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Prologue

IN THIS REMOTE PART OF OUTBACK AUSTRALIA

dawn was the most comfortable time of day. The lingering cold night air still had bite even though the warming early morning glow hinted at another day of soaring temperatures. Soon the blurry bush of the Kimberley landscape as seen through the dust-covered windscreen would transform into a harsh vista etched in bright light. The once-white Broome taxi was smothered in red dust and despite the air-conditioning, the passenger in the front seat felt he was breathing nothing but powder-fine grit.

Bobby Ching, the cheerful young driver, had lightly dismissed his concerns about the terrible conditions. Matthias Stern had expected bitumen, or at least decent gravel roads. But then he had asked to see the real outback on his way to an important appointment. He’d come so far. Taken such risks. And now it seemed that everything depended on the man waiting for him on a cattle station in the Kimberley. Stern smiled to himself, as he thought yet again about the extraordinary combination of circumstances that put him in this

place at this time. This trip was going to solve the problems that plagued him.

Bobby saw his passenger settle down and refrained from chatting. They’d left Broome hours ago, to get a good start before the day got too hot. It was an unusual hire job that the German man had negotiated with Mr Choy, the owner of the taxi - a roundabout trip to Bradley Station for the charity races and a meeting with someone. That had Bobby intrigued. But his passenger had refused to talk about who he was meeting and why.

Doesn’t matter, Bobby decided. It’s the job that counts, and there’ll be a bonus in this one if all goes well. Thank you, all you folk out there, for booking all the flights into Bradley, Bobby thought, and making Matthias hire a car and me as his driver. Still, no hardship for him, he seems to have plenty of money. Researches and teaches something about art and archaeology at a university in Stuttgart. Long drive, but I’ll have some time off up there to knock over a few cans of beer with me mates. Ah, life can be good when your luck is in. He started humming, then he looked over again at his passenger.

He’s pleasant enough. Looks very German. Fair hair, blue eyes, a red complexion, overweight in a doughy way, mid-fifties probably. A bit on the serious side - he doesn’t laugh at any of my jokes. But maybe he can’t handle my accent, Bobby mused. Asked me what languages I spoke and seemed surprised when I said only English. Ah well,

that’s what comes with being a mix of Chinese, Aboriginal and Irish blood. People expect all sorts of things.

The man eventually stirred. ‘Amazing,’ he said with pleasure. ‘It seems that every sunrise out here is spectacular.’

‘Look around, mate. You won’t see better than this.’ Bobby waved at the distant red and gold ranges, the stretch of tawny earth dotted with spinifex, dried-out grassland, termite mounds and spindly trees, with almost every branch twisted as if despairing.

Bobby glanced to his right, attracted by a movement low in the sky, maybe an eagle. At the moment that his attention was diverted there was a flash from the bush on the passenger’s side and, in the next instant, a shuddering crash as a king kangaroo leapt in front of the car. It was hit, thrown onto the bonnet, shattered the windscreen, then tumbled back to the road as the car spun on the rough dirt, crashed through the low bush and crunched into a large rock.

‘Shit!’ Bobby reached over to Matthias. ‘You okay? Watch that windscreen glass. Christ, what a mess.’ He got out and examined the roo. ‘It’s a goner. Hell, the car’s a write-off. Mr Choy is gonna freak.’

Matthias climbed out the driver’s door. ‘My side is jammed shut. What do we do? Where do we get help?’ He looked around as if expecting to see a sign to a garage or a phone box.

‘Help will come to us, mate. That’s the way it

goes out here. All you need is patience. Still, we’ve got to see what works and what doesn’t.’

A couple of hours later they were still there, leaning against the car on the shady side, trying to cope with increasing heat, the flies and the sense of isolation. They’d rigged up a small awning using a plastic sheet Bobby had found in the boot and some leafy branches broken off nearby trees. The radiator had smashed into the engine, making it useless, and the battery and radio were kaput.

‘I find it hard to believe that we’ve been here for hours and not one vehicle has come along,’ Matthias exclaimed, making no attempt to conceal his concern. ‘You know how important it is that I get to Bradley Station on time.’

‘Someone will be along some time today. It’s a big event, plenty of people will be going there along this track. Don’t worry.’ Bobby was more worried about getting the car back to his boss. What a bummer. He’d just started driving for him too.

He was startled out of his reverie by Matthias getting his camera from the car and announcing, ‘I’m going for a walk.’

‘What for? There’s nothing to see out there.’

‘I need to relieve myself. And I want to take some pictures.’

‘Hey, no bushwalking. Just nick into the bushes and don’t go far from the car. It’s bloody dangerous out there,’ Bobby said.

‘Dangerous? You mean there are wild animals?’

‘Well, there are but not enough to worry you right here. I just don’t want you to get lost. It’s amazing how disoriented you can get in this sort of country. No landmarks, no tracks.’

‘Thanks, but I shall walk only a short way. I would like to take photos to impress my friends back home.’ He crossed the road and turned to focus on the car, took a photo, then strode into the bush to a large termite mound with a boab tree in the background. ‘Very nice pictures,’ he called to Bobby.

Bobby was dubious about the German’s self-assurance and shouted back, ‘Don’t go far. Be back in fifteen minutes max, right?’ He then stretched out and tucked his rolled-up jacket under his head and covered his face with his hat.

Matthias was fascinated. Through his camera lens it was like looking at a different planet. Startling a strange prehistoric-looking lizard, he chased after it and eventually got a shot of it as the lizard stared down from the safety of an overhanging branch. Matthias walked on a little, attended to the call of nature and used a piece of bark to scrape dirt over the spoiled spot, a gesture of respect for the land, he reasoned with a grin.

A bird call led him to another tree, and another picture, this time of a brilliantly coloured parrot. He then turned around and realised that there was nothing to indicate the direction of the road. ‘Ah, that’s the way, I’m sure,’ he told himself

on seeing another lizard running from him, assuming it was the same one he had photographed. Unfortunately it wasn’t.

After half an hour of walking he realised he was lost. He climbed up to the low branches of a straggly tree, but couldn’t see any sign of the road. But he did notice a stand of slightly taller trees in the distance, and headed towards them.

The sun was unblinking in its blazing glare when Bobby woke up. His clothes were soaked in sweat and he felt baked dry inside. He took a bottle of water from the front seat and gulped it, then looked around and realised Matthias wasn’t there. He glanced at his watch. It was eleven o’clock. ‘Jesus!’ he exclaimed. ‘That’s just what I need, a bloody tourist lost out here. Shit.’

He walked into the bush a little and shouted, ‘Matthias.’ But after calling a few times there was still no response. Bobby went in a little further and called again. ‘Matthias? Matthias. Get back here. Cooee!’

‘No sign of the silly bastard.’ He ran back to the car, grabbed his hat and screwed the cap back on the water bottle. Breaking a branch from a tree he set out in the direction he thought Matthias had gone, dragging the branch in the dirt to leave a trail as he walked.

Two hours later Bobby was back at the car, alone. He’d found no trace of Matthias and the heat was unbearable. He could only hope the German would find his way back or someone would come along the road to help with the search.

Matthias too had called out many times, but heard nothing. He kept walking, although by now he was utterly exhausted. He could feel the heat sapping his energy, his face and neck were burning, the sports cap he was wearing was totally inadequate against the sun.

Water. That was the prevailing thought in his mind. A drink of water. He’d left a bottle by the wheel of the car he was using as a back rest. He could picture it in vivid detail, every feature of the label’s bubbling spring. Now he could see a stream ahead, yes, real water over by that line of trees. He stumbled forward, and the stream disappeared.

What am I doing in this God-forsaken land? ‘Help,’ he shouted, but no sound came from his lips. The world began to spin and he staggered over to a tree for support, then collapsed.

What had seemed a straightforward proposition in Kuala Lumpur had led him down a tough road. If only his contract at the university had been renewed he might not have been so tempted to compromise his ethics. It had been his own fault, but each time he succumbed he swore this would be the last time, that this would pull him out of the mess he’d made of his life, his career. All he had to do was deliver his part of the deal to the contact in the Kimberley and do a little translating when the time came.

But now every breath felt like a furnace blast. He struggled up, but fell again. Pulling himself to his hands and knees, he crawled a little further.

Yes, there’s the car, shimmering in the distance. No, now it’s gone. The earth is cracking open. Is it going to swallow me? I can smell water. I can smell apples. Mother’s kitchen.

He fell flat on his face and bit the red dirt, expecting the taste of apple pie. He coughed, choked and lifted his head in dismay. The ball of the sun flared, blinding him. He saw the distinctive sun rays. ‘I have it, Hajid. We can begin the

search.’

His lips were swollen. No more talking. He bit his tongue, tasting salt and blood. Spread-eagled and helpless, his fingers clawed the clay pan. Then came oblivion.



Chapter One

‘DID YOU CRY AGAIN, Lilly?’ THE WOMAN WHO WAS

raking frangipani flowers from the carpet of green lawn outside the reception office leant her rake against the tree and walked over to Lily as she stepped out of the hire car.

‘Hi, Blossom. You bet. The minute the plane banked and I could see the red rocks, the colour of the water, the bay, the mangroves, the tin roofs, I was gone. Broome gets to me every time.’

‘Happens every year, eh? When are you going to move here, Lily?’ She looked at the elegant woman dressed in pale lemon linen pants and a cream silk shirt, with soft blonde hair reaching to her shoulders. Hardly a line on her face and she must be fifty, thought Blossom. So stylish and yet Lily fitted into Broome life.

‘Hey, come on, I’ve only just arrived. Swim

first then a nap. Then I’ll think about tomorrow. But no further ahead than that.’

Blossom, the tanned and wiry woman in charge of garden maintenance at Moonlight Bay Apartments, pulled Lily’s bag from the boot. ‘I’ll take it upstairs. Diane has put you in your usual apartment. It’s open. I’ve left some mangoes for you.’

‘Good on you, Bloss. Thanks. It’s so great to be here. I’d better go and check in, say hi to the big boss Martin.’

Blossom headed up the steps to the top corner apartment, carrying Lily’s bag with ease. ‘No rush. Everyone knows you were coming in this arvo. Are you going to Pauline Despar’s bash tonight?’

‘I am. But I need a rest first. I was up at 5 am. Sydney seems a long time ago.’

‘You’re on Broome time now. Take it easy.’

‘I really intend to work at it,’ said Lily with light hearted determination as Blossom put her bag on the double bed. In her forties, Blossom had drifted into town for a visit years ago, caught the Broome bug, as she put it, and stayed. She was dressed in khaki shorts, T-shirt and sturdy boots but around her neck was a beautiful pearl hanging from a gold chain. That’s new,’ Lily said, reaching out to gently touch the pearl. ‘Been treating yourself?’

‘Yeah, why not? Every girl in Broome owns a pearl or two.’

‘I’ll be interested to see what Pauline’s come up with. Her carved pearl jewellery sounds wonderful.’

‘It should be quite a party. I hope you enjoy it. Yell if you want anything, Lily.’

‘I will. Thanks, Blossom.’

Lily went to the balcony, leaned on the rail and took in the scene. She never tired of Roebuck Bay, an expanse of glittering kingfisher blue and turquoise to the horizon, a milky tidal swirl in the long fringe of mangroves at the edge of the lawn below. Moored well out in the bay was a cattle ship from Indonesia, closer in, a scatter of private cruisers and yachts, and alongside the distant long jetty, a container ship from Perth.

She couldn’t help contrasting how she felt now with the first time she’d come here seven years ago after the death of her mother. How alone she’d felt. And yet her impulsive decision to try to uncover something of her family history from the few clues amongst her mother’s possessions had brought her back to her family roots.

It was a fantastic family she’d unearthed. A story had unfolded from the yellowing pages of an old diary and had come to life. Lily was still trying to immerse herself in the history of a family that for years she hadn’t known existed. It had taken her some time to adjust to the knowledge that she was part Aboriginal, even if it was a very small part. But gradually in visits over the past years, with long talks and shared experiences she had learned much and knew there was still a lot to learn. Her extended Aboriginal family too had slowly come to accept her as one of them. Now there was mutual love, respect and friendship.

They recognised each other’s faults and strengths, they had their ups and downs - as any family. And still there was the uncomfortable reality that her thirty-year-old daughter Sami didn’t want to know about any of this.

It hit Lily, yet again, how empty so much of her life had been without a family, how much she had missed as a little girl and as a woman. Her mother, in pursuing her own dreams and independent path, had cheated Lily of the ordinary but important building blocks of relatives and shared experiences, the strong ties that bring people together. Once fearful that she would follow her mother in being a divorcee with only a daughter and no extended family, Lily was now blessed with a significant heritage, a connection to a place and to traditional people she could call family. The more Lily learned about her past, the more determined she was to connect it to the present and her future. But how?

The phone ringing broke her reflections and she knew it would be Dale.

‘Hi, darling. I thought you’d be in by now. How are you?’

‘Tired of course, but fine. I’m just so glad to be back.’

The too. I wish you’d let me pick you up.’

‘The airport is only ten minutes away and I wanted to hire a car. And if you were here I wouldn’t have a rest.’

‘That’s for sure. I’ve missed you.’

‘Now, what time will we meet this evening?

I’m so excited about going to see the show. Sounds like it will be a chance to catch up with everyone.’

‘Yeah. It’s turned into quite a deal. Your little friend’s gone all out, I hear. Can we have supper afterwards?’

‘Do you mind if I see how I feel? I mightn’t last the distance. Is Simon coming?’

‘No, cocktail parties and jewellery openings aren’t my son’s scene. I’ll pick you up at six-thirty.’

‘Wonderful. See you then. Bye, Dale.’

‘Bye, gorgeous.’

They had last seen each other six months ago on Dale’s annual holiday. He was good looking in a robust way, sixty, had a hint of grey sprinkled through jet black hair he kept fashionably cropped short. Medium height and solid, he was tanned with that weather-worn look that came from working outdoors. He dressed well, if a trifle conservatively. For Lily it was a comfortable relationship they’d developed over the last few years. Having a companion, lover and friend in Broome, and having time for each other, was a welcome change from her busy professional life and single status in Sydney.

The soft light of early evening gave a dramatic touch to the bold red and black entrance to Pauline Despar Designs. Discreet gold lettering on the front window stated simply ‘Pearls and Pearlshell Jewellery’. The old pearling shed on Dampier Terrace had been transformed into an elegant salon with a

creative decor that reflected the romance of the pearling industry in Australia’s northwest. In keeping with its Broome setting the showroom had an underwater theme - part of a sunken wreck, a model of a hard-hat deep-sea diver, hundreds of magnificent shells, walls lined in shimmering blue silk, and a cooling mist drifting down the windows. In the showcases, and worn by beautiful young models, were millions of dollars’ worth of fabulous Broome pearls and exquisite pieces of jewellery carved from the iridescent pearlshell. All the work of a young local jeweller.

Tiffany eat your heart out, thought Bertrand Shears, the showroom manager, as he scanned the cocktail-circuit crowd at the opening. It was a dream for him to work here. Being an older man, with big city experience in marketing and store management, someone who appreciated class, he felt at ease. The fact that it was also his home town was a bonus. It was about time, he reasoned, that the old place smoothed off its rough edges and offered something of style to the thousands of tourists who made the journey to the remote speck on the Western Australian coast. Lord McAlpine had set the tone with a low-key luxury resort at Cable Beach in the late 1980s. Initially the enterprising British aristocrat was labelled as ‘crazy’, but success soon changed the label to ‘smart’. With so many of the world’s elite, rich and powerful putting Broome on their travel itineraries, the top pearling companies in town jumped on board and set up elegant showrooms.

But Pauline was different and she was hot. Any pieces that weren’t sold here at the opening were being sent to an exclusive store on El Paseo in Palm Desert, California. Bertrand saw himself one day zipping back and forth to the great stores of the world to represent Pauline’s designs, which featured the most sought-after pearls in the world. And, of course, he knew that pearls were eclipsing precious stones as the latest must-have jewellery of the new millennium.

‘Made by living nature, darling,’ Bertrand enthused to an elderly woman dressed in black and diamonds. ‘Just think of all those busy little creatures working away in the ocean coating a nucleus with all that heavenly nacre to make these lustrous big fat beauties. Each one is so special, unique, don’t you think?’

‘How much is that necklace?’ She pointed to a string of large glowing pearls.

Bertrand’s heart skipped a beat and his eyes fluttered shut for an instant. ‘What taste. Aren’t they just stunning?’

‘Yes. How much, Bertrand?’

He lowered his voice. ‘Large golds matched like that are so hard to get. And the clasp - Kimberley pink diamonds ‘

‘Do you want to sell it or not?’ she broke in with a faintly amused expression.

‘Four hundred thousand, Eleanor. It’s a dream piece.’

‘I can see that. Put it to one side.’ She handed him her empty champagne glass and Bertrand

signalled to the waiter, hoping his hands weren’t shaking as the Perth millionaire developer turned her attention from the jewellery to concentrate on the guests. ‘God bless you, Eleanor De Linde, you old dragon,’ Bertrand muttered to himself, ‘you’ve made my night.’

With champagne in hand, Lily and Dale moved easily through the mix of Broome social set and high-profile interstate and overseas visitors who had turned up for Pauline’s show. Lily exchanged several cheek kisses and quick hellos before catching Pauline’s eye. She excused herself, leaving Dale with the manager of the Cable Beach Club and his wife who’d brought along some important guests.

Pauline Despar, a slight, elfin-like figure in a simple short white dress, wore a shimmering necklace with a pearlshell pendant intricately carved in the shape of a whale shark. Her dark hair was cut in a short 1920s-style bob and she had applied dramatic eye make-up. She walked towards Lily and they hugged affectionately.

‘Hi, Lily. It’s wonderful to see you again. I’m so glad you made it for my show.’

Lily kissed her warmly. ‘I told you I would be here, and I keep promises. Congratulations, Pauline. You’ve done it. I always knew you would.’ Lily didn’t add that she was still amazed at the rapid rise of the shy young girl who’d dropped out of university a few years before. Plunging into running an upmarket store to showcase her creations at the age of twenty-five was a big step.

‘Dad helped out. But I’m on my own to sink or swim now,’ she confided to the older woman.

‘Swimming strongly with the tide, I’d say.’ Lily smiled. ‘Your timing is excellent, good pearls have come into their own internationally and what you’re doing with the carving is so different. Others will try to copy you, of course.’

‘Let them try. I have so many ideas, as you well know. Lily, meeting you three years ago, your encouragement back then really made up my mind to go for it. I can’t thank you enough.’

‘Goodness, I hope your father didn’t think I was an irresponsible influence, but you’ve proved that going with your dream was the right thing to do. Just keep your feet on the ground and your eyes on the numbers.’

‘You were so right, Lily. Dad understands the numbers. I put together a pretty impressive business plan and had offers to design for several big companies and stores. So I figured I’d be better off selling my own stuff directly. For once Dad agreed with me and decided to invest. My brother thinks Dad is mad, we’re both mad, but he’ll see.’

‘You’re off to a flying start. This is a great party. Good luck, Pauline. I’ll call you tomorrow and we’ll get together when you’re in less demand, eh?’ Lily pointed to the photographer trying to get the designer’s attention.

In the spectacular landscape of the east Kimberley region of Western Australia, a slim young woman stood beside her four-wheel drive on the edge of a dirt track, an apology for a road in these parts. She was striking looking - honey-coloured hair, large dark eyes, a wide face with a rare but dazzling smile. She walked a little way into the scrub, looking around for just the right combination of colour and shape. Eventually she lifted her camera, framing the hot sienna earth and the weird shape of a boab tree, its bulbous girth and hips, narrow waist and the top exploding into twiggy grasping arms scratching at the sky. Etched against brilliant blue it was a magnificent if lonely scene. She wondered if the landscape looked just like this hundreds of years ago.

But the twenty-first century suddenly intruded. Barrelling along the remote dirt road, the rough artery that linked the far-flung pastoral leases and Aboriginal communities, came a cloud of dust. Sami Barton lifted the muslin scarf down over her face to shield it from the fine red powder as a bulky van rumbled towards her. Inside the custom-made vehicle, nine tourists were glimpsing the outback through cool and tinted windows. It began to slow down but Sami stepped forward, smiled and gave them the thumbs up, indicating all was well. As the van disappeared, Sami got back in her car, the sense of isolation now spoiled for her. She glanced at the passenger seat and grinned. ‘Tourists, Rakka. There’s no escaping them, even out here.’

Two hours further down the track she found a suitable place to camp for the night, near a line of stunted trees alongside a shallow gutter of sand that probably passed as a creek in the occasional wet season rains. A little way from the road she set up her ‘instant camp’ - a small pup tent and portable gas stove. Even with a campfire, she preferred to cook most of her meals on the stove. There were limits to just how ‘bushy’ she was prepared to go. She thought she’d covered every eventuality as so many people had offered advice or cautioned her against going on her own. But while she felt capable and had done her homework about travelling in the outback, she still knew that she was alone in a very desolate area.

As soon as twilight dwindled, the temperature began to dive, and she pulled on a jacket. The silver slash of the new moon appeared, though it was still too light for the stars to dazzle as they did so far from any large town. Not for the first time on this trip was Sami feeling overwhelmed by a sense of loneliness and fear of the unknown. But she knew these emotions were not being aroused just by the strange environment. Against her better judgment and her intention, it seemed to Sami that she was being swept into confronting a part of her heritage that she had never really acknowledged, or even wanted to know. She was acutely aware that in the isolation of this pared back landscape there was no hiding. Out here the past was staring her in the face.

In moments like these she always sought comfort

from her travelling companion - a three-year-old red kelpie named Rakka. She was a devoted friend in whose eyes Sami could do no wrong. Rakka was clever and she guarded Sami with her life. Beneath the playful manner, friendly face and lean but strong body there was an intelligence that Sami trusted. Rakka had a sixth sense about people and if she stood close to Sami, ears back, muscles tense, wary and watchful, Sami knew that person was not to be

trusted.

Later, after a simple meal beside the small campfire, with Rakka stretched out at her feet, Sami’s mind was free to wander. More and more she thought about the irony of her journey. For someone who had deliberately kept away from indigenous issues in her life and studies, here she was heading to a remote Aboriginal community to learn about their ancient rock art as a field assistant for her professor and as part of her own PhD research. It wasn’t a comfortable exercise, and it seemed to be growing more complicated every day she spent in this part of the outback. She often felt that someone was looking over her shoulder and into her thoughts. And she knew these feelings were all linked to one thing that she found so difficult to accept - a distant bloodline connection to the Indigenous and multiracial people of the Kimberley

coast.

Ever since the death of her grandmother Georgiana and her mother Lily’s first journey to Broome, her life had changed dramatically. Sami knew her mother was stalling about making a

 

permanent home in the north in the hope that Sami would agree to come to Broome to stay, at least for a while. But Sami had refused to countenance any such idea and preferred to ignore the connection with her distant relatives.

Her great-great-grandmother was of mixed blood and Sami dismissed their relationship as too tenuous for any social or emotional link. The fact that Lily felt a deep attachment to this part of her family had become a taboo subject between them, almost from the day she had told Sami of the discovery she had made about their heritage. It seemed to come up spontaneously. Lily saw an opening and grabbed it, throwing out her carefully prepared plans of a ‘heart to heart talk at the right time’.

Sami was twenty-three and had been talking about friends she’d stayed with while Lily was in Broome on that first memorable trip.

‘They’re so cool. Such fun and so interesting. A real mix - Italian and Vietnamese. I love the cultural blending of food and religion and custom,’ she enthused.

‘So you think our WASP background pretty ordinary?’ said Lily quietly.

‘Yeah, really dull.’

‘So what if you could suddenly have an interesting family, how would you feel?’

Sami caught something in her mother’s voice. ‘Like what? And why ask? You know we don’t.’

‘Sami, I found out a lot more about our family in Broome ‘

‘You mean other than the infamous Captain Tyndall and beautiful Olivia? Your Grandpa Hamish and Grandmother Maria who had dear Granny Georgiana, who never wanted to be called Granny. It’s not that colourful, Mum,’ said Sami

tartly.

‘Sami, I haven’t told you the whole story. It’s very … complicated,’ Lily said softly, closing her eyes briefly as if seeking an inner strength for the

task.

Seeing her mother’s expression, Sami realised that the conversation was getting serious. ‘I think

you’d better tell me.’

Lily drew a deep breath. ‘Probably the first person I had a meaningful conversation with in Broome was an old Aboriginal woman fishing down on a sand spit - Biddy. It didn’t seem odd at the time, but looking back it was a portent. She had worked for many families in town so she knew a lot of the history, which I found fascinating. Guess who she worked for the longest? John Tyndall, my greatgrandfather. Then I went out to the Cable Beach Club and saw an art show where there was a painting identical to the carved shell pendant I found among my mother’s things after

she died.’

‘The Christmas when you gave me that pearl

ring?’

‘That ring was Olivia’s. The first pearl found by their Star of the Sea pearling company. Tyndall, Yoshi and Ahmed, his Malay offsider, made it for her.’

‘You read this in her diary?’ Lily had told Sami of reading Olivia’s diary in the Historical Society in Broome.

‘Yes. The carved pendant came from John Tyndall’s Macassan mistress, Niah. Her mother was Aboriginal - a Bardi woman.’

‘His mistress? Before he married Olivia? What happened to this Niah?’

‘Tyndall and Niah had a daughter, Maya,’ Lily continued. ‘And Maya’s story is also sad and beautiful. Just like Niah’s, it’s a tragic tale.’

Sami was stunned. It was like hearing the summary of a saucy novel. ‘What’s that got to do with us? It was ages ago.’

‘Be patient, darling. I wasn’t sure how you’d take to this news. It’s a little complicated, but fascinating,’ said Lily. ‘Being half white, Maya was sent by the missionaries to Perth and brought up as a white child and renamed Maria.’

‘One of those stolen generation kids?’

‘In a way, I suppose she was. Anyway, Maya, the child Niah had with Tyndall, married Olivia’s son, Hamish Hennessy, from her first marriage. So, the two families came together in a most unusual way.’

‘Mum, it’s like the plot of a TV soapie,’ Sami exclaimed. ‘And I get the feeling you’ve got a few more episodes to go.’

‘Well, yes.’ Lily took a breath. ‘So, Hamish and Maya had a daughter, Georgiana. Through her, my mother, you and I got the genes, the bloodline connection, with Tyndall and Olivia’s families …

and all that is part of who we are.’ Lily sat back in her chair and looked a little drained.

Sami didn’t say a thing. She was stunned by the revelation. The link back to Aboriginal stock was certainly there but somehow it seemed unreal. No, thought Sami, not unreal, just unimportant. It was so long ago, such a convoluted link. It was hard to imagine anything remotely Aboriginal about her grandmother.

Lily watched her daughter’s face and sensed a growing tension, perhaps fuelled by disbelief at what she had just heard. ‘It came as a bit of a shock to me too, Sami, when I read all this in Olivia’s diary, discovering John Tyndall was a relative. What I wasn’t prepared for was, on my first visit there, meeting Rosie Wallangou, the young Aboriginal artist who did a painting of the pendant. She had been left a fund by Olivia because of her family connection. After realising we were linked through the pendant I went back to her house and met her family that included old Biddy.’

The old Aboriginal lady you talked to who was fishing?’

Lily gave a faint smile. ‘Darling, I know it’s a lot to take in, but the fact is, all of them, old Biddy included, are connected to us in all manner of ways - blood, marriage, kinship, skin, and association. We’re family.’

Again there was silence as Sami tried to take in the extraordinary details, but it was all too much. After a life as an only child in a single-parent family,

with a disaffected remote father, she’d longed for family, but not like this.

‘They’re not my family,’ she suddenly exclaimed, rising and gathering up her things. ‘I have nothing to do with them!’

Lily stood and reached to wrap her arms around her daughter, but Sami jerked away. ‘Please don’t jump to conclusions, love. Please. You don’t have to do anything about this now, but just think about it. I’m not ashamed of having Aboriginal blood in the family.’

‘It’s not that simple for me, Mum,’ Sami exploded. ‘They’re out there, now. It’s not like this was all in the past and we can be so rah-rah bloody liberal-minded and … and aren’t we all PC and all that.’

‘When you meet them ‘

‘I don’t want to, Mum. I don’t want to hang out with people I have nothing in common with just because of some fling my great-great-grandfather had with a half-caste girl! And they probably don’t want anything to do with a white yuppie like me. God, I wish you hadn’t told me this.’ She crossed her arms in the defensive way Lily knew so well.

‘I thought it best to be honest with you. If I hadn’t told you, then you’d be entitled to be angry with me.’ Lily tried to lighten the mood. ‘I’ve never heard you describe yourself as a yuppie before.’

‘You know what I mean. I’m white, educated, an academic for God’s sake. I’ve lived a very different life from theirs, we’d have nothing in

common. They might even expect us to support them. You know what they’re like - what’s yours

is mine.’

‘Sami, I never thought I would hear you resort

to stereotypes. As a matter of fact, they are all

doing very well. Rosie especially. But you’re right,

they lead a very different life. That’s not to say one

is superior to the other.’ Lily held up her hands.

‘Sami, I’m sorry you’ve reacted like this. I know it

has come as a surprise, but it’s not that big a deal,

you can ignore it or embrace it. I’ve chosen to

embrace it. You decide. You tell me when you’re

ready to meet them.’

When, after some years of total secrecy, Sami had finally revealed her ancestry to girlfriends, she was taken aback at their enthusiastic, even envious, reaction. She argued that if it were their family history they might feel differently, if they were the ones with Aboriginal blood. It was all very well to indulge in political correctness and find oneself taking an interest in the national debate over reconciliation, but to Sami it was a profound internal dilemma that she didn’t understand very well herself. Would she have felt differently if she’d been told she’d been adopted, she wondered?

Diluted and distant, but she still had the blood of a part Aboriginal, part Macassan islander in her veins, the result of her white great-great-grandfather’s liaison. And in Broome there were ancestral links to a whole group of coastal Aborigines, the Bardi people. Captain

John Tyndall had been famous, a successful pearling master who’d made, lost and rebuilt a small empire that had all but disappeared.

Sami often wished her mother hadn’t gone on that search into the past. She tried to ignore the heritage her mother had uncovered, but it was like a tiny volcano inside her, pressing to explode. The need to know she belonged somewhere was growing. Sami tried telling herself she didn’t need ‘family’. All she wanted was a sense of belonging somewhere, a place of some meaningful permanence. Compared to her friends she felt like a gypsy - rootless, without continuity.

She barely knew her father, who’d divorced her mother and now lived in America. Lily had moved from the family home to a smaller house then an apartment. It was a streamlined existence. Most of Sami’s friends came from large extended families that valued annual events and rituals, celebrating the past and the future as they married and gave birth to another generation. Sami slipped easily into the fold of friendship they offered - an extra chair at the table, another sleeping bag on camping trips, sharing experiences and gatherings that gave Lily time to travel, time to take a break from work and being mother of a teenager.

It was only now that Sami recognised how lonely her mother had been and maybe that was why she clung to this recently discovered extended family in Broome. She had little contact with Sami’s father in America and the man Lily had met and fallen in love with many years ago had died.

Her mother had a casual relationship with a man in Broome, but that wasn’t what always drew her

back there.

As soon as she agreed to the Kimberley trip, Sami knew that it was going to be impossible to put off acknowledging the extended family links in the remote northwest. Since her mother dropped the bomb, Sami had matured, and she felt a little more relaxed about handling the challenges of meeting the odd collection of relatives for the first time. Lily had persuaded her to return from the trip to the east Kimberley outback via Broome and join her for a short holiday at Moonlight Bay.

Before dawn the next morning and back on the road, Sami consulted her pencilled ‘mud map’, looking for the small turnoff by a tree that had an old chain and rusting bicycle wheel swinging high from a branch. She checked the distance travelled from the campsite, made a quick calculation, drove another few kilometres and with some satisfaction saw the tree with the bike wheel and a rough track beside it.

She turned onto the track and scanned the way ahead. The sky and earth were the same pale grey, large clumps of spinifex and straggling trees were darker contrasts. And then she saw, slightly to the right, a distant tiny glow. A fire, a camp. She was nearly there, and she felt instantly that her life, her whole world was about to change. There was no returning from here. She was expected. She came

with some knowledge of western and eastern art history, training in comparative research and experience as an assistant lecturer to graduate students at her university in Sydney. But here she was a neophyte, fulfilling a job thrust at her by a professor who had no idea of the personal ramifications of the task.

Kevin Lean glanced in the rear-view mirror, checking on the caravan he was towing. The corrugations in the dirt road were jarring and the caravan was shuddering and bouncing. A cloud of thick dust had changed their Silver Fox to rusty red, but he was enjoying every minute of the off-the-bitumen adventure. His wife, Bette, was less enthusiastic.

‘This is a bit scary, Kev. When do we get back onto the bitumen?’

‘Don’t worry, love. We’ll be at the station before you know it. One more night camping out, okay? Then civilisation.’

‘A homestead in the middle of a million acres. Doesn’t sound like the centre of the universe to me. Still, I’m glad we’ve got the Silver Fox and don’t have to sleep in swags.’

‘There’ll probably be a few people like us. It’s a big do.’ He glanced around. ‘It’s magic country, isn’t it?’

Bette nodded. As fit, energetic and cashed-up baby boomers they’d decided to celebrate Kev’s early retirement with a round-Oz trip that offered

a few challenges and promised a lot of fun. While she was loving their dream trip, it did have its anxious moments. Bette found the vastness and emptiness of so much of the country disconcerting. Although she agreed with Kevin that the country was stunningly beautiful, the colour amazing, and the wildlife and plants fascinating, she was always glad to reach a park where there were other people. Sitting around and swapping stories of their adventures was better than actually having them. Bette was very much a city girl and the bush was digestible only in small doses. ‘We haven’t seen anyone all day,’ she said.

‘Well, that’s not unusual out this far. You were the one who said the Gibb River Road had too many cars on it. Say, what’s that up ahead? Someone broken down?’

‘Kev, it’s a taxi!’ announced Bette in a tone of disbelief.

‘Well I’ll be blowed,’ he exclaimed, braking in time to pull over behind the dust-shrouded taxi. ‘There’s no one in it.’

‘Yes there is. Underneath.’ The couple climbed down from their air-conditioned four-wheel drive, reeling as the hot air enveloped them. A man crawled out from under the jacked-up car.

‘Had a prang, eh mate?’ Kev called as the young man emerged.

‘Yeah, bloody bad luck. That and a few other complications. Thanks for turning up. I was getting worried no one was going to come by. There’s not

 

much traffic in these parts even with the big gig on at the station.’ Bobby tried to sound nonchalant but he had been relieved to see the four-wheel drive pull up. He noticed that they were a smart, well-dressed couple. Kevin was tall and thin but fit like a man used to working out in a gym. He had cropped grey hair and even features; he sounded educated, like a lawyer or a manager of some kind, Bobby thought. His wife had freckles, a ready smile and pale blonde hair streaked with grey. She looked friendly and warm hearted.

‘What’s up? Can we help? I’m Kev Lean, this is Bette.’ They all shook hands.

‘Bobby Ching. I’m driving a bloke from Broome up to the races. We hit a bloody big roo early today. My passenger went off for a loo stop and a bit of a wander, and he hasn’t come back. I’ve been as far as I’m game to, looking for him. But I’m not heading out there in this heat with no idea which direction to go in.’

‘Rule number one, stay with the vehicle,’ said Bette as if quoting the manual on safe outback driving, and Kevin raised a sympathetic eyebrow for Bobby’s benefit.

‘Yes, it was stupid of me to let him go. I tried to make him understand how dangerous it could be.’ Bobby sounded worried.

Kev peered under the car and saw where Bobby had dug himself a shallow bed to shelter from the blazing sun.

‘Have you got any cold water, mate?’ asked Bobby, suddenly looking weary.

‘Sure, sure. Come on, hop into the air-conditioning. Get the water bottle out of the Esky,

Bette.’

‘Now, tell us more about your passenger and

what happened,’ Bette said as Bobby drank and

then wiped some water over his face.

‘He’s a German bloke. We were going to the

races at Bradley Station. When the roo hit, the

radiator rammed into the engine. The fan belt and battery are shot so there’s no power or communication. I knew we’d be all right if we waited, but Matthias went walkabout and didn’t

come back.’

‘Has he got water?’ she asked in alarm. ‘Nah. He wasn’t going for long, and I told him not to go far in this country. He said he wouldn’t, but it’s real easy to get disoriented and lost. He said he wanted to take some photos. When he didn’t come back after two hours I started looking, at least close by. Come to think of it, his hat was no bloody good for this country either, just a cap. We’d better see if we can find him. Does your radio

phone work?’

‘Yeah, go ahead.’ As Kevin handed the phone to Bobby, Bette reached for her camera to photograph the stranded taxi. This would make some interesting news in their email newsletter to friends and family in Adelaide.

Bobby got on to Mr Choy in Broome and briefed him quickly then hung up. Suddenly Bobby’s mood seemed to change. It was as if the phone call had jogged him out of the daze of heat

exhaustion. He turned to Kevin. ‘The boss says we gotta look for him.’

‘How fit was he, Bobby?’ ‘He didn’t seem all that fit. A bit overweight, probably in his fifties. Like most of these Europeans and Japanese that come up here for a quick look, he had no idea of just how dangerous it can be out there in the spinifex.’

‘We don’t go off the road if we can help it, certainly not in conditions like this,’ said Kevin. ‘How long before you think help will get here?’

‘Too long. Is there any chance we could unhitch your van and have a bit of a look round? I don’t like his chances if he didn’t find shelter.’

Bette reached out and touched Kevin’s arm. ‘I don’t know, darl.’

Kevin surveyed the inhospitable country beyond the road. ‘I don’t want to take any chances. If we damage our car out on that… get lost, I mean, I want to help, but ‘

‘Listen, mate, he could die out there. He’s been out there all day. Please, you gotta help,’ said Bobby.

‘Of course. Let’s go then.’

The two men drove into the bush, leaving Bette sitting at the edge of the road under the shade of the quickly extended caravan awning. She had her diary out making notes even before the dust of their departure had settled. The adventure had become worrying. Awful scenarios flashed through her mind of the men crashing the four-wheel drive or getting lost.

Kevin was having similar thoughts. For all the adventures he had anticipated, he didn’t really expect anything like this to happen. It was unbelievable that a man who just went off for a little look around the scrub could actually disappear. While the boy beside him seemed decent enough and outback savvy, he didn’t like taking off like this, across blank countryside with no road, no landmarks, or any idea of what they might find

ahead.

‘Have you been out this part of the country

before, Bobby?’

‘Not off the road. Do you have a compass?’ He

tried to joke.

Kevin looked serious. ‘We thought about getting a GPS but I didn’t think we’d go off the roadmap. We have just about every other piece of high-tech gear, though. But they are more aimed at creature comforts.’

Bobby nodded. He’d noticed the expensive outfit they were driving. It was no basic caravan like most of the grey nomads trekked around in. He figured this couple only stayed in top-class

parks.

Kevin peered nervously ahead at the barren landscape. ‘I don’t think we should go too far. I mean, we don’t know what direction he went. Who is coming from Broome to help?’

‘My cousin will get cracking once he hears from Mr Choy. He’s notifying police in Broome and they’ll probably put someone in the air. These air searches are expensive, they don’t do ‘em at the

drop of a hat these days. There have been too many doggo stories and false alarms over the last few months. People panic and call the cops just because they’ve broken down on the highway.’

‘This is not exactly a highway in my book,’ said Kevin. ‘Rough red dirt across the middle of nowhere. I bet it’s a sea of mud when it rains, and it’s a metre of fine powder in the dry. You can’t help feeling isolated.’

‘Scary for city people, eh? But at least you’re experiencing the outback when you leave the bitumen.’ Bobby glanced around. ‘And you don’t know what you’re going to find when you get off the beaten track. No itinerary, no plans, no people. Thrown on your own resources.’

‘That’s not very sensible, or safe,’ said Kevin stiffly.

‘Ah, don’t worry, I’m a bit Aboriginal, I know what to do.’ Bobby tried to laugh but it sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

Kevin drove cautiously, surprised that what he thought looked like flat country was full of ditches and channels. He hoped Bobby was taking note of the direction they had come from because he was concentrating solely on twisting and turning the wheel to avoid stones and rocks and spiky bushes. He was squinting, leaning forward, peering through the dusty windscreen covered by wire mesh when suddenly Bobby pointed.

‘Over there, to the right a bit. Where those birds are circling. Near the trees.’

‘I don’t see anything except a bloody lot of

spinifex,’ Kevin said as he turned the wheel. Soon they were on what looked like a very shallow

dried-up creek bed.

‘On the other side, take it easy getting across. I think we’ve found him,’ said Bobby, already preparing to jump from the cab.

On the other side of the gully of sand was the body of the German man, close by a stunted tree, its dead spiky branches reaching to the sky as if

signalling for help.

‘Jesus, is he dead?’ wondered Kevin aloud, and he blew the horn to scare away the two huge birds that were circling nearby.

Seconds later he stopped the engine and joined Bobby alongside Matthias. The man was lying on his side looking as if he were comfortably asleep, except for the cracked red skin and bloodied swollen mouth. Bobby rolled him over and

propped him up.

‘Okay. He’s breathing. Get some water, Kev. He’s badly dehydrated.’ He felt the man’s pulse. It was weak and irregular. ‘I don’t like this. Maybe he’s got a heart problem.’

Kevin was shocked at the man’s appearance. ‘We should have brought Bette, she’s had some

nursing experience.’

Bobby worked on the limp body, talking to Matthias as he massaged his chest. ‘Come on, mate, you can do it. We’ll have you outta here soon. Don’t want you to be dinner for bloody eagles, it’s bad for tourism. Come on now.’

‘I’ll get on to the Flying Doctor,’ snapped Kev,

anxious to be more useful, and he dashed to the radio in his wagon.

Matthias coughed, his head rolled and his eyelids fluttered. Bobby poured water into his mouth and over his head.

Groggily he responded. He was barely conscious, but managed to swallow the water. His hand fluttered weakly and reached out towards Bobby, who grasped it. ‘It’s okay, mate, you’re going to be fine. The doc has been called and she’ll be on the way quick smart. Pretty hot doc too. A real nice lady … blonde, like you.’

Bobby gave Kevin a worried look as he stepped out of the four-wheel drive. ‘Did you get on to them?’

‘Yeah. But where the hell are we?’

‘Let me talk to them. Take over here. Keep giving him water … not too much at a time. His breathing is weak.’

Kevin knelt in the dust and lifted the man’s head. His bloodshot blue eyes stared blankly at Kevin who forced a big smile. ‘G’day, Matthias. I’m Kevin. You took a bit of a walk, eh?’

‘Ya,’ he managed weakly.

‘You should’ve realised this isn’t Sound of Music country. The only people who dance around this sort of scrub are the Aborigines, mate.’

Bobby finished talking and replaced the phone. ‘Let’s move him into the car. We’re lucky, the Flying Doctor has a plane in the vicinity. They should be here in an hour or so.’

‘How will they find us out here? And where will they land?’ asked Kevin, slightly incredulously.

‘I had to fill in my time while I was stuck back at the taxi. So I worked out the mileage and roughly where we were. We’re only about five it’s off what passes as the main road. They’ll find us. Let’s drive back to the road, it’s an easier place for

them to land.’

Kevin drove carefully, conscious of the slumped man in the back seat with Bobby. It was easy to drive back in their fresh wheel tracks. As soon as they saw the caravan Kevin blew the horn, but Bette had heard them coming long before. She was relieved they were back, and when she saw Matthias she ran into the caravan to collect her first-aid box. Bobby pulled a swag from the boot of the taxi and spread it under the van awning, and soon the rescued man was responding, vaguely, but it was a good sign. He even managed a smile when Bette began treating the severe sunburn on his face.

‘Aloe vera cream,’ she told him, ‘absolutely first class for sunburn and you have a bad case of it.’ She saw he needed more serious medical attention than her first-aid kit could provide.

By the time the Flying Doctor plane had located them, Matthias was fully conscious, but still very distressed. The plane skidded along the dirt road in a controlled but bumpy landing. A woman with a medical kit leaped out as soon as the propellers stopped.

After a quick briefing from Bobby and a nodded

hello to the Leans, she checked Matthias and gave him a shot. ‘Bad dehydration, skin damage from sunburn, heart still not one hundred per cent, but he should be all right. We’ve got oxygen on board. We’ll get him back to Broome.’

‘Thanks, Doc. Too bad he’ll miss the races,’ said Bobby.

The doctor didn’t smile. Typical Broome reaction. C’mon, give us a hand to get him on board.’

As they lifted the stretcher into the light plane, Matthias struggled to sit up. ‘My bag, my things … I must go …’ he gasped.

‘It’s okay, mate. I’ll bring ‘em back to Broome for you. You just get going. I’ll see you in a day or so, no worries.’

Matthias struggled. ‘Bradley Station, must go …’

The pilot slammed the door before Matthias could say any more and the plane roared down the road and into the air.

‘What are you going to do about the taxi?’ asked Kevin. ‘You’re welcome to travel with us. We’re heading where you must be going, the big race event at Bradley Station. Then we head back to Broome. We plan on spending the winter there.’

‘That’ll be nice for you. Thanks for the offer, but I’ll grab some tucker and water off you if I can and wait for my cousin. I’ll give him and Mr Choy another call on your system, if you don’t mind, just to let them know what’s happening.’

The call was reassuring. Bobby was told that a repair and towing team would be there early the

next morning. It wasn’t long before the van had been hooked up and the Leans were ready to set

off.

‘We’re going to camp the night a few it’s down the road then head to Bradley Station tomorrow. When we’re back in Broome, look us up in the Buccaneer Caravan Park,’ said Bette brightly as she shook hands with Bobby. She was now in high spirits, buoyed by the drama and its outcome. ‘I’ll do that. I owe you one. Thanks for your

help.’

‘Oh, it was a pleasure,’ she responded automatically, then realised how absurd the remark sounded and burst out laughing.

‘Welcome to the real outback,’ said Bobby. After the Leans had left, Bobby rigged up the tarpaulin they’d lent him to provide some shade, and set up a stone fireplace for brewing a billy of tea and heating up a tinned stew as the sun set. He felt exhausted, not just tired, but completely drained. He’d been really scared, if the truth were known. He put this feeling down to delayed shock, but a sense of failure and frustration overwhelmed him. ‘I’m bloody cursed,’ he told himself. Every time I get a fresh start I mess it up. Who’d hire me as a tour guide after all this? he

wondered.

He gulfed his sleeping gear our of the boot and was moving Matthias’ rucksack when a surge of curiosity stirred him. He knew almost nothing about the man who had caused all this drama, except that he had an important rendezvous with

someone at the races. Bobby had mentioned that it was an odd place to meet up, but Matthias was clearly uncomfortable about the questioning. Bobby wondered what Matthias’ belongings might tell him. He opened the rucksack and went through the contents. Nothing out of the ordinary in the way of clothes, a torch, shaving and toilet kit, a small diary filled with notes in German, photos, spare shoes, sandals. At the bottom, wrapped in a towel, was a small wooden box. In an era of plastic bags for everything, Bobby was intrigued by the well-made box with its smart brass fitting. He twisted the catch and the lid opened smoothly.

Inside was a metal object which he thought might be a pendant, a souvenir of some kind. It was a crafted image of the sun, rimmed in turquoise. The centre was inlaid with brass or maybe gold and radiating from it were seven rays that ended in bud-like shapes, almost like rosebuds. After puzzling over it a while longer, Bobby put the piece back in the box and settled down to sleep on the back seat.

Was he still dreaming? So many troubled sensations and images had accompanied him through the evening. Now here was a hideous face, sneering, leering, spitting at him. All yellow teeth and putrid breath. The spitball on the face brought Bobby fully awake with a shock.

It was daylight. A camel had its head through

the window. At his shout the beast was yanked away and a sun-shrivelled human face peered in at

him.

‘You okay, mate?’

Bobby scrambled from the car to find two laden camels and four young ones linked together, led by an old man. Although on closer inspection he might not be as old as he seemed. He seemed to be fashioned from well-worn leather, with eyes like dates and a wisp of a moustache. He wore a hat with a woven band and a small tassel.

‘God, I didn’t expect company out here,’ said Bobby. ‘You’re the camel man from Broome, aren’t you? I’ve seen you out at Cable Beach.’

‘Yes, that’s right. I am Farouz.’ He gave a slight bow. ‘Do you need some help?’

‘Bobby Ching. Hopefully help is on the way. There’s been a bit of an accident,’ said Bobby laconically and told him what had happened as he lit the fire to make a morning billy of tea.

‘A most unusual incident. A German visitor,

you say?’

‘Yeah, Matthias Stern. He was really keen to hit the races at Bradley Station. He said he was meeting someone there. Hooking up with another travelling friend, I guess.’

‘Very probably,’ said Farouz as if concluding that part of the conversation. ‘Is your father Clarrie Ching?’ Bobby nodded and Farouz gave a small smile. ‘We know each other. I used to carry stuff for Clarrie, gear for miners, before he bought the trucks. He still working?’

‘If you call sitting in an office at a computer all day working, yeah.’

‘We live in a fast changing world,’ said Farouz. He finished his tea and glanced at the sun. ‘I must leave soon. I’ll walk through the rest of the morning, make camp and walk again in the cool of the evening.’

‘Have you been rounding up some strays?’ Bobby indicated the young camels.

‘Fresh breeding stock. Now we’re headed to my place in the dunes at Broome. You say you have help completely organised?’

‘No worries. Thanks. The mob from Broome will turn up soon. I organised all that late yesterday.’

‘It might be a slow trip back if you’ve got to be towed,’ said Farouz.

‘Not as slow as yours, mate.’

They both laughed and walked over to the camels. Farouz adjusted the packs, checked the leads, and was about to go when Bobby’s attention was seized by a pattern woven into the faded saddlecloth on one of the camels. It somehow looked familiar.

‘What’s the design on that rug, Farouz?’

The old man patted it, sending dust flying up in a small cloud. ‘It’s from the old country, Afghanistan. Thanks for the tea. Good luck, Bobby.’

‘Latcho drom. Safe journey, Farouz.’

Bobby poured the dregs from the billy into a tin mug and sat in the shade of the tarp thinking about Matthias. He thought too of the strange sun

in the box. And then it hit him. The hand-crafted sun with its bud-like rays was almost identical to the pattern woven into the saddlecloth on Farouz’s camel.

‘Well, bugger me,’ he said in astonishment to himself. ‘Now what could that mean?’



Chapter Two

against the sun setting into the Indian ocean, the string of sashaying camels and tourists astride them became black silhouettes. Led by a man on foot, they made their way across the lawns edging the resort, the ridiculous red tail-light on the last camel winking in the brilliance of a Broome sunset.

From the most famous vantage point in Broome - the Sunset Bar of the Cable Beach Club - guests, tourists and locals gathered to watch as the camels passed. Many of the spectators raised their glasses in salute, exchanged smiles and congratulated each other on spending another day in paradise.

Lily lifted her chilled white wine, pausing to note how the liquid changed to a deeper gold as the sunset flashed into the glass bowl. The colours are always best like this, a bit of cloud to break the

rays, no wind. The perfect end to the day, don’t

you think?’

Dale leaned towards her. ‘Come back, live here. You know your roots are here.’

Lily gazed to sea and didn’t answer for a moment. Idly she fondled the magnificent strand of pearls lying against her linen shirt. The mellow globules seemed to catch the light, their lustre turning a richer creamy golden pink. ‘I still have commitments in Sydney.’

‘Quit it, Lily. Being the supervisor of a medical laboratory can’t be so fulfilling after all these years. You’re still young enough to build a whole new career.’

The gregarious and attractive Dale Cavendish had done just that. From working in Mt Isa as a builder he’d moved to Broome, started a fishing charter, then gone into heavy machinery, finally becoming a major construction supplier. He’d built an impressive property of his own out past Cable Beach, and he had taken advantage of the first wave of tourism and development in Broome. He now studied his elegant companion. In her early fifties Lily Barton was beautiful, soft and full of energy. She looked years younger, yet she had a gentle kind of wisdom in her eyes. She was the sort of woman people felt comfortable with. As soon as they met her they wanted to share with her the burden of their life story.

‘And do what, Dale? I don’t see retirement as much fun on my own.’ She didn’t tell him, nor had she told anyone except her daughter Sami,

that she had already taken early retirement and was now a free woman with a substantial nest egg. Lily didn’t want any pressure from Dale or anyone else.

‘You don’t have to be on your own,’ he reminded her gently.

Lily smiled. ‘Thank you, Dale. But I’m not entirely on my own, I have a daughter and a very special extended family.’

‘A very adventurous daughter. Where is Samantha?’

‘Out in the desert somewhere. On the trail of some old Aboriginal art sites for her research, in the traditional tribal country.’

‘Alone?’ Dale raised an eyebrow. His interest in Aborigines was confined to collecting examples of good indigenous art as an investment, and attending the occasional function in Broome that showcased Aboriginal culture.

‘She’s a very independent creature. I’m sure she’ll turn up when she’s ready. She has her dog and a satellite phone and makes occasional contact.’

Dale was a little puzzled by Lily’s vague reply and decided it was best to change the subject. ‘So, back to something more immediate. Let’s have dinner.’

‘Another time, thanks Dale. I told you I promised Rosie and her family I’d go there for a welcome-home dinner.’ She leaned over and kissed him lightly. ‘Sundowners only tonight, remember.’

‘Well then, one more Margaret River verdelho

to welcome the cool of evening,’ he ventured with a grin.

‘Lily, you aren’t happy with the new businesses in town?’ said Rosie as they settled on the verandah of the beautiful old bungalow after Lily’s first full day back in Broome.

‘Tourists don’t come to Broome for hamburgers; Broome Brewery beer maybe. They come to enjoy the beauty, the beaches, the heritage. And they should enjoy the local cuisine,’ she replied. ‘Of course, you can’t escape the fact pearling made this town and it still holds a fascination for outsiders.’ ‘There’s a rumour some of the old bungalows might have to go. They don’t meet the current building specifications,’ Rosie added, watching

Lily carefully.

‘What! Are the heritage people onto this? Even the tourist board knows that’s the sort of thing people want to see!’

Rosie pounced. ‘So why don’t you help save these places? Stay here and fight the good fight. You could do a lot for the town. But you have to be one of us, living here, to be effective.’

‘Is this my new career you’re planning for me?’

asked Lily mildly.

‘Lily, you’ve said as much yourself, that when you retire from the lab you don’t want to opt out of life and sit on the verandah all day. Broome could be a challenge for you. You have a vested interest here, after all.’

Lily didn’t answer. Harlan, Rosie’s husband, came to replenish their drinks.

‘More wine? Coffee? Lizzie is finally out of the bath, I’ll do the bedtime story. And Lily, Biddy wants to see you again before you go.’

She smiled at the handsome lawyer. The picture of him telling his daughter a story contrasted with his impassioned speeches in court and it amused her. Lily had been so happy when Rosie had met Harlan in New York at her art show. He always maintained their meeting must have been arranged, and anyway they’d been the only two Kimberley Aborigines in the room or possibly the whole of New York at the time. It was destiny, he joked, and fatalistic Rosie agreed.

Now they had a dear little five-year-old girl, Lizzie, whom Aunty Lily spoiled as much as she could.

She stood up. ‘I’ll kiss Lizzie goodnight and see Biddy. I thought she’d be asleep. I’ll go in at once. And as I’m walking home I’ll have another glass of that excellent red, thanks Harlan.’

-‘Biddy dozes on and off in little bursts, don’t rush. But sometimes she’s back in the old days and not the present,’ said Rosie. ‘Often she seems to remember the past with far more clarity than yesterday.’

Pushing ninety was a great feat for an Aboriginal woman who’d worked hard all her life, thought Lily. How much history of the town was bound up in her story? Rosie had taped and transcribed the stories of how Biddy had come as a

young Bardi girl from the coast to be trained at the convent up north and put to work as a domestic in Broome for the white pearling masters. It was only when she started to work for Captain Tyndall that Biddy found herself part of a family. And family looked after family, so she was seeing out her days in the care of her people, in the home that Captain Tyndall and Olivia had lived in and loved.

The room was dim, a mellow softness of moonlight and lamplight. No sad shadows lurked here. Biddy was wizened, her deep black skin seeming faded from age, but her eyes were bright and her mouth crinkled into an almost toothless smile as she recognised Lily’s voice.

‘Glad you’re awake Biddy, love.’

‘Plenty time for sleepin’. You goin’ away soon?’

‘No. I’m here for a few weeks yet. Lots of time for visiting you before I go home.’ Lily sat in a small wicker chair beside the bed.

‘This your home. Your country. Your people. You not a city lady. You learnin’ up your stories?’

‘I’m trying, Biddy. I’ll go down and sit with the women when I’m settled. Sometimes they find it hard to talk with white family.’

‘Them old women know you. They know the stories. Gotta know your tribe, Lil.’ She reached for Lily’s hand, her spindly grip still firm. ‘Where your girl be, eh?’

‘Sami is working out in the desert up north. She’s coming here, Biddy.’

‘She got to know who she is. She don’ know

‘bout herself. Can’t be happy till you know yerself.’ Biddy was right, thought Lily. Until you know who you are and where you belong, where you fit in, you can’t be truly happy. Maybe this accounted for Sami’s restless, quicksilver nature. She was afraid to settle in one place too long in case she had to address the issue of her family roots.

‘You bring that girl. You got to know your people. All of dem.’ Biddy closed her eyes. The bony figure between the white sheets was silent. Lily quietly stroked the old woman’s hand.

After a while Biddy spoke again, but didn’t open her eyes. ‘I kin hear the music. Time to dance and sing. Nice here in the shade of dis old tree. Good to touch the ground. She our mother. I hear you singing, mother …’ A low grunt became a singsong wail, a gentle lifting and receding like the tide around the mangroves.

Rosie appeared at the door. ‘She’s some place else, Lil. Come back to the verandah. She’s happy, she’s fine.’

The next morning at the recently developed Pearl Luggers Museum down by the mangroves, but only a block from the main street, Lily hovered behind a group of tourists looking at the old photos of luggers at sea and in port, and pearling crews standing beside huge mounds of shells. She studied the photographs of the pearling masters in their white uniforms, searching for a familiar face. Then, after glancing at a display of an original

hard-hat helmet and diving suit, early snorkel gear and air tanks, she stepped outside into the glare of the Broome morning. She put on sunglasses and a straw hat before looking over the two beautifully restored luggers at permanent dry berths.

‘Lily! Welcome back.’ The cheerful voice of one of Broome’s great characters - ‘Salty’ Baillieu - called to her. The former pearl diver now managed the Pearl Luggers Project, which gave visitors a sense of Broome’s pearling days.

‘You have no idea how great it is to be back, Salty.’

‘Ah, sounds like you’ve still got the homelands bug then,’ he laughed.

‘More than ever, I think,’ said Lily with resignation. ‘I’ve just enjoyed the talk and video presentation. It’s a wonderful insight into the old days.’

‘Having been divers, Dave and I can speak from experience. Not that I was ever in a hard hat! So, what do you think of our lugger project?’ He gestured at the two vessels.

‘It’s wonderful to see them restored. Do you know, seven years back when I first came here to Broome there wasn’t a lugger to be seen.’

They walked along the narrow jetty reaching into Dampier Creek behind the Pearl Luggers Museum and office.

‘Did you have an opening party?’

‘Yes, I wish you could have been here. We had some of the last of the hard-hat divers here who raised the flags on the old luggers. I think they

were very moved to see the boats restored like this.’

‘Sounds very nostalgic.’

‘It was, but we’re looking to the future,’ he responded in a businesslike tone. ‘Got to move with the times, Lily.’

‘But at Broome pace, eh?’ Lily added with a grin. ‘Indeed,’ laughed the old sea dog. ‘Now, how long are you here? I’m tied up with things so I can’t make it out to the bush for the Bradley Races. Bill Reed has organised a charter plane. You should go - he’d love to have you along. It’s an event not to be missed.’

‘I’ll give him a call and catch up. Might as well experience something new out here. Once I’m in Broome I rarely venture far away. It’s just so nice being here.’

‘You should go up to one of the farms. I’ve got a mate up north, Damien Lake, who has a pretty decent pearl farm. He’s a friend of Bill’s too. We’ll fix it up for a visit if you’d like.’

‘Outback races and a pearl farm. Sound good to me. Thanks heaps.’

‘A pleasure. Maybe we’ll convince you to stay this trip.’

Lily smiled. ‘Who knows?’

Lily wondered what she’d let herself in for as the plane with Bill Reed’s party on board circled Bradley Station, a vast cattle station in the northeast

Kimberley. From the air the homestead was a small oasis in the vast red desert. Its normal isolation was broken by the mass of vehicles, planes, people, stock and temporary campsites, and the focal point - a stage in the centre of a freshly marked racetrack. Such a shame Dale was away on business. He’d probably enjoy this, Lily thought.

Bill Reed, sitting across from her in the narrow aisle, looked fit and tanned, dressed in his usual impeccably pressed shorts and casual silk shirt. After meeting Bill at a social function on her second trip to Broome, the former pearler now jewellery retailer of Linneys of Broome had become Lily’s good friend. Through Bill she had met some of the most interesting people in Broome from all walks of life, as well as visitors from around the world. He leaned over and spoke above the engine noise. ‘Good thing we’re here in the Dry. The station gets cut off in the Wet - creek crossings are impassable once the Durack and Pentecost rivers start a big run. Mail plane comes in twice a week from Kununurra.’

‘So where are we?’ asked Lily.

‘Well if we kept flying west the next big town we’d hit would be Wyndham, but we’re further north. It’s so much easier to fly than drive, the track gets a bit rugged once you turn off the Kalumburu Road.’ He looked out the window. ‘Looks like they’ve got a good roll-up. They were expecting about a thousand or so. It’s been advertised for months.’

‘Where do we all stay?’

‘There’s a lot of empty land down there.’ Bill grinned, his round face beaming. ‘We’ll be staying in very comfortable tents. The tourists camp in swags or bring their caravans.’

Kevin and Bette, who’d heard about the race meet not long after they set out on their trip, were a bit taken aback when they arrived. The whole set-up was much more organised and elaborate than they’d expected. Jackeroos at the road leading into the station held out buckets for cash donations and the entrance fee. An attractive jillaroo welcomed arrivals, handing out an information sheet. ‘Everything from when food is on, the program, a few housekeeping rules we ask you to mind and where the lavs are,’ she said cheerfully.

‘Are there showers?’ asked Bette tentatively. ‘Not really, water is always an issue out here. I wouldn’t advise jumping into the dams, the cattle have messed them up. A few people put metal containers in the coals of the campfire after dinner so they can have a warm wash at night or in the morning.’

‘What about the loo situation?’ asked Kev. ‘How many people are here?’

‘We’re estimating there are around fifteen hundred now. The tractor has been out with the post digger making long drops with half a forty-four gallon drum as a seat. They’re screened with hessian and there’s a hurricane lamp hanging in each one, so you’ll find them quite adequate.’

‘You’re going to experience the real outback,’ Bobby said cheerfully from the back seat.

‘Looks like it,’ said Kevin. Bobby’s cousin and his mates had turned up to take the taxi back to Broome and given Bobby a lift so he could catch up with Bette and Kevin and take them up on their offer of a lift to the races.

He had explained to them, ‘I felt sorry for Matthias, his meeting at the races sounded so important. So I figured I’d grab his pack and see if I can find his mate and explain what happened to

him.’

Bette had thought it was very decent of him and they were happy to have him travel with

them.

‘I’ll see if this sheila can find Matthias’ mate,’

Bobby said as he jumped down and gave his best

smile to the jillaroo.

‘I’ve come in a mate’s place. He got crook and couldn’t make it. He was supposed to find a fella

here.’

She consulted her clipboard. ‘We have several

friends planning to meet up, what was his name?’ ‘I don’t know. My mate’s name is Matthias.’

He had to think for a minute to recall Matthias’

last name. ‘Stern. That’s it.’

She flipped through the papers attached to her

folder. ‘Ah yes, there’s a message for a Matthias Stern. If you’re meeting up with his friend you should bring your gear over to the northwest corner of the track. It’s near where the rodeo people have thrown their swags.’ She turned to Bette and

Kev. ‘Everyone with rigs like yours with all the mod cons are asked to drive over there and set up on the flat, past the main campfire.’ She waved an arm in the direction of the campfire site and Kev nodded. ‘You can take your time getting settled in, there’s dinner and a rodeo tonight. The camel race and cricket match are on tomorrow, the big concert’s on tomorrow night and there’s a recovery breakfast and farewell the next morning. Enjoy yourselves.’

Bobby took his small bag and Matthias’ backpack from the car and smiled at them both. Thanks for the lift, I guess we’ll run into each other during this shindig.’

Too right. By the way, we’ll probably get an early start back to Broome soon after that recovery breakfast, if you want a lift home,’ said Kev.

‘We have ages yet!’ Bette said. ‘Let’s enjoy ourselves and not make any plans. He always wants to be on the road at daybreak.’ She gave her husband a playful dig in the ribs.

‘Look who’s talking! The biggest schedule maker and planner on the block.’

Bobby laughed. ‘Not out here. Now you’re getting into Over The Range mode. Once you cross into Kimberley country, it’s a whole new way of life. Catch you later.’

He wandered among the campers setting up their tents and sorting out their swags, sitting around in fold-up chairs with drinks in hand, chatting and preparing for the evening festivities. It had the air of a boot camp mixed with a country race

meeting and scout jamboree. Bobby thought how bizarre it was that past the station buildings there was nothing around for hundreds and hundreds of kilometres. Out here they were a small speck on a very empty map.

He found the general area the girl had told him about and finally, set apart from everyone else, he came to a tent with a large tag tied to it that read ‘Matthias Stern’.

He stuck his head inside. A sleeping bag and pillow with a large backpack were propped in a corner leaving a comfortable amount of room for someone else to sleep in. Bobby dropped his small swag and Matthias’ pack and looked again at the backpack. Every zip was secured with small but strong padlocks; it obviously belonged to a traveller who’d learned to be careful.

Bobby stepped out into the sunlight and came face to face with an older man. He paused, smiled and held out his hand. ‘G’day, mate, is this your camp?’

His outstretched hand was ignored. ‘Indeed it is. I am expecting a friend. What were you doing inside?’

The man had an accent Bobby couldn’t place. ‘Yeah, I know about your friend. Matthias Stern. I was just dumping some of his gear inside. And mine. I’m sorry to give you bad news, mate, but he’s had a bit of an accident.’

‘An accident? How, what happened? How bad is he?’ His eyes narrowed and Bobby realised the man was staring at him with deep suspicion. He was dressed in a white Nehru shirt that hung out over long cotton slacks. Hearing fifty, he was stocky, muscular and olive-skinned with a shaved head and dark goatee beard. To Bobby he looked out of place among the other campers.

‘He’s in Broome hospital for a bit. He’ll be fine soon enough. My name is Bobby Ching, I’m from Broome and Matthias hired my taxi to get him up here. Thought the least I could do was to put you in the picture.’

There was a moment of silence as the man absorbed the news, then the tension in his face eased a little. ‘Please, sit down and tell me the details. I must apologise for the initial reaction. I am Hajid.’ They shook hands and then sat on a log close by the tent.

‘I was driving him here when we hit a roo and my taxi broke down. Matthias unwisely took off for a bit of a wander in the scrub, he wouldn’t listen to me. Lucky he didn’t die out there.’

Hajid was listening intently. ‘He set out to walk? In the desert?’ He thought a moment. ‘Yes. I can imagine he would do such a thing.’

‘Yeah, well it’s easy to get disoriented out there. Our radio was gone so we couldn’t call anyone. He was very determined to get here and meet you. As I said, I figured the least I could do for him was to let you know what happened. You two old friends?’ Bobby waited for an explanation but none came.

‘Where are his personal effects?’

‘Oh, I’ve got his bag.’ Bobby pointed to the

tent. ‘I’ll give it to him when I go back to Broome in a couple of days.’

‘That is good of you, to come so far to tell me this.’ The man relaxed and smiled for the first time. ‘Do you know Matthias well? Did you talk much?’

‘Nah. I met him in a pub one night. We yarned a bit and when I told him I drove a taxi he hired me to come out here. He’ll be sorry to miss all this, looks like quite a do.’

‘Apparently.’

Hajid gave Bobby the impression of being a businessman. Bobby noticed the expensive, elaborate watch, a large gold ring and a gold chain around his neck. He was trying to pin a nationality on him. Greek? Arab? Pakistani? Yes, that seemed closer to the mark. ‘So, are you a tourist? On holiday?’ he asked.

‘In a manner of speaking. Are you going to stay for the races and the show?’

Bobby sensed the man was changing the subject. ‘Well, now I’m here …’ He shrugged. Bobby found it hard to explain to himself why he’d come, let alone to this stranger. ‘Matthias seemed very keen to get here and see you. Are you travelling together?’

Hajid hesitated, searching for the right words. ‘We have worked together. I knew of him at his university in Stuttgart. We met in Malaysia.’

‘Ah, you’re into archaeology too then?’ asked Bobby, smiling.

‘In a way. We were planning a small expedition. But that will have to wait perhaps.’

‘Oh, he’ll be fine soon enough,’ Bobby assured him. ‘Will you be going to Broome?’

‘I don’t think so. We shall have to rearrange our rendezvous. Now, perhaps you can tell me something about the order of the proceedings here.’

Bobby soon discovered the heart of this remote cattle station of thousands of hectares was, for this weekend at least, as bustling as a big town at annual show time. He kept running into people he knew, people from all over the Kimberley and the coast. It was an event held each year to raise money for the Royal Flying Doctor Service, and it gave people from scattered townships and isolated pastoral families an excuse to get together and have fun. Because of the distances involved, such opportunities to socialise were rare and not surprisingly, they soon became popular events for tourists as well. Everyone who came was generous with their money knowing it was going to an organisation they all valued.

Lily hadn’t felt this sociable for months. So many events all at once was full on. She was delighted to find she had a comfortable tent in a semicircle of others around a campfire near a thatched eating shelter. Their arrangements were for better than those of the many campers who chose to sleep under the stars in their swags. Then there were the visitors like Kev and Bette, who set UP their caravans and made themselves at home

despite the lack of electricity and the rather primitive washing arrangements.

The bustle of activity, the animals, the expectation of a show full of surprises and danger reminded Lily of wandering around the circus when she was a child. Dogs were tethered to trees and trucks and, close by, a dozen camels were penned, their racing harnesses draped over a railing. A couple of metres away she came across Bill’s group who had set up a smart picnic with tables and chairs and a white tablecloth, with gum leaves as a centrepiece, a champagne bucket and good glasses. She was reminded of picnics at the Melbourne Cup, and the contrasting images made her laugh out loud. But it went unnoticed in the light-hearted chatter as Bill poured another round of drinks.

‘I’m looking forward to the show. How fabulous to get Yvonne Kenny. Good on her,’ said Judy, a real estate agent who’d flown up with Lily.

‘I reckon the camel race will have to be a highlight,’ announced Steve, the Broome restaurateur. ‘Anything can win that - the form is an utter but delightful mystery.’

‘Well, of course there’s no point in betting then, is there?’ asked Lily.

‘Bloody oath, there is. That’s the whole idea!’ Steve said, laughing. ‘To do your dough.’

‘All for a good cause,’ added Bill.

The two days were organised from breakfast till after dinner. The cricket teams were made up of

men from cattle stations in the region, the rodeo had attracted hopeful amateurs and professionals from all over the northeast, and everyone was looking forward to the big concert where the world famous Australian soprano Yvonne Kenny had graciously agreed to sing to support the Flying Doctor Service. She had flown in the day before and was staying at the homestead before flying down to Perth for a recital, then returning to Europe.

On the second morning, as Lily walked back from the main campfire with a steaming mug of tea, she was surprised to see Bobby Ching.

He greeted her with a huge grin. ‘Hey, Lily, how’s it going? I heard you were back in Broome. I might have known you’d be up here with the social set.’

Lily was fond of the bright young man she’d met a few years back. Pauline Despar had introduced him as someone with big ideas and always ready to do an odd job. ‘Bobby! This is very different but lots of fun. I’m here with friends from Broome. I didn’t know you were coming up too.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s a long story. I’m here ‘cause I suppose I’m helping out a customer, my passenger. I’m staying with a bloke who’s a bit of a pain.’

‘Oh, how come?’ Lily asked as they walked towards the eating area where chops, sausages and eggs were being cooked.

‘It’s his mate, they were supposed to meet up here. But along the way my passenger got real crook and had to be flown back to Broome.’

Bobby decided to abbreviate the story. ‘I came in his place to explain things to his friend, this strange foreign bloke. He’s very stand-offish. I don’t know what the heck he’s doing here. He’s always wandering off by himself,’ said Bobby thoughtfully. ‘I mean, he’s weird, creepy.’

‘This does all sound a bit odd. Have you tried to talk to him?’

‘Sort of. But he always changes the subject. He hangs around the tent all the time, like he’s waiting for something. He doesn’t seem too interested in what’s going on here.’

‘Maybe he’s shy. Maybe his English isn’t very

good.’

‘Nah. Say, Lily, maybe you’d have better luck. He’s a worldly kinda guy. Or maybe he doesn’t like mixed-race people. Perhaps he thinks I won’t understand. Why don’t you talk to him? Please?’

‘What about? What do you want to know,

Bobby?’

‘Dunno. It’s like he’s always watching me. I can’t figure what he and Matthias had to meet about. If I go back and see Matthias I want to tell him something … I mean, I tried to be helpful, now it seems a waste of time. I’m buggered if I can figure out why they had to meet.’

‘Bobby, I’d like to help, but I’m not sure what it is I’m supposed to do,’ Lily said. Then, seeing Bobby’s face she added more brightly, ‘Well, just being sociable can’t hurt. Why don’t you introduce

me?’

While preparations were under way for the

camel race, Bobby introduced Lily to Hajid. He apologised for not knowing his surname, but Hajid didn’t offer it. Bobby realised there wasn’t much point staying around so he excused himself and left them together.

They chatted about the carnival atmosphere at the property, the countryside and the remarkable preparations for the races. Hajid’s English was impeccable, as were his manners, but he gave nothing away. It was very practised small talk and Bobby was right, Lily found there was something very unnerving about him. ‘Your name is unusual,’ she asked casually. ‘Where in Europe are you from?’ She hadn’t been able to identify his accent.

Hajid gave a slight smile. ‘I have lived in many places, dear lady.’

When he didn’t elaborate further, Lily asked, ‘Did your family move around a lot or is it your business? Are you here on holidays?’

He didn’t answer but studied her with faint amusement.

Lily pressed on. ‘I gather you were to meet a friend here. Bobby told me he had an accident. Such a pity.’

‘Accidents do happen I’m afraid.’

‘So you’ll see him in Broome?’

Hajid paused, looking a little annoyed and then gave a thin mean smile. ‘So many questions. Is this the Australian way?’

‘Possibly just a woman’s way,’ she answered lightly. She was finding him disturbing and deliberately evasive. ‘We tend to be curious creatures.’

‘That is an international trait, I believe,’ he agreed with a smile. ‘I am in Australia on business and I took the opportunity to experience some of the essence of the country. And before you ask what my business is,’ he gave a slight inclination of his head and Lily blushed, ‘I am an art dealer,

on sabbatical.’

Lily wanted to ask what kind of art he dealt in but she was beginning to feel embarrassed at her blatant probing. Suddenly Hajid excused himself as he saw Bobby helping one of the riders with his camel, and Kev and Bette with their camera, photographing the whole scene.

‘I am sure we shall have an opportunity to talk more.’ He hurried away towards his tent.

Lily strolled over and watched Bobby help saddle the fidgety animal. Bobby raised an enquiring eyebrow. ‘Your friend is an art dealer,’ she said. ‘I didn’t find out anything else. He is either very clever, very private, or very evasive. In fact, tick all of the above,’ she decided.

‘Oh well, maybe that’s what he and Matthias had in common,’ said Bobby. ‘Matthias was teaching archaeology, and art too, I think.’

‘Do you know much about camels?’ asked Lily as Bobby struggled with the camel, which seemed reluctant to be saddled.

‘Not much. They’re a bugger of an animal.’

‘You can say that again,’ agreed Luke, the

young man who was preparing to ride it. ‘We need

a few more jockeys. You want to try, Bobby? Or

what about your lady friend? All you have to do is sit on it and hang on. They go like the clappers once they take off. I’ve got a sure thing, and the jockey gets prize money.’

‘Good heavens, no,’ exclaimed Lily with a laugh.

‘How much? For winning?’ asked Bobby, his face earnest.

‘Bobby, you’re not thinking of riding?’ said Lily.

‘I could do with a jackpot. I don’t think I have a taxi-driving job to go back to,’ he said. ‘I might have to try to get back on the luggers.’ He turned to the stockman. ‘Is that all you have to do, hang on? And what’s a sure thing with camels?’

Lily shook her head. ‘Bobby, you’re incorrigible. I’m off to breakfast. See you round.’

‘Put a couple of bucks on me, Lily,’ he called after her. Lily lifted an arm in acknowledgment. She didn’t think he’d really do it.

But later in the day, as the jockeys and their animals lined up for the big race, to her amazement there was Bobby looking a little uncomfortable and concerned atop a rangy camel covered with bald patches. Number twenty-six was painted on its rump in whitewash.

The camels were held back by a rope stretched across in front of them and when they were in rough alignment, a cow bell was banged, the rope dropped by the two men on either side of the track and, to the cheers of the crowd and frenzied urging of the riders, the camels surged forward. There was no railing and several camels began heading

off course, including the mare Bobby was clinging to. He had no control over the reins as the camel seemed unsure of which way to turn and was slowing down, allowing others to overtake them. Then something seemed to click in her mind and she took off in a bolt, shoving the other camels aside, her neck outstretched and aimed straight as an arrow for the finishing line. Bobby glanced back at the chaos behind him, delighted to know he was ahead of the pack but terrified in case he should come off at some height and speed.

And then he saw why his animal was in such haste. At the finish line stood one of the boys holding its calf. Bobby was aboard a frantic mother heading to rescue her offspring. He won the race,

to kneel

forced to lower himself onto Luke’s shoulders to reach the ground before stepping up to claim the

jockey’s prize.

There were some good-natured shouts implying unfair advantage and underhand tactics, but Bobby was elated to be declared the winning jockey and revelled in the absurd moment of glory. He waved to Kev and Bette who’d put money on him and cheered him on for every second of the

mad race.

Back in the tent to clean up before dinner, Bobby was surprised to see Hajid’s belongings had gone. As had Matthias’ backpack.

When he made enquiries at supper he learned that a few people had left on a supply plane, which had brought in extra beer and beef for the larger than expected crowd. The beer was being kept in a big hole in the ground close to the eating area. The hole had been filled with ice and covered in wet hessian bags and then loaded up with cartons of beer from the coldroom at the homestead, and topped up with the new supply.

When Bobby mentioned to Lily about Hajid’s surprise departure, she told him not to worry. ‘He is obviously going to Broome to meet up with Matthias. You did what you could. It’s not your fault he wasn’t very forthcoming.’

Bobby still looked concerned. ‘Funny thing is, I hate to say it, but my stuff was a bit messed up. It looks like someone has been through my things.’

‘Is anything missing?’ asked Lily. ‘Maybe you should mention it.”

‘Nah, I don’t have anything of value. I’ve got my wallet.’ He patted his hip pocket.

But later that night a few others began to complain of missing items, or that their belongings had been ransacked.

