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ALSO BY FIONA PALMER
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Tiny White Lies
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To friends, new and old, from all walks of life. Some we
call family, some we see only once in a blue moon. But
forever in our hearts.


Debbie Dowden, one amazing lady. Fiona Hall, avid reader,
and speedway geek (just like me!)


My mum, Sue, simply the best. Jacinta Holmes, my
awesome talented friend.


Julene Cronin (my sister from another mother).
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Ellen


ELLEN SUTTON SQUINTED UP AT THE CRYSTAL-CLEAR SKY, the sun shooting shards of light like a polished chandelier. Above, the thrum of Ashley’s small aeroplane echoed across the empty horizon but she struggled to spot it in the endless pale blue. She craned her head out the open window of the little red bull buggy just as she hit a crab hole, smacking her skull into the doorframe. ‘Bastard,’ she grunted through gritted teeth, wishing she could rub her head, but both hands were needed on the steering wheel. It would have been worse if her messy blonde bun hadn’t acted as padding.


A twiggy shrub appeared, one too big to drive over. Ellen gave a split-second jerk on the wheel and then another as she cut a path through the scrub like a pinball on the Indiana Jones machine she used to play at the Bowling Arcade as a kid. She never could beat her older brother’s score. A flash hit her eyes, light reflecting off metal as Ashley flew low over the treetops hunting for more beasts to her right. The loud rumble of his plane gave her goosebumps. She wondered what it would be like to swoop low looking for cattle. Was it just work for Ashley or was it exhilarating? Ellen needed excitement and hard work to keep her mind from wandering down the dark path she’d been trying to avoid. Unsuccessfully. At least the flies kept her busy. With a wave she shooed the buzzing mass gathering at the corners of her mouth, chasing moisture in the bone-dry air.


It wasn’t the gazillion flies or the intense heat. It wasn’t the red dirt, crimson as if blood had soaked the soil, nor was it the sparse bushes – the only visible green until you came upon a small pocket of grass where the cattle liked to graze. It wasn’t any of these things that made her feel so far from home.


It was the isolation. She had gone from Albany – crammed full of retirees and tourists – to this mammoth cattle station just out from Mount Magnet in Western Australia, with less people than she could count on both hands. And yet when she’d left Albany, she’d felt alone, trapped in her own internal prison. Her family and friends were pushing in the walls on her cell with each passing day, not that they realised nor understood. Even though the isolation made Albany feel like a world away, it was that same isolation which felt like freedom.


Escaping to Challa Station felt like a move to Mars. Disconnection was what she’d been seeking, and she’d certainly found it. About 600 kilometres north-east of Perth and 206,000 hectares in total size, Challa was truly remote. And yet Ellen wasn’t alone here. Especially with the mustering crew Ashley and Debbie had on now, plus there were over a thousand head of Santa Gertrudis-Droughtmaster cattle, with hides the colour of burnt caramel and cute faces she just wanted to smoosh with kisses. More so the gorgeous calves, so full of life and antics. They reminded her of her own cow, Carla, the most awesome pet a kid could have, and seeing these guys made her heart ache for a much simpler time in her life.


And just when she felt like she was starting to find some sort of calm and peace to work through her feelings, this impending family trip to Karijini was about to ruin it all. Why couldn’t they just all stay in Albany?


‘I need you to get here as quick as you can,’ Ashley radioed. ‘There’s a mob of about twenty here. Watch the plane … under my left wing … right now.’


Like a big-eared Santa Gertrudis flicking away flies, Ellen tried hard to shake away her thoughts and planted her foot, her adrenaline notching up as she felt more like a rally driver than a cow herder. Branches slapped the old Suzuki, its body groaning as it rolled and twisted over dormant water courses, the little engine singing its heart out. Thank God her dad had taught her how to four-wheel drive growing up. She clenched her jaw, grinding her teeth together so she didn’t accidentally bite her tongue with all the jolting.


‘El, Gazza, I need you over here now,’ called Ashley.


‘On my way, boss,’ she muttered, driving as fast as she possibly dared through the minefield that was station country. A blur of white appeared on her right; Scott was flogging along in his tiny bull buggy heading for the same location. The rest of the crew were dotted about, managing mobs in other places.


Ahead the ground unexpectedly vanished. Ellen jammed on the brakes just as her front wheels tipped over the edge of the sharp embankment of a dry riverbed. Like a pen seesawing on the edge of a desk, she felt the buggy rock precariously.


Bloody hell, she was driving like she belonged in a Fast and Furious movie. Shoving it into reverse, she made ochre plumes as the wheels spun sending her back to safe flat land.


That was a lucky save.


She rested her head on the steering wheel and sucked in deep hot breaths, but she was still smiling. Adrenaline was as good as any drug.


She glanced around, hoping no one had witnessed her near demise. Lord knew she didn’t need to rack up any more points today, especially after Joel caught her bogged in some sand earlier. That probably got her ten points.


Ellen navigated a better route over the riverbed, selecting a less extreme decline, and that’s when she spotted old Gazza in the light blue buggy, its nose speared into the bottom of the bed like an old fence post.


Snatching up the radio, she gave him a call. ‘You alright, Gazza?’ Her nursing instinct kicked in, imagining the trauma he may have sustained and the steps she’d take to help him.


‘Yeah, I’m fine, El. I managed to stop me head from smacking the steering wheel.’ A deep dry laugh followed. ‘Damn, I was hoping no one would see me.’


‘That looks like fifty points coming your way,’ she teased. ‘Maybe more if you need help getting out.’


Ellen sat idling a hundred metres away, torn between helping Gaz and getting to the cattle. She liked ol’ Gazza. She liked the whole crew. Especially because they didn’t dig into her past; most kept to themselves and just shared a joke every now and then.


‘I’m coming, Gazza, hold tight,’ the radio blared.


Scott’s white rocket shot right across her path, kicking up dust like a passing willy willy, causing her to jump.


‘I’ve got a tow strap. El, you head on to the cattle,’ Scott added.


‘Rogie,’ she replied before putting the buggy into gear and heading to where Ashley had last indicated with his wing tip.


