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For Phil, who always believed



ONE


For days, Julia had been chewing it over. How could she get through to this creep? What could she say to him that’d make him see he wasn’t the only person in the world? A log crackled in the campfire and split with a bright red glow. Julia took a step back from the heat, snapping a dry gumleaf in half.

‘How long’s your mum going to be in hospital?’ She tossed her remark, keeping it casual. It might work. It might activate his thick brain into making some sort of connection.

Robert continued to read, torch in hand. ‘She went in the day I left and comes out the day I get home. You work it out.’

Julia wished the torch batteries would run out. She persisted. ‘At least she’ll have people there, looking after her.’ Her voice rose, clear too, in the crisp, starlight night.

Robert slid a glance in her direction, offered nothing and returned to his book.

‘My mum’s on her own. And pregnant.’

‘I know.’

‘I know you know. I’m just saying. Your mum’s being looked after.’

‘So what?’ He shuffled his camp chair so his back was to her. ‘I’m trying to read.’

Julia threw the leaf pieces to the ground and stormed off, away from the bright, flickering light. How could she stand one more day with this pain? All he thought about was himself. He didn’t have one nerdy brain cell telling him that perhaps leaving a woman alone late in her pregnancy might be a situation for concern. On the other hand, however, cutting a trip short might be a sensible and considerate idea.

It was okay for his mum. Having a gall bladder removed was a bit different to having a baby. A newborn baby needed lots of care. Her mum would too. They both needed her and Jeff to be home, not out on some wild-west Boy’s Own adventure.

Once she’d reached the shadows where the firelight faded, Julia stopped. She bit her nail as thoughts raced around her head. She still couldn’t work out why Jeff had planned this trip. And why did she have to come? He’d insisted, without telling her the reason. She’d never met Robert before. And being locked up in the same car for ten days with a brain-dead nerd, who happened to be Jeff’s son, was not her idea of a logically timed, fun or thoughtful holiday. That kind of a holiday would’ve been a short one—in which Robert stayed home. Far, far away in Queensland. Why get tangled up in mixed-family combinations? There was no need. She hadn’t asked to meet Robert.

Julia lowered her head and kicked the ground. The leaf litter rustled like a sheaf of papers being shuffled.

‘Do you have to be so noisy?’ Robert muttered.

‘No, but I like it!’ she retorted. She could have screamed. Now that would have been noisy. With a disgruntled sigh, Julia decided she’d have to speak to Jeff. Could she be sneaky and say that Robert thought it’d be good to go home earlier than arranged? Nah. Jeff would want to chat it over with him. What else could she do?

‘Hey ho, Jules.’ Jeff stepped out of his tent, pulling an old black sweater with a tatty rolled collar over his T-shirt. After making himself a coffee with boiling water from the billy, he patted a campstool and said, ‘Come and sit next to your favourite oldie.’

Julia trudged over. I don’t want to like you, Jeff. Not right now.

Her stepdad blew on his coffee and a breath of steam rose like a ghostly wisp against the darkness.

Julia stared into the flames. Keeping her voice low, she said, ‘Are we still going to that deserted gold-town?’

‘Yeah. First thing tomorrow.’

With a groan, Julia leaned her head sideways on one hand. In that light, she could make out Jeff’s deep-set eyes, gingery moustache and beard, straight nose and, of course, his old hat which sat on his head like a crumpled cabbage. A wave of affection swept over her for her stepdad, but she straightened and redid her ponytail, tightening the elastic one more turn.

‘Jolly nice cup of coffee,’ Jeff announced before tossing the dregs towards the fire. A sudden hiss drew Julia’s eyes back to the flames and she saw a puff of ash explode at the edge, like a tiny volcano.

‘Hey, Robbie!’ Jeff called. ‘Looking forward to tomorrow?’

‘Yeah, Dad. It’ll be good.’

‘For some,’ Julia mumbled, deliberately loud enough for Jeff to hear.

‘What’s up?’ Jeff pushed his hat back on his head.

Julia scraped an arc in the dirt with the toe of her sneaker. ‘I want to go home. Do we have to go to that place?’

‘Robbie’s keen. Aren’t you, Robbie?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Yeah, right!’ Julia rolled her eyes. ‘It sounds it!’

‘Hey, hey! Don’t be a spoilsport.’

‘Me, a spoilsport! What about him?’ Julia didn’t even bother calling Robert by his name. ‘He’s not exactly jumping up and down, is he?’

Robert turned a page. ‘See what I mean?’

Jeff picked up a nearby stick and hit a couple of coals back into the fire. ‘What’s all the carryon, Jules? You usually like camping.’

‘I just want to go home! He’s the one who’s crazy about minerals and rocks. I couldn’t give a rat’s bottom about them.’

Jeff fixed her with a firm look. ‘It’s Robbie’s holiday too, Jules. Remember, we spoke about this back home.’

You spoke about it, you mean, thought Julia. You and Mum. I didn’t get a say.

‘Come on.’ Jeff stood and stretched. He kicked the area surrounding the fire clear of any twigs and leaves. ‘We’re probably all tired. It’s an early start in the morning. No muffins and Milo in bed!’ He chuckled and headed towards his tent.

Robert stuck a gumleaf between the pages as a bookmark and slumped across to his. ‘Night, Dad.’

‘Night, Robbie.’