Bill quietly took Lily aside. ‘It seems some of the kids around the station have been doing a bit of pilfering. The organisers don’t want to make a big scene but the kids have been caught down at their camp and now all the loot is up at the homestead.’

Lily shook her head. ‘I’d better check my stuff.’

‘I think it was more a dare than serious theft. They took silly things that caught their fancy. Hopefully the old men will bang their heads

together, or whatever is appropriate, to teach them

a lesson.’

Lily ran into Bobby near the homestead verandah where lights blazed as the generator hummed in the distance. The woman with the clipboard, who seemed to turn up everywhere, was making notes and ticking off items as they were claimed.

‘I don’t reckon I lost anything, but I’ll take a look,’ said Bobby, more curious than concerned.

Among the remaining items, including bright shirts, torches and packets of cigarettes, was something so stunningly different that it stood out - a small wooden box with brass fittings. Bobby nudged Lily and whispered in her ear, ‘That box, it belongs to Matthias. It was in his backpack when I put it in the tent.’ He didn’t bother explaining that it must have been taken before Hajid left with the bags. Bobby picked it up and claimed it, and his name was duly recorded. ‘What’s in it Bobby?’ asked Lily. ‘Damned if I know what it is.’ He opened the box and showed her the strange metal sun. ‘An ornament of some sort.’

Lily took the sun and turned it over in her hands. ‘Lovely craftsmanship. It looks old.’

‘He must have picked it up in his travels. I’ll bring it back to Broome for him,’ said Bobby as they walked over to the camping area. ‘I feel bad when this kind of thing happens. The kids out here are dropping through the cracks. I guess I was lucky with my dad being so strict. Though it bugs me a bit now.’

Lily glanced at the young man beside her. ‘Tell me, Bobby, how do you define yourself? Your heritage. Do you think of yourself as Chinese, Aboriginal or European Aussie?’

‘All the same, I reckon. Most of all I’m a Broome fella.’ He laughed. ‘Plenty people round like me. You know the definition of confusion, don’t you?’

Lily shook her head.

‘Father’s Day in Broome! Ah, seriously, that’s why I don’t like big cities, people want to put you in a box. You don’t do that, of course, Lily,’ he added to put her at ease.

Changing the subject Lily said, ‘The kids around here do seem to be a bit lost. They are not totally traditional and they’re only getting half a white education.’

‘I s’pose they’re not interested. They’d rather fish, get a handout for tucker and rubbish, they don’t think much past tomorrow,’ said Bobby. ‘I got schooling. I’m good with my hands, fixing things and stuff.’

‘How do you think the boys that get into mischief here would go in a regular school down in Perth?’

‘They’d hate it,’ Bobby answered quickly. ‘They’d run away. All they’d want is to go to the game parlours, watch videos, eat pizza. That’s the best whitefellas have to offer in their eyes.’

‘Complex business, isn’t it?’ said Lily. Then she added firmly, ‘But I’m convinced education is the key to solving most of their social problems.’

‘Up this way we have a lot of schools, but some are better than others,’ said Bobby. He gave a shrug. ‘You learn stuff by not going to school, too. I mean, I never learned to ride a camel at

school.’

Lily laughed. ‘Your face was a picture when you were hanging on for grim life.’

‘Man, that mum camel wouldn’t have stopped until it got to her baby. If her kid was in Darwin we’d still be going.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe I should split my winnings with Luke, the bloke who saddled her up. He figured out the idea to put her baby behind the finish line.’

‘I’m sure he put a bet on you. As a matter of

fact, I did too.’

‘You did! I hope you cleaned up, Lily.’

‘It was modest. I donated it to the Flying

Doctor.’

‘Oh. Do you think I should do that as well?’

said Bobby, a little reluctantly.

‘No. You won it fair and square. People and companies donated prizes. You earned it, you keep

it.’

He looked relieved. ‘I’m a bit hard pressed. My dad won’t help me out anymore, unless I go into the business.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Computers and freight aren’t my scene.’

‘What work have you done that you liked

doing best, Bobby?’

‘Ah, working at the pearl farm. I did everything from cleaning shell to working luggers. I even worked in the kitchen and helped to repair

 

the boats when they were laid up. Of course the girls were nice, lot of seasonal workers, but really it was being on the water, around the boats and the sheds, that smell … the salt, whatever it is, gets me.’

‘And the pearls?’

‘Oh, it’s exciting when a big one turns up, or it’s a huge harvest. But it was the whole thing I liked.’

‘So why didn’t you stay there?’

Bobby shrugged. ‘I was stupid. I hung out with a bunch of guys who got pissed so we didn’t get back to the farm after our week off, and they trashed a boat. I was trying to stop them and get the gear back in one piece. But well, who was going to believe me? I tend to mess things up, but my dad doesn’t want to know when I say it wasn’t my fault.’

‘Like this taxi accident. And your passenger going walkabout,’ added Lily.

He gave a half smile. ‘Must’ve killed a Chinaman in another life.’ They reached Lily’s tent and he touched her arm. ‘I’ll come good, Lily.’

‘You already are, Bobby. Don’t write yourself off. See you later.’

Lily rose early and packed her bag and tidied the tent. Only a few other people were up; it had been a late night. No one had wanted to turn in after being enchanted by the sound of Yvonne Kenny singing in the crisp night air, her voice soaring up

to the stars. Bill’s group had all agreed that opera and the outback made a magic marriage. Now the campfire was being prodded back to life for a billy of tea. Some early risers were tucking into pannikins of rum and hot milk. Ribs of beef were ready to be thrown on the barbecue for the recovery breakfast. Lily decided to go for a walk.

A flock of black cockatoos rose from a boab tree, breaking the calmness of the morning. The sky was changing from gentle amethyst to intense blue. It was pleasantly cool with a faint breeze hinting of the warmth to come. Lily soon got clear of the homestead camp and turned down a track that led to a large waterhole marked by a slowly turning windmill. In the distance was a range of hills that appeared to circle the huge property in an enveloping embrace. Closer was a low ridge that appeared to have caves under its overhanging ledges. The effect of the rising sun on the rock face was startling, making the shapes, lights and colours in the ridge look like a subtly changing work of art.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

A quiet voice behind her made Lily spin around. A tall young man, maybe in his early thirties, was sitting on a log partially hidden by scrub. He had sandy hair falling in his eyes, a great smile and green eyes. He was very attractive in a casual way. Lily could imagine the impact he’d make strolling into a trendy bar in Sydney. He stood up and flicked the hair off his forehead. ‘It’s the best time of day.’

Lily regained her composure. ‘Yes, it is. I love getting up early when I’m out here. Away from the city. I sleep in when I’m in Sydney.’

‘Right, I can relate to that.’ He laughed. ‘Actually, I didn’t make it to bed so I guess that makes me an early riser too. I’m Timothy Hudson - Tim.’ He walked towards her.

Lily gave him a warm smile and held out her hand. ‘Lily Barton. I’ve had a fantastic time. You?’ ‘Hey, it’s hard not to, isn’t it?’ Their hands gripped and looking at his friendly, attractive face Lily liked him immediately. Sometimes you have to get to know people, and sometimes you know in an instant whether you like, or dislike, them. ‘It’s been a great welcome home for me.’

This is home? Where have you been?’ asked Lily. ‘Shall we walk a bit?’ They began walking around the waterhole.

‘I was born in Albany, grew up in Perth. I’ve been around the west most of my life. But these past few years I’ve been working in Indonesia. I just lobbed into Broome and figured I couldn’t miss this bash. Only Aussies could run a show like this.’

‘Ah, getting a cultural transfusion to reaffirm your national identity. Casual, yet organised, rough and tumble hard drinkers, a cocktail crowd, didgeridoo at the campfire, opera under the stars,’ summed up Lily.

‘I had some pretty wild times up there. But you’re right, culturally, it’s not home, y’know? This feels more familiar, even for a city boy.’

Lily nodded in agreement and waved an arm around. ‘Look at all this - it’s magnificent, magical.’

‘And no one else in sight. I missed that sense of distance and emptiness in Asia, the peace ‘

‘Oh, I’m sorry if I intruded on your peace, your meditation,’ said Lily quickly.

The young man glanced at her. ‘The right company is welcome at times.’ They walked side by side without speaking for a few moments, then he said quietly, ‘The silence, that’s another thing I missed.’

At that instant two cockatoos flew above them, screeching loudly. ‘Shut up!’ Tim shouted, shaking his fist and he and Lily burst into laughter.

‘So, what are you doing next? Are you staying in Broome long?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, I hope so. Do you know Broome well?’

‘I’m getting to know it better and better.’

Tim smiled. ‘You live there?’

‘I’m thinking about it,’ said Lily. ‘What were you doing in Indonesia?’

‘Oh, I started out working on a little aid project, government-funded stuff. Nothing spectacular. Then I worked for a company up there. I loved it but I suppose I got homesick.’

Lily stooped to pick up a rock, examined it closely then threw it into the waterhole, and they both watched the movement of the ripples.

‘And what are you doing in Broome?’ he asked as they resumed walking.

‘Looking around, trying to understand the place a little better,’ said Lily, deliberately being

vague. ‘It’s an intriguing part of the country, don’t you think?’

‘I won’t argue with that.’ Tim flashed a mischievous smile.

They walked further on and suddenly Lily realised she was hungry. ‘Normally the idea of rum and ribs for breakfast wouldn’t appeal, now it seems a splendid idea. Shall we?’

Together they turned back toward the camp.



Chapter Three

the moon was high and faintly reflected in the still waters of Roebuck Bay. Lily stood on the balcony of her apartment thinking how appropriately it was named - Moonlight Bay. She stayed in the pale pink complex on the hill overlooking the bay each time she came to Broome. The tide was in, washing over the mangroves so the tops of the clumpy trees floated like small green islands. Mangroves and moonlight. Lily always felt so relaxed when she stayed here. The quiet grounds with the lovely pool and comfortable, spacious apartment suited her. She had resisted suggestions to buy a home in Broome even though prices were rising. She probably had some claim to the old family home, Tyndall and Olivia’s magnificent bungalow that also overlooked the bay. But she was happy to see Rosie and Harlan settled there.Lily was glad of this quiet time on her own. There was so much to think about. The past few weeks had been so busy she felt she was reaching an emotional and intellectual overload. She longed to be able to sift through all she’d seen and learned from old friends and new.

The next day Lily sat at a sidewalk table at her favourite coffee shop in Carnarvon Street, waiting to meet Pauline Despar, who arrived looking harried. ‘Sorry I’m late, it’s madness at the moment. I’m never going to be ready for this American exhibition.’

‘What happened to the pieces you had at opening? Have you sold them all?’

‘Just about,’ she said with a smile. ‘Bertrand is beside himself. And now we have to get a collection together to take to Palm Desert. We’ll get there. Ooh, I need a caffeine hit.’ She pointed to Lily’s empty glass. ‘Another latte?’

‘Why not. Iced, thanks Pauline.’

Lily watched the slim young woman nod and pause to chat to other customers on her way to the counter inside. She was a popular local girl making good and Lily was pleased for her. She recalled how unhappy Pauline had been when they’d first met several years ago on a flight from Perth. During the trip and the next few weeks over regular morning coffee in Broome, Pauline had told Lily her life story. It was the start of a strong friendship that denied the age gap between them.

Her mother died when Pauline was twelve. Her parents had been living in Broome but her father moved to Perth after her mother died. Her father and brother were close with shared interests in the family engineering firm, so she never felt she fitted into the family. Boarding school in Perth was an unhappy experience as she preferred artistic endeavours to academia. She dropped out of university and moved to Broome where she worked at a few of the pearl farms before going back to Perth to do a design course. She had come to regard Lily as a mother figure or mentor in her life, and she’d confided in Lily her secret desire to create original

pearl jewellery.

Lily had talked about Samantha and told her how Sami had graduated with a fine arts degree but had been loathe to move out into what Lily considered to be the real world. Lily was worried that Sami was burying herself in academia and wished she’d get out and do something like

Pauline.

Pauline often asked Lily for advice, and discovered she was able to share feelings and ideas with Lily in a way that she’d never been able to do with another woman before. Lily, in turn, found herself unburdening her sadness that Sami had refused to take an interest in their family’s connection with Broome. Pauline occasionally wrote to Lily who phoned her several times a year. In their last phone chat Lily had been relieved to tell Pauline that Sami was at last getting out into the field and was heading west, into the desert. She

had been thrilled to hear Pauline’s plans and advised her to approach her father for help.

‘Will Bertrand run the business while you’re away?’ Lily asked, when Pauline returned to the table.

‘Yes. Dear old thing he is. He’s fretting over the cost of wholesale pearls and the stuff flooding the market from China and Indonesia. He loves the fabulous traditional pearl jewellery, my carved pearlshell pieces are a bit too modern for him.’

‘Who’s your supplier?’ asked Lily. ‘Oh, we deal with the smaller companies, the big harvests go straight overseas from the major producers. The export business is worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Pearls from Broome are the elite, top of the range. And exclusive.’

Lily was thoughtful. ‘I wonder what my greatgrandfather would make of the business now.’

‘Captain Tyndall? He’s such a legend. Whatever happened to his pearling company?’

‘Star of the Sea. Oh, it disappeared. After Olivia died there wasn’t anyone to run it, and pearling went into a slump in the fifties.’

‘There were tough times for years,’ said Pauline. ‘Then there was the terrible bacteria infection that nearly wiped the pearls out in the mid eighties. I’ve done my homework.’ She grinned. ‘It’s impossible to get into the business now. The industry is so regulated to protect and sustain the wild shell. There are only sixteen licences in the whole of Western Australia.’

‘I’ve often wondered what happened to the old leases and camps,’ mused Lily. ‘At least the house is still intact but the sheds along the waterfront have all been knocked down.’

‘“Why don’t you check it out at the Historical Society? They have the records of all the fleets. I went through them to find out whose shed my

shop is in.’

‘I might just do that,’ said Lily. ‘Good of’ Val should be able to winkle out the records for Star of the Sea. I might read Olivia’s diaries again, too. I was so taken with their personal story I didn’t take in fine points like exactly where on the foreshore Tyndall had the sheds. Right, I’d better let you get back to work. I know how busy you are. Come and see me before you leave for the States. And I’d love a sneak look at the collection you’re

taking over.’

‘Will do, Lily. The boys are hard at work as we speak.’ Pauline now had two jewellers cutting and polishing her designs as well as setting the traditional pieces. They worked in a simple tin shed in the industrial area while Pauline had a tiny design studio at the rear of her shop. At twenty-five she was proving to be an astute businesswoman as well as a creative designer.

The coffee session was followed by a pre-lunch swim, made all the more enjoyable for Lily because she was the only person using the pool at the Moonlight Bay Apartments. Work or tourist activities usually cleared the visitors soon after breakfast. She did a few laps then turned on to her

back and floated aimlessly, watching sea eagles circling high over the estuary. She closed her eyes on the world around her and drifted back in time. In a breath she imagined herself on the messy deck of a lugger in the old days and she was overcome with a powerful sense of deja vu. Was it because she’d read so much of the struggles of pearling recounted by Olivia? Or was there running in her veins a little of the salty blood of her greatgrandfather? The sense of nostalgia tinged with excitement puzzled her. She wished she could go back to the heyday of the pearling era when Star of the Sea reigned as the best fleet in the bay. She thought of the company’s tragedies and successes, which were now almost forgotten. Where was the famed seven-pearl cluster in the shape of a star which had set the company on its feet and given it the name? It was one of the great pieces to come out of Australia. Created by nature beneath the sea off the Broome coast, it had been sold to an Indian maharaja. So many pearls had become treasures, even if they were only used as a single-pearl pendant, a ring or in a modest strand. To the women who had them as gifts, personal indulgence or heirlooms, they were as treasured as the maharaja’s. They never lost their beauty, their appeal as ‘tears of the moon’.

The fascination for pearls had gripped Lily ever since she’d found the necklace and pendant in her late mother’s belongings. Now each time she came here, the more she’d learned about the past and the present, the stronger her desire became to

delve deeper into this fascinating business. And while she recognised it was a business, she knew it must also be a passion. Producing cars, biscuits, computers, whatever, couldn’t compare with the magic of a barnacled shell hiding a perfect glowing gem in the folds of its meaty muscle.

The sound of Blossom starting up a lawn-mower brought Lily back from her dream world.

After a day spent trying to adjust to her surroundings, Sami sat cross-legged beside the campfire feeling awkward and a little nervous. The others sat quietly, eating from tin plates and sipping mugs of black tea. She glanced again at her fire-lit companions. Goonamulli, the senior custodian, was maybe seventy, greying and stern-faced. His English was hard to understand but Sami was bemused by his clothes which had a sports logo on every garment. Coils of wiry hair sprouted beneath his well-worn Dodgers baseball cap. Gideon, his teenage grandson, was ‘learning the law’. He was deferential and shy, avoiding direct eye contact with Sami.

Bridget, their cultural adviser, who worked at Perth’s Curtin University in the anthropology department, was at ease in this setting. This was her ancestral country. She was one of them, yet was able to talk to Sami about the trials and joys of academic life. Bridget was forty, divorced, dark eyed and very articulate. Unofficially, she’d been at the camp to welcome Sami into her world. Officially,

she would take photographs as required to document the various sites they would be visiting.

‘It’s a fascinating place, some of the galleries are quite controversial,’ said Bridget, breaking the silence.

‘Why is that?’ asked Sami.

Bridget thought a moment. ‘I’ll let you draw your own conclusions. Talk it over with Palmer, he has some interesting theories. Our people don’t agree necessarily. But it’s an interesting debate.’

‘When is Dr Palmer turning up?’

‘He’s a man of whims. A bit unpredictable, but extremely knowledgeable in many areas. His specialty is archaeology but anthropology and the environment are his special interests. He’s a bit of a renaissance man in some respects. He can scrub up and give a formidable lecture or presentation. But I think he’s more at home out in the bush than in the hallowed halls.’ She turned to the old man. ‘Palmer is a good man, eh, Goonamulli?’

He grunted. ‘Sometimes he tells good stories. Sometimes he talk rubbish … university talk.’

Bridget laughed. ‘There you go. Palmer in a nutshell.’

Rakka slept close to Sami’s swag and she was grateful for the warm body next to her. Several times during the night Rakka lifted her head and let out a low growl in her throat. Sami assumed there were animals close by and patted the dog reassuringly. It was a comfortable campsite, despite the

remoteness and its simplicity. Gideon, the last to bunk down, had thrown a log on the fire and it smouldered gently. The four of them had settled in their swags around the campfire, a little way from their three small tents and the rough shade shelter with collapsible table and chairs. There was a river nearby but Sami had washed her face and brushed her teeth in a bucket of water Gideon brought her. Out behind some dark bushes was a long drop loo - a hole in the ground with an old plastic toilet seat balanced above it on tree stumps. Some hessian tied to bush posts screened three sides of the loo, the fourth was open with a great view towards the nearby ranges.

The next morning Sami awoke surprisingly refreshed after a night sleeping on the ground. Goonamulli was still huddled in his swag, Bridget in her sleeping bag. Gideon was up but nowhere in sight. The fire was low so Sami assumed Gideon had gone to fetch wood. Quietly she got her towel and swimsuit, and with Rakka she set out down a track which led to the river. The first light of the day was pearly bright, dew still shone on silver-edged leaves and the air was crisp, but she knew as soon as the sun was up the temperature would

quickly rise.

Soon she met Gideon carrying wood in a sling. He gave her a shy smile. ‘The washing swimming place down that way.’ He pointed. ‘Sacred water further that way. Don’t go in there.’

‘Thanks, Gideon. I’ll help with breakfast when

I get back.’

‘Okay.’ He patted Rakka and walked on.

Rakka bounced ahead and at the sight of the clear wide river, rushed through the reeds and splashed into the water. Sami saw a rope dangling from an overhanging tree and a fallen log running from the bank into the shallows. It made a comfortable platform to sit on, or jump from. She pulled off her tracksuit, put on her swimsuit and tiptoed along the log. Rakka was less cautious and in scrambling past her knocked Sami off balance and she fell into the river, catching her breath at the sudden cold. Rakka leapt in after her, thrilled at this game. Together they splashed and played, enjoying the total freedom of the moment.

Sami swam a little further along the river, delighting in the stillness. The middle of the river was deep but she preferred it to the marshy shallows where waterlilies hid the bottom. A pair of long-tailed finches darted from the bushes at the water’s edge to the eucalypts on the bank. She swam over several large rocks jutting from the water, forming a shallow pool. Climbing onto one she sat and contemplated the scene around her, with the morning birdsong chorus echoing from bank to bank.

Rakka was splashing along the bank when she lifted her head and began to growl. She glanced at Sami and barked.

‘What is it, Rakka?’ Sami clambered from the river then heard a strange noise - a whine, or a howl. Or was it a cry? Animal or child? Rakka

cocked her head, unsure of the noise. They stood there for a few moments and then it came again, closer and louder. This time there was no mistaking what it was. Sami glanced at Rakka who had her ears forward looking puzzled. ‘Good grief, it can’t be. Surely,’ laughed Sami.

But it was. Unmistakable. The haunting wail of bagpipes. A cheerful rendering of ‘Scotland the Brave’. Walking through the trees came a white man playing the pipes. He was tall and lean, fifty-something, Sami guessed. He wore boots, jeans, a check shirt and a battered leather stockman’s hat. He was unshaven, his cheeks puffed with exertion but he looked extremely pleased

with himself.

He didn’t seem put out to see a young woman in a swimsuit and a dripping dog ahead of him. He walked towards them, stopped, finished the chorus, took the pipe from his mouth and holding the bagpipes under one arm, swept his hat from his head with the other hand and bowed. ‘Morning, Miss. Any special requests?’

‘I’m afraid I’m lost for words.’ Now that she could see him properly she was quite taken aback. The man bore a striking resemblance to Robert Redford in Out of Africa, even to the blue eyes and slightly crooked smile.

‘Never mind. I’m Ted Palmer, and you must be our honoured PhD candidate - “Sacred Messages in Tribal Art: A reinterpretation of the religious expression in traditional art and craft”. There’s a thesis that demands commitment.‘Sami was flattered that he knew her doctoral subject. ‘I’m hoping I’ll find some illumination and help from you while I’m out here.’

‘That’s what I’m here for - as well as continuing my own work with the rock art. A fabulous world awaits you, Sami. And we have wonderful guides in Bridget and Goonamulli. Philosophical, cultural and spiritual guides, that is. Though come to think of it, we’d be lost in the scrub without Goonamulli. Let’s go to breakfast.’ He began playing ‘On the Bonnie, Bonnie Banks of Loch Lomond’ and strode ahead. Sami picked up her towel and clothes as they passed the log and with Rakka following cautiously - she’d decided the man was non-threatening - they set off.

Palmer arrived at the camp, finishing the tune with a flourish. Bridget and Goonamulli were up, the fire was blazing and the billy was on the boil. Gideon and his grandfather grinned broadly as Bridget started clapping her hands. ‘What an entrance, Palmer. You take the cake. Where did you spring from? Did you walk, drive, fly, pedal or camel?’ asked Bridget as Sami excused herself to get dressed. ‘I never know with you.’

‘At this moment - I came on my two left feet. The car gave up the ghost somewhere round ten last night.’ He lay down the bagpipes and crouched by the fire. ‘In other words, I’m bushed. What’s for breakfast?’

Gideon handed him a mug. ‘Have a cup of tea. Grandfather made a damper.’

‘As I recall, Goonamulli’s damper would choke a hippopotamus. But I’ll take it.’

‘We got chops and tomatoes too,’ said Gideon. ‘We’ll have to get your vehicle later,’ Bridget said. ‘Goonamulli is the best busVi mechanic.’

‘I think it’s a matter of juice. Something to do with the fuel line. But I’ve lots of treats in the back seat - all your favourites, Goonamulli - canned baby beetroot, treacle, peanuts.’

‘Terrific,’ said Bridget, and the old man nodded his thanks.

Palmer sipped his mug of tea and looked towards Sami’s tent. ‘So how is the princess of

academia coping?’

‘Just fine. Mind you, she only got in yesterday. We’ll tackle the gorge later this morning.’

Goonamulli spoke quietly. ‘She go to spirit

country.’

Palmer and Bridget glanced at the old man in surprise. ‘You don’t like whitefellas going in

there,’ said Bridget.

‘She got same ting. She one of us, ‘cept she don’t seem t’know it. She come here for work with you, but she has to learn her story. I dream this. Last night,’ he said, and no one contradicted

him.

‘Well, let’s hope this sheila is different,’ said

Palmer. ‘These assistant researchers get sick, get spooked, or get bored. Many never finish their doctorates. It’s a hard slog - the research then the

writing.’

Bridget looked over at Sami dressed in shorts,

shirt and hiking boots, Rakka at her heels, making her way to the fire. ‘You know, I think this one is different.’

On her first visit to Broome, Lily had decided that the old part of town was a great place for people watching. Over the years she’d found herself increasingly fascinated by this simple pleasure. She had quickly passed the initial embarrassment of occasionally being caught staring, finding that a relaxed smile inevitably got one in return. The variety of racial mixtures, skin tones, dress styles, languages and accents, as well as the way people moved and interacted on greeting one another, enriched every visit to Broome.

Everywhere there were the constant reminders of Broome’s past. Here Lily came to realise that she was on the edge - of the Indian Ocean and of the continent, with Asia not so far in one direction, and the yawning reaches of the outback in the other. Even further away was ‘the east’ - the other side of Australia - which seemed more distant than the stepping-stone string of islands to Asia.

Down from Moonlight Bay Apartments, across a neat park, was the Continental Hotel - the Conti - where she’d first stayed in Broome. The classic lines of the old hotel had been swallowed up by modern refurbishment. Nearby, on a corner block facing the sweep of the bay, was an empty and rusting corrugated-iron building that had been

the fit-out centre and supply store owned by one of the pearling masters in the 1920s. Here the crews had bought all they required on the tick, to be paid off after a stint at sea. Lily had walked past it many times, pausing to peer through the broken window and take in the sad, stale smell of salt, rotting bamboo crab pots and old rope. Further on was the old customs house that was now the Historical Society

and Museum.

After a dose of people watching over morning coffee, Lily collected her mail and was intending to drive to Cable Beach for a surf when, on a whim, she turned and for the first time, drove down Chappie Street. Apartment blocks were being built on one side of the street and a few of the old style corrugated-iron houses survived on the other. Not far down the road, the new bitumen gave way to a dirt track that came to a dead end in mud and mangroves. Across the mudflat and further along the creek there were two coconut palms growing as straight and tall as flagpoles beside a small corrugated-iron shack with a rotting wooden dinghy surrounded by weeds and grass. The place looked neglected and abandoned, except for the utility truck parked nearby and the bright colour of a new rubbish bin over by the verandah steps. In the slick of tidal mud Lily could see the ute’s tyre tracks leading to the shack, and, moved by utter curiosity, cautiously drove over the stubby brown grass and centred her wheels in the tracks in the rust-coloured muddy flat.

She thought it strange that only a few blocks

away was the bustling town, the air-conditioned Paspaley shopping centre, the crowded post office, and streets filled with tourists and locals going about their business. Here was a remnant of the past that had survived the ravages of seasons and development. As she got closer she saw a dog sitting in the ute. She noticed that the shack had curtains, there was an attempt at a garden, and crates of fishing gear, ropes and tools were neatly stored in a shed. The place looked lived in, a holiday house perhaps. She parked beside the ute and got out. The dog took no notice of her and Lily walked around to the front of the house, which faced the creek.

A slipway ran from the overgrown lawn into the creek. The tide was out, revealing the channels for small craft through the mangroves to the bay. A rough barbecue built from large rocks looked well used. Lily turned her attention back to the house. There was a rickety little verandah with an unravelling cane chair. Whoever lived here liked to fish, as rods and reels leaned beside the doorway. It was very peaceful, the only sounds were the water and the cries of the wader birds.

From the steps she called, ‘Anyone home?’

A man came out, running his hand through an untidy crop of black hair in a futile attempt to bring it into some order when he saw Lily. He was maybe forty, athletic despite a slight paunch, and dressed in shorts and casual shirt. ‘Morning.’ He smiled. ‘Beaut day. What can I do for you?’

‘I was just looking around and I couldn’t resist

came

taking a stickybeak at this place. There are so few of these old places left in Broome. I hope you don’t

mind,’ said Lily.

‘Nah. Not too many people care to take on the stretch of mud, so I don’t get disturbed often,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Are you visiting?’

Lily grinned. ‘The visits are getting longer. I’ve been here so often I’m starting to feel like a local.’ The too,’ he said, squatting on the top step. ‘You don’t live here?’

‘It’s my old uncle’s place. I live in Melbourne. This is my annual holiday - fishing, letting go and

hanging out.’

‘Who’s your uncle?’ asked Lily.

‘Tamerah. This place belonged to his grandfather. Or his boss, I can’t remember the details. It goes way back. It’s all legal though,’ he added quickly as if to dismiss any idea that he was a

squatter.

‘There’s a lot of history around here,’ said Lily casually. ‘My family had connections to this area too. Have you ever heard of Captain Tyndall?’

‘Can’t say I have. I was brought up in Melbourne. I’m in the police force down there. I’ve been coming here for holidays since I was a kid. When my uncle died he left it to me.’

‘It’s lovely to find a place untouched since the old days. It has so much …’ for a moment Lily searched for the right word, ‘charm.’ Instantly she realised how absurdly inappropriate and inadequate the word was for this unique little property. Then to cover up she added, ‘Historic too, I imagine.”I don’t know about that.’ He chuckled. ‘Do you want a cup of tea? Come on in, there are some old pictures in the hallway you might want to look at if you like history. My name’s Ross Tamerah, by the way.’

‘That would be lovely, thank you so much. I’m Lily Barton.’ They shook hands as she stepped onto the bleached, weathered boards of the verandah. The place had been there for seventy or eighty years at least. It was a simple design with rooms opening off a hallway that went from the front verandah to the back verandah. The house had one bedroom, a little kitchen with a small dining table, a sitting room and a bathroom that also had washing tubs and an old washing machine in it.

Ross caught her glancing around. ‘It’s basic. I don’t see the point of dolling it up when it sits empty for months. I’m always amazed that vandals don’t move in. Once or twice people have used the barbie, which is okay by me. There’s good fishing in the bay straight out the front.’

‘So you bring back a fresh fish and put it straight on the fire?’

‘Yep, I sit here with a cold tinnie and watch the sunset. Beats Cable Beach.’ He laughed, and Lily couldn’t resist joining in.

‘Definitely four star,’ she announced brightly.

Ross put out cups and poured hot water into a chipped enamel teapot. ‘It does me. My wife, well, my ex-wife, reckoned that coming here was slumming it. She hated it. When I can, I bring my son here.’

‘I bet he loves it.’

‘My oath. Just like I did when I came here for holidays with Uncle Jamal. It’s nice to keep the

tradition going.’

Lily peered at the photos along the hallway that were partially covered in spotty brown mould. She recognised the typical scenes from old Broome - luggers, crews, sheds and mounds of shell. In one photo an Asian couple in their traditional dress were standing out the front of the Conti. In another the same couple, this time with the woman holding a baby, were posing formally

in a studio portrait.

‘These are great. They are the sort of pictures they should put in motel rooms here, instead of the same old prints of birds of paradise and hibiscus flowers you find all over the country.’

‘Yeah. I suppose I should do something with them, they’re getting a bit grotty. It would be a shame to let them fade away, I guess. I’m not sure who the people are in them.’

‘Perhaps you could give them to the Historical Society. They would add to the records the society already has of the town. Would your parents know who’s in them?’

‘There’s only my mum left. Could ask her, I guess. Tea’s made. Do you take milk? Sugar?’

‘Just milk, thanks.’ Lily was about to turn back to the kitchen, when the last photo caught her attention. ‘Wow! Do you mind if I have a closer look at this?’ It was a framed newspaper photo of a pearling master and his crew standing

along the foreshore with a schooner in the background. ‘That’s my greatgrandfather, Captain Tyndall, who I mentioned earlier.’ She read the caption: ‘Master Pearler Captain John Tyndall and his crew of The Shamrock with the season’s record haul of shell, weighing in at fifty tons’.

‘Uncle Jamal and his father worked on the luggers. They were Koepangers. That side of the family came from the Indonesian islands, Malaysia, Sulawesi, somewhere up there. Jamal married an Aboriginal woman.’

‘Maybe your uncle’s father worked with my greatgrandfather.’

‘It’s very possible. All the old families in Broome have a connection in some way or another.’ Ross passed her a mug of tea. ‘There are a few skeletons in cupboards too, I reckon, or babies on the wrong side of the blanket.’

‘That’s for sure,’ said Lily.

‘Anyway, my mother’s family ended up in Melbourne. Her parents were Indian and European. I think they were, you know, trying to better themselves. I don’t think she’s too happy about me still coming back here. She doesn’t say much, but…’

Lily let the unfinished sentence sit there for a while, looked at the old photograph again, then said softly, ‘It sounds like your heart is here, not Melbourne.’

True.’ He sighed. ‘The trouble is that a man has to make a crust. I wouldn’t mind looking around for something to do up here, other than being a copper.’ He gave a small shrug and a half

smile. ‘I just have to find the courage to chuck in twenty years of security for who knows what.’

‘“We can all feel like that,’ said Lily. ‘We tend to get on with our lives and not look into the dark

corners.’

‘Or you get up one morning and - bingo’. - you

change your life,’ said Ross, and there was something in his voice that made Lily think he might

well do just that.

They chatted a little more about fishing, crabbing and the good life before the tourism push.

“I go out for mud crabs but haven’t had much luck. I need some local knowledge,’ Ross said.

‘I have some friends, real locals, who might be willing to take you to their favourite spots,’ said Lily thinking in particular of Bobby Ching. ‘I’ll

ask them.’

‘Hey, that’d be great. Tell ‘em to drop in. And Lily, you’re right about the old photos. I’ll get myself organised soon and give them to the

museum place.’

Tm on my way to the Historical Society now,’ said Lily. ‘I’ll tell Val that she can expect them, if

you like.’

He followed her out to the car. ‘I’m glad you came by, Lily. Now don’t forget about the clues to solving the mud crab mystery.’

‘You’ll get an anonymous phone call in the middle of the night,’ replied Lily.

Bobby waited as the hospital receptionist shuffled through papers.

‘I’m sorry, Matthias Stern left here several days ago.’ Anticipating Bobby’s next question she added, ‘There’s no contact for him here in Broome. You know what travellers are like.’

‘Odd, but. I’ve got some of his gear. I told him I’d bring it to him. Are you sure no one knows anything?’ He gave the nurse his best smile. ‘Is there any chance of finding out who was on duty the day he checked out, in case they know something?’ Bobby had a niggling worry about Hajid disappearing with Matthias’ bag. He felt he should persist, just to be sure Matthias and Hajid had hooked up as planned.

‘I’ll see what I can do. I’ll check the roster.’

She returned with a young nurse. ‘Hi, I remember your friend. The German man, right?’

‘That’s right. Did someone pick him up? Or did he check himself out?’

‘A bit of both. As I remember it, he was relaxed and resting in bed reading, then he got a phone call and that threw him. Next minute he was in a real scramble, rushing to get out of the hospital as quickly as possible. He said he had to go.’

‘Did you see who he left with?’

‘No. I did have other patients to attend to.’

‘So you’re not sure if he actually left with someone? Or left by himself?’

The nurse pursed her lips. ‘I wouldn’t have a clue. If he’s signed out, paid his bill and gone, that’s it, I’m afraid.’

‘Thanks anyway. I’m glad he was okay.’ Bobby left the hospital still feeling perplexed. Obviously the sun medallion was of little value. Or Matthias hadn’t realised it was missing from his bag. If he even got his bag. Did he meet Hajid? Bobby went back to the motel where he’d collected Matthias, but he was no longer registered

there as a guest.

He decided to leave the mysterious wooden box at home and hope Matthias would turn up again so he could finally return it to him. Maybe it wasn’t really so important. Anyway, it wasn’t his problem any longer. He had something even more pressing to deal with - a meeting with his father at his office, which Bobby wasn’t looking forward to at all. It would probably be another ‘Why have you stuffed up again?’ interrogation, he thought.



Chapter Four

THE WATER WAS JADE-COLOURED. THE MASSIVE,

jasper-hued walls of the cliff face soared above them. Over jagged rock falls they began the ascent. The grass cut, spiky branches scratched and tendrils stuck to legs, hair and clothes. Sami cut her knee when she banged it on a jagged rock. But she took no notice, concentrating on where to place her hands and feet. Her eyes were focused just a metre in front of her. The air was still. And breathlessly hot. Humid. She was drenched as if from a sauna. It was silent save for an occasional intake of breath, a snapping of twigs and tumbling pebbles underfoot. The gorge grew more narrow as they climbed upwards, the river receding below. She didn’t trust herself to look back and down to its cool depths.

She was aware of tenacious rock figs sprouting from fissures in the cliff, then the path began to

level out to a ledge. A band of corellas swooped past, shrieking, towards the water. Sami paused to wipe the perspiration from her face, readjusted her hat and resumed her climb up the rough hillside edging the gorge. Goonamulli was in the lead, followed by Palmer and Bridget, with Sami following behind.

Palmer turned back to her. ‘Are you okay? Don’t grab those tussocks, the razor grass will cut your hands. Here.’ He passed her the branch he used as a walking stick. ‘Use this. The escarpment will level out soon.’

Sami was grateful and found the going a little easier with the sturdy stick. Now she felt more confident she glanced around the gorge from time to time, taking in the shadows of caves and shelters which she could just make out if she looked hard enough.

They reached the ledge and made their way along it towards a high rock shelter just a few metres above them. Goonamulli stopped and turned to Bridget and spoke to her in the local language. Bridget dropped her pack and the others followed her lead. ‘We need to get a few things for a ceremony,’ she explained. ‘Stay close.’ She snapped off some small leafy branches from a nearby bush, which they put on top of the dead twigs Goonamulli had piled up.

‘Smoking ceremony,’ said Bridget, ‘to cleanse the area and to announce ourselves to the spirits. We’re safe from them as long as we are with someone who belongs here, and we show respect.”Them?’ asked Sami.

‘The spirits of ancestors, the creators of Dreamtime.’

‘Oh,’ was all Sami could say. She gathered that this was like taking off your shoes outside a mosque, or covering your head or bowing in a temple.

The smell of the leaves was pleasant and the smoke drifted above them, fanned by Bridget’s hat. Goonamulli chanted for a few minutes, listened as if hearing a response, then, as the last of the smoke drifted away, nodded to signal it was okay to make the final short climb to the sacred rock shelter. As they were about to move forward, Palmer touched Sami’s arm. ‘You can’t see it, but we’ve crossed a border. We’ve stepped over a time line, if you like. It’s sacred country here and in order to appreciate and understand this place, it’s best if you suspend western thinking a little.’

‘How do you do that?’

‘Don’t ask how, or why. Just be. Be intuitive, open to anything. That’s all.’

‘You don’t talk like an academic,’ she chided.

‘Ah, one can observe with more than just one’s eyes. This is an opportunity to absorb something, to respect something that is not ours to appropriate. We are privileged to be shown and to share,’ he said in a gentle voice.

Sami nodded. ‘I think I understand.’

The shelter sloped back into the cliff face and she stepped into the cool cave, large enough for a dozen people to camp easily. Then looking around

she saw the rock wall at the back of the overhang, and caught her breath with surprise. A galaxy of figures and animals covered the sandstone wall, some were very faded but others were still coloured with touches of bright ochre. What really astounded Sami was just how alive the art felt. The simplistic figures appeared to be caught in an act of joy. Dancing, copulating, hunting, running, the figures and creatures captured the essence of their lives in that moment, seemingly without any artist’s self-conscious intervention. She stood awestruck and then became aware the others were watching her.

Bridget smiled. ‘Well?’

Sami struggled to express her immediate reaction. ‘It all seems so spontaneous. Like they were caught by a camera. Even though the style is so simplistic it seems to capture the very essence of these figures. I can’t explain it,’ she finished lamely.

‘You don’t have to. That’s pretty well spot on,’ said Palmer with satisfaction. ‘It’s the spiritual essence that’s caught. It’s not realism.’

Bridget picked up the explanation. ‘In the Wandjina rock art galleries the great creation spirits painted themselves into the rock, they were not painted by mortal beings. Wandjina is the creator spirit who walked on the new earth forming the landscape. These pictures came later when the spirits became human and they danced and sang and hunted, and painted themselves forward into history.’

‘It can be a hard concept to grasp, especially

when people like me come along and want to date rock samples and pin down time periods and ages and formative chronological history,’ said Palmer.

‘So how do you adjust to this two-way interpretation?’ asked Sami. ‘The intuitive and the academic.’

‘There comes a time when you surrender and trust in the big picture. Then it starts to make sense. Give it time, Sami. That is if you’re interested,’ he added.

Goonamulli spoke to Bridget, who turned to Sami. ‘He wants me to try to explain a little bit more about the sacred, which to us means that we are alive, spiritually, forever.’

‘It’s a totemic system,’ interjected Palmer.

‘It simply means unity,’ said Bridget. ‘Unity between all living things and the natural forces that affect everything in life from belief to function, behaviour, philosophy and mythology. Everything is connected through time, like a circle. We are part of the land and go back into the land and are reborn.’

‘It seems such a huge concept,’ said Sami. ‘Really hard to grasp instantly.’ Until now she had regarded Bridget as a practical and professional woman who happened to be Aboriginal. Her explanation of the paintings revealed her spiritual sense and knowledge.

‘I think of it like this - where we are born defines us, where we choose to die confirms who we are.’

Now Sami saw how Bridget operated in two

worlds, used two kinds of thinking, had two ways of approaching life. ‘Do you think about all this in your everyday life?’ she asked.

‘Sometimes. Mostly it’s just part of me, who I am. I’m more aware of my culture because I work in this field. And talking about work, we’d better

do some.’

As Bridget, Goonamulli and Palmer focused their attention on a section of the wall, Sami studied the images more closely. One in particular caught her attention. It was of a small boat carrying five stick figures holding what looked like paddles. This is amazing … are these local people? We’re so far from the sea,’ she exclaimed.

‘What I find interesting is that not much of the secular, everyday events are recorded in rock art, more the sacred,’ theorised Palmer. ‘So the travellers must have made quite an impact.’

‘We know there was pre-European contact along the coast from southeast Asia - Macassan trepang traders and the like. But this goes much further back. It is a highly contentious debate,’ said Bridget. ‘In other sites there’s a dog-like creature but with its stripes it bears more of a resemblance to the thylacine. This was before dingoes appeared in the artwork.’

‘The Tasmanian tiger?’ said Sami. ‘Yes. And there are figures with great grinning, heart-shaped faces. Very strange,’ said Palmer.

Bridget nodded in agreement. ‘It’s what makes this work so intriguing.’

‘That’s something we can chew over after dinner,perhaps,’ said Palmer. ‘Trying to explain and gain acknowledgment of ancient Aboriginal history in the context of white anthropology and historical acceptance is a challenge.’

‘And not just ancient stuff,’ added Bridget, putting away her notebook and pen. ‘Recent history presents even more challenges. Now, let’s move on to the next site.’

Goonamulli caught Sami’s eye. ‘You come and see spirit country. Learn more.’

After spending several hours at the shelter, they set out across country once more. This time Sami walked in front beside Goonamulli. She was getting used to his accent and fractured English, and she listened carefully as he pointed out landmarks and even seemingly minor aspects of the environment that were significant. Under his instruction, her eye was drawn to the physical details of the landscape in a completely different way from how she had observed them before. It was as though she had to see inside the physical protrusions to know and read their significance.

They stopped for lunch - damper, pickled beef and the last of the over-ripe tomatoes left over from breakfast - on a large flat rock above the gorge. In the wet season the waterfall that dropped to the river far below had cut smooth rounded channels into the rock face. There was something about the dry creek bed and rock ledge at the waterfall site that made the whole scene feel timeless, and the idea of attempting to calculate the great age of the setting was utterly ridiculous.

It was enough to be aware that it all felt very special. That it had always been like this, and, hopefully, always would be.

‘When did you see the ocean for the first time?’

Sami asked Goonamulli.

‘Oh, little fella first time. Over Broome way. Up the coast past them missions. Big sea.’ He grinned then pointed to the distant range. ‘All that, part of big sea. Gondwana Sea. Like big reef, made with little sharp stones. Shells still there, in the rock. All the land change in big flood. Many old, old special places under the sea now.’

‘Flood, like in the Bible?’ Sami asked Palmer. ‘There are a lot of analogies with Christian religion if you are prepared to accept them,’ he said, finishing his damper.

Bridget took up the point. ‘There are stories of the Beginning People before the Ice Age when all the islands and land were joined up. The sun, stars and moon all lived on the earth before they went into space. So we are always connected to the stars, joined by the Milky “Way, like a bridge.’

‘There’s a lot to learn,’ admitted Sami. It seemed everything around her, things she’d taken for granted or never thought about, all had a great story or a lesson, an interpretation or an associated ritual in Aboriginal culture. And while it was all fascinating, especially experiencing it for herself rather than reading about it or going to a lecture, she didn’t see that this awareness had any relevance to her life or her studies. But she was enjoying the field trip, anyway.‘A lot has been lost, many things we’ll never know,’ said Bridget. ‘Not just in the knowledge and stones that were handed down, but even physical things have been lost. The equivalent of whole art galleries out here have been found, then lost. Some never found.’

Palmer had a few quiet words with the Aboriginal elder then spoke to Sami. ‘Now, I think you’ll be intrigued by the next site. It’s where we’ve been working. It’s a bit of a hike away.’ He gave her a warm smile. ‘You’re doing well.’

They left the gorge and walked on to open country. The grass was high, dotted with small palm trees and occasional jutting boulders. They skirted around patches of bull spinifex grass with its sharp needles, and were soon in rougher territory that was bulging with humps and hillocks. Here they came to a narrow split in the ground which grew wider and deeper until it formed a very narrow canyon. The track skirted around it, and ended at a pile of rocks. Goonamulli pointed to an opening at this point, just wide enough to crawl into.

‘Are we going in there?’ exclaimed Sami. ‘Is it safe?’

‘Quite safe,’ Palmer assured her. ‘It eventually opens out into a cave that goes right through that hill in front of us. There’s plenty of daylight on the other side. But it’s a bit dark in the tunnel and we have to crawl.’

Goonamulli led the way, followed by Palmer shining his torch behind him. Then came Sami, with Bridget behind with her torch. The tunnel was

low and narrow and Sami found herself crawling on her hands and knees in the flickering torchlight. She began to lose her sense of perspective, what was rightways up or down. It smelt earthy and her chest began to heave and she was short of breath. This must be what claustrophobia feels like, she thought, trying to control a rising sense of panic.

Palmer seemed to sense her fear. ‘Nearly there, Sami. There’s air and light up ahead. Just count aloud each time you place a hand forward. Follow me, we’re nearly there.’ His voice was cheerful and steady, and it calmed her. After about five minutes they came out into a light airy cave and Palmer helped her to her feet. ‘It’s worth the trouble. Look

around.’

The cave was lit by sunlight streaming down a narrow arching crack that spread across the roof. There was a huge rock pillar at one side and when Sami stepped around it she gasped. The cave entrance was like a huge frame filled with nothing but vivid blue sky. No one spoke, it was as if the whole experience demanded silence. Side by side they walked towards the arching stone entrance and as they did the view changed from sky to a stunning panorama of the valley and the riverbed, now only a series of deep waterholes. At the mouth of the cave they stopped, one step more would take them past the edge. ‘My God,’ gasped Sami. ‘Quite a view, isn’t it?’ said Palmer casually. ‘From way down there you’d never spot this place. It’s a great hiding place for anyone not wanting to

be caught. I wonder what it’d be like to play the pipes up here.’

Bridget dug him in the ribs. ‘You’re incorrigible, mate. You really are. C’mon, Sami, and see what we’re studying.’ They walked back into the cave and scrambled over rocks to one of the many walls of art. Maybe because she was expecting paintings it hadn’t hit Sami at first glance, but the walls were covered with carvings. Most were geometric designs and as she looked closer she realised they were all variations of a sun pattern.

‘We call this the sun cave,’ said Bridget, as if reading Sami’s thoughts.

Sami nodded and leaned forward to run her hand over the deep lines of one of the carvings. She thought she felt a slight tingling in her fingers as they gently touched the ancient work. ‘How old are they?’ she asked softly.

Palmer spoke in professorial mode. ‘Fundamentally, this is among the oldest manifestations of prehistoric art in the world. The Palaeolithic period of Stone Age man.’

‘That’s one objective of our study, to ascertain the geological age and hopefully help answer a swag of anthropological questions,’ added Bridget. ‘Some of the oldest rocks in the Kimberley are up to two thousand million years old.’

Goonamulli touched one of the scratched sun symbols. ‘Mother sun stays here on mother earth. She knows many secrets.’ He tapped one finger on the side of his forehead, confirming that he knew the secrets, too.

Sami pointed to the sky. ‘So who’s the sun up there?’

‘That daughter sun. We tell you more stories tonight,’ said Goonamulli.

‘Round the campfire after dinner is story time,’ said Palmer lightly. ‘Now let’s earn our keep and take some photographs and samples.’

Bridget dug into her haversack for the camera and tripod, then handed Palmer and Sami some small jars with blank labels. ‘We’ll take soil, wall and pigment samples. The high-tech scientific stuff happens down south, here all we need is a spoon and pocket knife.’

They worked quietly together while Goonamulli sat cross-legged at the mouth of the cave, staring out at the distant, seemingly deserted landscape. Sami did little more than hold samples as Bridget and Ted Palmer carefully scraped, dug, measured, made notes and took photographs. She found it impossible to stop her mind drifting, trying to imagine what it might have been like right here at the time the work was originally done. The creation of these suns must have been a painstakingly slow process by people who had lived their lives observing their ritual and culture thousands of years ago. In the silent gallery all that remained of their civilisation were small scratchings in rock, their meaning a mystery to the scientists. To Goonamulli it was part of the Dreaming. Part of him.

That night Sami curled into her sleeping bag and stared up at the Milky Way. It seemed very close, the sky was so clear. The dot of a distant satellite moved slowly, shooting stars flashed, the constellations were sharp and clear. It was an awesome sight. She could now understand the fascination people had with the stars, the universe of which we are such a tiny part. And having heard Goonamulli’s campfire stories of the connection between the earth, the stars, the planets and the sun, these galaxies in outer space seemed close and less mysterious. For the first time, Sami didn’t feel she was a lonesome dot on a planet, but part of a cosmos that had meaning and continuity.

She was trying to piece together the concept of everything having meaning - from art, to songs, to dance, to the belief that everything was connected to a place of belonging. This was not her home, but she felt peculiarly at home. It was a strange feeling, but also comforting. This trip was worth it, she decided, just to be part of this incredible experience and to see the things she’d be shown that day. But she was glad Palmer was there, he was part of her world.

In the morning they packed up camp and set out again. Palmer took a back seat, literally. He and Goonamulli bounced in the back of the ute amongst the gear as Bridget drove and talked over the noise of the rattling engine. ‘What did you make of yesterday?’ she asked.

‘There’s a heck of a lot of art out here. And it seems to be integrated as part of everyday life. Sure beats a uni lecture hall.’ Sami thought for a moment. ‘It’s not like going into an art gallery or a museum and seeing old stuff on the walls. It’s so much in your face. I really felt there were spirits, the old artists, whatever, reaching out and grabbing me.’

‘And telling you what?’ ‘I’m not sure.’ Sami fiddled with the buttons on her shirt. ‘Come on, be fair. This is my first experience of all this. I’m still trying to get on top

of it all.’

‘That’s fine. It will sift into your system and you’ll find the bits you need to know.’

‘Goonamulli keeps saying I have to learn about my country. What does he mean, exactly?

Bridget didn’t answer for a moment as she concentrated on driving along the rough track. Finally she spoke quietly and Sami had to strain to hear her words. ‘Goonamulli means you have to pay your dues to your people - your family and the land, the part of the country they came from.’

Sami didn’t answer but leaned back in the seat, mentally retreating. How would the old man know about her family? The spectre of her mother’s knowledge of the story of their family returned, unbidden, unwanted, to confront Sami yet again.

It was almost light. Lily opened the door onto the balcony and stared at the silvery sheen of the bay. How she loved being so close to the sea. A Piscean, the proximity of water calmed her soul. She could never tire of watching the colours, moods and shifts of the water that travelled from the Indian Ocean to the bay, through the mangroves and mudflats to lap gently below the lawns around the apartment.

Hidden under these waters along this coast were ugly creatures that lured men to their death - the mud grey, barnacled, Pinctada maxima oyster. But inside its plate-sized shells, nature produced the world’s most glorious, exquisitely beautiful pearls.

On an impulse, Lily dressed in her swimsuit and sarong and flung her grandmother’s magnificent rope of pearls around her neck. The instant they touched her skin they felt warm, glowing with life. Barefoot she went to the car deciding to swim into the day at Cable Beach, and let the old pearls return briefly to their world of water.

There was very little traffic, and the mellifluous voice of Enya filled the car as she drove. All was peaceful, though she kept a sharp eye out for grazing kangaroos that might leap into her path. Then in an instant she was taken by surprise as, from seemingly nowhere, two rocketing, screaming cars were road raging behind her. An old red station wagon with three local boys inside was being pursued by a green Falcon, two white faces grinning, shouting and waving beer cans.

The road was not wide enough for three abreast and she swerved into the shoulder, red dirt and gravel flying as she struggled to control the car. But even as she concentrated on her own driving she had an accelerated image of the green car nudging, pushing, baiting the red car, which was fishtailing dangerously as they disappeared

around a bend.

Lily had resisted the urge to brake suddenly and now she came to a stop. All was still and silent once more. But her heart was beating. She took deep breaths. The road was empty. Driving slowly, she continued toward Cable Beach. Had it been friendly rivalry, high spirits fuelled by booze, or was it more sinister than that?

Around the next bend everything dissolved into slow motion. Steam from an exploded radiator was rising. The cars had collided, one was off the shoulder in the bushes, the other faced the wrong way on the other side of the road. The red car was closest. Further down the road she saw a figure staggering from the other vehicle.

She pulled up and stumbled in her haste to run to the red car. A torn dark arm, white bones revealed, dangled from the driver’s window where the car door had been hit. On the other side, the door was hanging open and a young man lay sprawled on the dirt. Even before she reached him, Lily felt something clawing at her throat and when she rolled him over she saw the scratched and ripped face of a local boy, Eugene, who she recognised from his visits to Rosie and Harlan. His eyes blinked open. They were glazed but he was conscious. Then he appeared to recognise her.

‘Don’t try to move. Can you feel your legs? Your arm?’ He groaned weakly as he pointed to his thigh. The leg of his jeans was seeping red. ‘Lie still, breathe deeply. You’re going to be okay. I have to see to the others.’

The boy with the badly injured arm who’d been driving was now struggling to get out of the passenger door. She leaned in and helped him out as he collapsed beside the car, cradling his ripped arm.

Lily then ran down the road to the other car. Oh God, why had no one else come by? Dawn would soon break, surely others were out on the road this early? Please God, don’t let anyone be badly hurt, she thought. Please God, don’t let this car burst into flames. The smell of petrol, of beer and of blood washed over her.

‘Lady, lady. Help

One boy had got out of the car and she reached in to pull out the semi-conscious passenger. ‘Oh Jesus. Oh no.’ Lily recognised Simon, Dale’s son.

A car coming in the opposite direction stopped. Suddenly there was a man beside her helping pull Simon from the car and lay him on the road.

‘I’ve got a mobile, I’ll call for help. We’d better warn any approaching cars.’ He hurried to his car.

Quickly she examined Simon and felt for a pulse, reciting aloud to herself his vital signs:

‘Blood pressure high, heart strong. Hasn’t lost a lot of blood. He’ll make it. Hopefully no serious internals. They’re all moving, no spinal damage.’

The other boy was now sitting at the edge of the road, his head in hands, his body shaking. Lily ran back to the red car. Two boys were bending over Eugene. ‘He’s bleeding bad, lady.’ ‘Have you got a knife?’

One boy pulled a pocket knife from his belt, flipped it open and handed it to her. ‘What’re you going to do?’ Eugene looked fearful.

‘Stop the bleeding. You’ve cut an artery.’ She

cut away the leg of his jeans revealing a deep

gash, then ripped off her sarong and expertly

wrapped it around the wound, pushing on the

pressure point to stem the flow of blood. ‘Are you

fellows okay?’

‘Shaky. Those bastards were chasing us. One had a rifle. I thought they were going to try to

shoot us.’

‘Ran us off the road, we were scared,’ added

Eugene.

‘Go and stand back along the road and flag

down any car that comes along. Slow them down,’ she told one of the boys with Eugene. ‘Thanks very much for your help.’ I was going for an early swim. Lucky I came

along, eh?’

Eugene nodded and closed his eyes. ‘My leg

hurts.’

‘What happened? Were you boys drinking?’ ‘Nah, me and Wally and Joe were fishing. Got some big moon fish. We was coming home when them hoons caught up with us on the road.’

‘They threw beer cans at us then started trying to push us off the road. When we saw one of ‘em with the gun we hit the gas,’ said the other boy.

The man who’d stopped to help came and glanced at Eugene. ‘Police and ambo on the way. Christ, what a mess. You look like you know what you’re doing.’

‘I did a first-aid certificate many moons ago. How are the other boys?’

‘One is in shock, one is a bit out of it but he doesn’t look bad. These two look okay and you’ve got that guy under control. Lucky thing you were on the scene.’

‘There’s always the big worry of internal damage,’ muttered Lily, looking down at Eugene and thinking of Simon.

‘I’m on my way to Perth, I didn’t need this just as I’m setting out. Were you going for a swim?’

Lily was suddenly aware she was wearing only a swimsuit and an incongruous strand of pearls. ‘Yes. The terrible thing is I know two of the boys. In both cars.’

‘Oh shit. Stupid kids. Booze and speed. Gets ‘em every time.’

‘These boys were fishing. They reckon the I other lads chased them off the road,’ said Lily, the ramifications of the whole incident beginning to set in. ‘The white boys had beer and a gun.’

The man glanced back at the green car. ‘Who’s going to be believed? I didn’t see anything. I don’t

want to be involved. Well, I’ve done what I can. The cops will be here soon and I’ve got a long drive. Good luck.’

‘Wait a minute, what’s your name? Can’t you wait till the police or ambulance get here?’ Lily’s voice was rising, a sense of outrage engulfing her. ‘I’ve done my bit. Like I said, I’ve got a long drive and long day ahead. Any minute now the right blokes will be here, that’s for sure.’ He walked towards his car, then paused and turned to Lily. ‘You know, this bit of road raging between blacks and whites is pretty typical of what’s bubbling beneath the surface of this place all the time. The locals try to cover it up, and they do pretty well. But it will keep exploding like this. It’s the law of nature.’ He got in his car and drove off without looking back.

Lily was stunned by the man’s insensitive reaction but when Eugene grunted and tried to sit up, she turned her attention to him. ‘I’ve seen you at Rosie’s, visiting Biddy. Your name’s Eugene, isn’t it?’ ‘Yeah.’

‘Take it easy, Eugene. Hang in there, help is coming.’ Gently she smoothed his face, then placed his hand over hers on the sarong tourniquet. ‘Keep your hand here, just push gently. I’d better check on the others.’

The white boy who’d been sitting at the edge of the road had wandered into the bushes. Simon struggled to his feet. ‘Stupid bloody Abos. Shouldn’t be allowed to drive.’

‘Simon, take it easy. What happened?’ Lily held her temper.

He didn’t answer for a minute while he looked around for his mate. ‘Ah, Keith was a bit pissed … pissed off… we’d been with some girls and were going home. Saw those blokes on the road, gave us the finger or something so Keith lost his rag.’

‘Who had a gun?’

‘Not me.’

‘Was there a gun?’

‘I dunno. I was pissed. He was driving.’ Simon was sullen. ‘Dad is going to be mad as hell, I reckon.’

Lily was about to say something when another motorist stopped and suddenly there were people everywhere, a tow truck, an ambulance, the police. The early rays of the sun lit the scene with a harsh bright light. For a moment Lily closed her eyes, thinking back to the peace of the pale first light and wished the incident had all been a dream.

She gave her name and a brief statement to the police, and agreed to be interviewed later. Then she got back in her car. The day had been deeply scarred.

Poor Dale. Poor boys. She wished she could talk to Sami. But first of all, she’d better get to Dale. He’d been so happy when Simon had moved up to Broome for six months. He’d finished his apprenticeship as a builder and was getting some practical experience on Dale’s latest project - supplying

building materials and equipment to a small housing estate being developed at the edge of town. Dale had hoped that Simon would stay on and work

with his company.

Simon was a few years younger than Sami, and Dale and Lily hoped they might get on together. But they had no interest in each other after their first brief meeting in Sydney when Dale came to visit and had brought Simon to dinner. Lily had diplomatically explained that the gap in age and interests was too wide for much social interaction, rather than tell Dale that Sami had put her foot down about including her in any cosy family foursomes. Simon was equally relieved that he didn’t have to spend his time making contrived conversation with Lily and Sami. And Lily didn’t want to appear as though she and Dale had blended families. But as a parent, she didn’t want the local policeman arriving on Dale’s doorstep with the news his son had been in a road accident.

She stopped at the start of the long driveway that led to his home out past the beach. Rummaging in her beach bag she found an old T-shirt with a Greenpeace slogan on it, pulled it on and drove up to the house. �

Sleepily, Dale opened the door. ‘Lily, this is a nice surprise. Why didn’t you come in and wake me up in bed?’ He looked at her tanned legs, the T-shirt and pearls. ‘Swimming?’

‘Dale, come inside and let’s have some coffee. I have to tell you something.’

‘At this hour? What’s up?’ He heard the concern in her voice.

She went to him and held him by the shoulders. ‘Everything is all right, but it’s Simon. He’s been in a bit of an accident.’

‘Oh Christ, where? How bad?’ He jerked in shock.

‘He’s fine. He’s being checked out at the hospital, just as a matter of course, I expect. There were others involved, but Simon is all right.’ She spoke the last phrase slowly and with emphasis.

‘How do you know all this? Where were you?’

‘I was driving to Cable Beach for a swim, the accident happened almost in front of me. He and a mate hit three Aboriginal boys. Eugene was one of them. He’s cut badly. The other has a bad arm.’

‘Where’s Simon? You spoke to him?’

‘Of course. I didn’t want you to hear from anyone else and panic.’ On cue the phone began to ring behind him and he ran to answer it. Lily headed for the kitchen to make coffee.

Dale came slowly into the kitchen a few

moments later. ‘That was Simon. They’re being held

for observation and a police statement. He said it

was the other blokes’ fault. He had a few choice

words to say about it all, so he must be okay.’

‘Dale, I saw them overtake me. From what I saw and what Eugene told me, I’d say Simon and his mate might be in the wrong.’

‘Bugger that. Just because you know Eugene, you don’t have to take his side. But then you are a bit one-eyed when it comes to our black brothers,

aren’t you?’ He slammed the cupboard door after taking down two mugs.

‘Dale, you’re upset. Have your coffee and go in and see Simon. I’m going home.’ She didn’t add that she wanted Rosie to call Eugene’s family and let them know what had happened. ‘I’ll talk to you later,’ she said quietly.

‘Lily, I’m sorry. Thanks for coming all the way

out,’ said Dale wearily.

She nodded and got in her car. But as she headed back, thoughts of what had happened scrolled through her mind. And she saw Simon’s friend get out of the car and go into the bushes at the side of the road. He was carrying something. Eugene mentioned a rifle. Dale had told her that Simon had a gun licence for hunting.

Lily was now convinced that Simon and his mate had hidden the gun before the police arrived. And from what she’d gleaned from occasional references from Dale, they could also have been getting rid of drugs. When she got home, she called the police station. Then she called Rosie.

‘That’s terrible news,’ sighed Rosie. ‘Eugene is a lovely boy. He lives with his grandmother Dolly and he works part-time at the bird observatory. Dolly and Biddy are connected.’

As she made herself a cup of coffee, Lily cursed Simon and thought about Dale’s reaction when she had tried to talk to him about the accident. While he had been upset about his son, Lily saw they stood on opposite sides of the fence when it came to Aboriginal issues.





Chapter Five

Lily HAD TAKEN UP SALTY’S OFFER TO VISIT Damien

Lake’s pearl farm. It had been a long drive, and on first sight she thought it looked more like a holiday resort than the headquarters of a complex aquatic farming operation. The neat waterfront operations sheds, maintenance and boat sheds, staff quarters and communal recreation rooms, all with shady verandahs looking out to the stunning expanse of Red Rock Bay, created a relaxed atmosphere. A large barge rocked gently at a mooring and two dolphins, as if on cue, swam by close inshore.

‘It’s paradise, Damien,’ exclaimed Lily. ‘Far more beautiful than I imagined. Thank you so much for letting me come up.’

‘It’s hard to capture the spirit of a place until you visit it. Or the ever-changing sights and

sounds,’ he said. ‘I loved watching it grow from tents to dongas to what we have now. It’s a business but it’s also a passion.’

‘But not without its problems.’ Damien smiled. ‘Ah yes, staff problems, shell problems, engine problems, et cetera, but somehow they just don’t seem quite as forbidding as anything a city office throws up.’

‘It must have been a lot of work - making a

dream come true.’

‘Tenacity and being able to laugh at adversity are a must if you want to be a pearler,’ he said, laughing. ‘It’s a family business and we like to think of everyone that works here as part of that family too. We’ve trained our own Aussie and Kiwi technicians when it used to be all Japanese workers. Seeding was a big dark secret done behind a black curtain.’ Damien and Lily stopped

outside the office.

‘It’s the big oysters that are only fished up here that make pearls from Broome unique, right?’

‘Yes, Pinctada maxima. But it’s our environment, the clean waters, that make the difference. What’s out there.’ He pointed to the glittering bay. Damien showed Lily to a guestroom attached to the office. ‘Now back to the real world. I’ll leave you to settle in. I’d better go and make my presence felt among the troops.’

Lily put off unpacking to enjoy the scene a little more. There was a magic about it all that was captivating. The dolphins continued their parade, now a little further out, and seabirds circled lazily

overhead. Down near the main boat ramp, Damien joined several workers, men and women, laughing and joking as they loaded a barge with wire-mesh panels packed with freshly seeded shells. Damien owned the farm with his father, Ron, and together they were willing to turn their hands to almost any aspect of the business.

One of the women who worked on the boats with the divers offered to show Lily around and then took her to the dining room, pointing out the refrigerator filled with fruit, yoghurts and cold drinks. ‘Help yourself anytime,’ she said brightly. ‘That’s the norm out here.’ As they went on a tour of the sprawling set-up, Lily wondered what Tyndall and Olivia would have made of this sophisticated operation. Yet the heart of the business was the same - the joy of an exquisite, perfect pearl slithering out of the wet muscle of these unique oysters.

After the barge had been loaded, Damien called Lily to join him for a run out into the bay where the oysters would be put back on long lines strung between buoys. On the way Lily got a quick but detailed account of the farm routine, and gained a fresh appreciation of how much patient and skilled work there was behind the slick marketing of the industry. The staff were a key; everyone had to get on and feel they were part of a team, though turnover among the youthful workers was high. It was physically hard work with long hours, seasonal for some and isolated, although most had a week off every

two or three weeks when they returned to

Broome to ‘go mad’.

It was a new world to Lily. She had only ever known, through her research, how things worked in the old days, though she knew all about the social side of the contemporary pearling scene. This was very different, and Lily found it fascinating and stimulating. She told Damien, who laughed and reminded her that she had Captain Tyndall’s blood in her veins.

That evening she sat with the young crew who’d just come back from a week off, and listened to their entertaining and sometimes dramatic stories, the good-natured teasing and the camaraderie as they shared a few cold beers after dinner. Most turned in early as they’d be heading out on the first shift at five o’clock before coming back for breakfast at 7 am, then starting on their

other duties.

She’d seen some of their quarters and noticed, in their rooms and all around the place, shells, coral, driftwood, grasses and seeds that they had collected. The sea, the scenery, the untamed coastline, the vagaries and danger of changing weather affected even the most blase of the young staff. Some were there for the money, the fun, adventure, an escape, maybe romance. No matter what drew them to pearling, when they eventually left, they would take with them the memory of the rhythm of working as a team on a slippery wet deck, a perfect sunset, catching a huge fish, or moments of peace in a hammock slung between two palm trees.

The harvest pearl given to each of them at the end of a season would remind them why they had gone there. Lily knew that if she were young and fit, this is where she’d want to be working.

Damien summed it up as they shared a quiet drink, watching the moonrise. ‘Producing a pearl that will become an heirloom is a birthing process; it’s umbilically linked to the moon and the tides.’

‘Tears of the moon,’ said Lily softly. ‘I understand it all better now.’

Early the next morning Lily set out to walk around their side of the bay.

She had gone almost five kilometres to where the bay curved, and she felt she was walking where no one had been for many years. Then she came on the mouth of a wide creek and at the edge of the dune, she found rusting tins, stones marking a fireplace, and empty bottles. There was a tangle of fishing line, a small midden of old shells and a rotting wooden paddle. Obviously it was a fishing spot, she thought, or a sitting down place for local people. As she turned towards the creek she heard the splutter of an outboard motor and an aluminium runabout came into view. It slowed and the Aboriginal man at the helm waved and called, ‘You all right, lady? You lost?’ He cut the engine and steered closer.

‘I’m fine, I’m staying with friends.’

‘Just visiting, eh?’

That’s right.’

He acted a little surprised that someone like Lily, probably from a big city, was in this spot at this hour. ‘Go up the creek ‘ere. It’s not far.’ He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Ask t’see Mr George. He’s the boss.’

Before Lily could ask boss of what or who Mr George might be, the man yanked on the motor starter handle, gave her a wave and headed

into the bay.

After about twenty minutes Lily stopped, mesmerised by the scene before her. It was undoubtedly a pearling camp, but very rundown. With the sprawling, ramshackle buildings and rough sheds, the rambling old house with its sagging verandah, the clutter of boats and gear, piles of oyster panels, ropes and floats, it looked like the set for a movie based on a Somerset Maugham story. And then Lily caught her breath. Partially screened by mangroves was an old wooden lugger lying on its side in the mud. A lugger like those she’d seen in old photographs and neatly restored at the Pearl Luggers Museum in town.

In Lily’s mind the boat looked like a tired old lady, resting, perhaps remembering her lively younger days dipping and drifting over distant shell beds. Like a flashback she saw the lugger at sea, her deck laden with shell, Tyndall laughing at the helm, Yoshi in his diving suit placing the heavy helmet on his shoulders, tender at the ready,

Ahmed looking on.

‘BoyI You looking for someone? Come on over.’ An old man in shorts and a faded shirt was

signalling from the verandah of the house. A dog loped towards Lily.

‘Hello. I’m Lily Barton. Are you Mr George?’ ‘David George, at your service, but you can call me Dave. Where’d you spring from?’ They shook hands. He was in his seventies, unshaven, lean, with a chirpy voice that sounded faintly British, and a cheerful smile. Lily thought his pale blue eyes looked tired and she noticed he moved stiffly.

‘I set out to explore this area before it got too hot. I walked over from the Lakes’ place.’

‘Do you want a drink of water? We don’t get many strangers just dropping by.’

‘That I can believe.’ Lily took off her hat and sat in one of the old cane chairs on the verandah while Dave fussed around in the kitchen getting glasses of cold water.

‘Thanks. It didn’t take me long to finish the little bottle of water I set out with,’ she said. ‘Next time I go bushwalking I’ll be a little wiser. I’ll take a bigger bottle.’ She drank deeply. ‘Ah, that’s nice. And so is the setting. Fabulous.’

‘It depends on the point of view. There’s not much to show for thirty years’ work. A few good seasons got knocked out by a run of bad ones -storms, a cyclone or two. Times overtook me, the capital to compete with the big operators got too hard.’ He paused then added philosophically, ‘Mind you, I didn’t give it away, I’m still here.’ ‘It gets into your blood, pearling.’ ‘You know a bit about it?’ ‘A little. I’ve been looking into it from a historical

 

and family viewpoint.’ Before Dave could get another question in, Lily looked back at the old lugger in the muddy creek, and asked, ‘What do you know about that lugger down there?’

‘Ah, the Georgiana. She could tell you a few

stories.’

‘Did you say Georgiana?’ Lily’s voice was a

whisper. ‘That was my mother’s name.’

Dave George leaned back in his chair, quietly studying her. When he spoke it was more of a statement than a question. ‘And she had links back to Captain Tyndall.’

Lily nodded, and they both looked at the lugger again. Then the pearler spoke. ‘I wondered when someone from the family would turn up. Yeah, that’s one of Tyndall’s boats.’

Lily struggled to control her emotions. ‘And this once belonged to the Star of the Sea, Captain

Tyndall’s company?’

The man nodded, watching her intently. ‘I’m his great-granddaughter.’ ‘Well, I never.’ He gave a grin and reached over and pumped her hand. ‘They were long out of business when I came along hoping to make my fortune. I bought the farm from the estate. No one else seemed to want it. I was either too early or too late in the pearling business. I’m just dabbling now, to tell you the truth. Not like Star of the Sea. They had a good set-up in Broome, camps along the foreshore, this place, and they tried a couple of others.’ ‘He was a man ahead of his time, I guess,’ said Lily, still struggling to adjust to this information.

‘Generous too. He looked after his people. I’ve done a bit of historical homework, as well.’ Dave grinned with some pride. ‘I reckon his two closest people were YoshI, the diver, and Ahmed, his offsider. Loyal, they were. In fact, one of Ahmed’s relatives still has the original old camp.’

Lily looked surprised. ‘I didn’t know that, who is it? Where is it?’

‘Ah, it’s nothing much to look at, love. It’s just an old shack Tamerah’s family kept on. I think it’s empty most of the time now. It’s at the back of town, facing the bay, like all the camps were. They’d cut the mangroves and pull the luggers up on the shore and set up their base camps.’

‘I know it,’ said Lily weakly. ‘I’ve been there. I just met Ross Tamerah. It belonged to his uncle.’

‘There you go. History in Broome is alive and well.’ Dave rose stiffly. ‘I guess you’d like to have a look around.’

Lily felt slightly faint. Was it the heat, the long walk, or the emotional impact of strolling into the world of her greatgrandfather? Her heart was racing. ‘Yes, Dave. Thank you. That would be very nice indeed.’ She struggled to hold back tears. ‘Please excuse me if I appear a little emotional about all this, but, well, it is something special.’

‘Ah, that’s all right, love. Grab your hat and we’ll do the rounds. It’s about time I checked out what the blokes are up to in the sheds anyway.’

For the next hour they wandered around the property, meeting the handful of workers tending the shell that was currently being seeded or packed into wire panels. Despite the rather rundown condition of many of the buildings, the operation was clinical and efficient.

Dave was clearly proud of this part of the farm. ‘This is the heart of the whole show,’ he explained to Lily. ‘I’ve always got a kick out of what happens here, the sense of expectation that goes with every harvest.’

Lily could relate immediately to what he was saying. She, too, was taken by what was happening around her in a way that was far different from what she had seen at the Lakes’ farm. This time it all seemed so personal. Somehow she knew that it was part of her heritage. ‘Do you think you will keep farming here much longer, Dave?’ she asked, trying hard to make it sound like a casual

question.

‘Nah, I don’t think so, Lily. Look around, it’s a big job and there’s a lot of competition. It’s all high tech and marketing nowadays. Mind you, no one’s told the oysters that.’ He chuckled.

‘If you had some money behind you, would you do this again?’ asked Lily.

‘Bloody oath, I would. The water out there is rich in nutrients, if you can keep them feeding in the clean water out in the bay, they’ll make pearls fit for a queen.’

‘So?’

‘I’m no spring chicken, it’s been hard meeting

payments, keeping the boys on, maintaining the boats and gear. I run a small operation. I have a decent lot of shell hanging out there for the last couple of years. Who knows what it’ll bring …’ His voice trailed off and he looked at the creek that led to the bay. ‘That’s not to say I didn’t have big dreams once. Captain Tyndall started with one boat.’ He turned to Lily as they walked towards the old lugger. ‘So, you just looking around?’

‘It’s a long story, but I’ve been coming back to Broome for years now, ever since I got a grip on the family history and its links with the area … and pearls. Each trip seems to hold me here longer.’

Dave George gave her a friendly pat on the back. ‘I know exactly what you’ve been feeling. It’s amazing just how many people catch the Broome bug.’

When they got to the lugger neither spoke as if in respect for the old ship. Lily’s eyes ran over every part of the boat. ‘Beautiful. Truly beautiful,’ she said softly.

He rattled off the statistics. ‘The beam is a third of her length, she’s sixty feet. See that heavy keel? That slows the drift when divers are working below. And those solid ribs are curved like a wineglass so she can lie on her side in the mud. I reckon in those days the shipwrights never drew plans, they just did a bit of a rough sketch.’ ‘And the wood?’

‘Jarrah. Queensland white beech, masts Oregon pine, cajuput.’

‘Is it true there’s always a silver coin under the

foremast?’

‘Yep. Men of the sea are a superstitious bunch.

It’s a pity we couldn’t afford to get her up to scratch. There’s life in the old girl yet, mind you.’ ‘I’m sure there is,’ said Lily. ‘I’m sure there is. By the way, what do you call this place?’

‘Nothing clever. I was hoping some of Tyndall’s luck would rub off - it’s called “Star Two”.’

Two hours later Lily shook the old man’s hand, politely turning down his offer to drive her back to Damien Lake’s farm, saying she’d enjoy the walk. He didn’t press the offer, figuring that Lily needed the quiet time to come to terms with the discovery of so much that went to the heart of her family’s history. He watched her walk back to the rough track that threaded through the dunes, and he ran! a hand over the stubble on his chin. There goes a lady with a lot on her mind, he thought.

It was stifling with not a breath of wind, and the harsh light bounced off the white sand into Lily’s eyes. Back by the shore of the bay she spotted a leafy tree that provided reasonable shade and sat beneath it to rest and think. She felt drained, not so much by the heat and the physical exertion as by the overwhelming impact of coming into the orbit of her distant white family in this unexpected way. Until today her remote links to a multiracial and Aboriginal family had dominated what had been a search for identity. Here, among these

dunes and on that water out there, her greatgrandfather had worked and dreamed. He had probably often gazed across the bay and wondered if a fortune awaited him in its depths. Of course, Tyndall had a thriving business in Broome back then and the Red Rock Bay base must have been a gamble, but at least it was still there and yielding pearls.

Suddenly, inexplicably, she was seized by a vision that she realised had emerged from the impressions that had come flooding in from the moment she saw the lugger and the camp. It had a simple but staggering message - follow in his footsteps.

The thought made her shiver in shock for a moment. Follow in his footsteps, are you mad? It must be the result of too much sun. No, don’t try so lightly to dismiss the idea. Think about it. Sure there’s a problem of finding enough money, sure I haven’t a clue about actually working pearls as distinct from wearing them, and practically everyone will think I’m mad. Ah, but Tyndall had the wonderful Olivia for support. What had she advised him? She had always been so encouraging and daring. Who can I turn to? she thought. Who will share this vision? And the commitment needed to make it a reality?

I Lily idly ran her hand through the sand as thoughts whirled, and it was only when her fingers touched something hard that she concentrated on what she was doing. She dug a little deeper and pulled up a discarded pearl shell, the inner surface

still silvery and glossy. She shook her head in surprise. I wonder how you got under this tree. A wild coincidence, or something else … a signal,

perhaps.

