‘See you in six weeks, darling,’ she said, hugging him as tears sprang into her eyes. ‘Don’t go overboard with the study, all right?’


The argument with Grandma had brought to the surface Mum’s real concern about leaving Daniel behind while she flew off to work on a remote Aboriginal community in Central Australia. And, even though I didn’t understand it at the time, this final parting from Daniel strained to the limit Mum’s determination to go.


‘Bye, Mum, I’ll be all right, don’t worry about me.’ He turned to Toby. ‘See you, Butt Head. Stay out of trouble until I get there, okay?’Toby wrapped himself around Daniel like a python and nuzzled his head into Daniel’s chest.


Daniel stood in front of me and I waited for his usual sarcasm. ‘Bye, Lola. Take care of yourself, okay?’


I was even more stunned when he put his arms around me and gave me an awkward hug. But I managed to hug him back before we both pulled away.


Mum, Toby and I loaded ourselves up with our hand luggage. As we approached the departure lounge door Mum turned and waved to Grandma and Daniel. I stood watching her as she wiped away her tears and ran her fingers through her hair in a manner that seemed to say, I can do this. This is easy.


Then I also looked back at Daniel. Our eyes locked for only a moment before he put his forefinger to his mouth and blew me a miniature kiss. I smiled, raised my hand, then turned and headed off with Mum and Toby through the gaping silver door to board the plane.





ONE



It took a whole day of flying and waiting in airport terminals to get from Melbourne to Alice Springs. Not one person in my family had ever been to this part of Australia before. As I walked across the tarmac to the terminal, I felt as if I would cook in my own skin. And the landscape was stunning – an electric blue sky meeting red earth and huge boulders, like giants in some mythical land.


The driver of the airport shuttle bus extended his arm and said, ‘Behold the mighty Todd River!’ A few passengers laughed as we trundled across the bridge that spanned the dry bed where the river had once flowed, and into the driveway of the Oasis Resort Hotel to let some people off. To the left, along the riverbed, I saw a group of Aboriginal people, sitting on the ground under a tree. Their ragged children ran around them, laughing and yelling in another language.


As we drove along I got out my camera to take some photos. The first one was of two young black women barefoot in bright, floral dresses and head-scarves. They didn’t look much older than I was as they walked slowly along the rust-coloured roadside, each carrying a chubby baby on one hip. The next photo was of a white guy with a huge gut and an Akubra hat. He held open the door of his four-wheel-drive for a well-dressed woman with enormous hair. Then I took a picture of an Aboriginal man curled up asleep on a park bench. His mates, who seemed drunk, staggered around him, waving their hands at each other and yelling in a language I’d never heard before. The palm trees above them waved back in the sultry air. Next I snapped one of a group of young black boys, dressed in homie gear, as they sauntered along a walkway, and another boy in a group hanging out on a street corner. The last shot was of four hippies in flimsy clothing and dreadlocks lounging in front of an internet café and souvenir shop, the windows of which were brimming with dot paintings of every size and colour.


In the background Toby’s voice filtered into my thoughts. ‘Cool! That shop’s got spear throwers, Mum! Can I get one?’


‘No,’ said Mum flatly, offering him a chewy as the shuttle bus pulled into the driveway of the Motel Marengo.


After we’d checked in and Mum had arranged an early wake-up call for the morning, we headed to our room on the second floor. We passed a young guy stretched out on his back on a bench by the pool. His arms were folded across his face as he slept. He wore a pale-blue stained polo shirt and his jeans were unbuttoned, exposing the dark-brown skin and black, curly hair on his belly. Toby and I stopped and gawped at him.


‘It’s rude to stare,’ Mum said, frowning at us and nudging us onwards. When we reached our room I heard someone shout, ‘Go on, get out of here!’Toby and I looked at each other, then raced to the balcony to peer down over the pool.


