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CHAPTER 1
MY BOSS, SHOUTING MAN, HAD a shit-eating grin plastered on his face, and his voice was uncharacteristically calm.
“Not bad, Sue.” The understatement matched his quiet tone. “That’s a case I never thought we’d settle, let alone with everyone happy.” He nodded towards the office window.
Below, our client was leaving the building with his wife after the mediation in his case. They stopped at the bottom of the steps and our client hugged his wife hard, then the two of them moved away with obvious elation in their strides.
“That’s a good settlement for George Robson,” Shouting Man continued. “We’ll get full fees. You won’t have any issue making budget this month.”
I smiled. It was a good settlement. It was more than good; it was a fantastic one that should certainly merit an article on the company website, and possibly a paragraph in The
Law Journal.
“Keep this up, and I see a Senior Associate promotion in the very near future for you. We need someone to move up now that Roger’s left. You’re the best we’ve got.” Shouting Man clapped me on the back in a blokey show of appreciation and left my office. Right on cue, I heard him shouting at his P.A. in the corridor.
I exhaled, as much in relief as anything, and tapped a pen against my desk. It was a bloody good settlement. It was an awesome settlement. It was certainly the pinnacle of my career as a lawyer to date. Satisfaction welled inside me.
I got up to push my door closed, and now that I was alone, I indulged in a foot-stomping, fist pumping celebratory dance around my desk. Shouting Man was a senior partner in the firm, and his praise was as infrequent as it was understated. If he was happy, that was as good as it got. Senior Associate. That would not be just a feather in my cap; it would be a whole peacock perched on my head. I performed a very bad moonwalk and another fist pump, and then the door opened to my secretary with a cart of files to put away. She stared wide-eyed at my dance moves. I stopped in mid step, smoothed my hair down, and returned to my desk.
“Should I come back later?” she asked.
“No. It’s fine.” I picked up a random folder and pretended to study it until she left again.
Senior Associate. In a fit of puffed-up pride, I put my feet on the desk, and then promptly took them down again in case anyone else came in. I, Sue Brent, London lawyer. Senior Associate in a reputable firm. That sounded bloody good to me.
It was nearly five, so I took an early mark. I’d earned it. My body fizzed with energy, so I walked instead of taking the tube. London was buzzing, and it fit my mood. Letting my buoyant mood carry me, I pushed my hands into my pockets and fast walked through the throngs of people, past restaurants opening for the evening and pubs that were ready for the after work rush. It was warm and pleasant outside, something I missed about Australia, where I’d grown up. There, so much of life was lived outside—in backyards, camping trips, on horseback, and on the beach. Here in London, it was the polar opposite. Damp and dank weather saw to that, and while the big city had much to offer, outdoor living was not usually a major part.
I walked on, into an area I often frequented with my best friend, Nora, and her wife, Geraldine. There was our favourite Tibetan restaurant. There was the takeaway where we liked to get kebabs after the pubs had shut. And there was the small dyke bar that was Nora’s favourite hangout. I’d spent many evenings there with Nora and Ger, enjoying its intimate environment, designed for conversation rather than casual connections.
I slowed and eventually stopped outside the door. It was open, letting in the warmth of a summer afternoon. I hitched my bag higher on my shoulder. I could easily murder a glass of wine. Red. Rich. Celebratory. The long bar inside, with its row of stools, was mainly empty at this in-between time of day. I’d never been in by myself, so I dithered on the pavement. Going into a pub with friends was different to going in alone. I often went into pubs by myself, sat at the counter, chatted to the barperson, or struck up a conversation with an interesting stranger. Or sometimes I just sat in a corner and read a book. But to go into a lesbian bar alone trod the thin red line of danger, one that I’d been so careful to avoid for nearly ten years.
I walked on, feet dragging on the pavement, but thoughts running fast. What was I scared of? I’d been in that bar dozens of times, and it had always been good fun. I didn’t need to go in with Nora and Ger as my security team. It was a bar. I was being ridiculous. And I really wanted a glass of wine.
I turned on my heel and marched back. The place was nearly deserted. There was an unknown barperson serving, and the only other customers were a loved-up couple in one of the booths at the back and a handsome butch sitting at the counter. I took a stool at the other end of the bar and, eschewing the cheaper plonk we normally ordered, asked for a glass of their very expensive Spanish red. After all, the words “Senior Associate” and “Sue Brent” had never nuzzled up together in the same sentence before. Tonight, I deserved the good stuff.
The wine was amazing. I sipped. I savoured. I was concentrating so hard on the way the colour clung to the glass that when someone spoke to me, I was taken by surprise.
“Seldom have I seen anyone enjoy a glass of wine so much.”
I looked up. The butch had moved to sit next to me. She sat sideways on her stool, her booted heels hooked on the footrest and one hand rested palm up on her thigh.
“I usually buy the cheaper stuff, so I’m determined to enjoy every drop of this. The price they’re charging for it, it won’t be a regular occurrence.”
“So what’s so special this evening?”
I wasn’t ready to share the real reason with a stranger. “Good day at work. Everyone deserves to treat themselves from time to time.”
She picked up her own glass—also red wine—and clinked glasses with me. “Good enough reason.” Her glass was empty after that final mouthful. “Can I buy you another?”
I flicked a glance at her face, but there was only an open sort of friendliness. Nothing that indicated a pick up attempt, nothing except a desire to pass the time. “Thanks,” I said. “I’d like that.”
She signalled the barperson, and two glasses of the Spanish red appeared on the counter. My new friend’s name was Courtney, and she was entertaining company. We chatted about nothing in particular, just a banter back and forth. I returned the shout and bought two more glasses of the same wine, but when they were finished, I decided enough was enough. I was starving and wanted to pick up a curry on the way home to my messy flat, shed my work clothes, and relax in front of the telly. It was only seven; I’d be home in my jammies with my feet up by eight. I’d enjoyed Courtney’s company, her wit, and her quick replies, but it was time for me to head away.
The wine was finished. Courtney arched an eyebrow in question. “Another? Or would you like to go somewhere else?” She tapped her fingers on the bar, very close to my hand.
Her demeanour had changed. Maybe it was the wine; maybe it was our casual rapport. And too, it was a lesbian bar. It wasn’t an unreasonable assumption that a solo woman would be interested in what she was now offering.
“Thanks, but I have to go. Thank you for the wine and conversation.” I gave her a friendly smile. “I’m a bit late already.”
She picked up my hand and held it in hers for a moment as she said, “Can I have your phone number? Maybe we could do something another day?”
My fingers stilled in hers, and then my wall came up. Not slowly, brick by brick, not a gradual shoring up of the defences, but as a slam of finality that dictated my words and actions. I knew what to do, how to handle this. After all, it had happened before. I was on familiar ground.
I removed my fingers from her clasp, slowly, so that she didn’t believe it was a horrified instinct. I hitched my bag higher on my shoulder to give my hands something to do, and I gave her a sincere smile. “Sorry, but I’m straight. Thank you for the wine and the company, but I really do have to go.”
She glanced around the bar, as if to be sure it was still the same dyke pub and that it hadn’t morphed into heterosexuals’ night out while we were talking. Her gaze flicked back to me. She hadn’t taken my words at face value—yet. I gave her another smile. “See you around, Courtney.”
There was a tiny crease between her eyes as she took me in, obviously letting the picture shift away from her interpretation of what had gone before. “Sure,” she said at last. “Thanks for the company. See you, Sue.”
Even if my jammies and the couch hadn’t been calling me, it was now time to leave. I walked out into the street, dragged a deep belly breath to settle myself, and then headed in the direction of home. Deliberately, I put thoughts of the evening out of my head, blotted out Courtney’s face, and instead concentrated on my surroundings, on London—its vibrancy, colour, and excitement. London was indeed a fantastic city. I’d lived here for five years, and it was still as fresh to me as the day I’d arrived. Indeed, if I couldn’t be happy here, where could I be?
And if thoughts of a wide, dry landscape and a slower way of life intruded, well, that was just homesickness. Something to get past. I belonged in London now. Where I was starting to make a real mark on my career. London was friends, and good times. I pushed that red dirt vista firmly out of my head.
I picked up my pace and took the steps down to the tube station two at a time.



CHAPTER 2
IT WAS ONE OF THOSE long evenings that the northern hemisphere does so well. It was nearly nine, and the dying sunlight slanted long and low over the grass. The day had been warm and dry, a perfect British summer Sunday, the sort of day to loll around on a picnic rug, drinking wine, and listening to the lazy thunk of cricket balls as two local teams slogged it out.
I lay on my back and listened to the muted chirping of sparrows and the good natured bickering going on around me. Nora lay perpendicular to me, her feet resting against my leg, her head on Geraldine’s lap. Ger’s brother, Pádraig, was propped on his side, debating with his sister the anticipated outcome of the test match between England and Australia. There were two empty wine bottles, plus our fish and chip wrappers stinking of vinegar in the grass beside us.
I drowsed away in a state of semi-somnolence, half listening to Ger and Pádraig, the rise and fall of their laughing argument just audible over the ever-present hum of London traffic. A sparrow hopped onto my knee and hopped off again when Nora’s twitchy foot sent him flying.
It was the kind of evening I loved best. A quiet time in the company of people who knew me well enough that I could relax. The day’s warmth still lingered, a hint of nature to satisfy my rural Aussie soul. With food and wine in my belly, I was content.
Nora poked me on the hip with a bare toe. “You’re very quiet. What are you thinking?”
I raised my head to squint at her. “Is there more wine?”
“You know there isn’t. And that’s not what you’re really thinking.”
“Why, should I be thinking of anything? I could just be lying here, enjoying the twilight and the company of good friends. Or thinking how stuffed I am from those chips.”
“I know you. You’ve got a strange look on your face as if you’re going to throw up, and you haven’t responded to Pádraig’s digs about the cricket. You’re either asleep or miles away.”
“Asleep then. Enjoying the evening.”
Nora snorted softly. “I can hear your brain ticking from here.”
I opted for silence. Until she called me on it, I would have said I was drowsing or thinking of inconsequential things, such as what to have for lunch tomorrow or what new torture Shouting Man had dreamt up for me now that the shiny good feelings from my settlement of the Robson case had worn off.
As I’d told Nora, I had been thinking how relaxed I was, how nice it was to be in the company of friends. But with Nora’s words came an undercurrent of disquiet. Happiness is composed of such little things, small items stacked one by one on top of each other like building bricks, forming the joy in our lives. And I had that in spades. I should be happy. I was happy. I was officially soon to be Senior Associate happy. But still something nebulous nagged at me, like the first tug of a riptide sucking you away from the beach and safety.
“I’m wondering if I remembered to send back the pre-trial checklist on the Murchison matter.”
Nora, who worked at the same law firm as me, snorted. “Bullshit. And that matter’s not going to trial anytime soon. Not until we’re sure our client’s not lying through his teeth. What are you really thinking?”
Ger and Pádraig were now bickering over the length of the speeches at their mother’s birthday party.
“I’ll be twenty-seven next month,” I said. “I’m thinking it’s time I grew my hair longer, wore my skirts shorter, and started parading around the desperate and dateless bars, waving a vodka martini.”
It was Nora’s turn to raise her head and look at me. “I didn’t expect that answer. I thought you’d say something about your scumbag landlord, or the hopeless secretary you seem to have been saddled with, or even ‘Let’s ditch these two arguing siblings and go and have a drink.’ It’s been ages since we’ve gone out, just the two of us.”
I blinked. “Are you hitting on me?”
Nora’s laugh was low and laced with love. “If I thought you were serious about that, I’d stuff these chip wrappers down your shirt. I never hit on you. Never ever. Even when I wasn’t married to the most wonderful woman in South London.”
“Only South London? Last time you said something like that, it was the most wonderful woman in England.”
Nora waved a hand. “Details, details. Stop putting me off. You know full well I’m not hitting on you. Anyway, straight women are a lot of work.” She winked, but I wasn’t fooled. She hadn’t looked at another woman since she’d met Ger. “It seems like a while since we’ve been out for drinks, just the two of us. Lunches at work don’t count.”
“Yeah.” She was right. It had been a while, a few weeks at least. Nora was my best friend, and I missed our wine-fuelled conversations. Not that I didn’t adore Ger—she was lovely and so perfectly right for my friend—and I genuinely enjoyed her company, but there’s a different dynamic when it’s two best friends and no one else.
I glanced at Ger and Pádraig, now passionately debating the upcoming Wimbledon tennis final. “Fancy a drink now? Those two won’t miss us for an hour.”
“Can’t. We promised Frances we’d go around to sort out the music for her party. I should really cart these arguing siblings away now, or we’ll be there all night. You know how much Frances likes to talk.” Nora sat up and threw one of the chip wrappers at Ger. “Hey, lover, time to go.” Then to me she said, “How about tomorrow after work?”
“No worries.” I heaved myself to my feet and dusted the stray blades of grass from my legs. “I’m away then. See you tomorrow, Nora.” I bent and kissed her cheek and then Ger’s and Pádraig’s.
“See you soon, Sue.” Ger flashed a brilliant smile in my direction. “You still on for Thursday?”
Thursday? My mind went blank, before I remembered—her mother’s birthday party. “Absolutely. I’m looking forwards to it.”
Ger nodded, and beside her, Pádraig flapped a hand in my direction. “See you, Aussie. See you Thursday when I can rub the cricket scores in your face.”
“In your dreams.” I grinned to rub the sting from the words.
I set off across the park in the general direction of my flat. The sun had set, but the long twilight meant there was plenty of light. I was still stuffed from the fish and chips, so I took the long way, passing along residential streets, cutting through the tube station, and around to the busier road. London buzzed around me—traffic and taxis and pubs. This was my city now.
So, why did I suddenly feel so out of place?

I often had lunch with Nora on Mondays, but as we were going out later, we gave it a miss. The day was warm and humid, and I went for a walk instead. The office wasn’t far from the river, so I took my meagre sandwich made of two-day-old bread with cheese and pickle down to the river, and as I ambled along, I watched the Thames flow past in a sluggish brown ribbon.
Maybe it was the summer sunshine, but it seemed there were happy couples everywhere. Two bicycle couriers rode along the path, bikes close together, hands resting on each other’s shoulders. A young couple, barely out of their teens, sat close on a bench and threw crusts for the pigeons. Two pensioners sat on a bench and unwrapped their sandwiches as they overlooked the lazy river, holding hands with their grey heads angled towards each other. They looked as if they had spent the majority of their lives together. I snorted. More likely, they’d met the week before at Drag Queen Bingo in some suburban social club.
I walked along, enjoying the sun on my face. There was a tug in the general vicinity of my heart, brought on by the happy couples. It was as if all my longing and lusting for a partner was being pulled out of me into the sunshine. Sure, I wanted a partner. Hadn’t I spent my time in London dating a string of unsuitable men in my quest to find The One?
Two women went past in the opposite direction, hand in hand. One was tall and lean with a blunt buzz cut, the other more of a classic femme. Superficially, they reminded me of Nora and Ger and their contrasting styles. I turned to watch the women, shoulders bumping as they walked, fingers tightly entwined. I focussed on their hands—female hands, linked together. There was that tug again, stronger now, something deeper, more visceral. I snorted softly. I saw Nora and Ger a couple of times a week at least, and they were one of the most physically demonstrative couples I knew—gay or straight. But seeing the unknown lesbian couple, seeing their closeness and affection… There was that pull again, a reminder of something long buried.

Nora stuck her head into my office just after five. “Ready?”
I shoved the pile of files to one side of my desk and grabbed my bag. We left via a circuitous route that avoided Shouting Man’s office. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d waylaid me with something “urgent” that couldn’t wait until morning. Without debate, we went into the Wellington, an old-fashioned pub that was often quiet and had a small beer garden at the back.
“My round.” Nora disappeared in the direction of the bar, while I wandered out to the beer garden and found a quiet table in the corner.
Nora returned with a bottle of our favourite shiraz and two glasses. The wine was robust and slipped down easily.
For a moment, there was silence, then Nora said, “You better spill. Did you mean what you said yesterday about the singles’ bars?”
Did I mean it? Yes and no. I took another mouthful of wine to buy time before I answered. “Not really. I’m happy enough being single, and I’m far enough away from my parents that there’s no pressure to settle down. Indeed, they’d be upset if I met someone here and stayed in England indefinitely. And who’d have me anyway? They’re not exactly lining up to woo me. I think I’m a better friend than I am partner. Exhibit A: Pádraig.”
Once Nora and Ger committed to each other, they’d needled me into going on a date with each of their brothers. First Nora’s brother, Brian, and then Ger’s brother, Pádraig. They’d been no spark with Brian, even though we’d got on well enough. Pádraig had been more promising. I’d had a couple of good evenings with him, shared some heated kisses, a few caresses, and once, nearly something more. My mind stuttered at that thought and raced away. Pádraig and I were now very good friends. I was almost a Flannery according to Pádraig, as I fitted in so well with him and Ger. The four of us often spent time together, but there was no romance between me and Pádraig.
“I once thought you and Pádraig could have something going.” Nora put down her glass and leant in. “But it seemed to peter out.”
“Like the Aussies’ cricket scores.”
“Seriously, Sue, you never talked about it. But if you want to… It won’t get back to Ger, I promise.”
“It’s not that.”
Nora wasn’t listening. She’d seized on a possible reason for my subdued mood and had raced to a conclusion. “Is that what it is? You’re in love—or lust—with Pádraig, and he only sees you as a friend? What if I asked Ger to—”
“Nope, not that. Not even close.”
Nora frowned. “But the last time Ger mentioned it, she said Pádraig was really keen on you and—”
“You’re on the wrong tram. Pádraig’s a friend, and I love him dearly—as a friend.”
“But there were sparks between you. Early on.”
“Nora, please, drop it. This isn’t about Pádraig. I’m not even sure what it is about.”
She reached across the table and took my hand. The touch was warm and comforting. “Then tell your Auntie Nora. If there’s anything I can do—anything—just tell me.”
I was silent. I wasn’t a talker—not about myself. I’d been told I was a good listener, a solver of other people’s problems, and a fierce and loyal friend. But when it came to me, I couldn’t find the words. Nora was possibly the best friend I’d ever had. She’d seen me through some low periods, and she’d seen me at my drunkest and most obnoxious. But I wasn’t sure I could explain the unsettled feelings I’d been having lately, even to her. But she fixed her gaze on me, her expression earnest, brow furrowed. I sipped my wine and tried to explain.
“It’s not an age thing—twenty-seven isn’t old. It’s not a being-single thing. It’s nothing to do with not having kids. I just feel slightly out of step with the rest of the world. It’s like I’m watching everyone else racing through their lives—going to work, with partners, with friends, playing sport, buying flats, settling down, planning holidays, nesting into their lives.” I took a deep breath and tried to sift through the whirl of thoughts in my head. Nora’s intent expression urged me on.
“It’s as if everyone around me is in sharp focus, and I’m slightly blurry and wavy around the edges, as if I’m not all here. But I don’t know why. I have great friends.” I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back. “The best friends,” I continued. “I have a job that pays me well, and that I like. I’d like it better if Shouting Man found a long-lost great aunt in Scotland he had to take care of or something, but basically I like it. I’m being made Senior Associate years before I’d dreamt of the possibility. I have people around me who treat me like family—your folks, Ger’s—and I’m never alone unless I want to be. I’m living in London, which is light years from Yeringup, where I grew up. I’m living in one of the best cities in the world, not a backwater in outback Queensland. But I don’t feel like I belong here.”
As I spoke, the words built a picture in my head. Of me, here in London, surrounded by over eight million people, nearly twice as many as lived in the whole of Queensland. Me, rough-around-the-edges, subtle-as-a-hammer, blunt-as-a-bag-of-wet-mice Sue, surrounded by sharp dressing and fast talking Londoners.
And then my thoughts spun me thousands of miles away, down to outback Queensland, where the land stretched flat to the horizon, where there were more kangaroos than people, where the birds wheeled into the sunset like a sail torn loose, where the peace got into your head, wound around your guts, and sucked you in. Birds flocked around a waterhole, noisier than any London nightclub. Timber verandas, with the lazy whop-whop of a ceiling fan turning air so hot and sticky that a person sweated late into the night. The sharp smell of the bush after rain, and the tiny blades of stringy grass pushing up through parched paddocks.
Yeringup, with its single block of commerce, high set Queenslander houses, the two-storey pubs with huge verandas, and the same group of station hands and locals polishing the same long bar with their elbows, putting away beer like water. I sipped the very good shiraz that Nora had bought. In Yeringup, red wine came out of a cask that was kept in the fridge.
I thought of my parents—no doubt still watching the racing on Saturday arvos, going to the pub for the pot and parmie special every Wednesday. A predictable life, one I couldn’t wait to escape growing up. One that I had slipped away from long before I even moved to London.
I’d had my reasons for leaving, and when I did, I thought I wouldn’t be back. I’d jumped on that London-bound flight and was gone. No second guessing; no regret. Indeed, it was as if I’d been given another chance in life, one where no one knew me, and I was able to reinvent myself however I wanted.
Nearly how I wanted.
For the most part, I’d succeeded. But now, sitting in the beer garden, staring at my friend, pieces of my life moved like barrels of a lock, shifting and falling into place. London was my home, but deep down, in the very darkest corners of my mind, were hidden thoughts, ones that came out only when I was alone. I knew that I couldn’t truly start over in a new country until I’d made my peace with the old one.
Suddenly, it was clear. I slid my hand from Nora’s and raised my glass. “A toast,” I said. “I’m going home.”
Nora blinked. “But we just got here. The bottle is nearly full.”
“Not home. Home home. Home to Australia. Home to Queensland. Maybe even home to Yeringup.”
Nora was silent. Surprise was scrawled over her face. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but after a few seconds shut it again, the words unsaid. Eventually she said, “When did you decide this?”
“Just now. I think it’s time.”
“Oh, Sue.” For once, Nora was at a loss for words. Her eyes were suspiciously shiny. “When?”
“I’m not sure. Not immediately. Remember, I’ve only just thought of it. But I think I need to go back to Oz. It’s where I’m from. My roots. My family.”
“But you’ve always said—” Nora shut her mouth with a snap. When did she become as tactless as me? I knew what she had been going to say. She was going to remind me that I’d always said I was a misfit in my family, that they were better at a distance—on the end of an email or the very occasional phone call.
“I’ll need a job over there, and I still have two months’ lease on my flat. I’m sure nothing will happen that quickly.”
Nora pulled herself in, took a deep breath, and once again, she was practical Nora. “Guess I can stop arranging dates for you then. I better call off the posse—Ger’s got some distant cousin lined up to meet you at Frances’s party.”
“Ger’s got more family than the Kennedys.”
Nora shrugged. “Irish Catholics. We can’t help ourselves.”
“Don’t call her off. I’m not gone yet. A nice little dalliance could be just what I need.”
“You’ve said that before. Often. But…”
Her words fell into the air between us and hung there. She was right. I talked the talk, but my attempts at romance were more likely to end in friendship. My last actual boyfriend was a tosser called Leo, and that was nearly three years ago, around the time that Nora met Geraldine. Since then, I’d had several near misses, including Pádraig, but nothing ever eventuated. Sue the celibate.
“Bring on the cousin and tell him to watch out for Sue the man eater.”
“No worries. If that’s what you want.”
“If he’s single, doesn’t have a vindictive ex who is going to appear the next morning to hex me, and has at least an approximation of personality, I’ll be all over him. He won’t know what’s hit him.”
“What if he has five whiny kids who visit on weekends?”
I shrugged. “I don’t plan on being around long enough to meet them. Does he though?”
“I think there’s a couple.”
The wine slid down my throat. “Not my problem. They won’t be in my bed.”
Nora’s intense expression eased, although there was a wistfulness in her eyes that I seldom saw. “I’ll miss you. When you go. You’ve been my best friend.”
“What’s with the past tense? I’m still your best friend. And there’s these amazing inventions called email and the telephone. I even heard there’s these flying machines that can transport people from one side of the world to the other—just like Star Trek, but not quite as fast.”
“Won’t be the same.”
“Will. You’ll have to come and visit. Outback Queensland is nearly ready for you and Ger. Not sure it can support your wine habit though. Ever heard of beer?”
Nora shuddered. “Yes. Doesn’t mean I’m going to drink it anytime soon though.”
The conversation had grown maudlin. I topped up our glasses and changed the subject. “What should I wear to Frances’s party? Something smart and matronly, or my best jeans?”
“I’m wearing jeans, and Ger’s got some floaty boho tie-dye dress that looks amazing on her.”
“Ger could wear court documents stapled together, and you’d think she looked amazing. Jeans it is. I’m glad you said that. Matronly won’t do if I’m to seduce Ger’s distant cousin. Did I tell you what I’ve got Frances for her birthday?”
Nora shook her head. “No, but I’m sure you’re going to.”
“A DVD of The Full Monty.”
Nora laughed. “She’ll be horrified. Men taking their clothes off! Should only happen behind closed doors.”
“She’ll love it. She once confessed to me that she wanted to watch it but was too embarrassed to rent it from the DVD shop.”
“Hasn’t she heard of the online places?”
“Apparently not. I’ve also got her some really expensive tea from Thailand. Picked with the first bloom of frost, according to the packet. Let’s see if I can get her off that terrible tea from County Cork you all drink.”
The bottle was empty. Nora picked it up and tried to wring a few more drops from it. “Another?”
“No.” I slid from the stool. “I’ll let you get back to Ger, and I’ll see you tomorrow at work anyway.”
She followed suit, and we hugged.
“Thanks for talking.” I released her and stepped back.
“You mean it?”
“About going back to Oz? Yeah. I do. Although I’ll probably come running back in six months.”
The long London evening was sliding into darkness when we left the pub. It was a couple of miles to my flat, but I decided to walk. I wanted to think about what had rolled out of my mouth earlier. Going back to Oz. I hadn’t given any thought to that idea before this evening.
It would be easy to dismiss it as a bout of homesickness brought about by too much wine. I’d had the pangs of longing for a wide, flat vista and a well-trodden veranda before, but they were just that—pangs. They lasted no longer than a couple of minutes and a chorus of Waltzing Matilda. Even now, as I paced the busy street, dodging the teenagers hunched in their hoodies, I had a longing to be somewhere else. Somewhere quieter. Somewhere I belonged.
Deliberately, I set my thoughts to those things about home that were less than pleasurable. The drunken heckling at closing time of any woman under fifty. The lack of arts and culture that I so loved here in London. There were no art galleries, café culture, or music events within five hundred kilometres of Yeringup. Sure, the major cities had an abundance of those, but those cities were two days’ drive away and there was no budget airline to fly me there for five quid, bring-your-own sandwich and dunny roll. I thought of the insular community and the conservative values that still held sway. Ah yes, those bloody values. My thoughts skittered away from that. I wasn’t ready to go there yet.
Just like an old ABBA song, other things kept sneaking into my head and wouldn’t be dislodged. Matched up against the trials of life in a too-small town was a caring community, where people looked out for each other, where simple things could bring such pleasure. The feel of a good horse between your thighs, and the excitement of polocrosse. Driving up a dusty road to home. Cold beer in the fridge and a wide comfy couch for sitting. Taking too long to get the groceries because you’d had four conversations in the shop with people you knew. A dog. A little ripper of a working dog by your side. I missed having a dog—it simply wasn’t possible with my London lifestyle. Those things wound through my guts and pulled tight until I was breathless with the longing for home.
I turned a corner into the busier street and increased my pace as I passed the takeaways, the pubs, and the convenience stores. London surrounded me with its noise, its ever-present hum, and people. Always people. I’d loved living here. Loved it for all the things I didn’t have in Queensland. But by the time I turned into my road and unlocked the door of my flat, my mind was made up. Like Frank-N-Furter from The Rocky Horror Picture Show blasting back to transsexual Transylvania, I was going home.



CHAPTER 3
THE NEXT THING I HAD to do was tell people—family back in Oz and friends in London and elsewhere.
I composed a few emails and sent them winging on their way. My brother responded with his usual verboseness—Good-oh! You owe me a beer! My mother was more forthcoming, but reading between the lines of her rather stilted email, it seemed as if she didn’t quite know how to react, as if she wouldn’t believe I was coming home until I rolled in the back door and started rummaging in the fridge. My dad added a PS that read Looking forwards to seeing you, love Dad.
My family was not known for long and rambling correspondence.
It was easier to write to friends. A couple of friends from university, now scattered around Australia. Nobody from Yeringup.
And Moni.
I’d met Moni three years ago, just before Nora had committed to Ger. Moni was an American tourist that Nora had met—I was never quite sure how, or where, but knowing Nora, it was probably a one-night stand. Nora had been quite the player before she hooked up with Ger. I’d spent a day with Nora and Moni, having breakfast, going to the Tower of London, and having a good time generally. Moni was a small woman with a huge smile and a mass of blonde hair that fell in waves halfway down her back. I loved her humour, her energy, and her determination to make the most of her short time in London.
At the time, Nora had told her I was straight. That was a given—Nora told everyone I was straight. And it seemed everyone believed it. Moni, however… She’d looked at me with her piercing blue eyes, really looked at me, her head cocked slightly to one side. We were having breakfast, and I remembered her slight smile as her gaze held mine. “I see you, sista,” her gaze had said. “You can’t hide from me.”
The three of us had spent a great day together, and then we had parted ways. And Moni had kissed me.
It was just a kiss. She’d just kissed Nora goodbye, and it had lingered slightly. The sort of kiss one lesbian gives another if they’re a little more than friends, or at least, if there had been that possibility. Then she’d turned to me. “See you around, Sue,” she’d said, and then she’d kissed me too. On the lips. They’d been soft, and tasted slightly bitter from the Guinness she’d been drinking. Just for a second, she’d leant into the kiss, daring me to take it forwards. Daring me to kiss her properly.
And I had been tempted.
It had only lasted a couple of seconds, and then she’d pulled away. There was a slight smile on her lips, but she hadn’t said anything. Then she was gone.
Had Nora seen how Moni’s lips had lingered on mine? Probably not. She’d pigeonholed me into the straight box long ago, and if she’d noticed, she’d probably put it down to the outgoing American.
Moni and I had kept in touch. Chatty emails from time to time. The occasional Skype. She told me about her medical studies, her graduation as a doctor, and then her attempts to find the sort of medical job that she really wanted. Somewhere rural, she said. She was a country girl at heart, and her time in Dallas had been fun, but it was time to move on. It sounded a bit like how I felt about London. From time to time, she talked about a date she’d had with some woman or the other—she didn’t seem to be in a relationship.
I talked about work, nights out with friends, titbits about Nora and Ger—in particular, I’d sent photos of their wedding—and humorous accounts of their attempts to set me up with one or the other of their brothers.
But there was more to it. I wanted to keep the connection going with Moni for reasons that went beyond a casual long-distance friendship. That breakfast with Nora and Moni, the day we’d spent together, had been good. It had been fun.
It had been dangerous.
It had been dangerous because, if Moni had remained in London, I would have run. Run away and retreated before anything could happen between us. She was the first woman who had rocked the image I presented to the world. Sorry-I’m-Straight Sue moved aside for those few hours I’d spent with her, to allow for the possibility of Not-So-Straight Sue. And because Moni was in Texas, on the end of an email, and not someone I’d meet in the flesh again in London, I allowed myself to keep that friendship going, to savour it. I’d read each of her emails over again, visualising her writing them with her quick smile and quicker wit. I’d relived the time spent in her company more times than I cared to think about.
So Moni was an obvious person to tell my news to. I buried it in a chatty email that meandered through a few subjects—including the weather—before I got to the point.
 
I’m returning to Australia. Yeah, I know I’ve said I love it here in London (and I do), but something is dragging me home. Don’t ask me to put a finger on it, because I can’t. It’s probably just good old homesickness. I guess it bites us all in the end. So, once I’ve given notice at my job, my flat, found a job down under, sold everything I own, bought everything again, and basically uplifted my life from this tiny patch of land with sixty-four million people, to a very large patch with only twenty-four million, then I’ll be set.
 
She replied the next day.
 
Congratulations you! Didn’t expect that. I thought big news from you might mean you’d found the love of your life. But I guess you (like me) are still looking for that someone. Your email made me smile (but, hey, girlfriend, YOU make me smile), and I may, just might, just maybe, have some big news of my own to share in a few weeks. Wish me luck!
 
I replied, wishing her all the luck in the world for her mysterious project, and then she slipped from my head as I threw myself into preparations for departure.

Of course, nothing happened in an instant. I needed to save money, book flights, give notice at my job, and sift through the detritus of five years in London. Mixed in with all of that, I made sure I enjoyed London life to the fullest. I never turned down an invitation to go out with friends, and I went on a lot of dates, but only ever one time. If I turned a bloke down for a second date, well, that was because he wasn’t my type.
“You’re too bloody picky,” Nora said to me one lunchtime as we ate our sandwiches by the Thames. “They’re either too old, too young, too fat, too rich, too drug-addicted, too thin, too weird, too nerdy, or too ordinary. I’m honestly not sure what you want any more.”
“Ger makes the world’s greatest sangers. The least you can do is share.” I traded half of my ham and salad for half of Nora’s tandoori chicken.
“Stop changing the subject. But if you’re taking half my sandwich, I want half your Mars Bar.”
“Deal.”
“But seriously, Sue, are you really looking for someone in all of these dates you’re going on, or are you deliberately picking the wrong types? You’ve always disliked the prep school mentality of rugby players, but you dated two of them in the last month alone.”
“Maybe I’m broadening my horizons. And they have great thighs.”
“Unless you’re holding out on me, you haven’t seen their thighs.”
“I’ve got a great imagination. That’s why I’m a lawyer.”
Nora snorted. “That’s like saying sharks are great vegetarians. Talking of lawyers, how’s the job hunt going?”
I swallowed the last bite of sandwich, pulled the Mars Bar out of its wrapper, broke it in two, and handed half to Nora. “Not great. Nobody is taking me seriously because I’m in London and job hunting in Queensland. I may have to wait until I get there, which will do serious damage to my finances.”
“What about in the capital cities?”
“Nope. No cities. If I’m going back to Oz, it’s to a rural area. I’m now looking at the larger inland towns.” I sighed. “I thought it would be easy—that the small rural firms would snap me up, great London lawyer that I am, especially given that most Aussies want to be in the cities earning the big bucks. I’ve still got a few applications out there though, and a month before I leave.”
“You’ll get something. Besides, you need to be in a position to offer your old friend a paralegal job for a couple of months if Ger and I come and visit.”
Stupid tears pricked behind my eyes. “You’re the best bloody friend I’ve ever had. I’m going to miss you.”
“You won’t say that in a few weeks when you’re whooping it up in Oz.”
“I will. I’ll miss our lunches. The quiet evenings with you and Ger. I’ll even miss Pádraig, Brian, and your and Ger’s enormous families.”
“I’ll trade you my sister Mary for a dingo in a dress anytime. At least a dingo wouldn’t bang on about its pregnancy and prenatal vitamins for hours at a time.”
I changed the subject before Nora could climb onto her soapbox. “Actually, I did get one expression of interest in hiring me. A one-person practice in outback Queensland. The principal wants to go around Australia in his motorhome and is looking for someone to hold the fort for a year while he’s gone.”
“That’s great! Where’s the town?”
“It’s a tiny practice in a small town, nearly on the Northern Territory border. The practice is mainly wills and estates, conveyancing, some litigation—motor vehicle accidents and the like. A bit of family law. It’s mainly law I know nothing about as I haven’t done anything except litigation in years. On the plus side, it’s kept Ken—the current lawyer—occupied for nearly thirty years and given him enough money to buy a snazzy motorhome. He’s really keen to meet me—probably because no one else is remotely interested.”
“When would you have to be there?”
“That’s one good thing. There’s no set start date. As long as I’m there at some point in the next three months, he’s happy. He’d give me a couple of weeks handover, leave me the keys to his house, sole control of his practice and his wine collection—his words, not mine. There’s even a housekeeper, whom I’d have to retain as he doesn’t want to lose her.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad. Rather good actually. You said you wanted to live rural. And you hate housework—you can’t even keep your flat tidy. How far away is it from Yeringup?”
“About seven hundred kilometres. One long, hot day’s drive.”
“Bloody hell. I could be in the South of France in seven hundred kilometres. But that’s good, right? Close enough to be there if you want to be, far enough away that your mum won’t be dropping in for a cuppa and a chat every day.”
I chewed my Mars Bar in silence for a minute. “That’s just it. If I’m going back—and I am—I want to be within a day’s drive from Yeringup. I think it’s time to stop running. Time to go home. Even if it’s difficult.”
Nora groped for my hand and gave it a hard squeeze. Her palm was hot and dry. “You’ve never told me about your home. Not really. I’ve gleaned enough to know you have a good reason for leaving in the first place. But you know I’m always here to listen.”
I squeezed back. “Thank you. It’s a long and overwrought story of teenage angst and misunderstanding. Nothing to get excited about.”
“You’re the least melodramatic person I know. Coming from anyone else, your story would probably be headlines in the Sunday rag.”
For a moment, I was tempted to confide in Nora. If I couldn’t share my story with her, well, there wasn’t anyone else. But I resisted. Once I started talking, I wasn’t sure I would be able to stop, and we had to be back at work in fifteen minutes.
“I’m tempted to find out more about the job,” I said instead. “I can always turn it down.”
Nora laughed. “Then I better book my ticket to… Where did you say it was?”
“It’s called Mungabilly Creek.” As I said it, the name settled into my bones, as if it had always been a part of me. I liked the feel of it on my tongue. It sounded like home.



CHAPTER 4
NORA AND GER WANTED TO throw me a big farewell party, but I managed to talk them out of it. After all, I’d had the leaving-work-morning-tea, the leaving-work-after-work-drinks, the farewell-from-the-netball-team, and the goodbye-dinner-from-Legal-Aid where I volunteered once a month. That pretty much covered it as far as friends went. Instead, the night before I flew to Oz, Nora, Ger, Pádraig, and I went out to dinner. I was staying with Nora and Ger that night as I’d moved out of my flat and given away or shipped all my belongings. I had what I stood up in, and a backpack of stuff to take on the plane.
I’d taken the job at Mungabilly Creek. At times, I could hardly believe I had. I was going to be living in a town a little smaller than Yeringup, with one pub, a takeaway, a general store, and a petrol station. Ken, the sole practitioner I’d be standing in for, sounded like a genuinely nice bloke, who was looking forwards to his trip around Australia in his motorhome. As long as I arrived in the next couple of months, he was happy. His cheerful attitude and certainty that I would be the perfect person to babysit his practice had convinced me.
The four of us went to my favourite Vietnamese restaurant and ate pho and rice paper rolls until we were too stuffed to move. It was a surprisingly chilly September night, and the restaurant was warm and snug, so we lingered over more wine and ate desserts that none of us really wanted in order to avoid going out in the damp night. Eventually, Nora and Ger went off to settle the bill, leaving me at the table with Pádraig.
For a few moments there was silence. A comfortable sort of quiet that neither of us felt the immediate urge to fill. Eventually Pádraig spoke.
“Look at those two,” he said and twitched his head in the direction of the till where Nora and Ger had their arms around each other and their heads close together as they waited to be served. “It warms my heart to see them. Not only that the decades old feud between our families is over, mainly thanks to those two, but to see them happy. In love.” He wore a wistful, tender look, that looked out of place on such a hulking great man.
“Do you want that for yourself?” I asked.
He switched his gaze to me and smiled slowly. “Yeah. I do. It’s not all about football and work and the pub and music. I’d like a family one day, Sue. A wife. Kids.”
I touched his hand where it lay palm down on the table, and he turned it and clasped my fingers in a strong grip. “I’m sure you will. You’re a fine catch for any woman.”
His fingers tightened. “But not for you.”
My belly lurched, but I strove for a jovial tone. “Not for me. You know that. I’m a better friend than I am lover.”
“So you say.” His tone was low, and he leant forwards with a serious look on his face. Suddenly, I was scared of what truths he’d pull out of the air between us. “Sue, maybe you just need to find the right would-be lover. I don’t think I could ever have been that person for you. I think I’m the wrong gender.”
I held his gaze, and his eyes were filled with concern, warmth and caring. “I’m straight.” The word cracked a little at the end.
Pádraig said nothing, but he stroked the back of my hand with his thumb.
“If I were lesbian, I’d have hit on Nora. Ger wouldn’t have stood a chance.” My voice was nearly back to normal, and I managed a ghost of my usual grin.
“I’m not here to put you on the spot. I care for you, Sue. You’re a great friend. And because you’re my friend, I want you to be happy.”
“I am happy. Aren’t I going back to Oz to live in the stinking hot middle of nowhere in a 1950s weatherboard house with dodgy air conditioning? What’s not to love about that?”
“That’s one of the things I love about you. Your cheerfulness, humour—”
“Don’t forget about my superpower—I can wiggle my nose.” I demonstrated, but Pádraig didn’t smile.
“I don’t know why you’re denying yourself, but this is a new beginning for you. A new Sue. Think about it.” He released my hand with a final squeeze and sat back just as Nora and Ger arrived back at the table.
“Ready to go?” Ger stuck out a hand and attempted to pull me to my feet. I lurched forwards, and the empty wine glass went flying. “Clumsy. Let’s go before they charge us for the glass.”
We said farewell to Pádraig out in the street. He hugged me hard. “Don’t forget,” he said in my ear, before giving me the loudest, sloppiest kiss on the cheek. I wiped it away, and the tears on my face could have been from laughter.
Ger, Nora, and I linked arms and headed back to their flat.
Despite having to get up in five hours to get to Heathrow, sleep didn’t come easily. I lay on the inflatable mattress in their living room, arms behind my head, staring up at the ceiling and listening to the traffic noise three floors below. Pádraig’s words were keeping me awake. But even as I tried to push them away—concentrating on breathing in and out in five second cycles—the memory of one of the most uncomfortable evenings of my life came rushing back.
Ger and Nora had been living together for a few months, and the long-running feud between their families that had kept them apart was thawing. Their siblings came to visit, and I enjoyed getting to know them—especially Pádraig. In the way of couples flush with love and happiness, Ger and Nora had set me up on a date with him. I enjoyed the first date, and things progressed from there.
It was my fourth date with Pádraig, and things were going really well. I liked him—his slow, deep voice, his deadpan humour, his gentleness so at odds with his tough face and boxer’s broken nose. On the attractiveness scale, he rated high too. Solid muscular body, tall enough to top me by an inch, and a normally expressionless face that could break into a wide smile. We’d gone for dinner, and the evening had flown. The food was as good as the banter, and the wine was excellent. I drank fast—not enough to get drunk, but enough to loosen up. Our first three dates had ended with hot kisses, wet and slow, and extremely pleasant, and I knew that this time there would be more. I had planned on inviting him in for “coffee” after he walked me home.
The bottle was empty. “Shall we get another?” I asked, “Or, if you prefer, I have some Armagnac at home that I brought back from France.” I touched his hand as I said it, and he turned his palm over and linked our fingers.
“The Armagnac sounds good. If you’re sure.”
His words made me pause. Pádraig was a decent man, and he wasn’t asking if I was sure about opening the Armagnac.
“Of course,” I said, and gave him my jauntiest smile. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
We didn’t talk as we walked to my flat. I kept pace at his side, thinking deliberately about what was to come—the good things such as how much I liked this man.
I found the Armagnac, along with two glasses that more or less matched, and joined him on the sofa. I set the bottle down, turned to him, and placed my hand on his thigh, high enough up that I could feel the swell under his jeans. He leant in and kissed me, and I softened under his mouth, pushing my thoughts into familiar patterns and channels, a process I’d perfected over the years. I wiped my mind clear of anything that wasn’t the here and now and filled those spaces with soft lighting and scenes of seduction, kisses, and caresses.
I took the lead as I usually did, ramping up the heat, playing the seductress in my mind so that my body would follow. Pádraig loved it. He pushed his hands into my hair, smiled against my mouth, and when I straddled his thighs to grind against the bulge in his jeans, he grabbed my hips, threw his head back, and whispered, “Christ, Sue, you’re incredible.”
Incredible. I suppose I was, at that moment.
I moved into my next pre-learnt pattern, running my fingers over the snap of his jeans and unbuttoning his shirt. My inhibitions were sufficiently lowered by the wine, and I knew it would be okay.
And then it wasn’t okay. My fingers stilled on his waistband, and the wine-buzz shrivelled to a feeling of nausea deep in my belly. Pádraig’s face blurred and ran, and I realised my eyes were full of tears. Hopelessness swamped me.
This wasn’t what I wanted. This kind, good man wasn’t for me.
Trouble was—I wasn’t sure that any man was.
My body went slack, and the nascent arousal I’d coaxed into a kindling flame died to nothing. Tears spilt down my cheeks, and Pádraig reached up with a finger and wiped them from my skin.
His eyes were filled with kindness, and although his erection still swelled under his jeans, his body was relaxed and unthreatening. “We don’t have to do this, Sue.”
His words wound through my chaotic thoughts. He shifted underneath me, and I took the hint, swung away from him, and climbed off the sofa. I paced to the other side of my small living room and stared out at the lights and bustle. Out there, Londoners were getting on with their lives, and that probably included making love or having fantastic sex with the partner of their choice.
Why couldn’t I have that?
Pádraig came and stood beside me, close enough to be supportive, yet enough air between us that I wasn’t crowded. He’d taken the time to button his shirt and do up his jeans. “Do you want to talk?”
I was grateful he hadn’t said “talk about it,” words that always seemed to shift the blame onto the other person, as if there were apologies to be made, explanations to be given. I did owe Pádraig both of those, but they would have to wait. I shook my head, and he didn’t push it. We both stared straight ahead, out into the glow of streetlights.
I was the first to break the silence. “It’s not you. It’s me. As much of a cliché as that is, it’s true.”
His voice was soft. “I like you, Sue. A hell of a lot, and the ball’s in your court. We can try this again sometime, at your pace, in a week or in a month or three. Or we can go back to just being friends, with no hard feelings. Either way, I won’t let it become uncomfortable.”
The sincerity shone from his words. I turned and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”
“I’ll go now.”
“You never tried the Armagnac.”
“It will keep for another time. Look after yourself, Sue.”
He turned away, and I stayed at the window until the door clicked closed, then my knees buckled. I just made it back to the sofa before they gave way. I needed a drink. I broke the seal on the Armagnac with a thumbnail and poured myself a generous glass.
“Here’s to Sue Brent,” I had said aloud. “She doesn’t know what she is, she doesn’t know if she’s got the courage to find out, but she does know she’s not straight.”
Nora and Ger’s air mattress was comfortable, but it was the small hours before I finally got to sleep. I stared at the ceiling and rehashed every boyfriend and every lover I’d had since arriving in London. It wasn’t double figures, but it was close. And now, with hindsight, my self-deception was obvious. I’d played the aggressor in every relationship, the sexually confident on-the-prowl woman. I’d gone for fast and furious sex that was over quickly. My short-lived relationships had been with men who hadn’t questioned my sexual generosity. And while I’d had some good sex and some great orgasms, they were far outweighed by the selfish lovers who hadn’t bothered, leaving me to finish with my fingers.
When I’d been introduced to Nora at work, I’m sure she’d thought I was lesbian. The knowledge had been there in her eyes, in her firm handshake. And while nothing had been said in the work environment, she had quickly enfolded me into her life, assuming that I would want to come with her to the lesbian bars.
Nora and I became firm friends. The first time I’d been hit on in a bar, Nora had moved away to give me space. But she’d heard me turn down my would-be companion with a smile and the words, “Sorry, I’m straight.” She’d never challenged me on this, but had accepted the words at face value. And as time went on and our friendship grew, it didn’t matter.
As for me, I liked being included in her life, and the lesbian bars were an enjoyable part. Apart from Moni, I’d never been tempted to take a woman up on her offer. The box I’d placed myself in had high, strong walls, and I wasn’t able to break out. If Nora still thought I was a lesbian, she’d done a very good job of hiding it after the first few days.
I sighed. What would have happened, I wondered, if I’d confessed to her that her first impression had been spot on? That while I wasn’t exactly gay, I wasn’t exactly straight either.
And now, here I was, willingly returning to Australia, scene of my greatest discomfort, my biggest heartbreak, and my finest hour of mortification. The place that had set me on the Sorry-I‘m-Straight path. Back to small town Queensland, conservative and old fashioned in so many ways. Sure, there was The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, and the cities there were as gay friendly as any in the world. In Sydney or Melbourne, people would look at me askance if they even guessed my inner debate. But small-town Queensland hadn’t fared so well. It was hard to be different in such an environment.
Pádraig‘s words from earlier came back to me. A new beginning, he’d said. Did I have the courage to take it? Did I want to?
Of course, I finally slept. In no time, Ger was flinging back the curtains to let in the grey dawn, and Nora was clunking away at their old coffee machine.
The three of us sat and sipped, and if we were quiet, it was because all our words had been said. I refused to let them come to Heathrow with me, preferring to make my own way. Our hugs and tears were shared in their flat, along with promises to email, and the firm “sometime” of a future visit assured. As I made my way out of their gate, I looked back one last time. They were standing at the window, arms around each other, waving.