Touching the shell brought vividly to mind the moment she’d first worn Olivia’s beautiful pearl necklace. She was only a tiny child then. How those lustrous, wondrous pearls had captured her heart. Against her skin they seemed to be alive, shining, breathing, glowing with life. And yet her mother had hidden them away, rejected them. Lily knew they were rightfully hers. How she treasured that brief bright memory of Olivia - a grand and elegant old lady, draping them around her neck, delighted that they dangled to her knees. But Georgiana had come upon them in the Perth garden and said they looked ridiculous and had taken them off. With the glance and the whisper that passed between Lily and Olivia, the only time she met her great-grandmother, she knew those pearls were meant for her. She wore them now as often

as she could.

More than ever before, Lily was obsessed with their creation - that they had come from this coast, these waters, painstakingly collected by Tyndall. She tried to imagine the surge of excitement at finding just one such pearl.

Now much of the confusion she associated with

having no challenge, no goal to achieve, no sense of

direction, seemed to clear like a mist lifting with the

sunrise. She was over fifty, retired from her job in

Sydney, and everyone was expecting her to take it

easy. It was taken for granted that she was past the time of Great Passion - whether it be a love affair or a business venture. Lily decided to prove them wrong. Perhaps here was a means to do that. It was daunting even to consider such a step. She would have to think this through, sleep on it. Maybe, back in the comfort of her modern apartment in Broome, this would seem a wild, but delicious, pipedream. What she did know was that there was no one she could ask; this decision was hers alone.

Lily got to her feet, and trudged back around the deserted shoreline, still trying to clear her mind. But all the while she kept seeing snapshots of the Star Two farm, the abandoned Georgiana, and the portrait of Tyndall back at the old house in Broome with his twinkling eyes that now seemed to say to her, ‘I dare you.’

Sami hadn’t laughed so much in weeks. She and Palmer had gone for a morning walk. Rakka ran ahead of them, loving every moment of this outback adventure - except when she’d been left at camp to ‘stand guard’. Sami had become accustomed to the bagpipes that Palmer played at almost any time of the day, though he favoured early morning and evening. Between blasts on the pipes, and conducting imaginary orchestras as he hummed classical tunes, Palmer talked. He was never lost for a subject. It seemed that he even thought out loud.

He talked about his Scottish mother - ‘a Celtic queen of fantasy’ - and her family, about growing up with a diehard Aussie dad. ‘I was brought up on myth, legend, limericks and larrikinism. That’s one of the reasons I love the stories and beliefs of Aboriginal people. The white man’s sciences are not nearly as poetic as the custodians’ stories,’ Palmer said to Sami. ‘Like what?’

‘They tell me that those caves we saw were clouds, now solidified into cloud stones to protect the interior of the caves.’

‘Is rock art your speciality?’ ‘Not really. But that’s what I love about anthropology, almost anything can come under its umbrella.’

‘So you can look at the character, science and culture of man - or woman,’ Sami said. ‘I’ve tended to study fine art, meaning period and ancient art.’

Palmer looked at her profile as Sami concentrated on the rough track. ‘And you never thought scratches on a rock wall in a remote cave could qualify as significant art?’

‘Dr Palmer, are you challenging me?’ she asked in an exaggerated defensive tone, causing him to smile. ‘Fair comment, in a way. I wish I’d had you as one of my lecturers.’ Then after a moment she added, ‘I have to admit I found those very raw, primitive cave paintings and the sun carvings extremely powerful.’

‘And yet as whitefellas we can’t fully appreciate

or understand their true depth. Sure, we can look at the colour and shape, and guess at their meaning, but we’ll never really know the story behind them. Only what we’re told by those who do know.’

Sami glanced quickly at the laconic yet perceptive academic.

He caught her look and shrugged. ‘You can’t live out here and not become aware of the importance of the traditional stories and beliefs. It’s part of daily life for Bridget, the old men, and Rosie Wallangou. I pick up bits of knowledge from all of them.’

Sami knew about her relative Rosie from her mother, she had seen photos of her. Rosie had even written to Sami. She assumed Palmer knew little about her background but changed the tack of their conversation just in case.

‘Being there really makes the difference,’ said Sami. She was still trying to understand why the cave art and carvings had affected her so deeply. ‘I was looking for spiritual elements in art in the western sense. Depictions of sacred figures, symbols, places of worship and so on. These places were very spiritual and yet so few people know of their location or their significance.’ She knew she would have to go back and spend time just sitting in the rock shelter, studying the paintings to try to fathom how to approach the work.

‘It’s all tied together. The creation of the art -though that’s not really the right interpretation. It wasn’t created as art in the sense we know it. It’s

bound up in the place, the land, the people, their story, all are as one.’

‘So how do outsiders ever understand the depth of Aboriginal cultural expression? You feel like you’re trespassing.’

‘There’s another layer or more, an inner story, a hidden heartbeat in Aboriginal art. Even a bloke trying to sell a rough picture for a few bucks to buy a flagon of booze believes that. When you’re in Broome talk to Rosie at Little Street Gallery. She’s local and very knowledgeable.’

‘What we’ve been looking at out here is obviously old art, very old art. The modern stuff seems overwhelmingly commercial, right?’ Sami asked.

‘There are some contemporary Aboriginal artists gaining a toehold in the international fine art market,’ said Palmer. ‘Its greater value though, is in consciousness raising out there in the wide, white world. Even a reproduction on a humble T-shirt, if it has been made with respect and the permission of the community, is sending a message, alerting people to the fact that we Australians have a special heritage that’s worth looking at a little more closely. End of sermon.’

They were silent for a few moments as Sami digested her feelings and Palmer’s comments. Then she said, ‘It’s as if all these pictures hold a secret. People buy a painting and hang it on their wall and have no idea what is under the paint.’ She was conscious that the words failed to really clarify the hazy thoughts that were stirring in her mind. ‘And maybe one night the picture comes to life, or starts

throbbing or singing. Fanciful, but I mean would they ever really understand that inside story?’

‘Do they want to? Need to? Some people appreciate the exterior form and that’s enough.’ He glanced at her. ‘Something tells me you want to get beneath the surface.’ When Sami didn’t answer Palmer started whistling, but he was thinking that this was a girl with a lot of questions. Unlike many young women he’d taught, Sami didn’t prattle on about her personal life, didn’t talk about her studies, future work or plans of any kind. She was obviously bright, well brought up, but despite her polite exterior there was a reserve he didn’t understand. He’d sensed that she had experienced more than an academic interest in the old caves. She had been emotionally moved, unexpectedly so, it seemed to him.

Ted Palmer thought back to when he’d been doing his PhD. It was a stressful time. He’d seen a lot of students drop out, delay, give up, get depressed or manic. Being divorced and never having had children, he was nonetheless a caring man who young people related to. He’d been told this was because he treated them the same way as he treated his peers, who were in their fifties. The world was made up of equals in Palmer’s eyes. He was prepared to meet everyone as a person of intelligence and compassion and treat them as such - until they proved their brilliance or stupidity. Sami was like a tightly closed flower bud, he decided. The Kimberley sun would coax those Petals to open.

He sang softly to himself as they continued their walk. In a little while he saw the tension in her jawline relax so he asked, ‘Are you having fun?’

She gave him a surprised look. ‘Fun? I’m trying to absorb all this and how it affects my own research. It’s intriguing, fascinating, disturbing even.’

Palmer stood back with a smile of satisfaction. ‘Ah, wait till you get to Broome then. That’s fun.’

Lily was back in Broome, but she couldn’t shake the memory and mood of being at the Star Two farm and her conversation with old Dave. She sat on the balcony staring at the tide coming in when suddenly it hit her. Why hadn’t she seen it before - the remarkable coincidence of Georgiana rejecting Broome and her family ties just as Sami, her granddaughter, was doing to Lily.

She got up, determined to stop her mind dwelling on thoughts of Sami and the friction between them. She was hungry and decided to eat out, somewhere local and casual. Dale had left two messages on her mobile, which she hadn’t responded to. He wanted her to join him for dinner at his home as soon as she was back, but Lily didn’t feel like it tonight. Her head was spinning with ideas and fantasies, and Dale would probably be pragmatic and throw cold water over them. And he lived so far out of town, she’d have to spend the night. While occasional sex with an attractive loving friend was nice, tonight Lily wanted to be on her own.

She settled on the cafe at Town Beach, near the caravan park. By the time she had walked there in the fading light she felt completely relaxed. She picked a small table with only one chair on the terrace overlooking the bay, then went inside to order. She was studying the chalked menu when she heard the girl behind the counter describing the Nepalese goat curry to a customer.

‘Sounds great, I’ll give it a go,’ he said.

The voice was vaguely familiar. Lily turned to find Tim Hudson, the young man she’d met on her last morning at Bradley Station, standing beside her. ‘We meet again,’ she announced brightly, ‘at sunset instead of sunrise.’

‘Well hello. Nice to see you again. Lily. Lily Barton, right?’

‘Yes. So, Tim, you’re braving the goat curry?’

‘Would you like to join me, or are you eating with friends?’

‘No, just a quick quiet meal.’ She turned to give her order. ‘Make that two curries. With all the trimmings.’

Tim pulled a chair over to Lily’s table and poured her a glass of wine from the bottle he’d brought along. ‘Can’t eat curry without a good red.’ Lily nodded. ‘So, what have you been doing since the races?’

‘Exploring a bit. What about you?’

‘Planning to explore. I’ve only been here once

before,’ he said. ‘I love it, though. It’s better than a lot of places I’ve been.’

‘It must seem very different after the time you spent overseas. You said you were in Indonesia didn’t you?’

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘What are you looking for now?’ The question was out even before Lily thought about it. Since returning to Broome it was the question she was constantly asking herself, and she felt a little embarrassed putting it to him. However, he showed no reaction.

‘I’m checking out all sorts of opportunities. Not exactly job hunting in the conventional sense.’

‘Meaning?’

He sipped on his wine as if giving himself time to ponder on the answer. ‘Well, I have some people interested in investing in this area, it’s up to me to find something that could work.’

‘Oh, like what?’ said Lily.

‘Any number of things. I have experience in a few areas, but at my last job in Indonesia I was running a pearl farm. On Roti Island. Interesting place - in many ways.’

Lily tried to stay composed, and sought assistance from a larger than usual attack on the wine. When she put the glass down Tim reached over and topped it up. ‘Thanks,’ she said and took a deep breath. ‘Let me tell you where I’ve been and what I want to do.’

She spoke quickly, summarising her visit to the old pearl farm at Red Rock Bay, how it was

connected to her family and how she had a wild idea of trying to get involved with it.

Tim’s initial look of astonishment gave way to a sceptical frown, but that was soon replaced by serious concentration. When she finished he burst into laughter. ‘Bloody amazing.’

Lily ignored the exclamation. ‘I don’t know anything about the Star Two prospects except that it’s a big lease and comes with a slice of history. Pave George might be happy to get out or stay on as a third partner, if I could raise the money to buy into it.’

‘Third partner?’ Tim raised his eyebrows. ‘Would I be correct in thinking you are suggesting I consider this as the opportunity I’m looking for?’

The waitress brought bowls of rice, a pot of steaming curry and small side dishes. They dished up the food before resuming the conversation. ‘Lily, I’m in business, well in this case I’m charged with finding a deal that’s got potential, prospects, not a dream.’

‘You’re in Broome! What’s a better prospect than pearls?’

‘If you have a thousand employees, several farms and the latest luxury work boats, it looks good,’ he countered.

Lily leaned forward, ignoring the delicious, spicy smell of her curry. ‘But you’re not looking at a multi-million dollar business just yet, are you? What about something small, exciting, with huge potential. With the right people, imagination, and passion I think we could make it work.’

‘We?’

‘Come on, Tim, at least come up and have a look at it. There’s a reason we met here tonight.’ She drained her wine, her eyes sparkling.

‘Yeah. To have a good goat curry, and it’s getting cold.’ They both turned to the food and enjoyed exchanging opinions and jokes about the local scene and people they’d met. By the time they ordered coffee they both knew that a trip to Red Rock Bay was inevitable.

Back at the apartment, Lily got ready for bed then paced around before turning on the television. The local channel had the Mary G Show on and usually the wise-cracking Queen of the Kimberley kept her laughing. But the popular Aboriginal comedy show couldn’t hold Lily’s attention this evening. She went out onto the balcony and listened to the chuk-chuk of a gecko glued to her wall, laughter from an apartment across the lawns, and the splashing of someone having a late-night swim in the pool. Secure sounds she knew well. When she lifted her gaze, she saw stretching away to the horizon the silver water of Roebuck Bay. Lights from a yacht shone to the south, and below the manicured lawns of Moonlight Bay Apartments, the water sloshed rhythmically and speedily through the mangrove trees. Come the wet season and the cyclones, it would not look so benign. Somewhere in the mud of those mangroves were the skeletons of luggers, symbols of an industry and an era.

Could she resurrect the same dream her greatgrandfather and his beloved Olivia shared? Could

make a new life for herself? One which involved huge financial risk, severing her ties on the other side of the country, and perhaps alienating her daughter. There was only one way to find out. Lily decided to have a bash at it - if she could swing Dave George, Tim and his investors to join her. She’d surprised herself at her impulsive suggestion to Tim. But it had felt right. She’d give it her best shot. She knew in a flash of deep understanding within herself that if she didn’t try, she’d always wonder. And become a bitter old lady.

She took a deep breath, went inside and slept soundly.



Chapter Six

Sami drove into Broome for the first time late one Saturday morning. She tried not to be moved or excited. She drove slowly, making it easier to take in the sights and sensations of Frederick Street as she approached the heart of the town. Patches of emerald grass, strips of bald red dirt bordering the bitumen, a young Aboriginal woman pushing a pram, an elderly man holding a parasol above his bald pink head walking with a measured gait that said it was too hot to hurry, a group of skylarking children on bicycles ignoring the heat, a wild and colourful mural along a brick wall, the sign announcing it was Broome Prison, a crowd of prison visitors around the entrance. Then she glimpsed through large boabs and palms a grand and elegant white bungalow with ‘Courthouse’ painted above the door.

On the lawns surrounding the courthouse was the weekly market - a profusion of colour and action that instantly grabbed her attention. She changed to low gear because of the traffic, then took the next turn and rolled onto the grass verge where haphazard parking almost seemed to be mandatory. Warm air, a hundred perfumes, laughter, blue skies, brightness and music engulfed her. Perhaps it was the expectation built on all she’d heard about Broome, the fact that she’d finally arrived here, that she had a connection to this place, that made her feel so excited. Whatever the reasons, she felt her spirits lift and found herself smiling at strangers - who smiled back.

Kevin and Bette had also gone to the markets to stock up on local fruit and vegetables and as they hovered at a stall Bobby Ching turned up. ‘Hi there. How you both doing?’

‘Hey, Bobby. Bursting with the healthy lifestyle, thanks very much,’ announced Kevin.

‘It’s a fun place to shop, and so relaxing,’ said Bette. ‘What’s new with you, Bobby? Still driving a taxi?’

‘No. I’ve got a new job. I ran into a bloke I met at the races - he’s hired me as a kind of tour guide.’

‘Excellent, well done,’ said Kevin. ‘We’ll have to get you to show us where the good fishing spots are. Where can we find you, Bobby?’

He pulled out his wallet and found a business card. ‘Ah, I might be out of town with Tim, so here’s a card for my dad’s office, down by the

bakery. Leave a message there. Are you still at the

Buccaneer?’

‘Yes, we love it. We’re settling in,’ said Kevin with a wink to Bobby. ‘Bette has planted a herb bed.’

Sami tied Rakka up under a shady palm and strolled among the stalls, stopped to watch the reggae band play and marvelled at the blend of electric guitars, didgeridoo and steel drums. She sampled spicy Asian dishes cooked on the spot, bought a frayed pre-loved straw hat and a loofah, the seller assuring her the sponge had been picked off the bottom of the local waters. Finally she bought a brilliant tropical orchid in a pot and a bag of mangoes. Pleased with her purchases she collected Rakka, returned to the car and followed the flow of traffic into the centre of town.

She noticed the posters for bands outside the pub, saw that Chinatown Music had an internet cafe, and glanced at several coffee shops that looked like they’d know what a soyccino or dandy tea would be. Then she drove past the elegant Paspaley Pearls showroom, the ABC radio station housed in a small building next to a smart restaurant, and next to it the Kimberley Bookshop. She could survive here, she thought. She parked for a few minutes just to watch the passing scene and to glance at the basic street map on the back of a brochure she’d picked up at the markets. Hammersley Street was five minutes away. Everything looked to be five minutes away.

Sami drove past the Mangrove Hotel, parked in the driveway of Moonlight Bay Apartments and sat in the car for a moment. She hadn’t told her mother exactly when she’d be arriving other than ‘this week sometime’. Lily understood what travelling in the outback was like, time took on new meaning, and the unexpected usually happened to cause delays to a planned schedule.

It had been a long drive since she’d parted company with Palmer and Bridget. Despite appearing very casual about the condition of his own vehicle, Palmer had double-checked Sami’s, making sure she was fully equipped before she set off. The drive provided much-needed time to herself. She had a lot to think about - the rock art, the expanse of the Kimberley, Goonamulli’s stories, the deep conversations with Bridget and Palmer. How she was going to weave it all into her dissertation was, for the moment, incidental to its impact on her personal life. The time for confrontation with her past that she’d delayed for years had arrived. She was in Broome, her mother was here, there’d be no putting off meeting her Aboriginal family. It had been easy to push it to the back of her mind while she lived in Sydney. Sami had decided to keep this sojourn in Broome an isolated event in her life. She could get this over with, make her mother happy and move on. She went to the reception desk and asked for Mrs Barton.

‘I think she’s out at Coconut Well. Do you want to leave a message?’

Sami paused. ‘I have a gift for her, a plant. I don’t want to leave it in the hot car.’

The receptionist directed her to a corner apartment upstairs at the far end of the building so Sami could leave it by her door. But first, she decided to have a quick look around the grounds. She opened a gate and walked across the lawn to look at the wonderful view of the bay. She turned towards the swimming pool then stopped sharply when a long skinny lizard, its tail arching, ran out from a low shrub, stopped suddenly and glared at her. Sami suddenly felt she was trespassing.

‘It won’t hurt you,’ called a friendly voice, and a tanned woman with sun-bleached hair came over to Sami. ‘There are dozens of them round the place. Ta-ta lizards we call ‘em.’ ‘Ta-ta as in goodbye?’

‘Yeah, look.’ She made a sudden move towards

the lizard which rose up, waved its front leg and

scampered away as they both waved goodbye to it.

‘How sweet,’ laughed Sami. ‘Do you work

here?’

‘Yep. My name’s Blossom. Well that’s my Broome name. I’m ground maintenance department.’ ‘Broome name?’

‘I came here with a boring name eight years ago, found a new life, decided to stay. I became a different person so I got a new name.’

‘Sounds reasonable,’ said Sami with a smile, recognising how well the name suited her.

‘Lots of people like me drift in and eventually have trouble even thinking about leaving. Broome

gets to you. So are you on holidays here? I haven’t seen you around.’

‘I’m visiting. My mum’s staying up there.’ Sami indicated the balcony of Lily’s apartment.

‘Oh, so you’re Lily’s daughter. When did you arrive?’

‘Just now. I gather she’s away so I guess I’ll just hang about.’

‘Oh, they’ll let you in. Your mum won’t mind. So …’ Blossom studied Sami. ‘How was the bush?’

‘My God, news gets around.’ Sami spoke lightly but she felt a little annoyed that everyone appeared to know her business.

‘I’ve had a few early morning chats with your mum. I bring her mangoes from my secret stash for her breakfast.’

‘I just bought a bag at the markets.’ ‘You can’t have too many mangoes. I’m glad to see you’re getting into the local scene right off. Anything I can do for you, let me know.’

‘Well there is something. I’m travelling with a dog. I didn’t fancy the idea of being on my own in remote places so I kept my best friend with me. Any suggestions where I can keep her while I’m here? I might be able to find friends … or family to look after her when Mum gets here.’

‘No problem. Just under the bottom balcony below your mum’s apartment there’s a tool and storage shed, it’s cool, we can make her a bed. What kind of dog is she? Will she be okay on her own for a bit?’

‘Rakka is a kelpie. She’s smart, she knows the drill. I knew there’d be problems, but I couldn’t leave her in a kennel. She’s my best mate.’

‘I know exactly how you feel. Listen, she can stay at my place if you have any trouble. I have a fenced yard and a fat old cat who will keep out of

her way.’

‘Oh that would be fantastic. Thanks so much,

Blossom.’

‘No worries.’

An hour later Sami was relaxing on the balcony eating a mango and reading that week’s Broome Advertiser when she heard the front door open. Lily squealed in shock then delight. ‘Sami! You monkey! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming today?’

‘I wanted to surprise you.’ She sauntered in to

hug her mother.

‘Well you did that. Oh my gosh, it’s fabulous to see you here.’ Lily hugged her daughter tightly. They held hands then parted and looked at each other. ‘Oh, you’re looking great, the Kimberley seems to have been good for you,’ said Lily with motherly satisfaction and pride.

‘You’re looking pretty good as well, Mum. In fact, positively blooming.’ Lily seemed almost coquettish, very pleased with herself and Sami wondered if the love affair with the deadly Dale

had intensified.

Lily hugged her again. ‘Oh, where to start. How long have you been here? You didn’t have any trouble getting in?’

‘Blossom fixed things.’ Sami pointed to the plant on the dining-room table. ‘I got you a little gift at the markets,’ she said casually.

‘Sami, it’s gorgeous. And more mangoes, goody.’

‘I gather Blossom keeps you supplied.’ ‘She’s great. Now let’s put the kettle on. I want to hear everything.’

‘It’s too hot for tea, although this air-conditioning is nice. How about a swim?’ Sami wasn’t ready to sit down and have an in-depth sharing with her mother. Though she knew it was what her mother wanted.

After Lily had cuddled Rakka, she and Sami floated and paddled round the huge pool, which Lily was glad they had to themselves. As always when they came together after an absence Sami was a little casual, almost stand-offish. Lily had learned not to push her. She thawed slowly as if she’d been testing the water before opening her heart and sharing her feelings. Lily asked about her studies, the work in progress, friends, her impressions of the inland and the outback people. Gradually they moved in closer to the core issues.

‘What plans have you made?’ asked Sami.

‘For us? None really. Being here, things unfold.’

Sami gave her mother a sceptical look. Lily was an organiser. ‘So what’s unfolding?’

‘Well, I thought tonight we could go out to eat. I rang a couple of friends you might like …’ Lily stopped as Sami burst out laughing and, catching herself, she cheerfully splashed her daughter.

‘Okay. It’s very informal. I was going anyway. There’s a concert at the hotel, it’s supposed to be

great music.’

‘And who are these friends?’ Sami hoped she wasn’t going to be plunged into family right off. ‘I don’t want to be instantly bubbling and scintillating, it’s been a big drive. I set out at four this morning from my last stop.’

‘Have a nap after lunch. And you don’t have to make conversation at a show. Just sit back and enjoy.’

In the twilight Sami and Lily strolled into town. Lily linked her arm through Sami’s as they walked in the balmy air down Kennedy Hill. She was deeply moved to have Sami with her. It had been too long since they’d had a night out together. There was a lot she needed to discuss with someone, but she decided it was too soon to talk to Sami about her plans just yet. She’d seen Dale the day before and had dinner with him, stayed the night and left him this morning. It had been pleasant, but when she had started to talk about her trip to Red Rock Bay and meeting Dave George at Star Two, he held up his hand.

‘Lily, don’t go any further. Don’t even think

about it.’

‘You don’t know what I’m going to say!’

‘I can guess. It’s written large in your eyes and

the tone of your voice. You’ll do your dough.’ ‘I don’t even know if it’s for sale,’ she hedged.

‘Good. Listen, if you want to find something to throw your money at, give you an interest, whatever, let me scout around for you. I love the idea of keeping you here.’

‘As you’ve made clear on occasions too numerous to mention,’ said Lily, reminding herself that she knew he’d react like this.

Lily decided to let it go at that. She didn’t want to hurt Dale’s feelings and knowing how volatile he could be, especially after a few drinks, she didn’t mention Tim and his possible involvement. She’d wait and see what Tim thought when he got back to Broome. While she enjoyed Dale’s company and his down to earth approach to practical matters, he had a rather conservative attitude to women. Women’s equality was, to him, joke material mainly. Big thinking, tough management and aggressive business speculation were men’s stuff. Most women, he liked to argue, weren’t made for that role. There were some opportunities for women in big business, but not in the front line. Lily decided to do her homework before asking his advice, or telling him what she intended to do.

The Roebuck Hotel was crowded, a hefty bouncer at the entrance to the beer garden gave everyone a glance, and some a smile or a wink. Lily handed over the tickets and they joined the throng milling beneath palm trees lit by green lights and settling down at tables and benches facing the outdoor stage.

They were hailed by Pauline Despar. ‘Lily, over here. We’ve managed to save seats, against huge

odds. Hi, you must be Sami. I’m Pauline, this is Gaye, she runs Chinatown Music. And this is

Rosie.’

Sami gave each a pleased-to-meet-you nod and smile, but with Rosie something more than the perfunctory flashed between them, something deeper, but not easily labelled. Cousin Rosie, strikingly dressed in a silk caftan with an Aboriginal motif, leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. ‘Glad to meet you, Sami. Welcome. You’ll like this. Kerrianne Cox has a great voice.’

It was all very natural, very simple, yet the greeting had an emotional impact that for a brief moment left Sami a little off balance. Rosie was family, and Rosie was from the Aboriginal side of her family. The first contact.

The emotional confusion was at once dispelled by a reshuffling of the seating arrangements, moving of drinks around the table, and a brief chat about the crowd, the event and the pleasures ahead. Sami was relieved that the chair shuffling put Pauline between her and Rosie. Lily had closely watched the brief exchange between her daughter and Rosie, and she caught Sami’s eye. Lily could tell at once that her daughter had been taken aback by this meeting as she gave her mother a swift glare. Lily gave a quick reassuring nod, but before Sami could respond Pauline grabbed her attention. ‘You know Kerrianne’s

music?’

‘Er, no. Where’s she from?’

‘Just back from touring America, she’s a local.

She’s launching her CD here tonight. That’s her family over there.’ Pauline pointed to a group sitting at tables near the stage. Among them was a white-haired man. ‘The old bloke is her grandfather. He wanted her to be a politician or a lawyer and help their people, but Kerrianne felt she could do more with her music. I think grandad now understands that her songs reach more people than she would if she was standing up in court or on a soapbox.’

Gaye joined in. ‘Her songs work, and they sell. She’s going places, I reckon. And I’ve got a mass of customers who’ll back her all the way.’

Without any fanfare, a young woman carrying a guitar walked on stage. She wore black pants and a bright red jacket over a black T-shirt. Her hair was cropped short, she was tall with a muscular build, and Sami figured probably about the same age as herself. Kerrianne welcomed them all, warmly acknowledged her family, introduced the backing group, then lifted her guitar and plunged into her first song.

Halfway through Pauline nudged Sami. ‘What do you reckon?’

‘She’s great.’

‘We’ll have to get the CD,’ Pauline whispered back. ‘Kinda like Tracey Chapman.’

‘I was thinking more Aretha Franklin.’

After the break, Kerrianne called her grandfather and three shy young boys onto the stage to sing with her, introducing her little brother, her nephew and her cousin. Turning to her grandfather

she said, This is for you. Thank you for recognising my calling and giving me, now, your blessing.’ She turned back to the audience. ‘I am a leader in my own way as I have seen not only our people, but all kinds of people inspired and touched by my songs. Grandfather now knows, for he has seen me at work and he gave me his blessing and told me, “Never forget your people, never forget who you are, and never forget to come back home.” ‘

She adjusted a microphone in front of the little boys who stood shyly with their hands thrust in their pockets, new shirts hanging out, baseball caps turned backwards as they studied their shoes.

But by the time they got to the chorus they were loving their moment on stage, grinning as they sang, swaying their hips.

Everyone cheered at the end of the song as the proud grandfather led the boys reluctantly off the stage. After the encores there was a small rush to the back of the beer garden where a table was set up to sell CDs. Lily handed Sami some money, ‘Get one for me. I feel this is a lucky omen - our first night together in Broome.’

Gaye stayed with Lily as Pauline and Sami lined up for CDs and Rosie went in to the bar for a fresh round of drinks.

‘Are you staying on for the next group?’ asked Gaye. ‘It’s pretty wild reggae music.’

‘I’ll have one more drink and might head back. I’m sure Sami will want to stay, though,’ Lily said.

‘I’ll drop you off then, I heard them last

night,’ said Gaye. ‘I have a yoga class early in the morning.’

Lily kissed Rosie and Pauline goodbye and gave Sami a hug. ‘See you at home, Gaye is dropping me off.’

‘Check on Rakka for me, please, Mum?’

‘Of course. Sami has her dog with her,’ she explained to Gaye.

Rosie touched Sami’s arm. ‘We’ll look after your dog while you’re here, if you like. We’d love to have her. She’d be no problem at the old house, there’s plenty of room. She can sleep on the verandah.’

Sami hesitated, recalling how willing Blossom had been to help out, but quickly decided it would be easier to keep it all in the family. In the family … the implications of the thought froze her tongue for a second or two. She took hold of herself and nodded. ‘Rosie, that would be great. Thanks a lot. She’s well behaved. I’ll keep her with me during the day when I can.’

‘Bring her around tomorrow then, when you come for lunch with your mum. I can introduce her to the whole family.’

After the others had left, Sami gave Pauline a rueful look. ‘They handled that smoothly. One tossed-off line and I’m in for the big family reunion tomorrow.’ She tried to joke but she was nervous. She was dreading the idea of being paraded around to the whole group.

Pauline sensed her trepidation but decided against saying anything about it. ‘Let’s have another, we’re walking home.’

There was little chance to talk during the next act and afterwards Pauline ran into a group of friends - crew on a break from their stint at Kuri Bay pearl farm - who were keen to party. At 1 am Pauline and Sami left the Roebuck despite pleas for them to stay as the place was ‘just starting to pump’. Sami was tired. ‘I have to confess I’m glad to get away from the decibels, though the music was great.’

‘I forgot, you’ve been out in never-never land. Tonight must have been a bit of a culture shock,’ sympathised Pauline.

‘Not as much as tomorrow will be.’

‘You met Rosie, she’s so cool. What’s the big deal? Your mum told me your family history, aren’t you proud of it? Tyndall is such a legend. Wish I had pearling in my family.’

‘Well, at least you’re in the jewellery business and in Broome. People in Sydney don’t appreciate all the connections to the same degree.’

Pauline glanced at Sami. ‘You mean the Aboriginal family stuff?’

‘Yeah. I thought I was pretty liberal and open minded, and then - wham! - I found I didn’t want anyone to know I have Aboriginal blood.’

‘Why? What caused the wham?

‘I don’t feel I have any real claim to the culture. And frankly, even some of my so-called open-minded friends at uni are pretty racist deep down. Sure, they’d think Kerrianne was a brilliant performer, they walked for reconciliation and they sign petitions and espouse all the PC dialogue, but

live with a mob of them? Marry one? Adopt one? Not really, thanks. There’s a lot of baggage attached to even a faint taint of indigenous blood.’

‘I suppose it must be harder for people who look Aboriginal,’ commented Pauline evenly. When Sami didn’t react she asked, ‘How was your time in the Kimberley?’

‘Unsettling,’ she said promptly. ‘I have to go back. There’s more I want to see that Bridget has described to me. Bridget’s a local woman who’s also working for a university. It will give another dimension to my uni project.’

Pauline wanted to pursue the meaning behind the ‘unsettling’ remark, but pulled back. ‘What will be, will be, I guess,’ she said lightly, a little lost for what to say next, but Sami picked up the thread of her thoughts.

‘I don’t think there’s going to be any thunderclap or lightning bolt that suddenly illuminates my muddled feelings,’ Sami said, wanting to change the subject. ‘I’ll see how things go at lunch. Now when do I get to see your designs?’

‘Any time, just drop by the shop. I’ll show you the pieces I’m doing for California. Why don’t we get together late tomorrow afternoon for a sunset drink down at Cable Beach?’

‘Great. I’d love to. So what other highlights are there in Broome that I shouldn’t miss?’

‘Plenty. Stick with me.’

‘I’ll do that.’ Sami meant it, she liked Pauline and it was great to have someone her own age to talk with. It just niggled a bit that Pauline and her

mother were so close. She hoped Pauline wouldn’t tell Lily about their conversation.

‘Hi, Lily, it’s me, Tim. I’m up at Star Two. I won’t talk long, I’m on Dave’s phone - ‘

Tim! How is it going? What do you think?’ Lily took the phone out onto the balcony as Sami was still asleep.

His answer was circumspect and Lily realised Dave or someone else on the farm must be in earshot. ‘There’s a lot to see up here, Dave is being very hospitable. I’ll stay through the week. Bobby has gone back.’

‘So do you think it’s worth checking out then? To stay the week,’ she persisted.

‘Yeah, I guess so. Call it a bit of a holiday,’ he said vaguely.

Lily decided not to probe. ‘If you want, I’ll come up and get you. Let me know. In any case, I’d like to look around more too.’

‘Roger. Thanks, Lily. I didn’t want you to think I’d swum back to Indonesia.’

‘Thanks. Cheers, Tim.’

Sami didn’t hear the phone call and Lily was glad as she would have blurted out the whole idea - possibly prematurely. But it was difficult not to feel excited, as well as having a sense of trepidation, at the idea she might go into the pearling business.

Sami swam lengths of the pool while a few late risers were reclining on lounges under beach

umbrellas. Stroking steadily and strongly up and down she lost sense of time and place. The green tiles at the bottom of the pool slid past her and when she looked down it felt as if she was flying over a rippling green landscape. When she glanced over her shoulder to breathe, all she saw were the fronds of palm trees. She was in a steady rhythm and wished she could swim the day away. But lunch loomed.

Although the house was walking distance from the apartments, Lily drove because it was hot and they had bags of food, drinks and small gifts for little Elizabeth and Rakka.

Sami was taken aback at the beautiful old bungalow with its latticed verandahs, and the magnificent setting of the garden and the lovely trees. Lily looked at the house and remembered how she had felt when she’d first seen it. ‘Exquisite, isn’t it?’

‘It makes your apartment in Sydney look a little boring,’ said Sami.

‘All the new houses in Broome should adopt this style of architecture - practical, cool and so attractive. If I were building a home here, I’d love a smaller version of this. Of course the location and view make it a one-off.’

Sami gave her mother a shrewd glance. ‘Are you thinking of building a house here?’

‘Who knows? I have to retire somewhere,’ she said. ‘But there’s no rush yet.’ She was relieved to see Harlan appear at the front door.

‘Do you need a hand with anything?’ he called.

‘Yes please.’ Lily opened the back door of the car and Rakka jumped out, ran to Harlan as if he was an old friend and was rewarded with pats and a scratch behind the ears.

He walked over to the car and shook Sami’s hand. ‘I’m Harlan, Rosie’s husband. Welcome.’

‘It’s lovely to meet you. You’re a lawyer, right?’

‘Better known around here as Lizzie’s papa.’

And at that moment a curly-haired girl raced out and stopped at the top of the steps. She eyed Sami for a moment, then skipped down the steps to Lily. ‘Pressie, pressie, Aunty Lily.’

‘Now Lizzie, that’s not very nice. You give Aunty Lily and cousin Sami a kiss first,’ said her father firmly.

Sami crouched before the youngster who had gone quiet, hands behind her back. ‘Hi, Lizzie.’

The child didn’t move, her thickly fringed dark eyes looked earnestly at Sami’s face. In turn Sami looked at the round face with its full cupid’s bow mouth and strong nose with flaring nostrils. Her face was framed with a halo of glossy black curls, her fingers were long with naturally pink nails. Elizabeth unclasped her hands and curiously touched Sami’s nose with her finger.

Sami wiggled her nose and Lizzie giggled, then making up her mind that she liked this cousin, flung her arms around Sami’s neck and curled her skinny legs around her waist. Sami held her close, smelling her hair, feeling the cheek pressed against her neck and a small tidal wave of emotion rushed over her. She’d always longed for brothers and

sisters and suddenly this child met some of that need. She hugged her tight then straightened up. ‘Okey dokey, show me your house. And say hullo to my dog Rakka. I’d like it very much if you would help look after her sometimes.’

The girl cautiously patted the dog and a wet nose nuzzled her cheek. ‘There, you’re friends,’ announced Sami, and hand in hand they went inside.

Sami’s initial impression was of a lot of people. A mixed group - of race, age and appearance. She suddenly felt a foreigner. But Rosie hurried to her giving her a quick hug. ‘Come and meet Jimmy Pike and his wife Pat Lowe. They’re off to New York this afternoon. We just had a few last minute ends to tie up for Jimmy’s exhibition.’

Sami shook the famed painter’s hand. ‘It’s an honour to meet you. I love your work. And I’ve seen your children’s book,’ she added to Pat, Jimmy’s wife. ‘Are you doing any more?’

Pat, an English woman who still had a faintly clipped accent, looked pleased. ‘We’re always working on several things. Once we get this show over we can get back to our other projects, and maybe the garden.’

Harlan came to gather up Lizzie. ‘Pat is also busy helping run Environs, that’s our local environmental group. Come out on the verandah, there are drinks and food starting. Oh, and Sami, we’re delighted to have Rakka come to stay, we all love her already. So as long as you’re here, we’re happy to look after her.’

‘That’s really kind of you. I can see she’s made herself at home.’ She saw Rakka pad out to the

verandah.

‘Rakka has her own chair out there,’ explained Harlan. ‘It used to be Lizzie’s.’

Lily was in the kitchen and Sami took her time making her way to the verandah, stopping to look at the pictures, photos, art and objects from the old pearling days. One thing caught her eye and she leaned closer. On a shelf in a bookcase there sat a small wooden boat in a glass case - a simple replica of a lugger.

‘You’ve found one of the most precious items in the house,’ said Rosie softly behind her.

Sami started. ‘Oh, I just thought it was rather sweet. It’s more like a toy than a work of art. Surely some of the paintings are more valuable?’ She indicated the old bark paintings and some more modern ones whose style she recognised.

‘It depends on how you define valuable. Yes, these paintings by Rover Thomas, Emily Kngwarreye, Queenie Mackenzie, Jack Britten, Helicopter, and that one by Freddie Timms would fetch high prices. I’ve been collecting for years. But that little lugger is priceless in my view - it belonged to Maya. Her dad, John Tyndall, gave it to her.’ ‘Did he make it?’

‘No. His right-hand man, Ahmed, made it. And that makes it special. Olivia tells the story of Ahmed and Tyndall in her diary - what a friendship. We’re just so lucky Maya’s lugger survived some tough times.’ Rosie handed Sami a bowl of

salad. ‘Here, put this on the table on the verandah and help yourself to a drink.’

Sami gave the little boat one more glance. This was a tangible link with the past and her mind conjured up an image of Georgiana’s half-Macassan mother playing with the boat. But she certainly couldn’t imagine Georgiana playing with it.

It was quiet on the verandah with its breathtaking view over the bay. There was nothing in sight that screamed twenty-first century Broome. The house felt solid, the polished boards were mellow with age, the dappled light at one end of the verandah shone through the squares of white lattice, and the perfume of flowers wafted in from the garden. It was all so peaceful, she couldn’t help but sense that this had always been a happy, loving home.

‘Who be you, girl?’

Sami spun around, startled by the croaky voice. The view had so captivated her that she hadn’t noticed the old lady in a chair at the other end of the verandah. French doors from a bedroom were open behind her. She was a wizened Aboriginal woman, her spidery hands clutched a cotton blanket over her knees. Sami went towards the woman she knew must be Biddy, feeling shy and slightly panicky at how to converse with her. ‘I’m Samantha, Lily’s daughter.’

Small bright eyes studied her keenly, then the old lady’s mouth parted in a gappy smile. ‘So, girl, ‘bout time you came home an’ see Biddy.’

‘Well, actually my home is in Sydney, Biddy.

But it is lovely being in Broome … and meeting you.’ Sami didn’t know what to do next.

The old lady made no gesture, but her narrowed eyes seemed to be looking right into Sami’s mind. ‘So why you go out lookin’ at Kimberley art, eh?’

‘Oh. You know about my trip.’ Biddy’s hearing wasn’t impaired and she obviously kept tabs on the conversations around her. ‘I’m studying all sorts of tribal art, sacred messages and symbols.’

‘Good that you learn up them stories. They be your stories from long time ago.’

‘I’m beginning to understand that, Biddy,’ Sami assured her, but inside she was struggling to accept the old lady’s embrace of her as one of the black family. ‘There is a lot more to learn, I have to go back to the rock galleries again soon.’

Biddy hitched up the blanket, moved her feet off a footstool and signalled to Sami to sit on it. ‘Them stories important for university people, all people. Our Dreamtime stories, tell us where we come from, what we gotta do, why everything be made dis way. Mountain, river, rocks, why they be there. Stories live with us, make us know who we are.’

‘You’re so right, Biddy,’ said Sami, trying not to sound condescending. ‘Can I get you something to drink?’

Biddy ignored the remark. ‘You gotta know your stories, girl. Den you can tell your children. You go up the coast and spen’ time with the old women. Mebbe you and me, we go together, eh?’ She laughed.

But Sami didn’t laugh with her. For one thing, the reality that this old lady accepted they shared the same culture, surprised her. Biddy expected Sami not just to acknowledge it but to learn and be involved in it. And Sami also had the strange sense that Biddy meant that they really should make a journey together. She was relieved to hear her mother’s voice.

‘So, you’ve met at long last. I told you, Biddy, that Sami would come and see you.’ Lily kissed Biddy’s brow.

‘Took her long enuff,’ sniffed Biddy. ‘Fetch me some of that red drink, eh Lily.’

Sami leapt to her feet and went to the buffet table. ‘It’s the red cordial, not the merlot,’ called Lily.

Harlan drew Sami to one side. ‘Would you like a tour? The house and grounds are quite lovely.’

She smiled at him, gratefully knowing he had offered her a few moments of time out. ‘I’d like that. Thanks.’

They walked in the garden in silence, enjoying its tranquillity. Then Sami pointed at the neat vegetable patch. ‘Who’s the gardener?’

‘Not us, I’m afraid. We’re too busy. Rosie’s uncle and nephew take great pride in looking after “The Captain’s garden”.’ He glanced at her. ‘There’s no shortage of rellies around here. We can muster a cricket team, cheer squad, do the loaves and fishes for a hundred at a drop of a hat, babysitters coming out our ears. On the downside, treasure time with just Rosie and Lizzie. There’s

always someone camping here, visitors from all over, artists, we were even a tourist attraction when some smart arse started a bus tour. Had to put a stop to that.’

‘It wouldn’t be much fun going to the front gate for the paper in your slippers and being gawked at, I imagine,’ said Sami.

‘It was almost like that. Your great-great-grandad is a legend in these parts.’

Sami gazed at the handsome man beside her. ‘And how did you feel coming into this family?’

‘With Rosie it’s love me, love my family.’ He was about to say more then changed his mind. ‘Do you know the story of Tears of the Moon? Rosie’s painting?’

‘Kind of.’

‘Another time. You’re probably on overload. How’re you coping?’

‘All right, I guess. I just find it all a bit… strange. Though Biddy made a few sharp comments.’

‘Sometimes she seems out of it, other times she follows every word. Sami, just take it at your own pace. I know it means a lot to your mother, finding her family. But don’t feel pressured. Any time you want a coffee when you’re downtown give me a yell. If I’m not in court, I’m available. Rosie’s gallery is always a happy madhouse. So treat me as a bit of an objective ear.’

‘Harlan, that’s really nice. Thanks. I appreciate it.’

‘Let’s do the house tour. It’s almost as interesting as the Historical Society.’

Lunch was casual and to Sami’s surprise relatively stress free, although she was glad that Pat and Jimmy were there. They were an interesting and entertaining couple and there was a lot of banter and jokes. Two teenage girls appeared, also extended family, who joined in and helped to look after Biddy, who’d decided to have lunch in bed.

Later, over coffee, Rosie asked, ‘Any plans for this afternoon, Sami?’

‘Yes, I’m meeting Pauline for a late swim and a drink out at Cable Beach.’ She glanced at her mother, unsure whether her response was in order.

‘Lovely idea,’ said Lily. ‘I’m going to hang out here a while so take the car, I’ll walk back.’ Lily gave her a fond look that said, You’ve done well.

‘Can I help, Rosie?’ offered Sami, but she was keen to make her escape.

Rosie waved her away. ‘Helpers everywhere. You go and meet Pauline. And Sami, I’m really glad you came.’ Their eyes locked for a moment and an honest, open look passed between them.

‘I’m glad too.’ And she realised she meant it. The informal gathering had made an emotional and difficult excursion comfortable. But Sami had a lot to think about. ‘Biddy is asleep, say goodbye to her for me later, please.’ She kissed Lily, patted Rakka and left.

Pauline had found a quiet table and had a large mar-garita in front of her. ‘Yours is on the way. I thought you might like something with a bit of a kick.’

Sami dropped her bag and tipped her sunglasses up on her head. ‘Good thinking.’

‘So how was the family lunch?’ Pauline knew she could probe as she felt she and Sami had developed something of a bond. Plus knowing and being so fond of Lily helped.

‘Okay. I guess.’ She stared across at the beach. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘You sound confused.’

‘Yeah, I suppose that’s the word.’ She thought for a moment.

‘But?’ prompted Pauline.

‘It was like being on a seesaw. One minute I felt like I was with a bunch of nice friendly people, I loved little Lizzie, then it would all hit me and I’d plunge down to the ground. I suppose it wasn’t as bad as I was expecting. There were other people there and lots going on, all very casual, that made it an easier social event.’

‘Social. Not family occasion.’

‘Pauline, I just can’t come to grips with it all just like that. I mean, I look at old Biddy - if you didn’t know her, she looks just like any of the old Aboriginal women sitting under the trees on Kennedy Hill, or down by Streeters Wharf, outside the Conti!’

There but for the grace of… eh? Listen, Sami, my best friend’s mother was an alcoholic. A drunk. But she was white and had money. The cops picked her up and took her home, and they shut the door and no one said anything. Her friends never knew or, if they did, they never

talked about it. What’s the difference? One is more honest, that’s all.’

‘Do you miss your mother?’ said Sami quietly.

Pauline gave a shrug and a slight wry grin. ‘Your mother has been more of a friend, a mother figure, for me than anyone in my family.’

‘You met when she first came here, right?’ Sami had vaguely listened to Lily’s story of meeting and keeping in touch with a girl in Broome. But she tended to tune out. ‘She didn’t say too much about your family. I guess she didn’t want to break any personal confidences.’

‘That’s okay.’ Pauline also wanted to move away from the topic.

While neither said it, Pauline and Sami both recognised there was a bond between them. Pauline hoped Sami didn’t resent the closeness she shared with Lily.

Sami was relieved her mother had someone to look after and fuss over in Broome. It took the pressure off her feeling she might have to stay on for as long as her mother decided to stay there.

‘So,’ Pauline asked, ‘what’s your schedule? Are you fancy free or do you have to spend all your time working on your thesis?’

‘I’m flexible. Still have months to finish researching and writing it. The trouble is, I thought I had it all down pat but now I’m finding new angles to explore.’

‘Isn’t that part of the process? I think you’re so clever to do a PhD,’ said Pauline.

‘It’s challenging. The big question is what do I

do at the end of it all? Unlike you, I don’t have the guarantee of a job or a career.’

‘Your mother inspired me. She told me to go after the big dream. She’ll be there for you when you need it. I know it.’

‘Mmm. I just hope my mother doesn’t want to analyse every moment of today’s lunch when I get back.’ Sami sighed.

‘You need some distraction,’ declared Pauline. ‘Finish your drink and I’ll take you to meet some friends. Over there.’ She pointed at the beach.

As they crested the top of the dunes Sami saw in a sheltered dip a small camp with a shack that someone was obviously living in and to her surprise, in a large area surrounded by a strung-wire fence, she saw a dozen camels.

‘Come on, follow me,’ called Pauline. She headed for the little shack nestled at the edge of the dunes. ‘Anyone home?’

An old man opened the screen door and stepped outside. He was wiry and tanned, and so thin that he looked as if years in the sun had sucked the fat from him. He had bright dark eyes and wore an incongruous red fez on his dark hair. An embroidered bolero was worn over a faded blue workman’s shirt. He drew his hands together at his chin and gave a small bow.

‘This is Farouz, our camel man. Famous for his camel rides at sunset along Cable Beach. Farouz, this is my friend Samantha.’

‘Welcome, ladies. How is your business, Pauline?’

‘Booming. I’m sending some pieces to America. How about that?’

‘Excellent.’ He beamed. ‘Do you want to come for a ride this evening? I have an empty camel. We will leave soon.’

‘Thanks, Farouz, we’d like that. Can we help?’

‘If you wish. But Bobby is here helping me. Come.’

Sami was surprised to see Bobby Ching, whom she’d met briefly at the concert the night before, duck under the wire and wave to them.

‘Be careful they spit,’ he said.

‘I didn’t know you were working here,’ said Pauline. ‘This is Sami, I think you saw each other last night.’

Bobby nodded. ‘Hi. Ah, I’m just helping Farouz. So which camel would you like to ride?’

‘The quietest,’ said Sami.

‘One that doesn’t bite,’ said Pauline.

They watched as Farouz efficiently saddled the camels and roped them together in a single-file team, speaking softly to them. ‘What’s he saying?’ asked Sami.

‘He speaks Farsi to them,’ said Bobby. ‘Farouz is a descendant of one of the old Afghan camel train drivers who helped open up the outback. My dad can remember some of them still operating around here when he was a little kid.’

Farouz made a camel sit down, folding its long legs beneath its heavy body, and he called the girls to climb onto the double-seated saddle. With Sami in front and Pauline behind, the camel lurched to

its feet making the girls squeal. Farouz handed them safety helmets. ‘Just in case. Regulations. Now we shall go fetch the tourists. Your camel’s name is Amsara.’

‘Do all the camels have names?’ asked Sami.

‘They all have names from Persian poetry. Each name carries its own legend. They are beautiful stories. One day you might like to hear one,’ Farouz added politely as he opened the pen and led them out.

‘Hey, did you hear the story about the camel races at Bradley Station?’ asked Bobby, and went on to tell of his win.

‘I hope there aren’t any fractious mothers in this mob,’ said Pauline.

Sami laughed, but she was thinking about stories - the stories of her family, the stories Goonamulli had told her, stories Biddy hinted she must learn, the stories behind the people she’d met in Broome, and now the old camel man, promising stories from a distant ancestral homeland.



Chapter Seven

Sami FELT QUITE COMFORTABLE NOW THAT SHE HAD

adjusted to the gait of her camel, who plodded along the firm wet sand at the water’s edge, pegged to the rear of the camel in front. Farouz had given the tourists a brief history of the Afghan cameleers, including the story of his grandfather who came to Australia to care for a group of camels imported by the South Australian government. After listening to him, Sami could appreciate how explorers like Burke and Wills and the early traders and cattlemen must have relied on camels to get them and their supplies through the harsh outback.

‘I’d forgotten how weird it is sitting on a camel,’ Pauline said.

‘I was thinking a camel would be useful for getting up some of those ridges out in Wandjina country,’ said Sami.

‘Your trip sounds amazing. Maybe I should go with you next time.’

Sami turned around to Pauline. ‘You haven’t been? You’d love it. The art is quite extraordinary.’

‘Sami, do you realise how privileged you’ve been? To go there in the first place, and with a custodian and knowledgeable people to explain it, to help you experience it.’

‘You’re right.’ Sami thought about it for a minute. ‘Especially about the experience bit. I went with an academic mindset, but found I took more in by sitting there and looking at the paintings on the rock face than by asking questions. Although hearing Goonamulli’s stories was fabulous, once I got the hang of his accent and expressions.’

‘Farouz has great stories,’ said Pauline. ‘Here we are, I’ll be glad to get down from this beast. I was starting to feel seasick.’

‘Come and have a drink with us, Bobby,’ Pauline suggested as the last tourist had taken their photos and left.

‘Thanks, but I promised Farouz I’d help him.’ He looked disappointed then suddenly brightened. ‘Say, how about coming crabbing next week? I’m going with Eugene, he knows all the secret places up the creeks across the bay.’

‘Now there’s a local activity for you, Sami,’ said Pauline. ‘No touristy deal there. I’d love to, but I’m so busy getting my show together.’

‘What about it, Sami? Your mum loves muddies.’

Sami tensed, everyone seemed to know her

mother so damn well and she didn’t even live here. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘I’ll send some crabs to you guys with Eugene then,’ he said affably.

‘Sami, you should go,’ urged Pauline. ‘It’ll be fun.’

‘Let me know if you change your mind. I’d better help Farouz with the unsaddling. See you later.’ Bobby went back to the camels.

The girls called their thanks to Farouz who gave them a salute. ‘Come any time there’s an empty seat.’

A few days later, Lily and Sami were sitting on their balcony eating breakfast when Blossom came by and gave them a call from the lawn below. ‘More mangoes! Can you catch?’ She pitched them up to Sami.

Thanks, Blossom. Hey, I’m going crabbing tomorrow. I’ll trade you a mud crab.’

Blossom gave her a thumbs up. ‘I love muddies. I hope you catch some. They can be tricky buggers.’

‘I’m going with experts. Come by on Friday morning!’

As Sami sat back down to her muesli Lily asked, ‘Who are you going crabbing with? It sounds fun, if they know what they’re doing.’

‘Bobby Ching invited me. I wasn’t going to go, but Pauline said I’d enjoy it. Eugene has a tinnie and knows all the creeks across the bay.’

‘Oh, that’s probably Dolly’s grandson. Eugene was in a car accident recently, but his injuries are healing very quickly,’ said Lily and looked surprised when Sami started to laugh and shake her head.

‘Is there anyone in Broome you don’t know, or who doesn’t know you?’

Lily spread homemade marmalade from the market on her toast. ‘Dolly is one of the elders I visit up the coast every year, when I go and see the old people. Do women’s business.’ She took a bite of toast and didn’t look at Sami who let the remark slide past. She figured if she made any comment her mother might take it as interest and wrangle her into going off on some trip with her. ‘Say, is there room for one more?’ Lily asked.

‘I don’t know, Mum,’ Sami answered hesitantly. ‘I really don’t think it’s your scene.’

‘No, not me. I’ll cook what you catch. No, I met a fellow the other day, Ross, and I promised I’d find someone to take him to the crabbing spots. That is if he hasn’t gone back south.’

‘I’ll ask Bobby. Who is he?’

‘A policeman from Melbourne. He lives in the city but he has inherited his uncle’s old shack near town. He’s a nice fellow.’

‘Okay. You tell Bobby where Ross lives and we’ll call by and ask him if he’d like to come. So what are you doing today?’

‘This and that,’ Lily said casually. ‘Having coffee with a friend. You?’

‘I’m going to take Rakka for a long run, then I’m going to the library to do some work.’

The crabbing expedition set out at sunrise from a strip of beach near the port. Ross had been delighted at the invitation, and the four of them settled in the aluminium runabout to balance their weight. Eugene sat in the stern controlling the motor. They zoomed across the bay, through a channel that led into one of the mangrove-fringed creeks. Looking back at the foreshore, Sami saw the pink building of Moonlight Bay and the elegant white Mangrove Hotel next door. For the first time she could picture in her mind the route the pearling luggers had taken from the sea into the huge expanse of Roebuck Bay, and then into the tidal passageways cut through the mangroves to the shore.

Eugene studied the banks until he saw a narrow opening and cut the motor. They glided into the muddy shallows then leapt out and pulled and pushed the boat onto the mudflat. He and Bobby distributed the essential gear - long metal sticks with a hook at one end, thick gloves and a hessian bag each.

Ross found the first crab, the size of a large dinner plate and almost the same colour as the slate mud. He chased after it, slipping on the mud as the crab sought shelter in the tangle of Mangrove roots. Eventually it was caught with the hooked rod and bagged. From that moment

the competitive element entered the chase and shouts and laughter announced every success or failure.

It was exhilarating. Sami got into the spirit of it all and took off after an escaping crab, tripped and fell. When she struggled to her feet, up to her knees in mud, she found she couldn’t lift her legs out, she was stuck. She couldn’t see any of the others and she began to panic. She knew it was irrational, but perhaps the smell of the mud was getting to her. ‘Bobby, Ross, Eugene!’

Bobby got to her first, using his crabbing stick as a pole to support himself. ‘It’s okay, Sami, don’t struggle, you’ll make it worse.’ He pulled her under the armpits, and she lifted one leg free with a sucking squelch, then the other. As they staggered to firmer ground where mangrove roots were sprouting, she wrinkled her nose. ‘God this stuff stinks.’ She gave a wry grin. ‘Thanks, Bobby. I see why you told me to wear old clothes.”

‘No probs. You’ll dry out,’ he said, looking at the slimy mud that covered her T-shirt and jeans. But inside he was cursing himself. Why was it that every time he arranged something there was a problem? At least Sami was being a good sport about it.

Eugene was masterful, plucking the crabs with ease while the others thrashed about, losing more than they caught. Sami felt triumphant once she had found her first prey, tracked it and caught it. Eventually Eugene announced they should move to another area, so they headed further around the

bay to a little sandy cove surrounded by wind-sculptured red and bronze rocks.

They poked about under the rocks at the edge of the sea, finding some small crabs hiding in the crevices. To catch them they had to lie on the sand and poke and prod the crabs out of their hiding places with the metal rods. Eugene had a small torch which helped, but most of the time it was guesswork with the rods as the crabs clung to the rock as best they could.

‘When they fight so hard, some deserve to win,’ Bobby said after they’d caught a few.

‘Nothing like a bit of a fight,’ said Ross. ‘Like catching barra.’

‘I know some good barramundi spots. I’ll take you next time I go, if you like,’ said Bobby.

‘Fantastic. Count me in.’

‘How much longer are you on holidays, Ross?’ Sami asked. She couldn’t imagine him in uniform in a Melbourne police station. He looked so … Broome.

‘Ah, don’t spoil my morning. I can’t stand thinking about going back to the big smoke.’

Sami smiled at him as they helped Eugene start a small fire to boil some water for morning tea.

‘Well, to tell you the truth I have been thinking about it. A lot,’ said Ross slowly.

‘About going back?’

‘No, staying.’

‘Oh. Is that possible?’ she asked. ‘What about your job? Your family?’

He shrugged. ‘Those things aren’t the obstacles

I’d imagined as it turns out. The big one is me … being prepared to leap into a new life.’

‘Yes, I know, getting out of the comfort zone. I think my mother is going through the same dilemma. It’s finding or making an opportunity for yourself, I guess.’

‘Yeah, but if I wait till I have a good job opportunity I might lose the courage to just quit and

move here.’

Sami tried to think what it would be like to walk out of a secure job with a family to support and move to a place like Broome. ‘I can see the attraction. I mean, look at where we are!’ She swept her arm out towards the view and they sat in appreciative silence looking at the expanse of water, the distant fringe of mangroves, the exposed mudflats where dozens of shorebirds danced and pecked for food. And around them rose the craggy sculpture of the ancient cliff face. ‘I could almost believe we are the first people to come here,’ Sami said quietly.

‘This is an old place, all right,’ Eugene said, as he handed around a packet of biscuits. ‘Dinosaurs walked round here. Before the sea came.’ ‘How do you know that?’ asked Sami. Eugene sipped his tea and pointed to the far end of the cove. ‘Footprints, lots of them. Big ones, little ones. All different.’

‘Really? Can we see them?’ she said. They followed Eugene, clambering over the rocks where they had been crabbing, until they came to a flatter area by the shoreline, with rock

pools and small crevices. Eugene placed his bare feet within the circumference of two massive indentations. ‘See, this is where they walked. I reckon it was a mother and a baby. See how the little footprints follow the big ones, left foot, right foot.’

‘These are well preserved,’ said Ross. Bending down, he pointed to the centre of one of the footprints. ‘Look, it stood on a leaf and some little insects. They’ve been crushed and fossilised.’

‘Has anyone studied these, Eugene?’ asked Sami.

‘I don’t think so. No one comes here much apart from a few crabbers, and I bring birdwatchers sometimes.’

‘Are you interested in birds?’ Ross studied the teenager with interest.

Eugene’s face lit up with as much enthusiasm as when he caught his first crab. ‘You bet. I’ve always been interested, my grandfather taught me how to find them, watch them and learn about them. I work at the Bird Observatory.’ He pointed across the mudflats and talked knowledgeably as if to a tour group. ‘See out there, in the lead up to the breeding season all this area gets covered in about half a million shore birds. They fly non-stop from Siberia to come here. Roebuck Bay is a special bird place. They come here to feed before the breeding starts. This is their first stopping point in Australia.’

‘Good place to bring tourists,’ mused Bobby. ‘Those fossil prints interest me,’ said Sami.

‘Eugene, would it be all right to bring a friend here? He’s an archaeologist, and I think he’d love to study them. Just privately, not to bring people here,’ she added. The thought of tourists swarming over this place made her uncomfortable, but she suspected Palmer would have more than a passing interest in the fossils.

‘Sure, bring your friend. This is crown land so anyone can come here. You should come in bird

season.’

‘It’s amazing to think those little birds flap their wings all this way,’ said Ross as he looked across the mudflats. ‘It makes moving from Melbourne not seem such a big deal.’

Eugene nodded in agreement and Sami was suddenly envious that Ross was getting a sense of direction, of the way ahead. The weight of her PhD thesis fell on her shoulders again. However, the beautiful morning, the peaceful setting and the company soon cheered her up. ‘So, who’s got a good mud crab recipe?’

‘We’ll throw ‘em in boiling sea water on the beach as soon as we get back,’ said Bobby.

Back in Broome, with the boat hooked up to Bobby’s four-wheel drive, they cooked a few of the crabs on a park barbecue and washed them down with bottles of cold beer. During this relaxing lunch, Bobby went to the glovebox of his car and took out a small parcel and gave it to Sami. ‘I’ve been thinking that you and Pauline would be

interested in something I picked up recently. You both know about art and stuff. You said you’re seeing her this arvo, didn’t you?’

‘Yep.’

‘Well, maybe between you both you might come up with a clue as to what this thing is.’

‘Where did you get it?’ Sami asked as she took the small parcel and untied the string.

‘It’s some sort of sun thing that was in a backpack a passenger left with me a while ago when I was driving the taxi. I don’t know where to find him now to give it back to him. He seems to have left town pretty quick. It’s probably not important, some souvenir, I reckon.’

Sami looked at the little metal ornament. ‘Wow, it’s an intricate design, really eye catching.’ She turned it over, then held it up against the blue sky. ‘This sort of thing is out of my area of knowledge, but it might mean something to Pauline.’ She wrapped it up again and put it in her bag.

‘Let me know, okay?’ said Bobby casually. ‘Now let’s divide up the rest of the crabs.’

A more serious lunch was about to start on the verandah of an elegant little restaurant in downtown Broome. Lily arrived to join Tim, who had returned from his Red Rock Bay expedition late the night before. ‘Sorry I’m late, I got sidetracked in the Kimberley Bookshop next door,’ Lily said.

Tim pulled out her chair, charming Lily with

his manners. ‘I’m having a beer, would you prefer

champagne?’

‘Is that suited to the occasion?’ ‘Why not?’ He signalled to the waitress. ‘I can’t wait to hear what you think now that you’ve walked over the place,’ she said.

‘You filled me in pretty well. There’s good news and bad news,’ Tim began, leaning back in his chair. Lily felt like blurting out, ‘Is it a yes or no?’ but held her tongue.

‘The bad news - well, it’s obvious, isn’t it? The poor facilities at the farm, what’s there as far as infrastructure goes is rundown and antiquated. There are very few staff, not much in the way of sophisticated equipment, the boats need a bit of work, as does the marketing side of the business.’ ‘So what’s the good news?’ ‘The location has potential to expand, the lease is a good one and there’s a second lease attached to the title that hasn’t been activated. That would give us an opportunity to find new grounds. There is a lot of seeded shell that will soon be ready for harvest - though the quality will be a lottery. The staff who are there, especially Dave, are utterly passionate about the place and the business. And also down the track there is the marketing and PR link with your old rellie Captain Tyndall and Star

of the Sea.’

‘And the bottom line?’ Lily looked worried. ‘To get to the point - what’s needed is money

and guts.’

‘Guts I think I can provide. And I like that

idea, of following in the family tradition. Maybe we can play that up a bit, to the investors, I mean. Despite the fact that I know zilch about pearling.’

‘Spin and confidence is everything when it comes to raising finance. Mind you, we have to be sure we really can deliver the goods once they hand over the money.’

‘And can we, Tim?’

He didn’t answer, turning his attention instead to the waitress as she poured the champagne into Lily’s glass. After she’d taken a sip he continued. ‘Lily, sometimes in life you have to follow a hunch, listen to your instincts and play the cards as they fall. We barely know each other and yet here we are contemplating throwing our lot in together in a hugely risky, challenging, exciting venture. I am confident in you, in the whole concept, and the potential of the enterprise. So, with your agreement, I’d like to go back to Indonesia where the money men are based for the moment and put the proposal of Star Two in front of them as they are looking to invest in a decent sized venture out here.’

‘Bravo, Tim.’ Lily clinked her glass against his. ‘I’m with you. I agree that we need to follow our instincts.’

He leaned forward, his face serious. ‘Now, Lily, you do understand this is a bit of a gamble. You could lose out. I want you to get other advice - from friends, a solicitor, a business manager - ‘

She held up her hand. ‘Tim, I plan to do just that. After our previous discussions I’ve run the

idea past a business friend,’ she didn’t mention Dale’s negative response, ‘and obviously I need lots of details on paper as well as going up there, sitting down with Dave and looking over the place at my leisure. But no matter what, I’m going into this with my eyes open, of my own volition, and I do not hold you in any way responsible.’

‘Thank you, Lily. That’s what a real partnership is a&out.’ He Cook a sip of champagne. ‘Which brings us to the other element in the equation -

David George.’

‘Has he mentioned a price? I have a friend digging out the records, what he paid, what the land is worth and so forth. Dave seemed worn out, a bit fed up. He’ll be glad to get out of it, I expect. I bet he never thought someone would want to buy it as a going concern and rejuvenate it.’

‘No. He didn’t,’ said Tim quietly. ‘Because he wasn’t looking for it. He never had any intention

of selling out.’

‘Oh, does that mean he’s asking a lot?’ Tim shook his head and put his glass down. ‘He doesn’t want out of it. He wants in. To be a third partner.’ ‘What?’

‘The contribution that he brings to the table is the farm as it is. You are at the face of the deal, with me playing Tonto to your Lone Ranger. And in the background, the investors, who will anticipate a reasonable return in a reasonable time, but also appreciate the excitement of being in a pearling business Down Under.’ He paused as Lily

digested this. ‘Did I mention the investors are Japanese? A big sentimental and knowledgeable input there.’

‘So for Dave’s third he brings the farm to the table - that’s more than fair. I’m okay about a three-way split. Damien Lake told me some of the best seeding technicians have always been Japanese, but they’ve been training a lot of young Australians, in fact some of their best are young

women. Why couldn’t we do the same?’

‘Provided they’re well trained and talented, I

think that’s a great idea. But it’s nice to keep the

Japanese and Broome pearling relationship going,’

said Tim.

‘Star of the Sea had Taki and Yoshi … among the best divers in Broom back then,’ mused Lily.

‘Who knows? But looking at the present, Lily… This whole deal would mean a lot of time, effort, money, patience, maybe heartbreak and a big learning curve. Are you ready for that?’

‘Are you?’ she countered.

Tim thought for a moment. ‘Yes, I am. I’ve been in pearling. I know the hassles, the exhaustion, the stress. But I also know the exhilaration, the huge hit when a good pearl turns up. And I know the frustrations. It sounds simple but there’s really a lot involved in the process of pearl farming.’

‘What are the main things that can go wrong?’ asked Lily.

Tim threw back his head. ‘You name it. Poor handling, disease, bad water, storms, any number

of things can make it a rotten season. What pearls you do end up with can be lousy quality.’

‘Then we’ll have to address each of those issues one by one. Does Dave know what he’s doing?’

‘He’s been doing it the old way, he just hasn’t had the money or the energy, or perhaps inclination, to rev up to the latest methods.’

‘Is he willing to get behind new ways of doing things?’

‘I think he’ll lean on us. Our involvement would give him a real boost. You can’t dismiss all that experience, Lily. He’s weathered many storms - in every sense.’

‘I agree. Okay, I’ll look forward to spending some time with him at the farm. As you say, I’m on a steep learning curve.’

They gave their orders to the waitress and then Lily asked him, ‘By the way, do I get to meet the investors?’

‘At this stage they’re interested in paperwork not the physical side of things, but I’ve got a video I shot up there to show them. It’s a bit amateurish but it’ll do the trick. I reckon they’ll show up when we start to harvest. But I take your point about due diligence and I will bring back the necessary documentation, a formal offer and a guarantee of funding to show you and Dave. And your legal people.’

‘Won’t we need additional staff? That’s important,’ said Lily.

‘Let’s get the paperwork done first so we’re in

a position to offer people a job.’ He smiled at her. ‘We have a lot to talk about. How we work together, division of duties, as well as the nitty-gritty stuff. We could be here through dinner!’

‘Tim, we’re a team. Without knowing a lot about your personal life, I’m going on, let’s call it womanly intuition here, which makes my businessmen friends nervous. But it hasn’t let me down. I’m looking forward to working with you. I think we’ll complement each other well.’

‘I’ll drink to that.’ They clinked glasses.

‘Speaking of dinner,’ said Lily, ‘there might be a chance of mud crab. Why don’t you come over to the old house for dinner with Rosie and Harlan? If Sami didn’t get any crabs we can always scramble eggs.’

Tim paused at the front gate and gazed at the grand old pearling master’s bungalow in the moonlight. The idea of pearling with all its romantic connotations now became a magnificent obsession, a splendid and adventuresome enterprise, unlike the haphazard pearl farm that seemed uncomfortably ill at ease in the life of an Indonesian fishing village. He straightened his shoulders, imagining his pearling master’s cap tucked under his arm and his spotless white shoes on as he stepped onto the old polished boards of the verandah.

‘Hello, you must be Tim, come in, come in.’ Rosie led him through the house. ‘We’re in the garden.’ Then seeing his eyes darting around the

rooms, she added, ‘Come and get a drink and you can browse through the house. If you’re interested in the old days, that is.’

‘I am, thanks. In fact, I was just imagining what the parties must have been like here when the house was first built,’ he admitted.

‘Talk to old Biddy, she ran the house and kitchen in the old days.’

‘She remembers those times?’ ‘When she wants to. She has some great stories. My God, can you imagine starching and ironing those white uniforms with a charcoal-heated iron, and whitening fifteen pairs of shoes?’

‘The master pearlers apparently took themselves very seriously,’ said Tim.

‘They were the elite in those days. Along with the number one divers. Although when they were ashore they lived in different worlds, of course.’

‘Of course,’ agreed Tim, acknowledging the racial implications of her observation. He stepped into the garden and caught his breath at the perfume from the flowers. What Lily had described as a casual family barbecue looked quite special to Tim’s eyes. A small fountain splashed next to a long table set with a white cloth, candles and

flowers.

Rosie introduced him to Harlan, who was standing with a group of people by the barbecue, then she excused herself: ‘I just have to bring some things out to the table. Harlan will get you a

drink.’

Lily greeted Tim then introduced him to Dale,

Bill Reed and his wife, Pauline Despar and Ross. ‘Ross is responsible for part of the menu. He and Sami had quite a day by the sound of it.’

‘Pleased to hear it,’ said Tim, shaking his hand. ‘That means we’re eating mud crab.’

‘Among other things,’ said Ross. ‘It’ll be quite a feast, really. I’ve been living on my own cooking the past few weeks and this makes a good change.’

Lily took Tim to one side. ‘I’m going to see how Biddy is going. Would you like to meet her? She’s quite remarkable for ninety.’

‘Yes, I would, thanks. Rosie told me she remembers the old days.’ He followed Lily along the verandah to Biddy’s bedroom where they could hear laughter. Stepping through the French doors they saw Sami on the bed, hugging her knees and laughing uncontrollably as Lizzie in cotton pyjamas sat on her and tickled her ribs, while Biddy, sitting up in bed, was attempting to brush Lizzie’s hair.

‘What are you girls up to?’ chided Lily. ‘It’s hardly restful for Biddy having you two running riot.’

‘Who be that man?’ Biddy pointed the hairbrush at Tim.

Lizzie and Sami stopped, then sorted themselves out to sit quietly on the bed by Biddy.

‘He’s a gentleman caller, Biddy,’ announced Lily. ‘Tim Hudson. He has the bug for pearling history and he wanted to meet you.’

Biddy took Tim’s outstretched hand and shook it briefly. ‘Ain’t seen you around here before.’

‘I’ve been working overseas, Indonesia mainly, and now I’m just, well, looking around this part of the world.’

Lily turned to Tim. ‘This is my daughter Samantha, Sami, and Rosie and Harlan’s little girl, Elizabeth.’

‘Lizzie,’ corrected the five-year-old.

‘Hello.’ Sami rose and shook hands.

‘Right,’ said Lily with relief, ‘I’ll leave you all and get back to doing something to help with dinner.’

As Lily left Sami said, ‘Come on, Lizzie. We’ll leave you two to talk.’

‘Yeah, sit down,’ instructed Biddy patting the space on the bed vacated by Sami. ‘We’ll have a yarn then.’

Sami caught up with Lily. ‘Mum, who is that bloke?’

Tim? I’ve told you about meeting Tim, haven’t I?’

‘I don’t remember. What’s he do?

‘He’s done a bit of pearling overseas.’ Lily gave Lizzie a pat on the head, and the girl ran off along the verandah. Sami heard the evasive tone in her mother’s voice.

‘Mum,’ she said with a little edge. ‘Is there something I don’t know and should know?’

Lily turned and for a moment their eyes tried to read each other’s mind, then Lily leaned back against the verandah rail. ‘Tim and I are going into business together,’ she announced in a controlled voice. ‘Pearling.’

Sami was speechless. Her jaw dropped and she thought her eyes would pop out of their sockets in shock.

‘I know, I know,’ soothed Lily, holding up her hands, ‘maybe I should have told you earlier. But, we only got down to the details today at lunch and well…’

Sami stepped closer to her mother, still a little stunned, then found her voice. ‘You’re mad, Mum. Bonkers. Too much sun. I’m not taking this seriously. And I’m not going to let that Tim person con me like he’s obviously conned you.’ She then asked sharply, ‘And what’s Dale think?’

‘Oh, he thinks I’m mad too,’ said Lily cheerfully. ‘Not to worry, we’ll sort things out.’

‘Jesus!’ exclaimed Sami.

‘Please stay cool until we get home, sweetie,’ said Lily. ‘We’ll talk about it then.’

Sami stomped off. ‘I need a drink.’

Lily checked in with Rosie at the barbecue, then went back to Biddy’s bedside where she was still talking in a strong voice to Tim. ‘I been telling him ‘bout the pearling. Good times, bad times. He bit like our fella, dat Captain Tyndall, eh?’ said Biddy when Lily took her hand.

‘That sounds like a lot to live up to, Biddy,’ said Tim getting up and smoothing the bedcover.

‘Dat true.’ Biddy gave him a big smile. ‘Dat sure is true.’

‘I just told Biddy our secret. That we’re going to start Star of the Sea again and find lots of Pearls,’ Tim said, turning to Lily.

‘It’s not a secret anymore, Tim. I’m afraid I just had to tell my daughter. She picked up some vibes between us.’

‘Oops. How’d she take it? I’d better explain things to her.’

‘I’d keep your distance if I were you. She’s a bit feisty, our Sami. Besides, she thinks you’re conning

me.

‘Oh, great. What a good start to our working relationship. How do I smooth this over?’

‘We’ll work that out later. Say goodnight to Biddy.’

Biddy held out her hands and he took them in his. ‘It’s been a real pleasure. I loved your stories, Biddy.’

‘You come back ‘nother time,’ Biddy said. Then she looked at Lily and added, ‘An’ you stay with this young fella, he be a good one.’

Lily and Tim laughed and Tim kissed the bony wrinkled hands clasped in his. ‘I’ll be back, Biddy. I promise.’

Sami stomped back into the garden and found Pauline. ‘We have to talk. I can’t believe my mother.’

‘Listen, your mobile rang so I answered it,’ said Pauline. ‘It was Bobby Ching.’

‘I hope he doesn’t want any more of the mud crabs! He was very generous in sharing them out,’ said Sami, pouring herself a glass of wine.

‘No, he was a bit upset. He asked if he could speak to Ross. His dad’s office and their house were broken into. Thankfully nothing seems to be missing. His mother has freaked, though.’

‘God, what a bummer. I wonder what they were after. Cash, I suppose.’

‘There’s not much we can do. Ross told him the local cops would have it under control. Now, tell me. Who’s that gorgeous bloke Tim?’

‘Oh, yet another friend of my mother’s. He thinks he’s going into business with her.’ Sami glared over at Tim who was talking to Dale. It appeared they were having a serious conversation.

‘He thinks what?’ Pauline raised an eyebrow at Sami’s cross voice.

‘Some crazy pearling scheme. I don’t know the details, but it will be over my dead body.’

Pauline glanced from her friend’s furious face to look at Tim across the garden, and then to Lily coming along the verandah in the half light, her blonde hair shining, her figure slim, her face happy. ‘Oh dear,’ murmured Pauline. ‘I think I need a top up. Pass the wine please, Sami.’



Chapter Eight

Sami HAD TAKEN A BREAKFAST FRUIT PLATTER DOWN

by the swimming pool, while Lily gave herself a manicure. It was time to focus quietly on what she’d say to Sami about her plans. As she brushed the coral colour across her fingernails she “realised how vague and insubstantial these plans were. But knowing Sami’s initial disdain hadn’t diluted her enthusiasm for the pearl farm.

It was an uneasy morning, with neither woman wanting to dwell on the events of the night before. But eventually the tension died down and the day was salvaged by Lily’s suggestion they take a morning tea picnic on Town Beach.

A playful race with her dog across the low headland near the old wharf gave Sami a chance to stay

out of conversation range of her mother a little longer. Rakka paused by the pioneers’ graveyard on the headland overlooking the old wharf and Sami stopped to read some of the fading inscriptions on the weathered headstones of the pioneer graves. Rakka poked her nose through the railings

to sniff.

Lily caught up with them and joined Sami, who was leaning on a railing. ‘When I first came here I thought this was such a sad spot. I used to wonder about these poor people who arrived with such dreams and hopes. And their families back home who maybe never heard from them again.’

‘And now? It’s not a sad place?’ Sami had been thinking the same thing.

‘Well look around, it’s a tranquil and beautiful spot, and now it overlooks families and tourists enjoying themselves at a pretty beach.’

The park and the beach certainly did look like a perfectly posed picture for a tourist brochure, Sami agreed, taking in people swimming, fishing, and children on swings and a slippery dip. ‘I wonder what they were looking for,’ she mused, once again walking around the graves. ‘To come from so far away, they must have left a dreadful life

behind them.’

‘Maybe not. Sometimes people look for adventure, a change of lifestyle, a new start. Look at all the young retirees, baby boomer nomads who take to living in a caravan park in Broome,

for example.’

‘Yeah, but they don’t stay.’