‘Get some photos, Scott – we need proof for tonight,’ Ellen called.


The reward for getting the most points for the day was a lovely satin pink nightie to be worn the next day by the winner … or in this case the biggest loser. Yesterday it was Joel who collected the most by forgetting to take his radio – thirty points; cutting off a mob – ten points and then his tyre rolling past his buggy while he was driving along – forty points. Today Joel had the pink nightie wrapped around his Akubra hat. It didn’t have to literally be worn, just on you at all times. Getting bogged today would have guaranteed her points, but Gazza having to be pulled out of his vertical descent, well, that might just be enough to take the pink nightie.


Three hours later, she’d slowed from the previous fast and furious adrenaline to meander behind a group of cattle. Thinking time. It was the hardest part of mustering for Ellen. Sure, the scenery was nice, cows’ butts excepted, but the sluggish crawl seemed to highlight the heat, flies and the voices in her head.


Voices of her sister, her brother, their partners, her parents, and worst of all, herself. It was almost laughable that she’d come all this way to escape them only to find out that it was herself she needed to escape. If only that was possible.


The rumble of the buggy and the moos of the cattle had a rhythmic warmth that lured her mind into the murky history she was trying to forget and the imminent future that goosepimpled her skin, even in this heat. It made her feel stuck in this moment, afraid to look back and too scared to go forward. How was she supposed to sort her life out in limbo? She couldn’t hide from her family forever, as much as that seemed like the easiest option.


She’d never run from anything in her life before. Oh, there were times she’d wanted to, but she’d stuck it out like a true steadfast Sutton. She’d been accused of spreading herself too thin and being obsessed with making things the very best they could be (just ask her sister). Carrie liked to call it ‘analism’ – perfectionism at its worst. What was wrong with wanting to do something to the best of your abilities? So, she may have rearranged her bedroom countless times until she had it just right, but once she did, it had stayed that way.


‘You look deep in thought, El?’


The voice had come from the radio, but she glanced around, realising the buggies had grouped closer together as a few mobs of cattle had joined up and were keeping a now bigger herd contained as they moved them to the designated collection point. Nearby, a small Suzuki idled along, a handsome silver fox smiling at her. His tanned face was like a map of the ground with worn creases and marks, the years having taken their toll, and yet he was nonetheless stunning. Mick was twelve years her senior, not that it was an issue when a man looked that good. And he had kept her warm on more than one occasion (like the nights weren’t hot enough already) but they both knew what this was. He was here until mustering was over, and Ellen


… well, she was selfishly using him to forget.


Her heart may as well be the red sand beneath the hundreds of hooves, trampled to dust. It felt like there was nothing left of it; the fact it still kept her alive was almost a miracle.


‘You been thinking about me?’ Mick yelled out as he drove closer, one eye still on the cattle out front.


‘Always, Mick,’ she replied with a smile. Ellen played his game – after all, Mick was the Panadol for her headache. In those moments with him, her mind was silent. And silence was golden.


They stopped their buggies, giving the cattle room to move along. Mick waited until she glanced at him before pointing his finger at her, then to himself and to his watch with a suggestive wink.


Ellen nodded her reply. One last roll in the hay tonight before she left. Why not? After all, she was a single 28-year-old with no ties, no commitments … no life!


It’s funny the change time can make. A year ago, Ellen’s life looked much different. Cool days, hospital shifts, coffee down the main street and family catch-ups; the hope of an exciting future. Now it was heat, flies, working herself to distraction, taking every day, every minute and every step as it came. Uncertainty was the new normal.


Coloured blurs of more buggies appeared around her as they collected together like flies over a dead carcass, directing the cattle into the yards set up to hold them.


Time moved quicker from here, the meandering thoughts pushed aside as they penned and drafted the cattle before loading them onto the nearby truck. By this time Ashley had landed his plane on the nearby strip and joined them.


A few jokes were thrown about as they worked, but they kept the main banter for the shed after they were done. The sooner they were out of the flies, heat and dust, the better.


The first beer to hit the throat was like heavy rains after a drought, pooling into scorched earth. Ellen had gained quite a taste for beer since coming to work on the station. No gin and tonic or wine, just a crisp cold beer earned through sweat, which made it all the more sweeter.


‘I’m not looking forward to this,’ said Gazza, cracking open his beer and dropping down onto one of the many plastic chairs in a wonky circle in the workshop.


‘Well, I for one, am super glad you took a nosedive, Gaz.’


His bushy possum-tail eyebrows shot up. ‘You’re mean, El!’


‘Haha, for good reason, Gaz.’ Joel sat in the chair beside her, causing it to squeak. ‘About an hour before your circus act, El got bogged. I thought the nightie would be hers for sure, until you didn’t watch where you were going.’


Gazza dropped his head. ‘Ah shit. Glad I could help, El,’ he said unenthusiastically. ‘I can’t believe you’ve managed to miss out on the pink slip all mustering. Damn.’


‘El flies under the radar,’ said Mick with a grin. He plucked his trucker hat off, wiped his brow with his sleeve and tucked his hat back on his head before taking a seat.


El sat quietly, a smile tugging at her lips as she listened to their banter.


‘Surely she has to beat mine.’ Gazza’s deep rumble, like it was coming from the bottom of a gravel pit, boomed around the shed. ‘Getting bogged, rookie mistake.’ His rotund belly shook with another round of laughter.


‘No, I got out by myself,’ El protested proudly.


Joel laughed. ‘She was rocking the buggy like crazy. Funniest thing I’ve ever seen.’


Ashley was near the whiteboard tallying up points as the crew called them out. ‘Paul, you get ten points for upsetting the cook. Pulling the cucumber out of the salad and throwing it away is wasteful.’


‘It’s spewcumber,’ he grumbled. ‘Not fit for human consumption.’


El chuckled. It wasn’t often she could laugh for real these days.


They continued to banter back and forth, mentioning more points to allocate, taking digs at each other and discussing the breakdowns.