The motel manager was pointing towards the back of the motel as he stood over the young black guy we’d just passed. The young guy got to his feet and stood swaying from side to side, trying to shake himself awake. He stepped to his left and the manager stepped in front of him. He stepped to his right and the manager followed suit. The two men stood eyeballing each other for a moment. The young guy began to stagger off but suddenly lost his balance and stumbled, knocking the manager, who fell with a plop into the pool.


The young guy stopped and turned slowly to survey the damage. Then he took off.


‘Don’t you ever let me see you here again, you black bastard!’The manager shook his fist and yelled from the water.


Toby and I looked at each other and burst out laughing. Mum was putting her luggage into our room. ‘Come on, you two! What’s so funny?’ she called. We didn’t say anything, but tried to smother our giggles as we carried our bags inside.


Mum took a shower while Toby checked out the bar fridge and the in-house movie guide. I lay on my bed watching the ceiling fan go round and round. It had been a long day and I was tired. But my head was full of this strange new place we’d come to.


Then the phone rang and it was Daniel. ‘Hey, Loles. So what’s it like?’


I told him about the heat and the landscape and about Toby wanting to start his own collection of weapons of minimal destruction. I didn’t tell him about all the drunken black people or that it seemed to be white people who owned everything. I didn’t tell him about the motel guy falling into the pool and how funny it was.


Mum came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her head and took over the phone. She had that anxious-mother note in her voice as she asked Daniel if he was all right and what he’d done that day.


I looked out of our motel window. There was a park across the road and I could see a few Aborigines near the toilet block. All except one were sitting on the ground. The guy standing was the one we’d seen earlier by the pool. He was saying something to the rest of the group who were laughing in between taking swigs from a bottle in a brown paper bag that they passed around the circle.


I had to keep my voice down because Toby was on the phone to Daniel.


‘Mum, Wandana’s a dry community, isn’t it?’


‘Yep, no alcohol or drugs allowed whatsoever.’


‘Does that mean white people as well as black?’


‘Yes, Lola, it does.’


‘And what if someone brings stuff into the community?’


‘According to Joe, if anyone’s causing trouble the elders have a meeting and decide whether or not to call the police.’


‘Why do they need to have a meeting about it?’


‘Because the police are about three days’ drive away so the locals have to be sure they really want to get them involved. Joe says most of the people don’t want the police to come because they’re scared of what might happen if the troublemakers end up in prison.’


‘They’d end up in prison just for drinking?’


‘Not just for drinking, but for hurting themselves or others or damaging property.’


‘And what do the police do?’


‘They take them back to the police station until there’s a court case.’


I didn’t ask Mum any more questions. But one thing was certain. I was glad Wandana was a dry community.


‘Lola,’ said Mum, reading my thoughts, ‘you’re not worried about any of this, are you? I mean, I checked it out with Joe before we left and he assured me we’d be perfectly safe. But if you’re worried …’ Her voice faded away.


Joe was Mum’s oldest friend from high school. He’d been working in Central Australia for years, and ever since he went to Wandana he’d been trying to persuade Mum to come out and visit him. ‘It would be a great experience,’ he always said. ‘The outback’s magic – you’d love it!’Then one day he rang in a panic saying he really needed a store manager. The previous one was leaving and the replacement had bailed out two weeks before he was due to start. ‘It’s only for three months, Ellen,’ Joe pleaded. ‘You’re the only person I can think of who’d handle it out here.’ So Mum had taken the plunge.


But now Mum had that tortured look of concern on her face that she sometimes gets when she is doubting her own judgement.


‘I’m not worried, Mum,’ I said, smiling at her. ‘That’s your job, remember?’





TWO



Mum woke us early next morning so we’d be ready for the 7 a.m. shuttle to the airport. Before boarding, a fat guy weighed us with our luggage, which Toby found hysterical and I found humiliating.