CHAPTER 5
“…AND YOUR BROTHER’S GOT THIS totally unsuitable girlfriend. She’s from Toowoomba.” Mum sniffed as she stirred sugar into her tea so hard that the teaspoon rattled against the cup like a truck going over a cattle grid. “That’s a city. She has modern ideas. Why, she told me that Jim has to iron his own shirts or they’ll stay creased.”
“That sounds reasonable to me.” I swirled the tea around in my mug. Since being back in Oz, I’d started drinking it black again. “She probably works as hard as Jim. Why should she iron his shirts?”
Mum nailed me with her gaze. “I should have guessed that you’d side with her. A woman’s job is to look after her man. Not that you’d know about that.”
I let that pass without comment, and the silence lengthened when I didn’t answer. Instead I looked around the kitchen. It was over five years since I’d last sat here, nearly ten since I‘d lived under the same roof, but little had changed. Same scrubbed Formica benchtop, scratched with a fine web of knife cuts. Same overhead cabinets with the same wooden doors—although they were now painted a more modern shade of maroon. Same walk-in pantry, and I was sure that if I ventured to the back, I’d find the same mason jars with the same preserved vegetables, and the same not-as-airtight-as-my-mother-thought containers full of weevilly flour. Picking the weevils out of our toast was a long game in our family. Is it a weevil? No... It’s a sunflower seed…
“How’s the veggie garden doing in the drought?” It was a polite, but desperate comment. When had it become so hard to talk to my mother? The answer, of course, was about ten years ago, but children and parents were always fabricating the perfect relationship in their minds. We were no different.
Mum smiled, and this time it was warm and genuine. “Oh, Sue, if only it would rain! My beans are dried up little sticks, and I’ll be lucky to get any more tomatoes. I put the grey water on the garden, but it’s never enough.”
I’d hit on the perfect topic. I slid from my stool. “Want to give me the tour? And tips? I’ve got a veggie garden to try and keep alive when I get to Mungabilly Creek, and I haven’t a clue where to begin.”
My mother’s smile made it worthwhile. She ushered me out of the door, and for the next hour we stood in the baking heat, discussing beans and mulch and eggplant and aphids. It was almost interesting, and in that time, we managed to approach something resembling a rapport.
“Jim’s coming around later,” Mum said when we were back in the house.
“Great!” This time, my enthusiasm wasn’t feigned. “Is Alexis coming as well?”
“I’m not sure. She’s invited, of course…”
I nodded, positive that the unknown Alexis had doubtlessly decided that a night cutting her toenails was preferable to dinner in the critical mood of our house.
“Are you going to catch up with anyone while you’re here?” Mum moved to the fridge and pulled vegetables out of the crisper. My first night home, and she was cooking a roast. No matter that it was over thirty degrees centigrade outside; the prodigal daughter had returned, and that meant the sacrificial lamb was going in the oven.
“I’m not sure who lives here still,” I replied. “I’ve lost contact with so many people. I know Liz moved to Brisbane, and Thommo is overseas somewhere. I’m not sure about anyone else.”
Mum took the paring knife from the drawer—no peeler for her—and starting peeling a potato with quick flicks of her thumb. “Janey still lives here—she married the young vet, and they’ve got four boys now. Keith is out on Wymaring Station.”
“He was more Jim’s friend than mine, although I knew his sister somewhat.”
“Jean? She moved north. I heard she was working at a resort on one of the islands on the Great Barrier Reef.” Mum flicked faster with the knife. “Denise is still here.”
I went to the fridge and took out some carrots. It meant my face was hidden. “I thought she might be still in Brisbane.” My voice was steady.
“She came back.” Satisfaction coloured Mum’s voice. Children returned to the nest. “She’s married to the publican at the Criterion. Two kids.”
“That’s nice.” I dropped the carrots on the counter. “Do you want these peeled?”
“Of course.” My mother’s voice was calm as she concentrated on the potatoes. “Are you going to look her up?”
I shot her a glance. “I’m sure I’ll be in the pub at some point. I’ll see her there.”
“Well, if you’re still here on Thursday, you can come along to bingo night. Denise is our caller.”
I focussed on the first part of her sentence. “I thought I’d stay a week, if that’s all right with you?”
“Of course. You can stay as long as you want, darl. You must know that. I know you’ve got a limited amount of time before you have to be at your new job, so I’m happy you’re able to stay a week.”
Clearly, I was getting old and sentimental. Hearing those words made my eyes blur with moisture,. My parents may have been cranky and old fashioned, but they loved me. And I loved them. “I’m happy to be back. I missed you.”
“Oh, Sue, we missed you too, darl. But you always sounded so happy in your emails. We knew you were having a wonderful time, not to mention it was a great career move. But I couldn’t be more pleased that you’re back.”
“I loved London. I made great friends, the work was challenging, and I learnt a lot. But it’s good to be back in Oz. Guess I’m a country girl at heart.”
This time the silence was a comfortable one.
Dinner was the same roast lamb as I remembered. Mum always overcooked it, so it was grey and tough, and then she smothered it in packet gravy. But the roast potatoes and parsnips were as crispy and good as they ever were, and there were the last of the beans and snow peas from the garden. My dad, now retired, had found a new interest teaching metalwork at the community centre. He spent most of his days in his shed in the backyard, pottering around with angle grinders or something. My younger brother, Jim, had matured somewhat in my absence. He was now funny whereas before he’d been annoying, and his string-bean shape had filled out enough that he’d scored himself a seriously gorgeous girlfriend. Alexis looked like a 1950s housewife, complete with beehive and gingham dress, but her looks were deceptive. She had Jim exactly where she wanted him, and where he was happy to be.
I spent the first couple of days around the house in the company of my parents. I told myself I wasn’t rushing out so that I could make up for lost time and reconnect with my parents, but there was also an element of fear. My last year living in Yeringup hadn’t been one long happy dance, and people around here had long memories.
Then Mum asked if I wanted to come with her to the next town to do the weekly grocery shop. I agreed, but of course the trip to the supermarket went via the hairdressers to organise her next week’s appointment—hadn’t Mum ever heard of the phone?—the doctor’s surgery to pick up a prescription, and even the aged care home to deliver something to a friend of hers. By the time we made it to the supermarket, I’d become reacquainted with several of Mum’s friends. I was nervous at first. These people and their silent disapproval had made my life miserable during my final year in Yeringup. Mum’s friends were of a generation where nothing was spoken out loud—that was the behaviour of their children—but the silent treatment was condemning in its own way.
Maybe it’s was Mum’s presence, but those same people who had treated me with such disdain ten years ago were now open and friendly. They asked me about life in London, how long I was back for, and what I was going to do. They expressed delight that I was going to be working in Mungabilly Creek, mainly for my parents that it would be nice for them to have me reasonably close. Gradually, the knowledge that people had genuinely forgotten the scandal surrounding me ten years ago, or they simply didn’t consider it a big deal any more, made me relax. I was able to slip back into my role as polite and friendly daughter.
In bed that night, I wondered what had changed. I also had to look inside myself and decide if I was going to confront anyone about their behaviour to me those years ago. The treatment I’d received had a profound effect on me. It had sent me scurrying away, first across the country and then across the world. More importantly, it had set me on my sorry-I’m-straight path, and along with it, a blanket denial of my sexuality that could never have led to happiness. It had led me to such an absolute rejection of who I was, that, ten years later, I’d still never said out loud the truth about my sexuality to another person. There had been a myriad of opportunities to do so, in the most supportive of environments. Even when others had assumed I was lesbian, I had contradicted that assumption so totally that even my closest friends thought I was straight.
In the small room that had been my childhood bedroom, I knew for truth that I could never move on unless I confronted those who had hurt me or forgave them and moved on myself. Maybe both. I moved my legs restlessly under the thin sheet. Those people in Yeringup fell into two camps. There was my family, most notably my mother, who deserved the truth. Then there was the wider pool of friends and more casual acquaintances.
Those people, I decided, could go to hell. They didn’t deserve an explanation. My sexuality was my own affair, and it did seem as if the past was either forgotten or no longer relevant to them. Confronting those people, putting myself and my life out in front of them, was not my style. Those people, I would not give another thought to.
And then there was Denise, my first—and only—girlfriend. Denise, who had betrayed me so totally and absolutely, who had hung me out to dry while she saved her skin from the small town gossip and disapproval. The same Denise who was now married to the publican at the Criterion. She, I could not ignore. She deserved to know how totally she had destroyed me.
I couldn’t avoid this any longer. I would go and see her tomorrow.

Of course, the next morning, I found a million excuses not to go to the pub, buy Denise a drink, and sit down for a chat. I cooked breakfast for my family—something complicated with hollandaise sauce that took twice as long as breakfast usually took. They demolished it in a feeding frenzy of three minutes because by then they were starving. After, I cleared up the mess, figured out what was wrong with Mum’s email formatting, and helped her in the veggie garden for an hour. When eleven o’clock rolled around, I couldn’t put it off any longer.
I said to Mum that I was going out for a walk, borrowed Jim’s battered hat for shade, and set off to walk the two blocks to the Criterion. The pub was nearly deserted when I entered; there was only a couple of tourists at the end of the bar, sipping on pots of beer and staring fixedly at the cattle brands that decorated the wall. There was no one serving, but I took a stool at the other end of the bar from the tourists and waited. As luck would have it, Denise appeared a minute or so later.
She had changed a lot. Gone was the smiling, perky girl I remembered, slender and brown as a nut from the sun. Denise had put on weight, spreading out in the hips and following the shape of her mother. It suited her though, gave her a womanly build. Her hair was darker, and her skin was paler. There were faint lines crinkling around her eyes as she smiled at me. “Hello, what can I get you?”
I pushed Jim’s hat back on my head, letting her see my face properly. Her smile slipped, leaving her face blank. “Oh,” she said. “I heard you were back in town.”
She hadn’t used my name, and from the affectless voice, it was obvious she was not enamoured to see me, even after all these years.
I was determined not to start the conversation on a bad note. “Hello, Denise. It’s nice to see you again.” I smiled, even as my pulse juddered along in double time. “How have you been?”
“Good.” She fiddled with the strap of the old watch she wore, picking at a piece of fraying leather. “Good. I’m good.” She looked me full in the face, her glance flicking over my short hair, flattened by Jim’s hat, and old T-shirt. I hadn’t changed since working with Mum in the garden, and it was a deliberate choice not to put on a clean shirt. I couldn’t allow a little bit of dirt to matter. Not now. Not with her.
“I heard you married Gary,” I offered when it seemed she wouldn’t say more. “That’s nice.”
Inwardly, I winced at how banal I sounded. Pumpkin scones for tea were “nice.” Marriage should be a bit more earthshaking than that.
“Yeah. Six years ago. We’ve got two little girls. Delia is five, and Anna-Louise is three.”
“Congratulations.” I didn’t know what else to say. I couldn’t say I’d love to meet them; In truth, I wasn’t bothered, and it seemed a bit pushy.
“I studied physiotherapy in Brisbane after school. Worked for a year after that, but there’s not much call for a physio in Yeringup.” Again that flat voice; she sounded bitter about being stuck here. Despite being her girlfriend for nearly a year, I hadn’t known her as well as I’d believed. Now, she was even more of a stranger.
The couple down the end of the bar were trying to catch her attention. She nodded at them, then to me she said, “Can I get you a drink?”
“Sure. I’ll have a pot of Classic.”
She served the couple two more pots, handed them the lunch menu, and then returned with two beers, one for me, one for her.
“Cheers.” I lifted my beer to her, and we clinked glasses.
“I hear you’re quite the hot-shot lawyer now.” There was no trace of anything in her voice; she could have been reciting the lunch menu. I couldn’t tell if she was pleased for me, scornful, or envious.
“Not really. I’m only a middling fish in a middling pond. That’s going to change though. I’m going out to Mungabilly Creek to mind a one person practice for a while.”
“You’ll find that a big comedown.” There was the barest trace of satisfaction in her voice. “London not treat you well?”
“London was great, but it was time to come home. I need to work through a few things.”
That got her attention. “Oh?”
“Maybe we could meet for coffee sometime?”
She stuck her elbows on the bar and leant in. “Sue, if you’re going where I think you’re going with this, the answer is no. Apart from the fact that there is nowhere, nowhere, in this town that you and I could have coffee together and not stir up old gossip, I really have nothing to say to you about…that.”
I was tempted to lean in and go nose to nose with her. “I’m sure people would see it for what it is—two old friends catching up.”
“You think? Oh, I’m sure people are friendly to you, especially when you’re with your mum, but I have to live here all the time. I have a position here.” With a wave of her hand she indicated the long bar. “I have a husband and kids. I’m not just passing through as you are.”
Sympathy stirred in me. She was right. I wasn’t living here, and while I thought people had forgotten what had happened ten years ago, maybe it was different for Denise. Even if any perceived negativity was all in her head, it was obviously important to her not to remind people. I had buried who I was for years because of what had happened here. Who was I to force Denise into something confronting for her? But even so, I couldn’t let her ignore me and what she had done to me. It was part of the reset of my life.
“You hurt me, Denise.” My voice was low enough that it wouldn’t carry down the bar or out the back. I didn’t know where her husband was, but I sensed she certainly didn’t want him listening in. “What you did… Well, it messed up a lot of things.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her gaze slid away, past my shoulder to where the corner door was open to the street.
“Do you want me to remind you?” My voice was harsher than I intended, and deliberately, I softened it. “I’m not looking for an apology. I know you had your reasons, and it doesn’t take much to figure them out, not ten years ago, not in Yeringup. But it hasn’t been easy for me to get past that. I wondered how it is for you.”
She gave me a twisted little smile. It formed and fled from her face in an instant, leaving behind shadows and the echo of sadness. “I’m fine, Sue. I’m just a normal, boring, small town working mother.”
Despite her closed-in face and the certainty that she’d rather the taxman had walked in here demanding money, I persevered. “Ten years ago, I loved you, Denise, and you loved me—”
“Don’t flatter yourself, Sue. You were teenage rebellion, nothing more.”
Her words pierced deep, but I took a slow breath and tried to see past the defensiveness and hurt. “I think I was more than that.”
“You really think?” She moved away and busied herself with some paperwork at the till. Wisps of hair had escaped her ponytail and brushed against her cheek. She didn’t seem happy, but what did I know of her anymore? And I shouldn’t care. She was not part of my life. She hadn’t been for a long time, and she’d just made it very clear that she didn’t intend to be in the future. I finished my pot in silence, and stood. The visit hadn’t gone as I’d hoped. Not that I’d expected her to welcome me with open arms, but I’d expected something. Some acknowledgment of what we were, or at the least, the same sort of glossing over of the past that I’d got from others here.
I picked up Jim’s hat from the counter and jammed it back on my head. “See you around, Denise.”
She didn’t look up from the paperwork. “Catch you later, Sue.”
I started for the door, then stopped, turned on my heel and marched back to the bar before I could talk myself out of it. I’d come for closure, but had achieved no such thing. If I left now, that opportunity would be gone for good. “Denise?”
She didn’t look up, merely stabbed a receipt onto the spike by the till with unnecessary force.
“If you change your mind and want a chat, you can reach me at Mum and Dad’s place. I’ll be here a few more days.”
I waited a few more seconds, but her lack of response told me I was wasting my time.
I left, back out into the heat and glare of a spring day in outback Queensland.

Back home, I felt like seeing a cheery face, so I turned on my laptop to see if Nora or Geraldine was online. They weren’t, but when I opened Skype, I found Moni. I clicked her icon, and she answered almost immediately.
“Hey, you,” she said, which was her usual greeting. “Where are you? Are you in your little outback town yet?”
“Sort of. Not Mungabilly Creek, which will be home, but I’m in the place where I grew up, Yeringup.”
“Is it outback?” Her gaze flickered between my face and something else, as if she were looking at another part of her screen.
“Yes. Not as remote as Mungabilly Creek, but officially outback.”
“I see it.” She looked away, and then my screen showed a map of where I was, instead of Moni’s face. “About, what, eight hours from Mungabilly Creek?”
“Seven.”
“How big is Yeringup? Has it got a hospital, doctors?”
I smiled at her focus. My friend the doctor.
“Does the Flying Doctor Service do clinics there?” The screen flicked back to her face.
“You know about the Flying Doctor?”
She huffed a breath. “I specialise in rural medicine. Of course I’ve heard about Australia’s Royal Flying Doctor Service. It’s legend. Medical professionals in planes, providing outpatient clinics to rural communities too remote to have their own doctors. Emergency care. Based, if I know rightly, not far from you in your backwater.”
“I guess that was a bit of a stupid comment.”
She smiled, and I was struck by how lovely she was. Abruptly I thought of that same smile in London three years ago, right before she’d kissed me. The touch of her lips against mine, their softness, how they had lingered just that moment too long.
“So, does Yeringup have its own medical clinic?”
“Yeah. It’s quite big as they go. Two pubs, shops, medical clinic, aged care home. Mungabilly Creek is smaller though. I’m not sure if the Flying Doctor goes there.”
“Don’t suppose you want to take the laptop outside and show me what Yeringup looks like?”
I was somewhat surprised. Yeringup wasn’t exactly a tourist destination. It was a dusty, small outback town, with nothing particular to see. But Moni was a country girl, so I guessed she was just curious. I picked up the laptop and carried it through the house to the road. I stood outside and panned the camera up and down the street, along the row of old weatherboard Queenslander houses, the “new” lowset brick house built by people from the city who would doubtless find out sooner or later about the floods. I then went out the back and showed her Mum’s drooping veggie patch, and the long line of red dirt to the horizon.
“I can’t show you more than this,” I said. “The connection will drop.”
She sighed with pleasure. “That’s good. It looks wonderful. All that space.”
After that, we chatted about various things—her job, my move—for twenty minutes or so until she had to go. I didn’t tell her about Denise. What was there to say, really. And my own new piece of self-knowledge, I kept to myself. I needed still to let it find its place inside me first before I told anyone else.
Soon, I resolved. I’d kept too much bottled up inside me over the past years. I was no shrink, but I knew that wasn’t the most sensible way of dealing with it. To move forwards, I had to put the real me out in the world. I was the same person as before. My character hadn’t changed. I was still Sue. I was still hard-working, loyal, blunt, and I hoped amusing and good to hang with. I wasn’t one for putting labels on people, but in this instance, it was warranted. Heterosexual Sue had to become Queer Sue, Lesbian Sue to the world. Without that bedrock, I couldn’t start building my life anew.

I offered to cook dinner that night. Even though it was to give Mum a night off from cooking, she still perched on a stool in the kitchen, a glass of beer beside her. We were silent for a few minutes as I chopped rosemary to go on the potatoes.
“I’ll miss you when you go.” Mum pushed an errant sprig of rosemary closer to my knife. “You’ve been back only a few days, and you’ll be gone soon.”
“You can visit. And I’ll have holidays. I’ll only be a day’s drive away.”
“I know, darl. And I will. I feel like there’s a lot of time to make up. I don’t really know what you were doing in London for those years. Oh, you sent lovely emails, and I learnt a lot about your work. But not much about you.”
I started chopping the potatoes in quarters. “There’s not much to say. I worked a lot. I did well. I had good friends.”
“Yes, you said. Aren’t you going to peel those first?”
I found the paring knife without comment and started peeling the quartered spuds.
“I guess I want to know if you did things in London you couldn’t do here. Had the sort of life you couldn’t have here.”
I put down the knife. “Are you trying to ask me something, Mum?”
“I don’t know if you want to hear this, but I wondered if why you left had anything to do with Denise.”
i was quiet. It made sense that Mum had questions, but I was surprised that she’d actually said it aloud. I’d expected her to keep ignoring it, as she had done for the last ten years. And for those ten years, I would have denied her suggestion. I would have said I didn’t know what she was talking about. But I remembered Pádraig’s words. I remembered the silences, the spaces for words not spoken between me and Mum. I remembered all that had driven me from this too-small town those years ago. I remembered the sideways glances. I remembered Denise, and her final denouement, the one that had sent the old Sue—the introverted, lacking-in-confidence Sue—scurrying for cover, anywhere away from those mocking glances. Well, the time for hiding was past.
“You’re talking about when Denise and I were caught in the act,” I said, and my voice was as steady and confident as it was when I was in court.
Mum fidgeted, and she took a mouthful of beer before replying. But her voice was calm as she said, “Yes, darl, I am. I always wondered… I know what Denise’s mother said, of course. She made a point of telling me. But we all ignored that, for the most part. That was probably the wrong thing to do. And I’ve wondered, often… That is, is that why you left? Why you went to university in Perth, as far away from here as you could get and still be in Australia? Why you went to London as soon as you graduated?” She clenched her fingers so that they turned white against the stubby. “Darling, I want you to know that it doesn’t matter to me. If you…if you like women. I love you just as much.”
Her words were old fashioned and clumsy, as if she hadn’t said them aloud before, not to a friend, not in front of the mirror to practice. Mum was fifty-three, and she lived in a small town, where people married someone of the opposite gender. They married young, bought a house, and had babies early. That was what it was out here. I doubted my mum had ever knowingly met a queer person before.
“I know I said…when it happened…that you’d grow out of it. But I don’t think you did. I don’t think you could. And I’m sorry if what I said back then has made it more difficult for you.”
I was silent for a moment, turning her words over in my mind. “Are you asking if I’m a lesbian?”
She seemed taken aback by my directness. “Why, yes. I suppose I am.”
The automatic denial rose in my throat. Sorry, I’m straight. But there were too many years of pretending in my past. And Pádraig’s blunt features and care and concern forcing me to face myself.
I took her words and made them my own. “Why, yes. I suppose I am.”
“I always knew,” she said. “Deep down, even if I never admitted it to anyone, not even myself. Not your father. You were such a tomboy, such a rough-and-tumble little thing.”
I thought of Ger and her curvy femininity and all the lesbians I knew in London who would scoff at that simplistic assessment, but I held my silence. Mum was trying. She really was.
“Back then, though, with Denise, you were seventeen. Did you know then? Really know that was you, and it wasn’t just rebellion or experimentation?”
“Yes. Much earlier than that. But it’s not something you decide.” A bitter curl of misery coiled in my chest. “I tried, Mum. I tried to be straight ever since. And if you’d asked me that question only a week ago, you’d have got a different answer.”
“So in London…”
“I dated men. A couple of good men, a few bastards.”
“I thought you went to London so you could be who you are where no one knew you.”
“I wish I could have. But the conditioning ran too deep, and I was too afraid. My friend Nora, my best friend Nora, who is married to a lovely woman, thinks I’m straight. That time, when Denise and I were caught, well, the teasing, the casual cruelty…” I swallowed and took a deep breath to steady my voice when it threatened to waver. “I didn’t know anything much past Yeringup. I thought that was how the world was, and so I tried to adapt to the world. When I went to uni, and later in London, I realised that it wasn’t like that, but by then it was too ingrained. I’d convinced myself, at least outwardly.”
I’d been staring at the countertop, a potato still clenched in my hand. When I looked up, there were tears in Mum’s eyes. “Sue, I’m sorry. I think we contributed to that. I’m not making excuses, but it’s harder for our generation too. Your father and I… We tried to knock it out of you so that it would be easier for you. So you’d fit in.” She straightened, and her voice took on a determination I’d seldom heard. “No more. From now on, I’ll support you in everything you want to be. And when you bring a girl home to meet me, I’ll welcome her into our family.”
I thought of Nora and Ger and the love their families had shown them. They had their problems, but being gay was never one of them.
“Thanks, Mum.” My voice cracked, and suddenly we were in each other’s arms. It was our first proper hug since I’d arrived home five days ago. I stooped so I could lay my head on her shoulder and put my arms around her waist, and I cried as I hadn’t done since I was a little girl.



CHAPTER 6
I HAD TO FIGURE OUT how I was going to get to Mungabilly Creek. I’d already spent longer than I thought I would in Yeringup, but with so much now out in the open, I felt lighter and freer than I had for many years. I started to reacquaint myself more with my home town. I went to the pub with Dad a couple of times—he drank at Mac’s Watering Hole, not the Criterion—and I accompanied Mum when she volunteered at the aged care home, which mainly consisted of sitting and chatting to the residents. I’d always enjoyed the company of older people. I enjoyed their stories, hearing about their lives, so different from mine.
There was also a dog who visited, a spritely Jack Russell terrier called Bridget, who did the rounds with the visitors, getting pats and adoration wherever she went. It reminded me of my desire for a dog. When I mentioned it to Mum, her eyes lit up. “Bridget had pups. There’s still a couple that haven’t found homes. I’ll take you around.”
We visited, and I picked out an adorable little pup. He was the traditional tan and white, but he had big black splodges on his forepaws that made him look as if he’d just climbed out of a mud hole. He was a cheeky chappie, and as he was already of an age to leave his mum, I took him home the same day.
Dad and I spent many hours walking together. We’d walk the long dirt road that wound alongside the dry creek away from town. We shared long meandering conversations that reminded me of his capacity for companionable silence as well as his dry wit. My pup was too small to come with us, but I looked forwards to the day when he and I would walk in Mungabilly, similar long walks along a dry road in the bush.
Dad had obviously been primed by Mum as to my newly acknowledged sexuality, but he never made mention of it, other than to self-consciously correct a pronoun when he joked about my single status. That was fine with me. I wasn’t sure how I would have raised it with my dad anyway.
Far from missing London, as I’d worried I might, I loved being back in Oz. My frantic nightlife and dating mishaps were replaced by nights with family, and gradually by a couple of people I’d known at school. Like Mum’s friends, they had either forgotten the scandal surrounding me those years ago, or they didn’t consider it relevant any more.
I wrote to both Nora and Moni saying how much I loved my laidback lifestyle, and while Nora’s response was a predictable—That better change if Ger and I come to visit! I want to talk to more than sheep and your puppy!—Moni’s response was that of a kindred spirit.
 
I get that. I love Texas for the same reason. Away from the cities, the red dirt roads stretch forever and the people talk slow. There’s not a revolving door of new faces, so people are more tolerant. Nicer. After all, if someone’s pissy with you in a small town, you can’t avoid them.
 
I haven’t forgotten the news I promised you. But it’s taking longer than anticipated to organize, and I want to be sure to be sure to be sure (as Nora would say) that it’s going to happen before I tell people. Guess I’m superstitious like that—I don’t want to jinx myself.
 
She told me she was working in east Texas, in a town of about five thousand people. So while it wasn’t as small as Mungabilly Creek, or indeed, Yeringup, it seemed she didn’t just talk the talk about loving the country life.
I still had to tell both Moni and Nora about my coming out, but somehow it was hard. Both of them might be upset that I’d held out on them. Nora in particular. It had been so easy for her—would she understand my angst or dilemma, or would she be angry with my silence, feeling as if I’d played her for a fool? I put it to one side for the moment. There was plenty of time.

“So, how are you getting to Mungabilly Creek anyhow? You can’t hop on a bus.”
Jim and I lay under the shade of a drooping gum down by the dry creek in the town park. My eyes were closed, and the leaves made waving patterns behind my eyelids. There was the sound of countless cicadas, and the occasional car drove past. My still nameless pup panted by my feet.
“Dunno. Take a Greyhound to the nearest town on their route and hope Ken, the lawyer whose firm I’m babysitting, comes and gets me.”
“And what about wheels when you’re there? Is he lending you a car?”
“No, he’s towing it behind his motorhome. I’m sure I’ll be able to buy a car. Mount Isa’s only three hours away; I’ll be able to get one there.”
“How about a campervan?” Jim asked. “Then you could take a week or two to drive there. See a bit of the country at your own pace.”
“You sound like an ad for grey nomads. I should apply for my seniors’ card and learn bridge while I’m at it.”
He shrugged. “Up to you, of course. But you said you came back to Oz for the open space and scenery. You may as well see some of it before you get tied down with work.”
When he put it like that, it did sound appealing. “I suppose you know someone who is selling one.”
He grinned. “Now that you mention it, I do. A mate’s selling a small campervan. It’s basic, but it’s got everything you’d need. Double bed in case you get lucky—”
I snorted.
“Fridge, cooker, chemical toilet, even a shower, although it’s an outside solar heated one. Awning for shade, and it’s got a bit of extra underbody clearance which will be handy. He beefed it up a bit too, so it would handle the dirt roads without shaking apart. Fair price, as who’s going to buy it around here?”
“Except for your stupid sister.”
“I’ll call him. We can probably go around now.”
I drove away from Yeringup a week later, sitting high in my campervan which was surprisingly easy to drive. I had food, beer, a comfortable bed, bags stowed in the back, and water tanks filled to the brim. My parents saw me off with waves and hugs, and a promise to visit when I’d settled in. I’d had a farewell with family and a couple of friends in the Criterion. Denise wasn’t working that evening, and the cowardly part of me was quite happy with that. She hadn’t got in touch after our talk. I wasn’t surprised, but I was disappointed.
“That’s it, Ripper,” I said to my puppy on the seat next to me. “It’s you and me now.”
Dad had inadvertently named him. “What a little ripper that dog is,” he’d said. And so Ripper he became. His brain had yet to catch up with his bladder, but so far, he and I were getting along very well.
I’d never mentioned bringing a dog to Ken—hopefully he wouldn’t mind. I had the next couple of weeks to house train Ripper before I got to Mungabilly Creek. My parents were forgiving of his baby piddles, but I wasn’t sure how Ken would take it.
My days fell into a pattern. I’d drive for a couple of hours, stop at every small town I went through, have a wander, maybe a coffee or a beer at the pub. Ripper and I would mosey around. If there was one and it was open, we visited the inevitable historical society museum or the local library. If the town had a pool, I’d cool down by swimming a few stately laps, cutting through the excited kids and wallowing mothers.
Then I’d get back on the road again and drive another couple of hours through the outback, following my nose, taking the dirt roads and station tracks, cruising for kilometres down bitumen highways that shimmered and disappeared into the heat ahead of me. If there was a rare tourist sign that took my fancy, I’d follow it. By doing this, Ripper and I had visited dinosaur tracks imprinted in the rock, a camel farm, and gone fossicking on the mullock heap of an abandoned opal mine. We’d found colour too, and the streaky rock rested on the dash of the camper.
I’d always try to stop by late afternoon. It was too risky driving at dusk. Due to the drought, kangaroos and emus were more likely to congregate around billabongs and dams. The litter of corpses along the highway and the occasional abandoned vehicle with the front smashed in reminded me of the danger. Mostly, I’d find a solitary spot off the road to stop for the night. If I was lucky, I’d be on a hummock where I could see the sun set rich and red over the desert, with not a house in sight. On those nights, Ripper and I would go for a walk in the dusk when it was cooler, keeping a wary eye out for snakes. We saw enough that I was able to train Ripper to stay away. He soon learnt that a sharply spoken “Danger!” meant he was to desist whatever he was investigating and return to my side.
I cooked simple food for myself using the camper’s two gas burners. Stir fries mainly, or steak and veggies. I ate outside, listening to the sounds of the bush at night, and I’d drink a beer or an occasional glass of the red wine that I loved and couldn’t wean myself from, no matter how much it cost out here.
Sometimes, I’d pull into a small town for the night, and treat myself to a counter tea at the pub and real coffee in the morning. I enjoyed the towns, a chance to nod and smile at people, to talk to someone other than Ripper, even if it was only to say “Gunna be a hot one. When d’you last have rain?”
I enjoyed the time alone. It was a special kind of pleasure to sit on the step of the camper before bed with a cup of tea or glass of red wine, looking up at the bright swathe of stars. The Southern Cross hung low in the sky, that tilted kite that signified home soil. And in the mornings, when there was a semblance of coolness, I’d push aside the mossie netting that served as a door on the camper on hot nights. There were kangaroos grazing on the wide brown land, gum trees drooping along a dry creek bed, and the sun shone bright to start the day.

One thing I had to do was write to Nora and Ger. I owed it to both of them to tell them about my epiphany. I hoped they wouldn’t judge me for my denial, but they would surely wonder why. I’d kept putting it off simply because I couldn’t find the words to convey the complexity behind my reasons for denying my sexuality in the first place. Indeed, I still had not managed to relate to anyone the events that surrounded that long ago night in Yeringup with Denise. It was difficult for me to revisit, so how could I possibly tell it to someone else? Did I even have to? No, I decided, there was no need. Nora and Ger were my friends, and while I was sure they would rightly be somewhat miffed I’d hidden my sexuality from them, of all people, I trusted they loved me enough to accept I had my reasons.
So one evening, I sat with my laptop and wrote a long email that meandered around a million small things before getting to the point. The laptop’s battery was so low by this time that I wrote that part about my coming out—the most important part—very quickly, and just managed to save the email before the battery died.
The next day, when I pulled into a town, I found a coffee shop with a power point and free Wi-Fi, booted up, and sent the email without reading it again.
I also wanted to tell Moni.
When I met her and Nora for breakfast in London, it had seemed likely there was something between them, even though both passed it off as friendship. Moni had joked about being free and available, and my own response was still vivid in my mind. “Call me first next time, Moni. Don’t waste your time with Nora.” A jolt had run through me as I said it even though the invite was phrased in the casual language of banter and was something that was unlikely ever to be accepted. Simply saying the words was more than I’d allowed myself in years. It scared me, the thin edge that might become more. My heart had beat fast, and my throat grew tight with other words demanding to be said. I’d been so relieved when the waitress came back to offer coffee and the conversation moved on. A woman from Texas was safe, I’d thought. She would never come knocking on my door with her big hair and bigger smile. There would be oceans between us. Wide ones, crossed only by people with lots of time and money for airfares.
If I’d been out and queer in London, would I have met Moni before Nora? Would I have gone back to her hotel instead of Nora? Would it have been me calling Nora to join us for breakfast, instead of the other way around? My lips twisted. That was an utterly pointless line of thought, something that would never be answered.
I took a mouthful of coffee, settled my specs more firmly on my nose, modified the email I’d sent to Nora and Ger, and sent it to Moni before I could think better of it.
I emailed Ken too and let him know I was on the way. I couldn’t meander around the outback forever. Ken was flexible, but he wanted to head south before the wet season really got underway. I told him I’d be there in a week.
The following day I camped close enough to a town that I had a phone signal, so I was able to receive emails. Nora’s reply was there in the morning. I made an instant coffee and sat to read.
 
I should be mad at you. All those years I told people not to hit on you cos you were straight and you weren’t! I could have saved you from ridiculous boyfriends and hooked you up with gorgeous women. Hah! Maybe I’d have hit on you myself! (Hello, Sue, it’s Ger here now, getting in my tuppence ha’penny while Nora empties the cat litter tray. I made her do it. It stinks. I’m happy for you, very happy. Nora wouldn’t have hit on you though—she likes you too much. Me now… ;) )
 
It’s Nora again, can’t leave my wife alone for a moment—she flirts with anyone. But she’s right, we’re both delighted, (if a bit bewildered that we didn’t realize). I miss you. We both do. Love, Nora
 
PS Ger told Pádraig about your coming-out epiphany, and he grinned as wide as the Thames estuary. You’d think he thought of it first!
 
I read the email three times and sat back with a smile on my face and a warm and fuzzy feeling in my heart. Ripper leant against my knee as I sat on the van’s step with my coffee, and I fondled his ears. If I were the sort of person to count my blessings, as Mum often said, I’d have run out of fingers in that moment.
The business of the day was plotting my way to Mungabilly Creek. I opened my outback Queensland map, now so folded and creased that it was hard to make out some names. By my best calculation—not enough fingers—I was nine hundred kilometres from Mungabilly Creek. My wanderings had taken me far to the west into the Northern Territory. Well and good, I thought. I could still take a very easy pace and be there in six days, hopefully before Ken started worrying.
Four days later, I found myself a few hours away from Mungabilly Creek. I planned on driving a big circle around my new “neighbourhood” over the next couple of days before arriving in the late afternoon. I was trundling along at a steady ninety kilometres per hour—the camper’s best pace—when a tourist sign caught my eye. “Trail Rides” it said, and nothing more, just a fingerpost pointing down a long dirt road. I pulled off to the side of the road and found my map. No mention of a settlement or anything else to entice me down there, but the sign tugged at me. I’d loved to ride when I was growing up, and often earned money in the school holidays helping a local cattle station with the mustering. It had been over seven years since I’d ridden a horse, but right then, I missed it with a fierce craving. To feel the animal’s power underneath me, that warm smell of horse, to run a hand down a sweaty neck as we galloped full tilt across a paddock after cattle. I missed it all. Without further debate, I reversed and took the side road.
It was over twenty kilometres before I found the place. A long dirt driveway led to an old timber Queenslander, sitting high and proud above the flood plain of a creek. A hand painted sign directed me around the side and I pulled up in front of a barn. There was no one around except a couple of stock horses corralled to one side. Leaving Ripper in the van, I meandered into the barn, calling out as I went.
“Hang on a minute. I’ll be right with you.”
The owner of the voice emerged from a stall, a bridle in her hand. She was even taller than me. A straight stick of a woman, her salt and pepper hair was caught in a thick plait over one shoulder. A piebald head pushed over the half-door behind her, and she rested one hand on the horse’s neck as she assessed me.
“I saw your sign on the paved road,” I said. “I don’t have a booking, but I’m wondering if you’d be able to fit me in?”
“Well now.” The woman hung the bridle on a peg and pushed away the piebald when it nudged her shoulder. “What are you after? A thirty minute beginner’s meander around the paddock or a full day’s hard riding?”
“Probably something in between. I used to ride a lot—mustering, polocrosse, had my own ponies—but I’ve been living overseas and haven’t ridden in a few years. I’d like to ride out and see the land. But any more than a couple of hours and I’ll be stiff as a plank.”
The woman nodded. “If you can wait half an hour or so, I can take you then.”
“That’s perfect. Thank you.”
“Feel free to wander around. I’ll put you on Jasper—he’s the bay stockhorse, last stall on the left. Go down and make his acquaintance.” She smiled. “I’m Felix.”
“Sue.” A muffled yap from the van reminded me of Ripper. “I’ve got a new pup in the camper. He’ll stay there while we’re riding, but would you mind if I let him out now for a sniff and a pee?”
“No worries. Keep him on the open ground away from the horses though.”
I let Ripper out, and he sniffed the air and cocked a leg. I parked the van in the shade of the barn, gave him some water and left the window half open. He’d be fine there for a couple of hours. Even his little bladder generally lasted that long.
I went back into the barn and found Felix giving Jasper a quick once over with a brush. “I can do that,” I offered. “I’d like to.”
She nodded and handed me the brush. “Tack’s on the rail outside.”
Jasper was obliging and moved over when I pushed him. I leant into the brush strokes, enjoying the warm horse smell, the way the sunlight streamed through the slats in the wall, and the hard muscles under the brush. I was tightening the girth when Felix re-appeared.
“Ready?”
I nodded. Felix opened the door, and I led Jasper out. Her hand touched my hip lightly when she asked if I needed a leg up, and when I declined, she held him while I mounted, although there was no real need.
Jasper moved along willingly, and I followed Felix on the piebald along the fence line to where the creek cut across the bottom of the paddock. It was the middle of the afternoon, hottest part of the day, and sweat prickled the skin inside my shirt. My hair stuck to my forehead under my wide-brimmed hat. But the rhythm of the horse between my legs, the sway of his gait, and the shimmering landscape around me made up for any discomfort.
Felix looked over her shoulder. “Okay there?”
“Fantastic!” I pushed Jasper into a trot and came alongside. “Right now, I’m wondering how I went so long without riding.”
“I know what you mean. If ever I don’t ride for a few days for some reason, I dream of galloping.”
“In London, I’d watch the police horses, and the posh kids on their pretty ponies in Hyde Park. That was as close as I got.”
“Are you back on a visit, or living here now?” She flashed me a sideways glance under her Akubra. Her eyes were a warm brown, and they lingered on my face for a moment before sliding away.
“I grew up in Yeringup, to the southeast of here. I’m moving to Mungabilly Creek where I’ll be the locum for the solicitor there for the next year.”
“Ken Whitely. I heard he’d got someone to step in. You must be good if you’re digging him out of there for a holiday.”
“Hardly. I think I was the only person he could get. He’s going around Australia in his motorhome.”
Felix nudged her horse closer to mine, and our stirrups touched. “I hope you enjoy it. Mungabilly Creek’s a small town, but a friendly one. You’ll be okay.” We reached the bottom of the paddock and turned along the creek. Jasper broke into a jog, and his ears pricked. Felix smiled. “They normally let off a bit of steam here. You up for it?”
In answer, I squeezed Jasper with my calves, and he went straight into a smooth canter. His hooves pounded the soft ground, and dust flew up around us. Felix and the piebald came up alongside, and with a whoop, she pushed her horse faster. The piebald’s neck elongated, and her stride lengthened. Jasper picked up the pace, and we raced neck and neck. I stood in my stirrups balancing over Jasper’s neck as the movement came back to me. Jasper’s mane whipped in my face, and his ears went back against his head as he strove to keep pace with Felix’s horse. We swept around a bend in the creek.
“Slow,” yelled Felix. “Fence ahead.”
The horses knew, and we slowed to a bone-shaking trot, circling around in front of the barb wire fence.
“You did grouse. Riding horses is like riding bicycles—you never forget.” Felix came up close again, her face a wide smile. The horses were breathing hard, so we let them amble up along the fence line before cutting across the paddock. The ground was baked hard, the grass crispy-dry and short.
I slouched in the saddle, letting the reins hang loose. With Felix beside me, and her easy company, it reminded me of riding home after mustering in the company of friends. When Felix started talking, telling me about the land, about the horses and their history, it felt right. It felt like home. We chatted as we rode, interspersed with long canters across the bare paddocks, a brisk trot down the dirt road.
The sun was low in the sky when we arrived back at the yard at a lazy walk, reins in loops against our horses’ necks.
Felix looked at her watch. “I think we overshot your time. I hope your pup’s okay.”
“I’ll check on him, and then I’ll help you with the horses if you want. Although I’ll have to get moving soon—I don’t like driving after dusk.”
Felix held Jasper while I checked on Ripper. He did a little dance on his hind legs, he was so pleased to see me, and if he piddled a little on the floor of the van as he did so, I was so charmed by his welcome that I didn’t mind. I let him out, and he sniffed, peed, and then ran up to the horses. Jasper put his nose down, and they sniffed each other.
“Dog must come from a station,” Felix said in approval. “He’s got sense when it matters. You can leave him out if you want.”
Ripper followed me as I led Jasper to the barn, removed his tack, and gave him a quick brush down. When I took him down to the paddock, Felix was already there, watching her piebald roll in a dust wallow, legs in the air. It was nearly dark, and the air was alive with roosting birds, singing their little hearts out. For a moment, I rested my arms on the paddock rail, listening to the birds and the evening sounds of the bush.
Felix turned to me in the half-light and gave me a gentle smile. She rested her hand on my forearm as she said, “It’s getting late. If you want, you can stop here for the night. There’s a flat area near the house where you can park the camper. Better that than driving after dark.”
I turned my face to the west where Venus was rising early, yellow and glowing in the sky. The horizon was streaked pink with the final rays of the sun.
“If you’re sure, that would be great. I didn’t have anywhere in mind to pull over tonight. Thank you.”
She hesitated. “I live alone. It would be a welcome change to have company for dinner if I can tempt you. It won’t be anything fancy, but you’re welcome to share.”
There was something in her voice that drew me. Soft, welcoming, and warm. And an edge of something else. With a start, I realised it was almost a flirtation. My mind ran back over the afternoon, and in hindsight, I couldn’t believe how dense I was, how wrapped up in myself that I hadn’t noticed. For it was as plain as the lone gum in the top paddock—Felix was queer and had been silently waiting for me to notice. It was there in the light touches, the half smiles, the way her eyes clung to mine before sliding away. Something hot and fluttering leapt in my abdomen, and my knees were suddenly jelly. I gripped the rail. I’d had a few weeks now to reacquaint myself with the fact that I wasn’t straight. But was I ready to act on that? I swallowed hard.
It had been ten years since my first—and only—lesbian lover, Denise. Ten years since the experience, and its aftermath set me on the path of denial, made me want to be straight so that I wouldn’t go through the pain and heartbreak again. Not only the pain that any teenager experiences when their lover leaves them, but the embarrassment and shame of public humiliation.
I stopped those thoughts before my mind could race down the tram tracks of memory, straight to the morass at the end of the line. There was a more pressing need now, and she was leaning on the rail next to me. Her hard, slim body curved like a young eucalypt, booted foot resting on the paddock rail, her face turned towards me with a question in her eyes. Felix.
I studied her without any preconceptions, as if for the first time, without the shutters and roadblocks that were a remnant of my life as a pretending-to-be-straight person.
She held my gaze. “Well, do I pass muster?”
“Sorry.” I dropped my gaze to the red dirt earth, and a bull ant crawled over my boot. When it came too close to the top, I flicked it off.
She moved closer, picked up my hand where it clenched the timber. “You’ll get splinters. Don’t obsess about this. You’ve obviously just figured out my ulterior motive.” She made a sound that was half-embarrassed laugh, half-cough. “I thought I was a good judge, that my gaydar was working well. Obviously, living alone with no women to practice my fishing on has blunted the edge. I’d love you to have dinner with me, I meant what I said about it being a welcome change, and I promise I won’t come creeping around your campervan in the dead of night.”
She didn’t get any further. The woolly blanket of doubt in my head lifted and was replaced with the hard white noise of static. My foot crashed down off the rail, and I turned to her and lunged with the finesse and subtlety of a charging Brahman bull. My fingers bit into her shoulders, and my face bumped hers, as I sought—and missed—her lips. Somewhere in the background, a kookaburra hooted its manic laugh, and its mates joined in until the whole bush was alive with the raucous sound.
They were probably laughing at me; at ungainly, clumsy Sue who had finally decided to break the Sapphic drought, but couldn’t even manage the gentle art of kissing. My lips lined up again and found Felix’s and suddenly we were kissing. The white noise in my head joined in with the kookaburras and became a desperate symphony. Felix kissed me back, and our mouths opened and our tongues entwined. She was taller than me, and we pressed together, our hands wrapped around each other, mine around her shoulders, hers around my waist, creeping down to cup my butt. There was the taste of dust in my mouth from our wild gallop along the creek. There was heat and the press of a firm body against my own. And best of all, there was wild, leaping laughter in my chest that was part relief that I’d broken through everything that had gone before and come to this and part lust, because now, in the salt and wet of Felix’s mouth, was not the time for chest beating and hair pulling and wails of self-recrimination.
I eased out of the kiss. Felix’s face was flushed. The thick plait had worked loose, and strands of brown and grey hung around her face.
“Your gaydar’s still working,” I said. “But so is my stomach. Let me clean the dust off, then I’ll come over.”
She smoothed a careful thumb over my lips. “You’re welcome to use my shower if you go easy on the water—I have to get it carted in. I’m sure the shower’s bigger than whatever you’ve got in the van.”
The van’s solar shower had to be strung up from a tree, and therefore I only used it when there was no one around. “Is your shower indoors?”
“Oh yes.”
“Then I accept with pleasure.”
Felix waited while I grabbed some clean clothes from the camper, then she took my hand, and together we moved towards the house, Ripper at our heels.
Felix’s house was surprisingly spacious, with an open plan kitchen and lounge that opened out onto the timber veranda. There were doors that must lead to bedrooms. Bedrooms. I allowed my mind to dwell on that thought, just to see what it felt like. Good, I decided. Very good.
Felix went and rummaged in the pantry, coming up with a box of kibble. “Will Ripper eat this?”
I nodded, guilty that I’d forgotten about his dinner, and Felix found a couple of dishes, filled one with water, and scooped some kibble into the other. Ripper pattered over at the sound of it rattling in the dish and stuck his nose in. When he was chomping away, Felix came back to me.
“Shower?”
I nodded again, conscious of the dust and sweat sticking to my skin, along with the dirt coating my shirt. She opened a door into a large bedroom. It was plain, with white walls and a timber floor, but there was a queen bed set so that it faced the window. Very little other furniture. Felix opened the door to an ensuite and gestured inside. “You’ll find towels in the vanity. Help yourself to whatever shampoo and stuff you need.” She left, leaving the door ajar.
I stared after her for a moment, wondering whether she would think me a prude if I shut the door. But desire for the shower won out, and I stripped off my clothes, left them in a heap on the floor, and pulled a towel from the vanity. The shower unit was huge, level with the floor with only a single sheet of glass separating it from the room. I blasted the water for a minute to wet myself, then turned it off, mindful of the level in her water tank. The soap was fragrant and foamed easily in the soft water. I started on my face, scrubbing away the dust and grime of the day. With my eyes tightly closed against the soap’s sting, I couldn’t find the shower control again. I touched the tiled wall, walking my fingers up and down, seeking the control.
“Here, let me,” Felix said, her voice low in my ear, and then the water gushed and the soap cleared from my eyes. Felix stood there, as naked as me, hair sluiced back in the shower jet, the soap in her hand.
Time stuttered and folded in on itself, so that there was only my heartbeat in my ears, the sound of water hitting the tiles, and the slow movement of Felix’s hands as she reached for me. She’d unravelled her plait, and her hair hung below her shoulder blades. I pushed my hands into the heavy, wet mess of it, winding it around my fingers like a rope, and pulled her close. This time I was ready when my lips sought hers. We kissed, and it was slow and almost graceful. And wet. Very wet. I massaged her scalp in slow circles, and that might have been soothing if it weren’t for the low ache of need growing in my belly, effortlessly building faster than it ever had before. I was hollow with need, and my nipples peaked painfully hard with the desire to be touched.
Felix smiled against my mouth. “I like what you’re doing.”
“Nothing. I’m doing nothing. Not yet, anyway.”
She moved her fingers down my sides, grazing the sides of my breasts, glancing off my hip bones, sliding over my buttocks until they returned to settle once more on my hips. Her fingers pressed into my skin and stilled. A small caress, just a quick pass with the thumb, as she said, “But you will. We’ll do everything, you and I.”
Her words made me swallow against the sudden rush of saliva in my mouth, and my knees buckled. The water still poured over us, and I reached and turned off the shower. “We’re wasting water.”
In response her fingers darted down like a lizard and passed once over my sex. They tickled over my outer lips, a momentary hesitation and then her fingers were gone. The only sound was the final drops of water falling from the showerhead. “You’re wet enough,” she said.
Abruptly, I started to shudder, not in a sexual way, but whole body shudders of release. Each drop of water hitting the tiles could be the sound of a milestone shattering and the final barriers in my head falling away, like kilometres on a dusty highway. Years of denial, years of misleading myself and others. Every “Sorry, I’m straight” I ever uttered, taken back, swallowed down. I wished I could shout out to every woman who’d tried to forge a connection with me, that I was sorry, that they were right and I was wrong, and I wasn’t straight. I was Not-So-Straight Sue, and I was damn happy and proud. I lined those women up in my head and passed down that line, a kiss here, a squeeze of the hand there, an acknowledgment of who they were—out and proud women. An acknowledgement of my attraction to them. I mentally saluted them all, for putting themselves out there, for taking a chance. And in that mental line up, there were also Nora and Ger, and to them I offered a hug, a long three-way hug for their friendship. At the end of my mental line was Moni, and her I put to one side. For a special moment of thought later, when I was alone.
With a long shuddering sigh, I was back in Felix’s bathroom, her damp fingers on my hip, her lips descending to touch the sensitive place between neck and shoulder. With the heat and steam from the shower between us, like a cicada newly emerged from a seven year underground sleep, I was ready to blossom, to make love, to sing a song of pride.
“You still with me?” Felix spoke the words into my neck. “Thought I’d lost you for a moment.”
My confidence flared along with my desire, and I encouraged her to lift her head so I could find her lips once more. I kissed her with the slow burn of desire, rising up to a crescendo that had us panting into each other’s mouths. “I’m with you,” I said when I had breath enough to speak again. “But I’m wondering if your bed feels as good as it looks.”
She padded out of the shower and threw me a towel. In our haste to get to bed, we only towelled roughly dry, but the evaporation of moisture under the ceiling fan was a welcome coolness. There was only a sheet on the bed, which Felix pulled back so that it hung from the foot, and then she sank onto the mattress. I followed, and we lay facing each other, far enough away that we could explore with both hands and eyes.
Felix had a farmer’s tan—a vee of brown skin at her neck and on her forearms. The rest of her was paler, hidden from the sun by the short sleeve shirts and jeans she’d been wearing. I traced over the few moles I found, joining them in a zigzag path that led over her small breasts and down her flat stomach. Her body was hard and lean from physical work, with the only excess being some padding on her hips, which flared in a delightful, womanly way. Her pubes were a dense patch of brown curls, and when I touched her lightly with my fingers, her breath hissed.
“Sorry,” she said. “There’s not much opportunity living here for a woman in my bed, so I haven’t done anything there.”
“I love it the way it is,” I said, and I meant it. It was natural and beautiful, those soft brown curls damp from the shower, and when I ventured lower, wet from within. I didn’t linger there, not yet anyway. There was so much to explore, pathways that were once familiar to relearn. And I wanted to take it slow. My male lovers had been an explosion of speed and an unacknowledged desire on my part to get it over with. Here, with Felix, I wanted to exorcise that past and start afresh. A first time reborn.
I feathered my fingers through her pubes, the slowest of touches, delighting in how they felt against my fingers. In turn, Felix learned my shape, my wide shoulders, my small breasts that barely needed the support of a bra. I wasn’t as fit as Felix. My leanness was hereditary, not hard-earned, so there was softness on my belly and thighs. When she reached my bikini line, she stopped, and her fingers strummed lightly on my belly, then hesitated. There was a half smile on her face as she asked, “Fingers? Or tongue?”
Tongue. The word shot straight to my clit like a lightning bolt. I closed my eyes, and the desire was so great that I suddenly couldn’t speak. Because, while I was the mistress of oral sex, while I had loved going down between Denise’s thighs to the smell, the taste, the universe that was there, despite my pleas, she had never done the same for me. I’d never had a woman put her face between my legs.
When I could speak, I said, “Please, please…” And I couldn’t continue, but I gripped Felix’s shoulder, and that must have given her enough of a clue as she pushed me onto my back. She straddled me, her strong horsewoman’s thighs gripping my hips so hard I’d probably bruise. She kissed me on the mouth, then the hollow of my neck where the pulse beat like a twostep. A soft kiss on each of my nipples, and I melted so deeply that I wanted her to stay there longer. But she worked her way down my stomach, a kiss to my navel, and another just above my mound.
I dragged in a breath, and then she was between my legs, pushing on my inner thighs until I was spread wide like a sacrifice. With a soft kiss on my outer lips, she carefully parted me and put her mouth to my pussy. Her tongue learnt its way around, hard and pointy to flick the hood of my clit, flat and soft as she followed the folds and contours of my cunt. The sensation was intense, better than fingers, better than anyone had ever explored down there. I closed my eyes to focus on the physical sensations she created, but then opened them again just to see her head between my legs.
My fingers tightened on the sheet. It was all too much, and any desire I’d had for long, slow lovemaking fled in that instant. I was going to come. Hard. When Felix’s tongue flickered over my clit again in tiny circles, concentric ripples grew from that point until every part of my body was tingling. I was alive and happy, in every pore, every follicle, every centimetre of skin.
In another minute, my back arched off the bed in a taut bow as I came. My fingers clenched and unclenched, and I pushed my heels into the mattress. My throat tightened, and I was on the verge of tears. But in a couple of breaths, that feeling disappeared to be replaced by euphoria—and a desire to make it as good for Felix. I raised on my hands, and she moved from between my legs, up along my body, and we kissed again. She tasted like me. She tasted good.
I found her patch of pubic hair once more and circled my fingers. Our kiss ended, and I watched her face, cataloguing the expressions that flitted across, learning what she liked and what was not so good by her non-verbal cues. Then we lay down once more, face to face, and I kissed her nipples, circled them with my tongue, even as my fingers mimicked the same pattern on her clit.
“Inside me,” she whispered, and I didn’t need to be asked again.
I pushed two fingers inside her pussy, felt the strong silken clasp, the heat and the moisture. I kept at it, lips on her breast, fingers in her cunt, a tandem movement that made her hips push against me in pleasure.
When she came, her thighs gripped my hand so hard I thought it would break, and her inner spasms shivered around me.
I traced her lips, painting them with her moisture. “That was some ride.”
She smiled at the double entendre. “I don’t think you’ve paid me yet.”
My eyes widened—I had indeed forgotten to pay her for the trail ride, but she grinned. “I’m joking. You can help me with the horses in the morning instead.”
“That sounds like I’m getting off lightly. I’d do that anyway.”
I took a deep breath and silence enveloped us. A comfortable silence, replete with satisfaction and companionship. Until a rumble broke it—Felix’s stomach gurgled like a drain.
“We never had dinner,” she said. “You hungry?”
“Starving.” It was true, my stomach felt like an empty sack.
A little whine sounded at the bedroom door. Ripper. The poor pup must have thought he’d been abandoned.
Felix levered herself from the bed, moved to the cupboard, and pulled out a couple of sarongs. She threw one to me and wrapped the other around her waist, leaving her breasts bare.
“Dinner. Before I starve. I must have done something today that’s given me an appetite.”
I followed her lead and wrapped the sarong around my waist. It felt strange to be walking around the house half-naked. London, with its millions of prying eyes, meant that I’d never do that, not even in my flat. There was always an uncovered window or a nosy neighbour. But here, the only living thing around, apart from Felix and I, was Ripper and a few horses and farm animals.
Felix was in the kitchen pulling bacon and eggs out of the fridge. A carton of long-life cream and a tin of mushrooms sat on the counter. Ripper lurked under her feet—he had long ago learnt the look and smell of the bacon packet.
“How does fettuccine carbonara sound?”
“Delightfully chockers with cholesterol and very delicious. What can I do to help?”
“Chop the bacon and mushrooms, while I find us something to drink.”
I did as I was told, and Felix left an icy beer at my elbow. Ripper took off to the veranda with the bacon rind that had “accidentally” fallen on the floor.
Once my chopping duties were done, I laid the table on the veranda under Felix’s direction, and then sat on a bar stool at the counter watching her work.
“So tell me how come you’re taking over Ken’s practice?” she asked. “I know him a little—everyone does around here—and I never thought he’d let go of the reins.”
“It’s temporary; no fixed end date, but as he’s going around Australia, he’ll be gone, oh, probably for a year.” I took a gulp of beer. “I’m looking forwards to it. I didn’t want to leave one big city for another, so I was reluctant to work in Sydney or Melbourne.”
“You’ll find Mungabilly Creek quiet. It’s peaceful by anyone’s standards, but for someone just arrived from London, it’ll be a morgue.”
I looked out of the window at the harsh, dry landscape outside, at the horses lipping at brown grass in their drought-affected paddock, at the drooping tomato plants in Felix’s veggie garden, the fruit shrivelled on the stalks. “I’m looking forwards to it. This country—it’s home.”