Feet aching, she crossed her legs. The heavy, steel-capped boots, red with dust and wafting of cow poo, were nothing like her hospital trainers. Ellen didn’t know if she could go back to nursing just yet. Hopefully the saying was true and time healed all wounds. Seemed a funny sentiment for a nurse – shouldn’t she be the one healing the wounds?


‘El?’


‘Huh?’ She glanced up and realised Joel was speaking to her.


‘I said are you all set to leave tomorrow?’


She nodded because her mouth refused to lie for her.


If Joel detected the uncertainty in her expression, he didn’t mention it, but his eyes crinkled as he studied her warily. Poor kid had been nothing but nice, the whole crew had, and yet Ellen had remained quite reserved throughout her time at the station.


Joel suddenly grinned. ‘You’ll love Karijini. Magic spot.’


‘So I hear.’ It was only for a few days and yet Ellen felt like she was about to drive off the edge of the earth. The eight hundred odd kilometres there didn’t worry her – she’d done over nine hundred to get to Challa from Albany. But it was what awaited her that felt like a big black hole. And that blackness had her churning with a queasy feeling that needed more than Mylanta to cure.


Think of the positives!


Scrunching her fists, she focused. The silver lining would be seeing her brother propose to Ingrid, who she loved like a sister. This whole trip was his idea. Bodhi wanted his sisters’ help in making his proposal magical, and who was she to deny him that request?


Bodhi and Ingrid deserved their fairy tale and Ellen would make sure it went off without a hitch. This was not something she could leave up to her sister. Even Bodhi had admitted that.


‘El, I need you. Carrie lacks attention to the small details, actually any details, and I need this day to be perfect. Please!’


Ellen had reluctantly called her sister and planned it down to the colour of the confetti, leaving strict instructions on what to bring.


‘God, you’re not even here and you’re still bossy,’ Carrie had said. ‘I promise I won’t forget a thing. I’ll have Fin remind me. Probably a good thing you’re not here, you’d probably spill the beans to Ingi.’


‘I would not.’


‘You’ve always been too honest, sis,’ she’d said and laughed. ‘You and Bodhi are terrible.’


Was that the real reason Ellen had moved to Challa Station? Maybe Carrie was right, and she couldn’t trust herself. Honesty had always been part of her moral compass; now that it was broken, she felt lost in the wilderness. Or should that be lost in the lower Murchison region?


Ellen gave Joel a half-hearted smile. ‘I’m sure I’ll love it, I’m just not sure I’m ready for the family reunion.’
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Carrie


HER ARSE WAS NUMB. SHE LITERALLY COULDN’T FEEL IT. Carrie Sutton lifted her feet onto the dash, her toes pressed up against the glass.


‘You know how dangerous that is, right?’


Carrie groaned. ‘You sound like my sister. It’s fine, I trust you won’t crash. You’re the most conscientious driver I know. Besides, it’s not like this poxy campervan can do dangerous speeds. Hell, it can’t even get to a hundred.’ This trip was bloody long enough let alone crawling along at snail speed. Her numb butt was protesting as much as her bored brain.


‘It’s not me I’m worried about. What if someone else runs into us? You’ve seen how many accidents there are along this road. You might want to have babies one day so having your femur smashed through your uterus won’t help.’


Carrie grimaced, not from the picture he painted but the word ‘babies’.


Fin held onto the steering wheel with two hands, ever so safety conscious. How that managed to irritate her, she wasn’t sure. Couldn’t he look just a little more relaxed, like rest his elbow on the open window? Oh yeah, because the aircon didn’t work over eighty, they had to travel with the windows down just to avoid being boiled like prawns. So her ears hurt, her hair was a mess, and they had to almost shout at each other to be heard. But she’d rather have no aircon than make this trip any slower. I’ll have fucking grey hair by the time we get there!


‘I’m not that fussed on babies. No great loss. I’ll just get a dog.’


Fin risked a quick glance away from the road. He was living on the edge.


‘You don’t mean that?’ he asked.


How could a man look so damn sexy and yet be so vanilla on the inside? Don’t speed, don’t be reckless, don’t colour outside the lines … Living with Fin wasn’t the roller-coaster ride his image would suggest. He’d attracted her with his cool hipster vibe, the styled short back and sides with that long straight top that flopped over in a delicious way. He usually sported a beard but had trimmed it knowing the heat they were heading into. But the short stubble worked for him. Hell, everything worked for him. From the little black circle earrings he wore, to the beanies and fedora hats, everything suited him. Carrie couldn’t wear a hat without looking mother-of-the-bride horrible. And what was the point of styling your hair if you were just going to jam a hat on your head?


‘I do! I can’t see myself having kids anytime soon. I’m far too young,’ she scoffed.


Fin snorted. ‘Babe, you’re twenty-seven. My mum had a seven-year-old by that age.’


Carrie rolled her eyes. ‘That was way back then. Now mid-thirties is the norm.’ She certainly wasn’t going to consider it for at least five years. Maybe then she’d feel differently about screaming newborns.


Her dark chocolate waves cascaded over her chest, making her black singlet feel like a jumper. She’d kill for an icy pole. She didn’t want to put her hair up considering it had taken fifteen minutes to do this morning at that caravan park with its dodgy bathroom lights. It probably looked like a rat’s nest now, thanks to having the windows down. God, why did she bother.


‘What about marriage?’


The question took her by surprise. ‘Marriage?’ Why the hell would he bring up that? The word made her feel suddenly carsick.


‘Yeah. With your brother about to pop the question, have you ever thought about it?’


‘Shit, Fin, we’ve only been going out eight months.’


‘I’m not saying we get married now, I’m just asking if that’s where you see us heading.’


He said it casually, but Carrie could tell by the tight strands of muscle at his neck that he was deeply invested in her answer. Staring ahead, she watched the massive blue tub on the truck in front being escorted by a team of pilot vehicles. It didn’t matter; they’d never pass it, they could barely keep up with the oversized vehicle.


‘Carrie?’


With a big sigh she turned to him. ‘I don’t know. I can’t say I’ve given it much thought. I prefer to live day by day. You know that. Why bring it up now?’