As we sat waiting for the other six passengers to have their luggage weighed Mum’s phone rang. There was no mobile coverage at Wandana so this would be her last call. But it wasn’t going to be a happy one because the caller was Grandma. ‘Yes, Mother,’ Mum’s voice droned, ‘I’m certain I’m doing the right thing. I’m certain, okay? How many times do I have to say it? I’M CERTAIN!’ Everyone within a five-kilometre radius must have heard.


There were three things I would not miss over the next three months. The first was Grandma constantly nagging Mum. The second was Daniel’s attitude towards me. And the third was a certain boy at school and the nasty rumour he’d spread around school about me the day before I left. None of my friends took any notice but it still hurt and it made my last two days unbearable.


When the luggage was finally weighed the fat guy flicked on the PA and, even though there were only nine passengers waiting in the boarding lounge, he announced that we could now make our way to the aircraft. Mum, Toby and I followed the other passengers onto the tarmac. But hang on a minute. Why were we heading for that tiny plane?


‘Mum, tell me we’re not going on that little thing?’ I pointed incredulously.


We both looked around to see if there were any other planes nearby. There weren’t.


‘Looks like we are, Lola.’


‘Cool!’ said Toby.


‘No, not cool, Toby, you idiot,’ I said. ‘There’s no way I’m going on that!’


‘Anything wrong, folks?’ the pilot asked as he approached us. Mum explained my nervousness about the plane. ‘No worries, love. I’ve been flying these little beauties for thirty years now and never lost one yet.’


But it didn’t help. Once we’d boarded and taken our seats, the pilot went on and on and on about the convenient location of the airsick bags. I couldn’t believe it. None of the other passengers seemed at all concerned.


But as soon as we took off I got airsick, which was bad because I hate throwing up, especially in public, but good because it took my mind off the size of the plane. But once the take-off was over and we’d climbed to a certain altitude my nausea subsided and I recovered enough to look down at the landscape below.


The desert was more enormous than I could ever have imagined. For the next two hours I tried to spot something that was familiar to me. But there was nothing – no houses, roads or towns. There was only the never-ending sea of red earth, scrub, rock formations, and the odd waterhole. It went on forever and as I looked down I wondered what or who could possibly live in an environment like that.


You can imagine my relief when the pilot finally pointed out the window and said, ‘There’s Wandana over there.’


Mum, Toby and I all peered out. ‘Where?’ Mum asked.


Squinting, I caught sight of something that shimmered in the distance. It was a water tank propped up on long spindly legs.


As the plane flew towards the tall landmark on the horizon I could make out a few large grey buildings surrounded by two clusters of smaller ones. The buildings on the left were dark green; those to the right were white. There was an abandoned truck sitting on a bed of scraggy grass. A web of red dirt roads crisscrossed back and forth around a few spindly trees. The water tank towered over everything like a giant alien spaceship in a B-grade sci-fi movie.


Joe was waiting for us as the plane touched down on Wandana’s dusty airstrip. He had a few scruffy dogs with him and an even scruffier baby camel. When the pilot released the exit doors the first thing I smelt was the desert. It was sweet and bitter like freesias and rust. Combined with the heat it almost took my breath away.


Toby couldn’t get off the plane fast enough to pat the camel and the dogs, while I vowed I’d never set foot on another light aircraft as long as I lived.


‘That’s quite a welcoming party you’ve got there, Joe,’ Mum said as she hugged him.


Joe grinned. ‘Oh well, you know me and my fine sense of occasion.’


Though Mum and Joe were the same age, he looked older. Mum said it was because he’d lived life hard. He had a shaved head covered with a red bandanna and he wore a black Midnight Oil T-shirt, faded blue jeans and cowboy boots. Other than that he looked exactly like the guy in Mum’s photo album from the ’eighties. I didn’t think he was handsome, but he had a good face – one you could trust.


‘Hey, look at you guys!’ he exclaimed to me and Toby. ‘I was still thinking of you as little tackers, but you’re so big.’ He demonstrated with extended arms, as if we were giant sea turtles. We let him ruffle our hair and make a fuss of us the way adults do.