I stayed a second night with Felix. There was no immediate hurry, after all, and I liked her. She was smart and upfront and good company. There was a solid practicality and unflustered way about her that I appreciated after the frantic pace of London life. And she made a valid point—I was unlikely to find a partner in Mungabilly Creek. So I made hay while the sun shone. And shine it did. Felix and I rode again the next day, and if she laughed at my stiffness and soreness of the inner thighs, after the previous day’s ride, I didn’t mind. After all, it wasn’t all from the horse-riding activities either. Ripper came with us this time, following alongside the horses, and I thought he was fitting into his new life, as I was.
Felix and I made love again, gently, unhurriedly, learning about each other under the whop-whop of the ceiling fan. Morning love, evening love, even middle of the day love, all hot and sweaty, pushed up against a gum tree with the horses grazing nearby. I relearnt how good it felt to be between a woman’s legs, and I remembered how a woman tasted, tangy-salt and honey-sweet.
I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay, enjoy a quiet bush life with Felix, maybe build a relationship. But equally, I had obligations, ones that I didn’t want to shirk, even if it had been an option.
The next morning, I hoisted myself into the camper’s seat, and Ripper took his usual position on the passenger side. Felix handed me a travel mug of coffee through the window. “One for the road. That’ll get you along the next hundred klicks.”
We kissed, and if she’d asked, if she’d offered, in that moment, I would have stayed for longer.
“Mungabilly Creek’s only a few hours drive,” she said. “If I get a break from here, are you up for a visitor?” There was a wistfulness in her tone, and I knew she knew it would be difficult to have more than the occasional time together.
“Absolutely. I’d love for you to come.”
When I checked the rear-view mirror as I drove away from her house, she was watching me leave.



CHAPTER 7
AFTER MY STAY WITH FELIX, I hadn’t time to do my planned circle around Mungabilly Creek, but I took the drive slowly, stopping in the larger town of Caldine to buy a few personal items and enjoy a burger in the pub. I arrived in Mungabilly Creek just before dusk. The day-dapple time of day, as Nora used to say in one of her more bizarre Irish expressions, when a person could no longer be distinguished from a bush. Not that there were many bushes in Mungabilly Creek. The landscape was flat as an ironing board, and the square blocks of the town were laid out as precisely as a chess board. Neat weatherboard Queenslanders, set high on poles above any potential flood, lined the streets. I drove through the town slowly, noting the small general store, the pub, petrol station, and a takeaway.
Ken’s premises was on the main street, three doors down from the Royal Hotel. I snorted softly; what exactly was “royal” about a dusty small town in the interior of Australia, I didn’t know. But the Royal was doing good business, even on a Sunday night. There was laughter spilling out the doors, and the chalkboard outside advertised the roast of the day. I pulled into Ken’s grassy driveway and parked the camper beside the house. I’d been driving for two hours straight, so I got out and stretched. Since he was stuck with me at this point, I hadn’t dressed up. A T-shirt with a dancing elephant on the front and a pair of denim shorts would have to do.
A door slammed in the house, and a spry older man ambled out to greet me. He stuck out a hand. His grip was firm. “Sue, m’dear, I’m so happy to see you. Come in, come in.”
Ripper took that moment to leap down from the van. He made a beeline for Ken and went straight into his hind-leg welcome dance. Ken bent to pat him. “Yours? He’s a perky little chap, although you didn’t say you were bringing him. I’ll leave you to square it with Mrs T, the housekeeper.”
“Sorry,” I muttered. “I haven’t had him long.”
Ken straightened. “Don’t worry. He’ll be okay; he’s a little ripper of a dog. What’s his name?”
“His name’s Ripper. My dad named him.”
“I can see why. Now grab your bag and come on in. Mrs T left us dinner to reheat.”
I followed him up the stairs to the long veranda that ran around all four sides of the house. There were flyscreens that could be opened or closed as needed. Right now, they were open, but in summer the flies would be thick as currants in a bun and those screens would be needed. It was a warm evening and the cicadas were deafening. There were two loungers on the veranda set in front of a low table, looking out over the street. From the empty wine glass on the table, it was obviously Ken’s preferred evening spot. Ken led me into the house.
It was just as I had imagined. A large room with old-fashioned wooden cupboards along one wall. A new-looking American style fridge and a flat-screen TV were the most modern things in the room. The rest of the furniture was old and dated—brown couch and wingback armchair, a heavy wooden coffee table, and a rag rug on the patterned lino floor. There was a Formica kitchen table and countertop, the sort of furniture that was popular in the trendy cafés in London. But this was obviously all original. There were doors out onto every side of the veranda, with yet more flyscreens.
Ken led the way down a hallway, and threw open a bedroom door. “This is yours for the moment, although once I’ve left, feel free to take the master.”
I put my bag on the bed, and the springs sagged. The double doors were open to the same veranda that we’d left. “It looks great.”
“Bathroom down the hall. It’s all yours; the master has an ensuite. Come on out when you’re ready, and we’ll get to know each other. I’ll sort out a bed for Ripper.”
He disappeared, and I sat on the saggy bed. Rip leapt into my lap, and I petted him absently. Show time.
Ken was putting a covered dish into an ancient microwave when I returned to the kitchen. “Hope you like lasagne. Mrs T makes a good one.”
I hovered while he bustled around heating the lasagne and some frozen peas to accompany it.
Ken set the food on a table on the back veranda, disappeared inside again, and then returned with a bottle of red wine. The label proclaimed it a popular commercial brand, although when I looked closer, it was several years old.
“I hope you don’t mind,” he said, “but I researched you. Social media and all that. I know you like red wine.”
My jokey posts and exchanges with Nora had given me away. I nodded. “My tipple of choice.”
“Good. Mine too.” He twisted the screw top and poured each of us a generous glass. “The bottlo at the Royal stocks this for me. You might want to have a word with them if you want to keep drinking it. Otherwise, you’ll only get flagons of rotgut red best kept in the fridge.”
The wine slipped down my throat. After the last few weeks of drinking mainly beer, it was very pleasant. Ken dished the lasagne which was every bit as good as promised. I was surprisingly hungry, and for the first ten minutes, I was mainly a listener in the conversation as Ken told me about the town.
“One pub, which has a few motel rooms out the back that are usually used by road crews and the odd four wheel drive tourist. Of course, if you have visitors, they can stay here. The grocery store does okay, and it’s better stocked than most. But if you want anything fancy or beyond the basics, you’ll have to ask your visitors to bring it, or take a trip to the Isa—Mount Isa, y’know, locals all call it ‘the Isa’—where you can get most things. It’s about a three-hour drive, so you can get there and back in a day if you need to. That’s where the courthouse is, so you’ll find yourself there quite often. You can buy petrol at the store here in town and a bit of hardware. Travelling library comes once a fortnight, but you’ve probably got one of them eBook readers?” He waited until I nodded and then continued, “I’ve just got one. You can show me how to use it. I’ve got reasonable internet here. No broadband, of course. It’s done through the phone network, but it does for most things. No doctor in town unfortunately. The last one left a year ago, and no one took over the practice. There’s a couple of volunteer first responders here, but for a GP you’ll have to go to Caldine, which is about two hours away. The Flying Doctor services most of the stations, so you can get in contact with them too if there’s an emergency. Post office outlet at the store, and mail delivery twice a week. But you’re from a small town; none of this will be too strange.”
I nodded, trying to take it all in. “What about the office? You better tell me about hours and procedures and so on.”
Ken topped up our wine glasses. They were buckets more than glasses, and the bottle was nearly empty. “Time enough for that tomorrow and the rest of the week. You’ll meet Mrs T tomorrow as well.”
“Tell me about her. Does she keep set hours or do you call her when you want her?”
“She’s been with me for years. Does the cleaning and cooking when I want something that isn’t a cheese sandwich. There’s a veggie garden out the back which she looks after, although it’s struggling at this time of year. All I have to do is water it occasionally and pick a tomato to go with my lunch. I said to you that I’d like you to keep her on.”
“No worries. It will be nice not to have to clean.” I named the rate he’d told me in an email. “Does she prefer cash?”
Ken started eating lasagne again at a great speed. “Cash, yes, but that rate is what I expect you to contribute.” He put down his fork. “She actually earns more than that.” The figure he named was twice what I would expect to pay for a housekeeper. “I’ve left you some cash in the safe. That’s to top up her wages.”
Ken, it seemed, was a quiet champion of people.
He looked me in the face. “I know you’re thinking that I’m being taken advantage of by Mrs T, but it’s not that simple. There’s not much work around here unless you can do physical work out on one of the stations. If I didn’t employ her, she’d probably have to leave and go to the Isa for work. Mrs T’s a widow; her husband was killed by a rouge bull some years back. I helped her with the compensation claim, but there was a stuff up with insurance—the owner’s public liability had expired, and he hadn’t taken out a new policy. For various reasons, Mrs T hardly got a cracker. I’m doing all right—more than enough for my needs—so why not share it around?”
When he put it like that, it made sense.
“If anything breaks in the house, call Eric. Mrs T knows how to get hold of him—he’s her nephew and the local handyman. There’s another bundle of cash in the safe for that sort of thing.”
I’d eaten all my dinner while listening to Ken, and I was stuffed to pussy’s bow, as my mother liked to say. I stood, took the plates into the kitchen, and looked around for a dishwasher. Naturally, there wasn’t one. I filled the sink, washed up, and left the lasagne pan to soak. I hoped it wouldn’t be covered in ants in the morning. Ken came out to dry and put away. The kitchen was very well stocked, both with utensils and a good selection of dried and tinned goods. I was looking forwards to improving my cooking.
“Come back out to the veranda,” said Ken when we’d finished the clean-up. “It’s the best time of day.”
He collected a bottle of port and a couple of glasses and led the way outside, this time to the front veranda where the loungers looked out over the front yard to the street. The lights were on in a couple of houses, but there was no noise. Even the pub was quiet. A couple of streetlamps glowed, but most of the light came from the swathe of stars overhead. I tipped my chair back, sipped Ken’s rather good port, and thought of quiet times to come. Sue-times. A chance to be myself, decide what I wanted from life, where I wanted to be in this world. Maybe Felix would come and visit, and the two of us could build a friendship as well as the lust that we already owned.
Ripper sighed at my feet. How would he take to living in one place after the campervan? I reached down to fondle his ears. The little pup was proving to be a great companion.
Ken and I were silent as we stared out at the night. A lone figure wandered down the road with a dog, and Ken lifted a hand but otherwise didn’t say anything.
“I’ll leave you to it,” he said. “See you in the morning.”
“Thanks,” I said. “You’ve made me feel very welcome. I’m looking forwards to learning more.”
Rip and I stayed up another hour, but by then my eyes grew heavy even though it was only just gone nine. It seemed strange to be in a bed that wasn’t the camper’s makeshift arrangement—Felix’s bed was the only one I’d slept in since I’d left Yeringup—and this one creaked and sagged in a strange way. Ripper ignored the rug Ken had found for him and jumped onto my bed at my feet. He turned around, and then gave a weary sigh.

The morning light woke me around five. I stretched, and the bed springs pinged beneath me. My back was stiff, but the light and birdsong coming through the window got me up. That and Ripper’s whining to be let out. I pulled on my shorts and T-shirt from yesterday and padded over to open the flyscreen to the veranda. Rip erupted into the morning, barking at a magpie perched on the railing. So much for trying to be quiet.
“Morning, Sue.” Ken relaxed on the lounger, his feet on the table, a mug in his hand. “Coffee’s on.”
I went inside, found his old American style coffee pot, poured a cup, and joined him on the veranda.
In contrast to his relaxed demeanour of the previous evening, Ken was all business.
“I open the doors at nine,” he said, “but I’m not expecting any clients today, so there’ll be time to acquaint you with the files. Mrs T will be here by lunchtime. I close the door in the afternoons, and use the time to drive out to see clients who can’t make it in, or work on files. If there’s none of that to do, then I sit on the veranda and wait for someone to find me.”
“How many clients do you have who don’t come in?”
“Quite a few. That’s the only reason I can survive as a lawyer in a town of eight hundred people. I charge for my time driving out there, but they appreciate the service. I mail most things to and fro of course, but some of those stations only get mail once a week. And if something needs witnessing or certifying, they would have to come and see me anyway. So it suits us all if I drive out. You can come with me tomorrow—I’m going out to Kerrowen Downs to do a will.”
The morning went quickly. When I appeared in my business suit at nine sharp, Ken took one look and sent me back to change. He wore an old-fashioned tropical business get up of short sleeve shirt, tie, khaki shorts, long white socks, and sandals, the likes of which had disappeared from the cities in the eighties. I changed into some khaki shorts of my own, paired with a polo shirt and sturdy sandals. I had to admit it felt a lot better.
Ken’s files were a mix of conveyancing, wills and estates, leases and business contracts, a couple of workers’ compensation claims, and some motor vehicle accidents. I was unfamiliar with the actual legislation, but not the principles. Ken had a good reference library, access to online databases, and said I could call him if I was really desperate for a second opinion. At the end of the morning, Ken pronounced himself happy with my progress.
At that moment, the door flew open, and a short, plump woman stood there. Thick doorstep sandwiches, a plate of Tim Tams, and three mugs of something jostled for space on the tray in her hands. Ripper was at her heels, and from his adoring expression, he’d found a new friend.
“Mrs T, you’re a life saver.” Ken took the tray from her hands and set it on the desk. “Now come and meet Sue.”
I stood and held out a hand, but Mrs T was having none of it. “No need for that here,” she said as she kissed my cheek. “We’re going to rub along just fine.”
Underneath her crinkly brown-black hair, her smile was wide and white in her brown face. She pulled up a chair, and the three of us sat around Ken’s desk, pushing aside the toppling piles of manila folders. The sandwiches contained ham and hot English mustard and tasted bloody marvellous.
“Mrs T makes the bread,” Ken said to me.
The sad processed bread sandwiches I used to eat by the Thames in London weren’t a patch on these.
The next few days fell into a pattern. I’d rise early, take Ripper for a walk, help myself to breakfast, and work alongside Ken in the mornings. Ken didn’t have any secretarial assistance and did all his own typing, hammering away surprisingly fast with two fingers. It was a bit of an eye opener for me, coming from a large London firm, with a myriad of admin staff and my own dedicated assistant, not to mention the ease of practice management software and systems. But I would cope.
In the afternoons, if there weren’t clients to drive out to, I spent the time familiarising myself with the procedures of Aussie law. A couple of new matters came up in that first week, and Ken handed them over to me to deal with.
I enjoyed driving out to see the clients, and I saw more than I ever had when I was travelling in the campervan. We’d drive red dirt tracks to station homesteads, winding two wheel-ruts to outstations to talk to people about their wills, the occasional minor criminal charge, or commercial matter. There was a gracious hospitality among station folk. They might not have visitors from week to week, so there was always a cup of tea, a slab of cake, and we’d often come away with a jar of homemade preserves, or some vegetables from the garden. Ripper came too, and he loved travelling in the car, standing up in the back, his paws on the windowsill, and his head out of the window if I was able to persuade Ken to leave the air con off and the windows open.
Once Ken went, towing his car behind his motorhome, my camper would have to rattle along these tracks at a lot slower pace than Ken drove, but that thought didn’t bother me. Maybe I could time some of my visits for a Friday so that Ripper and I could stay out for the weekend. Maybe a visit to Felix.
After a week, Ken pronounced himself satisfied that I was ready to take the reins and said he would head away the next week. It was well into October and hotter than Hades already, and he wanted to be gone before the wet season when roads would often become impassable. He was going around Australia in a clockwise direction so that he could take advantage of the drier summer weather in the south and be back up north for the winter.
I waved Ken off on a sunny Wednesday morning. His sleek motorhome purred off down the bitumen, heading south, his brown arm waving out the window. The last thing he said to me was, “Don’t forget to put a lick of paint on the veranda railings.”
He was gone, and I was in charge. The only lawyer for 238 kilometres.
I sat at Ken’s heavy oak desk and pushed a couple of files around. Experimentally, I sat back and put my feet on the desk, but it didn’t feel right, so I took them down. I booted up the computer and went back to drafting a contract for a pastoral sublease. Longingly, I thought of my previous London office, with its Dictaphone and secretary. Here, I had to type the documents myself, answer the phone, and do the filing. But then I looked out of the window at the line of magpies on the rail, the quiet street beyond, and Cath, who lived opposite, watering her zucchini. There was a clatter in the kitchen, indicating that Mrs T had arrived. Soon she would be coming in with a mug of tea and some choccie biccies. Later, I would drive out ninety kilometres to the next small settlement where Danny, a young station hand, was in the lockup for some minor alcohol-related offence. Unfortunately, this time it would mean a court appearance in the Isa, so my business suit would make a reappearance.
I opened my personal email, and took a quick look. One from a friend in London, one from Mum. And one from Moni.
My foot jiggled on the floor. Despite emailing Moni a couple of weeks back with the earthshaking news of my coming out, I’d heard nothing back. But here was her email. Much like the woman herself, Moni’s emails were always a cheery string of good humour. This time though, I was anxious to get her reaction. I remembered her kiss in London, on the lips, lingering longer than it should have. I remembered the knowing look in her eyes as her gaze rested on me, and I knew that, although Nora would have told her I was straight, she wasn’t buying it for a moment. I remembered the thump and turn over in my belly when she kissed me. The first kiss from a woman in many years that, while it wasn’t sexual, could have been. If I’d let it.
I opened her email.
 
Hey, sista,
 
Before I tell you my news (and oh boy, do I have news), let me say that it’s about time. I know you knew back in London that I knew you weren’t straight. Does that make sense? I’m not sure it does. Let me start again. I knew in London you weren’t straight, despite what Nora said. (Nora! What does she say now?) And I knew that you knew that I knew.
 
Hell.
 
You know what I mean. Mainly, I’m happy for you. More than happy. Delighted. I don’t know the reasons for your denial of the obvious back then, but maybe you’ll get around to telling me one day. Maybe in person. Which brings me to my news:
 
I told you I was working in rural Texas, yes? I’m a boots-wearing, dust-eating country girl at heart. I told you that I’d been getting a grounding in rural medicine? What I haven’t told you is that I have always wanted to apply to the Flying Doctor program in Australia. And I did, and I’ve been accepted!!!!! I’m coming to Oz, and not just Oz, but to Queensland. Outback Queensland, which I know is as big as Texas and then some, but it’s also where you are. In fact, I’m going to be at the base in Mount Isa on a twelve-month contract. After that, I don’t know of course, but right now twelve months is a dream.
 
I checked out your little backwater, and you’re only about 170 miles away (yeah, I work in miles. What can I say—I’m an ignorant American, but that’s gonna change). So, I hope (hope, hope) that we can see each other often. It will be great to have a friend.
 
I CAN’T WAIT.
 
Love, Moni xo
 
I stared at the screen, my heart thumping. Moni was going to be here, and she was going to be close enough that we could see each other. Often, she’d said. Close enough to visit, to take trips together, to stay over. Nearly close enough to date. If I wanted. If she did. There were butterflies in my stomach, and I hoped that Mrs T wouldn’t come crashing in with the Tim Tams for a bit. I did a little waggle in my chair, plus a couple of fist pumps and a quiet, “Yee-Haa.”
Then I started to smile, and the smile became a grin that split my face from ear to ear. Moni was coming here. I read her email once more, than saved it into my keepers folder so that I wouldn’t accidentally delete it.
By the time the door swung open and Mrs T entered backside first, I was sitting composedly again, studying a file. She put two mugs of black tea on the desk and sat in the chair opposite.
She studied me in silence, for long enough that I started to feel uncomfortable. Then she picked up her mug and took a sip. “You’ll do. Ken likes you, and he’s a good judge of character. You won’t see him wrong.”
“I won’t. I’ll do my best for him.”
She nodded. “Ken emptied his belongings from the master bedroom. I’ll make up the bed for you. I know how bad the one in the spare room is.”
“Thank you. That’s very kind.”
“Nice young girl like you might want a good firm bed.”
Her meaning was obvious, and I blushed.
“Is there a man-friend going to be coming visiting?”
I picked up my mug and hid behind it. “No, none of those.”
“I’ve got a nephew out at Iron Creek Station. Nice looking fella. He’s on the lookout for a lady friend. Or if you want rich pickings, go to the Royal on a payday.”
“Actually, Mrs T, I’m like your nephew—I’m on the lookout for a lady friend as well.” The words were out before I’d considered them. It was the first time I’d announced my sexuality without any fanfare or build up. It felt good.
“Hmmm.” Mrs T considered the ceiling. “That could be harder around here. Although there’s a lass, a bit older than you, who has a horse property out—”
“It’s okay, I’m fine. But thank you.” I stopped her before I had to admit that I knew Felix. I was fine with the town knowing my sexuality—indeed, I thought it could be handy. It would save a string of sorry-I’m-not-straight answers to the horny jackaroos in the Royal. But I preferred that Mrs T, and by extension the whole of Mungabilly Creek, didn’t know everything about my sex life.
Then I thought about Felix and remembered Moni’s email. Maybe, just maybe, I might be sharing Ken’s firm bed with someone. Maybe soon.

My days fell into a pattern in Mungabilly Creek over the next couple of weeks, and it began to feel like home. I could walk down the main street and say hello to everyone I met. I was able to help some tourists in their four wheel drive who were lost on some station tracks and direct them back to the road. I’d braved the Royal—although not on payday—and found them a welcoming rough-and-ready bunch. I’d drunk beer at the pub, although I’d already arranged with the bottlo to keep up Ken’s supply of red wine.
Mrs T and I were getting along very well, and she served as my Wikipedia for the town, as well as easing my way into situations that might otherwise have been harder. She did some of the cooking for me, but I was also cooking more of my own food—mainly in response to the very plain meat and potatoes diet that the entire town seemed to live on. I had to visit the courthouse at the Isa and found an Asian grocery tucked away in a back street. I stocked up on fish sauce, spices, rice paper, and roti. I also found some seeds for coriander, Thai basil, and Vietnamese mint, and Mrs T obligingly planted them in some pots for me.
Mrs T even dragged me along to a meeting of the CWA—the Country Women’s Association—something I’d always associated with my mother’s generation and had assumed was all jam making and needlecraft. It may have been like that in other places, but the Mungabilly branch of the CWA were a hilarious bunch of women of all ages, from young Justine, age seventeen with a baby of her own, to ninety-four year old Elsie with a sweetly innocent face and the reputation for being the biggest bingo cheat around.
Word must indeed have spread about me, as I only had to use “Sorry, I’m not straight” on a couple of station hands. I sat on the veranda one night with a glass of Ken’s red wine and pondered. As soon as I could, I’d run far away from Yeringup after people learned about my relationship with Denise. She’d reacted with denial and blamed everything on me. In turn, I’d retreated into my shell and hid in my room. In hindsight, that had only made me more of a target. And then I’d left. First to university in Western Australia, and then to London. I still wasn’t able to bring all of my memories to the surface from my last year in Yeringup, lay them out, and examine them one by one, but I didn’t need to be a psychologist to know it was something I had to do. Fear of being different, of being bullied, had led me to deny who I was for ten years, including to the people closest to me. That wasn’t healthy, and now I could see it had been a complete overreaction, especially when I got to London.
While I may have needed to hide as a teenager, that need should have gone years ago. I’d become stuck in a trap of my own making. In London, I’d associated with queer people, gained a reputation as a straight ally, but I’d never stood tall and proud and outed myself.
I should have done.
“No more, Ripper,” I said to the little dog at my side. “I, Sue Brent, am queer, am left of centre, am not-so-straight. I, Sue Brent, am a lesbian.”
Ripper licked my hand. I think he approved.

It had been a month since Moni’s email, and I hadn’t heard much from her apart from an apology for the brevity, a whinge about how busy she was, how much she had to do, and the obstreperousness of Australian Immigration. I followed her Facebook page, but she didn’t post much. She asked a couple of questions about the Isa, said that she would have her accommodation provided, and her start date was still to be fixed, but it would be soon.
I hadn’t seen Felix either. We’d exchanged a couple of emails, but she didn’t seem to spend too much time online. I’d thought about visiting her one weekend. I’d really enjoyed her company, and our nights together glowed hot and bright in my mind. But something held me back, and I suspected my reluctance to see Felix again had something to do with a certain blonde Texan, soon to land on Australian shores.
I acknowledged the lack of logic in that. Felix and I had shared something, and there was the certain promise of more. Moni and I? We had friendship and a chain of knowing—mainly how she had me sussed. That wasn’t reason to hold off contacting Felix. But Felix hadn’t called me either. Maybe she was busy, or maybe there was some reason holding her back as well.
I tried to put it out of my mind, and instead focussed on work. I thought Ken would be pleased. I’d kept up to date with his files, taken on a handful of new clients, and hadn’t pissed anyone off too badly. Ken had emailed a couple of times; he was on the north coast in New South Wales and was going diving with sharks—I hoped he’d be in a cage. I kept him up to date with important news on his files, and he was quietly approving of what I was doing, which was good to know. When I got young Danny off his vandalism charge with a small fine, he was delighted. Kid needs a purpose in life. Not a large fine he can’t pay or a suspended sentence. Good work, Sue!



CHAPTER 8
I CAME HOME ONE FRIDAY evening on dusk. It was late November, still officially spring, but the heat was already merciless, and the flies even worse. Local talk was all about if it would rain. I’d been out to see a client, one that I wished I didn’t have to see—a lady in her fifties who was trying to pluck up the courage to leave her husband. She’d completed the paperwork with me, but her husband told her she’d walk away from their cattle station penniless. So far, she’d asked me three times to file the paperwork and three times to withdraw it. I had reassured her she would get money to live on, but unfortunately the court system meant it would take time. And in the meantime, with nowhere to go, she stayed with him in the house, alone together, which gave him ample time to undo my reassurances. He wasn’t a bad man They had just grown apart over the years.
I parked the campervan in the driveway and left it running a moment. There was a slight knock in the engine and a layer of red dust on the dash. It needed a service, which meant a trip to the Isa. I turned it off, went around to the passenger side, grabbed my wheelie case of files, and dragged it, clatter, clatter, up the uneven path to the veranda steps with Ripper at my heels.
It was getting dark, but it was still hot. My shirt was sticking to my back, despite the camper’s air con. That probably needed a re-gas.
“About time you got home.” The voice, low, feminine, and decidedly American, drifted down from the veranda above me. “It’s hot as hell here, I can’t find the switch for your air con, and all your beer is gone. I was about to go to the hotel for a six pack.”
I knew that voice. I hadn’t heard it in over three years except over a Skype connection, but it was unmistakable. Moni. How like her to turn up unannounced. I dropped the case, which hit the path with a thunk, and I took the veranda steps two at a time. My heart thudded in my chest, and I didn’t want to stop and analyse the euphoric feeling that flooded me, that made my fingers tingle and my mouth stretch into the biggest shit-eating grin. She was here. That was what mattered, and I couldn’t wait to see her.
She met me at the top of the steps, and I flung my arms around her and gave her a big hug. She hugged me back, and I was so wound up that I was about to kiss her, really kiss her, when she extricated herself and took a step back. Right. The Moni I’d been imagining, the one that might possibly be my girlfriend, was in my head. I hadn’t actually mentioned it to her yet.
“So you’re glad to see me, huh? Things must be quiet around here.”
I took a good look at her. Same small curvy woman, with big, big hair, although now it was somewhat squashed by the Akubra hat she wore. Khaki shorts that didn’t quite go with her purple singlet and thongs on her feet. If it weren’t for the accent and the pale skin, I would have taken her for a local. She was smiling, and there was a sparkle in her eyes that said she too was pleased to see me.
“It is. Very quiet. I see you found your way here.”
She flapped a hand, and only then I noticed the old Holden parked on the patch of dust out the back that was supposed to be a lawn. “I have GPS in that car, and you’re the only lawyer for miles. I saw the shingle, even though it needs repainting and doesn’t have your name on it anyway. Found the steps up here, and as you don’t lock the house, I found the beer fridge.”
There were two empty tinnies on the veranda rail. She was right, there was no more. I needed to go to the Royal for beer.
“Who’s going to break in around here? Apart from you, that is.”
I went down and retrieved my case from the path, dragged it thump, thump up the steps, and put it inside the door. I’d unpack it later.
Moni gestured to a daypack left haphazardly against the door. “I hope you don’t mind me turning up without telling you. I figured you’d be here, and I thought it would be fun to surprise you.”
“It’s Friday. I have no plans at all for the weekend, other than some experimental cooking and wine drinking. The wine drinking isn’t experimental though. Just the cooking. Stay as long as you want.”
Ripper, who’d been investigating the veggie patch in case it had changed since morning, came scampering up the stairs and made a beeline for Moni. She bent to pat him, scratching him behind the ears, his favourite place.
“I have to be back in the Isa on Tuesday. Can I stay until then?” Her face had a wistfulness about it when she straightened. “I’ve been missing the company of existing friends. Don’t get me wrong—I’m making friends, meeting lovely people, but it will be good to be with someone who already knows me.”
I pondered her words. I’d known Moni for one day back in London, and we’d had a sporadic connection since. But in that time, we’d shared our lives, gotten to know each other. Part of me was warm and mushy at the idea that I was the person she wanted to relax with. “Of course. You don’t need to ask.”
I pushed open the veranda door and went inside. Mrs T had left a note propped up against the biscuit tin. Dinner in the fridge.
I led the way down the hall and pushed open the door of the bedroom I’d stayed in when I first arrived. “This is the guest room. I’ll make up the bed for you.”
Moni dropped her pack on the bed and her bottom followed. The bedsprings bounced.
“Bathroom’s down the hall.”
“Where’s your room?”
I took her back into the hallway and down to my room—Ken’s room. I hadn’t done much to make it my own, mainly because I’d brought little with me. So the room was still sparse. But the bed was wide and comfortable and opened out onto the rear veranda. I loved it.
Moni bounced on the bed. “This one’s better. Have you given it any action yet?”
“There’s eight hundred people in this town. Odds aren’t good.” I didn’t mention Felix.
“Surely there’s someone. I mean one in ten, right? That’s still…” She counted on her fingers. “Even assuming half of the population is male, that still leaves you an average of forty lesbians.”
“I challenge you to find even one.”
Her finger levelled itself at her chest. “One!” Then at mine. “Two!”
“Apart from us, you plonker.” I stuck my hands on my hips.
“Mrs T.”
“No way. She used to have a husband. And when did you meet Mrs T?”
“You of all people should know that a male partner does not necessarily equal straightness. And she appeared when I was pawing through your files.”
My eyes must have bugged out as if they were on stalks. “You were doing what?”
Moni sniggered. “That got your attention. I haven’t been near them. But Mrs T did appear after I’d walked all around the house calling hello, after I’d found the rear screen door was open, and after I’d found your beer fridge. Someone apparently called her when they saw me in the house. She’s a doll.”
“Doll” and “Mrs T” weren’t words I’d ever thought of in close proximity to each other before. “She’s lovely, Mrs T. She cooks my dinner when I’ve been out seeing clients and keeps the house clean.”
“We had quite a chat. She told me you keep the wine at the bottom of the pantry, and then when I said I’d prefer a beer, she found the stubby holders for me. I offered her a beer, and we sat on the veranda for a bit.”
My life was spinning out of control. “Did she ask you… Um, that is, did she ask you how you know me?”
Moni pulled her legs up so that she was cross-legged on the end of the bed. “Of course. She asked if I was your girlfriend. She seemed most put out that she hadn’t heard I was coming.”
“What did you say?” Suddenly light headed, I sat abruptly on the end of the bed next to Moni.
“I said we were friends.”
Disappointment crashed through me, as unexpected as it was unwarranted. “Yeah, friends.”
“She said, ‘Right. So you say.’ She made me smile—she sounded so sure of herself.”
Moni scooted closer, onto her knees, and put her hand on my leg. Her face was close to mine, and her eyes were huge. “Want to know what else she said?”
“Probably, ‘be sure to tell her to cover the leftovers before she puts them in the fridge’?”
“No. Nothing about your slovenly housekeeping habits.” Her thumb moved, a quick one-two pass. It wasn’t a caress, at least I didn’t think so. “She said a nice girl like you needed a nice girl.” Moni stopped. The “like me” hung in the air unsaid.
“She’s been wracking her brains trying to think who she could fix me up with. She’s come up with no one.”
“She said that. Oh, except for someone called Felix whom she seems to think you already know?” Moni cocked her head on one side, and her bright eyes fixed on me as intently as a crow fixates on road kill.
“Yeah, I know Felix. I didn’t know Mrs T knew that I knew her though.”
“Know in the biblical sense?” That one-two pass with her thumb again.
“Well, since you ask, yes.”
Moni seemed delighted. Her hand clenched on my knee for a moment, and she leant forwards to buss me loudly on the cheek. “Atta girl. No lesbians for hundreds of kilometres, and you find the only one to dive back in with. I’m so proud of you.”
That was one way of looking at it.
“Mrs T told me about a girlfriend she had in the aboriginal community where she grew up. More than a friend, she said. But then life intervened, and she met her husband. So she’s not as straight as that stretch of highway between here and the Isa.”
Moni was closer since she’d kissed me on the cheek, and her hand still rested on my leg. Deliberately I relaxed my thigh muscles, which was hard as her closeness had me wound as tense as I used to be before a court appearance.
“Can I…” Her breath feathered over my cheek, and I held my breath. She continued, “Can I see the rest of your house?”
I breathed again. “Sure. Not that there’s much to see.” I leapt off the bed before I could make a fool of myself and kiss her.
She followed me as I showed her the office, the third bedroom, and the living areas. Even the under house laundry and Mrs T’s veggie patch. With its wilting crop of tomatoes, basil, and squash, it was hard to see in the gathering darkness. It was definitely dinnertime. Ripper obviously agreed; he was under my feet every time I turned around.
I collected a bottle of Ken’s better wine from its hiding place in the laundry and led the way back into the house. Mrs T had indeed left dinner—some sort of rice and chicken dish that only needed microwaving. There was plenty for two. I opened the red wine to breathe and tipped the remainder of last night’s bottle into two glasses. As the quickest way to my little dog’s heart was through his cavernous stomach, Moni fed Ripper while I set the table outside.
Over dinner, Moni talked about her new job. Her face glowed in the dim light as she talked about her days working with Royal Flying Doctor Service. All the way through Mrs T’s chicken and rice and the bottle of wine, she told me about vaccinating children, delivering a premature baby, and stitching up a jackaroo’s gashed leg. She talked about flying low over the outback in a small plane, navigating by the line of the road and the river course, of sitting beside the pilot as they flew towards the setting sun, of bumpy landings on station airstrips, and of the relief of seeing the Isa come into view as she and the nurse reassured a critically ill patient that there would be an ambulance waiting for them at the airstrip and a modern hospital a few minutes’ drive away.
The enthusiasm shone in her eyes and animated her voice. In a community like Mungabilly Creek, with no doctor in town, just a couple of volunteer first responders, the Flying Doctor was a lifeline. The Royal had a collection tin on the counter, and it wasn’t even nailed down. No one would dream of pinching the Flying Doctor’s money.
“You know,” Moni stared into her empty glass, and if it weren’t for the serious tone of her voice, I would have gone for another bottle of wine. “When I was little, I didn’t want to be a ballerina or a showjumper, like the other girls. I wanted to be a nurse. Not because that’s what I thought girls did, but because I thought nurses helped more people than doctors. To me, a doctor was someone who swept past in a white coat, while the nurse was the person who stayed and held your hand, and gave you candy after a needle. A nurse seemed like the more important job. As I got older, I realised that, while nurses are some of the most important people in the world, I could have more freedom as a doctor. I wanted to help people, really help them. At first, I wanted to work in a free clinic, somewhere that never turned anyone away because they couldn’t pay.”
I nodded. To Australians, free healthcare was a given, but some countries weren’t so lucky.
“But those places are in cities. I wanted to live somewhere rural. So I diversified my training as much as I could, thinking maybe I’d work in the Peace Corps. Then I heard that Australia was giving work visas to doctors who were prepared to work in remote areas. I couldn’t apply fast enough.”
She rested her chin on her hands and stared out across the dark yard. I took the opportunity to grab another bottle of wine.
“I’ve got a twelve-month contract. I’m already hoping they will renew it. I love it here, Sue. I feel like I belong. Sure, it’s a bit macho at times, and I haven’t met anyone in the Isa I could date, but I feel I’m making a difference. A real difference.” She reached out and took my hand where it rested on the table. “Having you here is fantastic. I liked you when we met in London. Really liked you, if Nora hasn’t already told you that.”
The underlying meaning of her words wove through the quiet night, but I was content to sit there, feel the touch of her fingers, sip red wine, and let possibilities meander through my head. Moni had only hinted at being something more than friends, but the option was there, hanging between us. If I reached out and took it. If she did.
A burst of noise from the Royal three doors down shattered the mood. Raised voices and a couple of thumps stole the quiet from the night.
Moni sighed. “I hope they don’t start throwing bottles. I’m off duty, and I’d like it to stay that way. I’ve drunk far too much wine to patch someone up.”
“I’ve never heard worse than this. It never goes on too long either. Early to bed around here. Even the pub is closed at ten most nights. We can go for a beer if you want.”
“Maybe tomorrow. I’m too content to move right now.”
“Want to move as far as the lounger out front? You can rest your head on the back, your feet on the coffee table and see stars.”
Moni levered herself to her feet and picked up the bottle and her glass. “Lead the way.”
She sat at one end, and if I sat that bit closer, she didn’t make anything of it.
“Going to tell me your story? Why you said you were straight? Why you picked now to come out?”
“Maybe, but not right now.” I was tired. My head swam with wine, and my body relaxed with a deep contentment, both from the end of the day and from Moni’s presence. I wanted to reach out an arm, pull her against my side. I wanted to feel her nestled against me, her smaller body curled into mine.
Maybe she read my mind, maybe she wanted that same closeness, because she shuffled nearer, curled her knees up and leant lightly against me. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and she sighed against my skin. We sat like that for a while, our wine untouched. I was comfortable. It felt right having her close to me, and past scenes flitted through my head. Propped against Nora in London, after too much wine. One time when a girl grabbed me, pushed me up against the wall, and pressed her body to mine. She was about to kiss me when I managed a strangled “Sorry, I’m straight.” Her disbelieving stare before she released me and walked away without a word still haunted me. So too did the delicious feel of her body against mine.
Before that, there was Denise and how we were together… One day, I’d tell Moni that story, in all its horrific embarrassment and shame. She wouldn’t judge, and I was sure her practicality and empathy would make her the ideal person to finally spill my guts to. I would tell her, but not now, not tonight when I was hazy with wine, drunk on tiredness. I wondered again if Moni had enjoyed a fling with Nora, but that too could wait.
Moni lifted her head from my arm. “I think I have to go to bed. I’m falling asleep here.” She levered herself from the lounger, then bent to kiss me lightly on the cheek. “It’s so great to see you, Sue. Thank you for making me welcome.”
The screen door clanged behind her, and she was gone. There was the sound of water running and the toilet flushing, then silence. I waited another minute, and then I set about clearing up the glasses and putting the dinner plates in the sink. The guest room door was ajar when I passed, and the sheet was kicked to the bottom of the bed. Moni, wearing an oversize T- shirt, lay with her back to the door. I paused to watch the rise and fall of her shoulders, the way her hair spread over the pillow. Then, with a small sigh, I moved on to my own room.