Sweat oozed from her pores and she felt queasy. God, was he going to propose? Carrie rubbed at her eyes and then instantly regretted it; half her make-up was on her fingers and she’d probably smeared the rest. Damn heat.


‘I just thought maybe we should discuss our relationship,’ he said. ‘Lately, I feel like we just glide along because it’s comfortable, not because we want a future together.’


‘What are you saying, Fin?’ Her voice rose an octave or two. By the look on his face, it was the latter.


‘I don’t know. Maybe we should … break up?’


Her eyebrows twisted out of shape. ‘Are you saying if we’re not going to get married, you want to break up?’


Fin seemed cool and calm. Had he been thinking about this a bit? Did he really not want to be with her? But worse was her own confusion over what scared her more – a break-up or marriage?


‘I just don’t want to invest in a relationship that won’t end in marriage and kids,’ he said. ‘You know how I feel about starting a family – you said once you want those things too?’


His intense eyes held her gaze for a split second before returning to the road.


‘Yeah, maybe. But like … way, way into the future.’ Carrie realised then that she was not ready for that step, that level of commitment, not with Fin, maybe not with anyone. Or did that just mean Fin wasn’t the one for her? ‘I’m not ready yet, Fin. I’m busy with work and don’t have time for a child.’ He opened his mouth, but she cut in quickly. ‘And before you ask, I can’t give you a time or date either. I just don’t know. Can you be happy with that?’


To give up her scissors and make-up brushes for nappies and bottles? Not yet, thank you very much!


Damn her brother for deciding to get married. It was his fault she was going through this squeamish conversation with Fin.


And damn Bodhi for becoming great mates with Fin. Of course Fin would be feeling left out, a little jealous even. Hopefully when they got back home and everything returned to normal, he’d be fine with how things were for a bit longer.


Fin stared ahead, focused, while the soft skin on the side of his head pulsed. Was he weighing it all up? Should they break up? Carrie wasn’t sure what she wanted.


‘So that’s a no to breaking up?’ he finally muttered.


Carrie crawled across to the driver’s side and kissed him, and before he could protest she moved her lips to his ear and down along his neck. ‘It’s a no,’ she murmured between kisses. Then she pressed her hand between his legs, gently rubbing.


‘Um, Carrie … what … um … whoo … oh.’


His words faded away as she undid the button and zipper of his denim shorts.


‘I’m bored,’ she said before wetting her lips.


‘Jesus,’ Fin puffed. ‘I’m relieved this old campervan can’t go any faster.’


‘Do not pull over,’ she demanded. ‘I’m not making this trip any longer.’


‘I know what you’re doing,’ he said between moans.


He pulled the van over, ever cautious, but it only made Carrie work quicker.


‘You can’t always use sex to get what you want.’


But that was the last thing he said on the matter because in truth, Carrie had been using it to get her way for a while. She cared about Fin, he made her feel safe and protected. He loved her like no other man had and he turned her on, always. But was that enough to stay with someone? Was she too scared to shake up her life because if you took away Fin and the salon … what did she have left? Who was she really?


‘Oh, bloody hell,’ she exclaimed afterwards. ‘That only chewed up five minutes. How much longer?’ She pouted. ‘This place better be worth it. Why couldn’t Bodhi have proposed at the beach or a nice restaurant back in Albany like anyone else?’


Fin shook his head. ‘You are the least romantic in your family. Even I’ve heard Ingi banging on about her dream to travel north to see the gorges. You know she was meant to take that trip with her brother. I think Bodhi has planned it perfectly. You could take a page out of his book.’


Carrie pulled out her phone and prayed for a signal, choosing to ignore Fin’s comment. ‘God, not even a bar?’ She threw it down and rifled in her bag for her nail file and started on them with gusto.


A sign flashed by; they were coming into Mount Magnet.


‘Maybe we should go and surprise Ellen?’ After all, Carrie was curious to see what had been keeping her so far away. Were all the mustering guys super-hot? It had to be – what else was there up here beside red dirt and flies and skin cancer?


‘I thought she didn’t want us to stop in. Isn’t she meeting us up there?’


Carrie turned in her seat to face him. ‘Why is that, do you think? Is she hiding some boyfriend we don’t know about? I still don’t understand why she came here. She had a perfectly good nursing job that I know she adored, only to throw it in to chase cattle in the dust.’ It wasn’t much of a tourist destination. No beaches, no restaurants with fresh seafood, no pretty streets and stunning views. Was there even a hairdresser?


‘Maybe she just needed a break?’


‘Midlife crisis, more like it,’ she huffed.


‘Besides, this place has its own natural charm, and it’s still a new experience,’ said Fin. ‘El might be enjoying the change of scenery.’


‘Yeah, but it’s no white sands and stunning ocean blues, is it?’


‘You need to get out of Albany more. I just hope you appreciate these sights. Folks dream of coming up here.’


He sighed like the disgruntled parent of a teenager. Fin sometimes had a way of making her feel infantile and her opinions insignificant. Maybe they were. She didn’t know why she was so flippant. Was it because she didn’t feel deeply about anything these days? No passion? Is that why she clung on to Fin? He was so grounded and sure. Her lighthouse in rough seas.


‘Why don’t you want to go see her? I thought checking out a station would be right up your alley?’


‘Carrie,’ he said with a sigh tacked on the end, ‘I just want to keep the peace. If she doesn’t want us there, then I’m not about to make things awkward. Who knows, maybe it has more to do with the owners not wanting all sorts of visitors while they’re busy with mustering.’


She shrugged, maybe he was right. ‘Argh, I’m going to try and sleep.’ She pulled the lever and fell backwards as her chair reclined at breakneck speed. She giggled and reached for the packet of lolly snakes. ‘Where do you think Bodhi and Ingi are now?’


‘That’s not sleeping,’ Fin teased.


She shot him a glare. ‘I’m sure you’d prefer it if I was asleep.’


‘There’d be less whining about the heat, your sore butt and, as you like to put it, “the slow-arse turtle bus”.’ Fin grinned.