‘You’d be surprised at the number of visitors who decide to stay,’ said Lily. ‘I know quite a few. They drifted in, liked it and stayed on. It’s one of those places. Though I suppose you have to be at a certain point in your life.’ She fell silent.

Sami turned away from the grave to study her mother. ‘And you’re at that point, are you?’

Here it comes, thought Lily. ‘I guess I must be. It’s not a rash thing, you know. I’ve been coming here every year for the past seven years. I love the place. Now I have an opportunity to get into an exciting business. And we have family here.’

‘You have family here. I don’t think of them as

family.’

Lily was reminded of Sami’s occasional childish petulance. ‘But legally, physically, emotionally they are. Why not just accept it? Treat it as a bonus. You don’t have to do anything about it. I really don’t understand your problem, Sami.’

‘Of course you don’t,’ she snapped, surprised at her reaction and close to tears. She didn’t understand how she felt either. Why was she having such a hard time accepting this distant link that gave her the tiniest trace of Aboriginal blood? ‘I know they mean more to you than me. This whole place is so damned important to you. And now you want to live here. What’s your boyfriend think? I bet Dale isn’t encouraging you to blow all your money on some dumb plan. What happened to our life in Sydney? What would Dad say?’

Lily was wounded. Sami’s release of emotion had stunned her, but the reference to Sami’s

father was a chance to get the discussion back to a more realistic level. She gave a little dismissive laugh. ‘I dare say your father wouldn’t have an opinion. And you’ve never gone to him for advice or guidance. He supported you financially through those first uni years. Then he told you his parenting role finished when you turned twenty-one. He wouldn’t concern himself with what I choose to do with the rest of my life. And as for Dale, he’s a nice friend, a good friend, nothing more.’ She took a breath and in a softer voice added, ‘I can get lonely too, Sami. I still have a woman’s needs.’

Her mother’s after-thought was ignored. ‘So what are you going to do?’ she demanded. ‘Obviously what I think doesn’t matter.’

‘Sami, darling, of course it does.’ Lily reached out and hugged her. ‘Please, let’s go and sit down and have our morning tea and talk through all the options. You have, and always will, come first in my life. It’s always been just the two of us. But now you’re spreading your wings, I’ve retired from what I’ve been doing for so long. I have to think about the next stage of my life. I’m not ready for the rocking chair just yet.’

Sami glanced at her attractive mother and once again felt her whole system relax a little. ‘I know that, Mum. But I can worry about you, can’t I? I mean, suddenly announcing you’re going into something like a pearling business does sound a bit over the top.’

‘Maybe I’ve been sensible for too long. It’s time

to plunge in and take a risk, be a bit mad, have a

bit of fun.’

‘That’s fine, Mum, but not with the chance of losing every cent you’ve worked so hard for. Let’s hope I get a good job eventually so I can support you in your old age,’ she added with some bitterness, barely concealed by a forced smile.

‘There are no guarantees in this life, darling. But let’s say I can narrow the odds and put something to one side and only risk half of what I’ve got. Does that sound more practical?’

They headed for an empty table under a tree at the edge of the beach. ‘And how are you going to

reduce the risk?’

Lily took off her backpack that held the thermos of tea and muffins as Sami threw a stick for Rakka. ‘It’s going to be a partnership of some kind, but don’t ask me details at this stage, please,’ said Lily. ‘But I have a deep belief this is something I am meant to do. Somehow it seems to me one’s attitude and motives are more important than the

action itself.’

‘How very Buddhist of you,’ said Sami dryly.

‘I know I still have a lot of homework to do. I might decide the whole thing is a lousy idea,’ said Lily, pouring the tea into plastic mugs. ‘Until I get up to Red Rock Bay again and spend time there with Dave George and look at the whole operation, I can’t go on to the next stage.’

‘Okay, that’s a wise move,’ said Sami. ‘I’ll

come with you.’

Lily held her mug halfway to her mouth,

totally surprised at her daughter’s announcement. ‘You will? That would be fantastic.’

‘I’m no judge of pearl farms. At least if I see things for myself I can decide, on instinct, whether or not that Tim fellow has spun cobwebs over your eyes.’

Lily let the remark ride and they both sipped tea. A man strolled by and paused to pat Rakka. ‘G’day. Nice little friend you’ve got here.’ He gave the dog another appreciated scratch behind the ears. ‘You’re local, aren’t you? I saw you out at the Bradley Station caper.’

‘It was quite an event, wasn’t it?’ replied Lily brightly. ‘No, we’re not really local. Just thinking about it.’

‘Yeah, it’s a local disease, I hear. I’ve got a touch of it myself.’ He chuckled. ‘The name’s Kevin,’ he said and reached out his hand. ‘My wife Bette and I have been driving round Australia, but at this stage I don’t think we’ll ever leave Broome.’

The two women grinned at the coincidence. ‘I’m Lily, and this is my daughter, Samantha. We’ve just been talking about the appeal of Broome. People cruise in and never seem to move on.’

‘Very pleased to meet you, and you’re right about this place. Bette has already got herself a volunteer job three mornings a week down at the Historical Society. Come the monsoon season and a hot summer she might change her mind,’ he added.

‘Monsoon time is spectacular. But then I think every day here is spectacular,’ said Lily.

‘My mother is biased,’ said Sami. ‘She’s spent too much time in the sun here year after year.’ Then in a spontaneous gesture, she reached out and touched Lily’s arm.

For Lily the gesture reaffirmed their bond and she was relieved. She watched Sami and Rakka race along the beach. After their talk it made her realise that under Sami’s self-sufficient exterior there was still a needy little girl. Daughters always need their mothers. It would be good for Sami to go to the Star Two farm with her, thought Lily.

Bobby and Ross trudged back along the channel cut through the mangroves. The tide had turned and the run in was already sloshing around their ankles as they headed back after a pleasant few hours of fishing, an outing that yielded a good bag of respectable barramundi.

‘Nothing like tossing in a line for relaxing the mind,’ said Bobby with a note of satisfaction.

‘Except catching fish,’ commented Ross.

‘Ready to toss a couple on the barbie for brunch?’

‘Right, with some lemongrass and chilli sauce

on the side.’ Bobby hadn’t slept well and setting

out before dawn to meet Ross he’d puzzled again

over the attempted burglary of the family home

and his father’s office. But spending time rigging

and baiting rods, sharing exaggerated fishing

stories and catching fish had refocused his mind.

Now, Bobby found the bitter subject resurfacing, but he felt better equipped to handle the issues it raised. ‘Ross, thanks a lot for this. I was feeling so bad about those bastards getting into Dad’s office and making a bloody big mess. Mum is still wobbly ‘cause they went through the house, even emptied out her wardrobe drawers. I needed to switch off, you know.’

‘Yeah, that’s okay, mate. He doesn’t keep cash on the premises, does he? Is there anything else that people might know about and want to get their hands on? It seems odd that they did the house over as well.’

‘That’s what is confusing everyone, including the local cops. And it doesn’t look like anything is missing. The safe couldn’t be opened but they went through papers and stuff, even rummaged in the buffet, but they didn’t nick some obvious expensive stuff they could have flogged.’

‘It’s a bit hard to flog hot stuff in a small place like Broome. Everyone knows what’s going on and there’s one way in and out,’ said Ross, his police training making him tick off a mental checklist. ‘It might be worth asking around at the caravan parks and backpacker places to see if anyone has heard anything. It sounds like they were looking for something very specific. A one-off job, I suspect. I had a yarn with the local cops, they seem just as puzzled as we are.’

After they’d eaten they sat in old chairs on the shady verandah with a cold beer and watched the tide rise in the creek at the bottom of the garden.

‘You can see why I don’t want to move back to Melbourne,’ Ross sighed.

‘You’ve definitely decided to stay here then?’

‘Yep. I’ve got to go back next week and start sorting out the nitty-gritty - like quitting my job. Any suggestions about work up here when I get back?’ he asked jokingly.

Bobby was quiet for a moment, downing the last of his light beer. ‘There could be something happening with Tim Hudson. I don’t think I’m talking out of turn, anyway this is a small town and news gets around. But I drove him up to Red Rock Bay to an old pearling farm. He says he’s got some money people behind him so he must be thinking of building it up.’

‘Well, I don’t know much about pearling. Though it’s in the family. Still, I might be able to do some manual work of some kind. But that’d be down the track.’

He sounded wistful and it hit Bobby that life didn’t always run according to plan. He wondered where he’d be in another fifteen years or so when he was the same age as Ross. Would he still be going from job to job? ‘It makes me think about what I’m doing. My father will have to give it away at some stage and I’m not going to be there to take over. I have a sister and a little brother, but being the oldest I think I was supposed to keep the family business going.’

‘It’s difficult when you don’t have the inclination,’ agreed Ross.

‘Or the head for it. I’m a people person. I’m

not into shuffling paper, organising lots of freight and trucks. I’m hoping my little brother might be more interested in trucks ferrying produce and freight round the countryside than I am.’ Bobby got up. ‘Anyway, thanks for this morning. I’ll tell Dad it’s unlikely he’ll get hit again. He’s taking a lot of precautions. It’s sad really, Broome was never a lock your doors kind of place.’ A thought struck him. ‘The last robbery I knew about was a bunch of kids from a community near Bradley Station. I put that one down to boredom.’

‘I wouldn’t say that’s the case with your father’s place. It seems like they had a plan in mind.’

They shook hands. ‘We’ll have to do this again, eh?’ Ross grinned at the younger man who’d befriended him, and whose cheerful personality made him good company.

‘Any time, mate. Always ready to chuck a line in.’

Looking at the dramatic pearl jewellery in the glass display cases at Pauline’s shop gave Sami immense pleasure. From what she could hear, some tourists clustered around other jewellery further down the counter were expressing similar feelings. When Pauline finished wrapping a necklace and slipped it into the shop’s distinctive black bag for the one buyer in the group, she came over to Sami. ‘Hi, it’s been a busy morning. And rather intriguing.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Come out the back for a minute.’ She led the way to her desk, opposite a mirror window that faced into the shop. ‘You know that metallic sun Bobby gave you? Look at this.’ She took the box from a drawer and laid the sun on the desk. ‘See, there’s the orb and all the rays coming off it. Well, when I was fiddling with it I found that you can twist one of the rays, and …’ she paused to demonstrate, ‘bingo, it clicks into place and the lid flies open. How about that?’

‘Ooh, a secret hiding place. Is there anything inside that little tube?’

‘Yes, this.’ Pauline pulled out a roll of paper not much bigger than a postcard when spread out. ‘Strange writing, if it is writing. What do you suppose it says?’

‘I think it must be some sort of writing, but I don’t know what language it is. It looks like hieroglyphics. I wonder if Bobby knows.’

‘I doubt it or he would have mentioned it. Bobby said it belonged to that German guy who got lost.’

‘Well, whatever, I like the sun shape,’ Pauline said. ‘It’s inspired me. So I might do a celestial range - suns and moons, stars and constellations.’ She held the sun up to her throat. ‘See, you could wear it as a necklace, there’s even a little loop.’ ‘It looks fab. I wouldn’t mind one of those.’ Pauline put the roll of paper back in the sun and shut the box. ‘I’ll give it back to Bobby. What are you doing now?’

‘I’m off to the Historical Society, see you later maybe?’

‘Yes. Oh, a friend, Greg, has lobbed in from Perth with a mate. He’s an engineer, aircraft maintenance or something. We’re going to dinner then up to the Mangrove, there’s a good band playing. Do you want to come along?’

‘Do you know anything about him? I don’t want to get stuck with some deadhead.’

‘I don’t have a clue. But it’ll be a quick dinner then a mob of us are meeting up with some of the pearling crew from Kuri Bay, so there’ll be safety in numbers.’

‘Okay. Why not? I’ll meet you at the restaurant. Which one?’

‘Thai Drum, around eight.’

‘Thanks. You know, I’ve got an academic friend I’m working with at the moment who might know what that note you found in the sun might mean.’

‘Oh, what does he specialise in?’

Sami tried to keep a straight face. ‘Bagpipes. He plays bagpipes.’

The dinner had been passable, Sami decided. Greg and Pauline were fun and Greg’s friend, Brian, was good looking if somewhat arrogant. By the time they got to the Mangrove they were all getting on fine and the crowd from the pearl farm were in high spirits. The band was a local one who were making a name for themselves nationally. Their

music was danceable and their lyrics powerful. It was a balmy starry night, coloured lights were strung around the garden, and everyone was in a

party mood.

After dancing a while and a few drinks, Sami found herself sitting next to Chris, one of the divers from the Kuri Bay crew. He was lean and fit and laughed a lot. She asked him why he slaved away so many hours a day underwater picking up shells. ‘The novelty must wear off pretty quickly,’ she said. ‘How long are you going to keep doing

it?’

‘A few more years. The money’s real good. I can make more in a three month season than my IT mates make in a year.’

‘You just like being king pin on the farm,’ kidded Pauline. ‘The drift divers think they’re the top

guns of the deep.’

Chris gave an easy grin. ‘It’s deadly competitive, so it makes it a challenge.’

‘Between all the other divers?’ asked Sami.

‘That, and your own physical fitness and the

dangers of the job. The hardest part is getting

through the pearl diving examination. Anyone

who’s done a bit of diving thinks they can pick up

shells off the sea bed.’

‘So how hard would that be?’ chimed in Brian, who had been working in aircraft hangars most of

his life.

‘Not too hard, I guess,’ said Chris easily. ‘Once you’ve got your open-water dive ticket, passed the medical for commercial diving, had your chest and

bone X-rays checked, swum two hundred metres in under four minutes, passed a stiff written examination of technical and medical questions, then done the tricky practical.’

‘Which involves?’ Sami asked.

‘Ah, getting locked in a chamber that heats you up till you’re cooking, then goes down to freezing your toes off. You’re tested to see how you handle nitrogen narcosis so you don’t lose the plot and be a danger to everyone as well as yourself. That kind of stuff.’

‘I see why there’s a high failure rate,’ said Sami.

Chris gave a grin and lifted his beer. ‘Some of us are meant to be divers, others can punch a keyboard. I know what I’d rather be doing.’

‘You work for one of the big farms, would you work for a new, small operation?’

‘Why not? You go where the money is - if you’re any good.’

‘I’m interested in how a pearl farm works,’ Sami said.

‘If you want to know that, go and work on one,’ said Chris. ‘Lots of girls like the life. There are all sorts of jobs going but you’ve got to be fit and prepared to take it as it comes.’

Sami enjoyed talking to Chris. He was pleasant, and she was trying to glean as much information as she could about his job and the state of the pearling industry. She was also trying to distance herself from Brian. She’d already told Pauline that Brian was a bore, and she planned to

walk home to Moonlight Bay on her own as it was almost next door. Brian, meanwhile, had downed his beer and was halfway through the next. He had turned his attention from the diver to the musicians, who were on a break. Two of them had joined the group at the table as they knew some of the locals, including Dale’s son, Simon.

Suddenly there was a scuffle at the far end of the table. Brian was arguing with the Aboriginal guitarist, shouting, ‘He bloody well shoved me. Made me drop my beer, the bastard.’ ‘You’re pissed, Brian!’ ‘This bugger deliberately pushed me.’ A pretty Japanese girl was furiously mopping spilled beer off her shirt. Sami didn’t hear the next exchange but someone yanked at the musician to get him away and he flung out an arm which clipped Brian, who started swinging.

‘It’s on for young and old now,’ declared Chris, jumping to his feet and taking Sami’s arm.

‘C’mon.’

But it was over in a flash. Calm was restored by one of the hotel staff who moved in swiftly and firmly, and a man who had been sitting at a nearby table. ‘Go and play some more,’ the staffer instructed the musician. ‘That would be the best

thing.’

The other man got Brian quietened down, then asked the Japanese woman, ‘Are you okay?’ ‘It is all right,’ she replied. ‘No harm done.’ Sami turned to the woman and introduced herself. ‘Hi, I’m Sami and this is Chris. Would you

like to join us?’ She was obviously on her own, a backpacker, thought Sami.

‘Thanks, I will. My name’s Mika.’ She gave a shy smile.

When Chris and Sami brought Mika over to the table, Sami was surprised to recognise the man who had stepped in to break up the argument -Tim Hudson.

He gave Sami a nod of recognition and sat down next to her. ‘Getting a feel for local culture?’ he asked with a grin.

‘You might say that. It was a great night until a few minutes ago. I was thinking of leaving soon anyway.’

‘Stay a bit longer, have another dance, Sami,’ said Chris, giving Tim a hard look.

‘Tim is a friend of my mother’s,’ Sami began, and then, seeing a warning flash in Tim’s eyes, said no more. She realised he wanted his interest in buying into the farm kept quiet. ‘Chris is a pearl diver on a bit of rec leave. And this is Mika. Are you on a holiday?’ Sami was glad of the diversion.

‘I’m here on long leave from my job. I’m doing some research. I teach history,’ she said, ‘and I am interested in the pearling history.’

‘I’ve got Sami interested in pearling, I suggested she get a job up at a farm,’ said Chris.

‘That could be a good idea,’ responded Tim casually. ‘As a matter of fact I’m off to Indonesia, going to the farm where I used to work. Why not come and have a look at that?’ he added a little cheekily.

‘No thanks,’ said Sami stiffly. ‘I have some research of my own to do.’

‘On your PhD?’

‘Possibly. I’m also helping my mother out. She has some crazy scheme I think needs more

thought.’

Tim kept a straight face and nodded. ‘Very

sensible. You look like you’re ready to go. I’m heading your way, I’ll walk with you.’

‘God, what a pain that Simon is. He got the band guys going deliberately.’ Pauline had returned from the dance floor. ‘Goodnight, Sami,

catch you later.’

Sami had no option but to leave with Tim. They walked in silence down the driveway from

the Mangrove.

‘So what are you doing in Indonesia?’ she finally asked. ‘Bringing back bags of money?’

‘I hope so. Talking to the investors. Telling them what a good prospect Star Two could be.’

Sami slowed and looked at him in the starlight. ‘You mean they are prospective investors? You don’t actually have the deal in the bag?’

‘No. The money is not confirmed yet, if that’s what you’re asking. I was asked to look around for a good investment over here. They think pearling sounds a good thing, given the current social status of pearls and the prices they’re bringing in. And being Japanese, they appreciate pearls. Initially I didn’t hold out much hope of getting into a pearling deal, I was looking more at tourism.’

‘Well, you’d best keep looking. I don’t know that this deal is going to come off. I’m going up there with my mother to look at it.’

‘Good idea. Do you know much about pearl farms?’

She ignored his sarcasm. ‘I’m not too thrilled at the whole deal. And maybe you won’t get the money. What happens if you don’t get the funding or if my mother doesn’t agree to go on with it?’

That would be unfortunate as she has the connection with the original Star of the Sea. I’d just have to find another partner.’ Sami didn’t respond and he asked calmly, ‘What’s your main objection?’

‘It’s risky, you must admit that. And I don’t want to see my mother lose everything she’s worked for because she’s sentimental and easily persuaded.’

‘Sami, it was your mother who persuaded me, not the other way round.’

‘You’re young, you can take a risk with other people’s money. I don’t think she should do it.’

‘Fine,’ he said shortly, surprised that Sami obviously considered that her mother was over the hill. ‘But I intend to work to make Star Two a goer.’

They were at the entrance to Moonlight Bay. ‘Good for you. Goodnight. Thanks for escorting me, but you didn’t have to.’

‘I know. Oh, and Sami, when you’re up at Red Rock Bay, get Dave to take you to the sunset dunes.’

‘Sightseeing and visiting the dunes will be low

on the agenda.’ Sami turned and headed to the stairway to the apartment.

‘Pity,’ said Tim, but Sami didn’t hear him. He kept walking, thinking that Lily must have had a hard time rearing Sami if she’d always been so prickly. She was attractive, although she didn’t seem to know it.

The following morning Sami answered the phone

while her mother was out. ‘Samantha? Guess who?’ ‘I hate people who do this. I have a fair idea.’ ‘Here’s a clue.’ A burst of bagpipes roared

down the phone.

‘I knew it was you, Palmer. Where are you?’ ‘Encamped in the dunes with my friend

Farouz.’

‘The camel man?’

‘That’s the one. Camels love bagpipes. People in hotel rooms and caravan parks don’t.’

‘Get out. What a surprise. How come you

know Farouz?’

‘It’s a long story that weaves through ancient bazaars of Afghanistan, to the deserts of Australia and here to the lonely dunes of Broome.’

‘Very poetic. When did you get in and when can I see you?’ Sami asked. ‘There’s lots to talk about. Are Bridget and Goonamulli here too?’

‘No. Bridget is at uni in Perth. Goonamulli is in Derby - sensibly planning a fishing trip. I was contemplating the same. I like fishing.’

‘In Derby?’

‘No, here. Have you found the best barra spots yet?’

‘I’m afraid not. Palmer, I can’t wait to see you. I have to go down to the Historical Society and return some cuttings.’

‘Great. See you there.’

Val, who usually ran the museum, had the morning off and Sami was welcomed by a cheerful volunteer who introduced herself as Bette.

‘Ah, I met your husband Kevin yesterday morning at Town Beach. He said you’d been travelling around Australia and now you’ve come to a stop.’

‘We came for the winter and we can’t imagine leaving. Now, you must be Sami, I briefly met your mother at the Bradley Cup.’

‘My mother does get around. How do you know me?’

‘Your friend described you - pretty, tall, brown eyes, fair hair and a lovely smile. I couldn’t miss you.’

‘Oh, that was nice of him. Where is Dr Palmer?’

‘Browsing. You’ll find him in the display room, I think.’

Thanking Bette, Sami strolled through the overflowing museum that was now familiar to her. While Jean at the library allowed her to use her computer and work in a back office, Sami, like her mother, was drawn to the little museum run by the Historical Society. Some of the original diaries and papers written by missionaries and

early settlers about Aboriginal art, held in the collection, were of particular relevance to her research. She noticed Mika, reading her way through old newspapers. ‘Hi again. Have you recovered from last night?’

Mika glanced down at her clean blouse.

‘Everything is okay. It was a nice evening. Thank

you for including me.’

‘Any time, I’m sure we’ll keep bumping into

each other if you’re here for a month or so. Happy

reading.’

Palmer greeted Sami with a quick hug. ‘So,

girl. How are you finding the city lights?’

‘Occasionally bright. Not as bright as the stars over the Kimberley desert.’

‘We’ll get out there again, no worries. Now where do we go for decent tea? No yuppie dandelion stuff.’

‘With the right connections you can get it here. The courtyard is perfect for a relaxed chat. There’s not much traffic and only a few people.’

As it turned out, Palmer later reflected, it was a quiet spot but for the next half hour Sami was far from relaxed. She barely touched her cup of tea as she talked to Palmer, filling him in on her reactions to Broome, meeting the family, social events and struggles with her thesis. He listened attentively, dropping his usual banter, sensing she needed to release all her pent-up feelings. Finally he pointed at her cup. ‘Let’s have a refill. It seems to me you’ve had quite an eventful time. No wonder you’re feeling distracted when it comes to

work. Let’s take your hassles one at a time. What’s the biggest issue concerning you?’

‘This pearl farm idea of my mother’s. Can you imagine it? She’s over fifty. She’s had a career running a medical lab in Sydney and now, suddenly, she wants to throw her life savings in with some smart arse who says he’s going to find investors, in a rundown pearl farm in possibly one of the most remote places in Australia!’

‘And possibly one of the most beautiful. Okay, let’s analyse this a little further. Her fascination with pearling has been going on for a few years, ever since she found out that your great-greatgrandfather was a master pearler. She had a lonely childhood and now she’s found family …’ He raised a finger as Sami went to interrupt’… family that she can accept and love. She has a close male friend here, do we still say “boyfriend”?’

‘Not really. And he’s not that, nor partner. I don’t know what Dale is. Male companion, some of the time, I guess. He’s not keen on this pearl deal either.’

‘But you and your mother are going to look at it. Get a gut reaction and suss it out as best you can, right?’

‘But we know nothing about assessing or running a pearl business.’

‘I’m a great believer in gut instinct. And your mother will get professional and financial advice when the time comes. So, go up there and look around with an open mind. Then go on to the next stage. Now, next problem. Prioritise.’

‘I have to think about that. It’s a toss up between focusing on my thesis and grappling with the pressure about my so-called relatives here.’

‘The thesis can be addressed at any time. Sooner rather than later. Or you can drop the whole thing. Family, you’re stuck with. Now, why

are they so-called?’

Sami sipped her tea, grateful for the chance to get her thoughts a little clearer. ‘Well, it’s such a faint connection biologically, and I don’t see that they have any involvement in my life. You know

what I mean.’

‘So you’ve answered your own question. Right?’ ‘It’s not that easy. I have to be honest and confess that knowing I’m connected to an Aboriginal bloodline makes me feel so uncomfortable at times. And that makes me feel guilty. It’s not just the immediate family stuff, it’s all that indigenous

baggage.’

‘Meaning?’

‘The whole reconciliation issue, the black versus white debate, the appropriation of Aboriginal heritage. I was born in a hospital, not under a tree in the Kimberley.’ She took a gulp of tea.

‘You do tend to jump in front of trains, don’t you?’ said Palmer mildly.

‘Why can’t I say, “Oh cool, no big deal”? It means so much to my mother. And they’re all so willing to embrace me. But I want to run a mile.’ ‘At some stage you need to have a sit-down talk with Goonamulli, Biddy and Rosie. The questions are very personal.‘Sami ran a hand through her hair in frustration. ‘Life used to be so uncomplicated.’

‘Quite a lot of Australians are grappling with the same issues,’ said Palmer, trying to help her. ‘Basically, how do we all live in this country and feel we belong here, whether we were born here or just arrived? And how do we deal with the issue of whose land is it anyway?’ He reached over and squeezed her hand. ‘No glib answers, but a cliche instead - give it time. There’s a lot you’ve got to come to grips with here, and in the end you might decide to run away. Maybe it’s like looking at some of this art we’ve come across out in the scrub, the longer you look the more you see.’ ‘Speaking as a professional, of course.’ ‘As a friend,’ he said softly. Palmer unfolded his lanky frame and held out his arm. ‘Let’s go for a walkabout round town.’

‘I feel so much better, Palmer, thanks. Okay, I will take you to a favourite place - for a special reason.’ As they walked to Pauline’s showroom, she recounted Bobby’s story of how he’d ended up with the mysterious sun symbol and what Pauline had discovered. ‘And then the centre pops open and there is a tiny rolled-up piece of paper with weird writing, or symbols, on it.’

‘Aha. Does it look like a necklace, an amulet of some kind?’

‘It could be. But it’s more the size of a chunky belt buckle than a pendant. What do you think?’ I ‘I’ll reserve judgment until I see the object,’ he said in his professorial voice.

Sami dug him in the ribs. ‘Okay. So how long are you going to be in Broome? Are you going to stay with Farouz? That’s pretty rustic accommodation.’

‘I enjoy his company. I might spend some time at the Cable Beach Club a little later. I thought I’d enjoy the good life for a short time. I will be going out into the desert again at some stage.’

‘Ooh, that’s what I want to tell you! I went crabbing and there’s some amazing fossil footprints of dinosaurs of some kind, on the rocks way over on the other side of the bay.’

‘Really? That sounds intriguing. How does one

get there?’

‘A friend of the family, Eugene, has a boat, just a tinnie with an outboard. He works at the Bird Observatory, but he’ll take you.’

‘Excellent. I like the idea of the mud crabs.’ Pauline was a bit taken aback on meeting the tall, lean and very casual doctor in the leather hat. But after chatting for a few moments and being fixed with those wonderful blue eyes and a beguiling smile, she began to see why Sami adored him. He did look rather like a movie star. One minute he was a down-to-earth Aussie with wild humour and colourful phrases, the next minute he was seriously dispensing wisdom and penetrating thoughts. Dr Ted Palmer, she decided, was a bit of a charmer who, because of his age, position and personality, seemed safe and supportive as well as very entertaining.

‘Here it is.’ Pauline opened the box, took out the metallic sun, opened it and revealed the roll of paper.

‘Aha!’ Palmer took a quick look at both sides, then put on his glasses to study it more closely.

‘Any ideas?’ asked Pauline.

‘It’s quite common in the Middle East, a sort of good luck charm. Often people roll up their favourite verse of the Koran or write out a favourite poem for carrying in the charm. However …’ He squinted at the paper. ‘This is an old script, but the paper is modern.’

‘Like Egyptian hieroglyphics?’ suggested Pauline.

‘No. I’d say the language could be Gandhari or Prakrit, which is why I can’t translate it. We need someone who specialises in these ancient languages.’

‘Do we want to know that badly?’ asked Pauline.

‘I do,’ said Sami and Palmer in unison.

‘I’d like to talk to the young fella who ended up with this. The German tourist has disappeared for sure?’ Palmer looked perplexed, but intently interested.

‘I don’t think Bobby knows much, but let’s talk to him. He’s been carting this thing around thinking Matthias might turn up and claim it, but he figured it was some kind of souvenir, not important.’

‘I disagree. This is most interesting.’ Palmer turned it over in his hands.

Pauline nudged Sami. ‘Tell him what happened at Bobby’s house, the breakin.’

Sami looked at Pauline a little puzzled. ‘Do you think that could be connected?’ She turned to

Palmer. ‘Bobby’s home, he lives with his parents, and his father’s office were ransacked. Nothing seemed to be stolen. The police thought the thieves were looking for something specific, but as I said, nothing was taken. Could they have been looking

for this?’

‘Who knows?’ said Pauline. ‘It’s just a wild

thought I couldn’t suppress.’

‘Maybe if we can translate this message, whatever it is, we might be wiser. Can I have a copy of this?’ Palmer asked.

Both girls shrugged. ‘Why not?’ ‘It’s all a mystery to me. I don’t know what or where Gandhara is, but I like their style,’ said Pauline. ‘Let me know what you guys find out.’

‘It might take a while. I think I need a mate who’s an art historian at Curtin Uni in Perth to help out,’ said Palmer. ‘It mightn’t be anything.’ He put the sun in its box and closed the lid and grinned at Sami. ‘But then it’s good to face a new little challenge now and then, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ she sighed. ‘Red Rock Bay, Star Two,

here I come.’



Chapter Nine

‘Broome international airport’. the sign on the tin roof always made Lily smile. She loved the small tropical airport with its casual atmosphere, where a swimsuit, sarong and bare feet weren’t out of place to wear to welcome friends. After Tim checked in he turned to Lily. ‘Why don’t we sit out in the garden area and have a beer?’

‘Fine. It’s a good place to people watch.’ ‘I can’t argue with that. It’s quite a sport in Broome, isn’t it?” observed Tim, settling down with a light beer. He raised his glass. ‘To Lily, and thanks for bringing me out. It’s nice to have a send off. I’m so used to travelling on my own.’

‘Well a ten minute drive is hardly out of my way. I keep thinking there must be a hundred things we need to talk about, but other than hoping you come back with the money in the bag, so

to speak, I don’t know what else to say. We seem to have covered as much as we can at this stage.’

‘Lily, I’m going to recommend Star Two as a good option for investment. It’s always subject to so many things and we can structure the deal in a number of ways. There’s due diligence, your agreement to come in, market research, all of that. The investors have been very positive on the phone, but…’ He fiddled with the beer coaster on the table.

‘But what?’

‘Don’t count chickens before they hatch, or pearls before they’re harvested. But from my experience with these two guys, once they say they’re interested, they’re in.’ He put his bottle of beer down and looked at Lily intently. ‘I’ll keep you in the picture but I will need feedback as soon as possible on how you feel about the terms, the deal. Well, I know how you feel at the moment but there are hurdles ahead.’

‘Meaning financial advice, legal advice, and so on,’ said Lily.

‘The “so on” meaning your daughter. I would hate to see you turned off about going ahead if the only obstacle is Samantha’s disapproval.’

‘You’re being unfair, Tim,’ Lily admonished gently. ‘She is just being protective of me. Like she said to you, she doesn’t want to see me blowing the piggy bank. She’ll probably feel different when she’s seen the farm, understands the potential and has come to terms with the family link.’

‘It’s already a going concern. We’re not going

in there as white knights to rescue some old bugger who doesn’t know the value of what he has.’

‘I agree. Dave strikes me as a smart cookie. He just doesn’t have the energy, inclination or money to change things,’ said Lily.

‘I think he operates on the principle that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Though I suspect from yarns with him that years ago he wanted to be a major player. In fact, he hinted that he could have been a bigger player if things had been different. He didn’t elaborate and I got the message not to pry.’

‘Do you think there was a problem? Maybe I should gently try to probe. We need to know these things.’

‘I doubt that it’s important, Lily. It was something personal, I’d say. Isn’t there some saying about mixing business with pleasure?’ He lifted an eyebrow as he swallowed a mouthful of beer.

‘Hmm. Good thing we’re just friends and there’s no family or emotional link. I couldn’t imagine working with Dale, for example.’

Tim was about to say he couldn’t either, having heard a few stories of Dale’s heavy handed tactics on some building sites. He asked as delicately as he could, ‘How important is Dale’s approval in the deal?’

Lily caught the meaning behind the question. ‘It’s all right, Tim. I appreciate Dale’s advice, his company and friendship, but I make my own decisions. I’ve been on my own - apart from Sami - for a ‘long time. Too long, I suppose …’ She paused. ‘I

suppose at my age it’s silly to expect a handsome prince to gallop up on his white charger and sweep me away. But, hell, a woman can dream.’

‘We all dream, Lily. Sure we want to make money, but a loving relationship seems to be the bottom line, and harder to find than ever. I’ve had my share of heartache. What about you? Were you married to Sam’s father a long time?’ They’d never shared anything so personal and it seemed incongruous that they were doing so on a sunny afternoon in a noisy, crowded airport beer terrace.

Lily was frank. ‘Eleven years. He is a stuffy academic who has gone back to his university in America. He was very much a long-distance father. He tried his best. I think he was more interested in dusty tomes than an energetic teenage daughter.’

‘She is feisty. Strong willed, I guess,’ agreed Tim. ‘Perhaps she needed a firm fatherly influence during the teenage years.’

‘Well, she did have some input from a dear, gentle loving man for more than ten years. He was there for us in a way, but never seemed to have time to totally switch off from the corporate world and commit to us. Well, to me.’

Lily looked so sad Tim asked gently, ‘What happened?’

‘He died some years ago. Quite suddenly, not long after I first came here. It’s another reason I don’t have anything holding me in Sydney.’

‘I see. Lily, perhaps that’s also another reason you want to get into this pearl farm. You need something vital and stimulating in your life. When

weighing up the pros and cons, try to keep the

emotions out of it.’

‘That’s such a male thing to say, Tim! Nonsense,’

said Lily dismissively. ‘If this opportunity

doesn’t make me want to throw my heart, body

and soul into it, then it’s not worth doing.’

‘Now that’s a complicated and very feminine

approach!’ He downed the last of his beer. ‘Looks

like people are boarding.’

‘Keep me posted. As you know, I’ll be out of

touch up at Red Rock Bay for a while.’ She gave

Tim a quick hug. ‘Go get ‘em, boy.’

He gave her a thumbs up, shouldered a small backpack and headed to the departure gate thinking it was an unusual business arrangement they had. Lily was twenty years his senior at least, yet he felt so at ease around her and never considered their age difference. He liked her a lot and his instincts were telling him this would be an excellent partnership.

Rosie was seated on the floor of her tiny gallery packing a bark painting in bubble wrap to mail it to a customer when Farouz came in with a rolled blanket under his arm. ‘Hey, Farouz, how are you doing?’ she said brightly, concealing her surprise at his visit. ‘Don’t tell me you want a painting of

camels?’

Farouz gave a polite little bow in greeting. ‘No, but if you or your artists ever need a camel as

a model, my rates are most reasonable.’ They both laughed as Farouz sat down on the floor opposite her. ‘I have something that may interest you. I have been intending to bring it in for quite a while, ever since I came back from the first of my dry season trips out in the bush to get more camels.’

‘Is that Middle East market for our camels still holding up?’ Rosie asked. ‘It’s odd really, when you think about it. Aussie camels going over there.’

‘There are many odd things in life.’

‘True. Now what have you jot to show me?’

He carefully untied the cord around the bulging blanket and rolled it out like a carpet merchant in a bazaar. Instantly Rosie was hit by the colour, subject matter and design. It was so different from the art she was used to seeing from the Kimberley region. She leaned forward to pick up the paintings one at a time to study. Under the last canvas were several woven works. ‘How stunning,’ she gasped, as she ran a hand over the top one. ‘What have they used. Wool?’

‘Local fibres, even camel hair.’

Rosie was silent for a moment as she adjusted her eyes and her mind to this unusual and intriguing artwork. ‘There are natural fibres, local ochres and colours, a stylised form of indigenous work in some parts, this motif in the centre… it’s familiar. It’s all quite lovely. Who on earth is doing this? What’s the story?’

Farouz traced his fingers over the design on the thick carpet. ‘Oh, big story in this one,’ he said with a smile.

‘You know the story?’ Rosie glanced back at the rug. ‘Actually, it looks rather Persian.’

‘They’re done by a group of women out in the desert. You tell me what you think. Can you sell them?’

Rosie sat back on her haunches looking at the dazzling array of artworks. ‘They’re very different … weavings, tapestries, wall hangings … something new. The theme, the interpretation is very unusual. I like them very much. But I need to know a lot more about them. What do you know about these?’

‘It’s a long story. Not mine to tell,’ he said, his face taking on a closed, stubborn expression. Rosie recognised the reticence, so often an artist or a third party came in to her gallery with art that they wanted to sell, but on their terms. She had long ago learned to sit and listen to the story of how an artwork came to be. Her talent for patient listening, no pressure, no wheeling and dealing, and also being indigenous, had all combined to give her access to, and the trust of, art communities all over the northwest. She also had a reputation for paying fairly and involving the artists in the promotion of their work. Rosie had discovered and continued to nurture many Aboriginal artists.

‘Farouz, I never buy through third parties. I want to talk to the craftspeople and painters. Where are they?’

‘Long way away. They have a teacher. She showed them how to do these things.’

‘Really? Who’s that?’ Rosie was surprised.

‘I can’t say any more.’ Farouz stood. ‘You think about them. I’m going out there again soon. It will take a couple of days but I’m in no hurry. I’m driving a truck, picking up some wild camels I know are out that way. A friend spotted them from the air. So, are you coming?’

‘Farouz, it’s not that simple for me to get away with a family and this business. I’ll think about it. I’d like to live with these for a while longer if I may. Can I hang them? See what sort of reaction I

get.’

‘Okay. If they don’t sell I’ll take them back

next trip.’

‘Thanks for thinking of me, Farouz,’ said

Rosie, shaking his hand.

‘You’re number one, Rosie. People trust you.’ He got to the door and turned back. ‘It’s important you go out and see these people. I promised I’d bring someone safe back to see and talk to them. I must not say more than that.’ He adjusted his hat and stepped into the bright sun, leaving Rosie puzzling over his use of the word ‘safe’.

Lily was having dinner at Dale’s house and it was another magnificent sunset. She preferred Dale’s barbecue dinners to sitting in a restaurant. The spacious house with its orchard of mango trees, wide lawns edged with palms, the big swimming pool and spa, was private and it was only a short walk down to a deserted beach. Lily stretched out in the bubbling spa, jets of water pulsing into her back and neck. ‘Absolute bliss,’ she declared.

‘Enjoy this while you can. There won’t be any luxuries where you’re going.’ Dale handed her a glass of champagne and got in the spa, reclining on the other side, putting his feet against the foot massager. The barbie is going, fish are marinating. Ah, this is the life.’

‘It sure is. I’ll think of this as I hang out in the mossie-infested shack, hammock, or whatever accommodation we get.’

‘Your choice.’ He yawned. ‘Where is Sami? How come she never wants to join us out here?’

‘Oh, she’s met some hunky diver and they’re going out with friends. She says she’s researching the pearl business, but I suspect the handsome Chris is the real excuse.’ Lily spoke lightly. It had become a bit of a thing with Sami who said she felt trapped at Dale’s place as they were so far from town and she couldn’t make an excuse to escape easily. Lily knew Sami hadn’t warmed any more to him here in Broome than when she’d first met him in Sydney. It was also awkward when Lily stayed in the master suite with Dale, and Sami stayed in the sprawling guest quarters. ‘And where’s Simon? He likes living in town, obviously. I gather he’s over his injuries. They were all very lucky with that accident that no one was seriously hurt.’

Lily sipped her champagne and decided to ask Dale outright about what had happened as far as the charges went. Harlan had been present when Eugene made his statement and been absolved of

any wrongdoing, but Harlan had heard whispers about Simon, who’d been declared at fault and causing the accident. ‘Are there going to be any charges or ramifications from the accident?’

‘Yeah. No new car for Simon.’ He leaned his head back into the cushioned headrest, appearing to debate whether to say more. ‘Well, it wasn’t too good really. His licence has been cancelled for about six months and he got hit with a hefty fine. Guess who paid, of course. He’ll have to be a bit more careful and not lose his temper over other idiots on the road.’

Lily sat upright, spilling her drink. ‘But, Dale, it was Simon’s fault! Surely he should be made responsible in some way!’ She was suddenly furious, suspecting Dale had pulled strings. ‘Poor Eugene can’t afford to get his car repaired. I bet Simon’s car is being fixed right now.’

‘Now, Lily, calm down, the matter has been dealt with.’

‘Not fairly or satisfactorily if you ask me!’ ‘I’m not asking you,’ snapped Dale angrily. ‘Now drop it, okay?’

‘No, I won’t. Eugene is related to me and Dolly has brought him up to be an honest and responsible young man. Simon and his mate had a gun! They were waving and pointing it at Eugene and his friends. Maybe they were only fooling around, but it smacks of racist threats to me.’

‘Bullshit. And who told you about any gun?’ Dale stepped out of the spa.

‘Dale! I was there! I saw them. I reported it.

And Harlan told me the police recovered a gun from the bushes. Simon’s mate threw it there. Come on, don’t lie.’

‘They’d been out hunting. His mate was full, they’d had too much booze. So young fellas do stupid things from time to time. That’s life.’ He downed his champagne and went to the bar near the pool and poured himself a scotch.

‘No harm done! Eugene and his mates were stone sober. They were threatened with a rifle, run off the road and injured. Something stinks and I’m going to get Harlan to look into this.’ Lily jumped out of the spa and began furiously towelling herself. Dale reached her in four strides. ‘Look, leave well enough alone. I told you it’s been dealt with. If it makes you happy, I’ll pay for your little blackfella’s car to be fixed too.’

They glared at each other and Lily saw Dale was several strong drinks ahead of her. ‘Yes, I think that would be a good thing to do. Eugene is part of my family, so I’ll tell him to get his car fixed at your expense. And you can turn off the barbecue, I’m going home. I have a lot to do before we leave for the farm.’

He grabbed her arm. ‘Don’t get on your high horse, Lily, it’s no big deal. C’mon …’

She shook herself free. ‘When it comes to things like this you and I are so far apart it’s not funny, Dale.’ She put her glass on the table and walked into the house to get her things. She heard the splintering crash as Dale threw her glass into the rockery. As she drove away in her dripping

swimsuit Dale was sitting morosely at the bar pouring himself another drink while the spa bubbled merrily.

Sami and Rakka returned to the old house after their early morning walk, and Rakka flopped into her chair on the verandah. ‘She’s really at home here, thanks again,’ Sami said warmly as she took the glass of iced water Rosie handed her.

‘We love having her around. Now, I should think about going into work, it’s almost time to open the gallery. You should pop in and look at some interesting things old Farouz left with me.’

‘Will do. By the way, Rosie, can you get a message to Eugene for me please? I have a friend who wants to have a look at the dinosaur fossils across the bay and I was hoping he’d take him over.’

‘I’m sure that’s not a problem. But why not ask him yourself? He’s staying in town for the moment. He and Bobby Ching are house sitting Ross’ little house down by the creek. Ross has gone back to Melbourne for a while. We’re going down there this afternoon. You can come then if you like and bring your fossil friend.’

‘Okay, I will. When, afternoon, sunset?’ ‘Sunset. We’re taking Biddy for an outing.’ ‘Really? I didn’t think she got out of the house, or bed, much,’ said Sami in surprise.

‘No, well, out of the blue she came up with the idea of going to sit by the creek. Sentimental stuff,I suppose. She used to love to fish along the creek in the old days. Anyway, we thought it would be comfortable for her on the verandah of the little house.’

‘That’s great. Dr Palmer will love meeting the mob. I’ll call at the gallery before we go there.’

‘Problem,’ said Rosie. ‘I have to close early to come home and help with Biddy.’

‘I can look after the gallery for an hour or so, if you like,’ offered Sami impulsively.

That’s fantastic. Why didn’t we think of this sooner? It’s so hard to find someone to take over when I need to get away. I hate to close when there are tourists around.’ Rosie gave her a quick hug. ‘By the way, how are things going with the expedition to the pearl farm?’

‘Mum seems to have it under control. Dale was going to lend us a four-wheel drive, but I’m not sure if that’s still on. I think they had a bit of a blue last night.’

‘That’ll blow over. He has a quick temper.’ Rosie gave her a shrewd look. ‘You’re not too keen on him, are you? Any particular reason?’

‘I s’pose not. When I first met him and Simon in Sydney I found them both arrogant and a bit abrasive. I was surprised at some of their attitudes, particularly as Mum had been going on about how tolerant the people in Broome were. Anyway, I saw no reason to get close to him. I didn’t anticipate seeing much of him, but that seems to have changed.’ She stopped, wondering if Lily confided her feelings to Rosie, then shrugged. ‘What I mean

is, I hadn’t anticipated my mother considering moving here. It’s made Dale rather proprietorial

and I don’t like it.’

‘Is that going to colour your reaction to the

pearl farm?’

I ‘No. Mum can run her own life. I just don’t want to see her doing anything stupid or risky.’ Sami was annoyed that Rosie might see her as a

potential spoiler.

‘None of us do, Sami,’ she said reassuringly. ‘And don’t worry too much about Dale and your mum having the occasional argument, they’re big enough to look after themselves. I’ll see you down at the gallery.’

Late that day, left alone in the Little Street Gallery, Sami browsed, enjoying the atmosphere created by the old galvanised-iron and timber building, its polished floorboards slightly bowed from a hundred years of footsteps. A breeze from the vent on ,the roof carried the scent of frangipanis. But it was the art that reached out to embrace her. Strength, light and colour glowed from the canvases that were hung and stacked in each room, and reverberated in all her senses. As she studied the .paintings she imagined she could feel the warmth of the sun from the desert floor, hear the birds at a waterhole, smell the bush, and hear its special

song.

Sami knew that in the Kimberley there were about thirty indigenous languages and cultures,each originating from different parts of the country. But until recently she had ignored the opportunities to study the complexities of Aboriginal history, culture and relationships. She hadn’t joined in the reconciliation crusade of the 1990s, and it was only this trip to the Kimberley that had forced her to make a critical review of where she stood on so many issues. She now felt a sense of guilt, and that made her angry. Her attitude, she reasoned, had been partly driven by an emotional reaction against her mother’s excitement on discovering the Aboriginal bloodline in the family and the living connection to Broome. Coming to grips with that hadn’t been on Sami’s agenda … until now. She appreciated Rosie’s attempt to start bridging the gap in the quick tour she gave her of the gallery before she left to get Biddy.

‘Do you know much about the way Aboriginal artists show their view of the world in their paintings?’ Sami asked. ‘Bridget and Goonamulli have tried to explain it to me. I’m used to judging art by European standards - form, line, composition, colour. With Aboriginal art it’s more about where the work was created; that it incorporates the place along with its culture and people, is that right?’

‘Absolutely, which makes it different from, say, a white landscape artist painting what they see in front of them.’ Rosie waved an arm around. These painters belong to a specific country and have the right to tell their stories over and over. But they can tell it each time in a different way.’

‘Mmm, even though they’re variations on a theme, I suppose it’s like looking at your garden. It looks different every day you go out into it.’ Sami was grappling with this very different approach to art than the one she had studied.

‘Exactly, except here each time the story is told the artist might put in an historical reference or a Dreamtime element, or a modern incident which they know is there, but one can’t see it with western eyes.’

Sami knew she’d have to spend more time with Rosie and Goonamulli and Bridget to try to see the layers of this art. Were there secret and sacred messages in the painting that had powers to seduce or exorcise? It certainly gave her more material to explore for her thesis, and she sat at Rosie’s cluttered antique roll-top desk and began to make notes.

‘Ahoy there! Or is this a silence zone?’ ‘Hi, Palmer.’ Sami came out from behind the desk and stepped into the gallery. ‘Another grand entry. Two and a half stars.’ She laughed.

He pulled off his battered bush hat. ‘Ah, what a collection. Awesome. Rosie has excelled herself. It’s so important that she buys directly from the artists, it shows in the quality of the work she sells. I love this building, too, don’t you? It’s almost a work of art in itself. One of the few originals in town, I’d say,’ said Palmer appreciatively touching the timber wall, then he focused his attention back on the art. ‘This is fabulous stuff, no wonder she sells to the top collectors.’ He looked at Sami.‘Now where is the man who’s going to show me the dinosaurs?’

‘We’re meeting Eugene down at a friend’s shack. He’s staying there with another mate, looking after it. You might like it. It’s old, but pretty, rundown from my mother’s description.’

‘Another original perhaps?’ ‘

‘I think so. Anyway, it’s close to Dampier Creek. We’re meeting Rosie and Biddy there too.: They’re coming to watch the sunset.’

‘Sounds like fun. How could I refuse an invitation to see the sun go down over the mangroves of a classic waterway from a genuine old Broome’ residence?’ ‘

‘I knew you’d enter into the spirit of the occasion. Now, can you help me lock up, please?’

As Palmer went to shut a window he stopped and stared at a table in a corner. Spread across it were the weavings and paintings. ‘Now these are interesting, oriental almost.’ He unrolled one of the cotton canvases and studied it, his brow furrowed.’

Sami joined him, curious. ‘Farouz brought them in. When you say “oriental”, do you mean like Middle Eastern?’

‘Mmm. Funny we should come across something like this so soon after seeing the strange sun amulet. I wonder where this influence is coming from?’ ‘

‘Perhaps someone is just interested in the style or a story from another culture,’ Sami said. ‘

‘Yes, but here? The pigment is ochre. I can’t imagine why an Aboriginal artist would paint this! I wonder what the story is.’

I ‘Maybe you’d better ask Farouz.’

‘Yes, I’ll definitely talk to him about them.’ Palmer picked up one of the weavings. ‘Look, here’s another puzzle. See, in the corner of each weaving there’s an abstract design, almost a signature. What does it look like to you?’

‘A sun,’ said Sami slowly.

‘And this, I believe is a gul.’ He traced the outline of a geometric style flower. ‘The rose. Well, Samantha, I think we have an interesting mystery here.’

Biddy must have sensed it was going to be a special sunset. She sighed appreciatively as Rosie and Harlan helped her from the car at the little old house down by the mangrove-lined creek. Already the sun was sending out its final dramatic rays. Eugene and Bobby were standing by the corner of the verandah and shouted a welcome.

‘Do you know this place, Biddy?’ asked Harlan softly.

‘Oh I bin in dere many times. Me and Alf.’

‘Along the creek or the house, Biddy?’ asked Rosie.

‘Captain used to sit up there with Ahmed. They drink and talk with all them boys. Lugger boys.’ ‘Well let’s go and sit on the verandah with a few friendly ghosts, eh?’ Harlan swept Biddy into his arms like a rag doll, she was so frail she weighed little. At that moment Sami and Palmer drove in.

‘Where’s your mother?’ called Rosie. ‘She said she was coming down.’

‘I haven’t seen her since breakfast. I thought she might be with Dale - patching things up.’

‘She’ll turn up.’ Rosie gave Palmer a big smile and held out her hand. ‘Hi, Dr Palmer, it’s been a while since we last saw you in town. Welcome back.’

‘Dr Ted Palmer, you know Rosie, of course. This is Harlan and Biddy, and this is Lizzie,’ said Sami, scooping up the energetic little girl.

‘Hi. Follow us,’ said Harlan as he walked with Biddy in his arms and stepped onto the verandah where the two boys had set out chairs and an old cane lounge. He put Biddy down and was about to help her to a chair when she demanded her walking stick.

‘I can walk round dis place with no eyes,’ she said. ‘I used to cook in dere.’ She pointed her stick towards the kitchen at the rear of the house.

‘You’re looking good, Aunty,’ said Eugene.

Biddy acknowledged the lad with a nod, then turned her watery eyes to Bobby. ‘You Ahmed’s boy?’

‘Who’s Ahmed?’ asked Bobby.

‘Dis be his house. Him and Tamerah live here.’

Rosie and Harlan exchanged a questioning glance, then Palmer walked over to her. ‘You seem to remember this place well, Biddy. I suppose you’ve seen a few sunsets from here, eh?’

She looked over the creek and thicket of mangroves. ‘Boats, all gone. All them fellas. All gone.

Jist Biddy here now.’ She took a few trembling steps, leaning on her cane. Sami sprang to her side, but the old Aboriginal woman straightened up and stood silently, wrapped in her memories.

‘What do you see, Biddy? What do you hear?’ Palmer asked conversationally and Sami gave him a glance. They seemed strange questions.

Biddy spoke strongly and clearly. ‘I see all the boys working on dem boats all tied up dere and Tyndall, he drinkin’ and singing. He sing an’ sing.’ She broke into a chuckle.

‘Music. That’s what we need.’ Palmer sprinted back to the car as Biddy was helped to a chair. And as everyone sat down, he marched onto the grass at the edge of the creek and began to play the bagpipes. The mellow notes of ‘Over the Sea to Skye’ floated towards the bay, and the mood on the verandah relaxed with everyone enjoying Biddy’s delight at the music. No one noticed Lily walk around the side of the house and stare in surprise at Palmer and his mesmerised audience. He finished with a flourish and Biddy clapped along with the others as Lily joined them.

‘I didn’t know you’d arranged entertainment as well as a great sunset!’ She greeted everyone, patted Biddy on the shoulder and kissed Sami, Palmer came towards them, bagpipes under his

arm.

‘Mum, meet Dr Palmer,’ Sami said brightly.

‘The man you’ve been out bush with?’ acknowledged Lily, thinking he didn’t appear anything like the dusty academic she’d imagined.

After being married to a fusty, bespectacled university lecturer she had them typecast. But Palmer was slightly crumpled and amazingly handsome. He even looked strangely familiar, and he exuded a cheerful confidence. ‘I understand you have been keeping a watchful eye on Sami out there in the wilds,’ said Lily, shaking his hand.

‘I’m delighted to meet you. We all need watchful eyes on us out there,’ he said. ‘Sami is no exception, but she is a very competent and independent young woman.’

‘You seem to know her rather well.’

‘You get to know people well sitting round a campfire and warning under the Kimberley stars, then trudging through the day under the hot sun.’ He smiled at Sami who gave him a big smile back. Lily wondered how much Sami had shared with this rumpled academic, and suddenly she felt slightly excluded.

‘Hopefully we’ll do a bit of that up in Red Rock Bay, eh Sami?’ Lily said, but before Sami could reply Rosie turned to Lily.

‘Did Ross tell you who this house belonged to?’

Tamerah. I think he worked for Tyndall. David George, from the pearl farm at Red Rock Bay, told me it was a Star of the Sea foreshore camp.’

‘No wonder Biddy spent so much time here. Well, you’ll have to tell Ross when he comes back. He is coming back?’ asked Rosie.

‘I reckon,’ chimed in Bobby. ‘So who was Ahmed?’

‘He was a very loyal companion, bodyguard, right-hand man to my greatgrandfather,’ Lily replied. ‘Tyndall saved Ahmed’s life and in return, Ahmed devoted his life to him. It’s a beautiful

story.’

‘And a beautiful sunset,’ announced Palmer. ‘Look at those colours.’ They all fell silent, but in a matter of minutes the sky began to fade as if water had diluted the image.

Biddy nodded her head with satisfaction. ‘We can go home now.’

Sami, Eugene, Bobby and Palmer stayed behind when the others left, talking earnestly about dinosaurs and arranging a boat trip across the bay. Palmer barely acknowledged Lily’s departure and Lily couldn’t understand why she found that quite irritating.

The road was familiar to Lily, but Sami was spellbound by her first experience of the coastal countryside as they drove along the red powdery ribbon of road through the pindan. In such a short time, a matter of minutes really, they had travelled from modern suburbia to dusty bushland that looked as if it hadn’t changed for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. Just like the red cliffs at the edge of Roebuck Bay, where the giant herbivores had walked, and the ancient sandstone art galleries inland, this area in the northwest had a timelessness to it that made Sami’s immediate

concerns seem insignificant. Yet in a way, they were linked. This land held the blood of some of her ancestors, this country was where her mother was thinking of putting down roots. Could Lily’s grandchildren have an attachment to this wilderness? Only if she, Sami, allowed them to experience it, she answered herself.

‘What do you suppose your life would have been like if your mother had come back from the city and stayed on here?’ she mused aloud. ‘If you’d grown up in Broome, or even Perth, and come here regularly?’

Lily didn’t seem surprised at the question, which appeared to come from nowhere. ‘I’ve thought about that. Often. I think I would have loved growing up here, but I’m sure I would have wanted to travel and have a career and find a husband outside of the local town.’

‘Which you did.’

True,’ agreed Lily. ‘You can roam happily when you have a home waiting to welcome you back. I moved around, but felt restless. Mostly because I had no sense of belonging in a family that had roots … and a real home, not just a roof over our heads. Here we have deep family roots.’

‘Granny wandered the world constantly. Do you think she felt the same?’ Sami wished she had asked harder questions of her elusive grandmother. ‘She chose to live that way. I suspect there were elements of shame or guilt, times being what they were. But you know, I often think she had a blind spot.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, Olivia must have been such a loving and sweet woman, Tyndall had a huge heart, and the love between Hamish and Maria was powerful and never had a chance to sour. That heritage belonged to Georgiana, but for some reason she chose to ignore it.’

‘Do you feel angry? Do you blame her for not telling you about all of this?’ Sami waved at the bush outside the air-conditioned car.

‘I did at first. I’m still confused, still sifting through emotions and attitudes as they come up,’ said Lily slowly, thoughtfully. She squeezed then slightly relaxed her fingers around the steering wheel. ‘But there’s one thing I’ve worked through … there’s no question. I embrace and accept my Aboriginal connections here, and would have no qualms about introducing my relatives to anyone I know back in Sydney.’ ‘Honestly?’

‘I think so. I’d be happy to be put to the test. Rosie and Harlan came and stayed with me. But they fit in anywhere so that wasn’t an issue.’

Sami didn’t respond immediately, but the question had to be asked. She tensed slightly. ‘Is that because they, well, don’t look black, I mean, have light skin. Sort of pass …’

Lily’s words were hesitant as she tried to clarify her thoughts as much for herself as for Sami. ‘In accepting my family connection here it means I am acknowledging that I am part Aboriginal.’ ‘A very teeny part.’

‘That’s not the point. Blood is blood. It’s there. It can be denied, but it won’t go away.’

‘But if they have accepted you and you are happy to acknowledge it, what’s the issue?’ persisted Sami, hoping the answers might help sort out her own confusion.

‘It’s the whole idea of belonging. Where do I fit in? I feel uneasy, dishonest, about claiming ownership of the land on which my greatgrandfather’s house is built, or Niah and Maya’s country as being part of me. Yet, when I spend time with the old women up the coast in Biddy and Dolly’s country, I feel comfortable; I find a sense of peace I don’t find anywhere else. But that’s because there is a sense of sharing and they teach me the ceremonies, the kinship with them and that part of the country. There isn’t a question of whose house we are in.’

‘So where do white Australians - even with no links to Aboriginality - fit in? Where do I fit in? It’s harder when you have a choice … and a past.’ Sami sighed.

‘I believe we’re all prisoners of our past. Whether it be recent or ancient. What counts is how we live our lives now, but that’s not always easy. Everything comes at a cost. We pay the price for where we have been born.’

‘Not that easy if you’re born in some war torn country in the Middle East or some drought-plagued African desert,’ agreed Sami.

‘Be glad you were born in beautiful Sydney with rellies in magical Broome,’ said Lily to

lighten the mood. ‘Look, there’s the turnoff. Sister Angelica is staying here while Father Stoddart is in Perth. Let’s drop in for tea.’

Sami turned to the back seat. ‘Cuppa tea time, Rakka.’ The dog wagged her tail and stretched. Sami and Lily were also glad of the diversion.

They watched Sister Angelica prepare a pot of tea in the tidy if spartan kitchen. She was tiny, her bones prominent through the thin layer of skin. But she radiated strength and good humour. Her voice was firm, though the slight stoop gave away her age. She was in her eighties and refused to leave this area she knows so well and move into Derby, or go back to a convent in the city to see out her days. Lily had told Sami the elderly nun knew the Kimberley and its culture and people very well. ‘And she’s an entertaining old bird and very caring. One of the old bush school.’

Thinking of this remark Sami asked, ‘Do you get lonely, Sister? How often do you go back to the city?’

‘Once a month the mail plane comes in and I go with them wherever they’re headed. I have to get supplies when I can. My need or desire to go to Perth or Darwin has diminished with the years. I have a very scattered flock to check on.’

‘Just you?’ asked Sami, thinking it was a great responsibility and burden for the frail nun.

‘Oh goodness no. There’s Father Stoddart, the health care and government people.’

‘So you’re more the spiritual mother hen,’ said Lily, which made the nun laugh.Settled at the small laminex table Sami asked, ‘How many people are up in this area? What if you get sick? Who looks after you?’

The sister smiled at Sami and Lily, her blue eyes untroubled. ‘I am well looked after. By God, my dear. I’ve trusted Him to care for me all these years. I see no reason to worry. There are others who need my care.’ A shadow passed over her face. ‘I can’t leave. Who would be here for my little flock?’ She poured the water from the kettle into the teapot. The community here has broken up. There used to be a small school, a nurse and the elders.’

‘Where are they now?’ said Sami. ‘Father told me there was a squabble over who should be in charge and which family ran things. So a group of them moved off to set up a community on new land they say belongs to them. It’s all rather a shame.’ She sighed. ‘The children aren’t being made to go to school. So the community bus has gone, and there’s drinking and glue sniffing going on. Of course it’s not allowed here.’ She put the pot on the table. ‘Now tell me about your adventure. Dave came through for supplies last week. He’s in a bit of a dither with two ladies coming to visit,’ she said, laughing.

‘I anticipated that,’ said Lily. ‘We’ve brought heaps of supplies with us, from toilet paper to tomato sauce. Did he tell you why we were coming?’ ‘He was a bit cagey. I gather he’s thinking of expanding, bringing in new blood.’ ‘With dollars,’ added Sami.

‘Is that what you’re doing?’ The old nun raised

an eyebrow.

‘It depends on the potential. We’re just sussing

things out,’ said Lily vaguely.

There was a bit of pearling done up here in the old days. Then the cyclones wiped out a fleet and they stuck to the sea off Roebuck Bay. It made more sense to have the camps in Broome then. From what I’ve heard, it seems to me old Captain Tyndall started pearl farming up here as an experiment, but it never quite took off.’ She lifted the teapot. ‘A refill? Dave has always been a battler, with big dreams once. But he prefers to lay low

these days.’

‘What do you mean, Sister?’ Lily was remembering the remark Tim made about Dave’s plans to be a major player being thwarted.

‘I don’t think it’s my place to break a confidence,’ she said in a tone that signalled no further conversation on the subject. ‘When you’re ready, Sami, you’re welcome to have a look around.’

After tea with bread and wild honey collected by some of the local women, Lily and Sami followed Sister Angelica into the garden between the little house and the freshly whitewashed church. ‘Gosh it’s looking wonderful,’ said Lily. ‘Who’s been working so hard?’

‘A lot of people are keen to do something up here now. Things are improving thanks to Father

Stoddart.’

Sami sensed that the reply hinted at a multitude of problems and was about to probe further when her mother spoke. ‘I think I’ll go inside the church and sit quietly for a minute. Like to join me, Sami?’

Sami was surprised. Her mother had never been particularly spiritual or religious. ‘No, you go ahead. I’ll go for a bit of a wander with Sister.’

Sami was admiring the struggling flowerbed and Father Stoddart’s vegetables when the phone in the rectory rang. ‘Excuse me. Sometimes these calls turn into long gab sessions, if you know what I mean. Feel free to wander around.’ The nun walked briskly to the rectory.

Sami whistled Rakka over by a thicket of old trees, several smothered in vines and rambling bougainvillea, and when they were together she cautioned her pet. ‘Now you heel. There are lots of other dogs around here, and this is not your patch, okay.’ She found the near-deserted community depressing. There was a sense of tiredness, lassitude, of marking time. Were there too many ghosts of stolen children, broken families, imposed discipline - however well meant? And then, in tune and in time with her thoughts, she saw the old graveyard.

It was testimony to more than a century of Christian burials for the devout, and, she speculated, those who put on a good front. All races peacefully united … in the graveyard. For a minute the untidy graveyard repelled her. Rakka distracted her briefly, attempting to run off after a bird, but was whistled back and flopped in the dusty shade of a gum tree.

Something drew Sami closer to the headstones, and she wandered among them briefly. Then growing more uncomfortable, she was about to leave when she saw a bird alight briefly on a headstone set a little apart from the main rows. It was quite untidy, compared with most of the others, and she was drawn towards it. The bird flew off, and what then attracted her attention was the sun gleaming on a large pearl shell embedded in the stone. There didn’t appear to be any writing, but as Sami wiped her hand across the mother-of-pearl she caught her breath. She recognised the scratched circular pattern of rings on the shell, the same as on the pendant that went with Tyndall’s pearl necklace now worn by her

mother.

The grass and weeds were thick at the base of the stone and she kneeled down to clear them, reacting impulsively to a surge of emotion that she didn’t attempt to understand. She uncovered a simple bronze plaque set into a cement square. Engraved on it were the words Lily had

composed:

Here lies Niah, lost too soon. Beloved by Captain John Tyndall, their daughter Maya, her husband Hamish Hennessy and daughter Georgiana. Life comes full circle.

The graveyard was no longer a strange, anonymous place. Sami had a direct and tangible connection to the young woman buried here. She knew the fragments of the story but now wanted to know more. As she gently pulled more weeds from around the headstone, hot tears burned her cheeks.

Lily walked from the church and into the graveyard. She saw her daughter on her knees, in tears at Niah’s grave and turned towards her.



Chapter Ten

bobby was looking after the reception desk at his father’s office during the lunch break when Detective-Sergeant Karl Howard came through the door. He put down a magazine and rose to greet the police officer. ‘G’day, Sergeant.’

‘G’day, Bobby. Acting receptionist, eh? I’ll bet you’re not thinking of making a career out of it.’ ‘No way. I’m just holding the fort till Julie gets back. If you’re looking for my father he’s out as

well.’

‘Actually, I want to talk to you.’ He took off his hat. ‘Have you got a few minutes? Maybe we could use your father’s office?’

Bobby paled. The? What’s this about?’ he asked as he led the way to the next room.

The veteran detective nodded towards a cane sofa and a chair set before a coffee table. ‘Shall we?’

‘Yeah, no worries. Come in,’ said Bobby. He kept the door open so he could see the reception area, then he looked questioningly at Howard.

‘Bobby, do you recall a few weeks back a body was found out in the scrub back of Twelve Mile by some kids on trail bikes?’

‘Yes. It was in the paper. What about it? What’s this got to do with me?’

‘We’ve identified the body as that of a German tourist. The fellow you drove out to Bradley Station… well, set out to drive him there.’

‘Oh, no. Not Matthias!’

‘That’s him. Matthias Stern. Fifty-three. From Stuttgart. Now you spent a bit of time with him. I’d like you to tell me as much as you can about him to help with the enquiries.’

Bobby was shaken by the news. Matthias murdered! He sat in stunned silence, lost for words. Howard continued. ‘If you recall, the case is being treated as a murder. His hands were tied behind his back, obviously the body had been dumped from a car. He’s been positively identified by dental records. His son was concerned when they hadn’t heard from him back home.’ He took a notebook from his shirt pocket and opened it. ‘So, what can you tell me about him?’

Slowly Bobby recounted all he could remember of his conversations with Matthias - that he was into archaeology, had done a lot of travelling in Asia before taking up a university post in Stuttgart. Recently, he’d been in Malaysia and had met some guy. They’d arranged to meet in Broome

but he’d got the message to go and meet him at the races at Bradley Station. Occasionally Detective Howard prompted him for more specific details, especially a description of Hajid. He also went over the details of Bobby’s enquiries at the hospital after the races.

It was only after the detective had left that Bobby remembered the box with the sun inside it that he’d lent to Pauline. He dismissed it as being of little consequence in solving the dreadful crime. He wished Ross was back in town so he could talk it over with him.

 

Samantha could tell her mother’s adrenaline was starting to rush as they got close to the Star Two farm. Lily kept consulting the sketched map that David George had sent, and hugging the steering wheel as the car bounced along the dirt track after turning off the main road.

‘I originally walked in along the shore, so I haven’t a clue about this private road. But we must come to the farm soon.’

‘The compass says we’re heading towards the bay,’ said Sami. Then a minute later she added, ‘Look, there’s the gate.’

Sami got out and opened the rusted gate. It was hot and humid, and she could smell the salt air. Suddenly she felt a tingle in her body and realised that she, too, was excited about arriving, even though she didn’t know what to expect.

Glancing around, she was taken aback by the scatter of corrugated-iron buildings, piles of nets, a litter of what looked like broken equipment, and several old barges and launches on the creek bank beside a small jetty.

‘Jeez, Mum, it looks like a suburban tip. But on a prime site.’

‘Atmosphere, darling. It gives the place that special character,’ responded Lily with a grin. ‘An artist would love it. Ah, there’s David George.’

An older man had walked out of a large shed. He waved and indicated they should park under a shady tree near a stack of old oil drums. Adjusting his battered hat, he came over and shook Lily’s hand. ‘So you came, eh? Good. Ready for a bit of basic living then?’

‘We are, Dave. This is my daughter Samantha. She’s been camping out for some weeks, so this will be a breeze for her. And this is her dog Rakka.’

‘Pleased to meet you, and welcome to Star Two.’ They shook hands. ‘You ever been on a pearl farm before, love?’

‘No. I’m looking forward to this,’ she said politely, trying to mask her dismay at the disorder around them.

But he caught the look on her face. ‘This isn’t where all the action is. You have to go down the creek and out into the bay. But come and I’ll show you to your quarters. Like I said, we’re not geared up for posh lady visitors. Just the workers.’

‘You don’t have to make apologies, Dave,

we’re here to see how things work,’ said Lily. They pulled their bags from the car and followed him across the sandy clearing. ‘So how are things going?’

‘Fair enough. A couple of the men have gone walkabout. We’re still waiting on some food supplies and a spare part for a bilge pump. The truck was supposed to be here yesterday - that’s the story of my life.’

Star Two’s accommodation and dining area were very basic. There was a general air of disorganisation and the casual staff appeared to work without direction. But although no one gave them instructions on what to do next, the work apparently got done. Occasionally the tranquillity was shattered, usually when Dave found something that displeased him and he would bellow and swear at length. Despite these outbursts, there was a noticeable sense of camaraderie.

After lunch, when Lily told him that she would take Sami for a walk along the creek to see the old lugger, Dave simply said, ‘Yeah, that’s okay, she’s still there.’

Lily was astonished when she spotted the boat in the mangroves. ‘Good heavens, what’s he done?’ It was no longer nestled in mud, but sitting high and secure in a wooden cradle, and the hull showed signs of having been extensively restored. The masts were hung with fresh rigging.

‘Looks like he’s doing a salvage job on it, Mum.’

They both took off their shoes and slopped

through the mud to reach the freshly painted hull.

The antifouling was still slightly wet. ‘I’d say he put this coat on only today,’ observed Lily, wiping red antifouling off a couple of fingers. ‘It looks beautiful, doesn’t it?’

‘I’m not a yachtie, but it has a certain, well, old world charm.’

They walked to the stern and for the first time saw that the lugger’s name on the transom, Georgiana, had been touched up, the black lettering sharp against the fresh white of the hull.

‘Oh, it’s so lovely,’ exclaimed Lily, once again running her hand gently over the curving hull, first making sure that this time the paint was dry. ‘It blows the mind a bit, doesn’t it, to think that John and Olivia and so many others in our family knew this boat, sailed in her, and probably loved her?’

Sammy was not that moved. ‘Yep, it’s a very romantic link with the past,’ she said, trying to sound appreciative of her mother’s feelings. ‘I wonder how much he spent on the work.’ ‘Ha,’ exclaimed Sami, ‘the business side of the brain just clicked in. Check it out, Mum.’

‘Don’t you dare mention a word about that,’ warned Lily, then gave her daughter a brief hug. ‘Okay, let’s get down to serious business.’

Returning to Dave’s hut they found him stacking some files on the verandah table. ‘I thought you’d like to check out some of the paperwork before looking more closely at the whole operation. You can have a bit of a rest up after the drive and give the brain a workout instead.’ He put an old pipe in his mouth and fussed over it with several

matches before asking casually, ‘What did yer think of the Georgiana?’

‘She’s come to life again, Dave. It’s such a surprise. It’s wonderful. You’ve been very busy since Tim was here to get the boat looking so good.’

‘Not really. Don, our boat maintenance fellow, is a shipwright. He reckons we’ll float her on the next spring tide in a couple of days.’

Lily and Sami spent the next day exploring the base area and observing the work routines. Sami asked questions that seemed ingenuous and being young and pretty, the workers revealed to her more than they realised. In their room at night after dinner, the two women compared notes. ‘Well, what do you think of Dave, now that you’ve had the chance to see him at work?’ asked Lily.

‘Too chauvinistic for my taste. I wouldn’t want to work with him.’

‘Oh, I’d say he hasn’t been around women much lately, and he’s run his own thing up here for a long time. But he’s no fool when it comes to pearling. Tomorrow morning we’re going over more paperwork - records, sales figures, projections, costs and expenditure. How much is needed to invest and in what.’

‘You don’t know about any of that stuff.’

‘Hey, girl. Don’t blow my cover. I’m learning. You’d be surprised what I’ve absorbed.’

‘What about your friend Tim? What’s he told

you?’

‘I’m relying on his expertise. Together I hope we can work out the feasibility of this place. I haven’t had a chance to go over what Tim thinks of the workings of the farm.’

Sami was trying to decide whether her mother was mad, slightly mad or brilliantly mad in contemplating taking on this romantic but rather ramshackle pearl farm. It all seemed too laid back, in a casual, shambolic state with a staff to match. And who knew if there were even any decent pearls growing in the panels of oysters hung in deep water out from where the creek entered the bay. ‘I wouldn’t rely on him too much. Get your own independent advice. You’re not committed to this,’ Sami reminded her.

‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ Lily veered away from the subject of Tim.

‘I’ve seen enough of the work on the boats in the creek shelter, and the smell of oysters in those sheds turns my stomach,’ Sami declared. ‘I think I’ll talk to some of the men, go further up the creek maybe. Though what I’d really like is to go for a sail right out in the bay. When’s the Georgiana going to be floated?’

‘The timing has something to do with the next big tide, ask around.’

Sami walked down to the mouth of the creek, past a collapsed jetty and a large functional pontoon, then the track broke out of the low shrub and mangroves onto a strip of white sand that

ran into the startling blue water of the bay. Rakka ran ahead to the edge of the water, looked around, then raced up the beach to a woman kneeling on the sand and apparently looking for something, until the dog arrived and demanded

patting.

‘Hi,’ she called as Sami drew close. ‘You’ve got

a very friendly dog.’

‘Yes, she’s friendly enough if your vibes are

okay. I hope she didn’t scare you. That’s Rakka,

and I’m Samantha Barton.’

‘I’m Serena. You’re up at the Star camp, right?’ ‘Yes, we’re staying for a few days,’ said Sami

then changed the subject. ‘What are you looking

for?’

Serena held up a small shell, dropped it in the cotton shoulder bag beside her, then reached in and pulled out a handful of shells, most of them broken. ‘I use them in making pictures. A particular style of art that I’m working on.’

There were many shades of pink, blue, cream, gold through to black and stark white. ‘I use all kinds of things, turtle shell, dugong bones, fish heads, cuttlefish, operculum, pearlshell. They’re

my paints.’

‘Sorry, I don’t get it.’ Sami was intrigued. The woman was attractive, in her forties, with dark hair, and wore unusual earrings made from painted shells and what looked to be fish vertebrae. ‘You’re an artist? Do you grind these up?’

‘Yeah. I suppose you’d say they are more a kind of collage than paintings. I use seashore

material to paint with. They’re quite effective when you stand back and look at the finished picture.’

The woman stood up. ‘I just do it for my own pleasure. My husband Donny works for the farm. He used to be a diver, now he looks after the boats. Good boat builder too. I’m usually the chief cook and bottle washer, but I’ve been away for two days. I’m back on duty tonight. At least you haven’t been poisoned while I’ve been off.’

‘No, but I wouldn’t say the food was wildly exciting. Grilled fish, grilled steak and veggies. Some from a tin.’

‘I’ve been telling Dave to get a garden going. It’s hard to get salad and fresh produce up here. And the boys need their protein. So what do you think of the place?’ They began to walk along the shoreline, Serena keeping her eyes on the sand.

‘Umm. What do I think?’ mused Sami. She didn’t want to give too much away about her mother’s plans or her own misgivings. ‘This is my first visit to a pearl farm. My mother is obsessed with pearling.’

Serena laughed. ‘I get it. You’re worried your mother is romanticising the lure of pearls. As you can probably tell, Dave’s joint isn’t exactly a threat to the big players.’

‘So what’s the story? How much do you know about Star Two?’

Serena bent down and picked up a tiny dead crab and rolled it in a tissue from her pocket before putting it in the bag. ‘Dave is an old pearler

from way back. In the 1970s he bought the farm after it had been let go. But where others took off and expanded into corporate concerns, he just plodded along. Of course, he had a bit of bad luck. Others might have thrown the towel in but he kept going. He probably had no other option.’ ‘I gather luck plays a big part in pearling.’ ‘There’s luck and unlucky circumstances, and there’s a bitch called Lady Luck.’ Serena paused then decided to explain. ‘He had a wife, or almost had a wife, a white girl who lobbed into Broome as a barmaid and fancied she’d find a rich Pommy husband. Dave got lucky one season and harvested some really good pearls. They never married and she took off with the pearls. As they say, the rest is history.’ ‘Poor old bugger.’

‘Yeah, he got on the booze for a while. He still gives it a bit of a nudge from time to time, but seems to have it under control. I can’t imagine him ever leaving here, except in a box. Certainly he doesn’t want to go back to the old country.’

‘Interesting,’ said Sami, wondering how Lily would digest this news.

Serena lifted her eyes and nodded her head towards the dunes. ‘Would you like to see some of my work? We have a camp up beyond the body. I didn’t want to live at the farm, it’s more private

out here.’

‘Body, did you say?’

Serena chuckled. ‘Yeah. It spooks a lot of the local people. Donny and I don’t mind. In a way it’s the best guard dog you could have. That is, if people know about it and are superstitious.’

‘This is the sort of place where ghosts might walk,’ Sami said, looking at the lonely shore.

‘Or spirits. Many people in Broome reckon they’ve seen the ghost of Dampier on the poop deck of his frigate the Roebuck shining in the moonlight sailing across Roebuck Bay on a misty night.’