CHAPTER 9
SURPRISINGLY, MONI WAS UP BEFORE me in the morning. The house was filled with the rich aroma of coffee and the clatter of dishes in the sink. I threw on shorts and a singlet and went to investigate. She had the kitchen more or less restored to Mrs T neatness. There was a pile of clean dishes on the counter that she probably didn’t know where to put, and Ripper gazed at her lovingly, staring at the dog treat in her hand.
I wondered whether to kiss her on the cheek, but as I hesitated, she poured me a coffee, along with another one for herself, and headed outside to the veranda. I followed her out.
“Got plans for the day?” she asked.
In truth, I hadn’t had particular plans for the weekend, other than finishing the thriller I was reading and trying out a bulgogi recipe I’d downloaded from the internet. But that seemed a little staid now that I had company.
“Fancy going for a drive?” I asked. “There’s a camel farm a couple of hours away where you can ride a camel and eat wildly overpriced camel meat. Or if you want history, there’s a working museum an hour in the other direction where you can see how the early settlers lived. It’s too hot for bushwalking, otherwise I’d suggest the national park.”
“I’ve never ridden a camel. Only horses.”
I thought of Felix’s trail riding place, but I didn’t want to introduce Moni to Felix just yet. That could be awkward for all of us.
“Camels it is, then. Can we take your car? My campervan will add half an hour to the trip. It’s the cumbersome and lumbering sort.”
We were ready to leave an hour later. I left Ripper behind for once. Although he loved car trips, Moni’s car was hotter than the campervan, and I couldn’t be sure there would be enough shade for him when we went camel riding. As we headed out of town, I could feel the curious gazes of my neighbours, but I didn’t mind. Mungabilly Creek was small enough that everyone knew everyone else’s business. The entire town had probably known Moni was staying with me ten minutes after she arrived.
Even at eight in the morning, the day was already hot, and Moni cranked up the air con. The tarmac ribbon shimmered in the heat, and the landscape either side was crisp and brown. It had been a long, dry winter, and any summer rains were yet to arrive. The cattle were ribby, and the dams were low. A mob of emus ran alongside the car. The only radio station was the news channel, so Moni popped in a CD, and we sped along to the accompaniment of R.E.M.
The camel farm served a few purposes. It sold meat to the gourmet market in Australia, bred and sold camels—including to the Middle East, where Australian camels were prized for their hardiness—and gave rides to the few tourists that happened along. There was a small café where you could eat camel sausages, and a shop that sold produce and souvenirs.
I hadn’t booked, but it didn’t matter. We were the only visitors. Twenty minutes after our arrival, Moni and I were riding nose to tail on our stately ships of the desert. The smooth swaying gait was hypnotic, and the padded saddle very comfortable. From my high perch, I could see to a further horizon. The camels’ soft hooves made no noise on the sand, and except for the occasional snort, the journey was silent. I rode behind Moni, watching as her body swayed in rhythm with the camel, her head swivelling around to look over the wide red landscape. Her blonde hair was caught in a plait that hung below the brim of her Akubra, and sweat dampened her pale blue shirt. She pointed once at a frilled lizard scurrying up a sweep of red sand to hide under a clump of spinifex. There was no shade, and even though it was still morning, the sun burned high in the sky.
We stopped for morning tea under a gum tree on a dry river course. We shared a canteen of water, and our guide produced some wattle seed cookies and told us about the history of the pastoral lease and how long his family had been on the land. It was interesting, but I was more interested in watching Moni watch him, in the part of her lips as she asked a question, and in the sheen of sweat on the inside of her wrist.

“It’s blown a radiator hose.” Moni slammed the bonnet of her car. “You can tell me I’m the biggest moron on God’s green earth. Brown earth.” She looked at the parched landscape. “Spare me the comments about how there’s doubtless a complete set of radiator hoses in your camper along with an emergency hose bandage and a container of that gunk that welds up holes. Spare me the lecture on outback travel safety. I’m a freakin’ doctor; I work out here. I should know to carry all that stuff.” She hunkered down in the shade of the car and peered at her mobile phone. “And of course there’s no signal. The go-anywhere satellite phone I have for work is safely tucked away in my bag in your spare bedroom.”
I joined her, bringing the water bottle with me. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t carry fuel. Or a fan belt or a water pump, or a second spare wheel, or any of the safety equipment you’re supposed to carry out here. Certainly not radiator hoses, and although I think Ken gave me a tyre plug kit for punctures, I have no idea how to use it. Someone will come past eventually. We’ll just wait until they do, and if they don’t have a hose bandage and about ten litres of water, we’ll hitch a ride home and come back in the camper to get your car.” I got to my feet again to reopen the bonnet, the universal signal of someone requiring assistance.
When I returned, Moni sat propped against the door, her elbows on her knees, looking disconsolate. “So much for showing you how at home I am in your world out here. So much for feeling like I belong. I don’t even have a suitable car.”
“It’s a fine car.”
“Not really an excuse.” She heaved a sigh. “But there’s one good thing to all of this.” She peered at me from under her Akubra. “We’ve got nothing to do while we wait, except…”
She trailed a light line around my bent knee with her fingers.
“Except what?” My voice was hoarse from more than desert sand in my throat.
“For you to tell me your story. We’ve got plenty of time.”
Flirting was natural to Moni. I had to remember that. The cheek kisses, the casual touches, the glances from under lowered lashes were all just her form of communication. It didn’t mean anything. She was happy to see me, but when I stopped to analyse it, there was nothing concrete past friendship.
“My story?” I stalled, even as I started the dive into my head to lay my thoughts out in a row.
“Don’t be dense. Why you said you were straight when you’re gay.”
I slid further down the side of the car. The steel was burning hot, even through my shirt. “I wonder what the temperature is out here? It has to be forty in the shade.”
“Don’t change the subject. We can talk about how hot it is for another two minutes max, after that I want your life story.”
“It’s not that interesting. Why do you want to know?” I’d said I’d tell her—and I would. She was probably the best person to hear the story. But when it came down to it, I was still finding it hard to start. To say the words. To lay myself out there for her to pick through my head. I was great with other people’s problems, but for the most part, I tended to gloss over my own.
Moni held up her small fingers. “One, you’re my friend, and I’m interested in you. Two, it’s not a usual thing to deny your sexuality these days. Most people don’t see the need to hide. Three, your best friend in London is very out and proud—surely that should have dragged you out of the closet. Four, we’ve got nothing better to do. And five…”
“Don’t tell me you’re taking notes for a blog or something.”
“No.” Her face turned serious. “Your story has to be something important to you. Something major enough for you to change the path of your life. But I get the feeling you haven’t told it often. Maybe not ever. I want to say I’m here for you, and I’ll listen. And I won’t judge you, whatever it was that happened.”
“I know that. It’s just…”
“What?”
“It’s hard for me to say the words.”
“One at a time. One word, then the next. Then another. Before you know it, your story will be out in the air. And…”
Her earnestness got to me. It was so very different from her normal light-hearted persona. The sincerity in her voice warmed me.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “Do you think outback Queensland needs more counsellors?”
“Not that. I was going to say that I have hopes for you, Sue Brent. Hopes that go beyond friendship.”
It was already hot as hell, but it was suddenly a few degrees hotter. “I thought you wanted to catch up with someone you knew.”
“That too. But in London, I thought you were cute.” She shrugged. “You don’t have to be interested in me. I know it’s sort of an ‘only lesbian in the village’ kind of scenario. We don’t have to fall into each others’ arms because of that.” She gave me one of her trademark flirtatious glances. “I can always look up this Felix that Mrs T mentioned.”
There was a hum in my heart that transcended the heat. “I don’t think there’s any need for that. Although I think you’d like her.”
With a swift movement, Moni moved in front of me, kneeling between my spread legs. Her eyes were big and wide. “Sue Brent. This is how it’s going to be for the rest of the weekend. I’m telling you now, so that you have plenty of time to make an excuse if I’ve got this wrong.”
I was as mesmerized by her lips as I was by the words they made. “Tell me.”
“So Ms Big Shot Lawyer takes orders? I’ll have to remember that.”
“Only sometimes.”
“I’ll remember that too. But for now, in about one minute, if you ever let me say my piece and then stop talking, I’m going to kiss you. Then we’ll have some water because dehydration makes you hallucinate, and I don’t want to hallucinate we’re making love and be found running naked in the desert by a road train from the mines.”
“I’d run with you. Just sayin’.”
“Don’t distract me. Then after we’ve kissed, we’re going to sit here in the shade and wait for a nice station owner in his four wheel drive to arrive, and you’re going to tell me your story. Then, when we’re back in Mungabilly Creek, we’ll have a shower, and we’ll see how much better your bed is than the creaky old one you made me sleep in last night. Are we in agreement?”
I didn’t even dissemble. “We are. Does that mean we can get to the kissing part now?”
In answer, she rested her hands on my shoulders and leant in. For a fractured second, I thought she was going to tease me with a swift peck on the cheek, but then her lips found mine, pressed, and lingered. Our breath mingled in our mouths. She filled the spaces in my head—her mouth, the faint smell of fresh sweat, long strands of her hair escaping from the plait and blowing across my cheek, tickling me with its light touch. There was the buzz of a fly, the heat of the car door against my back, and then there was only Moni and how she was kissing me. Her lips were as sweet as I’d imagined, as seeking and demanding as I’d dreamt. Her hand moved from my shoulder to my cheek, and she cupped it. The tenderness in the gesture made me feel fragile and loved—a strange but good feeling.
Her tongue swooped around my mouth like a darting evening swallow and withdrew.
I stared at her, my heart beating in my chest so hard it hurt.
“I’ve waited a long time for that.” She slid down so that she was sitting beside me, and her hand came to rest on my knee, below the line of my shorts. “But I can wait longer for more. Now it’s your turn.”
I didn’t pretend to misunderstand. I knew I had to talk about it at some point. Who better than Moni? She was someone understanding, someone who was a friend. Someone who, now, would very definitely be more than a friend. I rose and retrieved the water bottles. I took a swig from one and handed the other to her. It bought me a little time while I tried to line the thoughts up in my head. The silence stretched as I took another mouthful of water.
“There’s not that much to tell,” I said. “I was maybe thirteen or fourteen when I realised that how I felt about girls was not the same as how my friends felt. Maybe fifteen or sixteen when I put a name to it. And seventeen when I started dating Denise.
“It was a secret. It sounds stupid now, but a tiny outback town in the most conservative state in Australia…well… There’s an expectation of conformity. Everyone knows everything about everyone else. So Denise and I didn’t talk about it. We just pretended we were friends. There was a stealthy homophobia—jokes about flamboyant men and butch women. They didn’t mean to be cruel, but it was there, and it made it difficult to be who I was without ridicule. I wasn’t a confident person back then. I was shy, quiet, and unsure of myself. I wanted to fit in with my gang of friends, be like the others. Small towns are lonely places if you’re on the outside.”
Moni sat beside me listening, not offering any comment. Her hand rested on my leg, her fingers idly stroking my inner thigh. Her touch was both a comfort and encouragement, and a distraction.
“To Denise, I think it was just rebellion. Her parents wanted her to stay in Yeringup and learn the pub trade. They ran one of the two hotels in town. Denise wanted to go to uni and study physiotherapy. So being with me was the single biggest act of defiance she could think of, but she didn’t dare be open about it. I think the secret rebellion in her relationship with me gave her the confidence to speak out about the things she did want that were less shocking in contrast, like her career choice. But to me… Well, it was love. It was who I was.
“We pretended we were just best friends. We hung out with the same group of mates, slept over at each other’s houses, and shared the same room. No one thought anything of it. But we were doing more than having giggly sleepovers. We were lovers, and inevitably, we were caught.” I closed my eyes. It was ten years ago, and the memory still made me curl up inside. “Her mum caught us. She came into Denise’s room. She didn’t knock—why would she? She found us both naked, me lying between Denise’s spread legs, my tongue in her pussy.”
I stopped. The memory loomed in my mind, as vivid as the day it happened. I swallowed hard, and waited for my throat to unblock so I could continue. “Her mum shrieked, ‘Get away from my daughter, you pervert!’ She ran to the bed and dragged me away by my hair—it was long back then. She pulled so hard I had to get up on my knees so she didn’t yank my hair out. ‘You evil girl,’ she screeched, and then she slapped my face twice. The bedroom door was still open, and Denise’s elder brother came in. He must have heard the shouting. I don’t think he meant to spy. But he looked me up and down with this lascivious jeer. It was the days before sexting of photos of course, so he didn’t have a phone, but I knew, just knew, he was going to tell all his mates.
“‘Get away from my daughter!’ Denise’s mother screamed again, and she picked up my clothes and threw them at me. ‘Cover yourself and go.’ I remember thinking that she must have seen that her daughter was a willing participant—surely it was obvious there was no coercion, but all her anger was directed at me.”
“What did Denise do?” Moni’s voice was quiet, not breaking the spell of words.
I closed my eyes briefly against the brightness of the sun. “She did nothing. She scrambled under the sheet to cover herself, and hid her face. She didn’t say a word at first. She didn’t stick up for me. She certainly didn’t say she loved me, that we were girlfriends. I dressed and turned to go. I looked back at Denise, to offer her some support in case her mother was laying into her, but her mother was sitting on the edge of the bed, stroking Denise’s hair. And Denise said… She said…” The words stuck in my throat. “She said…‘Mum, she made me do it. She offered me fifty dollars if I let her.’”
There was acid in the back of my throat, and a deep, crushing sadness in my chest. For Denise, who had betrayed me but betrayed herself more, yes. Mainly for me, though, and for the lost freedom in my life.
“I turned around. I said to Denise, ‘That’s not true,’ but she wouldn’t look at me. She just lay there with her mother stroking her hair, and she kept saying, ‘She made me.’ I left, of course. What else could I do? I walked out the door and down the street, and all I could think of was that this would be my life forever and ever. I’d always be different. People I loved would betray me. That this was how life was in a queer world. I didn’t have the confidence to stand out and proud and say ‘This is me. Take me or leave me.’ Everything I knew in the world was falling away.
“I went home, and of course, Denise’s mother had called mine. She’d told her everything—her version of ‘everything’ anyway. To Mum’s credit, she stuck up for me. She told me there was no point trying to deny what Denise’s mother had seen, but she had said to her ‘Sue would never have offered fifty dollars. She doesn’t have fifty dollars.’ I remember thinking that if I’d had the cash, there would have been no defence.
“She then sat me down and told me that she still loved me, as if there should be some doubt, and she was sure it was just a phase I was going through. That I’d grow out of it, and would settle down with a nice young man one day. I was crying—it was a combination of the shame and embarrassment, betrayal and heartbreak. She told me the best thing to do was pretend it hadn’t happened, to smile, ignore any jibes, and carry on as normal. She told me not to offer any information or make excuses. That’s good advice for much of life, that I’ve often done. But it wasn’t that easy. Denise had told her version of events to our gang of friends, and I was shunned, ostracized, and taunted. It reinforced my belief that if you wanted to have friends, then you had to conform. That to get on in life, you had to fit in.
“My last year in Yeringup was hell. I had no friends, so I studied hard and had my choice of any university I wanted. I picked one in Perth, Western Australia, which was as far away from home as I could get and still be in Australia. I left, and I didn’t return home for four years. I told my parents it was too expensive to get home from Perth, and when they offered to pay my fare, I made the excuse of a summer job in a law firm that would further my career. I studied hard at uni. I found that attitudes in the city were relaxed, light years of difference to Yeringup. I went to my first lesbian bar in the company of an out friend. I sought the company of queer people, but I’d tell them I was straight, and I must have been convincing enough that no one ever challenged me on it. And even in the city, where you’d think that I could have come out and been me, the memory of Denise and what had happened in Yeringup was fresh enough and painful enough that in my heart of hearts I thought it would inevitably happen again if I took that route. So I kept denying my sexuality for long enough that it became second nature. I found a boyfriend, had sex with him. Then another. Over time, I managed to convince myself that it was better this way.
“I went home for a week after graduation. I’d already lined up my job in London.”
“What happened? Did you see Denise?”
“It was nearly five years later. I’d already heard that Denise had studied physiotherapy and was working in Brisbane, so I didn’t see her, which was a good thing. I was twenty-two then, and things had changed in Yeringup, much as they do anywhere. A lot of my former friends had left—for education, a move to a big city—but many of them were still there. I bumped into some of them, and they were friendly in a distant sort of way. Most never mentioned how they’d treated me. Only one bloke, whose brother had come out as gay, apologised and said he was very sorry for his behaviour.”
“How often that happens,” Moni said as her fingers continued their small circles. She may have meant the motion to be soothing, but it was a slow burn of stimulation. Her fingers on my skin, moving so surely. “It’s like the people who only give to a charity after the cause affects them personally. Before that, they brush it off.”
“Yeah.”
“How did your family treat you?”
“They never mentioned it. Not a fucking word. They were pleased to see me, that was obvious. Apart from one trip to Perth to visit me a couple of years before, we hadn’t seen each other for four years. They were happy for me moving to London for work, and they knew that realistically I wouldn’t be back to live in Yeringup. Not much call for lawyers in tiny towns. Although, look where I live now!”
“From what you’ve said, Ken and his practice are one of a kind.”
“He makes it work because he wants to live here. He has close ties with the community, and is prepared to travel a lot to see his clients. Not many other lawyers would do that. The only other option for them would be to travel to the Isa, or skip the face to face contact. Much of their life is done remotely now—what with the School of the Air for the kids and some Flying Doctor consultations done via the radio—that they grab onto the chance for direct contact. Ken is a throwback. Guess that makes me one too.” I realised the conversation was drifting away from my closeted life, but that was fine. I had never told the tale from the start before, and the experience was draining. The stress made my voice shake—me, who would argue steadily and calmly with barristers and hard-nosed insurers alike.
There was a silence, broken only by the persistent buzzing of a blowfly.
“And now, you’re able to live an open life in a smaller town.”
“I know. It’s good. I’ve had no problems in Mungabilly Creek. None. But of course I’m older, maybe a bit wiser, and a lot more confident. I think all of those help. When you’re a teenager, you’re so easily moulded, and life’s events attain momentous proportions. It’s all about rebellion or conformity, there’s not much space in the middle.”
I stopped talking, and the silence grew between us. But it was a comfortable silence. Moni exuded understanding and warmth, and I sensed that even though her coming out story was obviously light years from mine, she’d lived enough in small communities to know how they could be. I hoped too, that she understood the twisted thinking that had made me deny who I was. I let the moment seep into me. It felt right, to have told the story to Moni, here on this hot outback road. It felt good.
I picked up her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you for listening. I’ve never told that story before, and I’m glad it was to you.”
She squeezed back. “Thank you for telling me.” Her sigh feathered the air between us. “It’s hard to comprehend why people act the way they do. I’m no psychologist, but I can understand your reaction. I hope I never get to meet Denise. I don’t think she and I will be besties.”
I laughed and it was looser, freer. “No argument from me either. She was very remote when I met her in Yeringup. I tried to bring up the past. I needed to let her know how it had shaped my life, but she wouldn’t listen. I doubt I’ll see anything of her now.” I flicked a bull ant from my boot. “I feel sorry for her actually. She tried to escape Yeringup, have her own career, escape the pub trade, but she’s now married to the only other publican in town, and well and truly ensconced there. She seemed quite bitter about it all.”
“Ultimately, she chose her path,” Moni said. “We all do. She must have known what she was getting into.” She grinned. “Although look at us right now. Not-so-straight Sue and Hopeless Moni, stuck in the middle of the outback because I’m pathetic at car maintenance. You realise that we’ve been here for about forty-five minutes and not a single person has gone past.”
“Someone will come along. They always do. Start taking your clothes off. Someone always comes along then.”
“You’ve obviously had a more exciting life than me if you know that for fact.”
“The camper has an outdoor solar shower. It’s definitely fact.”
“Let’s test it out.”
Moni stood, pushed her hat more firmly down on her head, and walked out into the sun. “Do I have to be in the middle of the road for this to work?”
“Can’t hurt. Maximum visibility and all that.”
She moved to the red dirt strip of road and looked in both directions. “No dust.”
“Get stripping and then see.” I stood too, curious to see what she’d do.
With a saucy grin, she undid the top two buttons of her shirt, then flicked them open to the hem. Pale skin, bright turquoise bra. Lace. No practical cotton for Moni; I should have guessed. She did a little cha-cha-cha and flicked her booted foot out theatrically. “I need music for this. You’ll have to sing.”
“Turn on the car stereo. R.E.M. sounds a lot better than my singing.”
“What, and have a flat battery as well as a busted hose? Besides, a live performance needs live music. Sing!”
If it kept her stripping, I’d sing until the cows came home. I cleared my throat and sang the first line of “Waltzing Matilda.”
The shirt slid down her arms, revealing surprisingly muscled shoulders and a small blodgy birthmark just under her collarbone.
“Can’t you come up with anything better than that to sing? If it has to be Australian, what’s wrong with some Midnight Oil?”
“Don’t know the words. And it’s un-Australian not to like ‘Waltzing Matilda.’” I joined her in the middle of the road and bent to peer at her birthmark. “Your birthmark looks like Tasmania.”
“Texas. It’s Texas. Look closer, you’ll see the panhandle.”
I didn’t need telling twice and bent closer so that my nose practically bumped her breast. “Oh yeah. I see it. Panhandle.” My hands twitched with the effort of keeping them by my sides, but then I realised I didn’t have to hold back anymore, so I let them come to rest on her waist, above the line of her shorts. My touch moved over her skin much as hers had done to me earlier, and she shivered like a thoroughbred. “You’ve stopped stripping. A car will never be along at this rate.”
“I’m still going.” Her eyes were huge, and the blonde wisps of hair that had escaped from her plait clung to her damp face. “Besides, you stopped singing.”
I continued, although I became less tuneful with every line.
Moni reached behind to her bra clasp, and the cups sagged forwards as she undid it. Her pale curves were revealed to the blinding sunlight. My throat grew tight and my song, such as it was, dried up.
She didn’t seem to mind. With a little shake of her shoulders, the bra fell forwards and her full breasts were exposed. She was watching my face, but after a quick check to make sure she didn’t mind, my gaze fixed on her breasts, white and curved like seashells, graced with rose-pink nipples. I grazed the underside of her breasts with my fingertips. “You’re beautiful.” The words came from far away, and the rumble in my head was probably my heartbeat thundering so fast I couldn’t distinguish the beats.
Then Moni’s glance snapped over my shoulder. “Truck! It worked.”
She darted away behind the car, leaving me to flag down the ute that approached. By the time it had stopped and the station hand had rolled down the window to ask if we were okay, she was dressed again, albeit with the buttons mismatched to the holes.
The station hand not only had an emergency hose repair bandage, he also had plenty of water, enough to fill up the radiator. He soon had the hose secured and, twenty minutes later, had filled the rad and made sure there were no air pockets. He waved away our offer of payment. “Youse can buy me a beer the next time I’m in the Royal. That should hold until you can get it fixed properly if you drive steady.”



CHAPTER 10
WE CHUGGED BACK AT A steady pace with one eye on the temperature gauge. Our good Samaritan had done the job right, and the repair held. It was after dark when we made it home to a rapturous welcome from Ripper and a bag of corn on the veranda left by a neighbour. Red dirt clung to our clothes from the dusty roads, and we both smelt sweaty from the day.
“Dinner choices,” I said. “I can BBQ some chops to have with Mrs T’s potato salad and some of this corn, or we can go to the Royal to eat.”
Moni clumped up behind me and plonked onto the couch. “First a shower. Then dinner. The chops sound good to me.” She yawned. “All I’ve done today is sit on a large stinky animal, drive, and sit in the sun. I don’t know why I’m so tired.”
“You forgot the stripping part.”
“That too. That must be what’s taken it out of me.” She yawned again. “Definitely the chops. I think I’d fall asleep if we sat in the Royal waiting to be fed. There could be the Armageddon of a bar fight, and I’d probably sleep right through it.”
She moved off, and I heard her rummaging around in her room and then the sound of running water.
By the time she emerged—damp and smelling of apple shampoo—wrapped in a towel, the chops were on the barbie, and I’d had time to pick some of Mrs T’s tomatoes, slice them, and sprinkle them with olive oil and balsamic vinegar. I added some seeded mustard to the potato salad and opened a bottle of Ken’s better red wine to breathe. The rate I was getting through it, I would have to get onto the internet and order more, assuming I could find a company that delivered out here. The bottlo at the Royal couldn’t get the really good stuff.
Moni came up to me as I turned the chops and raised on her toes to kiss my cheek. The simplicity and affection of the gesture made me melt, and I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her against me.
“You stink,” she said, her voice muffled by my shirt. “Go have your shower. I’ll watch the food.”
I took the hint and returned damp and glowing ten minutes later. By then, Moni was dressed and halfway down a glass of wine, and dinner was ready.
We ate outside, under the yellow glow of the mossie zapper. There were night sounds down the garden—the indignant cackle of a night bird, the crack of timber underfoot of some hunting critter. Small copper lizards scurried along the veranda rail hunting insects, and somewhere down the road, a dog barked. Ripper looked up from his position curled up on his bed but didn’t stir himself to reply.
Moni entertained me with outrageous stories of Texas and growing up in Dallas but escaping as often as possible to an aunt’s place in the east Texas red dirt road country. Then she turned serious. “I want to tell you,” she said, her gaze steady on my face, “that I didn’t sleep with Nora in London. You’ve probably wondered. I’m telling you because I don’t want there to be secrets of that sort between us. But, while we didn’t sleep together or touch each other in a sexual way, we did kiss, and we did have a sort of remote, hands-off sexual experience.”
I processed her remark. In truth it didn’t bother me. Nora was my friend. She hadn’t told me, and so it didn’t feel right to talk about her.
I covered Moni’s hand with my own. “You don’t need to say more. Whatever happened between you and Nora is none of my business.”
There was a flash of relief in her eyes. “Thank you. I worried, a little. But you were so honest about Denise, it didn’t feel right to hold anything back from you, even though it was before there was the possibility of anything between us.”
“You can tell me about the skeletons in your closet another time,” I joked.
“There’s a few. I haven’t been a nun. Nobody you need to worry about. I’ve been in love—I was getting over Em when I met you in London, but that’s all over now. My heart is free.” She paused. “Actually, that’s not quite true. It’s leaning in your direction.”
She was giving me the gift of honesty and maybe something more. I squeezed her hand, running my thumb over the back of it. I was too choked to answer, and in truth, I didn’t know what to say. It was early days for us. I hoped there would be many more.
When I opened my mouth to reply, Moni yawned, a huge jaw cracker of a yawn that practically showed her tonsils. “Aw crap,” she muttered, and she pushed the dirty plates to one side so that she could pillow her head on her folded arms. “I’m so tired.” She heaved a sigh.
In truth, I wasn’t so perky either. The heat had a way of sapping the energy from a person, and now, after food and wine, I was heavy eyed myself. But there was the promise of “later” that had hung in the air, ever since Moni’s striptease on the road. Later was now. But looking at her, eyes closing and half asleep, my resolve vanished.
I yawned as well. “We said ‘later,’ but I’m not sure I have the energy to make it as good as it should be.”
Moni sat up, and pushed her hands through her damp hair. “Me neither. Not right now. There’ll still be a ‘later’ for us, Sue. A tomorrow morning ‘later’ maybe. Would you be upset if we waited?”
I shook my head, charmed by the sight of her messy hair and tired smile. “No. But it would be nice if you wanted to sleep with me tonight, in my bed. It would feel good to hold you and sleep with you close by.”
She nodded. “And that spare bed is the utter pits. It sags in all the wrong places.” She stood, and started collecting the dirty dishes. Together, we dumped them in the sink. They could wait.
Hand in hand, we went to my bedroom. I stopped at the door, took her into my arms, and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Sure?”
“Oh yes.” She lifted her face to mine, and for a long moment, we kissed. It was sweet and warm, one of affection and promise but not of lust. Not yet. That would come. Hopefully tomorrow morning.
We moved into the bedroom and, by unspoken agreement, stripped to T-shirts and knickers. I wanted Moni’s naked skin against mine, but that would be a moment to savour, not to experience for the first time when we were both so tired we could barely talk. Moni disappeared into the bathroom, and I slid into the bed. Ripper pattered in and jumped up to his customary spot by my feet. I poked him with a toe, but he didn’t budge.
Moni reappeared and got into bed next to me. “Does Ripper always sleep there?”
“Mostly. Do you mind? I’ll shut him outside if you do.”
“Not now. Not while I’m sleeping. It’s sorta nice having him there. But in the morning…”
Her eyes closed, and her sentence petered out to the soft sound of regular breathing. Her implication was clear. In the morning, when we were doing more than sleeping, Ripper would have to find somewhere else. She lay on her side, facing towards me. She looked younger relaxed in sleep with her fingers curled on the pillow. She nuzzled into it, and I moved over and lifted her hand so that I could move closer still. She sighed in her sleep and snuggled into me, head on my shoulder, arm over my stomach. I slid my arm around her and pulled her into my side.
My last thought before I drifted off to sleep was how right it felt to have her with me.

I woke early, as usual. No daylight saving meant that the sun came in through the windows around four. I didn’t mind; I loved having a slow start to the day. Moni had moved and now slept on her back with my arm—which had gone numb—wedged awkwardly between us. I wanted to stay and watch her sleep, wanted to see her face at that first moment of wakefulness, but Ripper was whining to be let out, and from his increasingly urgent noises, I gathered it was in everyone’s best interests to do it soon. I moved away from Moni and rose from the bed. I opened the flyscreen to the veranda, and Rip bounded off into the morning, peed on the lemon tree, and took care of all the other urgent things that constituted emergencies in Ripper’s world.
I thought I’d let Moni sleep a little longer, so I went out to the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. While it dripped, there was a loud commotion from the street, featuring barking, and so I walked out to the front veranda. Of course my dog was in the middle of it, barking loudly at Cath from across the street who’d had the cheek to walk her German shepherd on Ripper’s side of the road.
She waved a hand at me, seemingly unperturbed to see me dressed only in a T-shirt and pair of knickers. “Gunna be a hot one.” Same greeting every day.
I nodded, called Ripper back, and went back into the house for the coffee. The barking had woken Moni, who came into the kitchen, yawning widely, her hair a blonde bird’s nest of snarls.
“Hello.” She came straight over to me and kissed me on the mouth. I wrapped my arms around her, breathed in the sweet sleep smell of her, and kissed her back with just that bit more urgency.
“I wish I could wake up like this every morning,” I said into her hair.
“You do,” she mumbled back. “Same noisy birds, same ridiculously early dawn. Same barking dog.”
“I meant with you.” I held her closer and ran my hand down her side to the hem of her shirt.
“You were gone from the bed when I woke,” she said, a smile in her voice. “I woke alone.”
“Not tomorrow morning. Nor Tuesday morning.”
“Yeah.” She sounded a bit more awake. Her hair tickled my nose as she pressed herself closer to me. Her full breasts pushed against my T-shirt. “What time is it?”
“Five-ish.”
“Is that coffee I smell? If you want me alert and on fire for you, I might need coffee.”
“I thought you medical people leapt out of bed to save lives at the drop of a hat. Certainly un-caffeinated.”
“Have to sometimes. But that doesn’t mean I don’t wish for coffee as I’m saving those lives.”
I brushed my fingertips over the warm skin below the hem of her T-shirt. She didn’t have the firmness of muscle that Felix had, but I didn’t mind. I revelled in the freedom of being able to touch a woman in this way. Would that magic ever go away, become commonplace? For a moment, I thought about the faceless women who might be part of my future. What would they be like? But my mind refused to take that leap. I was stuck in the here and now, with Moni’s skin under my fingers, and that was a very good place to be.
Desire swam in my blood, and I bent to kiss her again. Her lips were soft under mine, but as I started to deepen the kiss, she came alive as if someone had flicked a switch. Her hands framed my face and held me in place while she kissed me, suddenly utterly and completely in control. For a moment, I started to assert myself, to regain the control I’d had before she was fully awake, but she wouldn’t let me.
I switched tactics and softened, letting her lead. She smiled against my lips. “Good girl. Now let’s see where we can take this.”
Coffee was forgotten as she started to direct my steps, backwards towards the bedroom. I thought of Ken’s bed, already smelling sweetly of us. It was about to get its first action in a long time—of that I was sure. The morning light streamed into the room, but I broke away from Moni long enough to pull the blinds. Although the room faced the back of the house, the magpies sitting in a row on the veranda railing and Rip’s hungry little face were an audience I didn’t need or want.
I returned to Moni, twitched the hem of her T-shirt, and tugged it up to reveal a strip of bare skin above her undies. Another few inches, and I was able to ease my hand up under the shirt towards her breasts.
Her phone rang.
“Shit.” She stiffened, listening as if she had maybe imagined it. But it rang again, loud in another part of the house. “That’s my work phone. I have to get it.” Still, she didn’t move, and her eyes were wide. “Sue…I want—”
When the phone fell silent, she cursed, broke eye contact, and darted away to find her phone. She rummaged through her bag and then returned, phone in hand. “It’s the base. I better call back.” But the next second, the phone rang again, and she answered on the first ring. “Dr Kratzmann.” Her clipped, authoritative tone was a far cry from the softness and warmth of a few moments ago. “Hi, Kylie. Yeah... Yeah… I understand. I’m in Mungabilly Creek. It’s about three hours away. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She clicked off and threw the phone on the bed.
She was all business. Gone was my would-be lover, and in her place was a professional woman, already focussed on what she had to do. She retrieved her bra from the floor and removed the T-shirt she’d slept in. I had a view of her breasts before she covered them with the bra.
“Sue, I’m so sorry. So very, very sorry.” She went back to her bag in the spare room, and her words were muffled as she pulled on a fresh T-shirt. “There’s been a pile-up on the highway between a road train and a minibus of tourists, mainly overseas students. Over a dozen seriously injured. They’re flying the worst of them to Brisbane, but there’s not enough choppers or care flights. Gonna have to treat the majority of them in the Isa. They’re recalling medics. I gotta go.”
I took a deep breath, tamping down the unreasonable surge of disappointment. This was what Moni did. This was why she was here, and—I was willing to bet—she was bloody good at it. I nodded. “Tell me what I can do.”
She threw her clothes into the overnight bag. “Any chance of a coffee and sandwich for the road?”
I went out to the kitchen, found an old travel mug of Ken’s, and poured coffee into it. I microwaved some bacon, and—after giving Ripper the rind—slapped it between two slices of bread, with a squirt of BBQ sauce. Moni came out from the bedroom as I was filling a ten-litre container with water. “Put this in the car,” I said. “I don’t know if that emergency repair on the radiator will hold, but at least you’ll have water.”
She nodded, dragged her bag down the steps, and placed it in the boot. I followed her down to give her the coffee and bacon sanger.
“You’re a darling.” She took them and leant in to kiss me. “I mean that. You really are a darling.” Her lips were soft and lingered longer than they should when there were lives to save a three-hour drive away. “Don’t forget me.”
My lips tingled from her touch. “As if I could.”
She got into the car and started the engine. “I’ll call you. I’ll be thinking about you.”
She was gone. I missed her already.



CHAPTER 11
MONI TEXTED AROUND TEN, JUST a short message to say she’d made it back to the Isa and was busy, but she’d try to call me later. The emergency hose repair had held. I spent the day mooching around the house in disconsolate fashion. I’d expected to spend the day with Moni. Maybe in bed. Maybe just hanging out together. My previous weekend plans of experimental cooking now seemed flat and uninteresting. The day was stinking hot, and Ken’s air con struggled to keep pace. November in the outback was like sitting in an oven. It was hot and dry, and every time I left the house, my skin burned despite my Akubra hat and sunblock. Poor little Ripper was feeling the heat too. I couldn’t get him to leave the air con, even for his most favourite pastime of sitting on the front veranda and barking at anyone who dared to walk past.
I lined up the ingredients on the counter for the bulgogi I’d planned to cook. Maybe I’d make it later. Because it was too hot to eat, it seemed pointless to cook. I was restless at home, so mid-arvo, I wandered down to the Royal for a beer, something I seldom did. I lost two games of pool to a lone tourist, bought him a beer, and for the first time in weeks had to use my sorry-I’m-not-straight line when he became persistent. I went home again, intending to research family property law. I was sure I’d given the right advice to the lady trying to pluck up the courage to leave her husband, but there was no harm in double checking. But my eyes grew heavy, and I barely made it into the online library database before I was fighting sleep.
Rather than snooze in the middle of the day, I started an email to Nora. I had a lot to tell her. I’d been too busy lately to do more than shoot off quick replies to her chatty emails—mainly sent from her work address which told me she wasn’t very busy. I told her about life as a one-person legal practice in a tiny town, about how I went out to see clients, where I spent half a day driving just to talk with them for an hour. In London, clients were allocated time in 6-minute blocks. I rambled on about Ripper’s cleverness and love of bacon rind, and then I got to the real point of the email.
 
I don’t know if this will be a surprise to you, but Moni is in Australia. Not just Australia, but Queensland. Not just Queensland, but the Isa, which is about as close as anything gets around here—a 3 hour drive away.
 
I told Nora about Moni’s contract with the Flying Doctor program, and then I got to what I really wanted to talk about.
 
Remember back in London when you and I and Moni went for breakfast? Back then, she knew I was gay. I’m not sure how, given that so many other people hadn’t figured it out, including most of the London lesbian scene, including you. Including me. But she did. She came and stayed for a couple of days. She’d still be here if work hadn’t called her back. But—and this is really what I want to tell you—there is potential between us. More than potential actually. I don’t know what it is, or will be, but if she hadn’t had to go back to the Isa, I wouldn’t be emailing you now. I’d be in bed with her with no intention of leaving it until Ripper chewed my foot off from starvation.
 
I rambled on a bit longer, and then I signed off, put my feet on the desk, and contemplated another beer—from my fridge this time rather than the Royal. Ripper leapt up into my lap, effectively curtailing my run to the beer fridge, and I scratched him behind the ears. He curled up with a sigh while I wrote a quick email to Mum and Dad. The beer fridge was calling again when my email pinged. It was Nora. She must be up early.
 
Nothing you do anymore will ever surprise me. But as for Moni… Well, I’m delighted. Moni is a keeper. I don’t know if you’re thinking that way, but if you’re not, well, maybe you should be. I’m sure there’s not too many pickings in your neck of the woods, (Patch of scrub? What do you say in a place where there’s not many trees?), but even if you were surrounded by plenty of opportunities, I’d say the same thing. Whatever. I’m happy for you. Send Moni my love and tell her if she doesn’t treat you well, she will have me to answer to.
 
Oh…nearly forgot. Pádraig sends you his love. He’s met someone too, by the way. Her name’s Petra, and she’s from the Czech Republic. Not an Irish gene in her body. She’s lovely! They seem happy.
 
I sat back with a smile. Pádraig was a good man, a good friend, and I was genuinely happy for him. I hoped he’d found a woman to settle down with, as he wanted.
Then the beer fridge did call me, and in keeping with the lazy nature of the afternoon, I tipped Rip from my lap, retrieved a beer, and went and sat on the front veranda to watch life roll past me in Mungabilly’s main street. I stirred myself long enough to cook the bulgogi, and it was a success. But the sort of peaceful afternoon I’d enjoyed previously seemed too quiet without Moni, without her bright comments and jokes, without her heated kisses and smart replies. It had been only a few hours since she’d gone, but I missed her keenly.

There was a month until Christmas, and I was suddenly really busy. People who had dragged their feet over their conveyancing were suddenly desperate to get things sorted so that they could be in their new home before Christmas. Likewise, people who’d decided they were in no hurry to make a new will suddenly needed to get one drawn up as a matter of urgency. I settled a couple of workers’ compensation claims, kept a hot-headed station hand out of the lock up, and finalised some rather dull pastoral lease contracts.
Moni and I talked every few days on the phone and emailed often. She sounded happy and at home in the Isa, although she worked crazy hours—usually more than twelve a day—and her time off was sporadic. She wouldn’t have two days off in a row again until the New Year.
Mrs T, who’d taken a massive shine to Moni, didn’t make things easier by constantly asking after her. “Heard from your girl?” she’d say, as she came butt first into my office bearing mugs of tea and a plate of biccies. “She coming back here? I liked that one.”
I couldn’t bring myself to confide totally in Mrs T—but it was good to talk about Moni to someone who did understand. On the days when I wasn’t going out to clients, Mrs T and I would share lunch on the veranda—usually one of her amazing sandwiches made with homemade bread—and talk. In this way, gradually, I learnt more about Mungabilly and its eight hundred occupants. She never mentioned the long-ago girlfriend that she’d intimated about to Moni, but that didn’t matter. She was one of us and was behind the idea of Moni, and me, and Moni and me together.
“Take a day off. Go and see her.” Mrs T bustled around the kitchen doing something mysterious and magical with dozens of tomatoes someone had brought back from the Isa—her veggie garden was now officially history due to the drought. She chopped and diced and scraped them from the chopping board into a big preserving pan. “You haven’t taken a weekday off since you arrived. Ken took them all the time. He’s not watching over your shoulder.”
I stole a piece of ripe, red tomato and paired it with a slice of chilli. The heat made my eyes water. “He can’t watch. He’s down in Victoria drinking the Yarra Valley wineries dry. At least according to his last email.”
Mrs T pulled a bag of dark brown sugar from the corner pantry and tipped an indeterminate amount into the pot. “You go overnight, and you can stay with your girl. Leave Ripper here. I’ll take him home with me.”
Ripper looked up at his name. He adored Mrs T, probably due to her habit of slipping him something from whatever she was cooking. I knew he’d be as happy as a python in a chook house if he got to stay over with her.
“Maybe.” The truth was, as much as I wanted to see Moni again, I knew our attraction would flare. And call me a sentimental romantic, but I didn’t want our first time to be a hurried encounter in her digs in the Isa, wondering if she’d get an emergency call out. I didn’t want one of us to have to leave early the next morning. No. There should be time for our loving, time for us to be together, time for the lust and longing to build, and time to sate that longing in an unhurried fashion. Time for us. Together. And if I went to the Isa for an overnight stay, I didn’t think we’d have that luxury.
“Go for the day. Go and have lunch. It’s not right that you’re apart at the time in your relationship when you should be building something together.”
I propped my butt on a stool at the counter and watched Mrs T. She’d added salt and herbs to the tomatoes and stirred them slowly. There wasn’t a recipe book in sight.
“I know. I know. I want to go, Mrs T. I miss her terribly. But it’s all so rushed.”
“Better rushed than not at all.” She stirred a bit faster, and her wooden spoon scraped loudly against the bottom of the pot. “The Isa’s a big place. She might meet someone there, some other lady who takes her fancy.”
Lady. Mrs T’s language was a bit out of time, but I got her meaning. I thought about my schedule for the next week. “I’ll see what day she’s got off next week. I’ll go then.”
“Good. Ripper and I will be fine.”
I contemplated Mrs T as she stood at the cooker. She was maybe in her fifties. Certainly not old, but a different generation to me. I remembered what Moni said about her having a girlfriend when she was younger. She’d grown up in a predominantly indigenous settlement even further towards the centre of Australia than Mungabilly Creek, and she’d had a husband who had been killed by a bull. She had sons—two of them, although I hadn’t met them. But the real Mrs T? The secret woman behind the plain-speaking housekeeper? I was ashamed to admit that, even after knowing her for a few months, I didn’t really know her much at all.
“You grew up in the Territory?” I propped my chin on my hand.
“Yup. Little place about eight hundred kilometres from here. You been talking to your woman? She told you about Rosalie?”
“Your girlfriend when you were younger?”
“That’s her. You want to know about her, just ask.”
I adored Mrs T. She was as blunt as Ken’s old steak knives, as direct as the road to the Isa. “Then I’m asking.”
She turned to face me, and her face softened into a smile. “I loved her. She was only a girl, like me; we were maybe sixteen or so. But things like that weren’t supposed to happen, and girls weren’t supposed to be together. So we had our time, and then we went off. Rosalie went to Darwin. I came east and ended up here. We both met fellas, both had kids. That was the way it was done then, at least for people like us. You’re going to ask if I regret not staying with her?”
I made my non-committal face. Truth was, I wanted to know, but I thought that even with her telling me to ask, that seemed a little personal.
“Sometimes I miss her so bad it wallops me in the guts. But I had a good life with Jack, my husband. I got the kids now. Good kids, from a good man. I wouldn’t not have had that.”
“Would you look her up, now that you’re by yourself again?”
Mrs T pursed her lips, took a swig of her cooling tea before answering. “Nah. What would be the point? I’m different. She’s probably different. I’d like to know how she’s doing though, where she’s living, what she’s at.”
“You could look for her on the internet. What’s her last name? Might not be too hard.”
“Thatcher. That was the man she married. Rosalie Thatcher.” She faced me and pointed the wooden spoon. “But don’t you go meddling now. I know you lawyer types. Can’t resist a stickybeak.”
I resolved then and there to hunt for a Rosalie Thatcher in Darwin. If I found her, Mrs T could decide what to do then. I wouldn’t mess with her life. But it wouldn’t hurt just to look. I changed the subject before Mrs T could make me promise to leave well enough alone. “My parents want to pay a visit. They’re thinking of coming for a few days.”
“At Christmas?”
“No. They always have their Christmas in Yeringup. They wouldn’t miss that. In a couple of weeks they said.”
“Be nice for you.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” Mum and I had reached a surprising accord when I’d returned from England. “Yeah.” I said more definitely. “It will be nice.”
“Better get a visit sorted to your woman before then.”
“I will. I’ll call her just as soon—”
My mobile rang, and I fished it out of my pocket. “It’s Moni.”
“Youse connected.” Mrs T nodded so hard her dark curls bounced. “You think about her, and she calls.”
I slid off the stool and headed for the veranda. “I’ll tell her you said that.”
I answered the call, sat in the lounger on the front veranda, and propped my feet on the low table. “I was just talking about you.”
“I bet Mrs T was telling you to call me.” Her American accent sounded more pronounced over the phone.
“She was actually. She said you’d probably find some drop-dead gorgeous woman in the Isa and forget all about me.”
There was a beat of silence, then Moni said, “Well, there is Ava. She’s blonde, well built, got eyelashes to die for, and these big dark eyes you can lose yourself in.”
She sounded serious enough that my stomach clenched in worry, before reason reasserted itself. It wasn’t Moni’s style to tell me something like that, not after our weekend together. “I suppose she’s a camel?”
She laughed. “Close. She’s a Brahman cow. Got big floppy ears as well as the dark eyes. She’s the family pet out on a station. Had to visit last week, and Ava wouldn’t let us out of the plane. Kept butting the doors until someone came to shoo her away. Apparently she does it all the time.”
“I think I like her.”
“I like you better.” Moni’s voice was a purr in my ear.
Conscious of Mrs T in the kitchen, doubtlessly eavesdropping, I whispered, “Bet I like you more.”
“Like?” Suddenly the laughter was stripped from her voice. “I more than like you, Sue. I’m not ready to say more yet, but I’m working on it.”
I could barely breathe. Her words made the distance between us too great, the time until I could see her again unbearably long.
“Which day are you off next week?” I asked. “I’ll take the day and come and visit. We can have lunch, go for a walk or something. I’d like to see where you live, where you work.”
“Tuesday. But I gotta work Wednesday. I don’t think I’ll get more than a day off at a time until after Christmas.”
“I’ll come Tuesday.”
Monday loomed long and insurmountable before then.
“Come early. I’ll cook you breakfast.”
I resolved to leave not long after the sun rose, which at this time of year was before four. “I’ll be there by eight.”
“Pack a hose bandage and water. I learnt my lesson.”
“Can’t buy a bandage here. I’ll get one in the Isa. Along with more fish sauce, sambal oelek, and sesame seeds. The bulgogi was stunning. I’ll make it for you next time you’re here.”
“Anything that’s not pot noodles or white bread sandwiches sounds amazing. But I’m going out tonight for a counter tea with a gang from work. I’m going to splurge and try the chicken parmie. Apparently it’s the size of a hub cap.” She sounded happy. Her voice had a lilt and a lift to it.
“Parmies are classic pub food. You won’t go wrong with that.”
“What’s happening in your world?” she continued.
“Got a new client. Motor vehicle accident. He’s a jackaroo on a station about eighty kilometres from here. He was heading home from the Royal, and a tourist in a big four wheel drive thundered past him. A ’roo bounded out in front of the tourist, and he swerved left to avoid it and hit Billy’s ute.”
“Stupid of him.”
“Very. Billy’s ute is a write off, and he’s got a broken arm and smashed shoulder. Should be a good claim as he won’t be able to work for a few months. Poor bugger’s going mental. Wants nothing more than to get back on a horse.”
An intercom sounded in the background, and then Moni said, “That’s me they’re paging. Gotta go. See you Tuesday?” Her voice went up at the end in question, a very Queensland intonation. I grinned. She was only here a couple of months, and already Queensland was worming its way in.
“Can’t wait.” I paused. “Bye. I like you.”
There was a smile in her voice as she replied, “I like you too.”
I clicked off and wandered back to the kitchen. Mrs T was bottling her sauce, and the kitchen was steamy and sweet with the smell of cooked tomatoes. “I’m going to see her Tuesday. Will you take Rip for the day?”
“No worries.” She turned each bottle upside down so that the sauce sucked the air out of the jar. “Drop him off as you drive away. I’ll be up. Don’t bother picking him up that evening, I’ll bring him around the next day.”
“Thanks. Sauce looks good.”
“Enough to keep you going for a while. Take some to Moni—if she likes the parmie, she can use it to make her own.”
So Mrs T had been eavesdropping. “Yup. You take half of it home with you too.”
“I will.”