Carrie couldn’t help but return his smile. ‘She is a turtle. I’m sure you picked the slowest one.’


‘Hey, it was you who wanted to do the whole “let’s be backpackers” experience. I bet you’re glad I talked you out of the Wicked Camper with all the bright artwork.’


‘You mean the spray-painted collection of dicks?’


They laughed. If the shoe was on the other foot, Carrie wouldn’t have let him forget it. He was a good man – kind, forgiving, gentle, thoughtful. All the things Carrie forgot to be because she was so busy with life. She thought about doing nice stuff, like buying her mum flowers for her birthday, and then would leave them behind in the salon, or double-booking when she said she’d drop in for a cuppa. It’s not like she did it on purpose. She loved her mum and her friends. Maybe she should invest in some books on how to improve your memory? Or as Fin had once suggested, ‘Why don’t you just slow down?’


She glanced out the window at the wide open plains crawling past in slowmo, and smiled. Wasn’t she doing that now?
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Ellen


THE VIEW FROM THE COTTAGE WAS LIKE NO OTHER. RED dirt, dotted with a few scraggly trees and small green shrubs no higher than her knees, stretched out until it blended with the light cornflower-blue sky. Golden sunrays streaked over the horizon, bringing with them the hum of flies and fading the early morning freshness. Bare patches of earth were patterned with animal and insect prints, along with Ellen’s boot marks, telling stories, showing life. Including Mick’s prints from his late-night visit. He didn’t stay, spooning and sharing morning breath wasn’t a part of his plan. Much to her relief.


It was nearly six thirty, time to hit the road. She moved away from the window and rinsed out her cup in the old-fashioned sink. It was funny how this little home felt so comfortable. Rustic like her nana’s wheatbelt farm before they sold up. It had a toilet outside on the veranda in the laundry, much like this place. The cement laundry sink was exactly the same and Ellen had vague memories of being bathed in it by her nana.


A chook-wire fence ran the perimeter of the cottage, which was once the main home on the station, generations before; now it spent its later years as the workers’ quarters or for overnight stays for mining personnel. There was a faint narrow track that led to Ashley’s sheds and Debbie’s home. Ellen was always on the lookout for the weed equivalent to LEGO, aka calthrop. Especially when one had gone through her thong on her second day here. She’d rather be jabbed by a needle than stand on those bloody prickles.


Closing up the cottage, she picked up her swag from the veranda, along with her clothes bag and headed to the gate. From the outside the cottage looked like an old abandoned home, its garden gone, its shell weathered. A Hills Hoist stood silent on the opposite side of the fence, neglected and still like the statue of a soldier long forgotten, looking out of place on the ochre sands. A shed covered in brushing filled up the back corner of the yard.


Ellen threw her swag into the back of her Hilux dual-cab ute. Not the usual car one would expect a midwife to own but it came in handy to move furniture about, or her mum’s sculptures, or even just to get to some of the beaches on the weekend. And it had a roof rack so she could strap on her surfboard, or Bodhi’s. Bodhi had taught her to surf when she was twelve. For the company or for shark bait, she wasn’t sure. But they had bonded over many surf trips together. Not Carrie – she wasn’t a fan of getting smashed in the waves, she preferred the calm waters of Emu Point to glide along in her little bikinis. Ellen, on the other hand, had been dunked, churned up and spit out by the ocean so often that ‘drowned rat’ was her sexy beach look. She wasn’t a bad surfer, but when she mastered something, she liked to push herself and step up to the next trick or bigger wave, usually with spectacular wipe-outs. Persistent, her dad had called her, like when she’d tried for the millionth time to build a house out of cards. Stubborn was what her mother called her when she refused to give up trying to make her pottery clay look like her nana’s favourite teapot. And Bodhi and Carrie just called her a try-hard.


Always have to be the best at everything, Carrie would say while hugging the life out of her. It was said without malice, but Ellen wondered if deep down there was a sore spot that sometimes festered into sibling rivalry. It probably didn’t help that their mum had often said, Carrie, why can’t you be better behaved like your sister? every time she got herself into mischief.


Right now, Ellen was none of these things. She hadn’t persisted. She hadn’t tried her hardest. Instead she’d run away to Challa Station like a coward. There was no ‘dust yourself off and try again’. For the first time in her life she’d reached a point she never thought she’d get to.


Adrift. Lost. Empty. Life seemed to float in limbo with no forward movement, no direction, no purpose, no dreams. Just day by day.


A wave of sadness rippled through her body at leaving the comfort and safety she’d found here. But this wasn’t goodbye, she’d be back after the few days with her family.


Ellen took a deep centring breath and then drove towards the sheds. She slowed down and saw Ashley already moving about, doing repairs to the leaky radiator on the blue buggy.


Honk. Honk.


Ash stood up and gave her a wave which she returned before continuing past the house and workers’ quarters. Might be a few sore heads in those quarters this morning, she’d wager. With a chuckle she squinted down to the horse yards, knowing Deb would be down there with her beautiful Morgan horses. One had not long ago birthed a foal, which Ellen was spewing she’d missed.


‘I could have used a midwife,’ Deb had joked when she’d first arrived.


Not that she would have been much help. A vet she wasn’t. Yet as a child growing up with pet cows and sheep, cats and dogs, chickens and ducks, there had been plenty of births and new life. All those magical moments had directed her to becoming a midwife. Although animals could also die through birthing complications; real life was no different. At the mature age of ten, she’d cried for two solid days when the lamb she’d helped pull out died a day later. But it wasn’t just Buttercup she’d cried over, every pet they’d lost had been mourned – most buried by her own hands, the family made to stand around the grave with flowers and say something nice about the deceased. Bodhi would always say something like, Buttercup, your life was short, but you lived it to the fullest. And Carrie would decorate the box to help them over the rainbow. Ellen would usually be the only one crying, but at least they all were there for her in those moments. If only they could have been there for ALL the moments.