Sami wondered if they’d ever see the ghost of Tyndall on board The Shamrock. It seemed possible up here. They turned up towards the dunes where tussocks and a straggle of small bushes began. Serena pointed at a small tree sprouting from the stump of a once taller tree. ‘Under there.’

Sami inched forward then stopped in shock, before crouching down. The bleached bones of a body were laid out on the sand. ‘Who is it?’ She found herself whispering.

‘Some pioneer family perhaps, shipwreck, who knows? It’s believed to be a young white girl. The cops aren’t interested in it, it’s too old.’

Sami sat down and looked out to sea, immensely touched by the lonely scene. Serena squatted beside her. ‘Apparently it’s been uncovered by the wind over the years. No one wants to move it or even touch it.’

‘How sad.’ Sami thought back to the graves near Town Beach. ‘You forget how many people must have died in the old days in places like this. Forgotten. It makes the past seem less romantic.’

Serena rose. ‘Our camp is up here.‘The cops a

It was a trailer home with an awning shading an outdoor area, and a thatched three-sided hut that was Serena’s studio. Around the brushwood fence she’d hung her pictures, and Sami was blown away at their simple yet evocative beauty. Landscapes created from the actual landscape she’d depicted was how Serena described them.

‘Serena, these are great. You should take them into my cousin, Rosie Wallangou, she has the Little Street Gallery in Broome.’

‘Rosie is your cousin?’ Serena was smiling at

Sami.

Sami gave a dismissive gesture. ‘It’s a long

story.’

‘You must tell me some time. We spend a lot of time up here telling stories after dinner. I can claim to have a teaspoon or two of white blood. Come and have a cool drink.’

That night, after a superb meal cooked by Serena, some of the workers and Dave, Lily and Sami sat in plastic chairs around a campfire and watched the moon come up. A few told stories of recent fishing exploits to impress the women, which led to jokes about fishing, then jokes about anything. Sami told them about the fright she got when Serena showed her the skeleton, and Dave chuckled. ‘You should’ve talked to old Doc Peters, Doctor Do or Die - he’s got more funny stories of people karking it out here than you can poke a stick at,’ he said.Tunny? Funny ha-ha or funny peculiar?’ asked Lily, glancing at Sami.

‘Doc was the undertaker in Broome thirty years ago. Before that his father was the grave digger out at Wyndham.’

‘Tell them about the shark,’ threw in one of the divers.

‘Righto, so this is a true story that the Doc told me. There was this bloke, Charlie Tick, who reckoned one of the lugger crew was hiding snides - the best pearls found on the trip. He had a fight and the diver was killed. But after they sent him to Davy Jones’ locker they found out he’d swallowed the pearls. Charlie sent one of the other divers down to find the body, but he signalled to get up quick as there was a bloody big shark down there. Charlie threw out all the food and oyster meat on board, cut his arm and soaked a rag in his blood and trailed it overboard. They stayed there for two days and finally caught the bastard. Guess what?’ Dave looked around the circle of faces.

‘Dave! You’re not going to say what I think you are?’ said Lily.

‘Bloody oath. The body was inside the shark and Charlie got his pearls back.’

‘Bullshit,’ cried one of the boys. ‘

Sami couldn’t help smiling. ‘It’s an urban myth or, rather, a Kimberley folk tale. Do you have quiet deaths and formal services?’ she asked. ‘I keep thinking of that skeleton out there.’

Too many of those,’ sighed Dave. ‘I remember

Doc talking of the loners who died out on the

track, along the rabbit proof fence, often by

choice. One old fella was sent to a hospice in the

city, but checked out to go back bush. He wanted

to meet his maker in the wide open spaces he

loved. Another time, bush Aborigines brought an

English fella into where a white bloke was riding

the fence. The Englishman died so the rider buried

him next to the fence and wound a wire cross onto

it. No one’ll ever know who he was. Well, no one

knows whatever happened to ole Doc, either.’

The group fell silent for a minute or two and Sami gazed up at the stars that seemed so close as to be eavesdropping. Dave stood up and poked the fire. ‘Stevie, how about a tune? We got a flaming band out here, ya know. You sing, Sami?’

A guitar and squeeze box were produced and there was a half hour of singing, mainly country and western Kimberley style. There was also a steady consumption of beer, but not heavy drinking, because everyone had an early start the next day.

After fondling Rakka’s ears as she slept at her feet, Sami looked at her mother’s face in the flickering light of the fire and saw a woman content and strangely at home. It was all so far from her apartment in Sydney’s eastern suburbs, in every respect, and yet Lily seemed to fit into the scene so naturally. It was odd, Sami thought, a scene she could never have imagined.

Palmer and Eugene got out of the tinnie and walked to a low line of rocks that ran across the beach from the base of a cliff. Eugene led the doctor over the first of the flat rocks, still wet from the recently turned tide, and stopped at a spot that would easily be overlooked by the average visitor. But not Palmer. He saw it immediately - the footprints of a dinosaur captured forever in the rock set his nerve endings tingling. There was a lot here to investigate. Palmer squatted and looked at the footprint for some minutes.

‘What do you think of it?’ asked Eugene. There are some a little closer to the cliff.’ He was intrigued by this man who made him laugh one moment and then had him spellbound the next with his stories of ancient Australia.

‘It’s unusual to have such a large field to study like this. There’s probably much more to be found around here. It’ll be interesting to work out just how old these are … there’s every chance they could possibly rewrite the age and development of the continent’s formation and that life developed much earlier than we thought.’

‘How do you do that?’

‘Special techniques - carbon dating for a start. Well, Eugene, you’ve made my day. Thanks very much. Now let’s look at the others, and then scout around a bit. We will have to get a team with top palaeontologists out here to do the job properly. Could take some time. With a bit of luck, we might be able to take you on board.’

‘Sami thought you’d be interested. But for now we keep it a secret, eh?’ said Eugene.

‘That’s right, until we know for sure. Broome could have another big tourist attraction.’ Palmer grinned. And staying around here wouldn’t be hard to take, he thought.

Palmer photographed the site and the footprints, and made many notes while Eugene went down to the beach and moved the boat into deeper water as the tide was running out. He sat on the bow watching the white man at work and wondered what was going on in his mind when he finally sat on a rock and seemed to be deep in thought. Eugene felt that Palmer was seeing this place as it was a million or more years before. He was a strange one, this university fellow: a man with a lot of learning, a man who was comfortable in the bush.

The next morning there seemed to be much more activity than normal before sunrise. The movement around the bunkhouse and grounds woke Lily and Sami but they went back to sleep for another hour or two. When they did get up and go to the canteen for breakfast, they were welcomed by a bright eyed Dave George. ‘We floated the Georgiana this morning. How’d you two like to come for a sail around the bay?’

‘Wow, we’d love to!’ Sami exclaimed.

‘That sounds a lovely idea, Dave,’ said Lily,

with a lump in her throat. Now she knew what the early action was all about, they were catching the high tide for launching the boat. ‘Where is she now?’

‘At a mooring in the creek, near the pontoon. She’s sitting in the water very nicely, even if I say so myself. We would have had her afloat before you got here if the bilge pump had been ready. The bits only arrived yesterday.’

Sami and Lily cleaned up, collected their cameras and headed for the pontoon. Dave had already got the lugger alongside and the sails ready for hoisting. The engine below deck was chugging smoothly.

They clambered on, helped by a man they had not met before. He was clearly at ease on board. ‘Mind your head on the booms,’ he warned, then added with a smile, ‘I’m Don, husband of Serena who does the cooking.’

Once they were settled on the hatch cover, the mooring lines were cast off and Dave steered the boat down the creek and out into the bay. At the same time Don did some work on the sails lashed to the booms, then hoisted the foresail. In open water the Georgiana dipped slightly in a very low swell. Everyone on board sensed the lugger coming to life, as if enjoying being at sea once again.

Lily gave Dave a smile, not trusting herself to speak. He understood and gave her a grin, pleased she was so touched by his effort.

Dave signalled Sami to take the helm. ‘Hang

on to this and sort of stay on course while I give Don a hand with the mainsail.’ Without giving Sami a chance to refuse he walked from the wheel and she had to grab it in near panic. Then she watched as the men hauled on sheets to hoist the main. Don came back to hoist the smaller sail behind the steering position, and then took the wheel from a very relieved Sami.

‘Thanks. Did you enjoy being in control?’ ‘Once the moment of panic passed,’ she replied. ‘The sails look fairly old, are they original?’

‘No, but they’re old ones. Dave had taken care to store them well after the lugger was put up on the creek flat. There are years of life in them yet.’ Dave sat beside Lily on the hatch and began rolling a cigarette. ‘Can you imagine this deck covered in heaps of pearlshell, the diver and tender sitting up there? Couple of shell cleaners here, and the captain. They would stay out for weeks, living on rice and pickled vegies with soy sauce.’ He dragged on his cigarette. ‘The old days were the best.’ He looked at Lily and nodded towards Sami. ‘You told her the old stories?’

‘Not really. You have to be here to appreciate what it must have been like,’ hedged Lily.

Sami looked up at the swelling sails and took in the flap of the canvas, the sound of the boat cutting through the water, the smell of the old wooden hull and fresh paint. When she’d gone below deck she’d discovered it was dark, claustrophobic and smelly. She stared back towards the shore and the entrance to the Star Two creek. It was a huge horseshoe

sweep of water fringed by sand, red rocks and rising behind, the dunes, spotted with creepers, shrubs, grass tussocks and the occasional stunted tree. It was pristine and untroubled.

‘It looks so serene, Don,’ said Sami. ‘You’d think it was paradise if you sailed in here a century ago.’

‘Until the monsoon season.’ Sami left Don to steer in peace and joined Lily and Dave, who launched into a monologue of adventures, tall tales, tragic and hilarious, of luck, of theft, of romance, of death on the luggers, beneath the sea, in the foreshore pearling camps and in the shadowy recesses of Chinatown among the bars, the brothels, the gaming and eating houses. Then he spoke of the gradual changes in diving equipment, the ill fated attempts of the British navy and their ‘white pearl divers’ to usurp the ‘coloured’ divers. He drew breath and prepared to roll another cigarette. ‘Ah, is it any wonder we want to be in this business?’

His stories were a revelation to Sami. Scenes flashed before her eyes conjured up by the old pearler. She glanced at her mother who’d been nodding in recognition, a smile on her lips as Dave talked. At that moment the wind stiffened, the pitch of the deck increased and the boat picked up speed.

‘Sami, grab that rope, fasten it round there,’ Don shouted. ‘I’m going to change course.’

Lily watched her lithe healthy daughter follow the directions of the two men as they changed

direction to tack across to the other side of the bay. Sami had stopped bothering with fussy makeup, sun block and lip gloss were all she wore while at the farm, and she was tanned, her hair springing free in bouncy curls. Lily hoped she felt as

happy as she looked.

Sami edged to the bow of the Georgiana and tilted her face to the sun as the wind and mist of spray hit her. She felt exhilarated. The weeks of breathing dust in the bush and the humidity of town were blown away and she felt alive like she hadn’t for a long time. She finally moved back to sit beside her mother who also looked relaxed and happy to be on the water. ‘This is fun, I mean, fantastic fun.’ And she hugged Lily in delight.

The spontaneous gesture, rare for Sami, touched Lily. Maybe bringing her here had triggered something they could share together. ‘We definitely need a regular sea hit. Let’s see if we can

do this again soon.’

When they got back to shore just before lunch, they both thanked Dave and Don profusely. ‘It’s been a highlight,’ said Lily warmly. ‘It’s wonderful to see the Georgiana looking so good.’

‘Yeah, you could run tourist trips on her,’ suggested Sami. ‘Now come on, Mum, I’m hanging out for a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll join you shortly after we get her back on the mooring,’ called Dave and then turned to Don. ‘Tourist runs! What next - bloody fashion parades probably.’ The two men laughed and went to work on the sails and ropes.

Sami ran ahead of Lily, whistling Rakka who came bounding from their room to meet them. ‘Next time we’ll take you. See if you have sea legs, eh?’ Then spinning around to face her mother, Sami flung out her arms. ‘Mum, you know what?’

‘No, what?’

‘Go for it. I think you should go for it.’

‘This place? The pearl farm?’

Sami laughed. ‘Ah heck, why not? Being out there, listening to Dave, it’s more fun than playing the stock market, or running a shop. Or sitting all day at a computer.’

Lily burst into laughter and shook her head. ‘Sami, you’re incorrigible. Are you really sure?’ She linked her arm through Sami’s. ‘Unfortunately that’s going to be one of the first things we have to get for here, a computer.’

‘Okay, but you won’t be tied to it. As far as I can see, this place needs money and some enterprising ideas. If your friend Tim actually comes through with backing, I think you should give it a try. Just don’t touch your nest egg.’

Lily was about to ask what had brought this change of mind, but then she knew what it was. And in a strange way she felt she had her mother Georgiana to thank for it. ‘Let’s get some tea and celebrate. But we won’t say anything to Dave until we hear from Tim. And if that falls through we’ll look elsewhere.’

Sami looked suddenly serious. ‘Mum, don’t ask Dale to back you, please.’ She paused, wanting to say something else, and then finally added,

‘I don’t think it’s healthy to mix romance and

finance.’

‘I couldn’t agree more,’ said Lily as she picked up a stick and threw it for Rakka. ‘Dale isn’t exactly for the idea anyway. I have the feeling he doesn’t think I’m capable. And I can’t blame him. I haven’t had a lot of experience in the pearl farming

business.’

‘Well, you just show him,’ said Sami firmly.

 

Palmer dropped his film off for processing and offered to buy Eugene lunch at the Oz Cafe. They had just sat down at a sidewalk table when they saw Bobby Ching.

‘Come and join us, Bobby.’ ‘How did it go? What did you think of the fossils?’ he asked, pulling up a chair.

‘Quite intriguing. I have to confess I’m surprised,’ Palmer replied. ‘Sometimes these things aren’t what they appear to be. It is fantastic to think that a creature left its footprints in some marshy land and it’s survived through the aeons.’ ‘I wonder what this place looked like then,’ said Eugene. ‘My grandmother tells a creation story about the worms that came out of the mud when the earth was born.’

‘That’s interesting. Australia claims the world’s oldest fossils, stromatolites, more egg shaped than worm like,’ Palmer explained. ‘They would have existed in a land of volcanoes.’

‘How long ago?’

‘Three and a half billion years ago. Before the Cambrian explosion when life on earth rapidly started to diversify. Fossils and their sediment tell us a lot about the evolution of the cradle of life and the planet. And often I find the Aboriginal culture has stories that parallel scientific study.’

‘You better listen well to the old people’s stories, Eugene, you might learn something,’ said Bobby light heartedly. ‘Become a professor, hey.’

‘Yeah. So you still filling in at your dad’s office today?’

Bobby’s face fell. ‘Yeah. And I had a visitor with bad news. That body they found out by Twelve Mile a while ago, it was the fellow I was driving around.’

The one who got lost?’

The German tourist, Matthias. Yeah, he was a nice bloke. Bad news, eh?’ said Bobby. ‘I don’t know why he was killed.’

‘Money,’ suggested Eugene. ‘He might have been in the international drug scene.’

‘Is that the fellow who had the box with the sun crest with the mysterious script in it?’ queried Palmer.

That’s right. Well, I guess I get to keep it now. I don’t suppose it was valuable. Maybe I could give it to his family if they come. I’ll ask the police,’ said Bobby.

That reminds me, I’d better chase up my mate down at the university, see if he has deciphered the copy of that little verse. Those kinds of things intrigue me,’ said Palmer.

‘Where do you think the sun came from! Where was it made?’ Bobby asked Palmer.

‘It certainly wasn’t European, more likely from the Middle East.’

Bobby was thoughtful. ‘The detective wanted to know about the friend Matthias was meetin} out at Bradley Station. Hajid looked sort of … eastern. He’s disappeared, though.’ He looked at Palmer and Eugene. ‘Odd, huh?’ ‘

‘Maybe the note in the sun emblem will give I a clue,’ said Palmer. ‘Now let’s order something I eat.’



Chapter Eleven

Saturday morning felt different from the rest of the week, although Sami was fast losing track of the days and weeks in Broome. Perfect day followed perfect day. She and Pauline were wandering through the Boulevard shopping complex when they noticed a group outside a shop. A sign in the window announced: ‘Paradise is Here’, and confirming that was a big photograph of a young and beautiful couple in bright tropical gear, Paradise brand. When the girls looked inside they saw that the shop was empty of stock but filled with people sitting quietly, among them was Gaye Wotherspoon. Pauline waved at her and she came to the door.

‘What’s going on?’

Gaye put a finger to her lips. ‘There’s a Tibetan monk in there making a mandala. You know, a

sand picture. We have to speak quietly so as not to break his concentration.’

Pauline stood on tiptoe to peer over the group gathered inside and saw a small man with a shaved head and saffron robes sitting before a low table. ‘Why is he here?’

‘We want to share this with the local people. Making a sand mandala is a blessing, after it’s finished it will be cast into the sea in a ceremony.’

‘After all that work!’ exclaimed Sami. ‘How did he come here?’

‘There’s an informal Buddhist group in Broome and some of the local business people sponsor a monk’s airfare and accommodation each year. A mandala is like the home of a deity and it’s a process of transforming the daily chaos of life into one of beneficial wisdom.’ ‘That’s a big ask,’ declared Sami. ‘Come and see.’

Sami and Pauline put their sandals with all the other shoes at the door and found a spot where they could see the young monk seated in front of a board on which the intricate sand picture was being created. In the large circular picture were many tiny geometric patterns. From small piles of coloured sand beside him, he filled a straw with the grains of sand and delicately tapped them into place to complete each pattern.

‘How does he colour the sand?’ asked Sami. ‘I think it’s crushed from pebbles, earth, flower and grass dyes,’ Gaye replied. ‘Once precious gems were used.’

The young monk who had nut brown eyes, polished skin and an embracing smile, put down the tube of sand and lifted his hands to his lips. ‘We will now allow the wisdom and energy of the sand to bless us.’

People began to sit cross-legged on the floor. ‘It’s meditation time,’ whispered Gaye.

Pauline and Sami glanced at each other and shrugged. They were trapped at the front in the small crowded room. The door was closed, the monk struck the small brass gong beside him then sank to the lotus position, his robe falling around him. As Sami crossed her legs she squeezed between Pauline and a man on her right, and as she turned to apologise for nudging into him she was shocked to see the smiling face of Tim Hudson.

‘I thought you were in Indonesia,’ she whispered.

‘I’m back.’ He closed his eyes and sat comfortably with his upturned palms resting on his knees.

Most people in the room had assumed the same position and it had grown very quiet and still. Sami closed her eyes but her mind was racing. Why was Tim here? Her mother hadn’t mentioned he was back. She was momentarily annoyed, but soon her mind was dominated by the sounds in the room: someone shifting their position, a swallowed cough, then gentle breathing. Slowly the breathing fell into a rhythm as if they were all breathing as one. The outside sounds of the shopping mall seemed to be fading, and then all went quiet.

Like a movie without the sound, Sami found she was thinking of her time at the rock art sites.

What had made her think of that? She could see the tranquil scene looking down to the river from the escarpment, feel the warmth of the sun after the coolness of the cave shelter. And as if someone had turned the sound back on she heard rustling in the cave behind her, the low singsong chant of Goonamulli, the call of a bird. She saw again the strange simplistic rock carvings of the sun symbol but they were blazing like a sunrise, deep red and gold. She was at the edge of the escarpment, the breeze in her face and she leaned forward … for a moment feeling if she just stretched out into the abyss she would fly.

Sami suddenly jerked back into consciousness of where she really was, and found herself leaning sideways, lightly pressed against Tim. Without opening her eyes, she slowly straightened her body, wondering if he’d noticed.

From what seemed far away came the murmuring of the monk, and a low hum reverberated from those in the room until it reached the pitch of swarming bees, and then was silenced by the gong. Sami looked around. People were straightening, stretching, smiling, talking softly. She glanced at Tim and found he was giving her an amused look. ‘I didn’t know you were into Buddhism,’ he said with a faint smile on his lips.

‘I’m not. I got caught in here. Surely you’re not a Buddhist?’ she couldn’t help saying.

‘You can’t live in Asia and not have some understanding,’ said Tim easily. ‘Hi, Pauline, how’s the design business?’

‘Busy. I’m seeking inspiration.’

‘Sami here should have some ideas,’ he said.

‘What makes you say that?’ asked Sami, aware she sounded cranky.

‘Intuition.’

She ignored the remark. ‘Have you seen my mother? When did you get back?’

‘Last night. I’m having lunch at your place, I rang Lily a short while ago. See you there?’

‘No. Pauline and I have a lunch arrangement.’

Pauline tried to quickly disguise her surprise at hearing this and gave him a small smile. ‘See you round then, Tim.’

He gave her a flirtatious grin. ‘I hope so.’

Clear of the scene, Pauline asked, ‘What’s with the sudden lunch date?’

‘He really irritates me. The way he does his own thing. He seems condescending. I hope my mother knows what she is doing. I guess they’ll want to talk over the next move if the investors have come to the party.’

‘Don’t you think you should be there?’ suggested Pauline.

‘I’ll hear about it tonight, I suppose. Come on, I’ll buy you lunch.’

‘A quick one. I’ve got a couple of shell carvers coming in this afternoon to do some work for me.’

Later Sami dropped in to see Rosie at the gallery and found Kevin and Bette there. ‘Hi all. Looking for a little something to give a touch of style to the van?’

‘We’re just browsing,’ said Bette, ‘but I do

want a really good souvenir of Broome. I just love those.’ She pointed to the woven tapestries Farouz

had brought in.

‘They are special,’ agreed Rosie. ‘I don’t know much about them. They’re a bit of a mystery. You should investigate them, Sami.’

‘Palmer thought they had merit. More oriental

than Aboriginal.’

‘Farouz is about to go out there again soon. Why not go with him?’ suggested Rosie seriously. ‘On a camel? I don’t think so!’ ‘We’ve done the camel ride. Two hours was enough for me,’ declared Bette.

‘Are you still enjoying Broome?’ Sami asked her. ‘You’re well settled in, aren’t you?’

‘It’s completely different from home and yet we love it here, don’t we, Kev?’

‘The weather, the people, the simplicity. You can be as laid back or as active as you like. We miss the kids and grandchildren, of course,’ he said wistfully. ‘Bette wants them to come over for the holidays but it’s so expensive to get here. Broome is a bit off the map, isn’t it?’

‘That’s why we like it,’ said Rosie. ‘As you’re going to be around for a while, Bette, I’ll look for something appropriate for you. Or Sami might find something in her travels.’

‘Sure. I’ll be out in the Kimberley wilds again soon by the looks of it,’ said Sami.

‘Great. Thanks. We must go now, I’m on duty at the museum this afternoon.’

After they’d left Rosie made coffee for them both

when she heard Sami was keeping away from the apartment while Tim and her mother talked business. ‘You don’t seem to like him,’ observed Rosie. ‘Mmm,’ confirmed Sami. ‘As I told Pauline this morning, he gets me off balance so easily. Maybe it’s because he’s close to Mum and I’m being over-protective. Though after going up to Star Two I can see how easy it is to be swept away by the magic of pearling. I can see why it gets you in. I loved being on that lugger out in the bay.’

‘The mystique of the pearl is like gold and opal fever. It’s infectious. It seems to cast a spell over you. I’m a bit the same about the art,’ said Rosie. The too. I feel I’ve been lured out to the Kimberley like a fish. The bait is dangled, you bite and then you’re hooked.’

‘Landed but not gutted, eh?’ ‘Well, now that Mum wants to go ahead with the pearl farm everything is getting more complicated. I don’t know if she’ll have enough money for the deal.’

‘We could always take out a mortgage on Olivia’s house.’

‘Rosie, you and Harlan own it!’

‘But it’s your family home too. If Tim thinks Star Two is a goer, Harlan should look into it and we’ll do it as a family.’

‘Mum wouldn’t hear of it, I’m sure. But thanks for offering.’ Sami was touched but uncomfortable. Once again the notion of family, that they were all in this together was brought home to her, especially the many references to the past.

Rosie sensed her discomfort. ‘So how’s the thesis coming?’

‘I’ve been a bit slack. I need to write up a lot of notes. Jean’s been great at the library, letting me use a computer, but it’s not the same as working late at night when you get the urge. I’ll get there.’ ‘Sami, we have a spare computer. Harlan has an office at home he never uses. Come and use it any time. Stay the night, there’s a couch in the office and you can work as late as you like, whenever inspiration strikes.’

‘Well, it’s more mundane than inspirational at this point, I’m floundering through the whole methodology process. But, Rosie, if you’re sure… that would be really great. It’s fine staying with Mum, but it’s a holiday apartment, not conducive to spreading papers around and working late at night. And I miss Rakka under my feet when I work.’

‘Let’s go home and tell Harlan. He’ll be delighted.’

At the house they found Biddy was sleeping and Harlan reading. It was immensely peaceful. Harlan’s office was spacious - one wall was filled with law books and his collection of early editions of Australiana and more recent indigenous publications. There was an easychair, a long couch and a desk under the window that looked across the bay. ‘Wow, Harlan, this is great. Thanks so much. I could live here,’ Sami exclaimed.

‘Any time. Make yourself at home. Rakka has already claimed this space. That’s her chair where she sleeps at night. In the day she sleeps on the verandah outside Biddy’s room.’

Sami crouched down and cuddled her dog. ‘How about we go down to the beach?’

‘Maybe Lizzie and I will come with you, if that’s okay?’

‘Great. I was going to walk home and get the car. But if you can drop me back at Moonlight Bay, I’ll start to gather up my paperwork. Now I’m feeling quite motivated.’

Walking along the northern end of Cable Beach, Harlan talked about his years working in New York studying public interest law to learn about the problems encountered by minorities and how the law tries to help them, his decision to come back to Broome and his desire to help Aboriginal kids in the district. ‘It’s so depressing in the Children’s Court. One after another they file in, minor and major offences, so much of it springing from boredom and fractured families. And most of them keep turning up again and again. Bloody sad.’

They reached the top of the dune and watched Rakka race after a squad of seagulls lined up along the beach like soldiers at ease. ‘Farouz’s place is just over that dune. Will we call in and show Lizzie the camels?’ said Harlan.

‘Good idea. I’d like to ask him about those weavings and artwork he brought in from some desert community.’

They found Farouz under the canvas awning outside his shack smoking a pipe. He lifted a hand in greeting and beamed. ‘Welcome, welcome.’ He

opened two folding chairs and pulled out a cushion for Lizzie, who seemed rather awed at this unusual dwelling. ‘I am making tea. Or coffee?’

‘Please don’t go to any trouble, Farouz,’ said Harlan.

‘Guests are a blessing. It is custom,’ replied the old man, heading indoors to boil water.

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Sami and followed him inside. She was surprised at how different it was compared to the casual beachy exterior. Beautiful old rugs covered the floor and hung on one wall, others were thrown over an ancient couch. An old high-backed carved leather saddle was polished and used as a coffee table base with a large brass tray for the top. Piles of paperback books with Persian writing on their covers were stacked beside it.

Soon they were settled in the shade beneath the awning, a slight breeze coming from the sea. Farouz fussed with sweet rich coffee and a plate of dates and nuts, and a little cake for Lizzie.

After small talk Sami asked about the paintings and woven mats, and Farouz was immediately uncomfortable, then cautious.

‘I cannot say much about these things. I hoped I could help earn some money for the women who made them. The artists are keen to explore this new work.’

‘It is very different. You know I study art. I would be interested in meeting them. Rosie said you were going back there. Could I come with you?’

The old man paused, a little taken aback and perplexed about how to answer.

Harlan tried to help. ‘Farouz, I think you can trust Sami to be sensitive to … whatever the issues are with the women, the whole mob out there. She could be helpful.’ He didn’t know what the issues were but he was following his instinct. Farouz sipped his coffee and looked at his pipe but then seemed to make up his mind. ‘She is your good friend, yes?’ He glanced back at Sami. ‘She is family, Farouz.’

He nodded, satisfied, and turned to Sami, giving a slight bow of his head. ‘I would be honoured to have you travel with me. But I was planning to go by camel, unless I can find a truck.’

Sami acknowledged the formal little gesture. She tried to be as diplomatic as possible. ‘No, I am honoured, Farouz. I wonder, perhaps to save time, if we should go in my car?’

He leaned back. ‘Ah. Time. I measure time by the moons. For you it is by the watch, yes?’ He gave a slight smile.

‘Well, let’s say sunsets,’ said Sami. ‘Day by day.’ ‘We shall come to an arrangement. It is a long way away, a small remote and dry community trying to re-establish the old ways.’

‘How does that work for their young people?’ asked Harlan.

Farouz gave an expressive shrug and gesture that said much. ‘There are a few young people. So many are in trouble. The women want more education for the kids, but that is hard.’

Harlan nodded. ‘It’s a common enough story in this part of the world. No wonder the women

want to try to get something going. Art has been a great saviour and earner for many communities.’

‘What interests me, Farouz,’ said Sami, ‘is that the depictions are so foreign to what I’ve seen of Aboriginal art.’

They are stories. You will hear them. Many stories,’ he added. ‘Life is made up of our stories, isn’t it?’

‘That’s true. I’m hoping to learn about the stories that relate to faith, religion, spirituality. What we believe. How they are shown in all kinds of art. Traditional and tribal art especially.’

‘There is one God. We are all as one. We shall talk about this.’ He grinned. ‘We will have time as we travel.’

‘Sounds like it,’ said Harlan. ‘Now we have to work out the logistics. If Sami drives out there with you, could someone else drive a truck up to bring back the feral camels?’

‘I have friends with a property that I use as a base. Sami and I can go to Dari outstation from there,’ said Farouz. ‘Bobby. Bobby would do this. Drive a truck with the camels.’

‘He’s a bit young, isn’t he?’ said Harlan doubtfully.

‘He needs such a journey,’ countered Farouz? enigmatically. ‘It is settled. All will be well.’ He smiled. ‘I have a new calf, born last week. Would you like to see it?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Sami brightly. ‘Come on, Lizzie. This will be fun.’

When Sami walked back into her mother’s apartment she was surprised to find Tim still there, sitting on the balcony with piles of plates and paper notes scattered over the table.

‘Sami, darling, come on out. We’re having a sundowner.’

‘We’ve moved on from lunch.’ Tim grinned at her.

‘So I see.’

‘Get a glass and come and join us. We have a lot to tell you.’ Lily pulled out a chair.

Sami poured herself a glass of wine and looked at her mother’s bright eyes. ‘Well?’

Lily gestured towards Tim. ‘He’s done it. The two investors are coming on board. We’ve been working on a business plan and all those practical things. Plus a bit of pie in the sky.’

‘So what’s the bottom line?’ asked Sami briskly.

Tim glanced at her. ‘Would you rather I left and you can hash this over with your mother?’

There’s nothing to hash over,’ Lily said firmly. ‘And nothing that can’t be said in front of you, Tim. Sami, be a little generous, Tim has brought home the bacon, as they say. Star Two is in business.’

‘Have you told old David George the good news? I mean, is the money in the bank?’

‘Fair go,’ said Tim tightly. ‘They’ve made a commitment, I have the paperwork and a letter of agreement. There’re a few steps to go through. And once your mother and I are in agreement we’ll present the proposal to Dave.’

‘He’ll jump at it, I’m sure,’ said Lily.

Sami didn’t react other than taking a long sip of her wine.

‘Darling, I thought you’d be so pleased and excited,’ exclaimed Lily. ‘This means we can get cracking soon.’

‘Are these investors just handing over the money? They don’t want to come and look at the pearl farm?’ Sami asked.

‘They’re number crunchers. They’re looking at the paperwork and projections I put up,’ said Tim. ‘Frankly, we don’t want them to come and see the farm - not in its current state. We have to do a lot to it before they come over.’

‘And we’ve harvested a decent crop of pearls,’ added Lily.

‘Now don’t get too optimistic, Lily,’ admonished Tim. ‘We have no way of knowing what Dave has got out there. We can hope, and make plans for next season.’

‘So what’s the immediate plan?’ asked Sami.

‘We base ourselves up there for a while. Hire more staff as the season picks up and look for good technical people, do a lot of running repairs, and upgrade equipment and facilities. We have to apply to increase our quota of wild shell that the drift boys can collect from our unspecified lease.’

‘Apparently that’s not going to go down well with the other pearl farms,’ said Lily. ‘I have so many ideas, it’s a matter of priorities - as Tim keeps reminding me.’

Sami looked at her mother’s slightly flushed

face, heard the enthusiasm in her voice and wondered how much was the effect of wine. ‘I reckon you might have a few things to sort out here in town first, though.’

Tim seemed to sense what was going on in her mind. ‘Listen, Lily, I must go. I have a dinner date. Talk it all through with Sami, we’ll go see the bank and start the wheels turning on Monday.’ He lightly touched Lily’s shoulder. ‘Don’t get up, I’ll see myself out. Enjoy the sunset. See you, Sami.’

‘Enjoy your dinner,’ Sami answered without smiling.

‘I will. I will.’ Tim left and they heard the front door click behind him.

Lily lifted her glass. ‘A toast, Sami - to my new life.’

They clinked glasses. ‘Maybe we should head up to the farm in a few days, depending on how quickly this paperwork and so forth gets done.’

‘I can’t, Mum. I’m organising a trip out into the scrub country to see some Aboriginal artists, for my thesis.’ As Lily’s face registered disappointment, Sami added, ‘And you’d better tell Dale.’

‘Yes, I’m seeing him tomorrow. He’s having friends over for a barbecue, you’re welcome to come.’ Lily rose and started clearing the table, suddenly feeling weary and, if she was honest, apprehensive. Oh well, she wasn’t turning back now. As she and Sami stared out across the bay at the colour show in the sky, Lily knew that no matter what Sami or Dale thought, she was going to do this. She just hoped that the two men she was

learning up with were capable of helping her fulfil her dream.

On Sunday morning when Sami came back from her swim the phone was ringing. She reached for a banana as she picked up the receiver.

‘It’s Palmer, what are you doing?’

‘Having breakfast, what’s new?’

‘This and that. I have a new address. I rented a cottage in town.’ He gave her the address and phone number. ‘What are you doing this afternoon?’

Sami glanced at the bathroom door, hearing the shower running. ‘I’m supposed to be going over to a barbecue at the dreaded Dale’s. Are you going to rescue me?’

‘Won’t that upset your mother? If you’re going through with the Farouz trip - and I think you should - and if she goes through with this farm thing, it doesn’t leave a lot of mother-daughter time,’ he said.

‘She is going through with it. Despite my doubts, Tim has stitched up some deal. And yes, I am going with Farouz. He thinks Bobby could take the truck to pick up his camels.’ She bit into the ladyfinger banana. ‘We’re driving my car up.’

‘So you’re not looking forward to this shindig today? Why not take me along?’

‘You’d hate it.’

‘Let me be the judge. Come and see my digs and pick me up. Dale doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who’d mind an extra at a barbie.”

‘No, there’re a few locals going along. Palmer, I’d love you to come, if it’s not too terrible for you. I’ll call Dale and ask if it’s okay. Do the right

thing.’

‘Good for you. Bring your mother with you to

see my place.’

‘Maybe, it depends on whether she wants her own wheels. She sometimes stays over. Although Dale could bring her in.’ They set a time to check out Palmer’s Pad, as Sami instantly dubbed it, and then Sami took a bowl of mixed fruit on to the balcony.

‘This is a nice area. I haven’t been down here before,’ Lily said to Sami as she turned the corner into a quiet residential area. The houses lacked any great architectural style due to the cyclone-safe building restrictions, but they made up for it with lush gardens. There were huge stands of tangled weeping bougainvillea in all colours, birds of paradise, velvet lawns pampered with sprinklers, and stylised Japanese gardens. Even the unkempt lazy gardens managed in their overgrown lushness to look picturesque.

Number fourteen was painted on a whitewashed rock at the beginning of a short gravel driveway disappearing behind gums and acacias. The house was ordinary - low, a sloped tin roof, sliding doors to one side. But as Palmer ushered them inside they saw that the front room opened onto a wrap-around verandah enclosing a small

pool and landscaped garden, with hammocks

strung up under shady trees.

‘This is cool. Kind of Balinese,’ said Sami.

‘How long have you got this place?’

‘As long as I want. The owner karked it and his daughter is living overseas. Fully furnished and everything, which is just as well because all I have with me I can carry on my back.’ He looked around. ‘I’m not used to living with neighbours so close, though.’

‘The bagpipes?’ Lily said with a slight smile.

‘Yeah. Well, if this is suburbia I’ll hack it. Have to go back to the big smoke eventually. But I’m not thinking about that yet. There’s plenty to keep me occupied in this part of the world. Right, Sami?’

‘I have to admit it is full of surprises. You have no idea living in a city what’s over the range.’ She waved a cautionary finger at her mother. ‘And don’t say I told you so.’ Her mother only smiled.

‘I’ll just get my potato salad and the plonk, then we can go,’ said Palmer.

‘Potato salad!’ Lily whispered to Sami in astonishment. He returned with a bowl of salad that looked superb and the wine was an excellent vintage from the Margaret River, provoking another exchange of grins between the women as Palmer led them to the car.

Lily also observed that the dishevelled character she had originally met now looked quite stylish in navy trousers and a loose white cotton shirt. He hadn’t abandoned his leather hat and his hair was

tied back in a braided band that looked African. He had tiny coloured strings twisted around his wrist and a leather and gold band. Palmer didn’t wear a watch.

During the drive he made them laugh with tales of his house-moving experiences. ‘The last big move I made I hired a truck, piled everything on top and set out across Melbourne and got stuck under a bridge, a low overpass. The traffic policeman turns up and makes copious notes then looks at me and says, “So are you stuck? Silly bugger.” I said, “No, I’m delivering a bridge!”’

Lily laughed with Sami then asked, ‘So where’s home now?’

‘Wherever I happen to be. I’ve never been one for staying in one place very long.’

‘So, Palmer, don’t you own anything? Do you have any assets other than those bagpipes?’

‘Sami!’ admonished Lily.

‘That’s all right, Sami and I have been up close and personal before this,’ said Palmer, which made Lily flinch. She had the feeling that behind his nonchalant, cheerful manner there was a very sharp and analytical mind. And quite possibly an emotional wound or two. Why would a bright, achieving man in his fifties still behave like a twenty-something backpacker? Palmer leaned over the front seat between them and spoke with a thick Scottish brogue. ‘Sami, any time you go to Scotland you can stay in my castle.’

‘Get away,’ laughed Sami.

‘It’s true. My mother’s family. Cold draughty

pile of rock, but the loch is pretty. I only went there once. Give me this scrub any day.’

Dale was holding court around the fire, waving the barbecue tongs in the air, when Lily and the others arrived. Downing his beer he walked into the kitchen to greet them. He kissed Lily and shook Palmer’s hand. ‘Glad you could make it. Hi, Sami, where’s your dog? There are plenty of scraps

for her.’

‘Thanks, Dale.’ Sami busied herself opening a

bottle of wine.

‘Come and join the mob, Ted, meet the boys

around the barbie.’

‘Ah, I’ll just help Sami with the wine. Then I’ll be right out,’ said Palmer affably.

Dale took Lily’s arm. ‘What’s my girl been up to? Come up with any more crazy schemes lately?’ Laughing, he led Lily outside.

‘What a jerk,’ muttered Sami.

Palmer gently took the bottle from her. ‘Easy does it. In all things. This is a very fine drop. Let’s have one before I’m forced to join the boys

outside.’

‘Palmer, I told you this wasn’t your scene.’ ‘And just what do you think is my scene?’ He

half filled two glasses with the cabernet and

handed one to Sami.

‘Cheers. I’m blowed if I know.’ She took a sip

and looked at him. ‘Running into you around

town doesn’t count. I’ve really only seen you at

your best in the bush. And frankly, I can’t see you as laird of the castle.’

‘Nor can I. It disappointed me mum that I never went home. I’m the last of the tribe, well almost. Mind you, I do wear me kilt on special occasions.’

‘Oh, please, spare me.’

Lily reappeared at the doorway. ‘Hey, come on. We need some fresh conversation starters. It’s all football and fishing out there.’

Palmer scooped up the bottle of wine and took her arm. ‘I was just telling Sami about my Scottish heritage and how dashing I look in my kilt. Now lead on McDuff and introduce me as a long lost relative of Kenneth Mackellar. Maybe someone will ask me to sing a ballad or three.’

‘I’ll do no such thing,’ said Lily firmly. ‘Besides, I don’t know a lot of these people. They’re friends of Dale’s from various places.’

To Sami’s surprise Palmer blended in well with the group, although he was a bit lost when it came to in-depth analyses of the current football scene and the state of the beef market. However, as the men’s group became louder, Palmer edged away to talk with some of the women.

After they had eaten, Lily took Sami aside. ‘Honey, you can leave anytime. Don’t feel you have to stay on. Your Dr Palmer has been valiant.’ ‘Oh, he’s having a good time. He’s very easygoing. But we might make a move. Are you staying or do you want to come with us? Looks like this mob are stayers.’

‘I’m afraid so. I can’t leave all the mess. Dale suggested we do brunch at the Cable Beach Club tomorrow. Join us if you’d like.’

‘Sorry, but I’m meeting with Bobby and Farouz to talk about the trip.’

‘Gosh, Sami, do you really have to go? It sounds like real never-never land.’

‘C’mon, Mum, Farouz is a desert man. I’ll be safe. Actually, I’m quite excited about it.’

Lily sighed. ‘So many strange things happen out there. That poor man Bobby was driving to the races nearly died just a short distance off the

Kalumburu Road.’

‘Yeah, and he gets out of Broome hospital and

is murdered!’

‘Why would anyone kill him? Bobby said he was a pretty ordinary guy,’ said Lily. ‘He worked for a university or something.’

Sami glanced over at where Palmer was waving his arms about telling a story to an enthralled audience. ‘Not all university people are ordinary.’ ‘Well, Bobby is getting a hard time from his father. Now he’s mixed up in a murder case. I think it’s a good idea for him to get out of town

for a bit,’ said Lily.

‘I’ll rescue Palmer, and we’ll hit the road.’ Sami stood up. ‘I’ll send him over to say goodnight while I get my bag. You really haven’t had much of a chance to talk with him.’

Lily sat on a lounge on the verandah and watched Palmer talking to her daughter. He was certainly a strange man, she thought. No, intriguing,

that’s a better way of describing him. She tried to imagine him in a kilt striding around the ramparts of a Scottish castle. He’d probably look quite regal. She was smiling to herself about that image when his voice broke in. ‘A penny for them …’

‘Oh, right… well … they’re worth much more than that.’

‘Then that’s too expensive for me,’ he said, recognising that he’d intruded on some slightly embarrassing thought. ‘An interesting and pleasant evening, apart from the mossies.’

‘Nothing’s perfect.’

‘Indeed. But fortunately we eventually learn to live with little imperfections. Sometimes they make things more attractive.’

‘Like a natural pearl.’

‘Beautifully put. Ah, here is my lovely partner for the evening,’ he said as Sami returned. ‘We must continue this discussion at another time.’

Lily was lost for words, except to say, ‘Goodnight. Drive carefully.’ Then hated herself for the driving instruction.

Sami bent down and kissed Lily. ‘See you tomorrow. Have you told Dale the good news?’

‘No chance. I’ll do it later.’

Lily lay in the king size bed beside Dale who had quickly fallen asleep after half heartedly making love. He’d had far too much to drink. Why was she dreading telling him that Star Two was going

ahead?

In the morning she swam in the pool, tidied up

the party debris and set the table for breakfast. She

was on her second mug of tea when Dale surfaced.

‘Coffee. Hot, black, strong. Christ, can’t party

like I used to. Where is everyone?’

‘Well you’re the first up, that’s something,’ said Lily, pouring coffee for him. ‘Have a swim, it’s

lovely.’

‘What’s all this?’ he asked, looking at the table. ‘I thought we were going out for brunch.’

‘I figured the stay-overs would want something when they got up. We didn’t get a chance to talk much last night,’ began Lily.

‘True, but we can do that any time. It was great to catch up with some of my mates. They don’t get up this way too often.’

‘I wanted to fill you in on the latest with the

farm deal ‘

She was interrupted by a chorus of moans as three men staggered in mock agony out to the patio. Dale’s attention quickly switched to them and he leapt up and began making bloody marys.

As the morning dragged on it became obvious that Dale had forgotten or dismissed the brunch in town idea. And there was no opportunity for Lily to share her news. Hopefully the right time would soon present itself.



Chapter Twelve

THE BLUE AND PINK FLUORO LIGHTS SWIRLED ACROSS

the long catwalk, and the taped music threatened to lift the roof, as did the applause from the capacity audience in the Civic Centre. It was a fashion spectacular with a difference. Lily, Sami and Palmer were stunned by the fantasy and creativity on parade. The costumes in the Worn Art Show ranged over categories as diverse as Sea Warriors, Myths and Legends, Culture Clash, Baroque, Blues and Bohemia, Tropical Dreams, and Icons. The Broome locals of all sizes and ages, including children, parading their creations had been rehearsing the fast-moving, choreographed show for weeks.

It wasn’t until they looked closely that they realised almost everything the models were wearing was made from recycled materials and bits

and pieces that might otherwise have been dumped in the local tip. A billowing ballgown was made from plastic shopping bags. A pompadour hairdo towered into a chandelier made from cardboard cores of toilet rolls. After the initial impact of the first fabulous outfits, it became a sport to identify the extraordinary variety of junk that had been worked into what was billed as ‘Worn Art’. The fashion and art statements used pieces of bamboo, coathangers, Venetian blinds, milk cartons, laminated bougainvillea flowers, tin cans, and magazines. One dazzling dress was made entirely from bottle tops. Lily leaned close to Sami to speak above the music composed for the parade. ‘This is good enough for the Sydney Opera House!’

‘Amazing! Baz Luhrmann meets Mardi Gras,’ agreed Sami. ‘If you tried to describe it, it would sound cheesy, but it looks fabulous. I wonder how they started out.’

Outside after the finale, Pauline explained that the parade had begun as a modest and novel opportunity for locals to showcase talents that had been starved of stage or occasion. The concept took off and now brought together scores of people of all ages and interests to produce a highly entertaining dance, music and costume

extravaganza.

‘I think the Worn Art Show should become a national event, it’s an inspiration for other communities,’ said Lily. ‘I wish Dale had come along.’

Pauline sensed that Lily probably felt a little

 

lonely as more of the younger set had gathered around them and decided the night still had potential. She insisted that Lily and Palmer come along as well.

‘It’s encouraging that we’re so generously included,’ observed Palmer to Lily as he fell in beside her for the short walk to the pub. ‘You’re obviously happy to soldier on with the young troops.’

Lily felt comfortable beside him. ‘Every minute with Sami is worthwhile for me, even if I am sharing it with others. And somehow I think that just being around them on occasions like this is like taking a big dose of vitamin pills. I feel it doing me good.’

‘Ah, that’s one of the joys of university life, when one is fortunate enough to have the right group of enthusiastic students. The tricky part is recognising just when to step back a little.’

‘True enough, I suppose. I haven’t had much experience with things like this lately, so I’m making the most of the moment,’ Lily said.

As they approached the Roebuck Hotel, Tim Hudson dropped back from chatting with Pauline to join them. ‘I’m surprised Dale isn’t with you tonight, Lily. I was hoping to get some idea from him as to how he feels about you taking the plunge.’

‘I haven’t told him yet,’ she replied with some embarrassment. ‘He just hasn’t had the time to absorb the details I want to give him. He was out of town for a few days looking at a possible building

project on a mine site. Anyway, Dale isn’t that keen on the Worn Art thing, he says he’s seen enough of them.’

‘No worries, I know he’ll get across it all in the next couple of days before you take off for Perth,’ said Tim as they walked inside. ‘What are you going to have to drink?’

‘I insist on buying some champers for our corner,’ said Palmer as they settled around a table. ‘This is my first opportunity to toast you both and the venture,’ and he headed for the bar.

Lily made an attempt to join the light conversation, but she was coming to terms with the phone call she’d made to Dale inviting him to go with her to the show. She’d hoped it would give them a chance to talk about the pearl farm. But he said he was too busy working on a quote for the mine job, and his rejection had hurt.

‘Blow him,’ Sami exclaimed when Lily told her. ‘It’s your deal. Forget about what he thinks.’

Lily dropped it. She knew better than to expect Sami to give Dale a sympathetic hearing, but she did feel badly and she did want his opinion. He had made a success out of a local business and he had useful local knowledge and contacts. Working with Tim was a bonus though, Lily decided. She liked his energy and lateral thinking. Despite her trepidation when she stood back and thought about what she was plunging into, Lily hadn’t felt so full of energy and enthusiasm, and yes, youthful excitement, for years.

Palmer poured the champagne and lifted his

glass. ‘A toast. As some of us are setting off on various trips, it might be a while before we gather again. So here’s to the Star Two pearl farm - may you have fair weather, full sails and fat pearls.’

Glasses were raised to a chorus of ‘Star Two!’ and Lily gave Palmer a grateful smile.

‘What are all these trips you’re referring to, Palmer?’ Pauline asked after the toast.

‘I’m going to Perth to look up some old mates in the corporate world and at the uni and do some research; Lily is going to see a legal eagle there about the project; Bobby and Sami, I understand, are doing something with camels on the fringe of the Great Sandy Desert. And Tim, I assume, will go north to Star Two.’

Tim, sitting beside Pauline, whispered, ‘I think you’ll be heading off soon, too. They’ll want you in California once they see your collection.’

She dug an elbow in his ribs. ‘Guess what? I’ve got a photo shoot arranged for a fashion supplement for a Perth paper. They heard about what I’m doing, liked the snaps I emailed them and, bingo, a colour spread coming up.’

‘Congrats. More champagne is definitely in order,’ declared Tim.

Bobby Ching with a Japanese woman beside him came up to their tables. ‘Hi. Meet Mika everyone.’ There were friendly waves and Mika smiled at those she knew. ‘Mika’s been out east for a few weeks. She decided to come back to Broome and take a camel ride at sunset,’ said Bobby. ‘We’re going to see a band. Anyone want to come?’

There was immediate support for the idea. While drinks were being finished, Bobby brought Mika over to Lily. ‘I’ve been telling Mika about your interest in pearl farming, Lily, and she’s really keen to see Star Two one day.’

Lily remembered that she’d seen Mika before at the Historical Society. Val had been helping her with some research. ‘You’re welcome to come up to the farm, but just give us a couple of weeks to get things sorted out.’

Mika gave a little bow. Thank you very much, Mrs Barton, I’d really like to see the bay and the farm. There’s no hurry, I’ve got a temporary job out at the shopping centre.’

The group broke up, the young people calling goodnight to Lily and Palmer. ‘Looks like we’re not included this time. It’s not my musical taste anyway,’ said Palmer. ‘I’ll walk you home.’ ‘Because there are no bagpipes, eh?’ ‘I do like other types of music,’ he said with a hint of defensiveness.

‘Let me guess, Scottish ballads?’ ‘I’m only half Scottish. My father is a dinky di, true blue. I can sing anything by the Beatles, the Stones and Queen, plus recite Will Ogilvy.’

‘That’s my campfire party piece!’ laughed Lily. ‘The poetry, not the singing.’

Lily picked up an apple, examined it then put it back. It was, she decided, in a batch that had not

travelled well. She had talked to Serena, the cook, and had a list of tinned and packaged food, as well as fresh fruit and veg to send up to the pearl farm. She was checking the shopping list when a trolley banged into hers. She looked up and there was Dale, pushing an empty cart and giving her an over-bright smile. ‘They say if you hang around the supermarket long enough, you’ll see everyone you know. Haven’t we met before?’

Lily felt instantly guilty. ‘Hi, Dale. At least we’re both away from calculators and computers at the same time, and that’s almost a miracle these days. I was going to give you another call once I got this stuff for the farm.’

‘So what’s happening with the project?’ ‘In a nutshell, we’ve got the money if we want it.’ ‘Bully for Tim. So you’ve just gone ahead. Done deal, no consultation.’ He sounded bitter.

Lily glanced around and lowered her voice. ‘Can we please discuss this somewhere else?’ ‘The carpark?’

‘Dale, don’t be like that. I really would appreciate your advice. Let me get the shopping home and we can go for lunch. A nice lunch. At Matso’s.’ He looked slightly mollified. ‘Here, let me help you with all those things.’

‘That’s okay, Blossom is going to help me unload and store them in the tool shed. One of the boys is driving back to the farm and he’ll take it all for me. I’ll see you in, say, an hour? Come by the apartment and I’ll show you some papers for the farm, then we can walk to the restaurant.’

‘Right. I’ll clear the afternoon.’ ‘Great.’ Lily smiled but she had rather hoped for an afternoon around the pool with Sami.

They were seated on the verandah of what was once Matsumoto’s trading store, which had started life as the Union Bank in Sheba Lane in 1910. The classical Broome building with its heavy wooden shutters, tin roof, corrugated-iron walls and wide sleep-out verandah, had been moved down the hill to a site across from Buccaneer Park. Now it was one of the landmarks in the town. Lily liked to think of the restaurant and boutique brewery as her ‘local’.

Dale ordered one of the house beers, Lily sat with the Madfish white wine. ‘When I first came here this was an art gallery,’ she said.

‘This town has too many art galleries. And too many pearl shops,’ he added, studying the menu.

‘Nonsense. There’s so much talent here. What are you having?’

He snapped the menu closed. ‘Chicken karaage. I like the soy and ginger sauce on the pickled chook.’

‘It’s marinated chicken,’ said Lily. ‘I’ll have the threadfin salmon.’ She sipped her wine. ‘So what do you think?’

‘I like this beer.’

She gritted her teeth. ‘You know what I mean.’ They’d had a session of studying documents and assessing options before coming to Matso’s.

‘Well, I’ve listened to what you’ve said, I’ve looked at some of the figures, and read the report on potential. All interesting.’ He paused for a long drink of his beer.

‘And?’ said Lily after holding out for as long as her patience permitted. ‘Come on, Dale, I hoped you’d have some advice. About how I structure the deal or something.’

‘Make sure you have control, veto rights. People change, their enthusiasm can wane. A partner can slack off, cream off the top, or not pull their weight. You want to be able to take control if that happens, and work out who gets paid first and when. Meaning look after your own interests. Who are the shareholders going to be?’

‘We three principals and the two Japanese investors.’

He drained his beer. ‘I’ll wait for a bit before I buy any shares.’

‘I wouldn’t want you to lose one cent,’ said Lily evenly, relieved that Dale wouldn’t want to be part of the company as they established themselves.

‘However, I think I should check it out. Run a man’s eye over things. See you’re not going to do your dough. I think that David George is a bit of a worry.’

Lily didn’t bite. ‘Well thanks, Dale, I was thinking your advice on some of the practical stuff, building, renovating and so on would be most helpful. I’ve kind of run out of time a bit. I’m going to Perth in a couple of days to see the

lawyer. Harlan put me in touch with Dwight Robertson from Fraser Robertson and Partners.’ ‘Yeah, they’re a good firm. You are serious.’ ‘I’d like to think I was doing things properly.’ Then thinking she sounded a bit prim she added, ‘I’m sure there’ll be plenty of occasions for flying by the seat of my pants.’

Lily paced about the apartment. Despite her confident air with Dale, she was deeply nervous about what she was undertaking. There was a discreet knock at the door. ‘Mrs Barton?’

Lily nodded at the man standing on the landing outside her apartment door. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I hope so, Mrs Barton. I’m Detective-Sergeant Karl Howard. I’m part of the team investigating the death of Matthias Stern, a German visitor whose body was found recently. We’ve spoken to Bobby Ching.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said Lily in a slightly tense acknowledgment. ‘Dreadful thing. Bobby telephoned me as soon as he heard. Would you like to come in?’

‘Thank you, this shouldn’t take too much of your time. I understand you met an associate of Stern’s at Bradley Station?’

They settled on the lounge and Lily poured a glass of cold water for each of them. ‘It was only a brief meeting. Bobby asked me to talk to him.’

‘Why?’

‘He was curious, and couldn’t get through to the man. Well, neither of us could get answers to

reasonable questions about Matthias and their meeting at the races. It was such an odd place to meet, really.’

‘Possibly. Just tell me what you remember of the conversation, please.’

Lily ran through the exchange, but felt it didn’t amount to much at all and apologised to the investigating officer. ‘It’s not very helpful, I’m afraid. He seemed to like the idea of being a global citizen, rather than tied to one place, and he implied that he was quite involved in the art world at the top end of the market. Clearly he wasn’t very interested in the activities at Bradley.’

‘Did you talk to Bobby about the disappearance of Matthias?’

‘Well, only to the extent that I agreed with Bobby that it was a bit strange Matthias left town without contacting him.’

‘Thanks for your assistance, Mrs Barton,’ said the detective. ‘If you happen to think of anything else that might interest us, please ring or drop in. It looks like we’ll have to wait for results of international enquiries to come in.’ He then dropped his official tone. ‘Are you thinking of becoming a more permanent resident of our community? You could save a packet on airfares and phone calls,’ he quipped.

Lily smiled, realising that he had done his homework on her background and local associations. ‘I’m thinking about it, yes.’

‘So I may see you around then. Good afternoon.’ Lily closed the door and glanced out the window

at the view she loved so much and spoke aloud to the empty apartment. ‘Actually, Detective Howard, I ain’t goin’ nowhere. I’m here to stay.’ And she smiled. ‘Whatever it takes, I’m going for it.’

 

That night, after spending some of the afternoon at the pool with her mother, Sami went to Rosie’s to work on her notes. After several hours hunched over books and computer, she stretched. It was late. Rakka rolled out from under the desk, stretched too and gave her a look.

‘Okay, I’ll let you out in the garden. It’s too late for a walk, everyone is asleep,’ said Sami quietly. The room was dim, lit only by the desk light and the glow from the computer. She saved what she’d written and went out onto the verandah and watched Rakka scamper into the dark garden. High above the bay the shiny arc of the moon cast a faint light. Sami was thinking about the strange figures and shapes of the rock art and engravings when something caught her eye in the garden. A flicker, a movement, a pale blur of light. She leaned over the railing and had an impression flash into her head rather than actually seeing something specific. She imagined she saw a figure of a female … a young girl, a thin woman, wearing a misty, sheer dress. It was a split second. All was dark, she must have imagined it. Then, on the other side of the garden, it blinked on again: a pencil thin, childlike shape that glowed. This time Rakka gave a low growl.

‘What is it, Rak?’ whispered Sami who didn’t feel afraid, but sensed it was more than her imagination.

‘It be a mimi, girl. Mimi spirit come for you.’ The voice behind her made Sami jump. Old Biddy was standing in the doorway of her darkened bedroom.

‘What is it, Biddy? Can you see it?’ She couldn’t possibly see down into the garden from there, thought Sami.

‘I don’ have to see ‘em. They be mimi lights.’ Rakka gave a short bark and then raced to the other side of the garden and back across the lawn until she was turning in circles. Then she fell on her belly, head between her paws and shivered. For a few seconds the dog growled then belted up the steps onto the verandah and ran into the office, burying herself in her chair. Far back in the dark garden Sami saw, or thought she saw, more dancing lights, like little stars, among the shrubs. She turned to Biddy. ‘What does it mean?’ She knew she had witnessed something … what, supernatural, surreal, mystical?

‘It mean we got to go dere. Back to the old country. They be messenger.’

‘What exactly do you mean when you say

“we”?’

Biddy turned back into the room, holding onto the doorframe. ‘You gotta go, girl. You gotta take Biddy dere.’

‘Where’s that, Biddy?’

‘Where you gotta go. Know about the old

people. You know soon enuff when you get dere. Biddy sleepin’ now.’ ‘Goodnight.’

Sami went back indoors and sat at her computer. To her eyes, the letters on the blue screen had all become a jumble of dancing stick figures. She turned off the computer and sat for a moment looking at the black screen and wondering if she’d imagined the mocking twirling shapes. Shivering slightly she stretched out on the sofa, plumped the feather pillow and pulled up the cotton bedspread. In a flash Rakka jumped from the chair and nosed her way under the cover, settling behind Sami’s knees. Sami closed her eyes. Damn Biddy. Stubborn old lady. But in her heart Sami knew she was committed to a journey with the feisty Aboriginal woman who seemed to have some sort of sixth sense and alluded to old secrets.

 

The photographer framed the sun image made from mother-of-pearl shell that was resting on a volcanic rock protruding from beach sand. Another nice shot, he told himself. He’d taken shots of Pauline and many of the necklaces, pendants and brooches she had designed as part of her new Celestial range. They were lined up on russet red rocks with the blue horizon behind. Then he turned again to the dusky skinned model Pauline had hired at the photographer’s urging. ‘Another topless shot, darling. By that big rock over there.’

The model leaned against the rock, and Pauline hung the centrepiece of the collection around her neck, the bursting golden sun image with a large pearl in its centre resting between her breasts.

‘Lovely. Just fine. Okay, here we go,’ announced the photographer, and the model closed her eyes and her face suddenly reflected a sensuality that made the photographer happy. ‘Great, darling. Really great.’

Packing up the gear afterwards, he congratulated Pauline. ‘That theme is going to be a hit, I think. I’m no expert in this area, but there’s something about the sun image that really relates to this place, and it’s sexy. Moon, sun, stars all have that romantic touch. You say the idea came from a very old sun pendant that turned up here?’

‘Yep, a friend walked in the door with it one day and eureka!’ ‘Good story line.’

Bobby was walking along the creek in front of Ross’ shack where he’d set crab traps at low tide when he noticed a grey four-wheel drive parked by the house. Someone was walking on the verandah, a man, cupping his hands to peer through a louvred window, then he checked the door. It was locked. The stranger then appeared to give up as it was obvious there was no one at home, and drove off. Bobby dismissed the man as another curious tourist.

He cooked a large fish on the barbecue and settled in front of the TV with a cold beer. A nature doco before the news made him wonder how his house-sitting mate Eugene was making out with his overnight band of bird watchers out in the dunes. Rather him than me out there, he mused, and became absorbed in the program. Then suddenly the door was noisily flung open and there was Ross, bags hanging from his shoulders.

‘Shit, mate! You scared me! You could have shouted or given a bang on the door,’ exclaimed Bobby.

‘Nah, I was hoping to catch you up to no good. On the nest with some chick.’

‘Oh, to be that lucky so early in the evening. Anyway, welcome back, mate. I’ll give you a hand with the gear.’

‘It’s great to be back. There’s a heap of stuff in the car. I’ve driven all the way from bloody Melbourne. Any beer in the house?’

‘A couple more coldies, not a great stock.’

‘Ah, don’t worry. I have some rum in the car somewhere. Along with all my worldly goods. This is it, Bobby, I’m here. To stay.’ He gave a broad grin and held out a hand. ‘Say welcome home or something.’

Bobby pumped his hand. ‘You don’t know how glad I am you’re here. Christ, sorry, I would We fixed things up a bit better if I’d known you were coming.’ He shifted some newspapers, a large map of the Kimberley and a manilla folder of notes to one side of the table.

Ross glanced around. ‘I know it’s not much. But hell, this is home now. And I’m really glad I didn’t walk into an empty house.’

‘There’s heaps of food left. I cooked a fish and made a rice pulao. Do you want some?’

‘Yeah, heat it up. I’ll get the rum. This calls for a drink. To my new life!’

Over several rums Bobby poured out all the news, the murder of Matthias, Lily and the farm, the plans to go bush with Sami, Farouz and the

camels.

‘Sounds like it’s all happening, and I can’t wait to get in on the act. Well, not the desert stuff with

camels.’

‘So you really are staying? Chucked in the job

down south?’

Ross gave a rueful smile. ‘Guess so. I burnt me bridges back in Melbourne. Though I’ve sorted out things with my son. He’ll be coming to visit in the school holidays. The Police Department wasn’t happy at me walking out, and I guess that’s a compliment. But hell, sometimes a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do, right?’

Bobby gave a small nod. ‘I s’pose so. What are

you going to do?’

‘Buggered if I know, mate. Something’ll turn up. I have a roof over my head, fish out the front, a mate to share a beer with. Things could be a lot worse. Which bed am I sleeping in?’

‘The boss’ bed,’ said Bobby. ‘I’m really glad you’re here, Ross. I think it’s a good omen. I really do.’

‘You Chinamen, you’re so superstitious.’ Ross laughed. ‘But you know what? I think so too. God, I’m going to sleep for a week.’

‘Dave, it’s Lily … I really wish I was up there to tell you this face to face, but we’re going ahead.’

‘Well, how about that? Good on you. That’s good. Good news.’

Lily smiled at his laconic reaction, but she could tell he was pleased. ‘Tim is on his way up there with the formal offer but I have to go to Perth for all the legal paperwork. Which means you should get someone to represent your interest, Dave.’

‘Ah, I’m not one for paperwork.’ ‘That’s exactly why you need someone to look after your side of things.’

‘I’ll get Serena to run her eye over it all. I don’t see things changing much from my point of view. Maybe we could run to some new paint and frills, couple of extra hands.’

‘Well, we’re not going to be pumping millions into the farm like some big entrepreneur might do. But we can certainly upgrade and be more efficient. You know what I mean?’ she added, not wanting to offend him.

‘Sounds good to me.’

‘I suppose it all depends on those mysterious oysters dangling under the water,’ said Lily.

‘Come July when we harvest we’ll know, eh,’

-said Dave. Clearing his throat he said more formally, ‘Thanks, Lily. I won’t let you chaps down.’ Lily hung up the phone. Well, the news would be all over town soon enough. She was worried by Dave’s easy acceptance of the deal. While no offence to Serena’s cooking and artistic skills, she doubted whether her commercial and legal knowledge was up to scratch. Lily decided she should find him a solicitor when she got back from Perth. Tim was smart enough to understand the fine points. Lily was glad Dwight Robertson was so highly recommended as she felt she was about to sign her life away.

Palmer hung his leather hat on top of the bust of Alexander the Great and shook the hand of the man behind the desk who rose with a delighted smile. ‘Palmer, why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I could have been at a dig on the other side of the world.’ They shook hands warmly.

‘I took a chance you’d be buried here among your books. It’s the wrong time of year to be overseas. It’s safer here than the hotspots of the Middle East, eh?’

‘Yes, digging up landmines instead of pot shards isn’t funny. What brings you to Perth? Have they lured you back to teach?’

‘I’m not inflicting myself on the impressionable for a couple of terms yet. There’s plenty of field-work to keep me busy.’ Palmer sank into the

leather chair opposite his friend’s desk in the Department of Anthropology at Curtin University. ‘It’s a pity. You fire them up like no one else.’ Professor Lachlan Stevens adjusted his glasses. Palmer was considered an inspirational lecturer; his classes were always packed as word spread among the students of his colourful and fascinating manner, his insights and the challenges he set them. ‘So why are you here?’

‘I sent you down a few lines on a scrap of paper, old text, I thought. Any luck with it?’

Professor Stevens slapped his head. ‘Oh, God, of course. I gave it to one of my PhD students. Nick gave it back to me, now what the hell did I do with it? I’ve been swamped, you remember what it’s like with marks all due at once? Now I put it somewhere here.’ He began rifling through papers in several folders on his desk. ‘Where are you off to next? Overseas?’

‘Nope, staying in the Kimberley. If you had to recommend a palaeontologist to come up and help on a site, who’d it be?’

‘Paul Fordeham. Good bloke. Up with all the latest high tech stuff, dating and so forth. That’s right, you mentioned some fossils, Broome way, right? Ah, here it is. I didn’t look at it very carefully. Nick put a note on it.’ He read from the sheet attached to the top of the photocopy of the note:

‘It looks like Kharoshthi but I am unable to identify it specifically. We need someone like a linguist or epigraphist to translate it as it could be

one of a few middle Indo-Aryan languages, Avestan Tocharian, or even some ancient code or modern Urdu. It is obviously not taken from an ancient text, it’s more in the form of code … it sounds intriguing. I will pass it on to a linguist friend. Regards, Nick.’

Stevens looked at Palmer. ‘What’s that all

about?’

‘Buggered if I know. Well it’s a puzzle, eh?

Thank Nick for doing this anyway.’

‘Pretty elaborate way to communicate,’ said Stevens, looking at Palmer expectantly.

Palmer rose. ‘I can’t tell you any more, mate. If anything comes to light, I’ll let you know.’

‘Have you got time for a glass of red while you’re in town?’

‘For sure. I’ll give you a ring.’

Lily’s head was spinning as she stepped out into St Georges Terrace. After several hours with the lawyer going through the structure of the company she needed some fresh air. Dwight Robertson had been charming, helpful and thorough. He’d explained how the new company of Star Two Holdings would work: the company was to be set up with everyone buying shares in it. Stamp duty would have to be paid on the transfer of the business based on its value. He’d draft a shareholders’ agreement which sets out the arrangements between Lily, Tim, Dave and the two investors. It

would detail which decisions required unanimous board approval, how the directors were appointed, dividend policy and what happened if someone wanted to sell their shares.

It was a relief for Lily to know that side of the farm was tied up, but he’d rattled her slightly when he’d reached across the boardroom table to shake her hand saying, ‘It’s over to you now, Mrs Barton. You’re in the pearl business. May I say, I think it’s a courageous and inspiring step you’re taking.’

‘Thank you. You make it sound rather daunting.’

‘Unpredictable perhaps. But then nothing is sure in this life. I have clients who run companies, make films, run mines, and write books. None are guaranteed to hit the jackpot.’

‘Survival first. I’m hoping I can keep my head above water, literally,’ Lily said.

‘You’ve picked a nice place for a business. My wife and I love Broome. Maybe we’ll come up and ask for a guided tour.’

‘Any time. Although when we have our first harvest might be more exciting.’

‘Excellent. I assume you have taken all the necessary security precautions?’

She looked at the handsome and affable lawyer. ‘Good point, Mr Robertson. I’ll add it to the agenda.’

He escorted her to the lift and pressed the button. ‘Sounds like you have a pretty crowded agenda.’

‘I do. I’m working my way through it.’ ‘Good luck. Call me any time you have any problems or questions. You have my direct line and my mobile. I’ll be interested in following your fortunes.’ He shook her hand as she stepped into the lift. As the doors slid shut he made a mental note to visit Broome in a couple of months. He’d be interested to see how Lily Barton was making out.

Lily hailed a taxi and asked to go up to Kings Park. She needed to escape the city and the pressures of business. A walk in the quiet gardens would help soothe her feelings. In her mind there was no turning back now. Tim had sent an email message that he had interviewed and picked out four good divers plus two women who were hard workers and prepared to turn their hand to whatever was needed. One of them was licensed to drive the boats and the other, Vivian, had been trained as a seeding technician. Dave had been using contract technicians to seed the pearlshell each season. Tim thought they should develop their own people and keep them on a three-year contract to start with rather than picking up whoever was available each season. He’d agreed with Lily when she said they should try to nurture a sense of loyalty among the staff so they felt they were part of the farm’s growth and prosperity.

When Lily had talked of the close-knit bond between Tyndall, Ahmed, Yoshi, Olivia, Hamish and the original Star of the Sea pearling company,

Tim had laughed. ‘Lily, it’s a job nowadays. One with a good salary and a different kind of lifestyle. It doesn’t suit everyone and it’s notoriously transient. It’s a way to make good money and then move on to something long term.’

Lily’s mobile phone rang, breaking her reverie. She debated whether she’d answer it as she’d got out of the habit of using it in Broome. Then she thought better of it and fished in her handbag.

‘Hello.’

‘Hi. This is Ted Palmer. Where are you?’

‘I’m in Perth. Sitting on a bench in Kings Park actually. Where are you?’

‘I’m about five minutes away. I was going to suggest a walk in the park, but you got there ahead of me. What are you doing?’

‘I’ve been dealing with all the legal stuff for the farm. I needed a breather.’

‘You sound a bit overwhelmed. How about I meet you by the Anzac Memorial as soon as I can, okay?’

‘Oh, all right. I’ll look out for you.’ Palmer would be a diversion. She decided that she would enjoy having someone from Broome to talk to about her day. She’d promised Dale she’d call and tell him how it went with the lawyer, but that could wait till later. Soon she saw Palmer coming and couldn’t help smiling. He loped along with long energetic strides, his trademark hat in place, and as he got closer she saw he was wearing a dark navy jacket, charcoal trousers and a pale blue shirt. He lifted his arm in greeting.

‘Hail, fellow Broomite. How are you coping with the big smoke?’ He gestured towards the city skyline.

Lily fell into step beside him. ‘I wasn’t doing so well until I came up here and took a few deep breaths.’

‘Signed on the dotted line, eh?’ ‘Just about. I can’t believe I’m actually doing this. That I won’t be catching the plane back to Sydney. To my old life. That’s gone.’

‘Well, you certainly are getting on with things. Good on you.’

‘Why are you in Perth?’

‘I do some guest lecturing at Curtin. I like to stick to this part of the country as much as I can. I’m developing quite a good research base. One has to keep publishing, you know. And Eugene -thanks to Sami - has been very helpful.’

‘Oh, the dinosaur fossils. Will that keep you occupied for a bit?’

‘Yes. I’m arranging for some experts to come up and do some preliminary investigations. I’d also like them to date some of the rock art sites. It’s always a contentious debate. And I have a part of a puzzle that I’ll share with you. But first I think we should celebrate your new status. You’re looking all too serious, even a bit worried. Come on, relax, this is a great moment for you.’

‘Yes, I need to destress. Lawyers make me hyperventilate when I know they’re going to say, “Sign here”.’

‘There are some great places on the waterfront at

Freo. Little Creatures is a good one. Lunch, a wander around the maritime museum, you name it.’

‘Sounds like just what I need,’ said Lily gratefully. ‘I haven’t been to Fremantle for years.’

 

The sun was barely up, there was a clarity to the light before the glare and heat that made Sami catch her breath. She walked around her vehicle one more time. Farouz peered out of the car window at her with a ‘get on with it’ expression. Rosie and Harlan were holding hands, watching her. ‘Go on, kick the tyres. You’re dying to, aren’t you?’

urged Rosie.

Sami laughed and kicked the back tyre for good measure. ‘I’m just procrastinating, aren’t I? Well, thanks for getting up to see us off.’

‘Promised your mum - not that we’ve done anything, you guys have everything under control.’ Harlan tugged at the rope securing some of Farouz’s gear on the roof rack. ‘Safe journey and happy hunting, or whatever it is you’re after.’

‘Farouz is the hunter. I feel like some intrepid lady pioneer explorer. Daisy Bates or Miss Pink,’ said Sami. She tried not to show it, but heading into the vastness of the desert again was disturbing. There was the tingle of anticipation of the adventure, but there was also a gnawing in her stomach. By venturing into the Kimberley, she believed she was facing the spectre of her own self. In the past few years she had been trying to come

to terms with who she was. Her mother had rattled the foundations of their secure life together by announcing she had ‘another family’. Deep down she blamed her mother for shifting the balance within herself. Every time Sami looked in the mirror, a question hovered. It had also made her wonder what lurked in her father’s background. She’d never discussed Lily’s family with him. They didn’t touch on family subjects in their occasional phone or email conversations, but stuck to the safety of career and academia.

Sami pushed these thoughts away as she always did. She had enough to deal with in her life at present. And the immediate journey was, for a city girl, quite an undertaking. While she was relying on Farouz’s outback skills, she was the leader. Rosie seemed to sense she was wavering slightly. ‘I’ll be intrigued to hear what you find. Bring back anything you can. And phone home!’

‘Will do.’ She gave them both a quick hug and got into the car. With a final wave she drove away from the bungalow. She glanced at the man beside her. ‘The journey has begun, eh Farouz?’

The old camel man sitting very straight backed turned to Sami. ‘Ah, the journey began a long time ago.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Like the threads that knot into a carpet, we make a pattern in our lives, each building on the other until we stop and look at the beautiful picture we have made.’

‘Mmm, weaving is a nice metaphor for life,

Farouz. How we blend the colours and weave the threads together decides what we make of our life. I like it,’ said Sami thoughtfully. ‘Maybe that’s the key to how I should tackle my thesis. At the moment I feel like I have balls of wool and I don’t know how to knit them all together. Maybe I’ll learn more about this weaving concept when we get out to Dari outstation.’

‘I believe so,’ said Farouz confidently.

Sami drove slowly through the sleeping township out onto the deserted highway, then turned right. A great emptiness stretched before them. Sami had been nervous about this expedition, but as the sun rose, so did her spirits.



Chapter Thirteen

when Tim arrived at the farm it looked different, not physically, but he was now seeing it through the eyes of someone who was committed to this place. It was quiet and felt almost deserted. At the canteen Serena told him she thought Dave was down by the pontoon at the mouth of the creek with her husband Don. The divers were out in the boats checking and cleaning the oysters, and other staff were working in the sheds. After a cup of coffee Tim decided to find Dave and talk about the good news.

He took the old ex-army jeep that was used to run about the farm, and headed to the boundary fence, cutting through what was known as the back gate, to go down to the creek to see Dave. Then he thought he would circle the whole farm, working inwards to cover as much ground

as possible. A metaphorical walking over every inch of Star Two, to continue assessing what they needed to do to upgrade the operation.

As he got close to the back gate he saw that it was open, the wire loop used to hold it shut apparently rusted through. The track on the other side led to scrubby paperbarks, but it was seldom used because most visitors preferred the longer but better kept main dirt road. He stopped and rummaged in the tool box for pliers to fix the loop of wire. It was mid-morning, uncomfortably hot and very still.

A slight crunch made him turn and glance over his shoulder, and he straightened in surprise. At first he thought a boy was standing by the fence, but then he realised the visitor was an adult Aboriginal man. He was very short, barely above Tim’s waist height, and middle aged. Dark skinned, he had a bold shock of yellow tinged, tightly curled hair. He wore tattered shorts and a denim shirt with the sleeves torn off at the shoulders. He had a rather nonchalant expression but Tim was struck by his strange, light green eyes.

‘G’day, mate, you looking for anyone?’ asked Tim in a friendly voice as the man sauntered towards him.

‘Not really. But I am looking for a feed and a place to sleep.’ It was a statement, no hint of begging for a handout. He stared at Tim with an intense look.

Tim looked at the man curiously. He carried nothing more than a small cloth bag tied around

his waist with twine. If he hadn’t been so short he would have looked slightly menacing. Tim figured he couldn’t do any harm; some bloke on a walkabout. And some inner voice was telling Tim to be generous. ‘I reckon we can manage that. I’ll just fix this gate and I’ll take you up to the canteen.’

The strange little man perched on the bonnet of the jeep and silently watched him work. Then he swung into the passenger seat as Tim packed the tools away and they set off back towards the main camp. ‘Come a long way?’ asked Tim conversationally.

He didn’t answer for a moment. ‘I get around.’ He paused. ‘I’ve been here before.’ He looked at Tim. ‘Dave still here, isn’t he.’ It wasn’t a question. Tim nodded, wondering what it was about this man that was so odd. His detached air, his clipped conversation. Was it because he was so short that he made up for it with Attitude with a capital A? He had a faint accent, almost a sing song. Oh well, give him a meal and send him on his way with a bag of tucker. ‘Yep, Dave still runs this place. Did you work here before, or were you just passing through?’

‘I’m a traveller,’ he answered. Tim decided to dispense with trying to make small talk, the fellow was too enigmatic. He drove past the shell dump, past the dormitory bunkhouse and pulled up outside the canteen. ‘In there, mate. Ask for Serena, tell her you’d like a bit of a feed.’

‘And what’s your name?’

‘Tim. Tell her I said it’s okay.’ He watched the fellow jump out without a backward glance or a thank you. Tim drove away faintly amused.