I drove out of Mungabilly just before five in the morning. Ripper was at Mrs T’s, the campervan was full of petrol, and there were two ten-litre containers of water in the back in addition to the camper’s tanks. I also had two jars of Mrs T’s tomato sauce for Moni. The outback stretched wide and brown on either side of the road. Still no rain. The cattle looked hollow, the gum trees drooped along the dry creek, and the few kangaroos were mainly resting in the shade. But the air was fresh, and a flock of galahs wheeled in the blue sky. To the left of the road, an emu ran with a graceful gait, her feathers bouncing like a Victorian lady’s bustle.
The camper purred along with no sign of the knock in the engine I’d heard before, and the three-hour trip went fast. I listened to news radio, and then when I was closer to the Isa, I switched to a rock station. Moni had given me her address, and I found it easily enough. She lived opposite the hospital in a brick unit, the middle one in a row of them. I found her old Holden at the back, parked the camper alongside, and cut the engine. The units had a small veranda facing the rear. Moni leant on the rail, a mug of something in her hand. She was dressed in the same purple singlet she’d been wearing when she appeared in Mungabilly, but this time it was paired with a ratty pair of cotton shorts that she’d obviously slept in. Her blonde hair was snarled around her face. She was beautiful.
I approached her, and she set the mug down and came down the two steps. And then we were in each other’s arms. Her hair tickled my nose, and she tilted her face up to mine and kissed me. Her hands pushed into my hair, holding me steady, not letting me move. Not that I wanted to. Her tongue thrust into my mouth, and she tasted of coffee. For long moments we remained locked together, and then a door banged elsewhere in the building, and we moved apart. Moni had a goofy grin on her face, and my mouth was wide with smiling.
“Come in,” she said. “Let’s get coffee.”
I grabbed Mrs T’s tomato sauce from the camper and followed her. Her unit was basically one room. A kitchenette against one wall, a twin bed on the far side of some shelving which was used to partition the room. A TV she could watch from the bed, a table, and a couple of chairs. Her laptop sat open on the table. Moni crossed to the kitchenette where there was an American style coffee pot, still half full. She poured me a cup and topped up her own.
“So here you are,” she said. “Welcome to my home. It’s not much, but luckily I don’t spend much time here. I think the Flying Doctor makes the accommodations basic so that we’re happy to get to work.” She grinned. “Have you had breakfast? I can do boiled eggs and toast.”
I was starving. I’d only had a cup of coffee and a banana when I’d left Mungabilly Creek. “Any Vegemite to go on the toast?”
She pulled a face. “I don’t know how you Aussies eat that stuff, but I think there’s an old jar in the cupboard.”
There was, and we sat on her rear veranda and ate boiled eggs and toast with Vegemite. Even though the view was primarily of the back of a red brick block of flats, there were trees and birdsong.
After we’d finished, Moni dumped the plates in the sink, and I gave her Mrs T’s tomato sauce.
“What shall we do today?” Moni asked. “We have the big city at our disposal. We can walk. We can go for lunch. I can show you where I work. We can shop for your Asian groceries. I’d like to get something for you to take back to Mrs T from me as well. We can drive out to Lake Moondarra. We can take a tour of the mine.”
“I’d rather stay here and kiss you.”
“Or we can stay here and kiss.”
Her eyes were large and luminous as she approached me, one slow pace at a time. She stopped, lifted her arms, and entwined them around my neck. I was frozen in the moment as she touched her lips to mine. Once, twice, and the third time she exhaled and let her lips rest on mine in the lightest of touches.
She pulled away. “A kiss. Do you want more?”
I did. Badly. And I wanted more than a kiss. But I wanted more than a hurried first time in a narrow bed. Moonlight and roses? Maybe not, but more than this. I pulled her back into my arms and kissed her once more. “I want it all,” I said. “But not here, not when you might be called in to the base, not when I have to leave by mid-arvo to get back to Mungabilly Creek by dusk.”
She nodded. “Sounds like you’re thinking serious, Ms Sue Brent.” Her teasing tone lightened the nature of her question.
“I think about a lot of things. Most of them are about you. Not many of them are PG rated.” I dropped my tone and framed her face with my hands. “But since you asked, yeah. I’m thinking serious. I’m thinking we might have something. You and me. And in the future, when I’m remembering our first time, I don’t want to remember something hurried and uncomfortable.”
“You old romantic, you,” she teased. “But I like that you think like that. I can manage a low key romantic day as long as I get to kiss you sometimes.” She leant in again until her lips rested once more on mine. “Touch you sometimes.” Her hands pressed against my hips and pulled me flush against her body. “Maybe whisper sweet nothings to you.” Her mouth moved to my ear, and she whispered, “How about getting your shopping out of the way, taking a trip to Lake Moondarra, and then back in time for a late lunch?”
I chuckled.
She stepped back, laughter in her voice as she said “What did you think I was going to say after your declaration of intent for first-time perfection?”
“I was hoping for dirty.”
“Red outback bulldust is dirty enough for both of us. And you’ve got it all down one side of your shirt.”
I must have brushed off the camper as I got out. “Then unless you want me to strip and do laundry, your itinerary for the day sounds good.”
“I’ll drive.”
“Sounds better. And talking of your rusty old Holden, one of my shopping items is to get a hose bandage of my own.” The sweet tension of a moment ago dissolved with our laughter. But the warmth and companionship that replaced it was good. More than good.
We went to the auto repair shop first up, and I got not only the bandage, but sealer gunk, a litre of engine oil, and a foot pump, all of which I should have bought months ago. Then it was on to the Asian grocers, where I bought all the items on my list, along with chilli-soybean paste, rice noodles, crispy fried shallots, Vietnamese bean cake, and a Panang curry paste that the girl behind the counter told me would taste as good as anything I’d eaten in Thailand. I took her word for it, given that the closest I’d ever been to Thailand was a myriad of Thai restaurants in London.
Moni bought a huge bag of zucchini and some limes for Mrs T. “You’ll be eating zucchini chutney before too long,” she said. “I hope you like it.”
It was only a short drive to Lake Moondarra, the reservoir that supplied the town water. The low level starkly reflected the drought conditions. Moni surprised me by pulling a fishing rod from the boot and casting. With deft expertise, she’d soon landed a fine barramundi. “Told you I’m a country girl,” she said, before offering me the rod. I declined, content to sit in the shade and watch the play of fine muscles in her shoulders as she cast the line over the water. Rather than stink up the car with fish on a hot day, she gave her catch to a boy who was fishing nearby.
Moni took me to a small Thai café for lunch, just off the main street, jammed between a camping store and a religious bookseller. I hadn’t realised the café was there, but the food was good and tasty, and I resolved to lunch here on my infrequent trips to the Isa, if at all possible.
Over lunch, my phone beeped with a text. It was Mum. Arrive MB Crk next Thurs. Stay 3 nights.
I showed the text to Moni. “There goes the weekend.”
“Aw shucks,” she said in her best exaggerated drawl. “But it’ll keep ma girl on the straight and narrow.”
“Don’t suppose you’ve got a day off then? You could meet my parents.”
She put down her fork and studied me. “Are you wanting me to meet your parents, or are you wanting your parents to meet a woman who is involved with you. Any woman. Just a woman?”
I opened my mouth to reply that I wanted them to meet her, Moni, the woman I…liked. But her words gave me pause. The last time I’d spoken about this with my mum, she’d said that she would welcome any woman I introduced to them. But it had yet to be put to the test. Was that what I was doing here?
“Both,” I said, after a pause. “I want them to realise that it wasn’t just words, that this is my life now, and that it’s me. But I want them to meet you too. You. Not just anyone. You’re not just a statement, Moni.”
“Okay then.” She picked up her fork again and resumed eating the spicy noodles. “I’ll check the roster, see if I can swap a day if I’m not off.”
I touched her hand across the table. “Thank you.”
“I’m not sure I’ll be able to get two days in a row. It might be just a day visit, like this.”
I grimaced. “That’s probably a good thing.”
“Why?” Her voice was like flint. “Because you don’t want to sleep with me with your parents there?”
“No! Actually, it’s because I’ll have to give my parents my bed. My dad’s back is stuffed, and he wouldn’t cope on that saggy old mattress in the spare room. I’ll have to sleep there.”
“In that case, I’m definitely not stopping over. One night in that bed was one too many for me. But you could always sleep in the camper. You’ve told me how great the bed is.”
It was true. I loved the bed in the camper, particularly with the tailgate open to the stars. I could sleep in the camper in the back yard. Ripper would love it too.
“Good idea. And the bed’s big enough for two if you change your mind.”
She rolled her eyes. “You won’t sleep with me in my bed at the unit in case we’re interrupted. Well, I won’t sleep with you in your campervan in the backyard with Ripper at my feet, half of Mungabilly Creek peering in, and your parents watching from the veranda.”
“Good point.”
“But let’s take the camper out sometime, and I’ll show you how much I’d love to sleep in it at any other time.”
“Even with Ripper?”
“He can sleep in the footwell.”
There was Buckley’s chance of Ripper remaining in the footwell when his people were in the back, but I didn’t say that to Moni. Not if it meant her and me—and Rip—alone in the desert under the wide night sky.
It sounded like perfection.
“We’ll spend our honeymoon on the Birdsville Track.” The words popped out before I could think better of it.
Her hand twitched, then she picked a piece of chicken from the noodles. “Is that a proposal?”
“A proposal for a night of love.” I gave her my best leer, and the butterflies in my stomach leapt into my throat.
“Ha. Something tells we’ll have several of those, very soon. I hope.”
I hoped so too, but the waiter returned to see if we wanted more rice, and any reply I might have made was swallowed up in the clatter of dishes.
Lunch had spilt on into the afternoon, and by the time we left the Thai café, it was gone two. I had to leave by four to avoid driving at dusk with the real risk of hitting ’roos. It was hotter than a shearer’s armpit, but we went for a slow walk down the main street. I bought a couple of T-shirts and new shorts—my first new clothes since arriving in Mungabilly Creek. We went into a chain store, and I picked up a much-needed pack of black cotton undies. Nothing fancy, just the same sort of underwear I usually bought. As I grabbed it off the shelf, Moni’s gaze fixed on the pack in my hand.
She smiled. “Black, eh?” She picked up a similar pack in baby pastels. “Not these?”
“No. I don’t do pink.”
She put it back on the shelf and picked up an identical one in a smaller size. “You might not, but I do. Which is lucky. We can keep our underwear in the same drawer and never get confused.”
I kissed her, ignoring the stare of the matron behind the counter. “We’ll put that to the test sometime.”
After that, the afternoon was gone. We returned to Moni’s apartment, and she pulled me inside for some long, slow kisses that tested my resolve. If not for the fact that I had to see a client early tomorrow, if not that she was working—leaving the base at six in the morning to fly out with a community nurse to a remote settlement for a clinic day—then I would have said to hell with everything. To hell with the small bed, the cramped apartment, the people on either side of us. I would have stayed and made memories with Moni.
“Let me know if you can get the day off when my parents are here.”
She nodded, and I placed my palm on her cheek, enjoying the heat of her skin against my hand. She leant into my palm briefly, and then straightened. “See you, Sue. Very soon, I hope.”



CHAPTER 12
TRUE TO HER WORD, MONI did manage to swing a day off when my parents were in town. Saturday, she said, giving me a day alone with them to catch up, and then a day with them again before they left. I hadn’t planned anything particular to do. Mungabilly was hardly high on the tourist agenda, and in truth, there was little I could show them that would appeal.
“Don’t do anything special, darl,” Mum said on the phone. “We’ll be happy just pottering. We mainly want to see you. See where you live, where you work, meet your friends and your girlfriend.”
Yes, I’d mentioned that Moni would be there for the day, and true to her word, Mum seemed genuinely happy at the thought of meeting her.
My parents arrived just before sunset. They drove slowly down the main street as I sat on the front veranda, did a U-turn, and drove back. Ripper met them at the back of the house. Strange how I hadn’t seen them for years while I lived away but had barely missed them. Now, after only three months in Mungabilly Creek, I was so happy to see them. They hugged me, cuddled Ripper, and exclaimed how much he had grown. Mrs T surpassed herself and left one of her famous lasagnes that I only had to heat, and I’d put together a salad. We ate outside, in the relative cool of the evening, and I caught up on the doings in Yeringup that Mum hadn’t thought important enough to put in an email. My brother, Jim, was moving in with Alexis, the girl from Toowoomba. Many of the residents in the aged care home where Mum volunteered had asked after me. And Bridget the dog—Ripper’s dam—still visited, entertaining the residents.
“Denise said to say hello.” My mother helped herself to more salad, as if she were giving me privacy to react.
In truth, I felt nothing. Denise had made it very clear that she didn’t want to maintain any communication, so the news was just a polite message from someone who felt they had to be civil to my mum. “Say hi back to her when you see her next.” I passed her the salad dressing. “Would you like more lasagne? There’s plenty.”
“No thanks. It’s very good though.”
Dad held out his plate. “I will.”
Mum pushed it away. “You’ve had enough unless you want to buy larger shorts.”
Dad put his plate down with a sigh. Mum continued, “Apparently Denise and Gary are having a few problems. The kids have gone off to stay with his parents.”
“Hopefully they’ll work it out.” I continued eating. Why was she telling me this? Surely she didn’t think I still carried a torch for Denise? A change of subject seemed the way to go, and I started talking about Mrs T, whom they’d meet the next morning, saying how she kept the house in order for me. “Such a shame her veggie garden succumbed to the drought, Mum. You’d have loved it. That’s also her tomato sauce in the lasagne you’re eating.”
“It’s good. I’ll have to get her recipe.”
After dinner, we sat on the front veranda. Laughter wafted from the Royal three doors down, and my dad cast wistful glimpses in that direction. “Do you want to go for a beer, Dad?” I asked. “The Royal’s a good pub. Not too rowdy. Bit like the Criterion in Yeringup, but not as done up.” Too late, I remembered that Denise and her hubby ran the Crit, but Mum didn’t mention it.
“I’d like that.” Dad put down his empty stubby. “Can’t beat a good outback pub. You coming too, Maisie?”
“No thanks.” Mum yawned. “You and Sue go. I’ll do the dishes and have an early night.”
I helped Mum carry the plates to the sink, and then I showed her the main bedroom, where the clean towels were, and left her to it.
Dad and I strolled the short distance to the Royal. There were few street lights in Mungabilly Creek, and the most illumination was the glow of the Royal. Those people who weren’t in the pub were probably already in bed or sitting quietly on their back veranda, looking at the stars, as I liked to do.
“You seem happy here, Sue.” Dad’s footsteps slowed. We were nearly at the pub, and if he wanted to have a heart-to-heart, he’d have to hurry. You can’t get very deep and meaningful in a hundred and fifty metres.
“I am. Very. The practice is great. I’m loving the variety, and I’m making more than enough for my needs. And I’m very content here. Making friends.”
“And your girlfriend.”
“Yeah.” I smiled, although he probably couldn’t see in the dim light. “You’ll meet her on Saturday. It’s a new relationship though, so don’t start planning the wedding just yet.”
“That’s something I never thought you’d say. But I’m glad to hear it.” He reached across and squeezed my hand. “You’re a good girl. You deserve your happiness.”
Then we reached the Royal, climbed the steps to the veranda, and went inside to the light and the laughter. Dad and I sat at the bar. He managed to put away three pots to my one, and by the bottom of the third, he was deep in conversation with Clarence, who ran the general store. I listened for a while, but my eyelids were heavy. I slid from the stool and touched Dad’s arm. “I’m heading. See you in the morning. You’ll find the back door open, and if you follow the snores, you’ll find Mum.”
Back in the house, I looked for Ripper. It didn’t take long to find him—he was curled up on the foot of Mum’s bed, sound asleep. Little turncoat. I left him there and went to the spare bed, which was just as saggy and uncomfortable as I remembered. Moni was right; I should have slept in the campervan.

I had to work the next day, but my parents didn’t seem to need my company. Mum and Mrs T were best of friends by lunchtime, and by the end of the day had produced enough food for the weekend, plus a huge carrot cake. Dad disappeared—back to the Royal, I presumed—but he reappeared in time for dinner.
The evening passed quickly. From a strained homecoming, our relationship had shifted unobtrusively to that of parent and grown child, with the friendship and understanding that entailed. It was good; it was comfortable, and even though we didn’t see eye to eye on everything—most notably the ferment of confusion that was Australian politics—it didn’t matter. It wasn’t a deal breaker. We could disagree.
Moni texted in the evening to say she’d be with us the next day, and she was looking forwards to it. I didn’t know what my parents would make of her—the big Texan hair and the loud Texan voice—but I trusted it would be okay. I’d never brought anyone home to them before, so this would be a new experience for all of us.

The unmistakable rattle of Moni’s Holden sounded in the street just before ten the next morning. She pulled around the back and parked next to my parents’ car. Leaving my parents in the kitchen clearing up after a late breakfast, I bounded down the rear steps to meet her. Her hair was caught up in a thick plait down her back, and she wore denim shorts and a pale green singlet. She looked amazing. She slammed the car door, walked straight into my arms, and raised her mouth for my kiss. She felt good, and she tasted better. It had only been a little over a week, but I had missed her badly.
“Come inside,” I said.
My parents looked suspiciously casual as they pulled mugs from the cupboard and found teabags. Doubtless, they had had their noses pressed to the flyscreen watching Moni arrive. I took Moni’s hand. “My parents, Derek and Maisie.”
“I’m happy to meet you.” Moni shook their hands. It was her most professional doctor persona, one that I seldom saw.
“Would you like a cuppa?” Mum was already pouring boiling water into four mugs, and Dad was putting Tim Tams on a plate.
“I’d love one.”
Hopefully, this polite dance wouldn’t last too long, or it was going to be a long day. But there was the sound of galloping paws, and Ripper appeared like a rocket. He must have been sleeping on the bed and woken at the sound of Moni’s voice. He was ecstatic to see her, and his front paws patted at her bare legs. Moni bent to stroke him, but he trotted off to get attention from Mum. The ice was broken. Maybe my parents thought that anyone Ripper liked must be all right. In no time, we were all sitting around the kitchen table, and Moni was regaling my parents with a hilarious, but somewhat censored, account of our visit to the camel farm and the subsequent breakdown.
The day passed easily. I didn’t have Moni to myself, but we managed to steal a few quiet moments in between the endless supply of food that passed for entertaining with Mum. There were a few stolen kisses, and a long hug where she rested her head on my shoulder with a sigh, and I simply held her, enjoying her closeness. She blended in by talking veggie growing with surprising knowledge with my mum and the benefits of retirement and a relaxing beer with my dad. On learning that she played pool, he challenged her to a game, but she deflected to sometime in the future. Nora had commented about Moni’s ability with a pool cue, and I suspected she didn’t want to beat him hollow.
Of course, she had to leave around mid-afternoon to get back before dusk. She said goodbye to my folks, who—tactfully for once—gave us some privacy for our farewell. I pulled Moni into the dubious shade offered by the backyard trees. She wasn’t shy as she launched herself at me and kissed me with a fierce enthusiasm. She grabbed my butt with one hand and ground her crotch into mine.
“That was a very, very long day,” she said when she’d stopped kissing. “I love your parents. They’re sweet and funny; nothing like I imagined after your story. But I wished I’d had you to myself. I couldn’t kiss you when I wanted. I couldn’t tell you what I’d like to do to you if we ever get a couple of days and nights alone with no distractions. And I couldn’t fucking swear, and that was difficult.”
“I bet you don’t swear at your patients,” I teased her.
“Sometimes I do. Depends. After all, it’s the currency of language around here, and they swear at me. Or rather with me. It puts them at ease, rather than being all superior and doctorish. Oh, Sue, when will we ever have more than a few hours to ourselves, ideally when we’re both not too tired to enjoy it?” Her change of subject was abrupt, but I appreciated that she spoke what was obviously on her mind. It was on mine too.
“Tell me when you next have two days off back-to-back. I don’t care when it is. I’ll come up, or you come down. And then we’ll bolt the door and put up a closed sign. Or get a hotel room where no one knows who we are.”
“This long courtship is getting to me.” Moni kissed me again, her lips lingering on mine.
“Courtship. Is that what we’re doing?”
“I hope so. I think so.”
The door banged behind us, interrupting what was fast becoming emotional. She moved out of my arms. Reluctance threaded her voice as she said, “I better go. I don’t want to end up a patient in my hospital when I hit a kangaroo.”
“Do you know when you’re next off?”
“I don’t, not exactly. But it won’t be over Christmas. New Year hopefully.”
Christmas was indeed looming. I’d mostly ignored it so far, and after five years of cold northern hemisphere Christmases, it had been easy to push it to one side. Christmas in the outback—in the heat and dust and flies—seemed rather alien. Funny, as it had been how I’d spent most Christmases in my life.
“I’ll let you know when I have my next day off,” Moni continued.
I nodded. “Do. But you better go now. I like you, Moni.”
“I like you too, Sue.” It had become our normal signing off.
I watched the Holden drive away, and then I went back inside. My parents were sitting in the lounge with the air con blasting. Even so, it was still hotter than the inside of a pizza oven. I added service air con to my mental list of things to do.
I threw myself into a chair, which bounced, and a spring popped. Now that Moni had mentioned Christmas, it was on my mind. If I couldn’t see Moni, at least I could go home to Yeringup. What would have been unthinkable a few months ago, now sounded appealing. Christmas at home, with my parents and brother. Prawns and seafood on the barbie. A Christmas pudding heavy with dried fruit even though it would doubtless be about forty degrees. I could drive there in a long day, stay a few days, and be back before New Year.
“I’m thinking of coming home for Christmas,” I said, expecting the announcement to be greeted with excitement and exclamations of joy, but my parents just looked uncomfortable.
“Oh, Sue,” Mum said when the silence had stretched too long to be ignored. “Normally, we’d be so happy about that, especially as you haven’t been home for Christmas in years, but…”
“We thought you’d be spending it with your girl,” Dad said. “She’s a cracker, by the way. We both love her. But we thought you’d want it to be just the two of you.”
I fidgeted. The conversation was not going to plan. “Well, I would have, but she has to work.” Ouch, that hadn’t come out right. It made my parents sound a distinct second best. Even if they were. “I mean, I was hoping she could have come to Yeringup too, but she has to work. So I thought I’d come by myself.”
“Oh, Sue,” Mum said again. “Darl, we’d love you to come, it’s just that we thought you’d be busy, and so we booked ourselves a cruise. It’s something we’ve been talking about doing for years. If only we’d known, we wouldn’t have.”
I made my voice breezy and cheerful. “That’s great! You’ll have a fantastic time. Take lots of photos to show me. Don’t worry about Christmas. I’ll still drive down. Maybe I can spend the day with Jim and Alexis.”
Mum stared into her cup of tea. “Sue, they’re going to Toowoomba for a big gathering of Alexis’s family from all around Oz. That’s another reason we booked the cruise.”
I was surprisingly disappointed. I hadn’t worried about a family Christmas in years, but now it was snatched away, and I felt unwanted. Unloved. I pushed down those unworthy feelings, got up, and went around to where they sat on the sofa. I bent and kissed both of them on the cheek. “No worries. I’ll stay here. There’s bound to be all sorts of excitement in Mungabilly. And maybe I’ll go to the Isa to see Moni—she must have some time off. She can’t work 24/7, not even her.”
They both visibly relaxed, and Mum said, “You’ll have a lovely time here. Small town Christmases are such fun. Mrs T told me about the community pot luck. It sounds so good.”
“I’ll go along to that then. Just make sure you save some time for me to visit in your busy social calendar!”
“Any time,” said Dad.
“Any time except Christmas,” said Mum and I at the same time, and we looked at each other and laughed.

There were two weeks until Christmas, and I spent most of the time working. I had to arrange medicolegal appointments for clients, all of which took place in Brisbane. Arranging flights and coordinating them kept me busy. I didn’t have a secretary, so if I didn’t do it, it didn’t get done. The lady who wanted to leave her husband came and saw me again, and once more she told me to file the papers, but this time she didn’t ring up the next day asking me to withdraw them. Her husband came stamping and swearing into my office a couple of days later, saying I shouldn’t have encouraged her to leave—how could she possibly survive without him? I rather thought it was the other way around, although all I could do was show him to the door and suggest he find himself a lawyer.
I visited Billy, the jackaroo who’d been hit by the tourist in the four wheel drive. Despite him knowing I was coming, I found him out in the paddock, busted shoulder strapped tight, trying to rope a calf with his one good arm. He succeeded in catching one of its heels with the rope, and it shot off like Ripper after a piece of bacon. Billy didn’t let go and, off balance, fell to the ground where he was dragged for a few metres before he gave in.
I jumped down from the fence where I’d been sitting and held out a hand. “Are you barking mad?”
His face was white with pain as he ignored my outstretched hand and levered himself to his feet. Across the paddock, the freed calf kicked up its heels and shed the rope, continuing its bucking prance around the perimeter.
“Make a good rodeo bull that one.” He switched his gaze to me. “I know I shouldn’t do that; you needn’t lecture me. But I’m going stir-crazy here with nothing to do.”
We ambled back to the homestead, and he pushed open the door and went into the kitchen. The housekeeper was racing around trying to bake and preserve all at the same time. She just shrugged and pointed to the electric jug when Billy asked hopefully about tea. We went out to the veranda while we waited for the jug to boil, and I got him to sign the Statutory Declaration I’d drafted for him.
He updated me on his progress, which mainly consisted of complaining. “As useless as tits on a bull. Nothing to do. Boss won’t let me ride. Can’t mend fences with only one good arm.”
I glanced back inside. The housekeeper whirled around between the bank of fridges and the countertop. The electric jug was boiling and steam was filling the room. “I’ll make the tea and be back.”
“Looks like you could use a hand,” I said to the housekeeper as I poured boiling water onto the teabags.
She pushed back her greying hair, which had escaped from her ponytail. “Fucking oath, I could. There’s some around here that want non-stop food and only me to do it.”
“What about a one-armed man?” I tilted my head at Billy outside. “He’s bored stupid.”
She considered. “If he works and doesn’t whinge, I’d give him a crack at it.”
I went back out with the tea. “Cookie in there is desperate for help. You can mix and stir and bake with one arm.”
He looked half-interested but just grunted. “Women’s work.”
“Bollocks,” I said inelegantly. “Don’t let Cookie hear you say that. Nor any of the jillaroos on the station doing ‘men’s work.’ Anyway, if you’re not interested, it doesn’t matter.”
“Didn’t say that. I might talk to her.”
“No time like now. She could use a hand. We’re done. I’ll call you once I’ve heard from the insurer on liability for your claim, but there should be no issue.”
“Thanks, Sue.” He nodded once, got to his feet, and went back inside the house. The rise and fall of voices drifted out to me as he talked to Cookie.
I went back to the campervan. Ripper had snuck over to the driver’s side and stood on the seat with his paws on the sill of the open window. At least he now had sense to stay put when I told him to. I took him out for a piddle and some water, and then I drove slowly back to Mungabilly Creek. It was late afternoon, and the sun was still high. Over on the horizon, a smudge of grey streaked the sky. “Looks like it might rain, Ripper,” I said to my dog. “And we certainly need it.”
The rain came the next day. Big fat drops that hit the ground and instantly vanished, the dirt was so dry. Then the individual drops merged into a solid sheet. The rain pounded the tin roof of Ken’s house, so loud it was impossible to talk to anyone on the phone. Red dirt rivulets ran down the driveway onto the road, and the gutters turned into fast-moving torrents. Mrs T rang to say she wouldn’t be over and tactfully reminded me that it probably wouldn’t be wise to head out to any of the stations—this amount of rain on the red dirt roads would mean the camper would struggle to get through. I reassured her I was going nowhere, and I sat on the front veranda with a cuppa, watching the kids from over the street run around naked in the rain.
I rang Moni who said that it was raining over most of western Queensland. The majority of the outpatient clinics were cancelled, and it was emergency flights only. However, she said they were pretty busy all the same. Her next day off was coming up, and she had planned on coming to see me. However, if the rain kept coming, that plan was out the window as the stretch of dirt road between here and the Isa would be impassable.
The rain did keep coming. It was early for the wet season to start, but it deluged for three days. Mungabilly Creek, that gave the town its name, burst its banks and spilt over into the main street, coming perilously close to the top of the Royal’s steps which were on the low side of the street near the creek. It didn’t stop the faithful wading through the floodwaters for a beer though. Ken’s house was fine being that bit further from the creek. Ripper and I sat on the veranda, and I thought about planting something in Mrs T’s veggie patch now that the rain had come. I used the time to work on files and managed to get most of them up to date, so that I could take time off over Christmas and New Year without worrying. I made the bulgogi recipe again with the supplies I’d bought in the Isa and tried making chicken parmie with Mrs T’s homemade tomato sauce.
I also spent some time on the internet trying to track down Mrs T’s long-ago girlfriend. I found three Rosalie Thatchers in Darwin, and I emailed all of them asking if they had grown up in the small town where Mrs T had. Really, I didn’t expect any replies—there was so much weirdness on the internet that my email would probably get caught in a spam filter.
The rain stopped, the sun came out once more, the floodwaters receded, and the paved road steamed in the heat. The air was thick and humid. Mrs T returned and complained bitterly that I had somehow failed to notice a leak in the roof in the spare bedroom. Now there was a huge stain on the rug. Though when I told her that I was going to spend Christmas here alone, she positively beamed.
“Don’t you worry about that. It will be your best Christmas dinner ever.” She scribbled something on a bit of paper. “Call Phyllis. She organizes the community potluck. We all chip in $20 and that buys the turkey and the ham and some seafood. Phyllis’s son gets prawns and barramundi for the barbie and drives up from the coast with it in his car fridge. Phyllis will tell you what to bring. We used to leave it to people to bring whatever they wanted, but one year we had over thirty salads and not a potato or a vegetable in sight, so now we allocate it. You bring whatever you want to drink.” She sniffed. “You’re making a bit of a dent in Ken’s wine. If you order now, it might be here before Christmas.” She took the paper back and wrote down the website of an online retailer. “That’s where he gets the good stuff that the Royal can’t get for him.”
The website did indeed mention delivery out here, although it might take up to a month. I put in Moni’s address in the Isa and found that would only take a week. I ordered three cases of good red wine and got it sent to Moni. If she didn’t drink it all first, she could bring it down at New Year’s.



CHAPTER 13
CHRISTMAS CAME AND WENT. I
heard from my parents on their cruise ship, somewhere between Oz and New Zealand, and I heard from Jim in Toowoomba at Alexis’s family gathering. Nora and Geraldine sent me a care parcel, which consisted mostly of beermats from various pubs and a jar of Marmite “to wean me off the road tar called Vegemite.” Various other friends from England sent messages, including a card from Pádraig signed by him and Petra.
I did indeed have a great time at the community dinner. I shared a table with Cath from over the road, Mrs T, and one of her sons, who had come home for the holidays, plus a family I didn’t know from an outlying station. Mrs T’s son was a handsome lad, and I sensed the interest in his eyes when we were introduced. But his mother must have set him right while I was in the loo, as when I came back, his interest had waned, to my relief.
I’d been allocated “two ways with potatoes” as my contribution to dinner, which seemed pretty easy, until Mrs T told me it was because the community was sick of potato salad, which was what they usually got. So with my first thought vetoed, I made potatoes mashed with sweet mustard, and then a big dish of Dauphinoise potatoes, which Ger’s mother, Frances, had taught me. That was devoured, and Phyllis demanded the recipe to include in the community newsletter.
But Christmas wasn’t the focus of my holiday. Moni and I hadn’t seen each other for over two weeks—her work schedule and the rains had seen to that—but she had four days off and would be down on New Year’s Eve. I crossed off the days on the calendar like a kid. I’d wake up in the night and miss her so much it ached. Deliberately, I thought about Felix, trying to be sure it was Moni I was missing, and not just a female I was attracted to. Felix had been warm, easy company, and straightforward in her manner—everything I found attractive, everything I valued. But, while I owed Felix a lot—unknowingly, she had been a major step to my acceptance of who I was—she didn’t give me the zing around my heart that I got when I thought of Moni. I didn’t wake in the night thinking of Felix.
I owed Felix an explanation for not making more of an effort to contact her—although equally, beyond a couple of short but friendly emails, I hadn’t heard from her either. But in this small, spread out community in outback Queensland, it would be polite to let her know what was going on in my life before she heard it from someone else—if she hadn’t already. And if she wasn’t pissed off with me, she was the sort of person who might end up a friend. I sent her a chatty email, asked how she was going, and told her about life in Mungabilly Creek. And I mentioned Moni and her importance in my life.

And then it was New Year’s Eve, the day Moni was arriving.
I was prowling the house by five in the morning, long before Moni would even have left the Isa. I took Ripper for a walk down to where the creek had now retreated back to its bed and only a few pools of water remained. Ripper had a standoff with a goanna, and the reptile definitely won, as Rip retreated behind my legs. The goanna scrabbled off up a tree. I stared out over the dry landscape and wondered what tonight would bring. Three days with Moni. Three days. Two nights.
I’d drunk a pot of coffee by eight, dashed off emails to Nora and Ger, Jim, and my parents by half past, and by nine I’d given up all pretence of calm and sat on the front veranda staring at the road.
It was nearly ten when Moni’s Holden drove down the street to take a wide looping turn into the driveway. Ripper and I leapt down the back steps. Before she turned the engine off, I pulled open the door, and she was in my arms. When our kiss finally ended, she unwound her arms from around my neck and said, “I don’t need to ask if you missed me.”
My lips tingled from the touch with hers. She grinned at me, moved to the boot of her car, and opened it with a flourish. “Just how much wine did you order?” Six cases were crammed into the boot.
“I only ordered three.”
“Looks like they messed up. There was one delivery of three cases, and the next day the same came again.”
“I’ll email them. This is to replace Ken’s good wine that I may have accidentally swallowed since I’ve been here.”
“It’s good stuff. I know that for a fact, as one of these cases now only has eleven bottles in it.”
“We’ll drink a bottle tonight for New Year’s.”
“Yes. Tonight.” She moved back into my arms. “I hope your plans include more than wine. I know mine do.”
I couldn’t breathe. Her eyes were huge, her lips were curved in a half smile. My girl. That was how I thought of her. And after tonight—my lover. Maybe my future.
“They do. My plans for tonight include you. Just you.”
There was a shout from the street “Sue! Hey, Sue!” It was Billy, his arm still in a sling and strapped to his body. He came down the drive to where Moni and I stood. “Happy New Year. Youse going to the Royal tonight? There’s a band, and I’ll shout you a drink. Been working with Cookie. That was a great idea of yours, Sue. Y’know, I like this cooking lark.” He paused, noticing, apparently for the first time, how close I was holding Moni. “This your girlfriend?”
I nodded.
“Well, I’ll shout the two of youse later.” He turned and went down the street in the direction of the Royal. It could be a long night for Billy.
Moni reached up to stroke a finger across my lips. “I guess we’re going to the pub tonight.”
I caught her finger as it returned for a second pass. “Sounds like it. But when we come home…” I let the sentence hang in the air.
She visibly shook herself. “Let’s get your bottleshop’s worth of wine inside. I’m dying of thirst. I spilt my water bottle into the gearbox about fifty kilometres out of the Isa.”
We carried the wine into the laundry, minus a couple of bottles that went upstairs for later. Moni retrieved her case and carried it up the stairs to the house. She dragged it through the living area, into my bedroom, and dropped it on the floor. “This is where I’m sleeping tonight. Any arguments?”
I had none.