On the short walk to our new house, I tried to get a feel for Wandana. We passed the small green shacks I’d seen from the plane. They looked more like old garden sheds than houses. Each one had an outside toilet and a sink behind it. Most were covered in graffiti. ‘What are they?’ I asked Joe.


‘That’s where the locals live.’


‘They’re pretty small,’ Toby said.


‘Yeah, well, they only use them to sleep in when it’s cold. Most nights they sleep outside around the fire on mattresses.’


‘Cool! Mum, can we –?’


Mum broke in swiftly. ‘Yes, but not tonight, Toby. Let’s just have a few moments to settle in, okay?’


Toby’s shoulders slumped as he kicked a stone that turned out to be a piece of dry dog poo, which I suddenly noticed was scattered all over the road.


But he lost interest in sulking as we approached a group of little children who were laughing and taking turns at dunking themselves in a rusty old forty-four-gallon drum of water. Their dark skin glistened in the sunlight.


As we passed, a few of them ran up to Joe. ‘Gimme money!’ one shouted, giggling and tugging at his shirt. The others joined in and it became a loud and ragged chant. Joe shooed them away and continued walking, a big dopey grin on his face.


‘You’re very popular then,’ Mum commented.


‘Yeah, well, most of the time I am, fortunately. Mind you, I’ve got a reputation to keep now.’


‘Why’s that?’ Mum asked.


‘Well, the last Community Development Adviser at Jutajarra, a community about 400 kilometres north of here, completely lost the plot and bulldozed every last tree in the place. That was after he’d contaminated the water supply with raw sewage.’


‘Good god,’ Mum exclaimed. ‘What made him do such things?’


‘There was talk that he was interfering with some of the young girls. They reckon the local ngangkari sang him and he went mad. He got flown home and hasn’t been replaced yet. The land council in Alice Springs has been on my back to go up there and sort things out, but the mob here keep pleading with me to stay.’


Ngangkari, Joe explained, was the local name for a shaman and healer. He said that the people at Jutajarra believed a ngangkari had power over life, death and everything in between.


‘Cool!’ said Toby. ‘Is there one of those “nungcurry” guys here?’


‘Yep. His name’s Winmati. He lives right near your place too. I’ll take you over to meet him if you like.’


Toby was rapt.


‘So what’s your secret, Joe?’ Mum asked.


He chuckled. ‘You mean, apart from my rugged good looks and charming ways?’


‘Yeah,’ Mum said with a grin, ‘apart from them.’


‘Ah, it’s not that hard really. I try and stick to the rules that the community has set in place. It’s tough sometimes but easier in the long run. You’ll see soon enough, Ellen. When everything starts to wind up and you think you’re suddenly living on another planet, the best thing to do is draw a line around yourself and stick to the rules.’


I thought this was an odd thing for Joe to say and I wanted to ask him what he meant, but I didn’t get a chance because, by this stage, we’d reached our house and he began to fish around on his enormous bunch of keys for the one that would fit our front door.


The house was situated away from the small green shacks where the locals lived and in a compound with five other similar-looking houses. It was made of white sandstone and surrounded by a cyclone fence. The fence enclosed a large yard, almost empty except for a few straggly shrubs. There was a carport attached to the left-hand side of the house, which had an old bicycle frame and a few plastic bags of rubbish in it. There were four-wheel-drive tracks in the dried mud that caked the concrete driveway.


While Joe wrestled with the keys the door was opened suddenly by a woman on the inside. ‘Ah, palya,’ he said as we stepped through the doorway. Four women were in the process of cleaning the house. ‘Palya, palya – you’ve done a good job here,’ he said to them, then added for our benefit, ‘That’s what palya means – good.’ Joe introduced the women to us, saying finally, as he gestured to the one who had opened the door, ‘And this is Elizabeth; she works in the store.’


Elizabeth was the only one who made eye contact with us. ‘Where you mob come from?’ she asked Mum.
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