He found Dave down at the slipway where the old lugger was pulled up in the wooden cradle, working with Don antifouling the hull. Dave greeted him with a handshake. ‘Good to see you. So we’re in business?’

‘Congratulations are in order, I believe. Lily has almost completed all the legal agreements. She’ll be back up here with it all for your approval and signature in a day or so.’

Dave waved a hand as if brushing away a mosquito. ‘Ah, paperwork isn’t my forte. I’ve had my time with legal eagles. I prefer a handshake deal any day.’ He pumped Tim’s hand again. ‘There’s a new moon tonight. A new leaf, new start, all that. We’ll have a snort later.’

‘Just the same, Dave, Lily thinks you should have your own solicitor look over the contracts, make sure they’re all fine with you.’

‘Nah, I can’t be bothered with all that. You know something, I’ve been done over by the best of ‘em in one way and another, and I had the most expensive silk in London. I learned to live and let live the best way I can. Now what do you reckon?’ He gestured at the Georgiana.

‘She’s coming on well.’ Tim crouched and looked at some new repair work on the hull below the waterline. ‘Bloody good job. Did you do that, Don?’

Don straightened up, rubbing his back, and

rested his paintbrush on the top of the can of red paint. ‘Yep. I was apprenticed to a shipwright in Darwin once, I’ve fixed up a boat or two in my time.’

‘Well that’s handy to know. This one’s going to be an asset, in lots of ways, I reckon.’

‘We wanted to fix her up good and proper before Lily got back. Seeing as how the old girl meant something to her. Being named after her mother and so on,’ said Dave.

‘They don’t make ‘em like this any more,’ Don assured Tim.

‘And do you make running repairs on the

other boats?’

‘When I’m not diving and something needs doing,’ he replied. ‘I could do with an offsider occasionally.’

‘Can’t we get some young blokes to work with you, train them up a bit?’ suggested Tim.

‘Those kids at the community, you’ve got family there. D’you reckon they’d be in it? There’s not a lot of prospects hanging out with Sister Angelica,’ observed Dave.

‘I’ll talk to the elders. Protocol, you know,’

said Don.

Dave was blunt. ‘Some of the kids get into strife when they go down to Broome. A couple of them got work on a building site, but some white kids gave them grief. So they gave up and came back and do bugger all. If you and Lily set something up, it could work. But they’d have to do more than just look after boats.’

‘Serena’d help keep an eye on them,’ said Don.

‘Okay, we’ll put it on the agenda for our first board meeting when Lily gets back.’

Dave looked alarmed. ‘Crumbs, not bleeding meetings!’

‘Very informal, I promise,’ laughed Tim. ‘Is there anything pressing I should know about?’

‘There’s always a bloody drama of some kind. Machinery packing it in left, right and centre. Again, I’ve only got a couple of lads who are good at fixing things. Maybe we should start an apprentice scheme up here.’

‘We’d need skilled people to teach them, that’s the problem. But it’s something to think about,’ said Tim. ‘By the way, I picked up a funny little bloke as I was driving down here. He just turned up at the back gate looking for a feed. Strange looking fella, very short, hair a sort of yellow colour, weird light green eyes. He didn’t have much to say for himself. Said he was travelling, though he wasn’t carrying much.’

‘Oh, Christ, don’t tell me he’s back again.’ Dave slapped his head in frustration.

‘What do you mean?’ Tim was perturbed. ‘Have I done the wrong thing? I took him down to the canteen for a feed.’

‘Oh, God. Now we’ll never get rid of him. He turned up once and hung around like a bad smell. He’s a pariah in my book.’

‘C’mon, Dave, don’t be so hard just because he looks odd, doesn’t fit in.’ Tim glanced at Don who had turned his attention back to painting and was ignoring them.

‘I believe that little bugger is bad news. I’ll give him the heave ho soon as I see him.’

‘Ah, he can’t be too much trouble. Now what else is happening round the place?’ asked Tim.

Dave scratched his head and looked uncomfortable. ‘We could have a problem. I’m waiting till I know more. I don’t want to upset the applecart, or bother Lily, y’know.’

‘Now, listen Dave, we’re all in this together now, so if there’s a problem we all need to know. Don’t think that you have to spare Lily the bad news because she’s a woman. Okay?’

‘Roger, Tim. Over and out.’ He gave a rough salute, reverting to his clipped British accent that rarely surfaced. ‘Later, old boy, later.’

Tim was slightly concerned, but nodded and got back in the jeep thinking he must ask Dave a bit more about his background over a drink some time. The old boy was very private where his family history was concerned. Tim had put this down to Pommy reticence, but now that they were partners they should share more personal stuff. Not that Tim had any skeletons in his closet. He came from a very average family: level headed parents and a nice sister back in Perth. He’d been the maverick by taking off and working in Indonesia and now the northwest.

That evening long after dinner, Tim was relaxing with a beer by the remains of the fire in the big open barbecue. Don and Serena had gone home,

and most of the staff were in bed knowing they had an early start. ‘That little fellow has disappeared. He must have eaten and gone. What’s the story with him?’

Dave fiddled with his pipe. Tim was amused at his fastidious method of lighting up. He should have been sitting in a leather chair in a London club, not by an open fire near a creek wearing shorts, T-shirt and sandshoes without laces. After a minute or so he put down his lighter and studied the end of his pipe. ‘Don tells me he’s a bad luck fellow, doesn’t belong anywhere. He calls himself a traveller. Just turns up anywhere and everywhere.’

‘A sort of swaggie.’

‘Not really. He never has anything and never offers to work for a feed. He gives me the creeps. I had a run-in with him and sent him off last time. Yeah, that was a bad time. A storm came up out of the blue …’ Dave drew on his pipe. ‘Is that why you called him a pariah?’ ‘I s’pose so, not that he had anything to do with the storm, of course. But some people are just

bad news.’

Tim hesitated then said, ‘Speaking of unfortunate things, you mentioned a court case or something … what was that about? If you don’t mind my asking.’

‘Ah, that was back in the UK. It had to do with family business. I rather upset my brother and dear Papa. It all became nasty, I’m afraid. My grandfather had favoured me in his will and that

caused a few ructions. My father and brother had written me off as I conveniently dropped out of the picture as a teenager.’

‘That’s when you came out here?’

‘To the Territory. I was mustering, working on a big property.’ He gave a self-deprecating grin. ‘Upper-class twits were sent out to the colonies to be turned into men. I took to the cattle more than I took to anyone I knew back home. So I stayed here, moved west, and here I am.’

‘I reckon you’re jumping over a big chunk of your life there, Dave.’

‘Yeah. Well, everything was quiet till Grandfather passed on and left more to me than to my father and brother. They went to court. I didn’t want to fight. I gave it a bit of a nudge but hell, I didn’t need or want it. Instead I took a settlement and fled. That’s how I was able to buy this place. I went from a pauper to a pearler overnight.’

‘And that put you off legal wrangling, eh?’

‘Yeah. A handshake out here is as good as a piece of paper, I reckon. If someone does the dirty on you, there are ways and means of settling a score without getting the white lawmen involved. Bush justice works for me.’

Tim thought about the strange ‘traveller’. ‘Do you believe in some of the mystical stuff, the strange powers Aborigines have?’

‘Some of them. Don might know about that stuff, being a member of the local community up here. He and Serena believe in the old lore … and law. I take it all with a grain of salt.’

‘I heard about people in Indonesia with powers … I don’t disbelieve. I’m just waiting to witness it with my own eyes.’

‘Be careful what you wish for, they say.’ Dave yawned. ‘I’m turning in. See you in the morning.’

‘Yeah. Goodnight, Dave.’ Tim sat for a while longer looking at the stars and the moon. He’d been promising himself that one night he’d go and watch the moon over the bay. It would be nice to share it with someone … other than crusty old David. Well, his story didn’t sound like he’d got himself into any trouble, despite what Dale had hinted at. It sounded like Dave wasn’t too fond of his family if he chose to stay on as a kid in the outback wilderness of Australia rather than a cushy life back in the UK. Tim wondered if he could have walked away from a big inheritance, if he were in the same situation. Some people were fighters, some didn’t want to bother.

If they hit a big problem with the pearl farm, would Dave walk away? If he did, so what? They had been prepared to go without him in the first place. I reckon Lily’s a fighter, Tim thought, and Sami. You wouldn’t want to get on her wrong side. And she’d most likely fight like a she cat to protect her mother. Sami hasn’t given me the seal of approval yet. Oh well, he decided, whether she likes it or not, we’re in it together now. I’ve had enough experience to know we can make this work. I’ll give it five years to make me a bundle. Just need a little bit of luck, and the international market holding up.

 

He stood up and raked the last of the coals together and then jerked with surprise. Standing on the other side of the fire was the short Aboriginal man. ‘G’day again. I didn’t hear you. Thought you’d left.’ Tim was a bit rattled.

‘Can I join you?’

‘Of course. Did you get a meal? ‘Fraid the coffee pot is done. Might be a beer left.’

The man sat on Dave’s empty chair, his legs swinging. ‘Thanks. I’m right.’

There was a silence for a moment or two. Tim wanted to go to bed but asked, ‘So, sorry, mate, I didn’t get your name.’

‘Munda.’

Tim couldn’t resist a slight grin. ‘Munda down unda, is that what they call you?’

‘I’ve heard it before. You work here now?’

‘Ah, yes. With Dave and Lily Barton. So, Munda, you going to be staying around for long, before travelling some more?’

‘I’m not welcome?’

‘Of course you are. I didn’t know whether you might be looking for a job. Suit yourself. Where are you camped? Did Don or Serena find you a bed?’

‘I’m okay, thanks.’

‘That’s good. Breakfast is early, but you wander into the canteen when it suits you. I might be turning in now. Like I said, early start.’ The little guy made him uneasy. His eyes seemed to have their own light and he was so bloody hard to talk with, yet he spoke very well.

‘Tim? Before you go.’

‘Yeah, mate?’

‘Have you ever been up near Sunday Island?

Or to Lacepedes? Good waters, good places.’ ‘Is that so? I’ll have to get up there sometime.’ The fellow stood up. ‘Don’t leave it too long.’ ‘Right.’ What the hell is he talking about?

thought Tim, standing up and picking up his plate,

mug and empty beer bottle to carry back inside.

When he turned around, Munda had disappeared.

Two days later Ross dropped into the supermarket to pick up some supplies and to collect a copy of the Broome Advertiser. Flipping through it while waiting in the checkout queue, he came to a double-page spread with the headline: ‘Broome

Pearls Star’.

There was a long article with photographs of

Pauline Despar and her latest collection of jewellery

designs featuring pearls and mother-of-pearl

shell. It had attracted international interest. The

Celestial Collection, as Pauline dubbed it, apparently

had been inspired by some ornament based

on the sun that had come her way quite by chance.

And in another article the paper announced that

Lily Barton had bought into the Star Two pearl

farm at Red Rock Bay, following in the tradition

of her greatgrandfather.

Ross folded the newspaper with a smile. He’d read it in more detail at home. He’d definitely call

Lily. Like him, fate had brought her home to Broome.

Dale met Lily at Broome Airport and listened impassively as she rattled through the basics of the legalities she had finalised in Perth. ‘I just can’t see how you guys expect to make top dollars,’ he said at last. ‘You might as well make a hole in the ocean and pour your money into it. You’d better hope there’s a bonanza of pearls hanging out there. Harvest time soon, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, early July, Dave figured. When the water temperature is at its lowest. The oysters stop growing and there’re no eggs in the gonads. All far more scientific than I realised. For such crusty rough looking things, pearl oysters are quite sensitive.’

Dale shook his head. ‘And if, just supposing, this little enterprise doesn’t bring you a return, what are you going to do then?’

‘When - as you put it - I’ve done my dough?’ answered Lily tartly.

He gave a short laugh. ‘C’mon, Lily, I always said this was a bit of a mad idea. Why has Dave struggled on up there and no one else has ever seen any potential in that place? Boy, they saw you coming.’

‘Well thanks for the vote of confidence,’ she said coldly. She was tired and the elation she’d felt as they flew in over the bay was being replaced by a seething anger. She’d been so happy and excited

to be back in Broome. Now Dale was quickly deflating her good feelings. ‘And who do you

mean “they”?’

‘David George and his cohorts up there. There’s something suss about a fella, and a Porn at that, who prefers to hang out with blackfellas rather than be in town.’

‘With civilised white folk like you, Dale?’ She was going to mention Simon but thought it best to keep his son’s name out of it. Dale knew full well that she regarded Simon as a racist and a troublemaker. ‘I would have thought someone like you who’d had to make their money the hard way would appreciate an honest toiler.’

He missed the irony in her voice. They’d never discussed the stories she’d heard about Dale and some shonky deals he’d allegedly been involved in. ‘Sweetheart, I’m just being devil’s advocate. I’m concerned about your welfare, your future.’

‘It’s a bit late now. I’ve signed on the dotted line. Be honest, Dale, all you’ve done is sling off at this scheme. You’ve never come up with any constructive criticism or practical alternative. Other than throwing in my lot with you,’ she finished

with some disdain.

He looked annoyed, opened his mouth to snap back, then controlled his temper. Reaching over to squeeze her knee, he said, ‘Let’s not argue. What’s done is done. I just want you to know I’ll be here for you if you get into strife.’

Lily too had to fight to control her temper before saying in a tight voice, ‘Thanks. Hopefully

I won’t need to be bailed out. Two knowledgeable Japanese businessmen have seen fit to throw a large amount of money at the project. I don’t intend to let them, or my partners, down.’

‘Very nicely put,’ said Dale and he clapped his hands in mock applause as he braked in the parking lot at Moonlight Bay. ‘Here we are. I have champagne to celebrate, and …’ he reached over to the back seat for a bunch of roses, ‘I’m glad you’re back, even though you were only gone a couple of days. I’ve made a reservation at the Cable Beach Club Restaurant for dinner.’ He leaned over and kissed her cheek. ‘Now let’s get your gear inside.’

Lily didn’t want to go out but thought it was

easier to give in than refuse. ‘All right. I’d like to

have a swim and a nap before we go, and make

some phone calls to the farm. I’ll have to go up

there tomorrow. I’ll see you at seven.’ She gave a

sigh as he headed back down the outside staircase,

wondering why it was she felt so trapped. How

had she got into this relationship so deeply? Her

last long relationship, with Tony, had been the

opposite - she had wanted to be with him as much

as possible and, while he’d been adoring and

devoted, the demands of his corporate position

had left her playing second fiddle. She still missed

and ached for Tony. When he died suddenly she’d

hit her pillow, crying aloud, ‘I told you so.’ The

stress, pressure and family history of heart attacks

had cut him down. He’d always believed there’d

be time - later - just for them. He was a man

scared of letting go, afraid of retiring, even cutting back. To him retirement meant the rocking chair beckoned. The trips she’d planned in her mind, the lazy days with no deadlines, were never to be. She’d been so lonely and with the thrill of Broome, Dale’s friendship and company had been a bonus. But now she found she was comparing him with Tony and wanting to fob him off. Her involvement with Star Two was uppermost in her mind - and her heart. Dale was becoming too demanding, drinking too much, putting her down too often. And while it would be difficult to extricate herself totally from the relationship, now she had a reason for being away for extended lengths of time, without having to return to Sydney to have a break from him.

Farouz and Sami drove south then turned east, following

the line of the Edgar Ranges fringing the

Great Sandy Desert. It was not a road that beckoned

visitors and they saw only two other

vehicles, both filled with Aborigines, presumably

making the long trip to town. The stark pindan

landscape dotted with acacias turned to sandy

plains and alluvial flats. The sparse landscape was

punctuated by limestone spinifex clumps in brittle

spiky hummocks with an occasional sandpaper fig

or boab tree grotesquely posed among a scatter of

bold red termite mounds. They passed one fat

water-filled boab covered in cheeky white corellas

like a smattering of snow that rose and blew away as they passed.

In the heat of the day they stopped to shelter by the rocky capillaries running from the low range. There was a small pool with stunted trees clinging to crevices above it, and to Sami’s delight several black-footed wallabies stood watching them as they got some gear out of the car, then they sprang away along the rockface. Like them, the animals rested in the heat, then came out at night. Farouz talked quietly about the wildlife of the area, the euros - the little hill kangaroo - and the ‘missing mammals’ that were becoming extinct in the Kimberley due to feral predators. They sat quietly and Sami was rewarded by the sight of two sweet-faced, grey-blue bilbies from the colony that lived in the range.

As the afternoon cooled they set off again,

 

wife had a lonely station running cattle, horses and a lot of goats. Webster was his nickname. ‘How did he get that label?’ asked Sami.

Farouz allowed himself a small smile. ‘He is a

great reader. He knows many large words.’

Sami laughed. ‘I must tell Palmer.’

Night fell before they arrived. A blue-pink curtain

swiftly drawn across the landscape was

replaced by crisp darkness and bright stars. Soon

one small light in the distance became the glow

behind windows of a long low building. A generator

chugged. Farouz stopped at the gate, got out of

the car, and hit a metal tyre rim with a piece of

iron. Dogs barked and a man’s voice yelled at them to shut up.

A bright light on the roof of the house came on and a man walked through the darkness to the gate. ‘Farouz? You’re tardy, mate. I’ll give you a hand. Are you accompanied by your lady friend?’

‘Hi. I’m Samantha.’ She shook Webster’s calloused hand. In the dim light he looked to be in his sixties. A wide bush hat, crinkled skin and wire-framed glasses gripped his beaky nose. A friendly

face.

‘Welcome. Pop inside, my better half is making you a bit of tea and tucker. Her name’s Maggie.’

Sami rapped at the flyscreen door. ‘Hello, Maggie, I’m Sami.’

‘Come in, love. Take your boots off.’ The woman looked emaciated, brown, sinewy, and sun shrunk, with tufty dun-coloured hair. But her smile was bright, and as she lifted a giant cauldron off the wood stove, Sami saw she was strong

and energetic.

‘Gripes, you’re young. What are you doing with Farouz way out here? You don’t look like a camel wrangler. Sit down, help yourself from that teapot.’ She nodded at the table in the middle of what doubled as the kitchen and family room. There was a pantry and shelves in one corner, a lounge, deep old armchairs, and a two-way radio. Above a small desk were shelves packed with books. In another corner stood a hatstand loaded with caps and broad-rimmed Akubras. Another flyscreen door opened onto a side verandah with a

refrigerator and easychairs, and off that was a coolroom for food storage.

‘Hope you like stew, dear. Not one of these trendy vegetarians, are you?’

Sami chuckled. ‘No, Maggie, the stew smells wonderful. Could I wash up first, though? I’m filthy and smelly I’m afraid.’

‘Struth, I’m forgetting me manners. I’m so used to having grubby blokes around the place. It’s really nice to have a lady visit. Follow me.’

‘I guess you don’t get many visitors way out here,’ commented Sami, thinking this was the bloody end of the world.

‘I see another woman once in a blue moon. Not counting passing Aborigines we know well. And I fly over to the coast, Port Hedland, for a bit of a break twice a year.’

They went down a hallway and she opened the door to a bedroom with a mosquito net covering the bed. ‘Throw your gear in here. Bathroom’s down there. We’ve got solar hot water - out of the bore. It pongs of sulphur but you can have a bath or a shower. Farouz and Webby will be a bit longer, I’d say. They’ll want to have a bit of a blokes’ yarn. Farouz’ll want to check out his two camels he left here last trip. You get on with him all right? He can be a bit, as Webby says, taciturn.’

‘He’s a good man. I’m working for a university, I’m interested in art, so he’s taking me to an outstation to meet some artists.’

‘Jeez, they must be bloody good to come all this way. Take your time, love.’

It turned out to be a long evening before Sami fell into bed. After dinner they sat around the screened verandah talking for hours, covering everything from the market for goat meat, the latest book by Tim Winton, the future of globalisation and the degradation of the environment even in the little-changing wilderness on their doorstep. Webster really enjoyed having the company of an academic like Sami for exchanging

opinions.

Maggie and Farouz listened with some interest and, from time to time, Maggie managed to capture their attention with a boldly announced, ‘Well, if you ask my opinion …’ and then let fly. The poor woman was starved for company and had wanted to chat till midnight. Webster lived up to his name by being verbose, his vocabulary peppered with colourful and unusual words and references to literature. Finally Sami couldn’t keep her eyes open and had excused herself and gone to

bed.

Next morning their son Steve turned up at breakfast. A lanky, shy young man, he looked like his mother, wiry and with a weathered complexion and, unlike his father, he had little to say. He was awkward with Sami even though they were around the same age. She asked him to explain how they were going after the feral camels that Farouz wanted.

‘Bike and truck,’ he answered and bit into his toast. End of explanation.

When they set out Sami rode in the cabin of

the four-wheel drive ute with Webster, Farouz was in the back with two dogs and Steve rode a trail bike in front. They drove for several kilometres till they came to a large steel-fenced yard around a bore. Webster got out and turned the cock so the water began to flow into a storage ditch. Steve had disappeared into the scrub but soon the radio crackled in the utility as he reported seeing a mob to the west.

‘Steve is going to start rounding them up, we’ll ride out with the dogs,’ Webster explained. ‘You stay here. Get up on the fence.’

‘Oh, I’ll miss all the fun of the chase,’ protested Sami.

‘Not likely, love. This mob will smell the water and with us chasing ‘em they’ll charge down here to this bore like veritable wild Valkyries on the way to Valhalla. Keep out of the way of the bulls. Soon as they’re in the trap yard, whack those rails in place.’ He pointed at the rails that had been lowered from across the entrance.

‘Oh. Righto.’ Sami sounded dubious. They thundered off, dust billowing behind them. Sami sat on the top rail of the yards looking at the desolate landscape. Why would anyone choose to live out here? They weren’t Kimberley kings by any means, although Webster had said they ‘got by’ with their goats and cattle. Yet last night Maggie had said she loved this part of the Kimberley. ‘It’s a love it or leave it affair. This might seem a harsh place to some people, a lot of people probably, but it’s got something special

about it. A spirit thing, like the Aborigines say, but you don’t have to be a blackfella to feel it. And you’ll never find kinder or more helpful people anywhere. I went to Broome for a change just before the last Wet started. It’s too flash and fast for me now. I can’t figure how you handle living in Sydney.’

It was getting hot, into the high thirties Sami estimated. She decided to go and dip the cloth she’d tied around her neck in the bore water that was filling the mini dam.

The water was surprisingly hot. Sami waved the wet scarf in the air to cool it. Then she heard a low rumble. Turning around she saw the camels coming over the clumpy dune with its balding patches of hummock grass and spiky spinifex. They were raising a cloud of dust, their necks stretched forward as they pounded in her direction. She didn’t move for a few seconds, so dramatic and unusual was the sight. It was like an image from the movie Lawrence of Arabia. Then she realised they were heading right for where she was standing. In near panic she ran to the fence and clambered to the top. There were about fifteen of them, all adults it seemed, with two big bulls leading the pack.

The first three ran abreast through the wide entrance, the ones following on their heels slamming against the railings. It was a stampede to the water. There was some scuffling, nipping and teeth baring as they milled around the pool. A young calf had hung back. Sami jumped down and

headed to the gate, skirting behind the calf to move it into the yard. It lifted its head and eyed Sami and as she began making shooing noises and waving her arms, a female in the mob detached herself and charged, intent on attacking Sami.

Sami’s first instinct was to run, but instead she flung herself at the railings and climbed up as the mother camel hurled herself at the fence. The steel pen shuddered and Sami was thrown off balance. She just managed to catch herself and stop from falling. The mother and calf skittered away before stopping and looking back at the water. Sami was overwhelmingly relieved to see the truck heading back, but on hearing the engine the mother and baby took off.

Farouz and Webster jumped down and looked at the mob in the yard. ‘Good work, Sami. Too bad we lost that mother and baby. We’ll have to get them to take to the mob at Dari,’ said Farouz.

‘Where’s Steve?’

‘Doing a bit of a recce, to see if there’re any more in the area,’ said Webster. ‘So let’s go get that mother and young ‘un. You drive, Sam, we’ll rope.’

‘Drive? Where to?’ She looked around at the rough landscape with no tracks and few landmarks, then back at the ancient truck.

‘We’ll bang on the roof of the cabin, left side, go left, the right, thataway. When we spot them you’ll have to get alongside so we can throw a rope over them.’ Webster got in the back followed by Farouz, who began winding a length of rope

into big loose loops over his arm. Webster did the same.

Sami slid behind the wheel and Webster leaned down and shouted through the window, ‘Put your foot down, we’re hanging on. Head towards those couple of bloodwoods near the dune.’

The truck bumped and lurched, flinging Sami around as there were no seatbelts. Eventually, on another signal from Farouz, she turned left and saw in the distance the mother camel and her baby.

‘Head for ‘em but ease up and get alongside so one of us can rope her,’ shouted Webster.

As soon as they got within twenty metres the mother ran, then stopped, her baby holding back then following. Sami gunned the engine and got closer. The camels broke into a steady run, their long legs covering the rocky ground.

‘Gun her, they’re going for the dunes. Get to them,’ screamed Webster.

‘I’m doing my bloody best,’ shouted Sami desperately. She saw she was getting close, the calf was tiring or unsure, and it had slowed.

‘Get alongside, get up close!’

‘I might hit them,’ Sami shouted back as the truck came up on their tails.

‘Be ready in case she darts in front,’ warned Webster. Farouz was saying something but she couldn’t hear. She edged up alongside the mother camel who looked at her with a startled expression. The baby dropped back and in that instant Farouz flung his rope and Webster screamed at her to slow and stop. Looking over her shoulder, Sami

saw Farouz was off the truck and wrapping the rope around the calf’s legs, forcing it to the ground. Webster banged on the roof. ‘Let’s go. Let’s go. After the mother, she won’t go far …’

The mother stopped then circled and was standing looking at her baby deciding what to do, when instinctively Sami sped across between them. As the camel broke into a run she hit the pedal, came up alongside and Webster neatly lassoed the animal.

Sami braked, Webster hit the tray but wasn’t hurt. He jumped down. ‘Give me a hand,’ he shouted as the angry mother bucked and kicked. ‘Grab the other end of that rope and run around her. Watch the back legs.’

The rope was tightened and the rearing, snorting camel was brought down. Webster directed Sami to help him get a head collar on it.

‘I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ she muttered in genuine dismay.

Webster straightened and tied the head lead of the camel to the back of the truck as Farouz led the baby towards them. Webster held out his hand and shook Sami’s. ‘Fair damsel. You did bloody all right.’ And Sami flushed with pleasure.

The feral camels were left penned at Webster’s, waiting for Bobby to arrive with the truck. The following day Farouz and Sami left for Dari outstation. They’d bypass the main community, which was thirty kilometres further south.

‘How long will we stay there?’ asked Sami as they cleared the homestead paddock.

‘A few days. It will be time enough. We’ll camp out tonight and get there in the morning.’

Sami was looking forward to the experience. The camel mustering had sharpened her sense of adventure and the semi-desert country they now faced was quite a contrast to the coastal and plateau areas of the Kimberley. They didn’t speak much as they drove, but around their small fire at night, Farouz seemed more relaxed than she’d ever seen. He was truly a loner, a desert man, she decided. It must be in his genes. He began to tell her stories of the old days. How his grandfather came to Australia to help open up the remote inland with camel trains carrying supplies to properties, mines and townships. His grandfather had married an Aboriginal woman and settled in the north. Farouz had been educated by his father, living isolated in the desert.

‘I went back to the old country, to Herat once … and because my father told me stories I felt I knew it well,’ Farouz reminisced.

‘What do you remember about it?’ ‘Pomegranates, how everyone opened their doors to us, the beautiful mosques, bazaars and coloured buildings, fountains, and carpets, carpets, carpets. It was just as I imagined it would be, just as my father had described it. Yet he’d only been there once.’

‘Seems like each generation makes the trip as a sort of pilgrimage,’ observed Sami.

Farouz poked at the fire with a long stick, sending a stream of sparks into the still night sky. ‘It’s heritage, isn’t it? The past is always with us.’

‘But you’re as Australian as I am,’ said Sami, and in the low light she missed the little smile that flashed across her friend’s crinkled face. She went on, ‘I love the stories you’ve told me, especially the one about the first king - Ahmad of the Precious-Pearl.’

‘All people have their stories that tell of where, they came from, how the land was conquered or won, the pilgrims, philosophers and wise men. The country of our birth claims us in one way, the land of our forebears in another. We should cherish both along with the place we call home. For me, the Australian desert is home.’

‘And family? What claim has family on you?’-asked Sami. I

‘I share my wife’s Bardi relatives, and her father’s Chinese relatives. She died some time, back. There are many stories I told my children about our beginnings,’ he said.

‘So you never ran out of stories to tell, eh?’

‘No TV. I told many stories by the fire,’ he said. ‘Until they got the videos. Now I tell my camels, my family live in many places.’ He looked at her and said casually, ‘You will have many stories to, tell your children.’

‘After this trip, I think I will,’ agreed Sami. And as she curled into her swag and glanced up at the stars that appeared so close, she thought about stories that were stored in people’s hearts and

minds. And she resolved to sit down with her mother and ask her to share some of her stories. Sami had never been curious about early events in her mother’s life, or what stories she’d been told. While delving into the visual world of art for her thesis, more and more Sami was realising it was the stories attached to pictures and people that linked one to another; that stories glued everyone together.



Chapter Fourteen

Bertrand shears had bought several copies of the magazine Savvy West, which featured the spread on Pauline’s Celestial Collection. One photo showed a smiling Bertrand holding a mother-of-pearl crescent moon necklace from which fell different lengths of fine platinum wire with diamonds at each end. Bertrand thought he looked rather good so he planned to send the magazine to family and friends. Pauline was getting great feedback via email on the pieces she’d sent to California. Bertrand felt in his bones she was going to be a major name in the jewellery design business and he would be part of the success story. He pulled up in near deserted Dampier Terrace long before most stores opened because he was taking a selection of jewellery over to the Cable Beach Club to show to an upmarket tour group that had flown in for two days.

As he got out of the car he noticed the showroom lights were still on. Pauline must have forgotten to turn them off after she finished working late in the office emailing sales agents and answering offers to exhibit. And the window display was still intact. Normally they locked it away at night. Also, while the red double doors were shut she hadn’t pulled the metal grille across them. She must have been tired, or had come in early, Bertrand thought.

He found the door key on his silver snake-charm keyring and went to the doors, only to find to his shock that the padlock wasn’t in place. He turned the chunky metal doorknob. The door swung open.

‘Princess Pauline, you’re in early,’ he called. Then he stopped and glanced around. ‘Pauline?’ he called hesitantly. Something didn’t feel right. Quickly he looked in the glass counters where pieces were still displayed, not locked away. The cash drawer was open and he ran to it but there were some small notes in it. He slammed it shut and rushed to the safe in the back where the lights were still on. As he got to the doorway he froze, his hand flying to his mouth. It looked like a snowstorm - papers, documents, designs were flung everywhere. On the floor in front of the scrambled desk lay Pauline, a small crumpled figure, blood staining her head and T-shirt. Bertrand started to retch, and with his hand over his mouth he inched forward. ‘Pauline, oh darling heart, what happened?’

He reached down and touched her face. It felt cool, but not cold. God, what did a dead person feel like? He lifted her wrist and finally felt the’ small flutter of a pulse. Galvanised, he rushed to the phone and called the emergency number, gasping a desperate plea for immediate assistance. { Then he hung up and looked at the safe. It was open. ‘Oh Jesus, someone’s broken in …’ He saw the back door was open. He rushed back to Pauline, unsure of what to do, wringing his hands. He-crouched down and stroked her brow, murmuring, ‘It’s going to be all right, Princess. What bastards-did this to you? Oh, your poor pretty face.’ ) He heard the siren and straightened up as the; ambulance men hurried inside. ‘Thank God you’re-here, through here, on the office floor.’

He stood back as the two ambulance officers put an oxygen mask on Pauline, checked her blood pressure and inserted a drip in her arm. ‘She must have been here all night, body temperature is low.’ They fitted on a neck brace then wrapped her in a space blanket.

‘Looks like she came to, tried to move,’ commented the senior ambulance officer.

Two police officers arrived and looked swiftly’ around. One quizzed the ambulance men as they lifted Pauline onto a stretcher while the other scanned the office. ‘When did you arrive?’ he’ asked Bertrand.

‘A few minutes ago. The back door was open,’ I just saw her there and rang emergency,’ he said in a quivery voice.

‘Didn’t touch anything, did you, sir? Make any other checks? What’s missing?’

‘Oh my goodness, I didn’t check. I was so upset at Pauline …’ He glanced around. ‘When I arrived I did think it was odd that she hadn’t put anything away as we do when we lock up. She was working late, you see.’

The policeman pointed at the open safe. ‘What

was in it?’

‘There were some loose pearls and diamonds, the good stuff had been sent to Palm Desert. Normally we keep the pieces on display in there at night. How did they open it?’ He peered forward, expecting to see jemmy marks at least. ‘We only lock it at night when we leave.’

‘We’ll have to check for fingerprints and so

on.’

‘Anything. Anything I can do to help.’ Bertrand watched the ambulance pull away and a few curious onlookers peered through the doorway. ‘I just can’t understand what happened. If it was a robbery, why didn’t they take everything?’

‘That’s exactly what we’re wondering.’ The policeman flipped open his notebook. ‘Okay, let’s go back to when you left yesterday. First though, who should we notify? Has she got any family here in town?’

‘No, Perth. I have her father’s number. Maybe we should call Lily Barton too, she’s very close to Pauline and she’s here in Broome, I think.’

 

The word spread quickly. The reporter from ABC Radio interviewed a distressed Bertrand after he’d finished talking with the police.

He was upset when he couldn’t reach Lily who was on her way to the farm, so he rang Star Two and spoke to Tim, asking him to break the news that Pauline would be in hospital for a few days with severe concussion, but she would be okay.

Tim was shocked at the news. He waited up at the top end of the farm until he heard Lily’s car and went out to meet her. She was taking her bags out of the boot, and he touched her arm. ‘G’day. Leave that, I’ll do it. Tea’s made.’

‘Oh, thanks. How’re things? You sound a bit down.’ She picked up her shoulder bag and walked with him towards her small cabin.

‘Yeah, I’ve got a bit of bad news. Well, things are going to be okay, but you should know.’

‘What’s wrong?’ She didn’t like the tone of his voice. A sudden fear grabbed her, she’d been out of phone contact all morning. ‘Sami? Nothing’s wrong with Sami?’

‘No, no. Come in and sit down. No, it’s not Sami. It’s Pauline. She’s in hospital - she’ll be fine, a bit of shock though.’

Lily dropped her bag on a chair. ‘Dear God, what happened? You’re sure she’s okay?’

‘She’s badly concussed, but she’ll be out in a few days.’ Tim handed her a mug of tea and told her everything that had happened.

Lily slumped into the chair. ‘I should go down to her.’

‘There’s not a lot you can do until she’s feeling better. Talk to her on the phone tomorrow. Rosie is going in to see her. Bertrand has the shop under control. He rang her father.’

‘Just when things were going so well for her. What do the police say? Are there any clues as to who did it? I know why they didn’t take her stuff,’ she added. ‘It’s too distinctive. That would make it hard to sell, all original pieces.’

They tossed around various scenarios, then Lily got to her feet. Td better see Dave. This news has dampened our partnership celebration.’

‘Let’s get together at your place before dinner. Talk about a few things.’

‘Sure.’ She glanced around the bungalow, which had a living area with an old table under louvred windows that faced the creek, a kitchenette, a bedroom and a small bathroom. Already the table had become her desk. The two cane lounges and easychairs around the coffee table had become an informal meeting area. Dave and Tim had smaller cabins and only Lily’s cabin had a verandah off the sliding door at the side. It reminded her of a casual beachside holiday house. She liked being able to make a light meal and cups of tea without going to the canteen. Dave had made a lot of improvements and fixed things up since her first visit.

She went down to one of the sheds where several of the divers were looking at a panel of seeded oysters with Vivian, the new seeding technician. In her thirties and highly experienced, she

had learned her skill in Japan and worked at several Broome farms before working with Tim in Indonesia.

Dave reacted in surprise when he saw Lily. The conversation among them came to a halt and she had the impression she’d walked in on the middle of something. ‘Hey, partner,’ Dave said at last. ‘I didn’t know you were here already.’ He extended his arm towards Lily. ‘Meet the new boss. Or one of ‘em, I should say. Now you poor buggers have three of us.’

‘Hello everyone. How are things going?’

There was a bit of an awkward pause. ‘We’re doing good, real good, thanks,’ said one of the men.

So far Lily had spent most of her time focused on the account books, but she knew it was essential to establish a rapport with the workers. She asked about their routine and details of the seeding activity now under way. Eventually the salty sea smell of the shed and the inner stress she fought to conceal got the better of her. She felt a little weak at the knees and was pleased when Dave took her arm.

‘C’mon, let these characters earn their keep.’ He steered her outside into bright sunlight and a light breeze. ‘Good you did all that legal stuff down south. Thanks a lot. Want a cool drink?’

‘I just had tea. I figured we’d have a quiet celebration tonight. Tim suggested we meet around five at my cabin.’

‘Is everything all right?’ asked Dave, sensing tension in her voice.

‘I’ve had a bit of bad news. Pauline, you know the jeweller in Broome, has been attacked. Very nasty.’ Now it was Lily’s turn to pass on the news and all the details. ‘That’s what they know so far. When she’s conscious we’ll no doubt find out more. I’ll give the hospital a call now.’

The ward nurse told her Pauline was sleeping comfortably. She’d pass on Lily’s message. Next Lily tried Sami’s phone but couldn’t get through, so then she rang Rosie at the gallery.

‘Yes, yes, we know,’ exclaimed Rosie. ‘It’s dreadful. I’ve been to see her and she’ll be fine, although I’m sure it’s traumatised her. The doc thinks she should go down to Perth, get away from here for a bit.’

‘That’s probably a good idea. What are her injuries?’

‘A large whack on the head. It’s all a bit of a mystery, though. She says she was working at her desk and was grabbed from behind. Then she must have been hit on the head. The guy had a mask and gloves on and a knife. He didn’t speak at all. Your friends Ross and Palmer are here chewing it over.’

‘Can I speak to Ross please, Rosie? And any news of Sami?’

‘Yes, she couldn’t get through to you. She rang to see how Rakka is. That was before we knew about Pauline. Sami is fine, she was at a station on the edge of the Sandy Desert, staying with some friends of Farouz. Everything was fine. She sounded quite excited about it all, actually.’

‘Thank God for that.’

‘Take care, Lily. I’ll put Ross on now,’ Rosie

said.

‘Hey, Lily, I’m back - for good. I was going to

give you a bell.’

That’s wonderful news, Ross. I’m sure you won’t regret it. Now what do you make of this awful business? Professionally, that is.’

‘It’s not my place to butt into the local coppers’ investigation, but I’ve been talking it over with Palmer and he has a few thoughts.’

‘So what does Professor Clever think about it?’

‘I’ll put him on in a tick. Lily, I’m coming up your way, going to chat with Sister Angelica. Palmer has some idea for me. Mind if I drop in

and see you?’

‘I’d love that!’ said Lily. ‘There’s great fishing

up here.’

‘Terrific. Let me know if you want me to bring

anything. Now here’s Palmer.’

She didn’t especially want to trade banter with Palmer, but if he had any clues about Pauline’s attacker, she’d better listen. But she was surprised by his gentle and concerned tone. ‘It’s a terrible business, but I hope you’ve taken a deep breath.’

‘Well yes, but it’s very upsetting. I don’t understand. Why pick on Pauline’s shop when there are others in the same street that also have a lot of valuable stock? I suppose because she was in there, working late.’

‘I don’t think so, Lily.’

‘Oh. Why do you say that?’

‘Nothing was taken - that we know of. Someone was looking for something specific, according to Ross, and I agree. It seemed to us there were parallels with the breakin at Bobby Ching’s.’

‘In what way?’

‘There too nothing was taken. Someone in Broome is looking for something.’

‘Like what?’ Lily was puzzled. It didn’t make any sense.

‘Do you remember Bobby finding his passenger’s stuff was pilfered at the races at Bradley? But he found that sun emblem, brought it back to Broome and then his father’s home and office were ransacked.’

‘Looking for the sun thing?’ asked Lily.

‘Which Bobby had left with Pauline.’

‘Oh my God. How would anyone know that?’

‘She designed a few samples around the sun design. There’s a photo spread in the city paper and there’s been some mention in the local rag. It’s a big red flag.’

‘But what’s so special about that thing?’

‘I’m looking into it. As I told you in Perth, I’m doing a little digging. I’m driving up north. May I pop in and see the farm?’

Lily couldn’t resist a small laugh. ‘You make it sound like coming for tea and cucumber sandwiches. It’s very casual up here. There are spare beds in the crew’s quarters. Don’t expect any special treatment. We’re getting a bit busy.’

‘Understood. The three of us might travel together.’

‘Three of you?’

‘Ross, me and the bagpipes.’

‘Oh gawd.’ She laughed.

Lily’s next call was to Dale.

‘Bloody dreadful. Have you got a lock on your door up there?’

‘I don’t need it here.’

‘It’s pretty remote. Anyone could walk out of the scrub onto the farm.’

‘There’s nothing to rob up here. Well, not at the moment. We’re still a way off harvesting. And there are a lot of people up here. Is there any news about who might have done this to Pauline?’ Lily didn’t mention Palmer’s theory.

‘Well, everyone has their two cents worth to say. You know what this town is like - a lot of talk around the bar at the Mangrove at lunch time.’

‘Saying what?’

‘Ah, Abo kids, someone on drugs, though the fact they didn’t take the cash is odd. Someone paid to do a job for someone for whatever reason. The usual rumours. When are you coming back? Do you miss me? Maybe I’ll come up this weekend.’

‘Dale, I just got here, but I might come back to Broome and see Pauline.’

‘Why, in God’s name? She’s not your daughter, though you act like it.’

‘She doesn’t have a mother and we’ve been pals. Even before I met you. I hope to talk to her late today or tomorrow.’

‘Well, you let me know what you’re doing. And I’ll arrange my life accordingly.’ He sounded

disgruntled as he was now having to fit into Lily’s schedule. The thought rather pleased her.

‘I’ll keep you posted. And if you hear anything anything at all, please ring me, okay?’

‘You’ve got enough to do without playing detective. Let it go, Lily, it was a oncer. A wake-up call for everyone. See ya, babe.’

‘Bye, Dale.’

Lily felt they should make a short formal announcement to all the staff about the changed corporate structure, at the same time giving assurances about future job opportunities. It was a chance to set the right tone for enhancing staff commitment. An end-of-shift gathering, perhaps with some drinks, would be ideal, and she sought out her partners for approval of the get together. She found them sitting under a coconut tree. Tim beckoned her over.

‘We need a meeting,’ he said and pulled up a plastic crate as an extra seat.

‘You both look worried.’

‘We are. Dave …’

‘There’s a problem in one section of the shells. The boys picked it up a few weeks back, we were hoping things’d come good.’ He shook his head.

‘What sort of problem?’ asked Lily steadily.

‘Oysters in section three aren’t happy.’

‘Aren’t happy?’

‘Not growing,’ explained Tim.

‘Why not?’

Dave took a deep breath and gave his chin a good rub as if preparing it for a major workout with words. ‘It’s like this. We’re in the business of animal husbandry but it takes an experienced farmer to know if the oysters are happy. Tim took a dive and checked them out this morning, and their valves aren’t open properly so they’re not getting the nutrients they need. It’s only one section but something has to be done quickly. They’re sensitive little creatures. If they starve they don’t grow and if they are growing pearls the lustre could suffer.’ He paused, as if waiting for a signal from Lily that she was getting the full picture, and was given a little nod, so he went on.

‘The current seems to have changed. I reckon that last big blow has altered the topography of the bottom where we’ve put those long lines. A quick temporary fix is to move the long lines further into the bay. I’ve been looking at this whole situation here and if we plan to expand we need approval to operate another lease - to collect wild shell as well as grow the oysters.’

‘But what about the existing shell? It’s getting close to harvest, isn’t it?’ Lily asked.

‘Yes. Hopefully the bulk of it will be okay. But we need to start looking ahead,’ Tim replied.

‘So what are we looking at exactly, or looking for, Dave?’ said Lily with some firmness, trying hard to deal calmly with her first major management crisis.

‘There are a few places we could consider. We need access to shelter, a decent depth and wild

shell.’ He rubbed his chin again. ‘We could look out around the Lacepedes, or up in King Sound -‘ ‘Lacepedes?’ exclaimed Tim. ‘Odd, that place has been mentioned twice all of a sudden. Would you believe that funny little bloke who was around the place a few days ago mentioned the Lacepedes?’

‘He talks bullshit, excuse me, Lily. What would he know?’ declared Dave.

‘There was something odd about him… really, he had no reason to mention the place.’ ‘Odd is the right word,’ said Dave. ‘Will someone please put me in the picture?’ asked Lily, looking from one to the other.

Tim obliged while Dave concentrated on rolling a cigarette. ‘An Aboriginal fellow, strange looking, just turned up expecting hospitality. Yet, he wasn’t so much asking for a handout as wanting to pass on a message, giving us important information. At least that’s what it felt like to me.’ ‘Is he still hanging around? I thought we sent him packing,’ said Dave bluntly.

‘I just had this feeling we should be nice to him. Or else,’ said Tim to Lily. ‘I know it sounds silly.’

‘Was he threatening?’

‘Not at all. But Dave mentioned he had a bit of bad luck after he last saw this bloke. I suppose that stuck in my head. I didn’t want to take any chances.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘C’mon, Dave. It can’t do any harm to give a

bloke a feed. Anyway, he mentioned the Lacepedes. Said it was good water, a good place.’

‘That is a coincidence,’ said Lily, a little puzzled by the strange direction the discussion had taken. ‘An omen maybe.’

‘Ah, don’t you two start going Aboriginal on me,’ exclaimed Dave with some derision, then changed his tone. ‘But we should check it out. It’s a long way to go. It would be all right to fish for shell and maybe farm it later.’

‘So we get the boys to move those lines. I might take another dive tomorrow and look at the bottom, see what’s going on. Then when we can get away, we’ll take a trip up the Sound. A recce.’

‘There are a few things to do round here first,’ said Lily. ‘I have a list a mile long. A couple of the staff who’ve only been here a few months, told me today that they want out in two weeks to head back south. The engineer needs parts for one of the boats, and the gas oven is playing up. And I think we’d better get cracking on some new roofing on most of the buildings well before the Wet.’ ‘Well, bless me,’ exclaimed Dave with a big grin. ‘You are going to be hands on! This could take over your life.’

‘Perhaps it will,’ agreed Lily. ‘But I see no point in being part of the farm if I’m not helping things run well. I know there’s more to this than sitting back and counting pearls once a year. And that reminds me, I think we need a staff meeting about five this afternoon to brief them on the new set-up, who is who and who is doing what.’

‘Yeah, good idea. Dining room or down by the barbie?’ said Tim.

‘The dining room is okay. But eventually we ought to consider putting together a recreation room of some kind. A place with a video, somewhere to read, write, relax. An alternative to hanging around outdoors with the mossies and knocking back beers.’

‘Like a club? I say, a bit radical.’ But Dave spoke cheerfully and seemed to like the idea.

‘There’s a big storage shed that’s not being used. I figured we could add a verandah and an outside bar maybe. Drinks and hours to be limited, of course. Anyway, let’s get everyone together before dinner.’ Lily glanced at her watch. ‘I think I’ll try phoning Pauline. See you later.’

The two men watched her head back to the office. ‘Think she’ll last the distance?’ wondered Dave.

‘I reckon she’ll stick around as long as we do,’ answered Tim. ‘You’d better get used to seeing a lot of her. By the way, with that robbery in Broome, have you had any security problems up here in recent times?’

Dave thought for a moment. ‘Nope. Not since the attempt a few years back. Inside job that went wrong.’

‘Disgruntled employees?’

‘Greedy ex-staff. That’s one of the problems of dealing with transients all the time.’

‘Part of the charm of Broome, eh? Work on a pearl farm for a few weeks.’

They come for the bucks, not the romance,’ said Dave.

‘Not the romance of pearling perhaps but plenty of other quick romances.’

‘When they’re not too tired. There’re long hard days up here. They usually let their hair down in Broome.’

‘But Lily’s right, we need to let everyone know that things are going to change a bit, some new people, new routines and new visions. At least we have a core of good people here, everything depends on teamwork.’

‘You can say that again.’

It was a theme Lily took up as she stood in front of the assembled staff of a dozen plus Don and Serena. She was nervous, but Tim smiled encouragingly from the back of the room. She tried to speak from the heart and convey her passion and commitment to pearling. Although she was a novice in the industry she wanted to make Star Two even more successful and an exciting, friendly place to work.

‘After all, it’s teamwork that is the key to everything here. We work and live together in an isolated place twenty-four hours a day. We have to depend on each other, just as we have to nurture and watch over our oysters. I believe in responsibility, not titles, so please feel free to talk to me about anything, at any time. First up, I’d like to say thank you to David George, who had a dream

to carry on the tradition started at this farm by my greatgrandfather. Thank you to the staff here who’ve been so understanding, helpful and welcoming. I’m looking forward to getting to know you all, and learning a lot more about your jobs. Thank you.’

There was a burst of polite applause then Tim stepped up. He echoed Lily’s sentiments and talked about introducing slight changes to the way they’d been working to make schedules and the spread of workloads more efficient. ‘We’re going to be a very hands-on management team. In broad terms, Lily is going to fill the role of chief executive, Dave will be manager of production, and I’ll be development manager. Don will be the head of day-to-day operations. And where would we be without Serena? We want a lot to happen fairly quickly, and we really look forward to you all working with us to achieve our targets. Now, as you’ve heard, we’ve got some Japanese investment backing us, and before long the money men will be dropping in, so we’d like your help to get the whole place a little more shipshape, a bit smarter looking.’ He paused and looked over to Dave. ‘You going to make a speech, partner?’

Dave demurred. ‘Nah, they’ve heard enough from me. Waste of good drinking time.’ That earned a big burst of applause and everyone relaxed.

Lily moved among the group as much as possible, asking the staff about their past work experience and how they viewed the future. She

was surprised at how many of their young workers, some of them graduates, looked on it as a means to finance more travel. It was simply a pleasant temporary lifestyle that helped the bank balance. It made her student days and early career years seem very boring.

Farouz wiped his face with the scarf looped around his neck. He was enjoying the journey, and the further away from Broome they travelled, deeper into desert country, the more effusive he became. His dark eyes sparkled, a dry humour occasionally flashed and he became quite poetic as he talked of his children and extended family, his Aboriginal family as well as his treasured Afghan heritage.

‘I come from a family who were nomads, who travelled the desert, whose home was around a fire. My wife’s family were also desert people originally. Yet we have raised children who call a city home. But in their hearts they know their family stories. And they tell their children, and when they come to see their grandfather they know they have a link with ancestors, so we are all part of a chain.’ He glanced at Sami. ‘Sometimes it is quite a search, quite a journey, to find the link that joins us. But it is important, yes?’

She nodded in agreement, but words were too hard to find. His remarks had needled a sensitive subject. She’d always been self-assured and definite in her views. Since coming west and crossing the

state borders, she knew she had also crossed some emotional border and was in unchartered territory. She thought it was safer to change the subject. ‘Are we getting near the outstation?’

‘We’ll be there within half an hour. There’ll be a track on your side.’

‘A track! Isn’t this road a track?’ Sami had to concentrate while driving through the sandy ruts barely marked in the barren desert landscape. ‘Why are they so far off the beaten path?’

‘The main community has the usual problems. The women pushed for this place, a safe and dry

community.’

Then over yet another sandy ridge they saw a

fence, and beyond it what almost passed as an

oasis in Sami’s eyes. A scatter of trees - casuarina,

mulga, bloodwood, acacia - stretched along what

looked like the remains of a creek. The Wet had

been a good one and this little part of the desert

was still showing its effects. Finally, they saw

several small buildings of corrugated iron, a pile of

rocks heaped into a small cairn and flying from a

rope strung over a branch was a handpainted flag.

It fluttered briefly, but it was long enough for Sami

to gasp in some surprise at seeing a gold sun

painted on a blue background. She looked questioningly

at Farouz, but he replied with nothing

more than a smile.

Then he pointed to another area. ‘See, another

piece of art.’

This time there was an Aboriginal flag, handpainted, the yellow circle of the sun set against the

red band, earth, and the black band, the people. It flew from a makeshift flagpole where children were playing in the dust and, set back in the trees were more corrugated-iron houses, all alike with concrete verandahs on the ground screened in by floor-to-ceiling metal louvres. They seemed to have few rooms but lots of moulded plastic chairs stood outside. There was one larger building, a shed with verandahs, that was clearly a community centre of some kind. On the roof of one house was an apparently discarded rusting pink bicycle with a dolly’s basket on the handlebars. A small child was playing nearby in an up-ended plastic chair.

Sami pulled up at the house and two women sitting outside gave Farouz a lazy wave. He got out and a few more people shuffled around the corner of the house, and a gaggle of curious shouting kids came bounding from up the creek.

‘Where’s everyone?’ asked Farouz casually. Formal greetings seemed superfluous.

‘They be round. Who this?’ The women looked at Sami curiously and with some suspicion.

‘Hello. I’m Sami. I’m a friend of Farouz,’ she said with a big smile.

‘She’s all right,’ Farouz reassured them.

Sami followed him into the house. There were several women and an old man seated in the main room, which had a long table covered with sacks of salt and sugar, bottles of tomato sauce, Worcestershire sauce and a jar of instant coffee and tea bags. A Dingo brand flour drum used as a

saucepan was boiling on the stove, giving off a stewy odour. Farouz dropped a hessian bag on the table. ‘Few tins of tucker. Anyone painting?’

‘Yeah, that mob down at the trees. Got any cigarettes?’ The old man who answered watched Farouz expectantly as he pulled a carton of cigarettes from the top of the tucker bag.

‘Good on yer, Farouz’

‘You want tea or something?’ Farouz asked

Sami.

‘Well, a mug of tea would be good. That was a

hard drive.’

One of the women handed Sami a mug. ‘Help yourself. She an art dealer, agent?’ She spoke over Sami’s head.

‘Nah. A friend. Knows about art. Came t’help,’ said Farouz, lapsing easily into a different style of speaking.

Sami looked around for hot water feeling that she was invisible. The woman waved at the large aluminium kettle simmering on the gas stove and passed her a packet of sweet biscuits.

‘After tea we’ll go see ‘em, orright?’ said Farouz.

They walked past the row of houses across a clearing to where a shelter was set up - a hessian roof stretched on top of saplings. Some women were seated on the ground working on a canvas, some were bent over a trestle table. Dogs and children played outside. A few women sat at the back

working together, but before Sami could see clearly what they were doing, a large woman came forward to meet them. ‘So, you bring a friend, eh Farouz? We bin waiting.’ She was glistening with sweat, her pudgy body fat rolled over the hitched-up sarong, her hands stained with different colours. She smiled at Sami. ‘I’m Gussie. You look pretty green. You gonna help us. Eh?’

Sami wasn’t sure what that meant, but concealed her confusion. ‘I’m fascinated with your paintings and want to learn about them. And especially the weaving. It’s so different. Can I see what you’re doing?’

‘You come to help, right?’

‘With the art? If I can.’ Sami raised an eyebrow towards Farouz, but got no reply. They walked into the shelter.

‘You come to help Leila. So how you gonna do that?’

Sami looked blankly at the woman who was now pointing to a far group sitting in a circle on the floor, weaving. As if on cue, a woman with her back to Sami, rose and turned and gave a hesitant, shy smile.

Sami was stunned. The woman was white, she had wide dark eyes and dark wavy hair covered by a scarf that was knotted over her head and tied at the back. A shapeless ankle-length skirt and long overblouse hung over her thin body. Around her waist was a cloth belt woven with an intricate pattern. Her face was drawn and gave Sami an instant impression of infinite sadness. Sami returned the

woman’s smile and held out her hand. ‘I’m Samantha Barton, Sami.’

‘My name is Leila. Leila Kassadi.’ She had an accent Sami couldn’t place. She was quietly spoken but sounded educated.

‘Are you a teacher? I’m afraid Farouz hasn’t told me much about you.’ She didn’t add that in fact he’d told her nothing.

Leila guided Sami out of the shelter. ‘Come, I will explain.’

Sami stole a glance at Farouz, who mutely waved a hand, signalling her to follow Leila. The other women took little or no notice, going about their work and chatting, laughing, occasionally raising a voice to shout at a child or one of the dogs.

‘Farouz is a friend. He was asked not to talk about me. No one knows I’m here.’ She added quickly, ‘I am contented here. There is nowhere else for me.’

Sami looked at Leila, trying to make sense of the puzzling meeting. She was possibly in her late thirties or early forties, but there seemed a tiredness, a kind of defeated air about her that made her seem much older. ‘Where are you from? Why are you here?’

‘You are right. I was a teacher. I taught English to students in my home town. But that was years ago. There is a blanket under that tree, we will sit there.’ The tough old bloodwood sprinkled some shade over the dusty blanket. Swishing flies away the two women settled themselves.

‘So where is home?’ asked Sami, now realising she’d been brought here to listen to Leila’s tale and, apparently, to help her.

‘It is a long story. I am from Afghanistan. A

village close to Herat.’

‘How the heck did you end up here? Here, of

all places?’

Leila gave a slight smile at the surprise in Sami’s voice. ‘It is a story that goes back many years. It is my story, but there are many others who could tell one just like it.’



Chapter Fifteen

WE LIVED IN A CLUSTER OF VILLAGES - AN OASIS near Shindand, south of Herat. It was peaceful, quite traditional. I taught at a school in Herat and my husband worked as a doctor. Our daughters were born two years apart. Our ancestors had been nomads before settling along the river several generations ago. My family were weavers; they made carpets in the Baluchi tradition. Our family symbol was a crescent moon and a full sun. On the narrow flat band at the end of our carpets, which have sumac or brocaded detail on them, you will find the symbols of our family genealogy. My two sisters were younger than me, very pretty. Then we moved to Kabul. Life was good.

The Soviets invaded in 1979 and then the war came. It was bad during the Russians’ time. My brother joined the Mujaheddin and was killed.

I

My father also went to fight in the hills against the Soviet invasion.

When the Russians withdrew and the Taliban took over Herat in 1995, we thought things would be much better. But they got worse. My husband, Azad, was very worried. It was hard to treat the sick, there were few medicines and then the women working as nurses, like all of us women, had to stay indoors. We had to wear the chaderi to cover all our face and bodies. The school was closed. My husband sent me with our baby daughters home to be with my parents and sisters. We heard such terrible stories. Women lashed and punished for wearing incorrect shoes, for not lowering their voices in public, fingers cut off for wearing nail polish. Then we heard of women being stoned to death, of the executions in the football stadium in Kabul - terrible slaughter. My husband sent word that food was in short supply in the city and we must be very careful. He told my cousin who came to see us that they were helping people to escape. Some of our friends learned that their lives were in danger because they had spoken out or defied the Taliban orders, which were getting harsher and more crazy by the day. They were misreading and putting their own distorted interpretation on the wise words of the Koran.

We kept thinking things would change but it went on and on. For four years we suffered. I hardly saw my husband and when he did come home he was sick and exhausted. For my own

safety he didn’t tell me anything, but I knew that he was working with resistance people to try to get word out and seek help from the rest of the world. But it seemed no one was listening.

We were so bored inside the house. So my elderly uncle taught my sisters and me to weave, and with my mother we made a chuval for me. It is a carpet backed with canvas, open, like a suitcase that can be rolled up, hung or used as a mat. Brides make a dowry chuval to take with them to their new home. We decided to weave into the pattern the legend of Leila and Majnun. I am named for Leila. It is like a Persian story, similar to your Romeo and Juliet. Before my brother was killed he brought us the best wool from the best sheep. Carded and spun it looks finer and shinier than silk, and as it falls over the hand it appears wet and evocative. The carpet bag is so delicate and rich looking yet belies its true nature - it is practical and almost indestructible. To me it represents the ability to sustain love.

Then a man came to our house late at night, an American. He was a carpet dealer but was also buying family possessions like jewellery, festival clothes - heirloom dresses ornately embroidered and sewn with gold and silver coins - as well as antiques. People were selling everything so they could get enough money to escape into Pakistan and India. They hoped they would be able to wait there in safety until things changed, and then go back to their homes. The fighting got worse and the Taliban

fanatics would go through towns and villages -wild young men who had been brought up in all-male religious schools. They had never known the kindness or nurturing of women. They hated us. Our life was like being in jail. Our country was being destroyed. Our hearts were broken, but our spirits were strong. We told each other stories, and secretly and softly, we sang songs; we reminded each other of happier times, reliving special family events. One afternoon we would recall everything we could remember of a wedding or a particular feast. At night we would retell the classical stories from Persian literature

or the Koran.

One awful night some heavily armed Taliban fighters came to the village. They dragged the men into the streets and demanded money and valuables. Seeking information they beat our men, but no one had any answers to their insane questions. Then they tied the men up and made them watch as they raped and beat their daughters, wives and sisters. It was cruel and heartless. Some women were killed. My uncle was shot. My father was beaten and later died. Some pretty, younger women were taken away. We do not know what happened to them. My sisters were among them.

I survived because my uncle had the good sense to send my daughters and me out to hide by the river as soon as he realised the Taliban were in town. It was a desperate move, but it worked and I pray for him every day.

With my mother’s blessing, I took my daughters to a carpet dealer’s home in the Herat bazaar and made contact with my husband. It was wonderful to be together again. Even in one room, squashed above a small shop. Azad warned me that the situation was dangerous and would be for a long time, so we made plans to escape, to go to Pakistan. He had friends over the border not far from Peshawar.

But one night a friend from the hospital came and told us Azad had been arrested. We could not find him, no one would tell me anything. Finally I was told that he had been killed. I did not believe it. I did not want to believe it. I heard that he had been helping people escape, treating the wounded and sending messages outside about what was happening in our country. Eventually I knew that Azad would never return.

Later I was sent word that he had indeed been murdered and that his last message had been for me to escape with the girls. And so I sold practically everything I had and went on the Grand Trunk Road through the Khyber Pass to Pakistan. We found shelter with Afghan friends who knew my husband, then slowly made arrangements with a network of contacts to join the refugee stream heading abroad. It was impossible to get proper papers or a passport, and, you see, by then I learned that my poor mother had died, and our house had burned. All I had were my girls.

It was a terrible time; another nightmare

journey. I had never been out of my country before this, and it was strange indeed to come to the hot tropical island of Roti in Indonesia. There were many of us, all pawns in a large international money game. We stayed there for many months until one of the smugglers agreed to take us to Australia. It was very close, Australians knew of the terrible things happening in our country and would help us. I gave the man all the money I had and packed our clothes and a few precious personal things into my carpet bag.

We were told it was a comfortable boat but it turned out to be a smelly, old fishing boat. We were crammed into it, just able to sit crushed together. We felt like animals. There was little food, usually nothing more than a cup of rice. The seas were bad and my daughters Madhu and Roshani were seasick and cried.

Then one night, when we were told we were close to Australia and we were quite excited, forgetting for a moment the terrible rolling of the boat in what must have been the worst storm of the trip, the engine stopped. There was a lot of shouting among the crew, then among all of us because suddenly there was water in the boat. It was sinking fast. We had no life jackets, no lifeboat. One poor woman went into labour.

The next thing there was a grinding crunch as the boat hit a reef and pandemonium broke out. There was a mad scramble to get out, but somehow I managed to keep the two little girls beside me until we were all in the water. One

woman was screaming, her baby was coming and two men were trying to help her. The waves were fierce and my three-year-old daughter Madhu was ripped from my grasp. I still feel her little hand in mine, trying to hold on tightly. My five-year-old daughter Roshani was hanging onto me - until a piece of wood from the boat hit us.

I woke up at first light. I was lying on sharp coral not far from the beach, parts of the boat were scattered around. I dragged myself up, calling for my girls. I found the bodies of a man and a woman. In the morning sun, I saw a small open boat coming through the debris. There were two black men in the boat with two men from our boat. They pulled me on board and circled the area slowly, looking for my girls. All I found was my carpet bag caught in some floating wood. We were the only survivors.

The men took us to their home along the coast. There was a mission some place but they told us if white people found us we would be put in prison. We stayed with them for a few weeks. It is hard to explain how I felt, but life seemed utterly pointless. My heart was broken. I was now alone in a strange world. The people were kind but nothing could heal me. The two men who had also been rescued asked the Aborigines to take them to a town so they could move on to one of the cities. They were educated and spoke English. I do not know what happened to them. I was badly cut and had infections. The black women treated me with their herbs and a clay

paste, and my wounds slowly healed. Then they told me friends were coming. Friends from the desert. It might be safer for me to go and stay with them. I knew, and they knew, I needed to be

with my grief.

So we came to this desert community, this outstation. I have not been to the main community, but I have heard so many stories about the problems there - drugs, alcohol, petrol sniffing, violence. The people here explained how they got aid from some agency to help them set up this place free of alcohol, and with strong leadership. At first I didn’t understand why the black people of Australia had to live away from white people to practise their culture, to heal

themselves.

Each day was the same as the one before. I still said my prayers, I still spoke to myself in my own language. I didn’t want to lose my culture, so I began to tell the women and children our stories. I told them stories of the guls - the flowers - on my carpet bag. Roses are for happiness; the sun is joy, the moon peace. Weaving for us is like writing a story. Each knot is a memory, a feeling, a heartbeat - beyond price. The main stories are in the centre field, the borders tell of family, relationships and history. Each time I touch my weaving in the bag I hear my sisters’ and mother’s laughter, feel the touch of my father’s and uncle’s hands on my head, and think of my brother.

I drew pictures in the sand. And they did the

same. Then we began to create them together. One day art supplies came, but some of the old women decided to make their paints in the old way - showing me how they mixed the colours from plants and sands, and crushed rocks and little insects to make paints and dyes.

After that I started to teach them to weave, card weaving - like these tassles and my belt -and then we made some mats. We used goat and camel wool, anything we could get. Someone came from the coast and brought shells and lengths of pandanus, which we dried and dyed.

When I met Farouz it was sad for me. His family came from near where I lived, we share the family symbol of the sun. Yet he knows only a few words and has no memories like I have. He was born here, but we share something in common - our stories. His father told him the old tales. He promised he would bring someone to see me. To help me.

But there is no one who can help me. My girls, my family, my home. All are gone.

An insect hummed in the silence. Sami reached out and took Leila’s hands and their eyes met. Leila was dry-eyed, she could cry no more. But tears rolled down Sami’s face. It was the first time in her life that she had been so close to a personal story of such incredible agony. And she knew it was one of many. Something cracked in her. Some shell that had been protecting a soft part of her innermost self was

crushed, exposing her feelings to a fresh reality. Nothing in Sami’s own life now seemed so hurtful, nor did she feel so vulnerable after hearing this story. She moved from needing someone to understand and soothe her own small hurts to wanting to give all she could to lessen the anguish in Leila’s face.

‘How can I help? What do you want?’ She felt overwhelmed. This was bigger than anything she could have imagined.

The incongruity of them sitting there, in the Australian desert, didn’t seem remarkable. Some people make epic journeys in their lives, by choice, circumstance or tragedy. Sami tried to imagine herself in Leila’s place, but she couldn’t. Would I not do the same? thought Sami. We are a nation of boat people. In her own family, her half-American father, her great-great-grandfather the Irish Tyndall, her Macassan relative Niah whose forebears had floated from Sulawesi on the monsoonal tides, her English family through Conrad and Hamish Hennessy. All had come here seeking a new life. And looking at the sad, sweet faced woman before her, knowing her story, how could she say, ‘You are not welcome here.’

Farouz walked over to them and spoke softly. ‘You have talked?’

‘I want to help her, Farouz.’ Sami turned to Leila. ‘Do you want to stay here? Or go to a town? A city? Perhaps you could teach again.’

Leila lifted her shoulders. ‘I have no heart to work in a city. I would be afraid. I feel safe here, life is simple.’

‘How can she go anywhere? She is illegal. She is not wanted in this country,’ Farouz reminded Sami.

‘But if people knew her, knew her story,’ said Sami vehemently, ‘it would be different. I can ask Harlan to help. He is a lawyer.’

‘It would be helpful. Give her some security,’ Farouz agreed.

‘Security? What does that mean? It’s a word that has little meaning for me now,’ said Leila as she got to her feet.

The three turned back towards the art shelter. ‘I can understand you wanting to stay here, for the moment,’ said Sami. ‘But you always run the risk of someone reporting you. Then you’d be taken to a detention centre.’

‘I do not want to be locked up, behind wire. Here I can walk where I want, see the stars, watch the sun rise and set. Say my prayers, feel free in my body if not my heart. These women have been good to me. The men have been discreet, not telling anyone about me being here. They say I’m their special secret. That’s beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘You have helped them too,’ said Farouz, trying to make her feel more comfortable. ‘The art and weaving I took into Broome was much admired. Isn’t that right, Sami?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said, quickly picking up on the cue from Farouz. ‘Rosie says she can sell them very easily. She would like more. You are doing something wonderful, Leila, helping the women expand their artistic talent.’

Leila looked at Sami, her eyes hollow and empty.

‘And who will help me? No one can help me. No one can bring back those I love … and miss.’

‘I know,’ said Sami, putting her arm around Leila’s thin waist. ‘But we can help. At least try to make you feel safe. Find a way to allow you to stay here. One day you might go back home …’

Leila shook her head. ‘For what? There is only sadness and painful memories for me. I have no family. I have no one to love.’

‘You can love me!’ Sami blurted the words without thinking. And shocked herself. What an odd thing to say. She so wanted to help Leila with every fibre of her being and she felt utterly helpless.

Farouz nodded. ‘To love oneself you must love others. Shuhud, the realisation of love, is the object of every soul. I read this in my grandfather’s books.’

Leila looked steadily at Sami. ‘You are a good person. And your heart is kind. Whatever is to be …’ She turned away, her words trailing off.

They were brought back to earth by Gussie. ‘So, what you reckon ‘bout our art? Leila one good teacher, eh? You gonna fix it so she kin stay or what?’

‘We’re going to try our best, Gussie,’ said Sami. ‘You understand how she came here. Not by the proper way, so the government says she can’t stay until she gets papers and does things the right way.’

‘Government people, yeah, we know all about them! We still fightin’ to stay in our country right way too!’

Leila smiled at Sami and asked, ‘What do you think they should do about their paintings and the weavings? There is a market for this work?’

‘Absolutely. I’d say you should deal with Rosie at Little Street Gallery. She has a good reputation among artists, and being Aboriginal she understands the culture of the work. We can take some more back with us, and perhaps help set up a formal agreement. Rosie should come and see you.’

‘We bin careful ‘bout visitors, ‘cause of Leila,’ warned Gussie. ‘Only Farouz know everything.’

‘Well, we’ll start sorting things out,’ said Sami firmly, knowing that Leila could not hide here forever. It wouldn’t be long before rumours reached the ears of government authorities, particularly now that the unusual weavings were being talked about in Broome.

They were walking towards the main house when the pink bicycle on the roof caught Sami’s eye again. ‘Why is the bike up there?’ It occurred to her she’d noticed the same thing at Sister Angelica’s community.

‘Ah, someone flush with money buy it and then all the kids fight over who is going to ride the bike. So Uncle tossed it up there to shut ‘em up. They forget ‘bout it and go on to something else,’ explained Gussie.

They spent the rest of the day being shown around the settlement, and in the afternoon they took a short walk to gather some bush tucker to supplement the supplies from the store at the main community. The lifestyle was simple. There was a lot of sitting around in plastic chairs outside the big house drinking tea

and eating biscuits. Each morning the children were driven into the community school and the women did their art work. Sami also went to work, with tape recorder, notebook and camera, recording stories of two cultures half a world apart and bridged by an unlikely artistic concept.

Ross had time to sit and ponder these days, out on his little verandah facing the creek. His analytical and tidy mind kept sifting through the jumble of information he’d gleaned from Bobby, Palmer and Lily about the robberies. He was still puzzled by them and wondered if they were connected. He decided to drop in to the police station and have a yarn with his new friend, Detective-Sergeant Karl Howard.

They sat over mugs of instant coffee in a back room that served as an office for the detectives. ‘So how did you guys identify that body in the scrub as Matthias Stern?’ asked Ross.

‘By the time he was found by a couple of kids on trailbikes the body was gone - past recognition, bones, hair, clothes. You know what this climate does in a couple of weeks? Not to mention blowflies, ants, maggots and the wildlife. So it was sent to the state mortuary in Perth.’

‘Did a family member or friend contact you, looking for a missing person?’

Detective Howard raised an eyebrow. ‘C’mon, mate, we get more than our fair share of so-called missing persons out here. Most of them deliberately

go missing, running away from ex-wives, government agencies or something.’

‘And?’

‘As we found out, this guy had sent a postcard to his son in Germany from the motel when he first arrived. When the son didn’t hear from him again after a while, he rang the motel who put him onto us. Dental records were checked and, bingo! Herr Stern. Or Professor Stern.’ ‘He was an academic?’ ‘Yeah, some well-known art history and language buff, I think. He was written up in the papers back in Germany.’

‘Interesting. So Bobby Ching was never a

suspect?’

‘Nah, forensic put the time of death much earlier, while Ching was still up at Bradley Station. He and Lily Barton couldn’t tell us a lot. The person of interest is the fellow he’d arranged to meet at the races. We assume that was who got him out of the hospital. But we’ve just run into blanks after that. None of Stern’s gear has turned up.’

Ross decided for the time being not to mention the sun ornament Bobby and Palmer had talked about. ‘Hmm. Do you know what was on the postcard Stern sent from here?’

‘Yeah, we do as a matter of fact. The son sent it over in case it helped. I can show you if you like, seeing as you’re one of us. Well, used to be, eh?’ He went to a shelf and took down a plastic bag and pulled out the postcard of a Broome sunset with the camels trudging across Cable Beach.

Attached to it was a translation of what Matthias had written on it in German: ‘Sun really is shining here. Deal in place re Sunday, will contact you re success of venture and the goods.’

Ross handed it back. ‘Pretty enigmatic.’ ‘Yeah. The son didn’t want to send it, then thought better of it. Well, unless we could get a handle on the guy he was meeting, Hajid - the only name we have - we’re unlikely to find out more. It could be personal, drugs, who knows? The son didn’t know who he was meeting. Only that he was setting up a deal to solve his financial worries.’

‘What about other crimes in town? Anything unusual?’

‘Not really. Couple of kids in a prang, had a gun but it wasn’t used to kill Stern.’

‘I was thinking about the bashing of Pauline Despar.’

‘Oh, right. Most likely local hoodlums. She was working late in a jewellery store with the back door and the safe open … I mean, what’dya expect?’

Ross was thoughtful. ‘Bobby Ching’s father’s place was hit too.’

‘Shit happens, eh?’

‘Yes. Well, nice talking to you. I’ll keep in touch.’

The detective grinned. ‘Once a copper always a copper.’

‘Nah. I’m looking for new opportunities. See ya, mate.’

‘Palmer, it’s Ross. Before we head up north tomorrow, I was wondering if you could find out anything about a fellow academic.’

‘Yes. I have my laptop, I can be hooked up to the Web in a flash,’ said Palmer.

‘It’s our poor friend Matthias Stern. Professor Matthias Stern, from Stuttgart University. Art or archaeology department, I think.’

‘Is that so? Shouldn’t be too hard. Now, how quickly do you need this information?’

‘It’d be helpful if you get it as quickly as you can, mate. I’m off to the local newspaper. I’ll call you later, thanks.’

Lily was sitting at the computer updating the inventory of shell out on the leases when a blast of ‘Hail to the Chief on the bagpipes shattered the mid-morning calm. She grinned and wondered how it sounded to the others at work in the sheds. From the verandah she watched the little parade. Ross was marching in front twirling what looked like a rake handle, stepping out like a bandmaster. The two men did a small circle of the parking area for the benefit of curious staff then stopped at the office.

Lily applauded. ‘A magnificent entry, chaps. I imagine that you’ll be in big demand for the next Edinburgh Festival.’

‘A generous assessment, and much appreciated,’ acknowledged Palmer, as he deposited the pipes on a verandah chair. ‘Well, this certainly

looks like the real thing. Almost a film set waiting for a cast headed by Russell Crowe to come in by romantic ketch.’ Palmer flung out his arms to embrace the scene of swaying palms, the crushed oyster-shell path edged with coral, and bits of coral and pretty driftwood in a window over her desk.

‘You’ve certainly settled in and made your mark,’ said Ross approvingly. ‘There are little touches of class that I gather aren’t your friend Dave’s work. I might get you to do a landscape design for my place.’

‘So, where do we start?’ asked Palmer. ‘Do we get the tour, a job to help with, or a cup of tea?’

The lot, but we’ll start with tea. I could make one here but let’s go over to the canteen, meet some of the crew. Then I’ll show you to your quarters. How’s Pauline? What else is new in pearl city?’

Their footsteps crunched on the shell-grit path. ‘She’s doing fine. We both went to see her. She’ll be home tomorrow,’ said Ross. ‘I offered to pick her up but Rosie is looking after her.’

‘We took her flowers and said they were from you,’ added Palmer.

‘That was nice of you. I feel bad that I didn’t go down and see her. When we last talked she said she was planning to fly to Perth to see her father and brother.’

‘Yeah. The break will do her good. She’s back working, said she was seeing some sales agents and designers about her jewellery,’ Ross explained. ‘She’s one talented girl.’

After lunch the two men went out on a work

boat with a crew checking some lines and bringing up a section of panels for cleaning. The ropes and the oysters had to be cleaned of weed and barnacles on the spot. They were both given gloves and joined in the work.

‘Must be a test run before they offer us full-time jobs,’ observed Palmer.

‘Dreamer,’ responded David George without sparing him a glance. ‘You blue it with the first bar of bagpipe music. Enough to make sensitive oysters very unhappy.’

Lily had received wads of notes and forms from the Department of Fisheries about applying for an extended quota and notification of activating their second lease. And now as the sun set she began to read through the pile. They’d been planning to take the Georgiana out to the Lacepede Islands to see if they really could extend the farm, and Lily thought it would be good if Ross and Palmer could go with them. It would save taking crew away from the farm, and she preferred the staff not to know what they were doing just yet.

There was a tap on her door and Palmer came in with his arms full. ‘Booty from Broome, one flowering bromeliad. It needs scant attention and water, in case you get too busy. And bottles of the finest red I could find, a tin of Scottish shortbread - no home should be without it - and Mrs Pong’s finest bread and a smelly Stilton and olives to go with it. Am I invited for cocktails?”What a feast! How thoughtful. Open a red immediately. It will be ready by the time the others arrive. How was your afternoon?’ Lily began hunting for glasses in her kitchenette.

‘This pearling business is bloody hard work.’ He held out his hands. ‘Dishpan hands. Nevertheless, it was a rewarding and interesting exercise. You certainly can’t beat bobbing around out there on the bay.’ He picked up the bottle of wine and the glasses Lily handed him and brought them out to the verandah table. ‘Tim knows his stuff and Dave is the salt of the earth.’ He poured some wine and sniffed it appreciatively, swirling it in his glass. ‘Let’s not wait. Cheers. I think you’ve chosen a splendid vocation. Here’s to your success, but mostly to your happiness.’

‘Why thank you, Ted.’ Lily was warmed by his toast.

Tim and Dave arrived with cold beers and settled themselves as Lily set out the cheese, olives and fresh bread.