Nine o’clock saw us in the Royal. We’d spent the day talking, walking, and planning the next couple of days. Moni had not only brought my wine with her, but she’d also found time to pay a visit to the Asian grocers in the Isa and had brought me some more ingredients—dried shitake mushrooms, tofu, Chinese sausage, and another type of hot chilli sauce for me to try. I cooked a stir fry for dinner, using some of it. After dinner, we’d decided we would go out. After all, it was New Year’s Eve, and the only place to go in Mungabilly Creek was the Royal. Bursts of guitar sounded as the band Billy had mentioned tuned up.
“Besides,” said Moni. “It’s good for your business to be seen about the community. And Billy is going to shout us.”
“I’m around the community a lot,” I said. “I mostly shop locally. I trade Mrs T’s tomato sauce for veggies. I buy passionfruit butter from the community centre and support their handicraft days—where do you think all the knitted oven mitts came from. I go to the Royal sometimes.”
The Royal was thumping when we arrived. It seemed like everyone for a hundred kilometres was there, and in the beer garden, the band started up, playing an Acca Dacca cover. They weren’t too bad and would probably sound even better after I’d had a few glasses of wine. The bar staff poured beer as fast as they could, but it still wasn’t fast enough, and the crowd was three deep at the counter. They were also giving free soft drinks to the designated drivers, and this pleased me. I was always glad to have more business, but I’d rather it wasn’t as a result of a drunk driver. I went to the bar and bought a bottle of wine, rather than keep returning and fighting the crush to buy by the glass. Moni disappeared, presumably to try and find a table or at least a corner. I found her eventually, out in the beer garden, deep in conversation with two blokes I’d never seen before. Not that it meant anything; half of Queensland was in the Royal tonight, it seemed.
I was right; after a couple of glasses of wine, the band started to sound much better. Certainly they were much louder, and even if we were at home, it would be pointless trying to have a quiet night with the sounds of Aussie rock being hammered out. Billy found us and shouted us a glass of wine, and I also talked to many of my outlying clients who had come in for the evening. Moni wasn’t drinking much, she seemed more content to talk and watch the band. I thought about what the two of us would do later, alone in my bed, and realised she had a point. I wanted to be awake and sober, so I limited my own wine intake to match hers.
Although we were constantly talking to other people, my hand sought and found hers, and her fingers entwined with mine. In the moments when we were alone, we would steal kisses, short ones, more brief brushes of the lips than real kisses, but it reaffirmed our connection, a reminder of what was to come later that evening—as if I could forget. Anticipation built, and joy bubbled over. It seemed so right having Moni here, next to me, in the little town I was fast thinking of as my town, the place I wanted to be. Seeing her enjoying the evening, laughing at some of the antics on the bare patch of ground that served as the dance floor, and her eyes sparkling in the dim light as she glanced up at me from under lowered eyelashes made me wonder if she thought of Mungabilly as her town too.
I was content. I was more than content. I was happy.
Around eleven, she leant into me. “I don’t know about you, but I’m thinking that we don’t need to stay until midnight. Don’t we have a wide veranda all to ourselves where no one will tread on our toes or spill beer over us? Don’t we have a big bed only a few steps from that veranda?”
When she put it like that, I saw no reason to stay. “Come on then.” I grasped her hand and started forging a path through the crowd.
We were halfway to the door when there came a loud crash and the sound of breaking glass.
“Looks like the real business of the night has just started,” said Moni. “Definitely a good time to leave.”
But then there were raised voices, somewhat slurred but definitely aggressive, another crash, and more shouting. But this time there was an edge of panic in the voices. Moni stopped. “Did someone call for a doctor?”
I stopped too and listened. “Yeah.”
Moni freed her hand and pushed back through the crowd in the direction of the shout. I followed more slowly. By the time I got there, she was crouched next to a young bloke who had a bar towel pressed to his hand. The towel was red with blood.
“Bar fight,” someone in the crowd muttered. “He was shoved and fell on broken glass. Cut up pretty bad.”
Moni looked up and caught my attention. “Sue, run home and grab my medical bag will you? It’s in the boot of the car. You know where the keys are.”
I noted her wording. She was very conscientious about not leaving her medical bag lying around unsecured. I nodded and disappeared as quickly as I could. When I returned, someone directed me to the kitchen of the pub. It was clean and relatively quiet—they had long ago stopped serving food that evening.
Moni glanced up at my entrance. “Thanks.” She turned to the small group of the injured man’s mates, hovering around. “Which of you drank the least?”
One stepped forwards. “I’ve had nothing; I’m the designated driver.”
“Good.” Moni was all clipped professionalism. “I need you to press on this towel, while I wash my hands and prep. Think you can do that? You’re not squeamish?”
The young bloke nodded. “I’ll be right.”
“Crikey,” muttered the injured guy. “Things are fucking bad if Stevo has to help the doc.”
“Shut up,” said Moni. “You’ll be right, mate. What’s your name?”
“Jake.”
To the remaining group of his mates, she said, “No other doctor here tonight?”
“Ain’t no doc in Mungabilly, Doc,” said one. “Just the first responders. You’re it. Lucky you’re here.”
Moni raised an eyebrow. “Guess there’s no point in waiting for assistance then. Sue, you and Stevo stay. The rest of you, get lost.”
I followed her directions as she scrubbed up in the kitchen sink, handed her a sterile towel, and then surgical gloves. Her instructions were clear and precise, and even me, with no first aid training beyond watching medical dramas on the telly, was able to follow along. Obviously, a rural doctor must be used to dealing with untrained people in emergency situations.
“Stevo, I want you to let go of the towel. I’m going to swab the cut clean, and then I’m going to stitch it. Jake, you have a choice here. I can put local anaesthetic in, but given that you only need a few stitches, I think you might find the needle for the anaesthetic more painful than the needle for the stitches. But it’s your call. What do you want?”
“Just do the stitches, Doc. I’m okay.”
Moni nodded and directed Stevo to remove the towel. Swiftly, she swabbed the cut clean, directed Stevo to hold Jake’s arm high, and told me to open the sterile packet and proffer the drapes to her so she could take them. She placed one over the bench and wrapped a second sterile drape around Jake’s forearm.
Then she asked me to pass her the sutures. “You’re a wonderful nurse. If ever you get sick of law, you can be my assistant.”
“Open a practice in Mungabilly Creek,” said Stevo. “We haven’t had a doc here since Doc Jennings retired. We’ve got to go to Caldine now.”
In no time, Moni applied a dressing over her neat line of stitches and pulled away the drapes. I cleaned up the counter, as she directed Jake to see his doctor as soon as possible to arrange an x-ray to make sure there was no glass left in the wound.
“You’ve had a tetanus shot?” she asked. When he nodded, she rattled off more instructions about keeping it dry and still and going home now, not back into the bar for more grog. She handed him spare dressings and then wrote her number on a slip of paper. “If it starts bleeding heavily enough to soak through the dressing, call me. It shouldn’t if you keep it still. Make sure someone stays with you tonight. Stevo, will you do that? You’re possibly the most sober person in town.”
Stevo nodded. “No worries, Doc. Thanks.”
“Thanks, Doc,” echoed Jake.
We left out of the back door of the pub and walked the short distance home. Moni put her medical bag back in the boot of her car and locked it.
“A year’s a long time for a town this size not to have a doctor. It’s not on the list for Flying Doctor clinics either—guess it’s close enough to the next town and the Isa. Still, it must make it difficult for people. There must be no pharmacy either.”
I shook my head. “Nope. I get anything I need in Caldine or the Isa. Guess everyone does.”
We went up to the veranda. Despite knowing what was to come, despite the sweet ache of tension that had been building not only this evening, but for weeks now, despite the thrum of desire that coursed through my blood, I didn’t want to go to bed immediately. I wanted a moment to let the events in the pub drain away, to allow the focus to come back to me and Moni. Two women, nothing more. Not Moni-the-doctor or Sue-the-lawyer. “Want to sit for a bit?”
“Yeah. Maybe a small glass of wine. I doubt I’ll have any more customers this evening, but as I’m apparently the only doctor here, one glass will do.”
I went inside and found the bottle we’d started with dinner. Ripper followed me back out onto the veranda and jumped up alongside Moni where she sat on the lounger. She fondled his ears absently, and he sighed and stretched out alongside her, his head on her knee. I sat on her other side, rested my arm along the back of the lounger, and dropped my hand onto her shoulder. We sat without talking, sipping wine, listening to the music from the Royal, which sounded even better with a bit of distance. There were stars out there, billions of them, or so it seemed. The Milky Way unfurled across the sky in a haze of bright light. I couldn’t see the Southern Cross, but I knew if I stood and looked to the south, I’d see it, low in the sky, the five lights of the cross and the two bright pointer stars showing the way south. The symbol of home.
But I didn’t want to relax completely. These minutes were about forgetting the urgency of the events in the pub, settling back into me and Moni together. And what was to come.
Moni turned to look up at me. “You ready for bed?”
In answer, I stood and held out a hand. We went inside, and Ripper jumped off the lounger and pattered in after us. He would have followed us into the bedroom, but I shut the door in his face. This wasn’t the time to have Ripper looking on.
Inside the room, I turned to Moni. She looked beautiful in the hazy glow of moonlight coming in from the wide window. I went to pull the blind, but she said, “Leave it. I like it. One day, we’ll make love in the open, you and me.”
“We will.” I could only stare as she unbuttoned the front of her blouse. It was smarter than her usual singlets, a mint-green that set off her skin, which was naturally pale with only a light tan. She shrugged the blouse from her shoulders, revealing the small birthmark I’d seen the time she stripped on the outback road.
I bent to look at it again.
“It’s still the shape of Texas,” she said. “Right there, above my heart. Although maybe I should get a tattoo the shape of Queensland on the other side.”
Her fingers went to the fastening of her shorts, but she paused. “Are you going to stand there all night watching? Or are you going to join in as well?”
“Love is not a spectator sport.” I moved to her and covered her fingers where they rested on the snap of her shorts.
“It is for me. At least, it will be if you ever take your clothes off. You’ve seen me half-naked. I have yet to see any inch of your skin that Mrs T hasn’t already seen.”
“She’s seen most of it. She walked in on me in the shower once.”
Moni chuckled. “I never thought I’d be jealous of Mrs T, but I am. And this is a state of affairs that can’t continue. Now, are you going to take some clothes off, or shall I go back to the Royal and check on my patient?”
“You told him to go home and stay quiet,” I reminded her even as my fingers slipped to the hem of my T-shirt. Belatedly, I wondered what Moni would think of my body. After all, she probably looked at naked bodies every day in her work as a doctor. What if she—
“Sue, will you stop obsessing about…well, something and take your clothes off?” Warmth and exasperation threaded Moni’s voice. “I’ve been wanting to see you naked since that day in London, about three years ago. You cannot, you will not, disappoint me.”
I fiddled with my T-shirt, suddenly and unaccountably nervous. It wasn’t as if I was particularly self-conscious about my body. It wasn’t as if I’d never been naked with anyone before. I’d been a teenager with Denise and unselfconscious in her presence. With Felix, I’d been naked in the shower when she walked in on me, and I’d gone with the flow. But Moni mattered. Moni, her thoughts, her desires, her affection for me, our relationship. It counted. It was important. And if she was disappointed, if my breasts were too small, if my stomach was too flabby, if my au naturel pubic grooming was a turn off… What if, after all this, she just didn’t want me?
“Sue.” She brushed my fingers away and tugged at the bottom of my T-shirt. “Lift your arms.”
Obediently, I did as she asked, and she stood on tip-toes to pull the shirt over my head. Her body settled against mine, and she reached around to unsnap my bra and pull it out from between us. “I think I have to get you naked before you talk yourself out of this,” she said against my skin.
And then it was so easy. My flash of insecurity vanished. We’d spent weeks building to this moment. Her words and actions to this point had given every indication that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. I moved away from her, shucked my shorts and undies in one inelegant movement, bent to pull them down my legs, and then kick them away. Her gaze licked up and down my body, lingering on my breasts, my stomach, the patch of hair between my legs.
“Your turn.”
Her bra disappeared, baring her pale breasts to the movement of air from the ceiling fan. She moved her hands to the fastening of her shorts, but this time she unsnapped them and pushed them down her legs, leaving her only in a pair of pink cotton knickers. I sat on the bed, and she stepped forwards to stand between my parted thighs. My nose bumped her navel. There was the slight sheen on her skin from the hot night, and the fresh tang of that sweat. Overlaying that, was the sweet smell of woman, hot and musky and fresh. Soon, I would drop lower and bury my face in the juncture of her thighs, taste her for the first time, see what she felt like under my fingers, and listen to the noises she made.
I snagged my fingers into the sides of her undies and tugged them down. Her bush was blonde, like her head, with fine, silky hair. I rested my hands on the span of her hips, and my thumbs reached in to stroke over the top of her mound. She shifted restlessly between my legs.
I took the hint and stroked her breasts, finding her nipples and circling them with my fingers. But this wasn’t just about sex. It was about us together, and Moni was more than breasts and a pussy. I moved back onto the bed and held out a hand for her to join me. She came to lie next to me, and we faced each other. We kissed. Slow, just a delicate touch of tongues, lips, and mouths. Not a sexual frenzy, but a gradual learning. I stroked along her neck with my fingertips, traced a collarbone, and down her firm biceps to linger in the crook of her elbow. This time, when I returned my touch to her shoulders, I mapped a path down to her breasts and then a slow spiral around her skin.
Her fingers traced their own path, along my neck and then inch by inch down between my breasts. She paused with her palm pressed above my left breast.
“This is where I want to be,” she said. Her words were quiet and serious in contrast to our earlier lightheartedness. “I want to have a place here, in your heart.”
I swallowed against the thickness in my throat as her words sank in, through my skin, into the essence of who I was. My fingers fluttered up from her waist, over her breast, to splay over her skin, mirroring her gesture. “You have a place. And this is where I want to be too. In your heart.”
“You’ve been worming your way in for a long time, Sue Brent.”
And then there was no more talking, as our hands moved and learnt how the other felt. I came to know the softness of her skin in hidden places and how her nipples peaked under my fingers. Her hair, freed from its ponytail, tickled my face as I shifted and leant in to taste her breasts, my tongue seeking her nipple.
Moni’s hands fisted in my hair. I hadn’t had a haircut since I’d arrived back in Australia, and it was long and a little unruly, and it felt amazing when she grasped it.
My pussy throbbed in a slow burn of need. With Felix, the loving had been fast, furious, and intense. With Moni, the loving was slow, although I’d bet my life that this wasn’t always how she liked it. Moni was a seize-the-day kind of woman. Why would her loving be any different?
A burst of noise from the Royal pulsed into the bedroom. It was nearly midnight. Moni tugged on my hair, until my lips were once again level with hers. As the band blasted a chord and revellers chanted the countdown to new year, she kissed me. Moni’s fingers moved swiftly down my body and into my pubes. She parted my pussy lips, and tickled lightly along my outer folds. A lick of fire wound its way into my core, in a pulsing wave of need from her fingers. As the countdown rolled down, she slipped one fingertip into my sex and hesitated. A small circle. She stared at me, a slight smile on her face. As the shout of drunken patrons raised the night to announce the new year, Moni thrust her fingers into my pussy in a smooth motion. I clenched and sucked in a deep, shuddering breath.
“Happy New Year, lover,” she whispered and moved her fingers in and out.
I didn’t want it to be all about me, so I curved my hand over her hip and down between her thighs. Her pubes were as fine and as soft as they looked. She raised a leg and rested it on my hip, opening herself to me. I circled her clit gently with one finger, learning her preferred speed and pressure. The push of her pussy against my hand encouraged me on, and I stroked a bit faster, a little harder. She continued to thrust, speeding up as I increased the pressure with my fingers. There was the double pleasure—her fingers in my cunt, mine on her clit. She sought my gaze and held it, biting her lip as she stared into my eyes and added a thumb to the mix. She slipped it through my folds to start a gentle to and fro motion over my clit. But then her fingers stilled, and her thighs clenched and released around my hand as she came.
For a moment, there was only my damp fingers in her folds and the dim moonlight lighting the room. Then a burst of song erupted from the Royal as the cheering and shouts disintegrated into a rowdy chorus of Auld Lang Syne. I eased my fingers from Moni’s slipperiness, and her movements resumed. A gradual in and out, the slip and slide of fingers in my pussy, her thumb on my clit. It was only another minute before I came in a shuddering release.
This is what it’s like when you care for someone. This is what it’s like when you love someone. As the ripples subsided, she smiled at me, and her gaze was soft.
We moved apart, and she licked my taste from her fingers. I could almost see the flicker of thought that ran through her mind—because I was sure the same thought was in my mind—but that first taste between her legs could wait. It was another first to be savoured. We didn’t have to race through our first times all at once. Like telling her I loved her. Not tonight, but soon, very soon.

We managed to sleep in the next morning, and there was sunlit loving on the wide bed, there were fingers and kisses, and I came explosively under her fingers when she whispered in my ear about the strap-on she kept back in a drawer in the Isa. That was definitely one for another day.
The first caller of the morning was Jake, wanting to know if the blood on his dressing was normal. Moni scolded him for not going to the doctor yet, but Jake said that there wasn’t an emergency doctor nearer than Caldine, and he couldn’t get there until later today. But in the meantime…
Ultimately, Moni did look and reassured him all was fine.
Cath from over the road was next, wanting an update on the gossip she’d heard about the accident in the Royal last night. And finally, Mrs T came in and nearly knocked me over in her haste to hug Moni. As it turned out, Jake was her sister’s husband’s step-sister’s nephew, and there was nothing as close as family in Mrs T’s book.
“You should stay here,” Mrs T said as she ignored our protests that she didn’t have to make us breakfast, and scrambled some eggs. “We need a doc. Been too long.”
“Why did the last one not get replaced?” Moni eyed the eggs. “Any chance of fried tomatoes too, Mrs T?”
“Guess no one wanted to live here. All the doctors want to be in the city, earning enough to pay for their mansions and sports cars.”
“Crazy,” said Moni. “I’d much rather live in a small town.”
Mrs T put a couple of tomatoes on the pan. “You two are the exception, not the rule. Folks mainly live here because it’s where they grew up, or they’re on the land. Not many people move in. Certainly not ones with professions.”
The conversation ended when Mrs T served breakfast. It was such a huge plate of food that I mentally crossed off the idea of lunch.
After the late breakfast was done and Mrs T had gone home, we pulled the blinds, closed the doors, turned on the air con, and went back to bed. It was glorious. And I did taste Moni—my face between her parted thighs, my tongue delving into her moistness, until, finally, an explosion of her coated my tongue. She came hard and came again. Then, when I thought she’d had enough, she raised up, sat back against the headboard, and brought herself off with her fingers for a whisper of a third climax.
Then it was my turn, and she repayed the favour and licked me with finesse and considerable skill until I was nearly incoherent with pleasure. Briefly, I remembered Felix’s tongue between my legs and the shift the world had taken on its axis with the joy and the mental release. With Moni, that same pleasure was there, but this time I could see our future together in the shifting colours of orgasm. Me and her and us together, and our life together stretching into the months ahead.

Moni had to return to the Isa, of course, but we had three days together first. Three days of loving, and three days of deepening the bond between us. We did go for a drive one day, but the heat was oppressive, and we stayed in the car with its air con cranked up as high as it would go.
Moni had serious brownie points for working Christmas, and so she was back in Mungabilly Creek for two days the following week. And I managed to combine a court appearance in the Isa with an overnight stay with Moni, and the two of us went back to the Thai café and then squashed into her small bed for some loving.
Before I knew it, a month had passed. A month during which I’d thought the word love and came very close to saying it but had yet to say it aloud to Moni.
Over the phone, Moni said she’d managed to get two days off in a row again. That was great, except this time I had to work. I had a limitation date looming and a client who was impossible to contact. Whenever I did manage to get hold of him, he’d be Mr Affable himself, and we’d arrange a time for him to come in. Three times I’d done this. Three times he’d failed to show. Finally, I’d rung him and told him this was his last chance. If he didn’t appear today, I would drop him as a client, and that meant he’d lose all entitlement to make a claim—unless he could find another lawyer prepared to take him on and file his claim all in the same breath.
I wasn’t sure if he’d show, and to be honest, I was half-hoping he wouldn’t. Evasive clients, who wouldn’t give or take instructions, were the worst sort, and I’d had it with this particular timewaster. Moni, who’d arrived earlier, said not to worry. If he hadn’t shown by lunchtime, we could go out for the afternoon. If he had…well, I would work.
Mr Million Excuses showed his face at 11.57am, a whole three minutes before my self-imposed deadline. Mrs T showed him in, and it was all I could do not to show him straight out again. But I contained myself, greeted him politely, and sat down with him. After all, this wasn’t my business. It was Ken’s, and it wasn’t up to me to be turning away clients. We were done and dusted within the hour, but I then had a couple of hours work ahead of me to prepare the Claim and Statement of Claim for filing. Not for the first time, I bemoaned the lack of any sort of assistant, but the practice simply didn’t warrant the expense.
“I’m sorry,” I said to Moni, who now sat in the chair opposite, just vacated by Mr Million Excuses. I took my specs off to rub my eyes. “I have to do this. And then I have to copy all these medical records. Mr Million Excuses needs them returned before he heads back to Waverly Station today. He’s in the Royal sinking pots while he waits. I hope he’s drinking light beer, because I could be a while.”
The office photocopier was also the office fax machine and the office printer, a slow unwieldy beast that cost a fortune in toner. It also took most of a minute to copy a page.
“I can do that while you’re doing the lawyerly stuff.” Moni stood and held out a hand. “And I’ll take the paperwork and file it at the courthouse in the Isa for you tomorrow, so you don’t have to drive in.”
I handed the bundle over with relief, belatedly saying, “Are you sure?”
For a minute, I watched her straight back as she stood at the ancient photocopier, lining up a page on the glass. She’d piled her blonde hair on top of her head, the better to cool her neck in the barely cool air coming from the air con. Even so, there was a film of sweat on her shoulders from the sweltering day. Her brief shorts barely covered her butt cheeks. She’d gained a slight golden tan despite being inside most of the time and despite the maximum protection sunblock that she used. I watched the play in her thigh muscles as she shifted position, and a frisson of desire spiralled down into my belly. I switched my gaze to the computer screen. Now was not the time to be distracted.
But over the next hour, my gaze kept wandering away from the screen. Away from Mr Million Excuses’s Statement of Claim and illegible receipts and back to Moni, still standing at the copier methodically copying records, a job that would be dull for even the most junior of office assistants. I’d had a secretary in London who would find any excuse to avoid a task like this, even with a modern copier that had more functions than the space shuttle.
“I love you, you know.” The words came from deep within, almost without volition. But once I’d said them, the truth and rightness of them expanded within my chest, filling the space in my heart that had been empty for too long.
“That’s good.” She didn’t turn around, merely placed another page on the glass. “Because I’ve loved you for a long time now. I’d hate to think I was alone in this love business.”
And then she did turn around. There was a sheen of tears in her eyes, her hair was droopy with the heat, and her face was damp with sweat. She’d never looked more beautiful.
I stood and moved around the desk, and she took a pace towards me as well, and we were in each other’s arms. And then we were kissing and mumbling endearments all at once, in a mess of saliva and swallowed words. A strange and imperfect declaration, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way.
If the phone hadn’t rung, my deadline might have been shot to the stratosphere in that moment. It was Mr Million Excuses, wondering if I’d finished copying his records so that he could collect them and head home. Moni smirked as I used my best professional voice to say that my secretary had nearly finished, and if he would like to call around in twenty minutes, they would be ready. He was there in fifteen, of course, impatiently pacing up and down the veranda outside my office.
That night, our loving was extra sweet. Love and the acknowledgement of it added an additional dimension. There was no need to hide any emotion, and no need to swallow the words that were in our hearts. Now that the words were out in the air, it was impossible not to mention them again. After our loving was over—me between Moni’s thighs, my tongue teasing her clit, and then her fingers in my pussy, stretching me open—we lay on the wide bed, the door open to the backyard except for the flyscreen. It was quiet tonight, the usual peace that was Mungabilly Creek.
Moni turned to me, and her lips caressed my ear. “I love it here. I love you.”



CHAPTER 14
“CAN YOU TAKE A DROP in?” Mrs T stuck her head around the door one morning.
“A drop in?” I removed my reading specs to see her better. “Who is it?”
“New client.”
“New client?” I repeated her words back to her, blinking stupidly. In truth, while I often had clients call in unannounced, they were all existing ones. There was not exactly a big pool of new potential. So this was an opportunity not to be passed up. I rearranged my desk, closed the file I’d been working on, and pushed things into neater piles. “Sure, show them in.”
“Hello, Sue.”
I looked up at the sound of the voice. I knew it well. Once, I’d thought it would be my future. Then I never wanted to hear it again. More recently, it had mocked my plans to move to the middle of the outback. Now, it was a hesitant tone in my doorway.
I kept my voice neutral. “Hello, Denise. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Can I come in?”
I stood and gestured to the chair opposite. “Sure, take a seat. What are you doing here? Is this a social visit?”
“Not exactly.” She clutched her bag in her lap and fiddled with the strap. “Not at all, actually.”
I rearranged my expression back to neutral but kept silent. In truth, I had no idea what she wanted. I doubted it was my professional ability. She’d said it wasn’t a social visit, but what else could it be?
She looked up, and her gaze met mine—scared, defiant. “I want you to represent me.”
I picked up a pen and tapped it on the file I’d pushed to one side. “For what?”
She hesitated, and her tongue swept out to moisten her lips. It wasn’t a provocative gesture, more one designed to buy time. “I want a divorce from Gary.”
“There are lawyers in Yeringup.”
“One firm. Gary’s engaged them.”
My pen tapped faster. “There are other firms, many of them, a lot closer than the full day it would have taken you to drive here.”
“I want a lawyer I can trust.”
I dropped the pen on the desk. “That’s not an answer as to why you’re here. Why should you trust me? If anything, going by our history, you should assume I wouldn’t act in your best interests.”
“You’re a professional. You are obliged to do the best you can for me.”
“If I take you on. I’m still not sure what’s going on here.”
“I need someone who won’t side with Gary.”
“Any lawyer you engage will be working for you. You’ll be paying them, after all. And it won’t be cheap.” I considered her as she sat opposite. She didn’t look comfortable, perched on Ken’s best visitor’s chair, which was still a long way from the leather-covered smart chairs found in most city law firms. My office had stacks of files on the floor, and Mrs T was singing in the kitchen. My clients were used to this type of atmosphere. Indeed, that was why most of them came to Ken, and by extension me, because they wanted someone local, someone down-to-earth, someone they felt they could trust. And yes, someone they felt wouldn’t fleece them. Ken’s small practice made them comfortable, even over the provincial branches of state-wide firms in the Isa, or the successful big-fish-in-a-small-pond family firms. But for Denise to drive a full day to see me, for her to pass over bigger firms—and, if I were honest, better and more knowledgeable people than me—didn’t sound right.
I leant forwards. “Denise, not to be blunt about this, but your actions were a major contributing factor to my unhappiness in Yeringup in our final year at school. A significant factor in my decision to go to uni in Western Australia and to work in London. I escaped major psychological damage, but that’s not to say there wasn’t pain and suffering. There was. I’m not putting the blame squarely at your feet—that would be cruel and unreasonable. After all, we are all responsible for choices and decisions in our lives, but some liability rests on your shoulders.” One part of my mind was aware that I was talking like a lawyer—forcefully and in obfuscating language. From the stunned look on her face, it was warranted. I got the distinct impression she had expected me to take her on without question.
“Our conversation of a few months ago was not high on cordiality,” I continued. “So between all that, I’m not inclined to sign you up at all. There’s something you’re not telling me. If I’m to represent you—and that is a very big if—you need to be upfront with me. Starting now.” I narrowed my eyes and gave her my best London courtroom, cold, blank look.
She picked up the pen I’d set down and tipped it end to end. “Maybe I thought you needed the business.”
It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. “Business is fine, thank you.” I gestured to the stacks of files scattered around the floor. “And, based on your previous actions, why would you want to give me the business?” I sat back in my chair, placed my hands on the arms, and assumed a pose of nonchalant relaxation. “Why are you really here?”
Her face crumpled, and her shoulders slumped. “I don’t suppose I could have a cup of tea? Last night I stayed about three hundred kilometres down the road, and I left early this morning to get here. I didn’t have breakfast.”
I would offer any of my clients a cuppa, so her request wasn’t unreasonable. I stood, meaning to go and ask Mrs T, when the door opened, and she came in. She set down tea—my usual mug and a cup and saucer for Denise. There was the ubiquitous plate of Tim Tams.
“Thanks,” I said. “You’re a mind reader.”
She gave me a slight smile and left.
I waited while Denise stirred two sugars into her tea and dunked a Tim Tam. She took a sip—almost certainly scalding her mouth—and set the cup down again. “I’m leaving Gary. It’s not the other way around. He doesn’t make me happy anymore.”
I nodded. “And you have reason to believe it won’t be an amicable split?”
“It won’t be. He’s going to fight me for custody of the kids and has already said I won’t get a cent.”
“He can’t do that. Courts tend to favour the mother. Unless you know of a specific reason why he thinks otherwise, it’s extremely likely that the most he’ll get is joint custody.”
“I’m leaving him because I’m gay. I don’t want to be with a man anymore.”
I didn’t let myself react to the underlay of her words, only what it would mean in a legal situation. “And?”
“And nothing. He thinks that’s reason enough.”
“Not even close. Sexual orientation is irrelevant to parenting in Australia. Two minutes on the internet would have told you that.”
“So you say. So the internet says. But Gary says different. He says that’s all very well for Sydney or Melbourne, but it won’t fly in Yeringup. He says public opinion will never stand for it.”
“Luckily, the law isn’t determined by public opinion. You’re wasting your time, Denise. Gary is bluffing. Go back to Yeringup. Find a lawyer. Are you prepared to share custody with Gary?”
“Well, yeah, but—”
“But what?” I concealed my exasperation.
“But he says he’ll fight me, and I won’t get more than an occasional day. I can’t let that happen, Sue. My kids are everything. I’ve stayed with Gary for the last couple of years simply because I couldn’t let him take them.”
“Denise, listen to me. Being gay is not an issue. Anywhere in Australia. Even in Yeringup.” Even as I said the words, I acknowledged that I’d been singing a different tune to myself for the last ten years. Because I knew what Yeringup was like, I should be showing more sympathy to Denise. But her reasons for being here still didn’t add up.
“I can’t risk it.”
“In that case, for your own peace of mind, you need the best lawyer you can afford. That’s not me. I do a few small and simple family law cases. I’ll find you someone better. Closer to home. It’s not impossible to run a family law case at a distance, but it is a lot more difficult. Court appearances, for example. If it gets that far, you’ll need a lawyer who is close by, not a day’s drive away.” I looked at her, really looked at her for the first time since she’d walked in. She looked jittery and tired, as if she were put together on baler twine and caffeine. I softened my tone. “I realize Gary’s probably been telling you otherwise, but Australia has no-fault divorce. There is a preference to leave children with the mother if at all possible, and being gay has nothing to do with it. Nothing. By itself, that will not affect your case at all.”
She put the teacup down abruptly enough that it sloshed into the saucer and onto my desk. “You can tell me that. You are telling me that. But Gary’s been telling me different for over two years now. He says, every day, that if I leave, I’ll only get to see my kids once or twice a year. He says I won’t get a penny from him, either in maintenance, child support, or a payout. He says any payout to me will force him to sell the pub, and that’s been in the family for four generations. He says no court will force the sale of a viable business. He says I’ll end up on Centrelink, and he will be able to prove he’ll give the kids a better life. He says—”
“He says a load of bollocks.” I’d heard enough. Gary, whom I’d always thought was an easy-going, affable bloke, had really done a number on her. I started ticking points off on my fingers. “You’re a qualified physiotherapist. Even if you need to do some sort of recertification to get a practicing certificate, you’ll always find well-paid work. You will not lose the kids, not unless there’s something else you’re not telling me?”
She shook her head.
I continued, “If you have the kids most of the time, Gary will have to pay child support, and the Child Support Agency will enforce it. As for the business, are you an employee?”
“Well, I worked.” Denise’s voice was bitter. “But I never actually got a pay slip or money in the bank. No superannuation either.”
“That’s worth checking up on. You contributed to the running of the family home and business. That gets taken into account when dividing assets. Gary will have to pay you something, even if he has to refinance the pub to do it.”
“He says he’ll transfer the business back to his parents. Then I can’t touch it.”
Gary was looking more and more like a mean bastard. I felt the first genuine twinge of sympathy for Denise. Maybe she was desperate. Maybe she really did believe Gary’s lies—after all, he’d been eroding her confidence for years now. “I honestly feel you’ll be better off with a lawyer closer to home. A more experienced lawyer than me. Give me a couple of days, and I’ll ask around, find you a good one who can help. Are you getting Legal Aid?”
“I have no idea.” She spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “Sue, please… I have nowhere to stay now. I left yesterday. I told the kids I’d see them as soon as I could, as soon as I’d found somewhere for us to live. Not that I think he’ll let me take them, but I had to tell them something. I need help now, not in however long Legal Aid takes to arrange something, if I even qualify. Please, can you do something now?”
I was torn. One part of me wanted to send her far away, find her another lawyer who could see her tomorrow, find her somewhere to stay so that she could see her kids and they would know she hadn’t abandoned them. That was important. Another part of me whispered that Denise had been important to me once. Was I so mean-spirited and unforgiving that I wouldn’t help her now?
I made a decision. “You can stay here tonight. I’ll make some calls this afternoon, see what I can come up with for a lawyer who can help you. Maybe I can get you an appointment tomorrow with someone. Where will you stay when you get back to Yeringup?”
“I’m not going back. I can’t face them. Everyone. Gary, my parents, his parents. They’ll say I made a failure of our marriage, broke up the family.”
“You’ll have to go back soon,” I pointed out, my voice gentle. “You can’t be seen to abandon your kids. If the court believes that, it will go in Gary’s favour.”
“I thought I’d go get them and bring them somewhere. Another town, a fresh start. Like you did.”
“You’ll need Gary’s consent to do that. You need to think this through.”
She picked up her teacup again and drops of tea dripped from the bottom, down onto her bare leg. “You’ll help me then? Oh, Sue, thank you. I knew you’d come through for me. After all, back when we were—”
“Don’t go there, Denise. Leave that alone. You didn’t want to revisit it when I was in Yeringup a few months ago. Well, I don’t want to revisit it now.”
She was silent for a moment. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”
I rose and moved around the desk. “I’ll show you the spare bedroom. Make yourself comfortable, and then we’ll discuss other lawyers.”
“Thank you.” Her gratitude sounded heartfelt.
“Do you have a laptop?” I asked. “You can use the internet. I’m sure you’ve got things to sort out. Do you have a girlfriend? Is this why you’re now deciding to leave Gary?”
She shook her head. “No. There’s nobody.” She hesitated. “I’ll get my things from the car.”
Mrs T must have been eavesdropping again, as I found her in the spare bedroom, putting fresh sheets on the bed. “How did you know they were needed?”
“Really, Sue, what else is there to do? The only place to stay in town is the Royal, and they’re fully booked all week with the road crews repairing the flood damage out at Stump Jump Creek. You wouldn’t send the poor girl off to drive two hours to Caldine for accommodation, so it’s obvious she’ll stay here.”
“Thanks. She’ll only be staying tonight.”
Mrs T made no comment, merely continued to smooth the bottom sheet. I went around to the opposite side of the bed and pulled it tight. “She’s someone I used to know. Back in Yeringup.”
“Is she your ex-girlfriend?”
How she had worked that out? Nothing Mrs T said surprised me much anymore. “Yes.”
“The one that you ran away from?”
A tiny clutch of anxiety squeezed my chest, a residual node of panic at the talk of my life that was. I forced it down. That was the old Sue. She didn’t have a voice any more. “Yes. It was a long time ago.”
“Be careful.” Mrs T could have been talking about grasshoppers on her lettuce seedlings. “I think she wants something, that one.”
“She does. Legal representation. I’m not entirely sure she plans to pay for it either. But I’m not going to represent her. It’s simply too far away—she needs someone nearer Yeringup.”
“Ken kept a notebook of lawyers he trusted. Not sure if you’ve found that yet. It’s on the high shelf above the copier. Blue cover. Anyone in there would be fair dinkum.”
“I’ll check it. I thought that notebook was the copier troubleshooting guide.”
I straightened from smoothing the sheet as Denise appeared in the doorway. She had a sports bag in each hand and a backpack over one shoulder. It seemed like a lot of stuff for an overnight stay.
She smiled at me and Mrs T. “Thanks. This looks great.”
“You might not thank us in the morning,” I said. “That bed is saggier than a busted hammock.”
We left her to it. Mrs T went back to the kitchen to see about lunch, and I went back to the office. Reluctantly, I set aside the file I’d been working on before Denise interrupted. That could wait. It was probably more important to find Denise a lawyer. I pulled down the blue notebook and found it did contain lists and notes on many of the other lawyers around western Queensland—both good and bad. It wasn’t ordered in any way, so I settled in to search for someone suitable. The murmur of Denise and Mrs T talking reached me from the kitchen, but I ignored them. I jotted down a couple of possible names from Ken’s list, pulled a legal pad closer, and picked up the phone to make a few calls. I narrowed it down to two solid possibilities, which I resolved to run past Denise later.
My mobile rang a couple of hours later. I looked at the screen, saw it was Moni, and answered.
“How’s my girl?” Her Texan twang came over the line loud and clear.
I smiled, went over to the office door, kicked it closed, and then returned to the chair where I slouched down and propped my feet on the desk. “Better now.”
“Bad day?”
I thought of Denise’s arrival and the strange mess of events that was today. “Sort of.”
“Want to tell me about it?”
I didn’t know where to begin. “It’ll keep.”
I had to tell her that Denise was under my roof, but something held me back. Moni had heard the story of Denise and the long-reaching effect she’d had on my life. I wasn’t entirely comfortable with Denise in the house, but equally, I wasn’t sure I could cope with Moni’s justifiable censure for having her there.
“How was your day?” I asked instead.
“Good.” Her voice bubbled down the line. “I’m just back from a flight up to the Gulf. Delivered a preemie baby, flew them back here. Mother and child doing well.”
“Are they going to call the baby Monica in your honour?”
“Doubtful. It’s a boy.”
She started to tell me a story about one of the nurses she worked with who was a city girl, and who was finding it difficult to adapt to outback life. I listened, but the story made me think about me and Moni. We were both rural born and bred, and while I had loved living in London, I was so very happy to be living once again in a rural region. The outback wasn’t for everyone—as Moni’s story about her colleague was demonstrating—but it was for me. I was happy here. The concerns I’d had before I arrived were proving inconsequential. Sure, I missed being able to sit at a café with a decent coffee, watch the traffic, and enjoy a wider slice of life, but the small community in Mungabilly Creek was entertainment enough. I was accepted here. Not just for any of the labels one could slap on my butt. Sue the Lawyer, Sue the Lesbian, Sue who made great potatoes Dauphinoise, but just for me. Just Sue.
Moni was still talking, and I realised I’d missed her last few sentences when I was lost in self-absorption. “…hopefully next Monday and Tuesday,” she was saying.
I snapped back to the present. “Sorry, I missed that last bit.”
“I guessed you were miles away.” There was laughter, not censure in her voice. “I just said that I’m hoping to get away next Monday and Tuesday. Two days, one night. Given that it’s a weekday, I thought I’d drive down and see you?” The upwards inflection that now pervaded her voice turned it into a question.
“Oh yes. You don’t need an invitation. Anytime.” I flicked the daily desk calendar over to count the days. “Six days’ time.”
“I’ll look forward to it.” Her voice lowered. “How would you feel if I were to bring some toys with me?”
A thrill raced through my blood. She could bring all the toys she wanted. “You want to do a jigsaw?”
Her amused snort was answer enough. “I was thinking more along the battery operated line. I hope your general store has a good supply of A4s.”
“I’ll wander down later and check.”
An intercom in the background. “Gotta run,” she said. “I like you, Sue.”
“I like you too, Moni. More than you know.”
“Hold on to that thought.” And she was gone.
I took my feet down from the desk and stretched. Time for a break. I wandered out to the loo, and on the way back, I passed Mrs T and Denise sitting at the kitchen table. There were cups of tea, and yes, Tim Tams. I went in to join them, felt the teapot to see if it was still warm, and poured myself a cup.
“That your girl on the phone?” Mrs T pushed the biccies closer.
“Yes. She’ll be down early next week. Any caramel ones or are they all plain?”
“All plain. You say hello to her from me.”
Denise followed the conversation, her head swivelling from me to Mrs T and back again as if she were watching tennis. “You have a girlfriend?”
“Yes.” I picked a Tim Tam from the plate. “I do.”
“Is it serious?”
“Yes. She’s a doctor in the Isa. We meet when we can.”
“She’s the loveliest girl,” said Mrs T. “They’re perfect for each other.”
There was a hint of challenge in Mrs T’s voice. She’d never said anything like that to anyone else before.
“Is she from the Isa?” On the surface, Denise’s questions were the casual, polite sort that anyone might ask, but there was an edge to her voice, an undercurrent. I guessed she was thinking of her own situation—liking women, married to a man.
“She’s American. She’s over here for a year working with the Flying Doctor.”
“Be hard for you when she has to go back.”
Her words set me back. Of course Moni was only in Australia on a temporary visa, but that hadn’t seemed important at first. And a year is a very long time when you’re at the start of it. “She has months left to go. We’ll worry about that at the time.” My words were casual, but my thoughts swirled. What would happen then? I pushed the grey thoughts away. That was in the future. I changed the subject. “I’ve found a couple of possible lawyers for you. There’s a specialist practice in Longreach that can help you—that’s only a couple of hours drive from Yeringup. Or there’s a barracuda of a female lawyer who sounds particularly good, but she’s in Emerald. If you want the best, she’s it.”
She nodded. “I’ll have to see how much money I can get. No doubt they’ll want it up front?”
“Depends if you qualify for Legal Aid. Either of those will help you with that though.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Don’t think for too long. The barracuda can see you on Thursday. If you leave tomorrow and stop overnight, you’ll make it easily. She’s pretty booked up though, so if you can’t make that, I’m not sure when you could see her.”
“Yeah. Thanks, Sue. Thanks for checking.”
“Can you let me know in the next couple of hours? Her assistant couldn’t guarantee the appointment would still be open past that.”
Denise nodded, but didn’t say more, so I left it at that. It sounded as if she was worried about money. Hopefully, there was someone who could help her out. Maybe her parents. Although, remembering her mother’s reaction when she caught me with Denise all those years ago, I wasn’t too sure, not if Denise had been upfront with her about her reasons for leaving. Still, I’d done what I could. It was up to Denise now.



CHAPTER 15
DENISE DIDN’T MAKE A DECISION about the appointment. Nagging her was unlikely to produce results, so I had to let it go. Denise turned on the TV after dinner—something I seldom did—and I left her laughing at some American sitcom. I went out onto the veranda, sat on the lounger, and tipped my head back to see the stars. It was uncomfortable with Denise in the house. Until Moni started staying over, I had always been alone in the evenings after Mrs T went home. Having Moni here was a dream. She was relaxed company, a witty and intelligent conversationalist who also knew the value of silence. Silences between Moni and I were comfortable. She seemed to appreciate the small noises of the night as I did—the shrill of cicadas, the croak of green tree frogs, a night bird, all loud in the silence. Even the occasional burst of noise from the Royal was part and parcel of life in Mungabilly. I loved having Moni stay, but with Denise there, I couldn’t relax.
Maybe it was our past history. Maybe it was her current situation. I didn’t know. When we were teenagers, we would talk for hours. Lying on her bed or mine, our conversations wound through a multitude of topics. At least until the kissing started. But now, it was hard to know what to say to her.
How would Moni and I be ten years down the track? Would we have this same absence of friendship, or would we grow together? I thought the latter, but then Denise’s comment about Moni’s short-term visa snuck back into my head, and I shut off that line of thought. I was also uncomfortable with the fact that I hadn’t told Moni that Denise was here. There was nothing between me and Denise now, but by not mentioning it to my girlfriend, I’d put an air of secrecy over it.
The TV stopped abruptly, and Denise came out on to the veranda. “Mind if I have a beer?”
I shook my head.
“You want one?”
“Sure.”
She came back with two cold ones and handed one to me. I was sitting in the middle of the couch, so when she sat, she was too close. I moved away to give her room.
“I don’t know what to do about those lawyers,” she said. “I don’t have the money to pay big fees.”
That was probably part of her reason for coming to see me. Maybe she thought soft-touch Sue would work for free. “That’s what Legal Aid is for. Let me make that appointment for you, and they’ll figure it out.”
She picked at the label on the bottle. “What if they reject me?”
“You still have to see them. If Gary’s hired a lawyer—as you said he has—then you need your own representation. It will be very difficult to do it on your own, and you’re likely to end up with a worse settlement.”
“I don’t know,” she said again.
I tried to keep the impatience out of my voice. “You have to decide soon. Remember your kids, Delia and Anna-Louise. This is for them. You need to get back to Yeringup, Denise. Don’t give Gary the ammunition that you’ve abandoned your kids.”
“I called them this afternoon. They miss me.” A shimmer of tears in her voice. “They know I haven’t abandoned them.”
“They’re three and five. Kids that age are vulnerable to suggestion. If Gary is telling them you’re not coming back, no phone call from you is going to change that perception. They’ll cling harder to their daddy.” When had I become such an expert on child psychology? Oh yeah…about two minutes ago. “If this turns nasty, the court will interview those kids. You need to be there, in their lives. And you need a lawyer.”
“I just don’t know,” she said again, and this time tears choked her voice. “I thought you’d help me. I thought I’d come here, and it would be all right.”
Her plea got to me. She sounded so sad, so alone. I reached for her hand. “Denise, I can’t do much for you. I’ve already explained that. But there are people who can. But they’re not here in Mungabilly Creek. Let me call the barracuda tomorrow and see if there’s still an appointment available.”
“It’s all so difficult.” Her shoulders heaved with sobs.
I moved and took her in my arms, meaning to offer comfort, let her cry on my shoulder, but when I touched her, her arms came around my shoulders, and she clasped me firmly. She stared at me, lips slightly parted, tears tracking down her cheeks. I shifted, so that my shoulder was there for her cheek and stroked her hair. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry it’s difficult for you, but these things are never easy.” Banal words, but the best I could do.
“Can I stay tomorrow night as well? I can’t decide about the lawyer.”
“I’ll call tomorrow. If the appointment is still open on Thursday, you’ll need to leave tomorrow, or you won’t make it. If it’s not, yes, I guess you can stay tomorrow night.”
“Thank you.” Her cheek pressed hard on my shoulder, and her tears wetted my neck.
I eased out of her grip, put some air between us, picked up my beer, and sat back on the lounger. My peaceful veranda time was disturbed, and suddenly I was very tired. There was a heaviness in the air, maybe the promise of more rain. I hoped so for the farmers’ sake, but right now that denseness of air was making me sluggish. Even Ripper had forgone his usual place snuggled by my side and was splayed on the bare boards of the veranda. Far off, there was a roll of thunder, but I didn’t know if anything would come of it. The rasping call of a green tree frog drew my attention. A huge one rested at the edge of the veranda, its webbed feet splayed over one of the posts.
I finished my beer in long swallows and set the bottle down. “I’m off to bed. You got everything you need?”
She nodded. “Yes. Thanks.”
“See you in the morning.”
Kissing her cheek seemed the wrong thing to do. She wasn’t a client and wasn’t really a friend. I contented myself with a small smile and left. Ripper followed me in, and he issued a small sigh as he turned around on the rug at the foot of the bed.

I called the barracuda first thing in the morning, but her assistant told me the appointment was taken. “One moment though,” she said and put me through to the barracuda herself.
“You’re the lawyer looking after Ken Whitely’s practice?” she asked after the brief pleasantries were over. “Sound man, Ken. Look, I’ll see what I can do.” Abruptly the phone clicked through to the on-hold music. A couple of minutes passed, and then the assistant came back on the line. “How about Friday at two fifteen?” she asked. “It’s either that, or in three weeks’ time.”
“I’ll take it.” I gave her Denise’s details. “Just one thing. I’m unsure if this will be a Legal Aid matter or not.”
“No problem.” The assistant was frighteningly efficient. “We’ll see to it. We have all the forms here.”
I thanked her and hung up. The house was quiet so I figured Denise was still in bed. But then Ripper erupted onto the veranda barking at a magpie that had dared to land on his railing. That was enough to wake anyone. Sure enough, a few minutes later, Denise appeared, wearing a singlet that was so loose I could see her breasts through the arm holes. I averted my gaze.
“Sorry about the rude awakening.” I gestured to Ripper who was still on patrol on the veranda. “But there’s coffee here to compensate.”
“Thanks.” She shuffled over to the coffee pot. Her hair was tangled, and there were dark circles under her eyes. She looked as if it had been a bad night.
I waited until she had settled at the table before I said, “I rang the barracuda. Turns out she thinks highly of Ken, so she’s squeezing you in on Friday at two fifteen.”
Denise nodded. “So if I leave here tomorrow, I’ll make it?”
“Yes, although you should give serious consideration to going via Yeringup and seeing your kids. That would mean you’d need to leave today.”
Her hand trembled and drops of coffee pattered down onto the table. “I can’t face Gary. Not yet.”
“Would you have to? If you left in the next hour or so, you could tell him you’ll pick the kids up from kindy. Take them somewhere for the evening, go and stay with your parents.”
The ghost of a smile. “You sound like you want me gone.”
“It’s the kids I’m thinking about. Avoiding the issue by staying in Mungabilly Creek isn’t doing them any favours.” My words sounded stuffy and preachy, so I softened them with a smile.
“I can’t face my parents either. You’re saying you had it hard, Sue, after…after we broke up. It wasn’t easy for me either. You think my parents didn’t lecture me? Oh, sure, in public, they blamed only you, but in private was a different matter. They didn’t actually believe the story I told—that you’d paid me to let you go down on me. They never came out and said it, but I could sense it. They were always watching me to make sure I didn’t form other close female friendships. They dragged me off to church so that the Lord could save my soul. I did everything they asked.” She raised her head and stared me in the face. “I saw how you were treated. It wasn’t difficult to toe the line after that.”
Anger spluttered inside me. The woman I’d loved had sacrificed me to save herself. It’s not the sort of thing you get over in a hurry. I took a deep breath and then another, refusing to speak until I was calmer. It was a trick I used when faced with difficult clients. With the final long exhalation, came sympathy. Yes, it had been bloody difficult. Yes, I could have easily spent the rest of my life as yet another fucked up gay person trying to pass as straight. Instead, I’d managed to escape that trap after ten years. Ten long years. But somehow I’d come through. And I had a girlfriend, the most wonderful woman, whom I loved deeply. Really, I was lucky. Denise’s road was still ahead of her. I could afford to be generous.
“Could you stay with a friend in Yeringup?” I asked.
“My friends are all Gary’s friends too. Please, Sue, can I stay here tonight? Then I’ll leave tomorrow to see the barracuda. I wouldn’t impose, but I honestly don’t know who else would understand.”
I mustered a sincere smile. “Sure. Stay tonight.”
Her breath whooshed out in a long sigh. “Thank you.”
After that, I retreated back to the office to work, and it was lunchtime before I emerged. It was Mrs T’s day off, so I had planned on putting together a simple sandwich for lunch, but I found the table laid for two, and something simmering on the stove.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I made some pasta. And it’s too hot to eat outside, so I set the table here.”
In truth, I rarely ate in the kitchen, preferring outside under the fan on all but the most brutal of days, but Denise had gone to a lot of trouble, so I nodded, sat at the table, and let her serve me some pasta.
“They didn’t have much choice at the shop, but I thought this would be okay,” she said.
It was actually very good, a tasty mix of sausage, white beans, tomatoes, and herbs from the garden. I thanked her for cooking.
“It’s the least I can do,” she said. “Suppose I treat you to dinner in the Royal tonight?”
“You don’t have to do that. I’ve got food in the house.”
“Oh, but I want to. To thank you for what you’ve done for me. And it will be nice to get out.”
It seemed churlish to refuse when she put it like that, so I thanked her and accepted. I left her with the dishes and went back to the office. I tried calling Moni, but it went to voicemail. She was probably in the air or seeing a patient, so I left a message for her to call me when she had a minute.
She called back a couple of hours later when I was doing the final revisions to a client’s lease amendments.
“Hey, lover, how’s it going?” Her voice was cheerful, and the Aussie expression sounded good coming from her.
“Fine. Busy.” I told her a bit about my day, and then she told me about hers.
“I’m calling you now as I’ll be out later,” she said. “Going out with some of the nurses for the pot and parmie. It was fun last time, so we’re going again.”
“That’s good.” I hesitated. “Actually, I’ll be out too”
“Oh?” There was a smile in her voice. “Should I be worried?”
“No. I’m just going to the Royal with a friend. We’ll probably have the pot and parmie too.” As I said the words, I was conscious of the evasion, of the lie by omission. I should just tell her Denise was here, but my tongue wouldn’t form the words. If I said Denise was here, I would probably sound defensive, and if I sounded defensive, Moni would probably jump to the wrong conclusion. I wasn’t interested in Denise, but it would be easy for Moni to assume that I was. An unresolved early love affair that left me broken hearted? If it were Moni’s past love, Em, the girl who broke her heart—well, I’d probably have a smidge of concern if I heard she was staying with Moni. I’d tell Moni about Denise when Moni was next here, which would be after Denise had left.
“That sounds like fun. I hope there’s no more fights.” She probably assumed I was going with Cath from over the road.
“It’ll be right. You were present for the only fight I’ve ever seen in the Royal.”
“I should leave you a first aid kit. You need one anyway. A snakebite bandage and a few painkillers at a minimum.”
“There’s snakes in the Royal?”
She sniggered. “I’m sure there’s a few, but they’re probably not reptilian.”
There was a silence on the line. Longing for her wound its way into my heart. I missed her badly. Missed seeing her bright hair and wide smile, missed the feel of her body against mine. Missed her in the bed with me. “Any more definite news as to your next time off?”
“Not sure yet. Hopefully still early next week. You’ll be the first to know.”
And then the rest of the conversation was murmured endearments and words of love, that were cut abruptly short when she had to go.

