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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?’
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