‘Palmer was just saying he enjoyed going out in the boat,’ Lily said to Tim. ‘Do you think he’d fancy some serious seafaring?’

‘Yeah, sure. Ross, how about you?’ asked Tim.

‘Is there fishing involved?’

‘Always have a line ready to throw over the side,’ said Dave, taking the top off a beer.

‘Then count me in,’ said Ross.

‘Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we’re going to have to look around soon. I just got

word that several other pearl farms have lodged an objection against us fishing for wild shell in their territory.’

‘So where are we going?’ Ross asked, looking at Lily who looked at Tim.

‘It’s a surprise. No, a secret,’ said Tim with a wink.

‘That means he doesn’t know,’ said Dave. ‘We’ll know it when we see it, eh Tim?’

They laughed but Lily wondered if they really had nutted out precisely where they were headed. How did one find shell beds and a good place to anchor long lines with their precious shell out there in the wild blue yonder?

Three days later she was hanging over the side of the Georgiana as a steady stream of bubbles exploded on the water’s surface. Tim rose up like a sleek wet seal and Palmer helped him back on board. He shook off his scuba tanks and face mask, easing back the black rubber skull cap.

‘So?’

‘Hang on, Lily, let him get his breath,’ said Palmer. ‘What’s it like?’ he added instantly.

‘You guys must all be suffering from a touch of the sun,’ said Tim lightly. ‘Well, it’s a good hard dead-coral seabed, so there’s great visibility. And there are lots of natural wild oysters, which means the area is right for growing pearls.’

‘How many metres?’ asked Dave.

‘Twelve to fifteen. A good location but

whether we’re going to get permission is another matter. Let’s chart the spot anyway.’

‘Should we find a backup position?’

‘That’s not a bad idea, Lily,’ said Dave. ‘I reckon we should head further out of the channel, south of the islands a bit. An old hand I had on luggers for years always reckoned it was a good position.’

‘Let’s check it out,’ said Lily, immediately scanning the marine chart spread out on the deck.

‘Aye, aye, captain,’ laughed Dave, amused and pleased at how readily she had taken to being at sea.

Ross and Dave stood at the helm chatting quietly. Tim was stretched out under some shade on the deck, sound asleep. Palmer and Lily sat on the hatch cover listening to the flap of the sails and the slap of the sea against the hull as they sailed through the afternoon. ‘Fine way to spend the day,’ said Palmer.

‘A change from the lecture hall and remote rock sites.’

‘Each has its own appeal. Working a room full of enthusiastic faces and energised minds is a great thing. And as for the Kimberley outback … it’s so beautiful. You’ll have to go out to the rock sites one day. Ask Sami to take you.’

‘Not you?’ teased Lily.

Palmer spoke with a serious tone. ‘No, that wouldn’t go down well with your daughter. It would mean stepping over boundaries. Let her show you, share what she’s learning. It could also be a bonding situation in coming to terms with that corner of her heritage.’

‘She’s talked to you about it?’ asked Lily, surprised and slightly upset that Sami had chosen to share her feelings with him. But she added quickly) and awkwardly, ‘I guess chat like that is all part of the research thing.’

‘It can be in a situation like this, Lily,’ said Palmer softly. ‘The unusual location, the total experience, can generate some unexpected impressions. I’ll remember this for a long time, but it’s not something I could adequately describe to someone else.’

Lily flushed, wondering why she felt so uncomfortable … no, unsettled by his remarks.

They moored for the night close to a coral atoll ringing a lagoon off one of the many islets in the area. It was a bird rookery and they listened to the sea birds shriek and squabble as they settled for the night. Dave chose to sleep below deck, the others swung gently in hammocks strung from the mast and rigging, or wherever they could fit, under a brilliant display of stars.

Dave roused them all at sunrise with a loud banging of a frying pan, and by eight o’clock they were under way again. Palmer surprised everyone by asking to dive with Tim, producing a diving certificate from his bag. ‘I had to investigate some undersea rock markings in a cave once. I don’t get much opportunity these days, so I couldn’t pass this up.’

‘What about you, Ross? You want to dive?’ asked Lily.

Ross shook his head. ‘I prefer to bring the fish into my world, rather than the other way around, thanks.’

Although nothing was happening on the boat, and the weather was perfect, Dave kept an alert watch, regularly scanning the sea around them while the two men were in the water.

‘What are you looking for?’ asked Lily.

‘Not sure until I see it,’ he replied. ‘The ocean can throw up some surprises, so it pays to keep a good watch. Old habits can be good habits.’

‘I’ll remember that. Can I use the binoculars?’

‘Sure.’

Soon, Lily sighted some fins.

‘Dolphins. I spotted them some time ago,’ said Dave before checking again with the glasses.

Eventually the two divers broke the surface. Tim gave the thumbs up. ‘I reckon this could be good,’ he called out. ‘Bit of a muddy bottom, no wild shell to speak of but the seabed is great for the anchors of the longlines. They’ll bury into the mud and the lines can’t drift, even in cyclones.’ He climbed back into the boat. ‘The downside is the muddy bottom - if we lose a panel of shells from the longlines they’ll be buried in the mud.’

‘No hassle. So long as we attach the downlines correctly there shouldn’t be a problem,’ explained Dave.

Palmer was treading water. ‘The optimum is almost always a compromise, in pearl farming as well as in most other endeavours.’

‘Maybe,’ retorted Lily. ‘But when it comes to doing things properly, I won’t compromise.’



Chapter Sixteen

waking at piccaninny daylight in the remote Dari outstation was one of the delights of being in a place so removed from what Sami found herself calling ‘the other world’. She was sleeping in a small room in one of the prefabricated houses. She’d spread her swag on a narrow bed with a thin and grubby mattress. Three children had taken to sleeping on a mattress on the floor beside her, curled together in a tangled nest of blankets.

They didn’t stir when she got up early and went outside, a light rug draped around her shoulders. The air was clear, breath catching. The stars were fading. She loved the dawn. Since being on the fringe of the desert she had become more intensely aware of her surroundings. With Palmer at the rock art sites of the east Kimberley plateau the environment was comparatively lush,

fecund, overwhelming her with its mysterious gorges, caves and waterways. Here the stark simplicity and openness offered nowhere to hide -metaphorically or physically.

Sami had spent the past couple of days watching the women weave and paint. She noticed how they learned from Leila, then adapted their new skills to expressing their ancient culture. She also sat with Leila under a slim bloodwood tree some distance from the settlement, trading stories about their families, their lives and their cultures. Leila had been intrigued when Sami revealed the family connection with Broome and the Aboriginal bloodline.

Hearing a rattle of metal in the main house Sami figured someone was making tea and wandered over. She found Farouz in the kitchen with Gussie fussing over toast, tea bags and rolled oats.

‘I’m making porridge, you want some?’ she asked.

Thanks, Gussie, that would be great. Fabulous morning, isn’t it?’

Farouz was already dressed for the day, his scarf and his jacket on to counter the morning chill. ‘Gussie’s husband and a couple of mates are taking a truck back past Webster’s place this morning. They can drop me off. I reckon Bobby will be there by now,’ he announced.

‘Oh! I’m not ready to go,’ she exclaimed. It was a complete surprise to Sami. Farouz hadn’t said a word about the trip the night before. ‘Come on, Farouz, surely you can put it off for a day or

two. Time doesn’t matter that much out here, does it?’

Farouz avoided looking at her. ‘You don’t have to come with me. Stay. It is important you talk with Leila. It’s not too hard for you to follow the track back to Broome, is it?’

‘I guess I can drive back all right,’ said Sami, once again caught by surprise and not entirely comfortable with the idea of doing the trip alone.

Sensing her trepidation Farouz added, ‘Stay at Webster’s one night. Get him on the radio and let him know when you’re coming.’ His tone indicated that the matter was closed, and she accepted the situation.

Gussie plonked a bowl of porridge in front of her. ‘Good to see you not rushin’ off, runnin’ on town time. You startin’ to learn about still time.’

‘Sitting still, you mean?’ said Sami, pouring the powdered milk mix over her oatmeal. ‘I’m not good at inactivity. Sitting and talking is okay.’

‘Your head needs rest too, you know,’ said Gussie. ‘Otherwise it get sore. Too much working.’

‘Headache,’ said Farouz, tapping his head with a spoon.

Sami swallowed and decided not to admit she’d had a headache when she went to bed last night feeling utterly exhausted, just like the evening before that. ‘Okay. I’ll sit still with Leila today. She wants to tell me her carpet story.’

‘Leila and Majnun. It’s a very good one, very sad,’ said Farouz, then he raised the issue Sami

 

had been expecting. ‘What will happen about our Leila?’

‘I’ve thought about it. I’m going to ask Harlan to help, take her case on. She’s been through so much. And she has so much to offer. But it is going to be difficult, you know. Illegals, particularly with her racial background, aren’t the flavour of the month, are they?’

‘Not that different from this mob, eh?’ said Farouz, and their eyes met briefly as he walked to the sink with his bowl. When he came back to the table, she gave him a smile and nodded. There was no need for words.

Farouz walked onto the verandah and looked at the sky. ‘Yeah, it’s goin’ to be another good day for all of us,’ he called over his shoulder. He was satisfied that bringing Sami here had proved worthwhile.

Sami watched Leila say goodbye to Farouz with tears in her eyes. She unwound the woven belt from her waist and held it out to him, palms up in a gesture of offering. ‘The strands in this come from your land here, from your favourite old camel, and my own hair. See, I have embroidered the sun onto the tassel band. She embraced him three times. ‘We are all one under the sun.’

‘Tashakor.’

‘Bemone khoda.’

Farouz turned to Sami. ‘You too travel safely. See you back in Broome.’ He gave her a quick hug.

‘Say hello to Bobby for me.’ Sami took Leila’s hand as Farouz got into the truck with Gussie’s husband and two other men climbed into the back. A plume of dust swirled behind the truck as it headed across the red sandy plain.

‘Farouz is as close to family as I’ll ever have here,’ said Leila quietly.

‘No. We can be sisters,’ said Sami, giving Leila’s hand a reassuring squeeze. ‘We really can. And the women here, they think of you as one of them. A skin relation, Gussie said.’ But Sami knew her words were not enough. Even in the dry desert heat Leila looked pale and frail as if the sun was slowly bleaching the vibrancy from her.

In the late afternoon as it became cooler, Gussie and two of the painters took Leila and Sami on a short walk. ‘Mebbe we find tucker, mebbe we find something to use for the painting.’ Sami had talked to them about the work Serena was doing at her mother’s pearl farm; making collage landscape pictures with natural materials.

Leila understood, pointing out the different coloured sand, pebbles, grasses, seeds, flowers, tubers and insects that since coming here she had learned could be used for dye-making. She talked of traditional Afghan formulas using plants that had been soaked, squeezed, pounded, dried or boiled to make the subtle, long lasting colours for the carpets. The master dye-maker of a tribe was a minor king in nomadic societies. The Aboriginal women were particularly interested when Leila talked of the mystique of potions and dyes, and

the ancient belief that spells could be invoked. When it came to talking about the power of the spirit world, these women were on common ground. And then, to Sami’s delight, they had a great session, punctuated by giggles, as they talked of luring men and sexual practices to bewitch and keep the men, or dispose of a rival.

They walked slowly, stopping to look at an ant nest, admire the blossom on a kapok bush, watch a flock of hundreds of budgerigars swooping in an emerald cloud, turning as one, flashing red as they changed direction. From the smallest sharp blades of spinifex to a distant rock formation shaped like a lizard basking in the sun, every object, every natural eruption, seemed unique, unearthly, significant. As Sami absorbed these images, the women told her the Dreaming stories that related to all they were looking at. Sami felt for a moment as if she were hallucinating, everything was magnified to intense and brilliant detail.

She blinked and brought herself back to the moment as Leila stopped by a small tree. It was leafless, covered instead with scarlet tube-shaped flowers that looked like stars. Leila turned to Gussie. ‘What is this flower? I know it. We have the same one - the desert rose.’

‘That’s the Kimberley rose,’ declared Gussie.

Leila stroked the flower with great tenderness. ‘The rose is part of the story … of Leila and Majnun. It’s on my carpet, the gul, the rose.’

Sami was trying to decipher the loving expression and emotion the little desert flower had

precipitated in Leila - part relief, incredulity and sadness. ‘Let’s sit in the shade over by those rocks and you can tell us the story. It seems to mean so much to you.’

Gussie joined them as they settled in the sand beside big yellow and red boulders that some two million years ago were under the vast sea that once covered this great desert. The other Aboriginal women went off collecting more material for their art. Leila began …

Your stories begin ‘Once upon a time’. And so it was that Leila and Majnun met in their class at school. And they fell instantly in love. Majnun rushed to school early to see her. Leila repeatedly wrote his name all over her slate. The teachers were worried that they were neglecting their studies so spoke to their parents. Leila was taken away and finally Majnun’s parents also had to take him away from the school because he was so distraught. His parents called physicians, soothsayers, healers, magicians, and poured money at their feet, asking them for some remedy to take the thought of Leila from Majnun’s heart. But how could it be done? There is no cure for the lovesick.

They took Majnun on the pilgrimage to Ka’bat-ullah. When they drew near to the Kaba a crowd gathered to see them as they had heard about the great love of Majnun for Leila. His parents prayed that the heart of their only son be released from the pain of this love and he could

concentrate on his studies. In the end they sent a message to Leila’s parents, who were of another faith, saying, ‘We have done all we can to take away from Majnun the yearning for Leila, but without success, so we ask your consent to their marriage.’

They answered, ‘Even if it exposes us to the scorn of our people, because Leila never forgets Majnun for one single moment, we will give her in marriage to Majnun, once we are convinced he is a good and sensible man.’

Now, Majnun was a poet with great gifts but no one knew or understood this. His passion for Leila was so strong that people thought he was mad. So Leila’s parents changed their minds and took Leila away again. Majnun was desperate, wandering through the town asking everyone where he might find her.

No one would tell him until one day he met a man with a camel who told him he was carrying a message to Leila’s parents. Majnun asked him to take a message to Leila. He walked beside the man and talked of how much he loved Leila. So long a time did he take that they had walked a hundred miles and had reached the place where Leila was living. The camel man told Majnun to hide in a ruined mosque outside the town and he would tell Leila where he was.

Although her parents kept Leila inside the house, the man was able to whisper to her that Majnun was nearby and he was weak with love for her. So she gave her maid food to take to

him. When the maid got to the mosque a fat man approached her. ‘I have this food for Majnun.’

‘That is me,’ replied the fat man, and he took the food.

Every day Leila sent food to Majnun, who grew weaker as the other man grew fatter. At last Leila asked, ‘Why does Majnun not send me a message?’

The maid replied, ‘He is too fat.’

Leila asked if there was more than one man at the mosque and the maid said, ‘Yes. There is a pale poet and the fat man who takes the food.’

‘That is the wrong man. Tomorrow take just a knife and ask Majnun to give drops of his blood for Leila as she is ill.’

So the next day the maid did this but the fat man refused and said, ‘That poor boy there is Majnun.’ On hearing of Leila’s request, Majnun slashed at his arms so the blood flowed. It poured down his arms, splashing on the white flowers growing outside the mosque, turning them red.

Leila sent one last message - for Majnun to meet her in the desert. He went there and waited … like a statue, his eyes fixed on the horizon. At last she came before him and said, ‘Majnun, I am here.’

He held her hands and pressed them to his breast and said, ‘Leila, you will not leave me again?’

‘Majnun, I have been able to come for one

moment. If I stay any longer my people will seek me and your life will not be safe.’

‘I do not care for life,’ he cried. ‘You are my life, oh stay, do not leave me any more.’

‘I will come back and be with you, I promise,’ said Leila. But Leila’s maid told her parents she had seen Majnun and so they took her away. Leila did not return.

Majnun, who had so long lived on his own flesh and blood, could no longer stand up. He fell backward against the trunk of a tree, and he remained there, living only on hope. Years passed and Majnun’s body was exposed to the cold, heat and rain. His hands that were holding the branches became branches themselves, his body became a part of the tree.

One day Leila was able to travel alone to find her Majnun, living only in one hope that she might fulfil her promise to return. As she was looking for the place where she had left him she met a woodcutter, who said to her, ‘Don’t go that way. There is some ghost there.’

Leila asked, ‘What kind of ghost?’ ‘It is a tree and at the same time a man. As I struck a branch of this tree with my hatchet I heard him say in a deep sigh, “Oh, Leila”.’

Hearing this moved Leila beyond description. Drawing near she saw Majnun turned into the tree. She called out, ‘Majnun!’ ‘Leila!’

‘I am here as I promised, dearest Majnun.’ He answered, ‘I am Leila.’

‘No, I am Leila. Look at me.’

Majnun said, ‘Is it really you? Then if I am not Leila, I am dead.’

Leila, seeing this perfection in love, could not live a single moment more. At the same time she cried the name of Majnun and fell down and died at the foot of the tree. And every year the red desert rose bursts into bloom - so the love of Leila and Majnun is never forgotten.

‘Oh, how sad, what a beautiful story,’ sighed Sami.

‘That picture of the tree and that story be on your carpet bag,’ said Gussie, a tear rolling down her cheek.

Leila crushed the pink flower in her hands. ‘Like Majnun, I have lost my loves.’

Sami felt her heart go out to Leila, and she instinctively put her arm around her shoulder and leant her head against Leila’s. They stayed close for a few moments, Leila allowing herself to be comforted. Sami felt unsure of what to say in the face of this awful truth.

‘Stories be ways of telling true,’ said Gussie, breaking the silence. ‘See over there, by that little sand hill, that bigfella rock, that be a Dreamtime story. How it come here. We tell the story ‘bout dem and they stay alive, ya know?’

Gussie set out to join the other women, while Sami and Leila walked back to the settlement in silence. Suddenly a striped spinifex pigeon darted in front of them, its head bobbing synchronised

with its comical waddling gait, before it gave a startled coo and took off. Sami smiled. It was like so many other sights and sounds of nature that she had become acutely aware of over the past week. It was, she thought, like finding something spiritual, which completely reshaped her perspective of the world around her, and perhaps even perceptions of her own being. The Dreaming stories that went with so much she had experienced provided a meaningful heritage which belonged to her as well. Just as the story behind the Afghan desert rose was part of Leila’s heritage.

Bobby rang Lily as soon as he was back in Broome. He relayed a message from Farouz that Sami was enjoying being with the artists. Lily was grateful, as she had been unable to make telephone contact with Sami since she headed into the desert.

‘Any idea when she’ll be coming back?’

‘Farouz reckoned she needed a few more days out there. We got back late yesterday.’

‘She’s coming back through that country on her own?’ Lily was both surprised and impressed.

‘Yeah. Farouz wasn’t worried about that. He said Sami could handle the drive without any trouble. It’s not exactly a freeway, but she’s been over

it once.’

‘I’m sure she’ll call me when she gets a bit closer to civilisation. So what’s next, Bobby?’

‘I was thinking of heading up your way, after seeing my uncle at the community.’

‘That’s great. Drop in. Stay a while if you like. Hey, how about bringing Mika up too? She said she wanted to see the place.’

‘Yeah, good idea. It would be nice to have her company for the trip,’ said Bobby, grateful for Lily’s suggestion. ‘Do you want anything brought up?’

‘Oh, a few newspapers to catch up on things. Some fresh salad vegetables wouldn’t go astray.’

‘Okay. We’ll be up the day after tomorrow unless Mika has something else arranged.’

‘See you then, Bobby.’ Lily made a mental note to get accommodation ready for Mika. Bobby could bunk in with the boys. She turned her attention back to the charts and records Dave had kept of when batches of shell had been seeded, and turned from side to side to make sure the pearl sac formed evenly. She also wanted to check that all the panel sections on the dropper lines had been cleaned on schedule.

They hoped the location Tim had found outside the Lacepedes would give them good quality wild shell, though their limit was ten thousand until they expanded and ‘proved themselves’, as the man from Fisheries had explained. Many big farms were having a lot of success with breeding shell spat in hatcheries and in transferring the small shell to the open sea to grow to seeding size. Maybe they should consider partnering one of the hatcheries as several pearl companies were doing,

she thought. An ambitious idea, but another item to raise with the investors.

Lily twirled her pen and looked out the window at the creek that led to their lease at the far end of the bay. Tim was convinced that too much fresh water had come down the creek and reduced the salinity close to their lease. ‘The water isn’t fertile enough. We need to look for new beds for the babies,’ was how he’d put it. Dave, who had been through many a cyclone season, was more concerned about weather conditions in the open water. She gave her forehead a firm, two-handed massage to ease the tension. There were so many things to consider. She’d had no idea how delicate the oysters were, how prone they were to bacteria and infestation that could prevent an oyster making a pearl, or kill it. She was due to write up a report for the investors telling them how things were progressing, with projections and plans for the near future. They should know about their proposed wove to fish for wild shell in a new location. Perhaps Mika could write a covering fetter in Japanese. That would be a nice gesture, thought

Lily.

She turned her attention back to the papers on her desk, then stopped, looked around and smiled. In just a few months she had completely rearranged her life - even the worries and stress. The challenge to get out there and do something new, prove she was capable of tackling a task most people thought was beyond her, to be entrepreneurial and assume corporate responsibility,

was more satisfying than she could have imagined. Her old job, her old life, now seemed light years away.

So did Dale. In frequent phone calls he was either pressuring her to come back to Broome or threatening to come up to the farm. Lily had been stalling, finding it easy to put off a trip to Broome given the workload at the farm. Something in her resisted the idea of Dale coming to spend time at Star Two, even just a weekend. It was so much her own space and demanded a close involvement with people who were not from Dale’s world. She realised that the basis of their relationship had changed, and she couldn’t tolerate the thought of him marching in to Star Two and running his critical eye over everything and everyone.

Bobby picked Mika up from the backpacker hostel and they left Broome in his father’s old four-wheel drive. She was much more relaxed than when he took her out for the first time to hear the band at the pub. She had been back only a couple of weeks from a trip to the east coast, travelling from Cairns to Sydney before heading west through the Centre and Alice Springs.

‘I still can’t believe you wanted to come back here after seeing so many places over in the east,’ said Bobby as they set out. ‘That history stuff you’ve been studying at the museum can’t be that interesting.’

‘It is special for me because I come from a part of Japan that has a tradition in pearl farming,’ explained Mika. ‘I spent yesterday going through the Japanese cemetery. Very interesting, but very sad.’ At that point they ran out of bitumen and hit the red dirt road. ‘Ah, the real outback, right?’ she said with enthusiasm. ‘This is what my family back home cannot understand.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Bobby. ‘What’s so hard to understand?’

‘The special feeling that this creates.’ She looked around at the road and the bush. ‘So much …’ She paused to find the right word. ‘So much nothing.’

Bobby gave a nod of understanding, then added, ‘But it’s not nothing, not empty, which is what I think you’re trying to say. There’s just so much out there.’ But explaining how Aboriginal eyes saw the country didn’t seem to fit the occasion. ‘Is this your first visit to a pearl farm here?’

‘Yes, apart from that touristy one near Broome. I went there when I first arrived in town. I’m looking forward to seeing Mrs Barton’s place very much.’

Bobby was about to ask her if she had taken the hovercraft trip to look at the creeks, mudflats and the wreckage of the Catalina flying boat that was destroyed by Japanese planes in the Second World War, but changed his mind. Best avoid the war, he told himself.

‘Look, in the bush just ahead. It’s an emu.’ Mika reached for her camera.

‘I’ll stop so you can get a good shot. Hang on.’

She rolled down her window. ‘My parents love pictures like that,’ she said as she checked how many shots were left on the roll.

‘Do you want to take a bit of a walk in the wild? You never know what we might find.’

‘Here? Now … in there?’ She looked at the scrubland doubtfully.

‘Come on. A five minute safari.’ Bobby pulled to the side of the road and they got out. ‘I’m glad to see you’re wearing sensible shoes.’ He glanced at her walking boots and slim legs. She was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, and her shiny black hair was tied in a ponytail that poked through the back of her baseball cap.

He showed her a termites’ nest and, seeing signs of digging around a small log, he tipped it over to reveal an echidna that quickly rolled itself into a spiky ball. Mika was fascinated. ‘Ooh, look at those flowers. I must take a photo.’ She pointed to a wattle massed in sweet feathery yellow flowers.

‘Here, let me take it, you stand beside the bush. It’s what we call the wongai wattle. It has a nice smell.’ He focused the camera on Mika who lifted a branch to her face and smelled it. At the instant the camera went off she sneezed, and they both laughed.

‘Prize winning photo, for sure,’ said Bobby.

He then took her along an animal track through the pindan, pointing out the markings left in the dirt by some of the creatures. She squatted down for a close look at a hole dug under another log when she was suddenly grabbed from behind by Bobby and

pushed to one side. She gave a little scream.

‘Snake. Move back,’ he yelled as he stepped back himself. He didn’t take his eyes off the snake, which had come out from the tangle of dead branches at the far end of the log. ‘Okay. Keep still,’ he added as they both stared at the large olive-brown snake. He took her hand and squeezed it supportively. ‘It’s not going to attack now. King brown by the look of it.’

‘Are they dangerous?’ she whispered.

‘Very. It must’ve been asleep in the sun. They can be aggressive. Most snakes hear you coming and disappear. Come on, enough drama for one hike.’

‘Too bad I didn’t get a photograph. But I can tell the story of how you saved my life,’ she declared as they headed back to the car. Bobby resisted his immediate inclination to play down his role. It felt too good being a hero in her eyes.

‘Buy a postcard back in Broome. Here, a souvenir.’ He broke off a piece of shrub bursting with spiky pink flowers. ‘Mulla mullas … bachelor’s button. It’ll last for ages and ages.’

Then I’ll keep it. Thank you.’ They exchanged a smile and Bobby began to whistle as they drove north.

After the lugger trip Ross and Palmer spent several days at the community and came back to the farm enthused about their time with Sister Angelica.

Over lunch on the verandah of Lily’s cabin they revealed details of what Ross introduced as ‘Palmer’s Grand Plan’.

Palmer attempted to give a modest interpretation, but couldn’t help looking pleased as he elaborated on the ‘grand plan’. ‘When I came through last time, Sister Angelica told me how some of the young men about the place, who had few job prospects, got into trouble in Broome or wiped themselves out in Derby.’

‘Yeah, during the Boab Festival or whenever there’s a rodeo on, the kids go wild,’ said Ross.

‘As well as the boredom, lack of political will, health and literacy problems, there is the lack of opportunity with support to see some sort of education process through. It needs the money and support of dedicated people to make it happen,’ said Palmer.

‘So what’s the plan?’ asked Tim.

Palmer said, ‘A wealthy corporate player I know in Perth once donated money towards a research project of mine. When I was down there a few weeks ago we lunched and got to talking about putting up money to help young Aboriginal people, and push the reconciliation cause. But without the bureaucracy of universities and government bodies. We need more corporate investment in indigenous communities, as long as it’s managed by the community and really fits their needs. So the company will support my plan.’

‘What about supporting a pearl farm?’ laughed Dave.

 

‘It’s not so far off the mark, Dave. The money is to be used specifically to help clearly targeted youth in this area. Rather than see the money get lost in a large project, on Sister Angelica’s advice and the advice of the elders here, they’ve established a training fund for Aboriginal youth in the Kimberley.’

‘Fantastic,’ said Lily.

‘Ah, and scoring points with God,’ remarked Dave a little cynically. ‘What kind of training? What’s he into, oil or mining?’

‘She. It’s a woman CEO. One of our few.’

‘She sounds innovative. Good on her,’ said Lily.

‘Good on Palmer for getting it moving. And guess what?’ Ross looked around at them, breaking into a huge grin. ‘I’ve got the job as administrator. In conjunction with Sister A. The council of elders will act as our board. Don will be one of them.’

There was a chorus of congratulations.

‘Sister A thinks that as the pearling industry is so important to the area, that’s where they should be looking. Training and hiring our own local kids. From diving and marine work to carpentry and engineering, not just the grind of shell cleaning and stuff. Maybe even technician work if they have the aptitude.’

‘My God,’ said Tim. ‘That’s a pretty ambitious scheme.’

‘Just as well they’re all coastal kids. Many people from the inland communities hate anything to do with the ocean,’ said Lily.

‘Sister Angelica already raised that. A lot of the training can be applied to other industries. I was a bit daunted initially, but Palmer has convinced me I can do it. I’m to start pitching the idea to the pearling industry for support to get it up and running.’

Tim looked at Lily. ‘I feel a pitch coming our way.’

‘I certainly hope so.’

Ross drew a breath. ‘Well, first up the funding is for a pilot program. A small intake would start with twelve months training at one farm. If that works, some might move on to another farm, or some other job, and then a new batch comes in. Funding and support will hopefully expand if it all works.’

‘And who’s going to train ‘em up?’ asked Dave who was chewing this over.

‘Ah, that’s where your expertise comes in, Dave,’ said Palmer. ‘And Don too. Tim, you must have had to do some training in Indonesia.’

‘Sure did. But these kids are going to have to want to come in and work. They’ve got to be motivated and pushed to achieve. That won’t be easy.’

‘That’s part of my job. And me being Aboriginal will help,’ said Ross.

‘Good that Don’s one of the local mob,’ observed Dave. ‘Don knows more about building boats and fixing engines than anyone. He’s a school all on his own. What you lot call a role model, right?’

Lily was very excited about the project. It gave her new career yet more edge, more purpose. ‘It sounds great. I hope it includes girls as well as boys, though. What would Star Two have to put up?’

‘People to share their knowledge and skills, accommodation and food, a few basic essentials. The funds are there for all that, including travel for the kids and tools and gear. In return you get extra hands, and a lot of kudos for being the pilot for the whole concept,’ explained Ross.

Palmer slapped him on the back. ‘Well said, you’re a natural salesman. Now, what does the board of directors think?’

Tim gave it the thumbs up. There’ll be some headaches but it’s a good idea. I need to look at the fine tuning, of course. What do you think, Lily?’

‘In principle - terrific. We’d be proud for Star Two to be involved, but as a board we’ll have to consider it in detail and then put it in my next report to the money men. Which reminds me, Bobby is due to arrive today with Mika. Do you remember, she’s a Japanese backpacker who has been in Broome for a while? I thought she could translate some of the info into Japanese as a courtesy to them.’

As the group dispersed Palmer stayed behind to help Lily clean up. ‘So that’s what you were up to in Perth when we were down there,’ said Lily warmly. ‘I got the impression from what little you said that it was all about research.’

Palmer smiled, pleased that the idea had gone over so well with her. ‘I wasn’t sure it would come off. But when Sister Angelica gets the bit between her teeth she bolts. She had to run her involvement in it past the Church authorities, but as it’s a private thing they don’t have a lot of say. She sees it as a good way of giving hope to some very bored and lost young people. They’re the future.’

‘I think you had a lot more to do with pushing this through than you’re letting on,’ said Lily.

‘Ross is a good man. He mentioned to me that he’d worked with street kids off-duty when he was in the police force. I filed that away.’ He slapped his worn old leather hat on his unruly hair.

‘What else is filed away under that hat of yours?’

‘A few things. I have another plan fermenting - so I can hang around the Kimberley a bit longer.’

‘I don’t understand you academics. You seem to be on a perpetual holiday and call it research.’

‘You got it.’ He grinned. ‘Thanks for lunch.’

She watched him walk down the pathway, stopping to straighten a big bleached shell in the row along the edge and felt rather pleased that he might be visiting the area on a regular basis. It was good for Sami and might encourage her to stay in Broome.

The afternoon dive boat with six workers on board chugged back to the pontoon at the cove, waking Lily from a brief nap in the hammock

strung under the palms at the side of her cabin.

She also heard a car arrive, indicating visitors, but

didn’t want to leap out of the relaxing slumber. ‘Hey, Lily, you around? It’s Bobby.’ She sat up and swung her legs out of the canvas

hammock. ‘Here, you caught me having a siesta.’ ‘That looks like a good job you’re onto here.

Mika, this is the boss. You met her at the pub, I

think.’

‘Of course. Glad you came up.’ They shook hands and Lily went on, ‘I remember seeing you at the Historical Society, too. Did you enjoy the trip up?’

Mika gave a polite little nod. ‘This is a beautiful place. Thank you very much for having me. Yes, a lovely trip, after we got past the big deadly snake,’ she said with a cheeky grin. ‘Bobby saved my life.’

Lily laughed as Bobby looked awkward. ‘A. story for later,’ he said, dismissing the subject. ‘I spoke to Pauline in Perth before coming up. Says she’s missing all her friends and can’t wait to get back.’

‘That’s good. I’ll call her again tonight. I think I might invite her up as part of her recuperation. Now let me show you where you’re staying. Mika, I hope you don’t mind sharing a room with Vivian - Vivi. She’s very nice and it’s a big room. With a view.’

‘I am very happy to be here. It’s not how I imagined it.’

Lily walked with them across to the dormitory. ‘There’s not much to see. Most of it happens under

the water. Just a few buoys bobbing on the surface. But we’ll make sure you see some action, if we can.’

‘I am happy to work,’ said Mika.

‘Well, I was going to ask you to write a letter in Japanese. For our Japanese partners who’ll be coming out soon.’

‘Of course. It would be my pleasure. I have done quite a bit of translating.’

‘Great. But first off, wander around and get the feel of the place. Tonight you’ll meet the staff. They’re young, from all over the world. There’s a dozen of them here.’

She left them to settle in and explore the farm that covered some forty hectares inland from the creek, and leases on ten square kilometres out in the bay. It was a solid foundation for expansion. The pending visit of the Japanese investors set her thinking about the letter she wanted Mika to translate. The more she thought about the Lacepedes, the more she felt they should look at the possibility of taking up their second lease in good water. She knew a pearl farmer had done well on the other side of the King Sound. Perhaps Tim should sail up there and investigate. Many of the successful pearl farms had several leases. It would mean they’d have to set up a small base camp for the staff to stay in, so they could take shifts in checking and cleaning the shell.

She found Tim working in one of the sheds and raised the idea with him. ‘Let’s not run before we can walk. But I agree it’d be good to get into a

healthier location. I’ll take a run up there and do some serious looking.’

‘That’s another thing. We’ll have to decide when we’re going to start the harvest.’

‘And keep quiet about it. Security worries me. I might have a bit of a yarn to Ross about safeguarding the crop. Dave was very casual about such things.’

‘Well, he sold straight from here to a wholesaler. We might be better off dealing with a broker. Let him have all the headaches. I’d also like to get some ideas from Pauline about designs and marketing.’ Lily was praying they would have some stunners that Pauline could set. That would help lift their profile in the broader market. She envisaged direct marketing Star Two as a signature line to establish them as top of the market producers.

‘You might see if Sami wants to come and help out during harvest,’ Tim suggested. ‘She’d find it exciting if we land a couple of big ones.’

Lily crossed her fingers. ‘Quality is what we want. And I still think that best lustre is going to come from new waters.’

‘Spoken like a true pearler. Be patient, Lily. Our oysters take two years to make just one pearl. We’re in this game for the long haul. Let’s do it properly.’

Lily smiled at the handsome young man. ‘Also spoken like a professional pearler. But if the day comes when I lose my enthusiasm and excitement about this whole operation, then that’s the day I get out.’

 

‘I think that day will be a long time coming,’ said Tim.

‘Pearls are like women,’ Lily replied, ‘beautiful, mysterious, elusive.’



Chapter Seventeen

when the time came for Sami to leave Leila and the tight-knit community at the outstation, she was reluctant to go. She felt there was still something she had to do, something she had to talk about with Leila. It was as if she were trying to cram years of friendship, of stories, into a few days. They talked about so many things; about siblings - how close Leila had been to her sisters, how Sami felt as an only child. And the relationship between mothers and daughters interested Leila, indeed, obsessed her. She talked of how her mother had raised her, obeying the dictates of a traditional society, yet imbuing her with a sense of independence, insisting on the best education for her daughters. With tears in her eyes Leila touched on the dreams she’d held for her own daughters. Sami recalled the time Leila had first asked about

her and Lily. ‘So you and your mother must be very close, yes?’

It was a question Sami didn’t answer glibly as she might to anyone else. ‘Of course we’re close. It’s been just the two of us with no other family around. I respect my father but he is like a distant relative. My mother is so different from me. And yet I think she expects me to be like her.’

‘How will you raise your children, Sami? A daughter, should you be so lucky,’ asked Leila. ‘What will you do differently from your mother?’

That threw Sami a little and no ready answer sprang to mind. Sure there had been the usual run of mother-daughter dramas that came with growing up in an urban environment, but on reflection they all seemed so normal and reasonable. Now for the first time Sami was mentally trading places with her mother, and it came to her that she probably wouldn’t handle matters any differently from her mother. It also highlighted once again how different life had been for the woman sitting with her under a tree in the middle of nowhere.

Leila talked about romance - how you know when you have met the man with whom you want to spend the rest of your life. ‘The knowledge creeps up on you,’ she said. ‘Even with an arranged marriage, all the factors that are judged to be propitious for a man and a woman to be married, can be correctly identified. But there is always a certain quality that is inexplicable.’

‘And you just know?’

‘Eventually.’ Leila smiled. ‘And so the family

grows, and becomes stronger.’ It seemed important for Leila to make Sami understand, that, as she put it, family is everything.

‘That’s all very well if you have a big family with a sense of closeness,’ Sami responded. ‘I don’t think our modern western society has the time, energy, or interest in nurturing those values.’ But she wasn’t comfortable with the judgment, and it was challenged by Leila’s emotional recollections of what the family, recent and distant, meant to her in terms of her own identity and belonging.

In light of Leila’s circumstances, of how this small community had taken her in, accepted and helped her, Sami was forced to revise her way of thinking about many things. In Broome she was associating with Aboriginal people who were educated, running a gallery, in the legal fraternity. And then there was Biddy. Suddenly she could appreciate Biddy more in the context of this community. Sami’s feelings became more complex as she thought about the reality of the family her mother was embracing so easily, and wanted her to share.

As if reading her mind, Leila took her hand. ‘Don’t throw it away, Sami. Try to accept and then enjoy.’

Sami knew it was time to leave. As did Leila. Much as Sami promised she would come back with an answer to the ‘problem’ of how she could achieve a new life in Australia, Leila seemed indifferent to the outcome. ‘It’s important to me that you believe my story. Here, where it is so peaceful,

the land so free, the air so clean, a place that has not been charred by war; here there is so much to cherish. For me, being with these women is an unbelievable dream.’

‘Leila, I will speak to my cousin about your circumstances, but I will never endanger you. There are laws here in Australia, and it is impossible that you won’t be found out eventually. You can’t live in fear, in shadows, even if you’ve done that for so long in Afghanistan. Look at the sun, how bright it is. You say it is an emblem, an omen for you. I promise you, Leila, here under this Kimberley sun you will be safe.’ Sami hugged her.

After all the hours they had talked, the softly spoken woman had awakened something in Sami she’d never felt before. It was a feeling of love, different from any kind of love she’d imagined. She loved her mother despite their occasional frictions, she loved Rakka, and well, she could list loves, though she was yet to experience the great romantic love of her life. But this feeling was one of compassion, of connection, of female to female, despite their very different backgrounds. More importantly, the sense of empowerment it gave her was a new feeling for Sami. She was determined to help Leila. This was a woman who had been cruelly wrenched from everything she knew and loved. Sami wasn’t looking at the international picture here. The rest of the world was far removed from this small oasis, sheltering this one woman. But Sami felt that by helping someone in this crisis, she would be making a contribution.As, she believed, any fair and decent person would. She was proud to do so, and determined to succeed.

Finally the car was packed. The women did not make a big deal of her leaving. Most took little notice, beyond a casual wave, as they continued to work on their art and weaving. Beside the car Sami said to Leila, ‘My mother told me how saying goodbye is not the Aboriginal way. It’s not that they are being rude, it’s not their custom. They would rather assume you will turn up again and greet you then.’

‘I understand. But for me, it is important we say goodbye, Sami.’

‘For now.’

Leila pointed to the back seat of Sami’s car. ‘I wish you to have my woven bag.’

Sami spun around, shocked to see the precious chuval bag rolled neatly on the seat. ‘Oh, no! I couldn’t possibly!’

Leila smiled and touched Sami’s arm. She appeared quite calm as she said, ‘You know its stories. You know my sisters, mother and I made this. My brother gathered the wool. It has inspired these women. It now has a life of its own to move on from me.’ For a moment a flash of pain passed over her face. ‘I have no one else to pass it on to.’ Sami hugged her again and struggled to stop the tears. ‘Leila, I will guard it for you. Perhaps it would be good to hang it in Rosie’s gallery - to show where the inspiration for the women’s weaving came from.’

‘If you like. If it helps the women here. But it belongs to you, Sami. You know we call these chuval. It carries possessions from our parents’ house to our wedding to start a new life. I hope it will one day carry your special things into a happy marriage and a new life.’

Sami was overwhelmed. ‘We’ll talk about that another day, Leila,’ and she got into the car.

Leila reached through the window and gently touched the rolled bag, which to Sami was now as precious as the finest carpets in the great collections of the world. She knew the devotion that had gone into it, the terrible journey it had undergone, the intricate signature of the sun and crescent moon embroidered on its band that represented Leila’s family. ‘Leila, I can’t - ‘

‘Please. You are my friend. Everyone here has given me so much … you must take it.’

Sami hesitated, some glimmer of understanding flooding through her. Who was it that had said to her that sometimes you had to give something of yourself away in order to receive? By letting go of what was precious to you, you’d be free, and be doubly enriched. ‘Thank you, Leila. You know I will treasure it but it’s only on loan. When you have your own house, it will be in pride of place.’ ‘In the house of the sun, there are no shadows.’ She kissed Sami swiftly. ‘Tamam shod.’ ‘I love you, Leila.’

‘Walk always with love, Sami… there’s too much hate. And greed. Remember what Tagore wrote, love is not two people looking at each other

but both looking in the same direction.’ She lifted her hand in a simple gesture then turned and began to walk to the art shelter.

Sami started to cry. Her vision was blurred as she set off on the long dusty drive to the coast. The sun was high and for once she took comfort in its heat, its bright light. There were no fearful shadows hiding danger out here, only shadows that softened the harsh contours. She passed the blood pink of a Kimberley rose tree, blooming by the track. A small but strong tree flourishing in what seemed to be such inhospitable surrounds. She backed up, got out and broke off a sprig, and stood for a moment in the still wilderness. A bird flew from a tree, its call cheerful. She felt safe. There was something embracing, something that gave her a sense of being a part of all this, rather than a stranger merely standing on its surface. Sami drove on with confidence. But it crossed her mind she would not be doing this in safety and with pleasure in Leila’s country.

Lily was relieved when Sami rang her from Moonlight Bay. ‘So you’re safely back in Broome. How was it? I’ve been worried about you.’

‘No need, Mum. I’ve become quite the independent traveller. Farouz and Bobby came ahead with the camels. I wanted more time out there. It was really special.’

Lily caught something in Sami’s voice. ‘In what way, special?’

‘It’s too hard to talk about just yet. I’m still processing it all. I’m having dinner with Rosie and Harlan tomorrow tonight - it’s so great to have Rakka with me again. I’ll be going out to the desert again, though.’

‘I see.’ Lily knew when not to press Sami for more details. ‘Why don’t you come up for a visit? We’re starting to harvest in about a week’s time. But don’t tell anyone. Bobby and Mika are here.’

‘How’s Mika fitting in?’

‘I think she’s loving it. She’s so polite it’s hard to tell. She and Bobby seem to have hit it off rather well.’

‘Good for Bobby.’

‘Mika has been very helpful translating some correspondence and corporate stuff we want to give to the Japanese investors. It seems they are anxious to come out for the harvest.’

‘That’s understandable, see what bang they’re getting for their bucks. How is it all going?’

‘Sami, it’s hard work, very hands on. There are so many things to deal with every day just in running the place, let alone thinking of the marketing or international side of it. But I’m loving every minute, every detail.’

‘When are you coming back into town?’

‘I’ll be going to and fro quite a bit. I think I’ll give up the apartment, I’ll stay with Rosie when I come down.’

‘What about me? I don’t know how much longer I’ll be here. I’ve still got work to do here for my thesis and something else has come up.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Lily was pleased Sami wasn’t planning an immediate return east. ‘Well, darling, I think you should stay with Rosie and Harlan too. Be with Rakka. But you’d better see how they feel about it. They always have so many visitors. I know they cherish their time alone, but I also know you wouldn’t intrude. By the way, have you spoken to Pauline?’

‘Yes, she sounds bored.’

‘I suggested she come up here for a bit of R&R. And I’d like her to think about doing some

designing.’

‘Cool. We can hang out together. I’ll be up in a day or so. Do you want me to pack up the

apartment?’

‘If you don’t mind, thanks. Bring my things up with you. Ask Martin if he’s there, or the manager, to give me a ring so we can sort things out. By the way, Tim is sailing up to King Sound, perhaps you can go with him.’

‘Maybe. I’ll make plans when I get up there,

Mum.’

Sami hung up the phone. She was annoyed that Tim had come into the conversation but relieved at least that her mother hadn’t mentioned Dale. He’d probably be only too happy for her to move in with him. Maybe it was time her mother thought of buying an apartment in Broome. She decided to go round and see if Ross was at home.

Ross and Eugene were both there when Sami arrived.

‘I’ve been telling Eugene all about my new job,’ Ross said. ‘Dr Ted Palmer set it up. He’s a great guy. You’re really lucky to study with him, Sami.’

‘Yeah. I came here as a field assistant to another senior professor and Palmer is my on-site mentor, but he’s become a lot more than that. He’s a bit of a guardian angel for me, too,’ confessed Sami. ‘What’s the job?’

Ross gave her a brief rundown of Palmer’s initiative. ‘I don’t want to let him down. I have to front up in Perth and impress this lady with the money. Can I run my presentation past you, Sami?’

‘Sure, Ross. But first, why don’t we go out to dinner? Maybe see a movie? I’ve been away from civilisation for too long,’ said Sami, then instantly wished she hadn’t used the word ‘civilisation’. It made her think of Leila and the bush outstation.

The three of them decided to go to Sun Pictures, and they settled themselves in the comfortable canvas chairs as the stars shone in the clear sky above the screen and the evening flight from Darwin roared low over the open-air cinema. ‘I love this old place,’ said Ross. ‘My uncle would’ve come here.’

‘My great-great-grandfather Tyndall came here,’ said Sami.

‘My people had to sit up the front,’ Eugene said, ‘leaving the best seats for all the white people.’

‘My mother told me it flooded in here one Wet and a rat ran over her foot.’

‘There was a dog fight in the aisle one time I was here,’ said Ross. ‘But I still think the best story was the old bloke back in the thirties who came in drunk as a skunk and stood in the back to watch a Hopalong Cassidy movie, and when the Injuns attacked he pulled out his pistol and shot at the screen to help Hopalong! The bullet hole was

there for years!’

The ads finished, the lighting changed and Sami hushed their laughter. ‘Ssh, the movie is starting.’

Late the following afternoon, after moving their belongings from Moonlight Bay to Rosie and Harlan’s, Sami went to the gallery. Rosie was packing

up for the day.

‘This is a nice surprise,’ said Rosie. ‘So is everything moved? Have you settled in?’ ‘Yes, thanks, Rosie.’

‘I’m looking forward to hearing more about your saga in the Sandy.’

‘Well, I’ve told you what Leila is doing, I haven’t talked to Harlan yet, I’ll see him tonight. But I wanted to show you this.’ Sami unrolled a compact bundle of carpet, revealing the traditional Afghan bag. ‘It belongs to Leila, but she insisted I have it. It’s a treasured gift. You see, when it’s empty it doubles as a small carpet. But I could never think of walking on it.’

‘Oh, Sami, that’s exquisite.’ Rosie bent down and touched the intricate Herati motif, a flower bracketed by two serrate-edged leaves, which was repeated across the carpet. Smaller flowers and clusters of leaves in a pinecone shape were bordered by an endless Chinese knot tied with a shield-shaped medallion. In each corner was a crescent moon and a full sun. ‘So delicate, so feminine, but the colours …’

‘She told me how they made them - blue from the indigo plant, red from the henna shrub. This cochineal colour comes from crushed bodies of female insects, and madder from the root of Rubia plants gives this red-brown. It made a lot of sense to the Aboriginal women who showed her their dyes.’

‘This geometric script in the border, what’s that?’

‘A verse from the Koran in Kufic.’

‘It’s a bit like deciphering the symbols in Aboriginal art, waterholes, saltpans, and so on. I can see why the women were fascinated.’

‘I thought you might like to hang it in here.’

‘I’d love to. It’s such a special piece and while it’s so completely different, when you put it with the Dari collection of weavings and paintings, it does show where the inspiration has come from. You tell me when you want to take it away with you. She’s entrusted this to you for a reason, Sami.’

‘I know. That’s why I’m hoping Harlan can help.’

 

Harlan leaned back in his chair on the verandah and lifted his glass to toast the sunset spreading across the bay. ‘I never get tired of this. It’s so relaxing after three days in court and a pile of briefs to prepare. The perfect way to end the day,

even a rotten one.’

‘Has it been a rotten day?’ asked Sami, stroking Rakka’s velvet ears as she sat beside her on the cane lounge.

‘Could’ve been better. I’m always sad to see a young man get locked up when he’s had the odds stacked against him since he was a baby. I have to say, I like the sound of Ross’ scheme. It might help these boys and young men before they get into trouble. Now, what is the problem you want to

talk about?’

Sami studied his fine dark features glazed with red and gold light. He was such a caring person. A doting father, a sophisticated international man who’d chosen to come back to Broome and fight for Aboriginal rights. Rosie told her that when Harlan had been involved in major cases in Perth, his summations to the judge and jury were passionate, spellbinding performances. ‘Harlan, in a nutshell, there’s an Afghani asylum seeker, a refugee who has suffered terribly. She’s being harboured at an outstation in the Great Sandy Desert. I want you to help her stay here. She’ll die if she gets locked up in a detention centre. She’s lost everything - yet she is teaching the outstation women and they have taken her in as family. She’s behind the art and weaving Farouz brought into the gallery.’

‘My God, Sami. That’s quite a big nutshell. No one knows she’s there, yet?’

‘No. If people just knew her story, no one would send her away, lock her up in those awful places. She isn’t any threat. What would we do if - ‘

‘Now, Sami, hold it. Try, hard as it is, to put passion to one side. You know the laws, whether we agree with them or not, we are obliged to observe them. The minute she is brought to the attention of the authorities she will have to go through the same process as other refugees.’

‘But Harlan, she has lost everyone, her parents, sisters, husband, two little girls - like Lizzie! What would you do? She has nothing to go back to, and here she is being useful. She loves the desert. She understands it. She’s educated and trying to hold herself together.’

‘So, that explains what Rosie has been so curious about: where the artistic innovation was coming from.’

‘Yes, Leila has taught them. It’s a kind of cultural exchange. I think that in retelling her stories she feels she is keeping her family alive in her heart. She’s given me her most precious possession, her only possession, her carpet bag.’ Sami paused, feeling again the enormity of Leila’s gesture. ‘She is so happy out there. Why can’t they let some of the refugee people settle in places like the ones they’ve come from?’

Harlan looked reflective. ‘You’re not the first to suggest that - to settle refugees in the east Kimberley.’

‘What do you mean?’

There was a plan in the late 1930s to let in European Jewish refugees escaping from the Third Reich and settle them up here in the Kimberley. A mob called the Freeland League was behind the

idea.’

‘What happened?’

‘There was the usual debate, though it didn’t last long, or get that much of a hearing. On one hand it was thought it would help populate the empty north, be a sort of international good deed. On the other, objections were raised about the dangers of alien colonies and the limitations of settlement in the northwest.’

‘That’s amazing. Nothing new under the sun,

eh?’

‘It would be nice if we never had the problem of refugees. But so many of us are displaced, in a sense. Take Farouz - his family came from Afghanistan as camel men; Bobby’s Chinese ancestors came out to the goldfields; some of Ross’ family came from the islands; the Japanese divers who were part of our community, then because of the war were interned even though they were married to local women. And Aborigines fighting for land rights and so on; it’s hard to be more displaced than that.’

‘Harlan, stop!’ Sami clapped her hands over

her ears. ‘I don’t want to hear any more. Please,

I’m only concerned about Leila.’

Harlan spoke calmly, placating her. ‘Sami. I’ll

make enquiries, I’ll see what I can do. If there is

the slightest chance of extenuating circumstances we’ll squeeze through.’

‘You mustn’t tell anyone where she is.’ ‘Let me get a notebook. Then you can tell me all she told you about how she got here.’ Harlan rose. ‘Don’t expect too much, Sami.’

‘Harlan, if anyone can help I know you will. This is really, really important to me. I promised Leila I’d go back with a solution.’

‘I’ll make some phone calls in the morning. Tonight, after I’ve got all the information down, you should put it to one side. Settle into your room. We’re so happy you and your mum will stay with us.’

When Sami had told Harlan every detail she could remember about Leila’s journey from Afghanistan to Australia, she went in to see Biddy. She felt she needed a complete distraction to ease her thoughts. The old lady was sitting in a chair, very straight backed, her hands in her lap, a light shawl around her shoulders.

‘Biddy, I thought you’d be in bed. How are you?’

‘I bin waiting.’

‘Oh, sorry, I was talking to Harlan. I’m hoping he can help a friend of mine.’

Biddy shook her head. ‘Mebbe. Some things you can’t fix. You gotta know that’s what bin meant for you. I know this.’

Sami sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her. ‘Biddy, that’s a rather fatalistic approach to life. I mean, you can’t always stand by and just accept things. You have to fight, to try to change

things.’

‘Change y’rself first, girl. You going on a trip.

On a boat?’

Sami blinked, she had no such plans. Then she remembered her mother mentioning that Tim was sailing up the coast. ‘My mother suggested something … I’m not sure. Going from the pearl farm, the Star Two, up the Sound somewhere.’

‘Near my country. You take Biddy.’

‘Biddy, I’d love to but that’s a long trip.’ Biddy looked so frail, but Sami saw a very determined and stubborn set to the old woman’s face.

‘Got to go one time. You get Rosie.’ She turned her head away from Sami and stared out

the window.

Sami found Rosie. ‘Biddy has some idea about sailing up the coast with me. On a trip I hadn’t even thought of doing. Mum made some comment about it on the phone. Have you guys set this up? How would Biddy know?’

Rosie raised her eyebrow. ‘Need you ask?’ But she was silent for a moment or two, biting her lip. ‘It’s important for her. I haven’t spoken to your mum but I thought this might be coming. We’ll have to take her.’

‘Rosie, it’s too hard for you to get away. And Harlan.’ Sami was wondering how she could fob off the old lady, who so often lived in the past. Then she recalled Biddy’s face. ‘She does seem determined to go.’

‘It’s her duty,’ said Rosie. ‘She’ll need a bit of

help walking but she’s tough enough to make the trip.’

‘Then I’ll take her.’ The words were out before Sami had time to think. And it hit her that this was something she had to do, her duty.

Rosie didn’t argue. ‘How are you going?’

‘Mum said Tim was taking the boat. I guess she or Dave will go along. Can we get Biddy up there and on and off the boat? God, I don’t want anything to happen to her.’

‘It won’t. Speak to your mother. You’re heading up there the day after tomorrow, aren’t you? So take Biddy with you. She’d love to see her former mission again. I’ll send out word to the family to look after her. We’ll send provisions, blankets and whatever they need.’

Lily was initially taken aback at the news, but she quickly came to see it as a special opportunity for Sami. She explained what the trip was all about for Biddy. ‘It’s the traditional women’s camp where I go each year. You’ll need a dinghy to get ashore, but the lugger has one. Lordy, how are you going to manage that? We’d better talk to Tim about it as he’ll be skipper.’

‘Aren’t you coming?’

‘I can’t, the investors are due here soon and we’re getting ready to harvest. Tim’s going to look at a new location, see if it’s workable as a farm. We have the Lacepedes but we want to suggest another possibility to the Japanese. Here, I’ll put

Tim on, he’s met Biddy.’ Lily briefly filled him in and handed him the phone.

‘Sami, this’ll be a bit of a challenge but we’ll manage. It was good of you to offer to take her. It’s important to the old people.’

Tm trying to visualise getting Biddy off the Georgiana into a dinghy. Perhaps it’s all too hard.’

‘You can’t pull out now. Leave the logistics to me. I know the place your mother is talking about. We can drop Biddy there then I’ll head around towards Sunday Island and we can pick her up on the way back.’

‘I think I’d better stay with her. I feel kind of responsible.’

‘Whatever you want. We’ll play it by ear. I’m ready to leave any day so just get up here. Let your mum know. See you.’

He abruptly handed the phone to Lily. Sami was a bit irked, Tim was so self-confident all the time. And her mother thought the sun shone out of him.

Sami found Rosie with Biddy who was looking pleased with herself. ‘I’ll start packing her things tonight,’ said Rosie. ‘Then I’ll pick up some supplies downtown tomorrow when I leave the gallery. The first thing is to send out word to the women up there. They only go to the camp for special occasions, so I need to make sure they’ll be there.’ Rosie straightened up and looked worried. ‘You’re sure, Biddy? You sure you want to go now? Not in a month or two when it’s warmer?’

The old woman shook her head. ‘Now. Sami gonna take me.’ She shot Sami a sharp look.

‘Don’t worry, Biddy, we’re going,’ said Sami with a smile, thinking what an old manipulator she was.

‘Okay.’ Rosie put her hand on Sami’s shoulder ‘I’ve hung Leila’s carpet in the gallery, is that all right?’ As Sami nodded, she said quietly, ‘I feel these two are linked through you - Biddy and Leila. Interesting.’

‘They couldn’t be more different,’ said Sami.

‘They’re women on a journey,’ commented Rosie as she left the room.

‘Righto, Biddy. You really sure you want to do this? You might be a bit uncomfortable at times.’

Tm goin’.’

‘Okay. But I don’t want any trouble from you.’ Sami waggled her finger playfully at her.

‘We’ll see,’ sniffed the old woman and closed her eyes.

In Perth Ross had arranged to meet Pauline for coffee before going into Agtron Mining to do his presentation to the chief executive, Mrs Nan O’May.

‘Are you nervous?’

‘Petrified,’ he confessed as they sat at an outdoor cafe. ‘I did a rehearsal with Sami the other day, but as a cop I was more into asking questions, not making speeches. You know what I mean.

And I’m already uncomfortable about being back in a big city. Skyscrapers aren’t a patch on trees.’ ‘What about your son? Where would he prefer

to live?’

‘I think he enjoys both, he’s only twelve. When he gets to be a teenager he might want to hang out with his mum in the bright lights. What about

you?’

‘I’m a Broome baby,’ smiled Pauline. ‘I like occasional city hits and I’d love to travel overseas more.’

‘You’re too young to limit yourself to Broome. Anyway from what people are saying, you’re destined for the international stage.’

‘That’s nice of them. Now tell me about this Palmer plan for the Kimberley kids.’

Her warm personality relaxed Ross and he leaned forward to explain the scheme.

She was impressed and gave a little clap when he finished. ‘I think some personal experiences have given your presentation a special edge.’

‘Well, my Aboriginal family came from Broome, I know what it is to be an outsider. Yet I made a good career in the police force. I have a son and I want to see him get ahead in life but also know his country and his people. Kids need someone to respect them, listen to them and give them a chance. They won’t get anywhere without tools and skills.’ He sat back, suddenly embarrassed. ‘Oh, do I sound like I’m on a soap box?’

‘No, that was great. You go in there and tell her and the board, just like that. Speak from the

heart. You were terrific. It’s a great idea and you’re just the person to run it. Absolutely!’

‘I feel so much better after that bit of rehearsal. Right. I have my notes, statistics and heart on my sleeve.’ He stood up. ‘So when are you coming back home?’

‘Lily has asked me up to the farm. I’d like to be there during harvest.’

‘You still a bit freaked by the … incident?’ he asked gently.

‘Yeah. I just don’t want to go back into my shop, the idea gives me the creeps. I feel I have to look over my shoulder, and I’ll never stay in there at night.’

‘That’s very natural. I’ve seen people trying to cope with going back to the scene of a rape or a murder. It’s hard. You were lucky. How about I come with you? Walk you through it. I think it would help.’

‘Ross, thanks, I would like that. I’ll head up to see Lily and when I’m back in Broome I’ll call you. That is, if you haven’t moved to the community.’

‘Oh, I’ll keep my little bolthole in Broome. You know, I think you’re an innocent pawn in a bit of a strange game. So I doubt it’ll happen again.’

‘Really? Who was it? Why? What were they after?’

‘The stuff they took was incidental - too tempting. Probably a hired hand who was after something special you had. Think back, what was in the safe?’

‘Some unset pearls and diamonds. Some

papers. Oh, and that sun thing of Bobby’s, but that wasn’t of any real value.’

‘Is it still in the safe?’

‘I don’t know. I went to the hospital. I’d have to get Bertrand to check.’

‘I’d be interested to know. It might help the detective. Okay, I’d better go, don’t want to be late.’

‘Good luck. Let me know how it goes. In fact, do you want to have dinner later?’

‘Hey, I’d like that. I’ll call your mobile and plan where to meet.’

Pauline watched him go then decided to phone Lily and make arrangements to go up to Star Two. Her mind was buzzing with ideas and she felt like her old self again.



Chapter Eighteen

there was a new gate across the track at the entrance to the Star Two pearl farm, but no sign informing visitors they were at the farm. Dale knew from his map that he was in the right place, so he opened the gate and drove through, then re-looped the security chain, noting that the fence on either side had some new posts and barbed wire. The new regime has upgraded border defences, he mused. No doubt part of Lily’s good housekeeping approach. He wondered if he should have let her know he was coming up but decided a surprise would be nicer. He took in the sparse coastal scrubland, the sand dunes and mangroves as he drove close to the bay, then made a sharp turn inland as the track went along the high bank of a creek. At the mouth of the creek he had his first glimpse of the farm. While it looked old and

remote, there was a sense that some spring cleaning had been going on. Sheds were freshly painted and the open areas and shell-grit paths were swept clean, gear was neatly stacked and ropes were coiled. He didn’t imagine it looked like this when Dave ran the place on his own.

He parked under a shadecloth carport by a wooden arrow that signalled ‘Office’. Taking in the view of the bay, he had to admit it was spectacular, but not the place to stay for any length of time. Laid-back Broome seemed like a big city in comparison to this isolated spot. A few scattered accommodation buildings, some palm trees planted long ago, sheds and workshops - that was it. The lot. Well, thought Dale, Lily hadn’t got much of a bargain here, although he knew the real value of the venture lay beneath the turquoise waters. Still, he’d rather see where his money was going. Give me bricks and mortar any day, he concluded.

He passed dormitories with wetsuits hung over verandah rails, then a clothes line strung between the showers and laundry. A young woman was throwing towels on the line. ‘I’m heading for the office, am I?’ asked Dale.

‘You are. I don’t think anyone is there but. Lily’s taken a mob out on the Georgiana for a bit of a cruise. Said they’d be back after lunch.’

‘Bit of a cruise … doesn’t sound like hard work to me.’

The girl bristled. ‘She works as hard as anyone. All the bosses do. Can I help you?’

‘I’m a close friend of Lily’s. I’ll wait till she comes back. Is there anywhere I can get a cold beer?’

‘The canteen is over there. Soft drinks, tea and coffee only,’ she told him.

‘Tough life up here,’ said Dale.

‘You get used to it. See ya.’

With a can of chilled soft drink Dale decided to investigate the sound of hammering. He saw a fellow working on a new corrugated-iron roof, sparkling white and a bold contrast to the peeling paint and battered old walls of the building, which was incongruously signposted ‘Technical’. Another man standing by the ladder with a sheet of iron turned when he heard Dale call out ‘G’day’.

‘Well, hello, Bobby,’ said Dale in some surprise. ‘She got you helping out, eh?’ Shading his eyes he recognised Ross on the roof. They had briefly met in town once with Lily. ‘And you too, Ross. What’s going on, I didn’t know you were into the building game?’

‘Hey, Dale!’ called Ross cheerfully. ‘Just a bit of new roofing. Well within the range of skills I picked up as a first-year carpentry apprentice a million years ago.’

Dale nodded but just the same he felt put out. Why didn’t Lily ask him to get one of his boys to knock up a bit of roofing? Christ, it had been a while but he could probably do it himself with a little help. ‘Well, don’t let me stop progress,’ said Dale. ‘See you for a sundowner maybe.”We’ll be ready for one for sure,’ called Ross. ‘Lily’s out on the lugger, she’ll be back a bit later this arvo.’

‘So I’ve heard. Thanks.’ Dale was directed to Lily’s cabin then, spotting the hammock, climbed in and dozed off. He was awakened by laughter and for a moment wondered where he was, then sat up and saw a group including Lily settling on her verandah. He glanced at his watch. It was four o’clock.

Lily was sitting on a cane lounge with Ted Palmer and Tim was pouring drinks when they saw Dale walk towards them, awkwardly running a hand through his untidy hair. Just then Ross and Bobby arrived, Bobby with a pretty Japanese girl beside him.

Lily rose and went to Dale with a welcoming smile. ‘I saw your car, and I spotted you dozing divinely, so let you be,’ she explained.

It maddened Dale that she didn’t see anything absurd about the situation, but he tried to look relaxed. ‘No worries.’ He gave her a peck on the cheek, and a half-hearted wave to the others.

‘I think you’ve met everyone somewhere along the track,’ said Lily, ‘except perhaps Mika. She’s helping us with some Japanese translations.’ ‘Seems I missed a great yachting party.’ ‘You should have let us know you were coming,’ said Lily dismissively. ‘Anyway, relax and have a drink.’ She took Dale by the arm and led him away from the group into the kitchen. ‘How are things going back in the big smoke?’

‘Pretty mundane compared to the high life up here.’

‘Dale! Don’t be like that… this morning was unusual. We’ve decided when we will get the harvest really under way, and this was a sort of a celebration of where we’re at.’

‘Why is the professor here? He’s not exactly critical to the harvest, is he?’

Lily refused to rise to the bait. ‘Dale, Palmer is involved in a project up here. We invited him as he’s initiated a great staff development program that Ross is going to supervise.’

‘You never invited me.’

‘Because it’s been full-on work. Like I said, today was a bit impromptu, I wanted to thank the mob here … it just evolved …’ Lily felt tense; she shouldn’t need to apologise. ‘Anyway, it’s great you’re here. I’d love your input about what we’re doing. Are you staying?’

‘Am I invited?’

Lily struggled to stay calm. ‘Of course you’re welcome. Though it’s a bit awkward. I’ve moved into the women’s bunk house as Sami is bringing Biddy up here to stay in this cabin. I thought it would be more comfortable for them …’ her voice trailed off.

‘You’re saying you don’t want me to spend the night with you?’

‘We’ve been quite strict with the staff about.. fraternisation. I don’t want to appear to have one rule for them and ”There seemed to be a lot of cosy fraternising

going on just now. Ah, stuff it, Lily. I’ll go back to

Broome.’

‘Dale, don’t be like that. It’s just a bit difficult up here. Let’s get together back in Broome, when I’m less harassed.’ She was fobbing him off and they both knew it.

He put his drink down. ‘You mix with some funny people, Lily. I really hope this deal works out for you but I don’t think you should make it your life. Give me a call when you come back to earth.’ His anger had dissipated and there was a touch of sadness to his voice. Nonetheless he strode out the back door of the cabin without saying goodbye. Lily pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down feeling shaky. All the warmth and laughter of the day had gone.

Palmer came into the room and glanced around. ‘Where’s Dale? You look upset.’ He sat opposite her. ‘A small disagreement?’

‘Maybe not so small.’

‘It’s not my business, but do you want to talk

about it?’

‘Not really. I’m not sure what happened. Maybe there’s not a lot to talk about. I’d better get back to the others and wrap up this celebration. I feel badly it’s taking up so much time.’

‘C’mon, Lily, you’ve been going full speed. You needed today’s break. It puts things in perspective.’ ‘How do you mean?’

‘Think about it. This environment, the work you’re doing, the plans you’re making. Your life in Sydney, your life in Broome, your daughter - it’s

long end of the telescope stuff. Flopping across Red Rock Bay under full sail… can you think of anywhere else you’d rather have been?’

A slight smile curved at Lily’s mouth. ‘Not really. It’s my Protestant work ethic coming to the surface. And if I’m honest, the relationship with Dale has hit the wall. I think it’s up to me to retrieve it or let it go.’

‘So there you are. That’s pretty straightforward. This is probably a good place to think about those things. But not right now. C’mon, I was about to grab me pipes.’

‘Well that might break up the party.’ Lily couldn’t help laughing.

He smiled. ‘In that case I’d better have another drop of the good oil.’ He went to the fridge.

She watched him take out a bottle of wine then asked, ‘Ted, do you ever get depressed? Down in the dumps, wonder what you’re doing with your life? You seem so casual and together. You’re always smiling. How do you do that?’

‘Do you know something, your daughter asked me the same question. And what I told her was, of course I have down times. I hide behind jokes and poetry and music.’

The bagpipes count as music?’ asked Lily, tongue in cheek.

‘Actually I play the piano even better than the bagpipes. But I can’t carry round a piano.’

‘You’re full of surprises, Ted. A man with no regrets it seems.’

‘Ah, I wouldn’t say that. We all wish some things could be different.”Care to share what they might be?’ Lily had never delved into his personal life. Their pleasant time together in Perth had been one of talking about everything but their own stories. He’d been amusing, interesting and stimulating company.

‘Oh, the usual. I wish my marriage had worked out, we were too young, grew into different people. I wish I’d had kids.’

‘Sami tells me you inspire lots of young people.’

His face softened. ‘Yes, that’s rewarding. Turning on those bright minds. I enjoy what I’m doing, so I feel lucky I get students who are motivated and share my passions. I love this part of the country, it’s important.’ He handed her a glass of wine. ‘Each time I come to the Kimberley it seems I find something new and special, as well as being hit by the realisation of just how precious it is.’

‘You mean the rock art, the scenery?’ said Lily.

‘That’s part of it, but it goes much deeper. The Kimberley is a vast storehouse of energy - artistic, spiritual, metaphysical, cultural, you name it. Not to mention one of the best preserved pre-Cambrian landscapes, a treasure chest of riches.’

‘Like, minerals, diamonds, irrigated farms, cattle properties.’

‘For sure. That’s the bottom line, like your farm. But it’s much more than that, as I said. There’s a life essence coming out of the land. After a while, if you’re switched on, you learn how to feel its strength and beauty, and then have some idea of the power and significance it holds for the Indigenous people. It’s awesome. Sometimes I look

at rock formations, the spectacular terrain, waterfalls and gorges, or just a pool filled with waterlilies, and can’t believe it’s real. No wonder the Dreamtime is so alive in the Kimberley. Out there, among people like those Sami visited, the dialogue with the earth is still happening.’ He stopped and sipped his wine, then when Lily didn’t respond he added, ‘I suppose all that sounds a bit like the warm-up for a lecture.’

‘No, Ted. I can see where you’re coming from. There have been times, quite a few really, when I have sensed what you’re talking about. Whenever I go away with the Aboriginal family for some women’s business I glimpse that world. But I have to confess I’m more of a coastal person,’ she said. ‘That big inland, those huge empty spaces … I’m intimidated by them.’

‘You haven’t tramped around the Mitchell Plateau, hiked through the Cockburn Range, Tunnel Creek …’ he held up his hand. ‘Spellbinding. So often I wish I could capture it.’ ‘Photograph it?’

‘Too far removed from the senses. Painting or carving works better, it seems. Music as well, the Dreamtime songs and dances. You want to get your hands in it. I confess I’ve got down and rubbed my hands in the dust, put my cheek against a rockface, my ears to a tree trunk.’ He gave an awkward smile. ‘It’s that kind of country.’

‘I’ll have to go out there.’ Lily imagined seeing the Kimberley through Palmer’s eyes. He would be an ideal guide, knowing so much about so many aspects of the area. But it was his unbridled joy, his openness, that made him enthralling company. ‘I’m surprised Sami hasn’t shared her feelings about the Kimberley wilderness with me.’

‘Ah, your mind and heart are open to embrace all of this. Sami has found it confronting. For lots of reasons.’

‘She’s told you about our family?’

‘She’s shared some things,’ said Palmer cautiously. He didn’t want to encroach on any of Sami’s confidences. ‘She’s still trying to work some things out for herself. She’ll open up when she’s ready.’

A swift thought stabbed at Lily. Would she open up with her? Or Palmer? She turned the conversation back to him. ‘So what’s the deal that will keep you around these parts?’

‘Among other things, I’ve applied to spend time researching the dinosaur fossil find.’

‘Does Sami know?’

‘Not yet.’ He spoke gently. ‘Would you mind if I told her?’

‘Of course not. You’ll explain it much better.’ But she sensed Palmer was being diplomatic. Sami probably wouldn’t like hearing Palmer’s news from her mother.

Palmer touched her arm. ‘It’s been a great day, Lily. Thanks.’

‘It has been, hasn’t it? And we’ve got the sunset yet to come.’ But as she turned to go back onto the verandah, her ebullient mood was jolted as she recalled the argument with Dale. Talking with

Palmer had put it out of her mind. How bizarre! Oh well, she’d deal with Dale, the arrival of Sami and Biddy … the rest of her life, tomorrow. Meanwhile, she’d enjoy the sunset, bagpipes and all.

The car was crammed with her mother’s clothes but Sami had made a comfortable bed on the back seat for Biddy, and she hoped the old woman would not find the trip over the dirt road too jarring. Biddy had been up at first light, ready to leave then and there, and now it was close to 8 am and she was asleep on her favourite chair on the verandah.

Rosie came out to the car holding the portable phone. ‘It’s the farm, Tim is wondering if he should come down.’

‘What for?’ asked Sami, puzzled. She took the phone. ‘Hi.’

‘Hello, Sami,’ he said brightly. ‘I’ve been thinking about you driving up with Biddy, are you sure you don’t want me to come down and get you both? You won’t need your vehicle up here.’

‘Oh. No thanks. I’ve just spent an hour packing up anyway.’

‘I can imagine what’s involved. How is the old lady?’

‘Yeah. Well thanks. Biddy is pretty excited. She sleeps a lot so I’m hoping she’ll doze for much of the trip.’

‘Give her a knockout drop.’

‘I hope it doesn’t come to that.’

‘I’ll help you this end. Your mum has vacated her cabin for you guys. You get the sofa.’

‘That’s nice of her.’

‘Safe driving.’

Sami handed the phone back to Rosie with a shrug.

‘Thoughtful of him,’ said Rosie.

‘I can manage,’ said Sami. But inside she had mixed feelings. Did he think she was incompetent, was he really so concerned, or had her mother put him up to it?

As they drove out of Broome, Rakka kept peering over the passenger seat to check on Biddy who was comfortably stretched out on the back seat and mumbling in a mixture of Bardi and English. Sami didn’t understand everything she said, but Biddy appeared to be reliving events in her life as though they’d happened yesterday. She finally dozed off and slept for an hour, but as they approached the turnoff to the old mission she suddenly sat bolt upright and alert. ‘I know dis place.’

‘It’s your old mission. How long since you’ve been up here, Biddy?’

‘Longa me bin up dis way. We see father. Go to church, okay?’

‘Biddy, we’re going further on, to the farm, Lily’s farm. Remember?’

‘Tyndall farm.’ She leaned over and tapped Sami’s shoulder, quite agitated. ‘No, we gotta go to the church. See everyone.’

‘No, Biddy, we’re going to the Star Two farm. See Lily and then we get on the boat and go to your country … see all the old people.’

Bony fingers grabbed at Sami’s shoulder. ‘Church. Church yard. We gotta see Niah.’

Sami wanted to get to the farm as soon as possible, and a detour to the church could cause a long delay. But at the mention of Niah’s name she wavered. ‘You remember Niah?’

‘Pretty one. Niah naughty one. Bad ting happen. I tell Niah take Maya to see her people. Niah die. Maya get sent away.’

‘It wasn’t your fault, Biddy.’

‘You go in there, dat way.’ Biddy was insistent, waving, pointing at the turnoff. Sami swung the car onto the track and headed towards the old mission.

She helped Biddy out of the car and, leaning on Sami, Biddy walked into the old church. She stood in the vestibule and tears ran down her face. ‘My, my. Oh dis be beautiful. Good place just like I

‘member.’

A priest, Father Stoddart, walked out of the sacristy when he heard Biddy’s voice. ‘It’s lovely to hear you say that, dear,’ he said. ‘We work hard to keep it in original condition. There’s no other church in Australia like this one, and people of all faiths come here to admire it.’

The sunlight streamed through the newly repaired window, smashed when the old tower

had collapsed in the Wet, and a soft yellow gleam from the pearlshell altar danced in the cool dimness. The colourful religious decorations done by the early Pallotine monks shone in their blue and gold surrounds.

‘Good, good,’ nodded Biddy. ‘I bin school here. Biddy can sew and wash and cook. Big place. Big garden.’

‘In the early days the mission here used to grow all the vegetables for Broome,’ Father Stoddart explained.

‘Cattle too,’ added Biddy firmly, then started to shuffle back down the aisle. ‘Biddy talk to Niah now.’

She had to stop and rest, leaning on Sami, but she made her way to the far end of the little graveyard. Sami stood back as Biddy tottered forward and bent over, touching the weathered headstone with the carved pearlshell embedded in it.

‘So, girl. Dis be Biddy talkin’ to you. Longa time we talk, eh?’ She gave a cracked laugh. ‘Big mob round here now. Lots of family, girl. Your Maya babies an’ babies be back here. See, dat girl, she come home. See her family.’ She waved vaguely in Sami’s direction as she addressed the headstone.

Sami was shaken but tried not to show it. The sight of the old woman who must have once been strong and muscular now looking like a small, bright-eyed child, was touching. But the knowledge that she was connected to Biddy, and to the spirit of the young Macassan beauty buried there,

rattled her. Instantly, scenes of her life in Sydney flashed incongruously to mind, as if her subconscious was trying to give her a greater sense of reality, a stability to help her cope with the flood of emotion. Cafes in Double Bay, meeting friends in wine bars, going to clubs, the Great Hall of Sydney University … but the simplicity of the grave and her personal link with it overwhelmed everything.

Biddy was now chanting and stroking the headstone. It was no mournful lament, but sounded more like a cheerful call to a loved one. When she’d finished she straightened up and reached towards Sami to help her back to the car. She’d done what she wanted and was ready to move on.

While Biddy was at peace Sami still felt disturbed and the old woman caught her mood. ‘Wassup, girl? Why you so … nervy? Don’ you fret. You be on your country.’

‘It’s not so easy for me, Biddy. You know all this stuff. I’m having trouble adjusting to where I’m supposed to be.’

Biddy gave her an intense look. ‘You c’n be anywhere so long you carry your country inside you. In your head, in your heart. And den, you got to come back finish all your family business. Tidy him up. Like Biddy doin’.’

Sami wasn’t sure what finishing business meant, but she got the general sense of what the old woman was saying. ‘Okay. Well let’s get on. Mum will be worried about us.‘Biddy leaned on Sami. ‘Yeah, yeah. I’m doin’ good.’

Biddy was asleep when Sami reached the farm and opened the gate. She let Rakka out of the car to chase along the track behind them. The first person she saw was Tim. He hurried to meet them as Biddy sleepily opened her eyes. ‘So, John Tyndall … you be meeting old Biddy, eh?’

‘It’s Tim, Biddy. Tim,’ corrected Sami loudly, giving him a quick handshake. ‘We’ve taken a bit longer than expected, we had to call at the mission.’