Their menagerie was probably why Carrie went into hairdressing and beauty – she was always brushing their coats, trying to plait their tails or put tiaras or tutus on them so she could take photos with their mum’s old camera. Ellen would never forget the time their dad came home and was staring out the window before saying, ‘Does Carla have a hot date tonight?’ Carrie had bedazzled their cow with her glittery stick-on earrings and a scarf tied around its neck.


Even though they lived in Albany they were lucky to be on some land, the city having grown out to them. Her mum and dad still lived there, while Bodhi and Ingi lived in a home they’d bought together last year, and Carrie was living with Fin. Ellen had her own place, a little house on the hillside where she could see Middleton Beach. It had a big yard, and heaps of room for animals and kids. Only now it was being rented by a single guy who worked at the Port.


Ellen didn’t stop when she saw Debbie in the yards, standing next to her handsome gold-coated gelding whose white mane and tail were stained an apricot colour from the dust; instead she gave another toot and headed over the cattle grid and down the gravel road that Ashley had recently graded. She had a long drive ahead. Carrie would be a few hours in front after staying the night at Meekatharra. But at six thirty, she doubted Carrie would be out of bed yet.


And her brother was still a day away. Just like they’d planned.


The scent of eucalyptus and other green leaves filled the cab of her ute, thanks to the two plastic bin bags full of love-heart punched-leaf confetti. In true Ellen style she wanted to make sure she had more than enough. Even now she was thinking of stopping and collecting more leaves to punch tonight. Besides, that gave her an excuse to escape socialising with Carrie and Fin. Could she fake a headache and head off to bed early? God, how was she going to handle seeing them all again? The prickling of anxiety was spreading across her neck at the thought. It was uncomfortable and suffocating. Gritting her teeth, she forced the fear to the back. ‘Just take one minute at a time,’ she muttered. ‘You can do this.’


Ellen drove to Mount Magnet, over cattle grids in the road that would rattle her bones each time. The landscape was mostly flat; sometimes there’d be random plateaus with their gravel tops and breakaway edges. Fascinating countryside. Even once she hit the Great Northern Highway, the view just seemed to go on for miles, but the traffic was almost chaotic. The lifeline north – trucks delivering supplies to towns and mines – plus heaps of tourists heading for warmth.


Bang!


The steering wheel jerked in her hands before she could comprehend what was happening. Heart pounding, she eased on the brakes and pulled off the road as best she could while the whole ute shuddered.


Shit!


Ellen rested her head on the steering wheel as she sucked in steadying breaths. This was the last thing she needed – a busy road, close to forty-degree heat and a tyre to change.


She hoped this wasn’t a prelude for the whole weekend! Suck it up, Ellen, it’s no different than changing the buggy tyres.


At least she was safely away from the road and on flat ground. Jamming on her straw hat, she got out and removed the jack from behind the back seat, all the while muttering under her breath. She didn’t dare open her mouth wide for fear the flies would congregate inside.


She managed to get the jack in the right spot, her spare out from under the tray, and was trying to undo the first few wheel nuts but was out of luck. She tried another one, grunting with effort on the wheel brace. The dust must have set them rock hard. She wasn’t even making them budge.


She grabbed hold of the ute tray and lifted her foot up onto the spanner then pushed on it with all her weight. The wheel spanner slipped off the nut and sent her cartwheeling into the gravel.


Ellen lay face down, taking a moment to adjust to this new-found position and the humiliation she felt. Gravel dug into her skin and her shin hurt from where the metal had connected. It hadn’t helped that she was in thongs and not her work boots. Rookie mistake, Gazza would have told her.


She was so busy lying there feeling sorry for herself that she didn’t realise a car had stopped until she heard a voice.


‘Are you okay?’


She detected an accent. Swiss? German? Both? Ellen lifted her head and peered through the loose strands of her hair to see a man leaning over her. A very cute man. Oh shit.


She scrambled to get up, adjusting her hat. The man offered his hand but she ignored it as she righted herself, cheeks burning. Was that even possible when it was already so hot?


‘I’m fine. Just feel silly,’ she admitted as she finally clocked her do-gooder. He was tall and lean with golden skin and sun-bleached hair tied up in a loose bun on top of his head. A vision of Debbie’s horse flashed before her eyes. El hadn’t been a fan of long hair on men … until now.


‘Can I give you a hand?’


She was momentarily confused; she’d already got up … but then she realised he meant with the tyre. ‘Oh, please. The nuts are hard.’ Her mouth dropped open as he smirked at her words. Why am I such an idiot! ‘I was trying to use my weight when I slipped. You don’t have a bit of pipe, do you?’


She’d seen her dad use pipe as a lever but as she took in the stranger’s car, she knew she was out of luck. A handy mine ute it was not. Parked about a car length behind her was a stained white minivan, its windows lined with a collage of faded stickers. Now his slight accent made more sense.


The man had picked up her wheel brace and was squeaking the nuts loose with his long lean arms.


‘Shit, you’re not wrong. These are tight.’


He did exactly as she’d done, standing on the spanner to get the next two undone. Except he didn’t faceplant the dirt like she had. Her shin was starting to throb, but she resisted the urge to rub it.


‘Thank you for stopping,’ she said as another car whizzed past, bringing a slight breeze. She wiped her brow and noticed the sweat at the base of his hair and down his neck. ‘It’s too hot to be outside for long.’


As he got the last nut free, Ellen started pumping the jack while he lifted the tyre off and put the spare on.


‘Thank you. I’ve got it from here if you want to get on your way.’ She felt bad. He was getting all hot and sweaty. Though he wore it well. His eyes were a vibrant blue, so iridescent it was hard to look at anything else.


‘I’m nearly done.’ He shot her a wink.


She had a speech prepared about not being a helpless female and that she’d changed plenty of tyres over the years, but she was still grateful that he’d stopped and so bit back her words. It was nice to be offered help and Ellen wanted to be better at taking it.


‘Can I offer you a cold drink? I’ve got a Coke?’


He smiled and nodded as he tightened the last few nuts. El quickly fished two Cokes from her small fridge on the back seat. She handed one over as he handed back the wheel brace.


‘Thank you.’