Denise dressed up to go to the Royal. By Mungabilly Creek standards, she was positively flash. I hadn’t changed and was wearing my usual work uniform of khaki shorts and a black polo shirt. Why change when it was so comfortable? But Denise was wearing very short shorts and a tight blouse. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said she was out to pick up someone.
“You know I’m the only lesbian in town,” I said. “There’s no one to dress up for.” I didn’t feel Mrs T’s story was mine to divulge.
“I like to dress up. It’s like the old days. Like a date.”
Faint warning bells tinkled in the back of my brain. “Not a date,” I said firmly. “I’m attached.”
Her laughter had an edge to it. “Not a date,” she agreed. “But you can humour me.”
The Royal was fairly quiet. We ate at the bar as the restaurant was closed. Denise sat opposite me. I was tired, and if she hadn’t suggested it, there was no way I would have gone out. I’d rather spend an evening at home on my veranda, watching the stars with Rip curled at my side and a glass of the everyday drinking red in front of me. But Denise had wanted to go out, so here we were.
She sparkled; she fizzed. Her looks through lowered lashes were not just flirtatious, they were downright seductive. In another place, another time, I would have been flattered, but as it was, I was uncomfortable. Kaz watched us from behind the bar. I hoped she could read it for what it was.
I ate fast, hoping not to prolong the evening. But Denise leant forwards, stealing chips from my plate and giggling—giggling—as she twirled a curl of hair around her finger. Her moves were so obvious, so cliché that I cringed inside. I had behaved like this in London, and if I could slice those memories from my brain and bury them under ten feet of concrete, I would. When our plates were empty, Denise stood. “I’m going to the loo,” she said, and disappeared in that direction.
I wanted to rest my head on folded arms, close my eyes, and hope all this went away. I wished Denise would go away. Only until tomorrow. She was off to Emerald then. Denise returned from the loo, but instead of coming back to the table, she went to the bar. She leant in to talk to Kaz. Her posture was that of someone confiding a secret. Kaz moved off and poured two more beers. Great. It seemed I couldn’t escape just yet.
Denise came back to the table and set the beers down. “This is nice,” she said. “Just like old times.”
I refrained from mentioning that when we’d been dating, we’d both been under the drinking age, and in a small town where everyone knew you, there was no chance of bluffing it. “Yeah,” I said woodenly. “Like old times.”
She giggled again. It grated on my nerves. “I’m sorry, Denise,” I said. “But I’m really tired. I’m going to drink this fast and head home. Don’t feel you have to come too if you’d rather stay here.”
She reached across the table and clasped my hand. “Of course I’m coming with you.”
Kaz’s gaze was on our clasped fingers, and I sat back and removed my hand. I picked up the beer and skulled it in long swallows. It was gassy and made me want to belch. I slid from the stool, waved to Kaz, and left, without waiting to see if Denise followed.
I had barely descended the steps to the street when her quick footsteps sounded behind me. “You didn’t let me finish my beer.”
“You could have stayed.”
“It’s no fun without you.” She linked her arm with mine and moved close enough that our hips brushed. I tried to put distance between us, but when I did, her foot caught on something. She lurched and clutched me tighter.
My house had never seemed so far away. I tried to march along, but Denise seemed inclined to linger. She stopped to comment on a flower in a neighbour’s front yard, to point out a particularly bright star low in the sky, and then to listen, saying she thought she heard Ripper barking.
“It is Ripper; that’s not like him to bark at night.” Disengaging my arm from hers, I used Rip as the excuse to hurry home.
It was Ripper barking, but—as I had suspected—he was barking at a lizard.
I turned to Denise. “I’m sorry to abandon you, but I’m really tired. I’m off to bed. See you in the morning.” I left before she could find a reason to detain me. In bed, I stared out of the window, feeling a bit like the beetle that marched up the flyscreen—precariously balanced with a fall coming. I wasn’t an idiot; it was obvious that Denise wanted to rekindle our previous relationship, either because she felt the need for closure, or—more likely—because she thought I had superpowers and could provide her with whizz-bang legal advice to solve all her problems. I ground my teeth. Denise was beginning to irritate the hell out of me, and I was becoming more and more uncomfortable with her in the house. There was also the fact that she hadn’t wanted to talk to me when it was all about the closure I had needed a few months ago.
Still, she would be gone tomorrow. And Moni would be here in a couple more days. I held on tight to that thought. Moni was good for my equilibrium. Other parts too. I couldn’t wait to see her.



CHAPTER 16
THE NEXT MORNING, I OPENED my email to find a reply from one of the Rosalie Thatchers I’d written to seeking Mrs T’s childhood friend. I’d rather given up hope of hearing back from any of them, figuring they were either the wrong people or my emails had been caught in spam filters along with the emails about million dollar inheritances—just send bank details—and lonely girls wanting to talk—who would doubtless also want bank details before too long.
The email from Rosalie said she did indeed remember a Lilian Freeman—Mrs T’s maiden name. Rosalie went on to say that she was now living in Tennant Creek in the Northern Territory, and she gave both a mobile phone number and an alternate email, explaining that the one I’d written to wasn’t checked very often, hence the slow reply.
I printed the email, resolving to give it to Mrs T just as soon as I could explain how I’d meddled when she’d specifically told me not to.
The phone rang and I picked it up. “Whitely Law, Sue Brent speaking.”
It was the barracuda’s assistant, and she sounded harried. The barracuda was away sick, she said, and she was trying to reschedule all her appointments for the rest of the week. She had to cancel Denise’s appointment for tomorrow, but she could fit her in on Monday. It would be late, six in the evening, but the barracuda was trying not to let anyone down. I said that was fine, and thanked her for fitting Denise in.
I hung up and drummed my pen on the legal pad. I knew this meant Denise would try and wrangle another couple of nights’ stay with me. I thought for a moment, and then rang a client on a station nearly three hundred kilometres away. I’d been putting off visiting him because it was likely to need an overnight stay. Now, that sounded good. A last minute cancellation, I explained. Would they be available to see me this afternoon? They were delighted. One problem solved.
Denise came into my room as I was throwing a few things into an overnight bag. Luckily, the camper was already set up to go, so I just needed a few clean clothes, a bit of fresh food, and some milk.
“Going somewhere?” she asked.
I explained about the client and added that I’d also heard from the barracuda and her appointment was now Monday. Denise didn’t seem particularly put out. “You can stay until Sunday if you want, but after that, you have to go. For your own sake,” I said, trying to sound wise. “You need to consider what I’ve said previously about seeing your kids,” I added as I threw in a clean towel and my wash bag.
“I’ll think about it.” Denise fiddled with the blind cord.
“Do. It’s important.”
I went back to the office, leaving her standing by the window in my room. “Will you be okay by yourself?” I called. “I’d like to give Mrs T the days off. She’s done a lot of extra hours lately.”
She followed me into the office. “Sure. I’ll be fine. Don’t you worry about me.” She looked a little lost, and there was that damn momentary pang of guilt again. Sue the soft hearted. I removed the starch from my voice when I said, “There’s plenty of food in the fridge. Feel free to help yourself. The beer too.”
She nodded. “When will you be back?”
“Tomorrow sometime. Possibly late. I’ll try and see other clients while I’m out that way.” I picked the relevant files from the shelf, took them out to the camper, and returned for some food to stock the camper’s fridge. I turned around to look for Ripper, but he had already jumped in and was sitting in the passenger seat, ears pricked, ready for the trip.
I climbed in, started the engine, and wound down the window. “Sorry to have to rush off, but I’ve a long drive.” I let out the clutch, and the camper pulled away out to the road. I glanced in the rear-view mirror. Denise stood there, hands in her pockets, looking a bit lost.
I reached Wanbuderra Station by early afternoon, and spent a couple of hours with the owners, Ralph and Margo, revising their wills and drafting an enduring power of attorney. They invited me to stay for dinner, but I declined. If I stayed to eat with them, it would be dark and then there would be the invitation of a bed. What I really wanted was to pull the camper off the road on a quiet station track, leave the doors open to the breeze, and sit outside with a cold beer. Just me, Ripper, and the wide starry night with silence so loud it made my ears ring. I found a good place on a slight hillock where the outback stretched into eternity. There were no lights, no noise, and, I discovered when I pulled out my mobile to call Moni, no phone signal. I’d call tomorrow. We often skipped days when one or the other of us was busy. I ate some cheese and crackers for dinner, and then Ripper and I went for a stroll along the dirt road. The night was hot, the air oppressive, and I was sweating in my work shorts and polo shirt. The camper would be hot tonight—I’d have all the doors open for sure. I paused to let a snake slither away on the road in front of us. My sharply spoken “Danger!” to Ripper worked, and I was pleased he still remembered the word and knew to leave it well alone.
Back at the camper, I unfolded my chair, pulled a beer out of the fridge, booted up the laptop, and wrote a long, chatty email to Nora. I rambled on about the business, how much I loved living in Mungabilly Creek, and Ripper’s progress. Then I got to what I really wanted to talk about.
 
Moni and I are officially a couple. The L word has been mentioned (the 4 letter one that you avoided for so long). Yup, I’m in love, Nora, and it feels… Well, good is an understatement. It feels magnificent, an all-singing-all-dancing happy movie. I don’t know what will happen in the future—she’s only on a temporary visa—but right now, I’ve never been happier. Are you and Ger ever going to come and visit? You don’t even have the excuse that you won’t come because you’d have to drink Chateau Cardboard red wine—I’ve found an online place that delivers (eventually), and the Royal has kept up Ken’s special order of a half decent red as well.
 
Is it soppy to say I miss you and Ger? And Pádraig (so happy about Petra). I don’t miss Shouting Man though. Being my own boss is fantastic. I don’t think I could easily go back to other people telling me what to do.
 
I signed off with hugs and kisses, saved it to send when I had a mobile signal, and closed the laptop before the battery went totally flat.
The next day found me and Ripper heading home by a different route so we could call in on another client. That didn’t take long, and I had time to stop in a dusty little town, Worrindi, where I had an early lunch at a surprisingly busy pub opposite the sale yards. The town was new to me, and I pulled out my map to check the route home. In three hours, I’d be climbing the steps to the veranda to see what Mrs T had left for me in the fridge. Except I’d given Mrs T time off, and Denise was still in the house. That slowed my gallop for home somewhat. Given that Worrindi had a phone signal, I tried calling Moni again, and she answered on the third ring.
“Hey, girlfriend.” There was a pause, and then a smile in her voice as she continued, “Am I allowed to call you that?”
“What else would you call me?”
“Long skinny streak of nothing. Outback Olga, the Mistress of Mungabilly.”
“I prefer girlfriend.”
“Maybe partner.” Her voice dropped. “Lover.”
I moved outside and slowly wandered up the street, chatting on the mobile. “How’s work? You still coming up on Monday?”
“Should be good. I’m looking forwards to it. Where are you? I can hear more traffic than has driven down Mungabilly’s main street in the last month.”
“Worrindi. It’s about three hours from Mungabilly Creek, to the—”
“I know it,” she interrupted. “We have clinics there a couple of times a month. Mothers and babies and mental health. Not that they are necessarily connected. Are you seeing a client?”
“Yup. I came out yesterday to Wanbuderra Station, this morning was another client close to here, and now I’m on my way home.”
“You slept in the camper?” There was a pause. “Without me?”
Her promise to spend the night with me in the camper under the stars in the outback burned bright. “Without you. I missed you. Ripper was no substitute.”
A snort. “I hope not.”
I’d reached the end of the street where there was a bench under the shade of a spreading tree, so I sat. A corella waddled around, picking up seeds, but it was so hot that Ripper stayed by my side, ears pricked, simply watching.
“Will you be home tonight?”
“Yes. I’ll be home in a few hours from now.”
“Good. We can talk later. I have to go now. Bye, Sue. Like you.”
“I like you too.”
The call clicked off, and I stared at the screen for a moment. With a stupid grin on my face, I started back down the street to where I’d left the camper.
I was halfway back when Ripper raised his head and stared fixedly down the street. Another bird, I thought, but then he bounded off and raced a few metres to where a tall woman was putting something in the back of a ute.
“Ripper?” I heard her say. He went into his hind leg dance, and she crouched down to pat him. As her face came into the sunlight, I realised it was Felix.
She straightened and caught sight of me. I walked towards her, taking in her tanned face, the laughter lines bracketing her mouth, and her salt-and-pepper hair caught in the same thick plait.
“Sue! I thought it was Ripper. What brings you here?”
She held out her arms for me to walk into, and we hugged. It was a long and friendly hug, and her lips brushed the side of my cheek. She released me.
“Been seeing clients. I’m on my way home now. You?”
She indicated the ute where a couple of stock saddles leant drunkenly up against the cab. “Getting these stitched. You got time for a beer?”
I nodded. A beer and a chinwag sounded perfect. We walked back to the pub I’d just left and ordered a couple of pots. As before, Ripper snuck in, and either nobody noticed or nobody cared.
We picked a high table by the window, and I studied her. She looked good. More relaxed than the last time I’d seen her but as lean and fit as ever. “Life looks like it’s treating you well.”
“It is.” She took a draught of beer and then wiped the foam from her upper lip. “We had that rain from a month or so back, and I’ve got grass. The horses are fattening nicely. I’m also developing a small camping area for motorhomes and tents. Get myself a slice of the outback tourism dollar. It’s still very basic, but I’ve already had a few motorhomes pull in for the night.”
“I’ll have to stop over in the camper.”
“You do that.” Her infectious grin lit up her face. “With your new girl. You still with her?”
“Moni. And yes, very much so. It’s going good.”
“That’s great.” She touched my hand. “I’m happy for you, Sue. And don’t you worry about bringing her along. I’ll be the perfect friend, no more.”
“She knows about you. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Nope. Not in the least. That makes it easier, if she’s okay with it.”
“She’s not the jealous sort.”
“Your email said she’s American. A Texas country girl.”
I nodded. “She rides. We’ll come out and see you.”
“Do. Come for dinner too.”
She’d cooked carbonara for me last time, and it was delicious. “It sounds like it’s going well for you.”
“Yeah. It’s full on. If the campground goes okay and attracts enough tourists, I’m thinking I might build a couple of small cabins as well.” A quick grin. “I just need some money to do it.”
It was my turn to reach out and take her hand. “I’m sure you’ll make it work.”
“Me too.”
After that, we chatted about various things, and twenty minutes flew past. Felix glanced at her watch. “I have to go. Bring Moni out sometime. If you do come, let me know ahead so I can keep the best horses for you.” She picked up the remainder of her beer and drained it in a quick swallow.
“I’d like that. And of course if you’re in Mungabilly Creek, do drop in. I’ve got a spare bed, although you might be better off sleeping on the floor. It’s not the most comfortable.”
“That’s your way of getting visitors to leave, eh?”
I grinned. “Maybe.”
We walked back to her ute and hugged again. “Look after yourself,” I said into her hair.
She nodded against my cheek, and then we both stepped back. She bent to fondle Rip’s ears, got into the ute, and was gone with a tanned hand lifted in farewell.
“You like her, don’t you Rip?”
He cocked his head on one side and stared at my face, probably wondering if it was kibble time. “I do too. I think she’ll be a sound friend.”

It was around six when I got back to Mungabilly Creek, and the sun was nearly gone. It hung on the horizon, round and very red. Despite last month’s rains, the landscape was drying out again, turning yellow in the heat. I pulled around the back of the house where Mrs T’s newly replanted vegetable garden was wilting. I hadn’t thought to mention to Denise to put some water on it.
“Hello,” I called as I entered the house. The lights were on, and music played softly somewhere. I dumped my bag in the bedroom and went looking for Denise. I found her in the kitchen, stirring something on the stove.
“Hi,” I said. “That smells good.”
She pushed the hair back from her forehead. The kitchen was humid with steam, and the ceiling fan wasn’t making much difference.
“Beef stroganoff,” she said. “It’s just about done. I have potatoes to cook, and then dinner’s ready.”
“You didn’t have to do this. We could have gone to the Royal.”
“It’s okay. I wanted to. Besides, there wasn’t much else to do. Why don’t you change. The table’s set on the front veranda for a change.”
“Have I time for a quick shower? The camper’s air con isn’t that efficient, and I’m very sweaty.”
“Sure. Take your time.”
We sounded like an old married couple. A polite dance around chores and dinner and not much else.
I came back from my shower to find Denise dishing up two plates of food and opening a bottle of the good wine. I went through to the front veranda. She had indeed dragged the table from the back to the front, and it was set with a tablecloth and candles. There was a small spray of grevillea in the centre of the table from the tree in the backyard.
“You needn’t have gone to all this trouble.” Not for the first time since Denise’s arrival, alarm bells tinkled in my head. I hoped I was wrong.
She came out with the food, set it down, and then went back to turn the outside lights to low and lit the candles. Now it definitely had the look of a romantic dinner for two. Soft lighting, candles, flower, and mood music.
She came up behind me, slipped her arms around my waist, and rested her head between my shoulders. “I wanted to, Sue. I thought it would be nice. You’ve been working hard all day.”
I tried to move away, but she held me tight. I tried for the nonchalant approach. “It’s a nice thought, but honestly, I’m stuffed. I’ll probably just eat and go to bed with a book.”
There was a distinct pout in her voice as she said, “I was hoping we could spend some time together. I’ve had a lonely two days.”
“I’m here now.” I lifted her arms from around my waist and put some distance between us, then I went to the kitchen and turned the outside light back on. “I like to see what I’m eating, and this looks fantastic.”
I waited while she sat and poured wine. The food did smell good, and I dug in. The candles flickered unnecessarily in the bright light, and I blew them out.
“I called the kids again this morning,” Denise said. Despite the tasty food, she only picked at it. “Gary wouldn’t let me speak to them. He said that Delia cried for hours after I spoke to her last time.” She picked up her wine glass. Her hand shook slightly on the stem. “I miss them so much.”
I put down my fork and took a fortifying swig of my own wine. “Denise, you need to act. You can’t remain here—or anywhere that isn’t Yeringup. You need to be back there, seeing your kids, doing things for them. You need to face Gary. Can’t you see he’s turning the kids against you and building a case at the same time?”
“I know. I have to. But it’s so hard. I’ve got no money and nowhere to stay when I get there. I’m sure Gary’s turned all our friends against me.”
I took another mouthful of wine to silence the quick retort that came to mind. Welcome to my world. That’s what you did to me ten years ago. I set the glass on the table and looked at her. She was the picture of abject misery, hunched in her chair, her face set in lines of sadness. Despite everything, I softened when confronted by her obvious woe.
“I know it’s hard,” I said. “I’ve been through it too.” I resisted adding “thanks to you” and continued, “but I cannot stress this enough. Don’t wait until Sunday. Leave tomorrow and go via Yeringup. I’ll fill your car with fuel—that should get you at least halfway. Let yourself into the pub, go up, and see your kids. Gary cannot stop you.”
Her eyes shimmered in the soft lighting, and she whispered, “Thank you, Sue. You’re so strong. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She reached her hand out and touched the back of mine in a quick caress. “And afterwards, when this is sorted, can I… Well, I don’t want to be alone.”
The distant alarm bells were now the loud clang of an imminent end-of-the-world warning. “I think you need to concentrate on your kids.”
“I could bring them. While we…reconnect.”
I’d wondered if I was imagining it, but now I was sure. For whatever reason, Denise was sounding me out to see if we could rekindle our former relationship. I was cynical enough to realise it wasn’t me she wanted. She was running to another lifeline, away from Gary, yet not prepared to stand by herself. Maybe she had realised she was unhappy in a heterosexual relationship, or maybe I was just the convenient lesbian friend who was also a helpful lawyer. Either way, I had to kill this conversation right now.
“No, Denise. Don’t think that will happen. You and I are dead in the water as far as any sort of potential relationship. You’re still married. And I’m in love, very definitely in love, and I’m not looking for anyone else.”
“Moni? The American?”
“Yes. You know that already. I love Moni.”
“We go back a long way, Sue. We were everything to each other once. I was hoping we could—”
“No. No. No. Denise, you need to forget about this, forget about everything except reaching some sort of accord with Gary so you can move forwards.” I stood, picked up my plate, and took it in to the kitchen. I had to end this conversation now, and although it was early, although it was my house, I had to remove myself. I had the choice of early to bed or early to the Royal, and right now, the Royal was winning.
I found some money and stuck it in the pocket of my shorts. When I went back to the veranda, Denise was standing with her hands grasping the railing, staring out at the street.
“I’m sorry, Sue. This is difficult for me. But I want you to know that you were the person I thought of when I decided to leave Gary. You were the person in my head when I thought of my future life. I pictured you, me, and the kids out here in Mungabilly Creek. A family.”
Her words filled me with a creeping dread. “That is never going to happen. I’m sorry to be harsh, but you need to stop thinking that way right now. I don’t think I’ve done anything to lead you on, and when I saw you in Yeringup, you wanted nothing to do with me.”
“I had to treat you like that. I couldn’t risk stirring up all the trouble again. But you looked fantastic. I wanted… I wanted to go back to how we were. But I couldn’t tell you.”
My lips twisted. Same old Denise. Worried about how other people perceived her. “Denise, you may have wanted that, but I didn’t. I can forgive, but I can’t forget. I’ve moved past that, and you need to as well.”
I would have continued, but she started crying in the hopeless silent way of one who has no way out of a situation. I closed my eyes for a second, the desire to get the hell out of there and get me to the Royal warred with the tug of sympathy. Sympathy won. I felt nothing for her, but I couldn’t let someone be so broken and not try to offer comfort.
I went over and took her in my arms so that her head rested on my shoulder. I held her in a loose hug and remained silent, hoping she would regain her composure. Although she cried harder, her hands came around my waist and pulled me closer.
The night was oppressive already, but it had just become more so. There was a shout of laughter from the Royal, and a car crawled past.
I grasped her forearms and used them to lever myself away. “Stop this.”
“It’s only ever been you, Sue. Don’t reject me. Please.” Tears filled her eyes again. She shrugged off my restraining hands and wrapped her arms around my waist. Pressing her face to my polo shirt, she said, “Please, Sue.”
I didn’t believe her for a second. She’d used me once before as a passive escape from her dull life. I was buggered if I’d let her do it a second time. But I’ve always been unable to turn away from tears. My fists clenched at my side for a moment, then with a small sigh, I raised my arms to wrap around her shoulder, and with one hand, I stroked her hair.
“It’s not worth crying over.” My voice was gruff, a long way from tender, but she sighed into my shirt, snuffled, and looked up at me in the dim light, lips parted in anticipation. In anticipation of a kiss.



CHAPTER 17
THERE WAS A SCRAPE BEHIND me, followed by footsteps reverberating on the wooden veranda.
“Looks like you’re really missing me.” Moni’s drawl was loud, an edge of abrasion in the words. “Guess I was wrong about it being hard to find lesbians in Mungabilly Creek. You obviously don’t have a problem.”
My arms dropped away from Denise, and I stepped back. Moni quivered, her body vibrating with anger. Her hands were jammed on her hips, and she looked primed for a fight. Her hair floated around her face in a huge blonde cloud.
“I didn’t see you drive up.” It was a stupid thing to say, and she knew it.
“I saw the two of you romancing on the veranda. At least I thought I did. So I parked down the street and walked back. Can’t have such a tender moment spoiled, can we?”
I took a pace towards her, she took one back. It was like an awkward old-time dance.
She folded her arms tight across her chest. “Were you planning on telling me about this, or did you think you’d have your fun and we’d carry on as before?”
“It’s not like that,” I started to say. I looked around for Denise, expecting her to back me up, but she had moved to stand at the railing. Hands clenched on the timber, she stared out over the street. She didn’t say a word.
Moni must have interpreted my glance at Denise as one of solidarity. “I came to surprise you. Guess the joke’s on me.”
My tongue unloosened, and I moved to her side. “Moni, it’s not how it looks.”
She looked up at me, and there was a world of hurt in her eyes. But there was a flicker of doubt too. I was happy to see that. She’d never struck me as the irrationally jealous type, so I hoped the truth would reassure her.
“So tell me then.”
“Denise left her husband, and came looking for legal advice—”
“Denise? The Denise?”
I resisted the temptation to glance at Denise as I nodded. I was talking about her business here, which it wasn’t really my place to do. But I still hoped she would understand why and back me up. “I’ve said I’m not the best person to assist, and I’ve arranged for her to see a family law person closer to Yeringup. But they messed around with the appointment, and Denise had nowhere to stay. So she’s been staying here since Monday. In the spare room. There’s nothing going on.” I reached for her hand. “I have you. Why would I want anybody else?”
Her lips firmed, and she appeared to waver. But then her gaze flicked back to Denise. I didn’t look at Denise; she wasn’t important in this. Moni was my focus. Whatever she saw in Denise must have made her doubt again, as she said, “If you’ve nothing to hide, why didn’t you mention Denise was here in oh, let’s see, the three or four phone calls we’ve had since she arrived?”
My eyes slid to Denise. This really wasn’t a conversation for her to hear; it was a private matter between me and Moni. I hoped she’d take the hint and leave, but she still stood by the railing, sipping a glass of Ken’s good red as if she hadn’t a care in the world. Moni must have seen my glance, and she snapped, “Fine. I’m going to the Royal. If you want to come and find me, Sue, then you can.”
Without a backwards glance, she bounded down the steps and out to the drive. The flap-flap of her thongs sounded as she marched down the road. I couldn’t let her leave. Ignoring Denise, I raced into the house to get my purse, and after a few minutes of searching, I remembered I’d already put money in my pocket. When I came out, Denise was still there on the veranda, sipping wine.
“You could have supported me. Told her there is nothing between us.”
“I didn’t think it was my place to intervene.”
“In that case, you could have left and given us some privacy.”
Her shoulders hunched, and her face shuttered as if she was turning inwards to her own misery. But I didn’t care. I’d done all I could for Denise—maybe more than I should have. No more. Not at the cost of my relationship.
“I’m going. Please don’t follow me.”
She looked up then, lips pressed together and clearly battling tears. “Please don’t go, Sue. I really would like to talk to you.”
Her self-centredness stole my breath. I swallowed the knot in my throat, and when I could talk, I said, “Right now, I don’t care about you. Moni is my woman. The woman I love. Do you hear me, Denise? The woman I love. And right now, I’m going to get her back. If I can.” I turned away and took the steps to the driveway two by two.
I found Moni easily enough in the Royal. She was sitting at a small table by herself, staring into her beer.
“Hi.” I sat opposite and gazed at her. “Can we talk?”
“As long as your little, long-lost girlfriend isn’t going to pop up with a perky suggestion for a threesome.”
“I’m sorry. I’m really so fucking sorry.”
“For what?” She took long swallows of her beer and banged the empty pot down. “For taking up with her again? For allowing her in your house? Or are you just sorry for getting caught?” She surged to her feet and went over to the bar. The barman must have seen us talking, seen the potential drama, for he served her very quickly despite the waiting Friday night crowd. She returned with two pots and thrust one at me. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do. Can’t have you running dry.”
“Denise appeared without warning, without letting me know. Mrs T asked if I could take a new drop-in client, and it was her. She said she wanted legal advice. She’s leaving her husband.”
“So she up and leaves. That’s weird. You’d think there would be other lawyers in the seven hundred kilometres between Yeringup and here. Or is your reputation so good that she just had to have you?” The bitterness in her voice let me know she was aware of the play on words.
“She said she was worried that she wouldn’t get fair treatment from other lawyers who might know Gary—who has hired the only law firm in Yeringup.” Even as I said it, I noticed how weak it sounded. “She’s leaving Gary as she’s realised she’s a lesbian. She doesn’t want to lose the kids—he’s doing a number on her in that regard, filling her ears with lies.”
“So who better to turn to than her lesbian lawyer friend.” Moni drained half her pot in long swallows.
“I told her the first day I couldn’t represent her. She lives too far away, and I don’t do many family law matters. She needs someone better than me.”
“So why didn’t she turn around, drive off, find another lawyer, and get back to those kids she professes to miss so much?”
“I encouraged her to do all of those things. She said she couldn’t decide, so I allowed her to stay the night, and then the next night when she was still dithering. I got her an appointment in Emerald, but it got cancelled—by them. It’s now happening Monday. She was going to leave tomorrow anyway so that she’d be there in time. Go via her kids.”
“So she says. What would her excuse be for staying this time?” Moni, it seemed, had Denise’s number after five minutes of interaction. Something I’d obviously failed to do in the past five days. The rest of Moni’s pot disappeared down her throat, and as she made to return to the bar, two pots appeared in front of us.
“Ladies.” It was Billy the jackaroo, his arm now out of a sling. “My shout.”
We both smiled our thanks and then turned back to each other.
“Moni, I’m sorry. I should have told you she was here. But, truth is, I thought you’d think I was a fool for letting her stay. There’s nothing going on. Nothing. What you interrupted though… Well, I am obviously the biggest moron this side of the Barcoo, because that was the first definite sign I had that she wanted more than free legal advice. I wasn’t comfortable with her around though, so I left and went off to see clients. That’s why I wasn’t calling from home when I called you earlier today. I just wanted to get away from her.
“Then this evening, I arrived back, and she’d cooked dinner. A fancy dinner served with flowers and candles. I knew then I’d badly misread her. She talked about wanting to rekindle our relationship, but I turned her down in no uncertain terms. I told her I love you. Love you very much. Just before you arrived, I’d decided to get out of the house. But Denise was upset. I comforted her. I can’t turn away from tears, no more than I could kick Ripper in the guts.”
She studied me for long moments. My stomach rolled, and the two beers in front of me were nearly untouched as fear made it sour in my mouth.
“Moni, I love you. You. I’m not the sort of person to flit from one woman to another. What we have is important to me. Honestly, do you think I’d jeopardise it for someone who broke my heart most of ten years ago, who now seems to be using me for her own ends? Again. I’m stupid, but I’m not bonkers.”
“No, you’re not stupid, but you do seem to have a blind spot the size of Texas. You’re telling me you didn’t see where this was leading all week. I can’t profess to know what’s in Denise’s head, and I don’t know if she’s just naturally clingy or knowingly using you for what you can provide her—legal advice, someone to turn to, money, a roof over her head, a fall-back relationship after hers has gone west. It may be that she will be gone tomorrow. But there may be another excuse. She’s risking a lot staying here with you. Why would she do that, if not for what she might ultimately gain?
“I’ve only met her for a few minutes, and those few minutes didn’t incline me to be charitable towards her. But whatever her motivation, she’s obviously received enough mixed signals from you that she thought she could at least try. Maybe your only crime is you’re too nice, Sue Brent, or maybe you’re one of these people who can’t say no. But you need to consider what you’re going to do with the result.”
“The result?”
“Be proactive here. Tell Denise exactly what you want. Don’t go along with whatever she wants. You want her gone? Tell her to leave and don’t listen to excuses. You want a relationship with her? Tell her.”
“No! Moni, no. You’re the only person I want.”
“So you say. But even if I believe you, we still have a problem. Denise is still squatting in our road. You’ve done a lot for her already. It’s time to end that support. She left you. She wasn’t too pleasant to you a few months back in Yeringup. And now she’s come to you. She’s looking for your help. And she is either deliberately sabotaging our relationship for her own ends, or she is thoughtless enough not to care that she’s rocking it. You decide, Sue. And when you’ve decided what you’re going to say to her, what you’re going to do with her, and then, if you think we have a future together, you come to me.” She stood.
I stood too, panic in my throat. “Where are you going? You can’t leave. It’s dark, and you’ve drunk too much to drive.”
Her smile was cool. “Oh, I’m coming home with you, but I’ll sleep on the couch.”
I abandoned my barely touched beers on the table, and we left. We’d only been gone an hour, but the house was dark except for a dim light in the spare room. Denise must have gone to bed. There was silence from her room.
“You can sleep in my room,” I said. “If you don’t want me there, then I’ll sleep on the couch.”
She gave me a withering look. “And what happens when Denise comes out to the loo in the middle of the night and finds you on the couch? I think there’s enough complications already without that, and enough thoughts racing through that lawyerly brain of yours. No, I’ll sleep on the couch. You can be alone with your thoughts in the bedroom.”
After that, there wasn’t much more to say. I found pillows and sheets for the couch, plus a water bottle for Moni, and I left her on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. Ripper took one look at her bedding in for the night and jumped up on her feet. Even my dog was deserting me. I went to bed and did my own staring. There was a crack in the plaster over by the window, a bevy of moths beating on the flyscreen, and a huge cobweb in one corner. I sighed. I wasn’t alone to think about home maintenance and the wildlife. I needed to think about Moni’s words and what I really wanted. That part was easy. I wanted her. There was no doubt or question in my mind. I didn’t want Denise. I didn’t want anyone else, only my beautiful Texan.
Was Moni right? Had I given Denise the wrong signals? I reconstructed the past few days in my head. I didn’t think I’d led her on—in fact, I was sure I hadn’t—but equally, I hadn’t defused her moves as forcefully as I should have. I’d let her stay. I’d helped her. But it was still no more than I’d do for any friend. But Denise wasn’t a friend. Not anymore. Not for ten years. If anything, she was someone I should have avoided from the moment I arrived back in Oz. But I’d sought her out as I tried to find my own closure. Maybe that was part of the problem. Denise had interpreted my approach as interest.
Well, it ended here. Tomorrow, I would politely take her to one side and tell her she had to leave that morning. If she didn’t want to go via Yeringup to see her kids, that was her business. If she didn’t keep the appointment with the barracuda, that was her lookout. There would be no further debate and no more offers of assistance from me. She’d cut me loose ten years ago. It was my turn now to return the favour.
I still couldn’t sleep with all the thoughts churning around my head, so I found my eBook reader and got stuck into a mushy lesbian romance. By the time the girls had reached their happy-ever-after, my eyes were drooping and it was nearly midnight. My last thought before I drifted off to sleep was that I hoped Moni wasn’t too uncomfortable on the couch.



CHAPTER 18
IT WAS SEVEN BEFORE I
woke, and it was already bright outside. The house was quiet. Mrs T seldom came in on weekends, and Denise had risen late every day so far. There was no sound from Moni. I hopped out of bed, cracked open the door, and peered into the living room to see if she was awake. Not only was she awake, she was gone. The sheets were folded neatly on one end of the couch with the pillow on top. In the kitchen, there was a pot of coffee that, judging by the colour of it, was at least a couple of hours old. Propped against the biscuit tin was a sealed envelope with my name on it.
 
Sue, I don’t think there’s any point me staying here until you’ve figured out what you’re going to do, and until Denise is out of the picture. I’ve gone back to the Isa. Call me, if you want, when you’re alone. Moni
 
There were no kisses at the end, no love and hugs. Not even an “I like you.” I folded the note carefully and tucked it into the pocket of my sleep shorts. Then I emptied out the old coffee and made a fresh pot. I left it dripping and, after throwing Moni’s sheets into the laundry basket, went back to bed. It was Saturday, and the only thing I had to do today was ensure Denise went on her way. With no Moni to snuggle up to, Ripper came with me. He didn’t stay in his usual position at my feet, but came and curled up by my side. I petted him, and his rough little tongue passed over my hand. I stared out to the veranda. The usual magpie sat on the railing, and there was a galah busy stripping rotting timber from one of the posts.
“Go get him, Rip,” I said, but it was half-hearted.
Ripper gave me a look that clearly said he couldn’t be bothered, and since when had he been able to open the flyscreen anyway?
There was a tap on the door, and it swung open before I could reply. Denise stood there with two mugs of coffee in her hands.
“Thought you might like this.” She advanced and set one down on the bedside table. Cradling the other, she sat on the side of the bed. I moved to the far side, and drew up my feet, putting distance between us.
I sipped the coffee. She hadn’t put enough milk in, but I wasn’t going to complain. I had other things to raise that were likely to cause more ructions than a lack of milk.
“Your girl seemed in a bit of a temper last night.”
“Justifiably so. She saw what looked like a betrayal of everything we are on my part. You didn’t help, Denise. You could have backed off, confirmed that there was nothing going on.”
She shrugged. “She saw what she saw. She’s obviously not very secure if something like that sets her off.”
“I have faith that our relationship will be all right. However, Denise, if, despite everything, there is still any misunderstanding between you and me, I’m setting it straight now. There has been nothing between us for ten years. There will be nothing between us ever again. Right now, I’m not even sure friendship is a possibility.”
Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Out here in the middle of nowhere, your options are extremely limited.”
I set the mug down and got out the far side of the bed. I marched to the door and held it open. “I’ve heard enough. You shafted me to save yourself ten years ago, not caring how it might affect me. You were only a tiny step up from rude in Yeringup a few months back. You showed up here unannounced, abused my hospitality, and tried to sabotage my relationship. I’ve secured you an appointment with an excellent lawyer on Monday, and I suggest you keep it. Because that’s the end of my assistance. Whatever happens though, you’re leaving here today.”
I don’t know what I’d expected; an appeal to my softer side maybe, but she stood and put the mug down next to mine. “Fine. If that’s the way you want it.” The door banged behind her.
I flopped back on the bed and took a deep breath. Rip came and sat on my stomach, and I tugged his ears. “Hopefully, in a few minutes, it will be you and me again, Rip. At least until Moni comes back.”
Loud banging came from the spare room and then thumps from the kitchen. I stayed where I was for another fifteen minutes or so until I heard her car start. Then I went into the kitchen where I could see the street. Her car pulled out of the drive and turned right, heading for the main highway. I took a deep breath and then another. The sense of freedom was immense. I took off, dancing my way through every room in the house, waving my arms about, and laughing with Ripper at my heels. After a circuit of the veranda and then back into the kitchen, I poured myself another coffee and slumped into a chair.
The kitchen was a mess. She’d spilt milk on the counter and hadn’t wiped it up, the cupboards were open, and she’d helped herself to some supplies for the journey. But I didn’t care. She’d gone, really gone.
Footsteps sounded outside and I stiffened. Surely she hadn’t returned? But then Mrs T’s round brown face appeared, and I relaxed again.
“What’s going on here?” She came into the kitchen and looked around at the mess. “Thought I saw Denise driving down the street as if the creek was rising at her heels.”
“You did,” I said. “She’s gone.”
Mrs T eyed me. “Can’t say I’m sorry. Strange one, that girl.”
And then we changed the subject, and I asked her what she’d done with the extra couple of days off. She told me about a plan to make the town an RV Friendly Town, meaning that tourists in their motorhomes could pull up in one of the parks and stay for a couple of days for free in the hope that they would spend dollars in Mungabilly. It sounded like a good idea, and I’d seen it work in other places. Indeed, when I was travelling in the camper, I had sometimes taken advantage of the free camps at parks or local showgrounds where I could walk into town, have a beer or a coffee, and get groceries.
As I listened, I suddenly remembered the email I’d received from her teenage sweetheart, Rosalie Thatcher. Without waiting for her to finish the sentence, I went into the office and retrieved it.
“Don’t shout at me,” I began, “but after you told me about Rosalie, I did a bit of investigating. And I’ve found her.” I snuck a glance at Mrs T who looked rather underwhelmed. “She’s in Tennant Creek in the Northern Territory. I haven’t replied to her, but if you want to, her email and phone number are here.” I handed her the paper.
“Thought I told you I didn’t need no lawyer person meddling.”
“You did. But she was really easy to find.”
“So it’s only meddling if you have to spend a lot of time at it?”
“Well…”
She tucked the paper into the pocket of her shorts. “Don’t bother trying to wriggle out of it. I told you not to, and you did it anyway. Thanks.”
“So you’re not mad?
“Not very.”
“Will you call her?”
“I’ll think about it.” And with that she poured herself the last of the coffee and walked into the living room. “That Denise, she’s not coming back? I can strip her bed?”
“She won’t be back.” I tried to keep the satisfaction out of my voice.
I can’t have succeeded too well as Mrs T called back, “I didn’t like her either.”
I took my coffee out on the veranda, pulled out my phone, and stared at it. It was infuriatingly blank. Moni was obviously waiting for me to come after her—she had said to call, after all. But she had also said I needed to think about things, and much as I yearned to hear her voice and know that everything was going to be all right between us, I owed her the time to think about the Denise Debacle. If Moni and I were in it for the long haul, and I believed we were, then we needed to get this straight and right now. Otherwise, it would grow up hardier and stronger again, like roadside weeds after the slasher had been through.
I wasn’t blameless. I could see that my actions—or to be more honest, my inactions—had certainly hurt Moni. I should have been firmer with Denise and pushed her out the door to see a lawyer the day after she arrived. For her own sake as much as anything. I certainly should have told Moni that Denise was staying with me. And, most importantly, I should have trusted my gut instincts early on that told me I was being played for a fool.
But balanced against that was the fact that I always was a loyal friend. I would stand by a friend to the death and go in to bat for them in a bad situation. A few years back, when Nora was getting together with Ger, and Ger was refusing to see her. I’d stormed up to Ger and told her she was breaking Nora’s heart. I’d stuck up for Nora out of blind loyalty because she was my friend. I hadn’t know the full circumstances in that instance, but it hadn’t stopped me. My friend’s heart had been breaking; I’d wanted to make it better. Even though Denise wasn’t much of a friend, I’d wanted to make it better for her too. I’d wanted to help.
I snorted. I didn’t need a personality test to tell me that my type of character would often be stomped over in life. But it was who I was, and it didn’t seem right to stop offering help, stop trusting people, just because some people may take advantage.
It was also one of the reasons I was a good lawyer. I had no false modesty in that. I was good at what I did, and part of the reason was that I genuinely cared about the outcomes. Many of my colleagues in London had been known to laugh and say that such-and-such a client was obviously not really hurt and only trying to buck the system. Me, though, until that was proven in my mind beyond all reasonable doubt, I would take the client’s side and do the best I could for her. That was one reason I was a good fit in Ken’s practice. We were similar in the way we approached clients. That showed in his files, in how his clients talked about him, and in his quiet topping up of Mrs T’s wages.
And I didn’t want to stop trusting. I didn’t want to stop trying to make it right for people. I didn’t want to be the sort of person who sees the bad before the good.
But did Moni want me to be that sort of person?
Moni was a doctor. She was caring and kind. I’d seen her in action on New Year’s Eve when she patched up Jake in the Royal. Then she’d been professional, but also warm and considerate. She wouldn’t be a good doctor, not in her chosen specialty, if she didn’t have that same desire to make things better for people. Maybe a big-city specialist could get away with seeing his patients just as diseases to be cured, but a rural doctor was part of a community. A rural doctor had to care, above and beyond. No, Moni was like me in that.
So what was she asking of me?
It came down to priorities. I’d put Denise—someone who had no claim on me—over Moni—the person I should have considered first. It was all very well trying to help people, but not at the expense of those I loved. I thought about it some more, but it all came back to that.
I sipped the cooling coffee and considered getting another cup. But Mrs T had poured the last of it. I’d have to make another pot. I got up and went back into the kitchen. Mrs T was already there, spooning ground coffee into the filter.
“Could hear your brain ticking from here. Figured you’d need another cup before too long.”
I sat at the table. “You’re right. I’ve been trying to figure out my life.”
“That sounds serious. Would it have anything to do with your girl?”
“It has everything to do with her. We had a bit of a fight. Well, not a fight exactly, more of a standoff. She thinks I put Denise over her.” I told her about Moni showing up unannounced and what she’d seen as she drove up.
“And what do you think?”
“I think she’s right. I should have been a bit tougher with Denise.”
“No argument from me. But that’s who you are, Sue. You’re a decent person, and rightly or wrongly, you wanted to help Denise.” The coffee finished dripping, and she poured two mugs and brought them over to the table. She sat opposite. “So, what are you going to do?”
“Call Moni.”
“Because?”
“Because I love her, and she loves me, and we want to be together.”
Mrs T had a lovely smile. It was wide and genuine, and it lit up her face from within. I got the full benefit of it then. “That’s it, Sue. That’s the right reason.”
I pulled my mobile from my pocket. “I’ll call.”
“Wait. Before you do.” Mrs T leant forwards. “Moni drove here unannounced. Show her you care by doing the same. She’s obviously got a couple of days off. Stay in the Isa for a few days. I’ll take Ripper while you’re gone.”
I thought fast. “I could stay until Tuesday night, but I have to do a bit of work before I go. I have deadlines Wednesday morning.”
“Dunno why you’re sitting here talking to me then. Don’t you have work to do?”
I looked at the clock. It was nearly eleven. “I’ll have to leave at three to get to the Isa before dusk. Any chance of something to eat, Mrs T? I’ve had about two pots of coffee, but nothing else.”
“I’ll bring it in to you.”
And with that, the conversation was over. I went into the office and pulled down Mr Million-Excuses’s file. The other side had filed their Defence, and a Reply was needed. I could kill two birds with one stone, and file it at the courthouse in the Isa while I was up there.
Mrs T came in a short time later with a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, tomatoes, and a mountain of toast. She’d even spread the Vegemite thickly on the toast as I liked it. There was also more coffee. I ate as I read through the Defence. They’d done their research. This wouldn’t be a quick bit of work.
I was still working at two when Mrs T stuck her head around the door. “I’m going now and taking Ripper. But I’ve filled up the water in the camper, put some basics in the fridge, and packed another couple of bottles of the good wine. Looks like you’ve got enough fuel to get you there. Keys are in the ignition. See you Wednesday.” And she was gone.
I typed madly, editing as I went. I hit save and watched in horror as the multi-level numbering went haywire. The document was now a dog’s dinner, with formatting and numbering all over the place. I cursed and briefly wished for the legal practice software that we’d had in London. A few clicks of a button, plus a competent secretary, and these things would be done in a few moments. I resorted to wiping all the formatting, and starting again, but I couldn’t get it to work. I wiped the formatting again and manually numbered it, which worked perfectly until I noticed I’d skipped a number. Eventually it was done, saved, printed, signed, and copies made in triplicate for filing with the Court Registrar.
It was now gone four. I would be battling to get to the Isa before full dark. I thought about calling Moni instead, as she had suggested, but Mrs T was right. Some conversations needed to be had face to face. And I very much wanted to see her. I figured I’d be right getting to the Isa with a wee bit of judicious speeding. I raced through the house, grabbing enough clothes for a few days, including my business suit in case something came up. The house was quiet without Ripper. Normally, when he saw me packing an overnight bag, he was on my heels in case there was any question he would be left behind. I threw my bag into the camper and headed for the highway to the Isa.
I made good time by pushing the camper over the speed limit on the good bits of road where I knew there were unlikely to be any cops with radar guns. But the camper was not a fast vehicle, and sections of the road were in poor shape after the wet season. Mrs T’s idea of enough fuel wasn’t mine, so I stopped to fill up. The light was fading fast, and I was still an hour away from the Isa. Not my ideal time for driving. Outback roads were most dangerous at dusk when the ’roos became active after resting in the heat of the day. I ran over a snake stretched out on the road, and winced. Normally I would have avoided it, but I was going too fast to do that. There were a few ’roos by the side of the road. I slowed, but they stayed put.
I was only seventy or so kilometres from the Isa when a ’roo bounded across the road. I jammed on the brakes, which locked up, and the camper skidded. Its rear end fishtailed over the road. The ’roo passed in front of the bonnet by inches, close enough that its reddish fur flashed in the headlights as it leapt away. I eased off and pulled over to the side of the road. That had been a close one. Roadkill littered outback roads, along with the vehicles abandoned due to crash damage—most of it from hitting animals after dark. I didn’t have the excuse of ignorance.
Yes, I wanted to get to Moni badly, but I wanted to get there alive. I took a couple of minutes to collect my thoughts, took a long draught from my water bottle, and stared out at the flat landscape. It was beautiful here. Wide and flat and stark. An empty stretch of nothing to most people, but to me it was part of who I was, and it was where I wanted to be. And being alive was a good start. I started the engine again and pulled away, driving slower and keeping alert for more wildlife. There were a couple of mobs of kangaroos, but they were far enough from the road not to worry about, and I reached the Isa without any more drama. It was completely dark when I arrived at Moni’s apartment and drove around the back. Her car was there, but there were no lights on in her apartment. I hoped she hadn’t been called in to work.
No one answered the door. I sat on the steps and fished out my mobile. I should have called before I left Mungabilly Creek, but it was too late for that now.
“Hello!” The voice was friendly.
I looked up and saw a young bloke leaning over the railing of the unit next door. “You looking for Moni?”
I nodded. “I’m Sue, her…” I hesitated. I had wanted to say “girlfriend” but after the last twenty-four hours, that might have been a bit presumptuous.
He didn’t seem to notice my hesitation. “Sue? I’ve heard about you. You’re the lawyer working out in Mungabilly Creek. Moni’s out—it’s one of the nurse’s hens’ night.” He grinned. “Which is why I’m not invited along. You’ll find them at Cathcarts—it’s a pub over behind the hospital.” He gave directions. “Go now, and you might find them before they get to the dancing on the tables stage.”
I thanked him and drove away. I decided to go to Cathcarts, but I didn’t want to presume I was welcome to stay with Moni. The caravan parks were all a little out of town, so I booked a reasonably priced motel near the hospital, one that was walking distance to Cathcarts. I found the pub easily enough, and pushed open the door into the cool of the air con and looked around. The music was pulsing loud, and there was a large crowd. A gaggle of women at a table loaded with empty glasses were making enough noise to be heard in the Territory. From the matching T-shirts and hats many of them wore, I deduced it was the hens’ night. I approached the group and spotted Moni at one end of the table. Her blonde hair caught the light, and her Texas drawl was loud and noticeable amongst the Aussie accents. I watched for a moment. She seemed to be having a good time, laughing with her friends, and I wondered if she missed me at all. But then the conversation shifted away from her. Her face fell into stillness, and she looked unutterably sad.
I took that moment to approach her. “Hello, Moni.”
She looked up, and in the second our eyes met, emotions flickered across her face—joy, relief, worry.
“You came,” she said. “I wasn’t sure when I didn’t hear from you.”
“I wanted to talk in person, not over a phone. Mainly though, I wanted to see you.”
“Here I am.”
I couldn’t look away. The noise of the pub buffeted me, and the raucous laughter of her friends hammered in my ears. She stood and took my hand, and I closed my eyes in relief. It wasn’t all right yet, but now, for the first time in twenty-four hours, I thought it might be.
“Come outside with me,” she said.
I nodded. Moni bent and said something to the woman next to her, whose head came up, and she stared at me in frank curiosity. I gave her a weak smile. Moni dropped my hand, led the way out of the pub to the street, and down away from the noise.
She stopped once the street was quiet, turned, and faced me. “So, you came.”
“I couldn’t not.”
“So tell me the news from Mungabilly.” She folded her arms across her chest. From her defensive posture, she obviously didn’t want to hear how Mrs T’s veggies were growing.
Now that I was here, I wondered how to start. Tell her that Denise had gone? No. Denise was a catalyst in our stumbling block, she wasn’t actually the reason. My actions were the reason.
“I’m sorry,” I started. “I’m sorry for not telling you that Denise was staying. I’m sorry that I wasn’t more forceful with her, especially when it became so obvious she had an ulterior motive. Mostly though, I’m sorry I hurt you. I wish I could take my actions back, try again.”
Moni picked up my hand again and squeezed my fingers.
“I’m glad. I was wondering if I’d misjudged all this. Whether you did actually want to be with me.”
I swallowed hard at the tiny catch in her voice, proof she’d been wondering. Proof she’d been worrying. “I want to be with you more than ever. I love you.” I squeezed back. “I don’t want to be without you.”
A slight squeeze of my fingers, then she released them, as if she couldn’t touch me again until everything was right between us.
“And Denise?”
“She left this morning. I didn’t ask where she was going, although I hope it’s to Yeringup. She won’t be back.”
“And?”
“There was nothing between us. Not even friendship, I think. She was using me for her own reasons, and I went along with it, even to the point of getting trampled. I should have told you she was staying. I didn’t as I thought you’d think I was a fool. Turns out I was a fool anyway. I wasn’t comfortable with her in the house. She’s not easy company, and I felt she was setting me up for something, but I thought it was free legal advice, not anything more. I think she’s the sort of woman who needs someone to go to, who can’t be on her own. Add in the insecurity of having no job, no home, and two kids she’s worried might be taken away from her, and I think that’s why she latched on to me.”
Moni nodded. “It’s difficult for her. I’m not denying that. But it still doesn’t justify what she did.”
“No. I still feel a little sorry for her, but enough is enough.”
Moni moved closer to where I stood with my back against a shopfront. Our hands brushed. “Sue, your major problem here is that you are too nice. Too trusting.”
She’d put her finger exactly on my earlier angst. “You’re right. But that’s the way I am. I can’t—and don’t want to—change, be the sort of hard-mouthed, uncaring person that so many others are. That means I’m going to get trampled at times, but I’d rather that than the alternative. I just don’t know if you can live with that.”
“There’s a difference between being decent and being passive.”
She didn’t say more, but the final word made me pause. In the courtroom, mostly in London, but also occasionally here in the Isa, I was aggressive. I went for what I wanted, couched my demands in the overly respectful and convoluted phraseology of the courtroom. And I had a good record with that, which was lucky for my clients. But in my personal life, not so much. I’d accepted what people had thrown at me without stating my own needs. The Denise of ten years ago, the string of men I’d dated during my attempt at heterosexuality, the Denise of now—they had all called the shots. I had stood back and accepted it.
I would never walk over someone as others had walked over me. My face twisted. This introspection didn’t feel good, especially not when I was trying, in my desperate, clumsy fashion, to win back the love of my life.
Moni smiled, and her pinkie came out and linked with mine. “Your angst is visible. Don’t beat yourself up, Sue. That’s one of the things I love about you. You’re decent. You’re honest. And now that you’re honest with yourself about who you really are, you’re even better for it. I liked you a lot when we first met in London. I love you now. And I don’t want you to change the core of your character—certainly I don’t want you to change for me. But equally, I hate to see you being used.”
“But I don’t want to risk what we have. What happens when the next Denise comes along and takes advantage of me? Will you leave me again?”
“I never really left you this time.” Another finger hooked with mine. “Oh, at first I was angry. I was upset. I was scared you were playing the field and that I’d made a horrible mistake by giving you my heart. But that night on your couch, I knew that wasn’t the case. I knew you weren’t that sort of person. I trusted my heart. But I had to trust you to do the best thing for us, and that meant leaving you alone to figure it out. Had I stayed, I would have interfered, I would have been less than polite with Denise, and in turn, she would have played the poor-put-upon-me card, which would have stirred your sympathy all over again. I couldn’t stay, Sue. Denise was something you had to sort out on your own.
“It was so very hard to leave though. I nearly turned around several times. I wondered if I was making a terrible mistake.” She leant in and brushed her lips against mine. “I not only love you, Sue Brent, but I like you, and I trust you. I don’t want you to stop caring for people, but I don’t like to see you get hurt. Maybe together, we can find a balance.”
“I like that. When did you become so wise?” I said the words against her lips. Her body rested lightly on mine, and I wanted nothing more than to pull her flush against me, hold her in my arms, and kiss her. Kiss her to show her how much I loved her. Kiss her to seal our love. My girlfriend. My lover. My partner. It was all there between us.
So I kissed her, and she kissed me back, and suddenly it didn’t matter that we were in the main street in the Isa. We kissed as if no one was watching.
“I love you,” I said, when we broke apart. “I love you so much.”
“Are you staying tonight?” Her fingers entwined with mine.
“I didn’t want to presume. I’ve got a motel room around the corner.”
“Did you feel the bed?”
“Yeah. It’s firm and wide. No view though.”
“I can’t run out on Brooke’s hens’ night. I only agreed to go at the last minute. It would be rude to change my mind again. Come in with me. We’ll stay another hour or so and then slide away. A wide, firm bed sounds better than the narrow one in my apartment.”
A few people smiled approvingly when we reappeared back in the pub, hand in hand. Moni introduced me to her friends, most of whom worked at the Base Hospital or with the Flying Doctor. Brooke, the bride-to-be, was lovely, and shyly delighted with the usual array of sex toys and underwear she was given. We stayed, chatted to people, and drank lightly. A male stripper was paraded in by Brooke’s matron of honour. When he started doing the rounds of the women, trying to persuade them to lick Tia Maria from his chest, Moni touched my hand.
“Shall we go?” she mouthed. I nodded, and she continued, “We’ll just slip away. They won’t miss us. I told Brooke we might do so.”
She was right. Everyone’s attention was on the stripper—who was down to a G-string—and they didn’t notice us leave.
It was still early, and the street was busy. We held hands and ambled the two blocks to my motel.
The camper was outside the door, and Moni touched its dusty bonnet. “We could have taken this out into the desert. I like the Isa, but I long for somewhere quieter.”
“Next time.” I opened the door of the motel room and fumbled for the light switch. Moni kicked the door closed behind us, fisted her hands in my hair, and pulled my face down to hers so that she could kiss me. I found the switch eventually, but by that time Moni had her tongue in my mouth and her hand down the back of my shorts.
I kissed her and tried to get far enough away to unbutton her shirt, which was difficult with her hand curving around my butt. Her bra was some sheer fabric that was nearly transparent, and her nipples pebbled against it. I ran my hand along her finely muscled arm to the curve of her neck where it met her shoulder . Such a delicate curve, such a strong one. Moni tilted her head, and I kissed her there and ran my tongue along her collarbone.
“I’ve missed you so much,” I said when my mouth was free again. “Life isn’t the same without you.”
She thrust her hand down the front of my shorts in answer. The button popped, and the zipper gave under her demanding touch. Her fingers delved into my knickers. I couldn’t take the frustration of fighting with our clothes any longer, so I grasped her hand and moved it away so that I could step back and undress. She did the same, and I absorbed her nakedness once more, familiar enough that it was no surprise but still an experience to be savoured, still fresh.
Then we were on the bed, the cover thrown back, and I shivered slightly in the air con that blasted from the vents. Moni came up over my body so that we lay breast to breast, belly to belly. She kissed me, and her flesh warmed mine. Then there were no more words, just the sounds of love—tiny exclamation points of sound as we followed pathways we were still learning about each other. When she came under my fingers, it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. And when her mouth pressed to my pussy, I almost couldn’t bear the pleasure.
After the loving was finished, we turned the air conditioning lower, and moved between the sheets. I opened the bottle of Ken’s good red I’d brought in earlier, and we talked and sipped. Denise wasn’t mentioned, but I told her about Mrs T and Rosalie Thatcher, wondering aloud what would come of that. I told her about Ripper’s new trick of opening the lower cupboard with his nose and front paws and knocking over the kibble bag so that it spilt everywhere and he could gorge his fill. Moni told me about a flight back to the Isa she’d had the previous week. The sun was low and round and orange on the horizon, and the pilot sang a ZZ Top song to himself in the cockpit. His voice had merged with the landscape in an unlikely moment of perfection, and she and the nurse were silent, just listening and watching the land unfurl beneath the wings of the plane.
And then we loved some more, and then we slept.