Julia stood grim-faced beside her tent. ‘Jeff?’

‘Yeah? Make it snappy, love. We really do need to get a good night’s sleep.’

Julia drew her pink jacket tight around her, pleased because it kept out the chill of outback nights. ‘I can’t help it, Jeff. I’m worried about Mum.’

‘Oh, so that’s what all this is about, is it?’ Jeff hugged her and said, ‘Look, I’m not a meanie. I wouldn’t have come away if your mum wasn’t in agreement. So many times I’ve gone to do this trip and something, business, whatever, has got in the way. Mum will be okay, Jules. She wanted us to come, remember that.’

‘She probably just said that.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘But what if she’s not okay? And we’re out here, kilometres from anywhere, looking at some’—she almost said stupid—‘old gold-mining town?’

Jeff kissed the top of her head. ‘How about you stop worrying and get some sleep? We’ve got a fair distance to go tomorrow and—’

‘You sound like you don’t care.’ Julia knew it was an unfair comment, but it came out almost as the last straw.

‘Whoa, Jules!’ Jeff’s voice grew stern. Then he lowered it and said, ‘There’s a big difference between caring and not worrying, and disinterest. Your mum is strong and healthy. The baby’s strong and healthy. You’ve seen the ultrasound pictures. Everything’s there and in the right place.’

‘I wish I could ring her.’

‘Well, you can’t.’ Jeff gave a small laugh. ‘That’s the outback for you. We’re way off range for mobiles out here. The pioneers would scratch their heads if they could hear us talking about stuff like that. Anyway, look, the moon’s out and it’s saying goodnight to you.’

‘Night, Jeff.’

Julia slowly unzipped her dome tent. It was purple, her favourite colour. She sat down on her sleeping bag, removed her jacket and sneakers and picked leaf fragments from her socks. Her nose curled. The sneakers smelled like dead fish so she shoved them outside, zipped up the tent again and wriggled down into her sleeping bag, still wearing her shorts and T-shirt. With a shiver, she felt the cold sleeping-bag liner hit her bare legs, so she jiggled them about until she grew warm.

Jeff hadn’t understood her, and she was stuck with Robert. With a loud yawn, Julia curled over to one side and tried to sleep. Thoughts continued to scuttle around her brain like ants around a nest. She lay on her back, eyes wide open. The night’s full moon shone like a blurred spotlight on the wall of the tent, reminding Julia of the large lights in operating theatres.

Is that where her mum would end up? How could she not think of her? All the months, weeks and days were like punctuation marks in her mother’s pregnancy calendar. Now there were only three weeks left. That was nothing in a whole lifetime. But it was important for a baby. How did it know when to come out? What if it decided to be born three weeks early?

Julia wriggled onto her side and curled up. She and Jeff should be home with her mum. And if it wasn’t for Book-Brain, she was sure that’s where they’d be. It was his fault. It was also his fault he was such a waste of space.

Julia gritted her teeth and tried to sleep.
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When she awoke, Julia didn’t know where she was. Then she heard someone shuffling about outside. Oh, yes. The camping trip. With a yawn, she leaned up on her elbows, dreading another long day. After she’d dressed, she stepped outside and felt the cool shiver on her skin. It was a lemon-coloured morning and it smelled of wood smoke.

‘Good to see someone up!’ Jeff called and went on prodding the embers to get the fire going for breakfast. ‘Sleep well?’

‘Yeah, okay.’ In truth, her head felt as thick as an old mattress. She wandered away to pee behind a tree.

Later, she watched Jeff toast bread slices over the coals using a long-handled wire frame. Mostly he removed them before they turned to charcoal. He nodded towards Robert’s tent. ‘Sleeping Beauty needs to get up. Give him a shake, will you?’

Julia walked over, grabbed a bunch of the tent fabric and wriggled it harder than she needed, yelling, ‘Get up! Jeff said!’ She strolled back, chuckling to herself. That had been very satisfying.

Over breakfast, Jeff and Robert spoke about the possibility of gold still being around the area. Jeff reckoned if there were gold, it would likely be only small amounts and not enough to develop a mine as a commercial business.

‘Even if it wasn’t much,’ Julia said, ‘wouldn’t people still try to find it? And there’s no one around here!’ She raised her hands as if to emphasise her point, but then hastily returned to sipping her mug of warm, milky Milo. She shouldn’t have said anything. The last thing she wanted was Robert, or even Jeff, thinking she cared one bit about this whole golden adventure. Jeff had been right. She did enjoy camping. This wasn’t camping. This was an ordeal.

She glanced at Robert who was busy picking off the charred pieces from his toast. He’d never stepped out of a library, she decided, let alone gone bush. He didn’t know the first thing about anything. He was useless at lighting a fire. When he did collect wood, he’d bring back leafy, twiggy bits and expect them to produce enough heat to cook a stew. He didn’t like being taught anything either. If Jeff corrected him or suggested he do something a different way, he’d just stop doing it. He’d walk off, and then she’d have to do it. Or Jeff would. Why wasn’t Jeff stricter with him? It was so unfair.

If she’d been young enough to believe in wishes, Julia decided she would have made a wish. It would be that she and Jeff would fly home in their white, or what was now dirty-brown, station wagon, leaving a certain person there to collect his own wood, make his own meals and clean up after himself. That would be the best. Julia laughed at the idea of it.
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