He put the can against his neck first. Beads of sweat rolled down his skin. It was like she was watching a Coke ad. She’d certainly have what he was having.


‘No – thank you,’ she replied.


‘Hans.’


‘Pardon?’


He held out his hand. ‘My name is Hans. And you are?’


They shook sweaty hands. ‘Ellen. Nice to meet you, Hans.’


He opened his Coke and sculled half of it. El had forgotten she was even holding one.


‘Let’s get out of the sun.’ She could feel it burning into her arms already. That would teach her for wearing a sleeveless top, plus her denim shorts didn’t cover much of her legs either. Hans wasn’t any different in shorts and a tank top, but he was wearing black Converse sneakers on his feet. She should have gone with better foot protection too – but after six months in boots her toes had been enjoying some freedom.


‘Catch ya later,’ he said, heading to his van.


He spoke like an Aussie, and yet the hint of his homeland was there. As she climbed back into her ute she wished she’d asked him how long he’d been in Australia, or where he was going or where he was from. But the side of the Great Northern Highway in searing heat with flies and snakes and freight trucks rumbling past kicking up stones wasn’t the place for a conversation.


Reluctantly she pulled back out onto the road and watched the minivan grow further and further away in her rear-vision mirror. She wondered if they might meet up again at the next roadhouse or two.


Ellen cranked the music and the aircon and thought that maybe going to wherever Hans was off to was better than meeting up with her family.


You can’t keep running, El!


Oh how she wished her mind would be quiet.


Desperate for distraction, she turned up the radio only to hear John Butler Trio playing, and before she could shut it down, memory lane came calling.
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Ellen


Last year


THERE WAS A BUZZ IN THE AIR. IT WASN’T SUMMER FLIES but the sounds of spring – bees humming, birds chirping, wildflowers and grasses whispering in the soft breeze – combined with the exciting build-up to a concert. The same anticipation before a big storm as you watch the dark clouds roll in and the sky is filled with thunderous booms and flashes of light and the hairs on your skin stand on end, waiting for the drops to fall, waiting for the heavens to unload in a massive climax. And then the smell of the rain, the reward for the wait. In this case it would be seeing one of her favourite singer/songwriters. If only she had someone to share it with.


People walked beside her, voices upbeat and laughing among friends. Ellen smiled. Even though she was alone she didn’t feel lonely. Sure, it would have been better if Anne’s gorgeous two-year-old hadn’t started spewing this afternoon, causing her to cancel. Anne had been in tears from the frustration of missing the concert after months of anticipation mixed with the worry of having a sick little girl. Ellen had listened to the symptoms, reassuring Anne she would be fine, to keep up the fluids and get some rest.


Anne had laughed then. ‘Me or Isla?’ She again apologised for standing Ellen up and thanked her for the free nursing advice.


Finding a last-minute replacement had been hard when Tanya was doing Ellen’s night shift at the hospital and her mum was attending an art dinner at the Shire’s expense. ‘How could I possibly give that up? After all these years of paying rates, about time I got something in return.’ It was probably a good thing as her mum would have ended up near the stage close to the speaker, giving Peter Garrett a run for his money. How she ended up with their dad, who had only ever danced at their wedding and would rather watch the footy with a beer and a pie, she’d never know. Opposites attract?


Her dad was out too. ‘I’ve got … ah, invoices to catch up on,’ he’d stammered down the phone. ‘But if you don’t want to go alone, honey, I can come. Paperwork can wait.’ And that was her dad – prepared to endure hours of something he didn’t like just to keep her happy. Mind you, he’d been doing just that his whole married life. He was so pliable, easygoing, and had a big heart.


Carrie, her darling little sister … well, there was no point even trying. Carrie preferred current pop hits and was probably out at some party with her friends anyway. And Bodhi was down south on a wiring job and Ingi was working at the restaurant.


Ellen wondered if she needed more friends? Carrie seemed to know half the town while Ellen moved around with blinkers on, so focused on her work. But it didn’t matter, it was just bad timing, bad luck, or maybe good luck, whichever way you wanted to take it. Ellen was a big believer in putting out good vibes and the universe would take care of you. Yeah, some of that may have rubbed off from her mum.


So, Ellen was going solo. But she’d been to Wignalls Winery before, it was a beautiful spot to listen to music. Who needed company when you had John Butler Trio and The Waifs? She adjusted the picnic blanket on her arm the best she could, while carrying a bag full of food in the other.


Ingrid had dropped her off before she went to work and said she’d also pick her up after. ‘That way you can have some drinks. You might even find a hot single bloke there,’ Ingi had said optimistically.


That was the last thing Ellen felt like. She was still touchy after breaking up with Josh nine months ago. She thought he was her ‘ever after’ man. The ‘marry me and have my babies’ type, but instead he was the ‘pretend I love you but get my ex pregnant’ sort. It had been a spectacular crash and burn and quite frankly, she just didn’t trust herself to pick the right man at the moment.


She was over Josh, without a doubt, but she’d seen them in the hospital with the new baby just last week and the hurt, jealousy, anger and betrayal had bubbled up all over again. Thank God she hadn’t been on duty. Awkward. It was bad enough having to walk past their room and trying to hide so she didn’t have to put on fake niceties. What ate her up the most was that she’d been wearing those stupid blinkers again and hadn’t even noticed, had not even had an inkling of Josh’s deceit and lies. She was just a gullible woman and that hurt. How does one learn to trust again after having your heart not only ripped out but paraded around on a stick like some victory flag? Josh didn’t even seem that remorseful, he was so busy with the excitement of becoming a dad. Fuck you, Josh.


‘Oh, hi, Ellen,’ said a man walking beside her. ‘Nice dress.’


He was watching the folds of teal flare out as she walked and the three sets of ripples at the bottom move like a gentle waterfall. She’d teamed it with her denim jacket and tan ankle boots, dangly earrings and lots of bracelets.


‘Thanks, Ted. It’s nice to get dressed up after being in nursing scrubs all week.’


‘And without the hospital hair!’ he added.