CHAPTER 19
THE NEXT FEW WEEKS FLEW by. The Bureau of Meteorology said there would be no more rain, warned of drought, and the land dried to a dustbowl again. Cattle that had looked sleek and well fed a few weeks back, sported hip bones like the hangers in my wardrobe. And the landscape along the way to the Isa to see Moni was littered with willy-willys whirling dust into the air, twisting across a barren landscape. Stock and wildlife retreated to water supplies, which meant there were less ’roos on the road. The landscape withered and dried, but it was still beautiful. It was still home.
I settled a few cases, and everyone was pleased. Mr Million-Excuses was delighted and gave me a bottle of a far better red wine than I’d ever bought—and that was after I’d given him my bill! Young Billy, the jackaroo with the stuffed shoulder, got better and went back to his usual work. He’d enjoyed helping out in the kitchen so much, he thought he might look around for a chef’s apprenticeship.
The lady who wouldn’t leave her husband was still dithering. She’d changed her mind yet again and asked me to put the matter in abeyance. She was still with her husband. There was nothing I could do except let her know that, when she was ready, I was here to help. A lawyer’s job isn’t necessarily to change things for people; it’s to make that change work when the person decides it’s time. Superficially, her situation reminded me of Denise, in that both husbands had done a number on their wives and convinced them they would walk away with nothing.
I didn’t hear from Denise. I didn’t expect to, and I didn’t want to. Her silence reinforced the view that she’d only been here for what she could get for herself. I did receive a courtesy letter from the barracuda. She thanked me for the referral, said that she was able to help Denise, and enclosed an extremely good bottle of red wine. Really, I was doing well in the wine stakes.
I opened it the next time Moni stayed over.
Her eyebrows raised. “This is seriously good wine. Has the Royal picked up its act?”
I studied the rich, red colour of it. “No. It was a referral gift from the barracuda.”
It was the first time in weeks that anything to do with Denise had come up, and I hoped the mention wouldn’t disrupt the mood of the evening.
Moni was silent long enough that worry wormed its way into my head. Then she looked over at me. “Honestly, Sue.” Affection and exasperation coloured her voice in equal measures. “Denise isn’t the Antichrist. You can mention her without thinking I’m going to head for the hills.”
I took a sip of the wine. “You’d have to head a long way. The nearest thing to a hill around here is the pile of firewood Clarence sells to campers.” I stretched out a hand to her, and she grasped it, her thumb moving in small circles on my palm. “Thank you, though. For the reassurance.”
And then Denise was no longer a part of our conversation as we moved on to more important things, such as whether we’d visit the dinosaur stampede tracks at Winton or the iconic Birdsville Pub the next time we had a few days together.
Whenever possible, Moni came down to Mungabilly Creek. It wasn’t just that my bed was better—although that certainly was a consideration—but also that the small town had a hold on both of us, far more than the Isa. We spent long hours on the veranda, looking out over the main street, or at the back, looking at Mrs T’s drought-affected veggie garden. Ripper was constantly with us, and often he seemed to favour Moni over me.
One weekend, we went to visit Felix. After the Denise Debacle, I’d been a little wary about introducing Moni to another of my ex-lovers, but I needn’t have worried. Moni and Felix hit it off instantly, and in a matter of minutes, they were laughing together in Felix’s kitchen. My job was simply to open the beers.
“How are you doing?” I asked Felix after dinner as the three of us sat on her veranda. “How are the plans for the cabins coming along?”
Beside me, Moni stirred as if to give us privacy in case Felix wanted to talk about more personal things. I pressed her fingers. It wasn’t that sort of conversation, and Felix had already demonstrated in words and actions how comfortable she was with Moni.
“Slowly.” Felix heaved a sigh. “I have these great plans, but finding the time and the money is difficult. I’m not complaining though. I have a steady trickle of tourists through the campground, and feedback is good. I think it will give me a more reliable income than the horses alone. You can tell me what you think tomorrow, after you’ve spent the night there.”
It was midweek, and after a pleasant evening with Felix, Moni and I went back to the camper with Ripper and sat outside watching the brilliant night and the bright ribbon of the Milky Way. We had the campground to ourselves. I slouched in my camp chair, head tipped back, and looked up at those stars. In London, you were lucky to see even the occasional constellation. Here, the entire universe was spread out in front of us.
Moni slouched next to me, an untouched beer in her hand. “This is what it’s all about,” she said, her voice quiet and awed. “Life. This is as good as it gets.”
I really couldn’t disagree.

September came, and I’d been in Mungabilly Creek for ten months. Moni had another three months left on her year’s contract. I didn’t like to think ahead. Where once the future had been ours to seize, now it seemed truncated and all too brief.
We sat together on the front veranda one evening and tried to wade through the morass of uncertainty that was our future.
“I heard the intake for overseas doctors will be less next year.” Moni pushed both hands into her hair. “I might get a contract extension—after all, it’s easier to keep me than train someone new—but there’s no guarantee. Or if I did, they might send me to another base. I hear they’re understaffed over in Western Australia.”
“That’s not commuting distance to Mungabilly Creek.”
“You could buy a light plane and a parachute.”
I didn’t even crack a smile at Moni’s joke. Even if she remained in Australia, if she was in Western Australia, I’d get to see her maybe a couple of times a year unless I moved there. And if I did that, how would I work? It was highly unlikely I’d be lucky enough to find another practice like Ken’s.
“There’s a GP clinic in the Isa advertising for a locum for six months.” Moni heaved a breath and sat back. “But I’ve heard on the grapevine they don’t want to deal with the immigration department and will only consider persons with a right to work in Australia.”
“I don’t blame them. I’ve heard a few immigration horror stories.” My fingers clenched on Ripper’s ear, hard enough that he whined in protest.
“And even if they gave me the job,” Moni continued, “Ken may come back and kick you out.”
“And I’ll have to work somewhere in the back of beyond.”
“Such as Sydney or Melbourne.” Moni found my hand and squeezed. “I can’t see you and your out-of-date business suit fitting in there.”
“That suit was the height of business fashion in London.”
“Maybe it was in 1990. But don’t worry. In a state where long white socks and sandals are still considered appropriate attire for men, you fit right in.”
“What will we do, Moni?” I sobered, the humour of her words leeching out of me. I wound my fingers tighter through hers as if that alone could keep us together.
“Maybe I could become a kept woman. If I don’t get a contract extension and you have to move to the big smoke for work, I could be your stay-at-home housewife.”
“And deprive the world of a great doctor?”
It was her turn for seriousness. “I would hate that. But it might be an option.”
“We could get you a de facto visa then. Maybe. But I’ve heard that can take years, and you couldn’t work in the meantime. That’s a long time in a doctor’s career. I could move to Texas.”
“You think American immigration is any easier? At least medicine is nearly the same the world over, but the American legal system is totally unlike Australia’s. You’d have to start afresh.”
And then our conversation ran into the same brick walls of uncertainty, immigration and visa, and the lack of surety of the future that it always did.
In the absence of any workable ideas, we went to bed and reaffirmed our love with our bodies as well as our voices. It didn’t solve anything, but it confirmed the rightness of us, together.

Ken originally said he’d be gone for a year “more or less.” The last time I’d heard from him, he was up in northwest Western Australia, wondering if his motorhome would cope with some of the dirt roads that led to the more interesting places. That was still thousands of kilometres from Mungabilly Creek. I hadn’t asked him for any sort of return date yet, simply because, as far as I was concerned, the longer away, the better. Between Moni’s visa uncertainties and my work situation, any advance planning was simply too difficult.
It seemed we weren’t the only ones procrastinating. A couple of my clients’ claims were stagnating—mainly due to the obstreperousness and inaction of big city lawyers retained by big city insurance companies. I spent a lot of time talking to voicemails and assistants without ever getting any sort of response.
The lethargy even affected Mrs T. She had indeed emailed Rosalie Thatcher, and after several emails and a couple of phone calls, she went to visit her old friend.
I was with a client when she returned, and it was the whistle of the kettle and an occasional snatch of song that told me she was back. My client took forever to leave, but finally she did. I leapt from my chair and then slowed to saunter into the kitchen as if I wasn’t dying to hear how the visit went.
Mrs T turned when I came in. She looked happy to see me, so I figured the trip must have gone reasonably well. I sat at the table. “No more clients today. Got time for a cuppa?”
“Maybe.” Mrs T reached for the tea bags. “I can’t stay too long today. Phyllis wants me to help her go through the recipes submitted for the CWA cookbook.”
“There’s a cake from the CWA in the tin. A lemon cake that Justine made. It’s pretty good—I hope she submitted that recipe.”
“That girl’s coming along nicely,” Mrs T said in approval. She poured the boiling water on the teabags and brought two mugs over to the table. “But you don’t want to talk about Justine, do you?”
“Well…”
“I had a good week with Rosalie. She’s by herself now. Kids are grown and moved away. It was a little difficult at first. Didn’t know what to say to her, nor her to me. After all, it’s been over thirty years. Then we went for a walk, and when we didn’t have to look at each other across a table, we were back to how we’d been as girls. Did we laugh! After that, we didn’t shut up. Caught up, and kept going.” She looked relaxed and happy.
“That’s great. Are you going to stay in contact?”
“I reckon.” She stirred her tea around and around as if gathering her thoughts with the spoon. “But we’re friends now. Only friends. Don’t you go thinking different. I know what’s in your head.”
I made my non-committal listening face, the one that worked so well on clients.
Apparently it didn’t work on Mrs T. “Don’t give me that look. You want to know if we’ll be girlfriends again. No, Sue, we won’t. It was our time when we were girls. You want different things when you get older, and me and Rosalie, we had what we wanted then, and we have it now.”
She reached out a hand and squeezed my arm, then stood and carried her tea over to the counter.
With her back to me, she said, “Rosalie might come and visit here in a few weeks. We’re both alone now. We thought it might be nice to be alone together.”
“Maybe she’ll decide to move here,” I said.
“Funny you say that.” Mrs T turned around. “She’s worked in an office before. Might be handy for you if you need help with the copying and things if you can’t sweet talk Moni into doing it again.”
That would be good. But then I remembered that Ken would be home sooner or later and the decision as to paying office staff wouldn’t be mine to make.

One day, I opened my email to find a message from Ken. He started with the usual pleasantries and comments about the weather, plus a funny story about forgetting to tie up the motorhome’s awning. It unfurled as he drove and fluttered behind him for kilometres before someone finally flagged him down.
Then he said the words I’d been dreading for weeks.
 
Sue, I’m now only a few days away from Mungabilly Creek, and I’ll be home in less than a week. I know I said I’d give you good notice as to my return, but I’m asking you to please not rush away, or indeed start job hunting in earnest. You’re welcome to remain there (and I’ll sleep in my motorhome, so you get to keep the good bed). I’ve a couple of things I’d like to discuss with you.
 
I’m looking forwards to catching up with you and your charming little pup again.
 
I looked around the office, at the piles of files and general clutter. It didn’t look any worse than when Ken was here, so I didn’t worry about that. But I did worry about what would happen next. Ken was a decent bloke. I didn’t think he’d arrive and expect me to leave the next day. Indeed, his email had specifically said not to job hunt, so it may be that he had plans for another trip. But whatever it was, it did mean one thing. Moni and I could no longer put off making a decision about our future—not if our future was to be together.



CHAPTER 20
KEN ARRIVED IN A FLURRY of dust and to a welter of barks from Ripper, who obviously wondered what the big motorhome was doing in his backyard. Ken looked much as I remembered, maybe a bit leaner and a lot browner, but his smile was as wide as ever.
“Sue, m’dear.” He hugged Mrs T and then turned and hugged me just as hard. “I’ve missed you both.” He squinted up at the house. “Good to see the old place. It doesn’t look any the worse for wear, although I see you haven’t painted the veranda railings yet.” He grinned, reminding me that I had promised to do that job for him.
Once inside, he walked through the house, not as if he was checking up on me, but more the way one looks at a beloved place he hasn’t seen for a long time. He emerged from the area under the house and said, “I swear there’s more wine here now than when I left!”
“Luck,” I said. “If you’d waited another month you’d be hard pressed to find a bottle of sweet sparkling bubbles won in the pub raffle.”
Mrs T was in the kitchen, cooking up a feast to welcome him home. I left him to chat with her and excused myself back to the office where I was wrestling with a Request for Further and Better Particulars.
The evening settled in, and Ken, Mrs T, and I sat on the veranda to eat. Mrs T had roasted a leg of lamb, saying—no doubt accurately—that Ken couldn’t roast a sparrow in that van of his, and he’d have missed a good roast. He nodded, complimented her on the homemade mint sauce, and polished off two helpings. The better red wine flowed liberally as Mrs T and I related a few tall tales of Mungabilly life that he’d missed. After dessert of fruit and ice cream, Mrs T departed, leaving the two of us alone together.
Ken disappeared, a light clicked on downstairs, and then there was the sound of heavy items being moved. He reappeared a few minutes later, holding a bottle of port. “You thought you knew where all the good stuff was, but you didn’t find this.”
It was a bottle of twenty-year-old tawny port from a Yarra Valley vineyard in far-away Victoria. “You must have hidden it well. I found some other interesting things hidden behind a stack of old files.”
“How interesting?”
“Let’s just remind you that distilling is illegal without a licence.”
“I didn’t make that poitín. An Irish client gave me a few bottles.”
I’d thought if Nora and Ger ever came to visit, some Aussie made poitín—Irish moonshine whiskey made from potatoes—would make their day. That or it would kill them.
Ken leant forwards, his serious expression signalling that the easy-going part of the evening was over. “I want to talk to you, Sue. I’ve been hearing great things about you from many of my clients.” He must have caught my surprised look, as he said, “Most of them are friends too, y’know. Of course they reported on you. They all like you. Well, apart from the ones who don’t like anyone.”
I grinned. I knew exactly whom he was referring to.
He moved the bottle of port forwards an inch and lined up the glasses alongside it. His posture had a cut-to-the-chase intensity to it. “You say you like Mungabilly, but I’m wondering if you like it enough to want to stay?”
The breath whooshed from my lungs. Ever since Ken had said he was returning, I’d been steeling myself for the inevitable—that my time here was up, and I would have to start job hunting, hoping that I could find somewhere near Moni, wherever that may be. But if there was a possibility of staying…
“I love it here. I love the work. I love Mungabilly Creek and the community. I even love living in this old house. I don’t love your spare bed, but that doesn’t feature much in my life.”
He removed the foil cap, twisted the cork out, and poured us both a glass of the port. It was fine and full-bodied.
“Truth is, Sue, I don’t want to come back. Don’t get me wrong—Mungabilly has been my home for a long, long time, and I love it. But this trip—well, it’s opened my eyes to the beauty of other parts of the country. I want to retire, and I want to do it somewhere where it’s green, where it rains more than occasionally, and where there’s things like restaurants. I’ve been looking at places on the Queensland central coast.”
There was something coy about his answer. “Alone?” I asked.
The tips of his ears turned pink. “Hopefully not. Met this lady in Kununurra travelling by herself. She’s from a small town north of Mackay. We think we’ll give it a go together.” He patted the seat next to him, and Ripper, who’d been watching the new person, jumped up without hesitation.
“I hope it works out for you.”
“And for you. My spies tell me you’re courting too.”
Courting. Such an old-fashioned word. “Well…” I hadn’t told him about Moni because I’d figured he wouldn’t be particularly interested.
“I hear you’ve got yourself a lovely girl.”
“You’ve got good spies.”
He sipped his port. “American. That right?”
I nodded. “She’s on contract with the Flying Doctor for a year. It’s nearly up.”
“Have you thought what you’re going to do then?”
My laugh was hollow. “I’ve thought a lot. We both have. We’re no nearer to knowing.”
“Would part of that indecision have to do with your career and future?”
“Some. Not all. There’s also Moni’s career and future. I love her. She loves me. We want to be together, but we’re not sure where that together will be.”
“How about Mungabilly Creek? If you want to stay here, I’m willing to sell you the practice and the house at a very good price. Seems that you both love it here and fit in well.”
“Those spies again?”
“The same.”
“Your spy wouldn’t be called Mrs T would she?”
“She’s one of them. She’s very fond of you and Moni. She suggested you might be interested in staying on. If you are, then I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have take over the practice. You can get a valuer for the house and the business if you want, but I was thinking of around this figure.” He named a price that was about half what I would have expected.
“I’m really tempted,” I said. “Really, really tempted. But it’s not just about me. I have to consider Moni.” My glass was empty, and I stared hopefully at the bottle. Conversations such as this needed something extra.
Ken took the hint and poured us both another. “Strikes me that Mungabilly Creek badly needs a doctor. Strikes me too that Moni could be that doctor. Old Doc Jennings’s premises are still sitting vacant. Reckon you’d get a steal of a long-term lease on that if you wanted it.”
“There’s still the visa issue. Hers expires in a couple of months when her contract with the Flying Doctor does.”
Ken shook his head. “And you two are supposed to be intelligent. Even if the Flying Doctor doesn’t want to extend her contract, there’s de facto visas. Civil Partnerships. Marriage soon, if the bloody Australian government ever gets off its arse and starts listening to what the people want.”
His support was heartening. “We’re not living together. Nobody’s going to believe we are when I work here, and she works in the Isa.”
“So register a Civil Partnership, buy rings, get engaged. Quite honestly, Sue, I reckon if you put that to the Department of Immigration, along with plans for Moni to open a GP surgery in Mungabilly Creek—which you will of course have already put to the Department of Health—then I reckon they’ll be falling over themselves to sign Moni up. All you need then is a good immigration lawyer, and that’s not difficult.”
“I know nothing about immigration law.”
“Ah, but I do.” He puffed up his chest. “Not much call for it here in Mungabilly, but I have all the credentials. If you’re buying the practice and the house, I’ll throw in free representation for Moni in the contract along with everything else.”
My heart pounded with excitement. Staying in Mungabilly Creek. The possibility of Moni staying here with me. Her own GP surgery. I knew what I wanted—but what did Moni want? If she wanted—or had—to go back to Texas, then I would go with her. It was as simple as that. And in that case, being tied to Mungabilly Creek would be the last thing I wanted, no matter how much I loved it here.
Ken watched me closely. “I know you can’t give me an answer now. You need to talk to Moni, see what you both want.” He sipped his port. “This is what we’ll do. Tomorrow, you give me a handover on the state of Whitely Law. Tell me what needs doing, what the priorities are, then you take yourself off to the Isa. I’ll watch the shop and look after Ripper for you. Talk it over with Moni. Take as long as you like; I’m in no rush. Then let me know what you decide. Hopefully, I’ll be ordering a sign that says Whitely and Brent Law very soon.”
“You’re a good man, Ken Whitely. None of those bad lawyer jokes could possibly be about you.”
“Nor you neither, Sue Brent.” He smiled. “Do you know why sharks don’t attack lawyers?”
‘Professional courtesy,” we both said and laughed.
“I’m going to sit here a while longer, enjoy the old house while I can. Don’t feel you have to rush off.”
I nodded, and for the next twenty minutes, the two of us sat without talking, sipped the very fine port, watched the stars, and listened to the din of the cicadas and the occasional bark from Cath’s German shepherd across the street. Then it grew cool with that sharp desert night that I loved so well. I rose, went over to Ken, and kissed his cheek. “Goodnight. See you in the morning for handover.”
He nodded, and I went off to bed and pulled the doona up over my shoulders against the chill.

Two days later, I drove off to the Isa. My head was stuffed with thoughts, none of them connected with law or clients. All I could think about was Moni and me and our possible future together. For all our talk, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure Moni would choose to stay. I thought she would, but I was asking her to leave Texas for a long time, possibly for good. When I’d told Nora I was returning to Australia, I’d joked that there were these amazing inventions called email and airplanes. Really, it was quite easy to move around the world these days. I hoped Moni would see it that way.
The last couple of nights, I’d thought long and hard, and I decided to go for broke. I was going to present Moni with my best case, and that included throwing in every enticement to persuade her. Consequently, I hadn’t told her I was coming, although I knew from our phone calls that she was working in the Isa for the next week, with only a couple of day flights out for clinics. I drove slowly, with the window of the camper rolled down to let in the air. Really, it was the best time of year in the outback. Still warm in the day, dry and crisp to cold at night. The air was sharp. As much as I loved it, the farmers didn’t have it so good. The drought persisted, and the country was red and brown as far as I could see.
It was mid-week, and the Isa wasn’t too busy. I parked the camper and walked down the main street. I was looking for a ring. I didn’t have anything in mind, except if she was to wear the ring at work, it needed to be small and practical. Indeed, the only ring she currently wore was a plain silver band.
There were a couple of jewellers in the Isa. The first was full of matrons trying on tennis bracelets that sparkled with diamonds. The assistant didn’t give me so much as a glance when I walked in, so I walked straight back out.
The second jeweller was better. A sweet-faced, middle-aged lady greeted me with a smile when I walked in. “Can I help you?”
“I’m looking for a ring. An engagement ring.”
“And who is this for?”
“My girlfriend.”
She didn’t bat an eyelid. “Do you have anything particular in mind?”
“She’s a doctor, so nothing too big.”
The assistant moved to another counter and pulled out a few trays of rings. “Do you have any sort of metal in mind?”
I thought of Moni’s silver ring. “White gold or platinum.”
She pushed a couple of trays aside and lined up another in front of me. “These are white gold.”
I looked at each in turn. Most I passed over quickly, but there was one, a narrow band that contained a single blue sapphire. The stone was flat set and unfussy. I pointed to it, and the assistant handed it to me. It was surprisingly heavy. I held it up, trying to picture it on Moni’s small finger. I set it to one side, and continued down the tray. There were beautiful rings, along with ones that I couldn’t see Moni wearing. My gaze returned to the narrow band, and I picked it up again.
“How much is this one?”
It was more than I’d thought, but my credit card could take the bashing—just.
“If I take this one, and she hates it… Can she change it?”
“Of course. As long as it’s within seven days. However, I must tell you, we will exchange but not refund.”
So if Moni turned me down flat, I’d be left with a pretty bauble I’d never wear. In that case, Mum would get a wonderful birthday present.
“I’ll take this one.”
She smiled. “I hope she loves it.”
I hoped the same.

I wasn’t sure where Moni was, but I figured the Flying Doctor base was a good place to start. It was mid-arvo, and even if it was her day for the clinic run, she should be back soon. I walked into the modern building and up to the small reception desk.
“Can you tell me if Dr Kratzmann is in?”
The receptionist smiled, and I realised I’d met her at the hens’ night a few months ago.
“Hi Sue,” she said. “I think she just got back. If you go through, you’ll probably find her restocking.”
I went in the direction she pointed, and after a couple of wrong turns which saw me in the breakroom and a call centre, I found Moni in a clinical room. There was a big box of medical supplies on the bench next to her.
“Kylie,” she said as I entered, “can you pass me some two millilitre syringes?”
“I would if I knew what you were talking about.”
She looked up then. “Sue! What are you doing here?”
She looked tired, and her beige shirt was covered in a fine layer of red dust. Her blonde hair was caught in a thick plait over one shoulder.
“I came to see you.” Now that the moment was here, I was tongue-tied, and my brain stuttered. I couldn’t think of the words to say.
Her smile made my butterflies worthwhile. She came around and kissed me briefly on the lips. Conscious of the fact that she was on duty, I contented myself with a soft, swift kiss in return and a squeeze of her hand.
She turned her attention back to the med supplies. “Can you look over on that rack by the door? You should find the syringes there.”
I found them and handed over a handful of sterile packets.
“Thanks. Now can you find some IV cannulae—the sixteen gauge ones. Is there a reason you’re here? Not that I’m not happy to see you. Very happy actually.”
I moved over to the rack she indicated. “Ken came back. He’s in Mungabilly Creek. What colour is the sixteen gauge?”
“Oh!” She looked up. “Is he back forever or just passing through? Sixteen gauge is yellow.”
“That depends on a few things. He made me an offer.” I found the yellow cannulae and handed them to her.
“Thanks. Now see if you can find some butterflies—those little winged needles. Blue packet. Is it a good offer?”
“I think so.” I methodically searched the shelves. ”He’s a decent man, Ken. He gave me as much time as I want to think about things, and he’s minding the shop.”
“What could be so difficult that you need that much time to decide? Have you found those butterflies yet?”
“There’s green ones on the shelf, but no blue. And his offer isn’t something I can decide alone.”
“Let me look.” She moved past, and I caught her tang of fresh sweat. “You’re right. We’re out of twelve gauge.” She stuck her head into the corridor. “Kylie? You around? Can you bring a box of blue butterflies next time you’re passing?”
There was an unintelligible reply, but Moni appeared satisfied.
The whole conversation wasn’t going to plan. When I’d bought the ring, I envisioned a quiet, calm surgery. Moni between patients, no one in any hurry. Maybe the quiet beep of an ECG machine in the background, but not the scurry of feet and a dirty, sweaty Moni just back from a clinic flight. The ring in its blue box burned a hole in the pocket of my shorts.
“Truth is, Moni, any decision would involve you and me.”
That got her attention, and she stopped scanning the shelves and rested her butt against the bench. “Oh? In what way?”
“I’ve been thinking about the next few months,” I began. “When your visa expires. What we’re going to do.”
“I’ve thought of little else.”
A nurse came into the room with two boxes of blue butterflies in her hands. “I think this is what you yelled for. It was hard to hear with the coffee machine grinding. Hi, Sue.”
It was another of the women I’d met at the hens’ night.
“Perfect. Thanks, Kylie.” Moni took the boxes from her, and Kylie scurried out. “Don’t drink all the coffee,” Moni yelled after her. She dragged in a deep breath and blew her sweaty fringe from her eyes. “I am so dirty and tired. I hope this offer of Ken’s involves you staying over tonight? That way I can have a shower and a sleep before having my wicked way with you.”
“It does.”
“Good.” Her gaze sought and found mine, and for a moment, I was lost in her eyes. Was she my future? I hoped so. I just had to find the courage to ask her and find out.
“Moni, you know I love you, right?” Inwardly I cringed. That sounded as romantic as stewed fish. I tried again. “I mean, I love you like I’ve never loved any one before.” Again, all wrong. Given that the only person I’d even thought I’d loved was Denise. I was making things worse, not better.
Moni came over and took my hands. “Sue, I love you too. I love you even more when you make a mess of telling me.” Her eyes flicked up with in a mischievous glance. “Especially as I can think of better uses for your tongue.”
Oh, yes. I could too. But right now, this was what I needed to do.
I tried again. “Ken told me he wants to retire to the coast.”
That got her attention. “So what would happen with his practice?”
“He offered to sell it to me, at a very good price. House, files, all the equipment, and goodwill. But, I can’t—”
“Moni, have you seen Kurt?” A harried woman with greying hair stuck her head in the door. “Bloody orderly is never around when you want him.”
“He was on smoko the last time I saw him,” Moni said. “Greta, I’d like you to meet my girlfriend, Sue Brent. Sue, this is my boss, Greta Savic.”
I smiled my most professional smile and shook Greta’s hand, but inwardly I was trembling. The moment had passed in the flurry of introduction. Moni’s boss seemed pretty casual, but I didn’t want my presence to make things awkward for Moni. I shifted to the other foot. “Moni, I better be going. What time will you be home? I’ll come around then.”
“Soon,” Moni said. Her eyes were wide, and her gaze rested on my face with a slightly bemused expression. “I’ll be home as soon as I’ve finished here. Can you wait an hour or do you want the key?”
“I’ll wait. I’ll be in the canteen. Nice to meet you, Greta.”
My big declaration would have to wait. The butterflies in my stomach somersaulted faster. I walked out into the corridor and headed for the canteen, a cheerless place that, according to Moni, served terrible coffee. No wonder the nurses had their own coffee machine. I hoped Moni would let me wait until we were home before she picked up the conversation.



CHAPTER 21
DESPITE THE AIR CONDITIONING, I
was sweating. I put my hand over my shorts pocket, felt the hard corners of the small, square box containing the ring. The sound of hurried footsteps behind me caused me to move to one side, out of the way of whatever busy professional was coming.
“Sue, wait!” Moni approached. She looked like a bush urchin, strands of dusty, sweaty hair hanging over her face, a big stain on the front of her shirt, and no white coat in sight. She caught up to me and put a hand on my arm to bring me to a halt. ”Are you going to tell me why you’re really here?”
“I already did. Ken returned, and I have a few days to spend with you. Given that, I didn’t call because you were likely in mid-air. I thought I’d come and find you before you made other plans.”
“Right.” Her expression made it clear she didn’t entirely believe me. “Try again. You’ve never come to the base before. Not that you’re not welcome.”
It was awkward in the busy corridor. Even as we stood in a tableau of indecision, staff flowed past, going about their business. It was hardly the place for a romantic proposal. But then it was not much different to the clinical room where we’d been a few minutes earlier, where I was ready to propose until Greta interrupted.
“I’d really like to hear what you have to say.” Her eyes were enormous, and the bright lighting wasn’t flattering, but it didn’t matter. She was as beautiful as ever.
“Have you got a moment to come outside?”
“No. Here. Before you talk yourself out of it again.” Her voice was soft and had a smile in it.
I took a deep breath. “I told you Ken offered me the practice at an extremely good price. Well, as you know, Mungabilly Creek hasn’t had a doctor since Doc Jennings left. His surgery is still vacant just a few doors up the street, and it’s up for lease. He said it’s a good life in Mungabilly for two people who love each other, who love the outback. Once your contract here is up, you could move in with me, and we could register for a civil partnership. Then, you could apply to stay in Australia permanently. Between our civil partnership, and you being a doctor practicing in a rural area , you’d be a shoo-in. And Ken knows immigration law. He’s said he’ll do it for you.”
She looked amused. Not the reaction I’d hoped for. “That’s it? Is that all you were going to say?”
I slid my hand into the pocket of my shorts again and clenched around the small box.
“No. Not all. I want to be with you, Moni, and I think you want to be with me. But if you want to go back to Texas, if you don’t want to live here, well, I’ll come with you. If you’ll let me. I’d rather be with you anywhere else, than in Mungabilly Creek without you.”
“You’d pass up on Ken’s offer for me?”
“Yes. In a heartbeat. I wouldn’t have to think about it.”
She moved closer. “I cannot think of one thing that I’d like more than living with you in Mungabilly Creek. And that little town badly needs a doctor. I’ve been thinking about this, knowing that Ken would come back one of these days, and wondering what you would want to do. Whether you’d go to a city, buy yourself a better business suit, and start wearing makeup.”
I let the slur to my business suit—which I considered quite acceptable—pass. “And I’ve been wondering what you’d do once your contract was up, whether you’d try to stay here, or whether you’d want to go back to the States.”
“I want to stay here. My happiness is here. In Australia. In Mungabilly Creek.” Her eyes were soft and full of love. “With you.”
I pulled the small box out of my pocket and turned it over and over in my fingers. “Moni, I love you so very much. Will you marry me?”
It was still a busy corridor full of medical staff. It was still blasted with air conditioning, noisy with the sound of feet and doors banging, but it was suddenly the only place I wanted to be—at least until she answered me.
She looked down at the little box. “Are you going to open it, so I can see what’s inside?”
“Is your answer contingent on that?”
“Stop speaking like a lawyer. You know it’s not. There could be the ring pull from a tinnie of beer inside. As long as it’s going on my finger, I’m going to say yes.”
She was going to say yes. My breath whooshed from my lungs, and silly tears sprung to my eyes. She was going to say yes. I opened the box and showed her the ring. “If you don’t like it, we can—”
“I love you. I love it. Even if I didn’t love it, I’d love it because you chose it for me.”
I fumbled as I tried to remove the ring from the box, and Moni put her hand over mine. “Let me. Before you drop it, and it goes down that grating.”
She removed the band from the box and handed it to me. “Will you?”
My fingers shook as I slid the ring onto her finger. If I was this emotional now, what would it be like when we stood up in front of family and friends somewhere and married? Legally and forever. The ring fit. She spread her fingers and gazed at it. “I love it. Did you buy it in the Isa this morning?”
I nodded.
“Maybe the same shop will have something you’ll like too. We’ll go down together, later.”
I nodded again, but one thing tickled in my mind. I had to make sure. “Does this mean you’re saying yes?”
She threw herself into my arms, and her hair tickled my nose. She felt so right pressed close to me. “Yes. Yes. A hundred million times yes.” And then she was kissing me, there in the corridor, uncaring of the people, uncaring of her professional reputation. We clung together and kissed as if the world was ending, as if we were the only two people that mattered.
It was a polite “Excuse me” that caught our attention, and Moni pulled away. A junior nurse hovered there, her gaze flickering between us. “I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, Dr Kratzmann, but we’re wondering if you’ve finished in that clinical room? The service technicians are here, and they need to—”
“I’m sorry, Jess, of course. I’ll come in and clear away now.”
Jess smiled. “I’ll do it for you. Congratulations.” And she hurried away.
“I have to get back to work, but I’ll be free in an hour. Will you wait for me?”
“Forever.”

Later, we went back to the jewellers where I’d bought Moni’s ring. The same assistant was there, and her smile was warm and wide when she saw our linked hands.
There was another ring, similar to the one I’d bought Moni, but with yellow gold instead of white and an emerald instead of a sapphire. It suited me. I’d never really worn rings before, and it lay heavy on my finger. It felt good.
Greta texted her congratulations as we left the shop, instructing Moni to take the next couple days off work. Carer’s leave. Care for your future wife. The young nurse, Jess, must have spread the word.
We did what we loved to do. We took the campervan and drove, following the dusty outback roads. After a couple of hours, we turned off to follow two wheel tracks that led alongside a creek bed. The tyre marks ended at a meander, where the gum trees drooped over the rocky dry ground. A magpie gargled its song, and a mob of kangaroos lay in the scanty shade opposite and watched us, too lazy to move. I parked the van where the tree limbs wouldn’t drop on us, and we went for a walk through the bush, hand in hand, silent with our thoughts.
A goanna shot across in front of us, large claws scrabbling in the dirt. It went up a tree, climbing the bark with ease, long tongue flickering. The creek widened to a flood plain, and we sat on rounded boulders that had been washed down in some earlier flood and gazed west, watching the red sun drop to the horizon. The magpies sang their liquid song, and there was the rustle of something in the dry grass.
Moni hugged her knees, her gaze on the wide brown land. There was a deep stillness about her, a contentment. She was a long way from the girl I’d met in London those years ago. More relaxed, more at ease. Happier. Then she looked at me and smiled, and I remembered that my own journey to this place had been every bit as life-changing as hers. My inner journey had brought me here, and I couldn’t be happier.
We went back to the camper before it got completely dark, and I pulled out the chairs and a bottle of Ken’s good wine, plus some cheese and crackers. We ate slowly, sipped the wine, and talked in soft voices about our future and our plans. The law office. A GP surgery. Mrs T. Ken. The Flying Doctor. Plans for updating the house—not to an outback show home, but certainly to something a little brighter. And a new spare bed for when friends and family came to visit, which we hoped they would. We talked a little of a wedding, but the commitment was solid between us already, and that was what was important.
Then, when it got cool, we moved into the camper, did up the bed, and made slow love to the accompaniment of the night birds. There was bright moonlight, stars, and the dapples of night on the ground outside. The air was still, crisp now at the start of spring, and we made love with kisses and caresses, with fingers and tongues, with words. When Moni slipped between my legs and her tongue explored my pussy, I arched up into the cool air in a climax as intense as anything I’d experienced with her. When I pushed my fingers inside her, when I tasted her breast, when I laid my cheek on her skin where her heart beat strongly, the perfection of the moment coalesced into a shining perfection.
“I wish we could stay like this,” she said. “You. Me. This moment.”
I didn’t have an answer to that in words, so I kissed her again.



EXCERPT: 
FENCED-IN FELIX
(Girl Meets Girl Series – Book #3)
 
THE BARPERSON WAS NEW. A
short woman with a mop of unruly curls that bounced on her shoulders as she moved. She wore a tie-dye T-shirt with a pair of very tight denim shorts. She was maybe thirty, but it was obvious from her economical movements as she poured pots for the tourists that she was experienced at bar work.
I deliberately picked a spot close to the tourists and waited while the barperson served more people. As she stretched up to snag a packet of chips from the top of the wire rack, her tight shorts rode up to reveal more of her muscled thighs. From the appreciative glances she was getting, it seemed that cheese and onion was the most popular flavour.
Finally, she came over. “What can I get you?” Her smile crinkled fine lines at the corners of her eyes. Her skin was tanned, the year-round bronze of someone who spends a lot of time outdoors.
“A pot of light please.” An imp of mischief made me add, “And a packet of cheese and onion chips.”
The view as she stretched up to the top of the rack was once again nothing short of spectacular. She returned and set the chips and a beer on the counter. “Five fifty, please.”
I counted out the coins, and watched as she whirled around to ring up the sale. For the next few minutes, she was busy serving other customers, so I waited until she was free. She wasn’t graceful, or pretty. If she were a horse, she’d be a stocky cob rather than a thoroughbred, but she moved with the lightness of one who was comfortable in her skin.
A drifter, I decided. One of Australia’s casual workforce, moving from place to place, following seasonal work in small towns. She’d probably learnt of the bar job in one of the employment agencies on the coast, and they’d given her the job over the gap year students from Europe. She’d probably stay a few weeks, maybe a month or two and then move on, maybe to pick strawberries near the coast, or mangoes up the Top End. But in the meantime, here she was, pouring beer in Worrindi, doubtless staying in one of the tiny rooms above the pub.
Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t realise I’d been caught staring until my gaze drifted up, away from her backside to find her amused smile and direct gaze staring straight back at me.
“Can I get you anything else?”
My breath froze in my throat, and I wondered if she was annoyed that she’d caught me staring. But there was a half-smile on her face, as if she wasn’t too pissed off. As if she was enjoying my appreciation. That seldom happened.
I opted for professional. After all, I had an agenda here. “Actually, you might be able to help. I’m Felix, and I run a campground at Jayboro Outstation, about half an hour from here. I’ve got a couple of cabins available too—” Mentally, I crossed my fingers against the white lie. The second cabin would be open soon, I hoped “—and I wondered if it would be okay to put my new brochures on the bar.”
She smiled, and the impish mischief of it made her instantly look younger. Maybe late twenties, I thought. “Nice to meet you, Felix. I’m Josie. New in town, but you probably already know that if you live around here.”
I nodded. “Yeah. I’m used to seeing Chris or Marge behind the bar.”
“They’re still here of course, but I’m here as well.”
I noticed she didn’t say for how long or in what capacity.
“Chris used to have some of my old leaflets somewhere. Maybe you could check with him?”
“No need.” She picked up the top one and studied it. “Nice looking campground.” Her words were slightly louder, and pitched at the couple of tourists next to me. “Looks like a peaceful place to stop. Do you have powered sites or is it just camping?”
The answer was clearly written on the brochure, but I appreciated what she was doing. “Powered sites, tent sites, and the cabins, which are brand new.”
The tourists were openly listening now. With luck, I’d have guests by evening.
“And I lead trail rides,” I continued. “I have horses to suit beginners through to experienced riders.”
That caught her attention past the little boost she was giving me for the benefit of long ears. “Oh? I’ll have to come out. I haven’t ridden in a while. Got my own horse, down south.”
“Please do. The number’s on the bottom. I’m sure I can find you something good to ride.”
She glanced at me again, and her lips twitched as if in a private joke. Her eyes were a warm brown, slightly flecked. Intriguing. But I was here to entice campers, not women I might find attractive.
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