She self-consciously touched her loose golden waves and wondered if she should change up her standard work ponytail from time to time. ‘Ah, thanks, Ted,’ she said hesitantly. ‘You look different too,’ she replied. She’d nearly said without a dinner trolley in his hands but thought better of it. They weren’t great mates, just work acquaintances, and she was relieved when he strode off with his group of friends.


Wignalls Winery was situated on the outskirts of Albany. Its green paddocks had been opened up for parking and the concert area was set up near the buildings. At the gate, Ellen showed her ticket and her food bag and then walked on into the crowd that was growing by the minute. A large stage was off to her left and the bar to the right. People had already claimed spots by the stage and she had to walk a bit to find an area to lay down her rug. Outside vendors had been brought in – a coffee van, a pizza van, and a few others were dotted around the back as well as numerous portaloos.


Happy with her spot – close enough to see Mr Butler on stage but not too close to have her ears blasted by speakers – she placed down her bag of goodies and attempted to open out the rug.


‘Oh, here, can I help?’


Her eyes lifted past a denim button-up dress shirt, the sleeves rolled halfway up his forearms where swirls of ink marked his skin, to his kind chocolate eyes. After a beat or two, she dropped her eyes, having stared for longer than appropriate. Fitted black jeans and tan pointy boots. Yeah, he was rocking this look.


He didn’t seem to notice as he reached for a corner of the rug and helped her shake it out and place it down on the ground.


‘Thanks,’ she said with a smile then kneeled and began to unload a small chopping board, cheeses, salamis, boxes of crackers, olives and dips.


‘Oh wow, you came prepared,’ said the man.


Ellen glanced up, surprised to see him still standing there, drooling over her snacks.


‘Have you got a group of friends turning up? I can move over further if you like?’ he asked politely.


‘Oh no, this is just for me.’ She grinned, totally smug with her smorgasbord. ‘I actually had a friend coming but she had to cancel last-minute. Sick kid.’


‘So, you’re solo with all that food?’ His chiselled jaw dropped and she could see his mind ticking over. ‘That’s a travesty.’


Ellen laughed. ‘You’re welcome to share.’


He smiled. ‘Could I … um … propose an arrangement?’ He touched his lips with a finger, waiting for her reply.


El squinted up at him warily (he could be a drug your drink kinda guy) but also curiously (how harmful can someone who smiles with his eyes be?). ‘What is it you propose?’ she asked, wondering if she was going to regret it. But in the back of her mind, she heard Ingi’s voice. Go, enjoy, and don’t think so hard. Just have fun.


‘Well, I was wondering how you were going to protect all this,’ he said gesturing to the rug, ‘when you need to get drinks or go to the bathroom. And so, I was going to propose that for a small corner of the rug and maybe a few bites, I could fetch your drinks and be a rug guard.’ He wet his lips with his tongue as his eyes glided over the assortment of food.


‘You haven’t eaten dinner yet, have you?’ she asked with a smile.


His eyebrows shot up. ‘That obvious?’


They laughed. He seemed harmless, and so far, polite and not creepy. Oh, and did she say hot? He also smelled amazing – not of the usual Lynx deodorant or some fancy cologne, but freshly showered, maybe with a lemon myrtle soap. He was gobsmackingly handsome but his open easy demeanour made her at ease in his presence.


‘Sure, why not.’ She had been hoping she’d run into someone she knew who could buy her a drink or two, but this deal was way better. Maybe the universe had provided?


‘I have brought enough food for an army.’


‘I noticed.’ He chuckled, deep and rich like a good wine. ‘Do you always over-prepare?’


‘Um, I prefer to call it being well organised.’ El’s lips curved. ‘Please take a seat. I’m Ellen.’ She held out her hand.


He sat down, legs out in front of him and turned to slip his hand in hers. ‘I’m Murray. Nice to meet you, Ellen. Actually, it’s awesome to meet you and I’m so glad you’re well organised. You’re like Mary Poppins with a bag full of everything.’ He grinned, his clean-shaven face shining in the setting sun.


‘Oh my God, I so wanted to be her growing up. Refined, able to sing, and just perfect in every way.’


‘Who says you’re not?’ he teased.


‘Ha, I do.’


‘Stop setting the bar so high.’


He said it as a joke but he had a point. She knew she was her own worst critic.


Murray people-watched for a moment, as others set up chairs and blankets, talking excitedly as friends rocked up. Then he sighed and turned to her. He didn’t seem fazed that she’d been studying him.


‘I thought I’d be the only person here to come alone.’


‘You and me both. Not many of my mates appreciate good music, and those who do couldn’t come.’


‘Damn, sounds like we have the same problem. My mates weren’t interested, they prefer heavy metal or hard rock, and the one person who would kill to be here is in Perth.’


Typical, he probably had a girlfriend. Oh well, easier to enjoy the night then. ‘Well, it’s their loss. Although I am glad I can share this with someone who appreciates it. It’s more fun with company, you know?’


‘Yep. Awesome things should be shared,’ he agreed. ‘So, what would you like to drink? I might head to the bar while it’s not too crowded.’


‘Good plan. I’ll have a red wine, please.’ Ellen fished into her bag for her purse, but Murray waved her away.


‘On me.’


For a nanosecond her earlier drugging drinks thought popped up and she vowed to be vigilant.


Wrangling his limbs, he stood up and wandered off towards the bar. Ellen leaned back on her hands and took in the late afternoon atmosphere. These concerts were so much fun, like a Sunday barbecue with the family.


Murray was a nice surprise – it sure beat sitting and eating alone. Tall and eye-catching, he navigated the path back to her, drinks secure in those large hands. Maybe he was a dick like Josh, a player, a ladies’ man, but Ellen wasn’t here to find out. This was just one night of company, not the start of a relationship. Is that why she felt so relaxed beside him – no strings, no pressures, no hopes to be dashed?


‘That bar is crazy,’ said Murray, holding two plastic glasses of red wine.


He held one out, but Ellen reached for the other, figuring they both couldn’t be spiked. Murray seemed unfazed.


‘You like red wine too? I figured you for more a beer man.’
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