‘I understand. C’mon Biddy, a mob here want to meet you, and we’ve got a cuppa ready.’ He reached in and lifted her out of the car.

‘Okay. I can walk ya know,’ announced Biddy. She looked around, nodded as if greeting someone. ‘Yeah, me belong this country.’

They settled her in the bedroom with a cup of tea and some biscuits, then went onto the verandah with their mugs. ‘She’s right for a while now,’ Sami said to Tim. ‘You were obviously hanging around to help me. Thanks. Where’s Mum?’

‘Over at Dave’s quarters. They’re having a bit of a talk about the harvest and one thing and another. So, you ready for our trip?’

‘Biddy certainly is. She was great today, though she talks a lot about unfinished business and occasionally lapses into the past.’

‘She is very old. Remarkable really. I’ll show

you on the map where we’re taking her, up One Arm Point way. Oh, can you scuba dive?’

‘I’ve dived once or twice. I hadn’t planned on it. Why?’

He shrugged. ‘Thought you might enjoy it.’

‘Who else is going with us?’

‘Not sure. Every hand is being readied for the pearl harvest. Can you sail?’

‘Oh, God. This is going to be fun.’ She rolled her eyes.

‘Trust me. Georgiana has a motor and high-tech gear, we’ll be right. A lugger is pretty basic sailing. Or we’ll just motor. By the time we get back and pick up Biddy from her sojourn you’ll be a very capable deckhand.’

Sami frowned. ‘I thought I should stay with Biddy at their camp. Can you manage and pick me up on the way back? You’ll only be a couple of days, right?’

‘You do what you think best. I’ll find someone to come with us. Maybe we can persuade Bobby and his girlfriend to help out.’

‘His girlfriend?’

‘Mika. She’s doing some work for us. She’s taking a lot of interest in the seeding side of things. Vivi has been showing her how it’s done.’

‘Looks like change is all the rage around here,’ said Sami as she walked around the tidy grounds and renovated sheds. ‘Mum said everyone had been busy.’

‘Life is all about change, isn’t it?’

Sami nodded politely, but once again felt that slight niggling irritation that came practically every time she talked with Tim Hudson. ‘Yeah. Well, I’d better see Mum. Do you mind just keeping an eye on Biddy for a while?’

‘No worries.’

Sami strode away, struggling to regain an inner composure. God knows how she was going to cope confined on board the lugger with Tim. Someone else had to go too or she would go out of her brain. She paused under a palm tree, closed her eyes, and took some deep breaths before walking up to the verandah of Dave’s cabin.

It was obvious from the spread of papers and files across the table and scatter of empty chairs that quite a few people had been at the meeting earlier, but now there was only her mother and Palmer, sitting close and deeply engrossed in reading a report. They looked up when they heard her at the steps.

Lily jumped to her feet and rushed down the verandah. ‘Darling, you’re safely here. How wonderful to see you.’ They hugged and kissed. ‘Oh, you’re looking so well. How’s Biddy? How did she handle the drive?’

‘She’s fine. Sleeping at the moment. We made a detour. I didn’t expect to see you, Palmer. I hear Mika and Bobby are here too.’ Sami rushed through the sentences, trying to adjust to the very obvious rapport between her mother and Palmer.

Lily didn’t seem to notice. ‘And Pauline is coming up from Perth. Ross persuaded her to come. It’s going to be wonderful. We have so much news.’

Palmer came over and gave Sami a little hug ‘Hi, Sam. How was the desert?’

‘Interesting. Difficult. I’ll tell you about it later.’

‘Can’t wait.’

‘What’s all this?’ She waved a hand at the paperwork. And without waiting for an answer she said, ‘It seems everyone has a finger in the pie.’ She gave her mother a challenging look. ‘Half of Broome have trailed you up here. It feels like a three-ring circus.’

Lily was instantly uncomfortable. ‘Sami, please don’t be like that. They’re friends who want to be supportive and if we can do things together, why not? It will benefit the farm in the long run, I hope. Dave and Tim agree with me.’

Sami found herself struggling once again with the complexity of her relationship with her mother. ‘Great. Well, I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got to unpack a lot of your stuff from the car.’ Sami hated how she felt, and tried to hold off the tears that were stinging the back of her eyes.

‘Darling, don’t be silly.’ Lily glanced at Palmer

and reached out to touch Sami, who pulled away.

‘Stop treating me like I’m five years old! Why

do you always have to be the centre of attention?

You’re not interested in what I’m doing!’

‘That’s not true!’ Lily was shocked and hurt. ‘Sami, let’s go and have a talk. This is just too

silly.’

‘Mum, stop dismissing me. You never really

listen to what I think.”Because you never tell me!’ Lily was embarrassed at Sami’s outburst but Palmer was unfazed.

‘Sami, would you like to take a stroll around the circus?’ he asked. ‘Your mum needs to say hello to Biddy and I have a lot to tell you that I’ve been saving up. Waiting till you got back from the camel round-up or whatever. You’ll be pleased, I hope.’ He took her arm and gently propelled her towards the creek. ‘Let’s walk down to the bay.’

‘Why are you here?’ Sami asked.

‘To see you.’ He grinned, then immediately got serious. ‘No, initially I brought Ross up to see Sister Angelica. In short, he’s got a job running a training scheme for some young people from the local communities. Shall we?’ He gestured to an old seat under a tree.

She slumped down, feeling deflated. ‘Please don’t tell me I’ve been silly.’

‘No, feelings are never silly. It’s not my place to intrude, but I suspect you might be feeling as you do because it probably surprised you to see me hanging out with your mother. I’ve got to know her a bit better recently, which you haven’t noticed as you haven’t been around. But don’t worry, I don’t want to trigger any discord so I’ll back off.’

‘And I’ll get the blame for that too!’

‘Your mother has a lot on her plate with the harvest, the investors turning up, trying to expand shell capacity quickly, and coping with old Dave, who’s getting a bit wafty. She’s leaning on Tim a lot.’

Sami chewed her lip. Ts Tim a good guy? I

can’t figure him out. He’s been so entrenched in my mother’s camp, and I don’t know if he’s being straight with her or in it for what he can get.’

Palmer could see the competitiveness and insecurity that ran between mother and daughter. Anyone who was devoted to Lily and won her attention was, in Sami’s eyes, taking her mother’s time away from her. ‘You can make up your mind about Tim when you guys take Biddy up the

coast.’

‘Yeah, I’m worried.’

Td offer to come but I have some appointments. I’m planning to do a lot more research up here. Speaking of which, how are you doing?’

She couldn’t help smiling. ‘There was mail for me in Broome, notes from my supervisor on the draft of the first half of my thesis. A lot of red notes but I seem to be heading in the right direction.’

Palmer slapped her on the back. ‘Brava. I had no doubts. And the best is yet to come. So, face this next challenge of travelling with Tim and sharing Biddy’s journey, knowing your future is going in a very specific direction. Have you told

your mother?’

‘Not yet. I guess she’ll be pleased.’

‘She worries about you, Sami. And she has a

lot of worries at present. Your news will cheer her

up a lot.’

She gave him a grateful smile. ‘And will I ever

become as wise an owl as you?’ ‘Like Doonbi the owl?’ Sami smiled, remembering a story Goonamulu had told them in Wandjina country, out in the Kimberley gorges, where she’d seen the paintings on the ancient rocks of a little owl, a freshwater turtle and a bush turkey.

She found her mother sitting beside Biddy, who was sleeping. Sami walked in quietly but before she could speak Lily rose and embraced her. ‘It’s all right, Sami. You don’t have to say anything. I love you more than anything, anyone, in this world.’ They hugged again.

‘I know. I don’t know why I can be such a bitch at times. It’s just that you’re all I’ve got.’ Her words were muffled in Lily’s shoulder.

‘You might think like that, and I’ll always be here for you. But many people love you, Sami. Just accept you are worthy of being loved and admired.’

‘I’m sorry I snapped at you. I was jealous. I think of Palmer as my friend.’

‘And he is. I’ve come to realise he’s very special. You stick by him. He’s a man of integrity and very loyal to you. Even if he does have a rather quirky sense of humour and appalling taste in music.’

Sami chuckled. ‘He says he can play Beethoven on the piano, and I believe him.’

‘When we goin’ on da lugger?’

Lily and Sami turned around to see Biddy looking at them.

‘Tomorrow, Biddy. On the tide,’ said Sami.

And squeezed her mother’s hand. At the same time, Lily locked eyes with Biddy and something passed between them. Lily knew then that this journey was going to be a special one for Biddy and Sami.

Biddy lifted her face into the light breeze, smelling the salt air. She was settled on the deck in a canvas sling chair Tim had secured with ropes so it wouldn’t slide. A cotton blanket was draped across her knees and a shade awning had been rigged up. Rakka was curled up at her feet; Sami had decided they couldn’t leave her behind.

‘Did you ever go out on the luggers in the old days, Biddy?’ asked Tim from his position at the helm. They were using the engine as the wind was not strong enough for useful sailing.

‘Alf worked on da luggers some time. Biddy and Alf go out in de little boat. Dinghy boat.

FishinV

‘Biddy’s a great fisherwoman,’ said Sami, who

was sitting beside her.

‘What about you? Do you like fishing?’ ‘I don’t really go into that sort of thing in Sydney. But Ross, Eugene and Bobby took me mud crabbing. It was dirty, but a lot of fun.’

Tim considered her response then said casually, ‘You’ve made friends with an interesting group of people up here. Do you mix with people like Eugene, Bobby and Farouz back in Sydney?’

Sami missed the innuendo. ‘There aren’t people like them back there.’ She laughed. ‘They’re Broome people.’ Then glancing at Tim’s quizzical expression, she added, ‘Before you ask, I feel very at home with the mob up here. But it’s not my life, you know.’

‘We all have many lives, that’s for sure.’

‘Oh, what are some of yours?’ Sami didn’t know much about Tim other than the little her mother had told her.

‘I don’t have a very colourful past. Usual education, a lot of travel, a bit cluey about pearl farming, and a profitable experience over a few years in Indonesia. Workwise it was great, emotionally … traumatic.’

‘Girlfriend trouble?’

‘Yeah. Can you still see the claw marks?’ He lifted an arm. ‘Dainty, tiny little thing, sweet as could be … for a while. She turned into a wild tiger with an elephant-sized temper.’

‘So now you’re looking at pretty, sweet-tempered Aussie girls. Like Pauline,’ said Sami.

‘I like Pauline. As I like most of the girls up here. Is Biddy comfy? She’s gone to sleep.’

Sami turned to check on her and adjusted the blanket before picking up the conversation again. ‘I haven’t been very pleasant to you, have I?’

‘I can understand that. You have your mum’s best interests at heart. That’s fine by me. She might have been swept away by a silver-tongued con man.’

Sami was thoughtful. ‘How does Dave fit into

all this? I don’t quite know what to make of him Whether he’s just a loser, a lonely old pisspot, or running away from some crime in Pommyland. Or

all three.’

‘It took some time but I’ve winkled the story out of him. Strictly between the two of us, okay? He’d be really embarrassed if your mother knew.’ ‘God, what’s the story?’ ‘Old Dave is actually David Francis James George, the son of the late Lord, the Right Honourable Richard Charteris, Eton and Christ Church Oxford, one time Conservative Member for Haddingtonshire.’

‘No!’ exclaimed Sami, bursting into laughter as she conjured up the usual image of Dave - a rangy, crinkled, suntanned man with untidy hair, dressed in tatty shorts, faded T-shirt, often with holes, and daggy sandshoes.

‘As a teenager Dave was sent out to the colony in the hope of making a man out of a pipsqueak. He worked on some big station in the Territory, and took to it like a duck to water. He never wanted to go back. Instead, he was happy to let his brother be the lord of the manor. Dave has bummed around the Territory and the Kimberley

ever since.’

‘How’d he get enough money together to buy Star Two? The family inheritance, or did his brother pay him off?’

‘Actually, Grand-daddy left him most of the money and his father and brother went to court over it. Dave took a small settlement and walked

away - bought this place. After his father died Dave’s brother took over.’

‘So he should actually be parading around the House of Lords instead of roughing it up here?’ Sami laughed. ‘No wonder he was so casual about making the company successful. I wonder how much loot he’s still got?’

‘I didn’t get that far. A bit too personal.’ Tim scanned the sea, checked the compass and glanced at the coastline, then the map. ‘You never know what people are really like till you know their story. People aren’t always what they seem on the surface.’

‘I know that,’ said Sami softly. ‘I met a woman in the desert. I wish more people knew her story. We shouldn’t judge people till we hear their story. Know the truth about them.’

‘Fair enough.’ They were silent for a moment, then Tim pointed to the coast. ‘See that headland with the cliff face? We land just around there. Nice little cove, well protected. We’ll get Biddy ashore fairly easily.’

‘That’s if Bridget and Dolly got the message,’ said Sami.

‘They’ll be there. They know these things.’

Biddy stirred, sat up a little and cocked her head as if listening. ‘Nearly home, Biddy,’ said Sami.

‘Yeah. I can hear country callin’ me.’



Chapter Nineteen

bobby and Mika were walking hand in hand along a deserted sandy beach on Red Rock Bay. It was embraced by two low headlands that gave the area a sense of remoteness and isolation. But it was a false impression, as the beach was part of Star Two land. However, it was at the most distant point of the farm, separated by thick, tropical bushland, and fringed by palms and mangroves.

‘It’s so beautiful,’ sighed Mika, pausing to take in the view. ‘It would be a dream in Japan to live in a place like this.’

‘We’re all dreamers. I’m still trying to make my dreams and plans happen,’ said Bobby.

Mika took his hand and they continued walking. ‘Nothing wrong with nice dreams,’ she said

reassuringly.

‘What are yours, Mika?’

She stooped to pick up a small shell, then slipped it in her pocket. ‘Japanese girls have very limited dreams. I enjoy being a teacher. But generally we have the option of a conventional career as office lady and so on, then marriage and family.’

‘You don’t strike me as conventional. All that research you did at the Historical Society is not what the backpacker mob usually go for. What was that about anyway?’

Mika dropped his hand. ‘Let’s sit down for a little while and I’ll tell you.’ They settled on the sand looking out over the bay. Mika folded her arms over her knees and watched a seagull circle then fly off before starting her story. ‘I’ve been researching my family history. I started back in Japan and ended up in Broome. My family came from Wakayama Prefecture.’

Bobby gave her a quick glance. ‘Lots of the Japanese divers came to northern Australia from there.’

She nodded. ‘I know. My great-great-grandfather Yoshi was number one diver with Captain Tyndall. I have a photograph of them together.’

‘How fantastic!’ exclaimed Bobby. ‘Does Lily know?’

‘No. I have been too shy to tell her that I’ve been reading her family diaries at the archives,’ said Mika. ‘I don’t want her to think she has to make me special. You understand?’

‘But you are special! She’d love to know this. Wow, how amazing. No wonder you’ve got a talent for working with the pearlshell - it’s in your

blood.’ He was really thrilled that she had such a strong link to the area.

Mika put a restraining hand on Bobby’s arm ‘Please, Bobby. I want to tell her about this myself When the time is right.’

‘Sure, Mika, anything you say. What else have

you found out?’

‘It is a long story. Please. I didn’t want anyone

to know. Just yet.’

‘Okay.’ Bobby didn’t understand her hesitation but he’d do whatever she asked. He took her hand again.

In Broome, Ross put a cold beer in front of Detective Karl Howard in the quiet courtyard of the

restaurant.

‘Welcome back to paradise,’ said the cop, raising his glass. ‘How is Perth stacking up these

days?’

‘Not bad for a city. I met some interesting people, scored a few points, and picked up some news you might be interested in. I saw Pauline Despar while I was down there.’ ‘How’s she coping?’

‘She’s good. Coming back shortly, heading up to Lily’s farm for a break and inspiration.’ ‘Great. Now, what’s the real news?’ ‘There’s another item to go on the list of property stolen from her shop. She had forgotten to check on it until I asked. It’s an old medallion

shaped like the sun with big rays. Bobby apparently got it from Matthias Stern. Pauline borrowed it to copy for a jewellery collection she’s been putting together based on a celestial theme, or something like that. Not my field, you know.’

Detective Howard grinned. ‘Yeah. Imagine it isn’t. So what’s it worth?’

‘Not that much in cash, I reckon.’

‘But valuable enough to keep in a safe.’

‘Well, maybe. People judge that sort of stuff from different angles, don’t they? Anyway, Pauline will be back soon. Bobby can give you a detailed description if you want it in a hurry.’

‘You know, it seems our Matthias Stern wasn’t the affable absent-minded professor Bobby Ching had him pigeon-holed as being. Well, he might have been once, but he was a man with a problem - gambling.’

‘He owed money?’ Ross sipped his beer.

‘Big time. The German police investigation of his bank records and other avenues confirm he dropped a bundle in a casino near Kuala Lumpur. But the debt was paid off and, according to the casino staff, he teamed up with someone. Some guy who was well known to them in Malaysia.’

‘He must’ve won a bit occasionally, or blown his pay to get in the big league,’ said Ross.

‘Ah, he’d had a problem for some time. He came under a cloud and his contract at the university wasn’t renewed. He told his son he had some prospects, though. Some sort of a deal that would set him up.’

‘Did the son know what it was?’ ‘No, either he doesn’t know or won’t say. I gave the German police the details on that postcard. The son maintains his father never contacted him again, and he has no idea whether the deal he was hinting at really came off. Now, what do you reckon, Ross? Could the deal have been linked to his murder?’

‘The card from here said something about meeting on a Sunday and getting the merchandise, didn’t it? Well, he didn’t have anything of value with him, unless you count that sun thing.’

‘Hard to see what a trinket has to do with it. The person of interest is the man he hooked up with in KL, and then suddenly Stern travels to this neck of the woods for a rendezvous at an outback

station.’

‘No one would know them, or take any notice of them at the Bradley races. So now you’re more interested in the man he met up there, right?’

‘Yes. And maybe that sun will throw more light on the subject,’ said Howard, barely suppressing a grin of satisfaction with the play of

words.

‘Have another beer?’

‘Can’t imagine why not.’ The detective signalled the waiter and waved two fingers.

Ross enjoyed the process of conjecture and elimination. ‘I assume that a discreet briefing of the media might be crossing your mind. Nice picture of the sun medallion, for example.’

‘Absolutely. But first I’ll talk to Bobby, Pauline

and … anyone else you might suggest?’ His slightly raised eyebrow amused Ross, but he got the message.

‘Palmer, the academic bloke, might be worthwhile. But don’t mention my name, okay? He’s up at Red Rock Bay.’

‘You’re safe. Thanks, mate. Cheers.’ They raised glasses in mutual appreciation.

The Georgiana moored in the cove as close to the shore as the water depth allowed. Dolly and several other women were waving and calling from the small beach. ‘Hey, Biddy! You gonna swim ashore?’

“Bout time you came visit your place. Big mob here t’ see you!’

Biddy cackled, enjoying being the centre of attention.

‘God, it’s beautiful,’ said Sami. ‘So peaceful. Tim, I wish I was staying now - it’s like a tropical paradise. I see why my mother likes it here.’

‘I suspect it has something to do with the other women and because it’s a significant place for your people,’ said Tim casually, and Sami realised her mother had shared things with him about being here. After this trip she would ask her mother all about what she experienced here on her annual camp out with these women where she was slowly being introduced to their customs and culture.

Biddy was on her feet, holding her small cloth dillybag. ‘We go now.’ Her eyes were bright and

she radiated more energy than Sami had seen ‘ her in a long time.

Tim stepped onto the diver’s ladder and in the dinghy, packing Biddy’s rolled mattress, blanket and gear around the stern seat. Holding the dinghy steady to the hull, Sami helped Biddy to sit on the gunwale, then swing her legs over the side Tim lifted her into the boat. ‘You hang on to each side here, Biddy,’ Tim instructed, as he rowed to

the beach.

Stripping off her T-shirt and shorts down to her swimsuit, Sami jumped feet first into the warm water, racing past Tim to beat him to the beach. Rakka loyally jumped in after her and struck for

the shore.

The women greeted Sami with smiles and a young woman introduced herself. ‘Hi, I’m Janet. I’ve come from Derby, I’m working in Aboriginal Services Admin there. You look like your mother, same smile,’ she said.

‘This place is lovely, no wonder you come

here,’ said Sami.

‘We come here because it’s our country. You will have to come and learn your country, Sami,’ said Janet. ‘Here, I’ll show you the camp.’ She glanced back to where Tim was helping Biddy ashore and greeting the other women. ‘There’s a dozen of us here this time. Dolly is one of the elders, she’s the one with the law, she knows the ceremonies, the things Biddy wants to do. Places

she has to go.’

‘Biddy says she hasn’t been here since she was young woman,’ said Sami as she followed Janet along a narrow track past a lagoon splashed with pale pink waterlilies.

‘It’s important that she comes and does her finishing business. Makes peace with her ancestors. Thank you for bringing her. It means a lot that someone from the family brings her to this place on her last journey here.’

‘Oh. I’m happy to do it. Should I stay?’ Sami was conscious that protocol was a priority here.

‘Your time will come. Rosie said you and Tim were going to King Sound for a day or two. That will be enough time. When you come back here for Biddy we’ll have some time together. I’d like to hear about your work, you’re doing your doctoral thesis, eh?’

‘Ah, yes. I’m gathering a lot of material out here. I’m with Sydney Uni.’

Janet nodded. ‘Good, good. See, here’s our permanent campsite, but we only use it certain times a year.’ She showed Sami the tents and rough bark shelters over swags and sleeping bags around the campfire. ‘In summer some of us sleep in hammocks or swags in the open. The nights are cool now so we have a bit of shelter.’

‘Biddy has been used to a soft bed and a warm house,’ said Sami, worried Biddy might be uncomfortable.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll look after her.’ Janet smiled.

‘Looks like she’ll be fine,’ whispered Tim to Sami as they watched the women settle Biddy in a

fold-up chair with a cushion in the shade of a bloodwood tree. They’d shared a billy of tea and sweet biscuits and were ready to leave.

Sami knelt in front of Biddy. ‘Biddy, are you happy? Do you want me to stay with you? Rosie and Mum told me to look after you.’

‘You bin good to of’ Biddy. This be my special time, tings to do. Sing me songs, paint, visit the spirit people, my ancestor place. Pish, Biddy got

lot ‘em work.’

Sami smiled. ‘We’ll be back in a couple of days.’

Biddy leaned forward and laid her thin hand

on Sami’s head. ‘Dis be special time for you, girl.

Learnin’ time. You gotta learn our ways, you do

dat for Biddy. Learn up dem stories.’

She wasn’t sure what the old woman was referring to, but she nodded. ‘I will, Biddy.’

‘Sami, we should go,’ said Tim quietly behind

her.

Suddenly Sami was overcome at leaving the old woman here. She called Rakka. ‘Good dog. You have to stay. Stay here with Biddy till I come back. Look after her. No wandering off, okay?’

Obediently Rakka lay down by Biddy, putting her nose on her paws, looking resigned.

‘Will you watch Rakka please, Janet? There’s a long rope there you can tie her up with if you leave

camp.’

‘Nah, she come hunting with us. She be good,’ said one of the other women. ‘She smart dog.’

‘Biddy dog,’ announced Biddy, leaning down to pat Rakka’s head.

‘See you then.’ Sami found herself hugging the bony frame of the old woman and feeling genuinely upset at leaving her.

‘You go, Sami. Biddy be here when you come back. Biddy always be watchin’ out for you.’ The old woman’s voice was strong and firm.

Tim took Sami’s arm and pulled her gently. ‘Come on, let’s go. See you, ladies.’

Sami nodded her goodbyes, unable to speak.

‘Keep going, Sami, don’t look back,’ said Tim.

Rakka lifted her head and watched them disappear through the scrub, then glanced up at Biddy and dropped her head back on her paws with an audible sigh.

Sami stared back at the little cove as Tim steered out to sea and set a course for Cape Leveque. She felt strangely sad and, without Rakka and Biddy for company, uncomfortable at being alone with Tim. But she had to admit she felt safe. He was a capable skipper, occasionally asking her to take the wheel when he checked below or tinkered with the engine.

They hadn’t spoken much and Tim seemed to sense how she was feeling. But now he called cheerfully, ‘Isn’t it afternoon tea time?’

‘Okay. Aye, aye, sir. Whatever.’ Sami went into the tiny galley and lit the small gas stove, put the kettle on and pulled on a cotton jumper. The breeze was stronger now and the Georgiana was dipping her bow like a frisky pony.

By late afternoon Sami was glad Tim was looking for a night anchorage. ‘Do you have a place in mind or are you just winging it?’ she asked as they moved closer to the coast.

‘It might appear a random choice, but I’ve actually worked it all out,’ he confessed.

‘Good.’

They were both tired, and ate the meal Sami had prepared on their laps on the deck. Then Sami went below to sleep in a for’ard bunk.

In the morning after breakfast, they pulled up the anchor, the motor started first go and they rounded the cape into King Sound, dolphins frolicking at their bow. Tim paid particular attention to the details on the marine chart. ‘There are some pretty violent tidal rips around these parts, we’ve got to watch them,’ he said casually, and he pointed to a dot on the chart. That’s Sunday Island, it was a mission at the turn of the century. Gradually the people left for Broome, Derby and Wyndham.’

‘Didn’t they go back at all?’

They did in the thirties, I think, but it was doomed. Too isolated, no backup. Groups still talk about going there to get away from the problems at One Arm Point community and some tourists get there to look at the ruins of the mission - you have to know the tides. But it’s still abandoned.’

‘So where are we going? This area sounds dangerous.’

‘Not if you know it. I’ve done my homework, don’t worry.’

He navigated carefully and the day passed. By the time they’d moored, Tim had settled on an area to explore. He planned to dive early the next day. It was a calm night, and they sat on the deck after dinner sharing a bottle of wine under the stars. For the first time since she stepped onto the Georgiana on this trip, Sami felt relaxed. ‘I’m so glad I did this. I was dreading it.’

Tim laughed. The? The sea trip, or the responsibility of Biddy?’

‘No offence, but well, all of it.’

That’s life, isn’t it? Sometimes the things we dread, things we have to force ourselves to do, can turn out to be pluses. I’ve learned to keep pushing myself through those barriers.’

‘I’ve tended to be a coward. Tried to ignore the unpleasant and the difficult in the hope they will go away.’ Sami was surprised at admitting this to him; it must be the wine and the setting.

‘You’re a bit of a loner, aren’t you?’ Tim said. ‘Very independent. There’s nothing wrong with leaning on people for support, needing their help, showing honestly how you feel. I’ve watched you. You’re so defensive. Bristly, like a cactus hiding soft mushy water.’

Sami threw back her head and laughed, trying to make light of the inference that was so close to the truth. ‘Yuk! What a horrible description.’

‘I’ve watched the ping-pong match between you and your mother, and I’ve decided it’s because there’s just the two of you. Your dad isn’t part of the game. Tell me, where does Palmer fit in?’

I

‘He’s become a bit of a referee, I guess. I admire him and enjoy his company and can share things with him I can’t with anyone else. He’s also the mentor for my career. All the things you want your dad to be, I s’pose.’

‘Hmm.’ Tim didn’t probe further. The remark was telling and he could see the difficult position Palmer was in, having established a rapport with Lily. But his view of Sami was shifting. He’d regarded her as selfish, self-centred, a bit aggressive. Now he saw through her tough veneer that was eggshell thin. ‘Ah, take it as it comes, Sami. There are good people in this world. You can’t take people at face value. I think I’m guilty of misjudging people along the way.’ He left the comment vague enough so she didn’t take it personally.

Sami leapt in and spoke in an impassioned but gentle voice that caught him off guard. ‘Tim, can I tell you something in confidence, just between us? I met this wonderful woman and her story is tearing me apart. I so want to help her. Her name is Leila …’

Bobbing in the gentle swell on the deck of the Georgiana, beneath a sweep of stars, Sami told the story of Leila.

Tim listened, deeply touched, not only by Leila’s desperate situation, but by the depth and sincerity of Sami’s compassion.

‘And so I’m hoping Harlan can pull strings,’ concluded Sami, ‘do something to help. I mean, what would you do?’

‘If it was my wife, my kids, my life? Exactly the

same as Leila. I could get on the soap box about this lucky bloody country, but it sounds a bit hollow knowing what’s been happening to the poor bastards who manage to get here - illegal or not. A plane, a boat, or bribe or a queue - it’s a question of survival, isn’t it?’

Sami pondered on his response. ‘Survival. Yes. But surviving alone can be so hard, I mean, without family. The Aboriginal people out there have been of some comfort to her, but she probably can’t stay there for much longer.’

‘You’re right. I’m amazed the police covering that area haven’t heard anything yet. So what happens next?’ asked Tim.

‘I guess I’ll have to take Harlan out to see her, and get her to come to terms with her situation. She’s got to come in from the desert.’

Tim pointed in the darkness. ‘Now that Biddy’s back in her part of the country I wonder if she’s reflecting on the different stages of her life, like being stolen from her family, pushed into a lifestyle and circumstances she never wanted. And, finally, she’s come home.’ ‘Her spirit home.’ ‘Right.’

‘It’s a bit more complex for Leila, I think,’ said Sami. ‘She’s a long way from home, and there’s no way she can go back. She told me that so strongly.’ She paused to think of what Leila might be doing at that moment, then went on. ‘That’s really all we want, isn’t it? Knowing where our home is, being there, settling the ghosts and dreams.’

‘Home to me means family,’ said Tim. ‘But these days in so much of the world, there seems to be a lot of confusion about that.’

Sami was feeling emotionally exhausted when a splash in the water close by conveniently broke their mood. ‘God, what was that? A shark?’

‘A fish of some kind. And a big one. Want to throw a line over? We might catch breakfast.’ Tim was all action, delving in a locker for the fishing tackle. For the next hour Sami struggled with and lost several barramundi before finally landing, with Tim’s help, a magnificent fish.

‘That’s a great barra, twelve kilos or more. Feed us for a week,’ he said.

‘It’s too beautiful. Please, let’s put it back.’ Sami tried to lift the frantically flapping fish. There was something in her voice that reflected the same compassion Tim had heard when she was talking about the Afghan woman.

‘Okay. You’re right.’ He eased the hook from its mouth and together they lifted the fish and slid it over the side where it disappeared in a flash of silver.

That night Sami dreamed of the giant fish, the same as she’d seen in the ancient rock art. But the fish had swallowed the sun, and inside its belly, in the X-ray style of drawing, she could see myriad blazing small suns.

‘What do you suppose that means?’ she asked Tim over breakfast the next day.

‘Jeez, I dunno.’ He was distracted, and Sami kept quiet as he drilled her once again in the diving

procedure. How to watch for his bubbles, feed out the line he’d attach to his belt as a safety precaution. He showed Sami how to use the radio, the mayday signal and how to start the engine. ‘Just in case I go shopping after hours.’ He gave a half smile at her raised eyebrow. ‘Fail to come up,’ he explained. “

Tim had been studying a small screen near the wheel for some time and Sami wondered why he had circled the boat and gone back over a certain area. Finally he looked up. ‘There’s something odd down there, showing up on the depth sounder. Don’t think it’s a reef, I’ll check it out.’ ‘Not a school of fish or something?’ ‘No. But we’ll know soon enough.’ In full-body wetsuit, flippers, goggles, scuba tanks on his back, weights, torch and a knife attached to a belt, Sami thought he looked like an alien. He spat into his goggles, rinsed them in the sea, put them on and then glanced at the bulky watch on his wrist. ‘First dive I’ll be down about thirty-five minutes. We’re drifting, although I have a light anchor out. See, the current is running in that direction. Keep a hand on my rope, and if I give three yanks, you’ll have to pull me up - that

means trouble.’

Sami nodded. ‘Take it easy.’

He sat on the gunwale, put his mouthpiece in place, and flipped backwards, hitting the water with a splash. Then, in a burst of bubbles he sank from sight. It was suddenly very quiet.

Sami looked down at the vivid blue water. The

stories of underwater dramas her mother and Chris her diver friend and others had told her came to mind. The giant squids, the sharks, the huge clams, the dangers faced by divers now all seemed very real. She waited, her hand on the rope disappearing into the water, her link with the man far below felt so fragile and she had to resist the urge to clench it tightly and stop it, and him, slipping through her fingers. Occasionally she’d see a bulge of air bubbles silently pimple the surface.

She wasn’t wearing a watch and lost in the silence of the seascape, she had no idea how much time had passed. Suddenly realising this, her heart started to beat faster and she felt a rising sense of panic. Almost at once the rope in her hand jerked three times and she gasped aloud and madly started to haul it up. It felt like a dead weight and she struggled desperately. ‘Oh no, what’s happened?’ she called out.

Soon there was a thump on the other side of the boat, and she screamed, almost dropping the rope when she turned and saw a grinning Tim clinging to the side. ‘Don’t let go,’ he called. ‘I’ll swim around to the ladder.’

‘That was naughty, you gave me a shock. Don’t worry, I’ll get even. Now, what’s on the end of the rope if it isn’t you?’

Tim laughed. ‘You won’t believe it. It’s unreal. I nearly ran out of air.’

‘I thought it was a long time. What’s down there?’ she asked. He was flushed and looked excited.

‘There I was, minding my own business, when all of a sudden in front of me there’s this bloody

great shape.’ ‘A shark!’ ‘A wreck.’ ‘A shipwreck!’ ‘Yeah and pretty recent. Looks like an Indo

fishing boat.’

Sami leaned over the side, trying to see into the

water.

‘It’s in about fifteen metres. Has some damage, hull split. She spilled some cargo, a heap of

wooden boxes.’

‘So you tied one to this rope and scared me to death thinking you were in trouble?’

‘That’s right. Listen, look at the GPS and mark where we are. We don’t want to lose it.’

Sami copied down the position then went quickly to help him haul on the rope and get the

box onto the deck.

‘Looks very ordinary,’ she said, ‘but there is a sense of mystery about it that’s really exciting.’

Taking his diving knife Tim began prising the slats from the top. Inside was rotting hessian, then a canvas bag. He lifted it out and ripped the canvas to reveal a small lead trunk. There was a strange padlock on it. The lock was long with a half-circle at one end. ‘Some weird kind of key fits this. Well, tough, no key. It’s brute force.’

It took a few moments and tools from the engine room to smash the lock. Tim sat back on his heels and looked up at Sami. ‘Ready?’

She grinned and nodded. ‘Probably something really stupid like car parts.’

‘Why would you lock it?’ He flung back the lid.

Neither was prepared for what they saw under the top cover of rotting canvas. Amid a confusion of disintegrating cardboard boxes, and wrapped incongruously in plastic, was a jumble of bright gold coins and jewellery. It was obscenely dazzling. The gold as glittering as molten sunlight. ‘Christ almighty!’ breathed Tim.

Sami was too gobsmacked to speak. Tentatively she reached in and picked up a thick gold bracelet of two cupid figures riding dolphins. She slipped it on her arm. ‘My God, it’s fabulous! How gorgeous! This is unbelievable!’

Slowly Tim began taking pieces out and laying them on the deck. Sami had never seen jewellery designs like them - unusual earrings, necklaces with figures of dragons and beasts, and exquisite braiding and twists of gold, many inlaid with what looked to be turquoise.

‘It’s so unusual. Is it Asian? You say the boat’s not old?’

Tim was fingering a coin. On one side was the embossed helmeted head of a warrior enclosed in a dotted circle. On the other side was the figure of an archer on a throne. ‘No, but this is old stuff,’ said Tim. ‘It must’ve been looted and was on its way somewhere when they went down. Storm, I’d say. You wouldn’t ship stuff like this in an unidentified fishing boat. We’ll have to notify the maritime authorities.”Can a ship like that sink so close to the coast and no one hear about it, like distress signals?’ asked Sami, struggling to find answers to a dozen questions that arose in her mind.

‘Pretty remote here. Under cover of a monsoon storm it could get past surveillance. Or with just good luck, though it certainly ran out of luck. No survivors, I imagine, or they would have made headlines and this stuff wouldn’t still be sitting on the bottom,’ Tim speculated.

Sami was soon absorbed in studying piece after piece. An intricately carved flat plaque at the end of a necklace caught her eye. As she studied the tree with birds perched on it and a goddess figure amongst animals she realised why the carved scene looked familiar. It was similar to a pattern on Leila’s rug and one she had drawn for the Aboriginal artists. ‘It looks Persian,’ she said with some

surprise.

‘Well that adds a lovely dimension to this

mystery,’ exclaimed Tim.

‘Tim! Look at this!’ Sami’s hand was shaking as she held up an emblem of the sun with its rays fanning from the central sphere. There was a small clasp in the centre. ‘It’s the same! Same as the one Bobby had, but in gold.’ She fumbled for a moment then the clasp sprang free, revealing the small compartment. Inside was a coiled locket of human hair tied with red cotton thread. They looked at each other, both stunned.

‘This must have something to do with that Stern guy,’ said Tim quietly. ‘You’d kill for this little lot.’

‘Maybe we’d better keep it quiet then,’ said Sami. ‘Not let it hit the front pages.’

‘Let’s have a cup of tea and I’ll see if I can get back to the wreck and bring up another couple of boxes. And there could be more in the hull.’

‘Don’t take any chances, Tim. Let the authorities get it,’ said Sami, concerned for Tim’s safety.

‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Let’s have a better look at this stuff then.’

‘I love those cupids on the dolphins,’ sighed Sami as she lit the gas stove. ‘I could nick them very easily.’

‘Ask Pauline to copy it.’

Sami stuck her head out from below deck. ‘That’s a brilliant idea. I’ll take some photos.’

‘God, I hope Lily has got that nice new safe. The harvest has just become a bit more valuable!’

‘Tim, before you were sidetracked by the wreck … what do you think of this as a location for a farm? Mum will want to know.’

‘I know. I’m still doing what I came to do. We’ll move to a couple more spots and I’ll make a final decision. I think it could be okay.’

The voyage back to the women’s camp sped by, far quicker it seemed to Sami than the way up. She and Tim talked incessantly about the wreck, the gold hoard, and the legalities of ownership. ‘More dreams than we can cope with,’ was Sami’s summary, as they stowed the box beneath ropes and spare sails in a cabin locker.

‘Not a word to anyone,’ cautioned Tim as they rowed ashore to join Biddy at the camp.

They were surprised along the track by an Aboriginal man. He stood in front of them. ‘Private land. Yer can’t go up there,’ he said gruffly. His bare chest was ribbed with initiation scars.

‘It’s all right, I’m here to see Biddy and Dolly and the others,’ said Sami. ‘They know me.’

He stood aside but looked at Tim. ‘What ‘bout ‘im? He family, he doin’ ceremony?’

Tim stopped. ‘I feel uncomfortable about this, Sami. I think it might be best if I go back and wait on the boat.’

‘Okay. I’ll come back and tell you what’s going on.’

When Sami and the man got to the camp it was empty but she could hear singing in the distance. He indicated that she should follow a track in that direction, and she eventually came to a clearing and stopped in shock.

A ceremony was under way. The focal point was a tree. A group of men with ochre painted on their bodies were sitting around the tree, singing a deep resonant chant. The women were sitting further away, their backs to the men, keeping time with clap sticks. All had their faces, chests and arms painted in white and brown ochre. Janet was to one side and seeing Sami she got up and came towards her. ‘Oh Sami,’ she said solemnly and took her hands.

‘What’s going on? Where’s Biddy?’ Sami had suddenly realised she couldn’t see her among the women.

‘She’s there, this is to honour her,’ said Janet gently. Sami again scanned the women. ‘Biddy died, Sami. We had no way to reach you.’

‘Oh, no! Oh, I’m so sorry … I shouldn’t have left her.’ Tears sprang to her eyes and ran down her face. ‘Oh poor Biddy.’

‘It’s all right, Sami. She chose this. She finished all she wanted to do and then she lay down under that tree and just went to sleep.’ ‘Really… just like that?’ ‘It was Biddy’s decision. The men are singing her spirit from her body on its way. Come and sit with us.’ She led Sami to the edge of the clearing where there were tins and jars of ochre. Swiftly she daubed white streaks on Sami’s face and arms and led her to the circle.

‘Where is Biddy?’ Sami managed to ask. ‘She’s wrapped in bark, up there in the tree.’ Sami saw the wrapped shape resting between the bare boughs. And at the foot of the tree, Rakka was sitting patiently. Their eyes met, and the dog pricked her ears and cocked her head. Sami put her hand in the stay position and Rakka

didn’t move.

‘The dog hasn’t left Biddy. She was sleeping beside her when we found Biddy in the morning,’ said Janet as she and Sami sat in the circle and turned away from the tree.

Two hours later, the men stopped singing. Sami was dry-eyed and drained. The rhythmic clapping and the whole atmosphere had been cathartic. She’d thought back over her time with

Biddy, how the wizened old woman had been so confronting because of the knowledge they were connected through family. Where once Sami would have preferred no one know this, now she could feel proud of having known this old soul, whose life had been mostly hardship yet her humour and strength never appeared to have wavered. She wondered if Rosie and Harlan knew about Biddy’s death. Then she figured somehow they would, intuitively anyway. She remembered how sad Rosie had been at saying goodbye. She’d known this might happen.

The men were talking.

They’re waiting to be sure the spirit has left the body,’ explained Janet. ‘Biddy will stay there until it’s time to be taken to her burial place.’

‘Oh God,’ whispered Sami, then she softly whistled Rakka who bounded forward, now released from guarding Biddy. She knelt down and hugged the dog. ‘Good girl, good dog, for guarding Biddy. Poor Biddy.’ Sami felt utterly overwhelmed.

She cried not just for Biddy but with a feeling of release that some small dam inside her had suddenly been washed away, and with it had gone a blockage, an obstacle. Her life would now be easier and happier.



Chapter Twenty

THE RUSTING AIR-CONDITIONER RATTLED IN THE window of the old shed as Lily and Mika watched the farm’s head technician, Vivian, slip a large Pinctada maxima oyster into the clamp on her workbench. It was a tense but exciting moment, the launching of the harvest. Today, the first major haul of shell from the bay was to be opened. No one spoke as Vivi competently and without fuss wedged open the front of the shell and adjusted the bench light to illuminate the inside of the oyster. Delicately she inserted the hooked probe, to cut into the pearl sac and extract from the mucus a shiny gleaming pearl.

She dropped it into the tray, and Lily gave a little shout of delight and smiled at Mika as Vivi calmly went about putting a nucleus made from a Mississippi clam shell into the shell. The

nucleus was highly valuable in its own right.

‘That’s what we want to see more of,’ Vivi said, ‘a lovely round fifteen-millimetre silver. Top quality-Not a bad start, I’d say. In another two years that oyster will grow another, possibly bigger.’ Vivi patted the shell and put it in the tank beside her. ‘It’s nice and healthy, good for a couple more seedings.’

‘It really is a wonderful moment seeing a thing of such beauty, natural beauty, come out of hiding,’ said Mika.

‘You want to try one, Mika? Okay, Lily?’ asked Vivi, reaching for a shell and clamping it. She got up and Mika nervously took her place.

‘Hands on is the best way to learn,’ said Lily. But she held her breath as Mika slipped the probe into the shell, fumbling a bit before locating the pearl sac under Vivi’s guidance, cutting it and peeling it back. A gold glow shone through the mantle and out popped a fat pearl. Lily and Vivi knew before Mika had it out of the shell that it was a beauty.

‘Well done, Mika! It’s a magnificent gold, look at that lustre!’ They passed it between them, the fat globule almost seemed alive with its rich colour and inner light.

‘You’re a natural, Mika. And a good luck charm,’ said Vivi, slipping into the seat to reseed the shell. She worked swiftly and surely, her steady hand honed from years of practice.

‘It’s like seeing a baby born,’ said Mika.

‘It’s a bit that way. You have to baby them

along, keep them clean and healthy, nurture them, watch them all the time,’ said Lily, laughing. ‘If people knew the care needed and problems in raising pearl oysters they’d appreciate a pearl even more. My God, that’s going to look stunning as the centrepiece of a design.’

The next few shells were less rewarding. ‘They’re past their use-by date. Might be good for mabe,’ declared Vivi. ‘Over to you, Mika.’

Mika was getting quite proficient at implanting nuclei on the older shell to grow the half pearls which were used in less expensive jewellery. She had learned the procedure in a day - peeling back the mantle and gluing six or seven flat-based plastic beads in teardrop, round and heart shapes, onto the half shell for the oyster to coat with nacre. They’d be drilled off in about nine months time, killing the oyster, so only the ageing ones were used.

Dave brought in another crate of shells for harvesting. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Mika just hooked a beauty. Now look at that, Dave!’ Lily held up the gold pearl between her fingers and Dave gave a low whistle.

‘That’s what it’s all about, eh!’ Lily was elated. She now understood the feeling of anticipation and excitement that went around the staff at harvest time. She hoped Tim and Sami would get back soon and share in it.

Later Dave brought several trays of pearls into Lily’s cabin where she’d set up a table in the best light for grading. He had given them a light polish

to get rid of the excess mucus before grading. Although Lily had been briefly tutored by Damien Lake in matching pearls with similar characteristics, she was still intrigued at the variations in shape, size and colour. The bubbly baroques, the keshis that had no nucleus and were spontaneously produced by some oysters, the buttons and circles, ovals and drop shapes. They were all far more common than the perfect rounds. Some of them had an overtone of pink and green. Depending on how thick the layer of nacre, the light reflected differently to add to the lustre and iridescence.

‘Not like farming eggs or tomatoes, is it?’ observed Dave as Lily lingered over a pale pink

and cream pearl.

‘I keep seeing every one as a piece of jewellery, knowing how some woman will treasure it. Though men are wearing pearls too these days,’

she added.

‘Not me,’ sniffed Dave. ‘But your greatgrandfather had a pearl earring, didn’t he?’ He shuffled around a bit, fiddling with the scales and measuring calipers. Finally he said, ‘The next batch aren’t so good, Lily. Lot of pitting. The boys are still bringing in shell, so we might do better later in the week. Look at these.’ He held out his hand to display a palm full of pearls.

‘Umm, not good quality, are they?’ said Lily. ‘How many are like that?’

‘Quite a lot. It’s an indication of pollution, too much fresh water. Good thing we’re looking for new grounds. Tim was right.’

Lily rubbed her eyes, suddenly feeling weary. ‘I just hope we break even. We need a few more pearls like the one Mika got.’ She tried not to show her disappointment. She had a headache from studying the pearls so closely and it was scary that they could lose money if the standard continued to vary so dramatically. ‘Dave, the Japanese arrive in two days. I’ll have to go to Broome and meet them and show them around, then bring them up here. We have to impress them. They’ve put money into this project, we have to show we are producing and will do even better next year. Hopefully Tim will come back with good news and do a little presentation about the prospects on new locations.’

Dave pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘Do you think we’re over-reaching a bit? Look at the problems we have here with this lot. Another farm, another headache.’

‘Dave! It’s a bit late to be thinking like that! We know this harvest isn’t as fabulous as it could be because of the changing water conditions. We have to address that. We have to be more disciplined in cleaning the shell, keeping everything around here pristine.’

‘Don’t get mad, Lily. You saw things were a bit slack when you bought in here, and you and Tim have done wonders with the place. I never had the money, I’m afraid.’

‘It takes more than money being invested. We have to move with the times, learn from how others are succeeding, have a vision and take a

gamble on something like new grounds.’ Listen to me, thought Lily. What did I know about pearling six months ago? Zilch. She saw Dave was sinking into one of his morose moods which ended up with an empty bottle of rum and a headache. ‘Don’t worry, Dave. Let’s put on a good show for Mr Komiatyi and Mr Tobayashi and impress them with our potential and ideas.’ ‘Jolly good,’ muttered Dave in one of his exaggerated accents. ‘Oh, I say, I don’t have to be part of this show, do I? Perform? I’m no good at that. I go into my shell like a tortoise if I have to do that

kind of thing.’

‘Aw c’mon, Dave, you spin a great story. We

love your bush yarns.’

‘That’s different. Standing up in front of people, forget it. I was once diagnosed with pathological shyness bordering on paranoia. These Japs will bolt if I open my mouth.’

Lily wasn’t sure if he was being serious, then thought maybe he was. That might explain why he turned his back on his home in England, preferring the isolation of the Kimberley coast. He wasn’t what you’d call a leader, which is why he left all the ‘front of house stuff to Tim and Lily, and delegated the day-to-day staff management to Don and Serena. Dave had made one smart decision in his life, to spend his inheritance on buying Star Two, but he was the first to admit that had been the end of his dreams. It would be up to the new part owners to turn it into a really successful farm that could survive in the tough marketplace.

‘Dave, just be yourself,’ said Lily, then added, ‘I guess we’d better try to tidy up for the visitors. I mean, put on some decent gear.’

Dave straightened up. ‘I do know what’s appropriate. My nanny taught me these things,’ he said a bit stiffly and strode off. Lily smiled.

She was back grading and trying not to worry about the quality of the harvest when Rosie rang. ‘Lily, I’ve had word from up the coast about Biddy. She died - quietly and peacefully. I felt it was coming, suspected deep down in my heart when she organised the trip.’

‘Oh, how sad. I feel so sorry I wasn’t there.’ Lily was stunned and couldn’t say anything more for a minute. Then she asked, ‘How did Sami take it? It would have been really hard on her.’

‘She wasn’t there, but she came back in time for the ceremony, traditional ritual. I was sorry we weren’t there too. We’re planning a little event in Broome later on. Biddy wanted to die in her country and she did. I think it important Sami was there to help send her off.’

‘Strange how some things work out.’

‘Or maybe things happen the way they were meant to,’ said Rosie. ‘The house seems very empty now. I’ll see you in a day or so.’

The news upset Lily more than she cared to admit. She was stressed, physically tired and apprehensive about the investors. The emotional impact of Biddy’s death was the last straw. She

locked her cabin, something she never did before, but now that thousands of dollars’ worth of pearls were inside, she was cautious. Then she went down the creek to the bay, wishing Sami and Tim were here already, but the Georgiana wasn’t due in till sunset. She walked along the deserted dune following the lonely track. She wondered if the big, successful pearlers had doubts and fears like those she was feeling at the moment.

She sat down on the sand, hugging her knees, her chin resting on her arms as she stared at the water ruffling in the slight noreaster breeze. Her reverie was broken by a gentle touch on top of her head. Startled, she looked up to see Palmer.

‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I came to say goodbye. I’m heading back to Broome for a bit. The uni team are arriving to check out the fossil site and report back. Our funding should follow.’

‘The dinosaurs?’

‘Uh-huh.’ He sat down beside her and dropped his arm around her shoulders, and she leaned against him. It was comforting, warm, loving. ‘I heard about Biddy. I’m sorry.’

‘Thanks. You’re a nice man, Ted.’

‘Biddy was a key link in your family, I gather. You’re never prepared to lose someone special.’

‘She was the first Aboriginal person I ever sat with and talked to, on my first day in Broome. Then to find out her link with Tyndall, our family connection …’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’m just glad her last years have been so comfortable with Rosie and Harlan.’

‘Perhaps it’s right that Sami was there for her final journey. A link back to you and those days past.’

‘I was thinking that too. Despite Sami brushing off her Aboriginal connection, I think of all people Biddy made the strongest impact on her. In a positive way.’

‘Sami is culturally different from us. Youth, a different generation in different times. When she goes back to Sydney she might push all this to the edge of her life. But it’s there, inside her, and she’ll deal with it when she’s ready.’

‘She’ll have to deal with it every time she comes here, I’m afraid. I’m not going anywhere,’ sighed Lily.

‘I’m pleased about that,’ said Palmer softly. Lily looked into his face, the impact of his blue eyes and wide mouth, his lean face with rugged movie star looks hitting her with a jolt. He was so often casually dressed, unshaven, his leather hat and sunglasses hiding his features, that she’d forgotten how handsome he was. A slight greying at the temples, a few interesting wrinkles, a lean body - she thought half his female students were probably in love with him! ‘And you, what are your plans?’

He glanced away from Lily’s green-flecked eyes and sweet face, thinking a man could get entangled in that soft blonde hair. ‘I’ll be around for a bit, dragging out my slow and painstaking research.’ He grinned.

‘Good.’ She smiled back at him and without

effort or thought their lips met, at first tentatively, then in a hungry consuming kiss that surprised

them both.

When they drew apart, Palmer shook his head, looking a bit bewildered. ‘I didn’t think one could feel like a passionate befuddled schoolboy again.’

Lily simply looked at him. Drinking him in, wondering why she hadn’t seen him in a romantic light before this. ‘Ted, “befuddled” is a good word. I didn’t know how to take you when I first met you ‘

‘I irritated you,’ he said calmly.

‘Yes. But your personality wore me down over time and I have to say it’s a lot of fun, and life is a little more interesting, when you’re around. Most of all, you’ve become a good friend.’ She looked down for a moment and Palmer leaned over and kissed her tenderly again. ‘Is this going to spoil a lovely friendship?’ she finally asked.

‘Only if we let it, and I don’t think we’re that way inclined.’ He tightened his arm around her and suddenly she felt safe, secure and very calm. The stress and confusion began to flow away from her and Palmer felt her body relax.

‘Let’s just be here for the moment. You’ve helped me through a hard time. Biddy, family and the worry of this whole enterprise. Why did I do this? Why didn’t I just invest my nest egg and look through the travel brochures?’

‘Because you’d hate yourself in a week. You are an energetic woman just coming to consolidate the creative phase of your life. You were ready to

apply all that experience and wisdom and take a flying leap into something new.’

‘I had a wobbly earlier. I couldn’t believe what I’m doing. Suddenly Tim isn’t here, Dave seems a bit off the planet and I lose Biddy. And I worry about my daughter.’

‘Yes. She’s my friend too,’ said Palmer a little apprehensively. ‘And that might be a problem now.’

Lily bit her lip. Palmer was right. Lily was overcome with a feeling of guilt - she was falling in love with her daughter’s close friend. ‘How does Sami really see you, think of you, Ted? She reacted so strongly when she saw us just talking together, what would she make of … the last few moments?’

‘Jealous, angry, hurt probably. She wants to be the centre of your universe. In my case she wants me to be attentive to her needs - professionally in the academic sense and as a friend in, well not quite a fatherly sense, but as a mature wise owl. Children like to carve their relationships on their own.’

Lily nodded in agreement. ‘It has been a bit tough working things out over the last ten years or so as she became more self-sufficient. Our family consists of just the two of us and the relationship has become competitive. She’s no longer the kid, if you get my meaning. She challenges me. Our roles have been shifting. I now appreciate her feedback and advice on all manner of things. Oh dear, this is going to be difficult.‘Lily suddenly thought of her past lovers, her former husband. Sami’s father, her relationship with Dale. And then she looked at Palmer. She almost burst out laughing. It was so clear, so right. All the things she wanted in a man were here in this surprise package of the most unlikely yet obvious choice - Dr Ted Palmer. Philosopher, teacher, gentle man; humorous, poetic and musical, yet worldly and physically capable. He was respected by all sorts of people from traditional Aboriginal elders to workers and students. While he ambled around the bush quite at home, she realised he was equally at home with intellectuals, entrepreneurs and high flying executives.

‘I’ve always done what I felt was best and right for my daughter. I’m proud of her, I love her and she is the most precious thing in my life,’ said Lily.

‘So she should be. However, may I suggest you look at your life? Your personal life.’

‘Oh, God. It’s too hard. All I know is I was feeling so bereft, so overwhelmed and then you came along and kissed me, and suddenly everything seemed wonderful.’

He leaned over and kissed her again, squeezing her shoulder and then got to his feet. ‘Think about that. I’ll be at my place in Broome. Your call. But I’ll always be your friend - friends are sometimes more important than family.’

They walked side by side back to the camp and Dave came hurrying out to meet them. ‘Tim just called from the boat. They’ll be in sooner than we thought. He says he has some amazing news and

asked if you were still here, Palmer. I said you were about to leave but they want you to stay on and see what they’ve got. All very mysterious.’

Palmer shrugged and looked at Lily. ‘It’s no hardship to hang around with you guys.’

They sat in Lily’s cabin with the door locked, the air-conditioning on and the louvres closed. Lily was at the table looking at a pendant through a magnifying glass. Sami, Tim, Dave and Palmer were crouched on the floor around the salvaged lead box with pieces of jewellery scattered in front of them. Dave was closely studying several of the coins.

‘They look like Greek coins to me. Third to fifth century,’ he declared. ‘My father had quite a coin collection and I related them to the ancient history I was studying. About the only thing at school I enjoyed.’

Palmer reached out to take some of the coins. ‘You could be right. There’s a very Indian look to some of the jewellery, though I agree with Sami, it’s predominantly Persian,’ said Palmer. ‘It’s bloody old. Where it came from, where it was going and who was smuggling it on an Indonesian fishing boat is a more important mystery at the moment, though.’

‘So what’s the next step?’ asked Lily. ‘Notify Customs and the Receiver of Wrecks,’ suggested Tim. ‘We think there’s a link between this loot and that sun icon thing Bobby got from Matthias Stern.’

‘There’s obviously a connection,’ declared Palmer ‘Here’s the same medallion that Stern was carrying and someone wanted. Wanted it badly enough perhaps to kill for it. The note inside it must have been a coded message about when to expect this lot. Ross told me about a postcard Stern had sent his son. It said something about getting some stuff… on a Sunday,’ he said, trying hard to recall the details.

‘Did you say “Sunday”?’ asked Tim.

‘Yes, it made a reference to arriving on a Sunday.’

‘The wreck is not far from Sunday Island, a small spot that’s easy to miss, in treacherous waters. If there was a storm and they were off course they might have made a run for the mainland and gone down.’

‘Sunday Island!’ exclaimed Dave. ‘It’s a deserted mission island. The perfect place to bring in illegal goods.’

‘I bet that’s what it was. This explains someone like Stern being around here. Whoever he was meeting chose very remote spots to rendezvous,’ said Palmer.

‘So when Bobby turned up at the races instead of Stern, the other bloke nicked Stern’s backpack and shot through, thinking the sun medallion was inside,’ said Tim. ‘You met the guy, Lily, what do you remember about him?’

‘I can’t remember his name. He was smarmy, an evasive sort. Olive skinned. About the only thing I did get out of him was that he was an art dealer.’

‘Makes sense. In a wild kind of way,’ said Sami. ‘Mum, who else was with you that met him?’

‘No one that I recall. I did meet the couple from the caravan park, Kev and Bette. They were around, but they didn’t talk to him.’

‘Maybe Ross and I should talk to them in case they remember anything,’ said Palmer.

‘I think we’d better call the police straightaway,’ said Sami. ‘One murder, a couple of breakins and a bash on the head for Pauline. This guy is serious.’ She went over to pull out the phone book from under Lily’s pile of papers to find the number of the Broome police.

‘I reckon whoever was meeting Stern has got some local heavy to do his dirty business and look for the medallion. He wouldn’t have to tell them why or what it was for,’ said Tim. ‘And I doubt he’s still around.’

‘If it’s someone local, then how the authorities handle the announcement of this little find here could be crucial. I agree, let’s call the police, but we could also ask Ross’ advice,’ suggested Palmer. ‘And I could get my art historian buddy at Curtin to give an opinion on where this stuff might be from. I’ll talk to the police and see if we can keep the lid on this for a bit,’ said Palmer. ‘Could be useful for a number of reasons.’

‘It’s getting late in the day,’ said Tim. ‘I want to get down and look at the next batch of shell.’

‘I’d better hit the road. Do I have permission to talk to Ross about this?’ asked Palmer. Everyone nodded in agreement.

stood up and casually kissed Lily on the cheek. ‘Good luck with your investors. Maybe I’ll see you down in Broome.’

The exchange, though brief, wasn’t missed by Sami, and an eyebrow twitched.

‘Sami, before you make that call, come see me off,’ Palmer said warmly and they walked outside. ‘When life settles down we have to discuss your thesis.’

‘The problem is that life doesn’t seem to be settling down,’ said Sami. ‘I have one drama after another. Is it always like that up here? I thought the Kimberley would be about the most laid-back place under the sun.’

‘And lo, international intrigue, mayhem and madness.’

‘Riches and romance too,’ said Sami, giving him a sideways look.

‘I hope the riches come your mother’s way. She’s worried about the state of the harvest. It’s been two years in the making so there’s not a lot she could do about it. Ask her for a rundown about it tonight.’

‘Well, riches aside, she seems to have found romance.’ Sami’s voice was tense. ‘Do you want to tell me what’s going on? I saw the way she looked when you kissed her just now.’

‘It wasn’t much of a kiss, just a peck on the cheek.’

‘Come on, Palmer!’

‘I could say it’s my own business, but anything concerning your mother involves you. But Lily will make up her own mind in these matters.’

‘What matters? I’ve only been away four days. But it’s obvious there’s been a very big shift in your relationship. I can’t help being a little surprised. At least her taste in men is improving.’

‘It doesn’t change anything between us,’ said Palmer.

‘Of course it doesn’t! Why would it?’

Palmer shook his head. Women were mercurial creatures. ‘Great. Wonderful. But something has happened to you. You’ve changed too.’

‘You think so?’ She dropped the banter and said quietly, ‘It’s been a momentous few days. In lots of ways I’m not sure about yet.’

Palmer touched her hand gently. ‘Don’t try to analyse it. An unscholarly judgment call, perhaps, but what the hell … let’s live a little. Take care, Sami.’

The following morning Sami and Lily walked to Sami’s car where Rakka was sitting in the front but occasionally checking the back seat as if looking for Biddy. ‘I hope it all goes well. Just turn on the charm for the investors, Mum.’

Thanks. You’ll be out in the desert by the time I get back to Broome. We’ll meet up here again then?’ ‘I’m anxious to hear what Harlan has pulled off for Leila. We’ll go straight out there. I think he’s looking forward to getting out of the Broome court for a bit.’

‘I’ll stay with Rosie. Does she have help with Lizzie while Harlan is away?’

‘It’s all organised. There’s always a cousin or rellie of Biddy’s around. Rosie’s doing an exhibition of the Dari women’s art and weavings that Leila helped to inspire.’

‘It would be lovely if Leila could be there, wouldn’t it?’ said Lily.

‘Yes, but if it gets press interest someone might ask awkward questions. If people knew Leila’s story and others like hers, and worse, they’d think again about our treatment of refugees.’ Sami kissed Lily. ‘Happy pearling.’

‘No guesses what you’re getting for Christmas!’ They both laughed, and Sami pulled away feeling a closeness towards her mother she hadn’t felt for a long time.

Back in the old house Rakka settled outside the door to Biddy’s room. Sami had headed into town to meet Ross and Pauline, who had gone together to Pauline’s showroom. Bertrand had kept things running smoothly, but Pauline had felt some trepidation at going back there for the first time since the breakin. However, Ross’ burly figure and cheerful demeanour had helped her get past the initial trauma.

Sami gave Pauline a hug. ‘You look fabulous.’ She admired the short skirt and cropped top Pauline had bought in Perth.

‘Thanks, I’m looking forward to going to California to really shop! After I’ve had a bit of a

break at the farm with your mum and Tim, that is. Tim says he’s got some things up there to inspire my next collection. He was very secretive. But I have to meet your mum’s Japanese people first.’

‘These pieces should bowl them over,’ said Ross, looking at the work in the showcases.

‘Different from regular strings of pearls, I hope. They show the other directions we can go in with pearls.’

Sami drew Pauline to one side as Ross went to chat with Bertrand. ‘Pauline, the things Tim mentioned might not be there when you get to the farm, but he’s taken masses of digital photos. I’ll let them tell you the story. It’s incredible. Listen, though, can I ask you … what’s the deal with you and Tim? You went out a few times, I mean, is there anything between you two?’

Pauline looked quite shocked. ‘Of course not! We only ever went out in a group. He’s just one of the gang, you know that. Why? What’s happened since I’ve been away? Tell all!’ She gave Sami a shrewd look, seeing her faint blush of discomfort.

‘It’s been a bit of a week. We were away together on the boat, nothing happened, but well, we had a few D and Ms.’

‘Deep and meaningfuls! Under the stars away from the world, the only two people in the universe. You talk, he talks. The sharing thing?’

‘Yeah. I guess so.’

‘And nothing happened? That’s generally when

you get close to someone, feel vulnerable and one thing leads to another. You can tell me, Sami.’

‘Well maybe we didn’t get as close as you think. Physically. But I certainly know him better. And like him a lot more. We’ll see where it goes.’ There was a tinge of relief in Sami’s voice. ‘I’ll see you up at the farm or back here. Harlan and I are going out to the desert.’

Pauline hugged her. ‘Good luck. Thanks for everything.’

‘I haven’t done anything. Mum and I think of you as family.’ Sami meant it. She was glad her mother had taken Pauline under her wing. She was talented and would no doubt make a name for herself and maybe settle overseas, but she knew they’d never lose touch. ‘I just wish they’d caught the bugger who’s been banging around town looking for the sun medallion.’

Ross joined them. ‘Hey, we’re working on it. I’m going round to see Kev and Bette and explore a few other avenues.’

Ross left Pauline Despar Designs and slipped his sunglasses on in the glare. Then he headed down to Buccaneer Caravan Park.

‘Hey, Kevin, got time for a cuppa or a beer?’ ‘Ross! Great to see you. Absolutely, come on in.’ Bette was swinging in a hammock reading a book. ‘We’re going for a fish later, want to come?’ ‘Always ready. Maybe a game of golf again, Kev?’

‘Sure thing. The diary has a blank page most days but there’s always something happening. I don’t know how I found time to go to work! So what’s new?’

‘I’ve just come back from the Star Two pearl farm. We got chatting up there about various things connected with the breakins and the murder of Matthias Stern. Didn’t you guys go up to the races? After you found Bobby and the accident with Stern?’

‘We were going that way, and we were the first people on the scene. Kev was with Bobby when they found him,’ said Bette.

‘And Stern was sent to Broome hospital and Bobby decided to go to the Bradley races with you guys,’ said Ross.

‘That’s right. He was concerned about the fellow Matthias was meeting, it’d seemed so important to him at the time. Though it didn’t turn out to be,’ added Kevin.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘He was a bit surly … We saw him briefly and then he took off.’

‘You saw him? Did you talk to him?’

‘No. He talked to Lily. Bobby told us about him. But he looked an unpleasant sort of chap. Even in the pictures.’

‘You have a picture of him?’ asked Ross incredulously.

‘Sure, want to see it? It’s just a crowd scene.’

‘Definitely. Could you show it to me now? It could be important.’

‘Sure,’ Kevin said. ‘It is strange that Stern just left the hospital, didn’t get in touch or anything. Bobby said he’d look him up and bring his bag to

him.’

‘But his friend or associate, whoever it was, took the bag away from Bradley Station with

him,’ Bette added.

‘Run that past me again,’ said Ross.

‘Some kids at the races got into everyone’s gear, took small stuff, and they were caught and it was all returned. Lily told us the story,’ said Bette. ‘By then the bloke had scooted out on the supply plane with Stern’s bag. Guess he didn’t know it’d already been pilfered.’

‘And that was how Bobby ended up with the sun medallion thing. The one he gave Pauline to

copy,’ said Kevin.

‘I’d like to see that photo,’ said Ross.

‘Bette’s a great chronicler,’ said Kevin a few moments later as he handed Ross a packet of

photographs.

They were photos of scenes around Bradley Station, Bobby saddling up and winning the camel race, and several crowd and group shots.

‘There he is, that’s him there. Near Bobby,’ said Bette, pointing to Hajid. ‘Here’s a better one, it was the first day.’

Ross squinted at the picture. ‘Mind if I borrow this, Bette? Let’s see if anyone knows this guy. You’re sure this is the fellow Stern was going to

meet?’

‘Oh definitely, Bobby was sharing a tent with

him. He couldn’t understand why Stern wanted to meet him as he was so surly.’

‘Right. Thanks, I’ll see you guys later.’

Sami heard Harlan’s footstep on the verandah and turned expectantly. But his face told her the news wasn’t good. He sat down in Tyndall’s old wooden settler’s chair, looping his legs over the arms, and closed his eyes. ‘I’ve been trying for you, Sami. Leila’s case is a no go. The authorities just can’t make an exception. She has to go through the process like everyone else. It could take months, years. And she might never qualify,’ he said bluntly.

‘But she has nothing back there!’

‘They argue that her country is getting back on its feet, with a few stumbles, but the immediate threat has gone. And she broke the rules.’

‘Trying to save her life and her children,’ said Sami bitterly. ‘Have you ever broken a rule, Harlan?’

‘Of course. Maybe in small ways but inevitably I’ve broken white man’s and black man’s rules.’ Harlan turned his head to look at Sami in the late afternoon light. ‘Leila and those like her are not the only dispossessed, the only people society rejects. I became a lawyer to help our people and we have a long way to go. The old men rarely sing anymore,’ he summed up simply.

Sami drew a breath. ‘So what do I tell Leila?’

‘The truth. But we’ll tell her we will continue

to support her, help her, be her friends,’ he said quietly.

‘We?’

‘I’m still coming with you. I’d like to explain things. Tell her I will act for her, that I’m in the front line fighting for her.’

Thanks, Harlan. So we leave in the morning as planned?’

‘I’m sorry we can’t take her better news, Sami. There are many like Leila.’

Rosie had packed art supplies, picnic food, water and cake as -well as their camping gear. They took turns driving, stopping every few hours to walk a bit, let Rakka run and to experience the utter silence of the desert. They saw an occasional lizard, a high wheeling eagle, a bundle of prickly dried grass rolling along the red pindan. They rarely spoke as they walked, each lost in their appreciation of the timelessness of space and sense of freedom.

Once Sami commented, ‘You can understand people thinking this is no-man’s land, untouched. Our footprints will be gone before we get to Webster’s.’

‘But it’s not empty. All around us are stories and songs, Sami. The Great Sandy Desert might start across the nineteenth parallel on whitefella maps, but beneath our feet, in the air, in the rocks, is the ancient knowledge of the songlines and ceremonies of this tribal country. Some civilisations

honour their monuments and certain buildings, but for us we honour the earth itself, the land is where we come from and where we return.’

‘I was beginning to grasp that at Biddy’s.., farewell,’ she said, for want of a better way of describing it. Thinking back on the experience, the ceremony had been so unlike a funeral or even mourning. ‘It made me think about the family stuff,’ she said a little shyly.

That’s okay. You don’t have to make any decision, any announcement of where you stand, how you feel. Don’t make this whole Broome and Aboriginal connection a big thing. Though I suspect your mum wants you to come out and say X, Y and Z. A little awareness, some appreciation of all sides of the issue, feel good about who you are - that’s what’s important.’

‘Thanks, Harlan, that’s probably the best advice I’ve been given.’ She glanced at the handsome Aboriginal man. ‘I really admire you and Rosie.’

‘That’s because you understand us because we mix comfortably in your world. Biddy was more of a challenge for you and yet you seemed to enjoy being with her. I think you might be surprised at what you’ve absorbed from here when you go back home.’

‘Mum is still hoping I’ll base myself up here. But how can I? I have a PhD to finish at Sydney Uni, my career prospects are in a place like Sydney. Much as I might want to come back here as often as I can.’

To see your mum, and us? Or anyone else?’ Sami smiled. ‘Well, there might be. I got to know and like Tim Hudson much better on the trip. It was all a bit emotional so I’m waiting till I see him again under normal circumstances.’

‘Good thinking.’ They both turned about and headed back to the car.

At sunset Harlan stopped the car. Sami woke up and looked to where he was pointing. In the late afternoon light the flat horizon was relieved by the stark outline of a bulbous, flailing armed boab tree. Sami could imagine the goblins and mythical creatures it harboured in its giant belly and weird stubby branches.

‘Symbol of the Kimberley,’ said Harlan. ‘Provides food, water and on occasion, refuge in its hollow trunk. And, of course, Aboriginal prisoners were often chained in the hollow trunk.’

‘Yeah, like the one outside Wyndham. Aren’t some of the trees a thousand years old or more?’

‘Quite possibly. They always seem like creatures to me - animalistic rather than botanical.’

‘I can believe it. I wouldn’t like to sleep in one, no matter how cold the night.’ Sami shivered. ‘Do you believe in spirits, Harlan?’

‘Do you? Have you seen any?’ he countered.

‘I think so,’ said Sami carefully.

‘That means you’re accepted and tuned in. It’s a good omen,’ he said. ‘Well, we’d better get moving again. But I thought you’d enjoy that scene.’

Sami had the feeling there was more to talk about concerning the spirits, ghosts and the creation stories - another time.

They stopped overnight with Webster and his family, and learned that Farouz had been through a few days before. Sami looked puzzled. ‘That’s odd. He didn’t tell me. I’ve left several messages for him that I was coming out here with Harlan. Did he say anything about his trip?’

Webster shook his head. ‘Nah. Hardly said’, anything, as a matter of fact. He seemed very absorbed by something and anxious to get to the outstation quickly. For the first time since I’ve known him he didn’t even talk about camels, and that’s something for the record books. So what are you two going there for?’

Sami looked questioningly at Harlan, who responded with a nod.

‘We’re going to have a chat with the Afghan woman at the camp,’ she said without attempting an explanation, knowing that by now Webster almost certainly knew about Leila and was being discreet. ‘It seems there’s nothing much we can do to help her, in the legal system that is.’

Webster scratched the back of his neck in brief contemplation of the news. ‘I’m not surprised. It was only a matter of time before the real world caught up with her. You can’t run and hide forever, I always say. From what Farouz has told me, she’s a really nice person.’

They dropped the subject and concentrated on

enjoying the evening meal Maggie had cooked, and discussed all the problems of the world -Webster and Maggie were dedicated listeners of ABC Radio and seemed to know what was going , on in even the most obscure places.

They left early the next morning with a message from Webster for Farouz. ‘Tell the old bugger that a big mob of feral camels has just moved in and they’re causing a lot of damage to waterholes and saltpans. Maybe his mates at the outstation might like to round them up.’

When they arrived at Dari outstation it was very quiet. There weren’t the usual scuffling children and dogs, the scatter of men and women sitting in groups talking or cooking, or working on their art. But as they pulled up, Gussie stuck her head out the door of the main house and spotting Sami gave her a wave. Rakka jumped down as soon as Sami opened the door and bounded over to her. Gussie lifted a foot to boot her away. ‘No flaming dogs in the house!’

‘She’s mine, Gussie. She’s not a working dog, she’s a spoiled house pet, sorry. Where is everyone?’ Sami went to greet her as Harlan leaned against the car taking in the scene.

‘Heard you was comin’. They’re round. Farouz came. He gone agin.’ Gussie didn’t seem very effusive.

‘Where’s Leila?’

Gussie looked away. ‘Who dat fella?’

‘My cousin. He’s a lawyer. He’s going to help Leila.’

‘Central Land Council fellas bin round. Said we get in trouble lookin’ after her.’

Sami’s heart did a flip. ‘Harlan, can you conn. over here,’ she called. Gussie eyed him suspiciously with his smart clothes, his trendy haircut and sophisticated white ways.

Harlan greeted her courteously and when he spoke in Kukaja, Gussie softened instantly and they had a long and serious exchange. Sami heard Leila’s name mentioned frequently, but couldn’t understand what they were talking about. Finally, Harlan nodded to Gussie and spoke in English. ‘Okay. Leave it to me.’ Then he turned to Sami and took her hand.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked, feeling a sense of foreboding. ‘Has Leila gone with Farouz?’

Harlan shook his head, and before he could explain Sami went on. ‘She hasn’t turned herself in, has she? I promised her that you’d help, that we would come back here -‘

‘Sami.’ Harlan interrupted sharply. He grasped her arms and forced her to look at him.

She stiffened. ‘Yes.’

‘Leila is dead.’

Sami stared at him, unable to take in his words, finally shaking her head. ‘No, no, that’s not right. It can’t be! After all she’s been through. What happened?’ She looked wildly around. ‘When? Where is she?’

‘Leila disappeared one night. Walked into the desert to a place that was meaningful to her. And cut her wrists. The women think she’d been planning it for a long time.’ He wrapped his arms around Sami’s shuddering body and held

her close.

‘She never gave me a chance to help her.’

‘Sami, in her heart she must have known it

was hopeless. And you said she had no immediate

family left back there. The women say she tidied

things up, talked about you keeping that carpet

bag.’

Sami began to cry, then struggled to regain

her composure. ‘In the back of my mind I had this naive idea she might have a new life here, find someone else, somehow make another family. She must only have been about forty years old.’ She pulled away from Harlan, accepted the handkerchief he offered and dabbed the tears from her cheeks. ‘I’m okay, thanks,’ she whispered. Then she took his hand and led him to the dirt shelter where a group of women were working quietly.

He stood to one side as Sami sat down amongst them. They smiled, acknowledged her but kept working. Sami saw they were all doing ‘traditional work. Some paintings were spread out on the red dirt to dry in the sun. There were some finished woven baskets. An unusual purple and red woollen weaving with the design of a totemic emblem on it was propped against a pole supporting the thatched roof.

‘Rosie Wallangou sent you supplies. Lot of art

stuff,’ said Sami finally.

‘Good paint? Canvas, not boards?’

‘Very good materials. She likes your work. She’s coming to sit with you. Talk business. Rosie will look after you. She’s honest. That’s her husband out there.’

‘She got that gallery in Broome. Good one place, eh?’

‘That’s right.’ There was silence. Sami sat and watched them work, remembering Palmer’s advice to sit and just be with people. It wasn’t necessary to make small talk. White people often became uncomfortable in these silences, but gradually the tight knot in Sami’s chest began to ease. Eventually she pointed at their work. ‘You doing your way. Not the new style, eh?’ She looked around then asked, ‘Any weavings?’

‘Don’t do that way no more.’

‘Oh. Rosie liked those last ones - they were different.’

‘Special lot. No more.’

Sami understood. For whatever reasons - and she guessed Rosie would know and tell her -without Leila they were not painting her stories any longer. She’d passed on, a chapter in their lives had ended and they were continuing with what they knew - their stories. Perhaps one day, in some creative work, there would emerge the story of the lonely Afghan woman who came to the desert from a land far away across the sea, shared their dreams, then went to join her spirit babies.

Sami got up and went to find Gussie who was pouring tea for Harlan from the big blackened

teapot at the edge of the smouldering campfire. ‘Which way, Gussie?’

She pointed with a teaspoon.

‘I won’t be long, Harlan.’ He nodded, understanding her wish to be alone.

With Rakka leading the way they left the camp and walked towards the east. The dog sniffed the ground and seemed to know where they were going even though she hadn’t been here before. But Sami knew. They’d walked this way before,

Leila and Sami.

It must have been bitterly cold that night Leila chose to walk out here alone, not intending to come back. A clear sky beneath familiar stars. The distant pink breast-shaped dunes breaking the straight line of the horizon. Some spinifex, a spindly woolly butt, the fragile looking but hardy acacias. Then the small bloodwood tree where they’d sat and talked so many times. And near it, the small tree of Kimberley roses, still in bloom. Was it her imagination, or could she also see splashes of brown, once red blood, on the flowers dropped at its base?

There was a grave with a boulder as a headstone. Carved into it was a full sun and a crescent moon and the Arabic figures that spelled Leila’s name. The hand of Farouz was obvious. They’d buried her and said nothing to avoid trouble. But

they’d cried for her.

Such a lonely place, so far from the land she’d loved so dearly, where she’d grown up with dreams and hopes, fallen in love and borne children. A

place of culture and faith, where people welcomed strangers, believing guests were a gift.

Sami sat by the grave and touched the stone. ‘You were a gift to us, Leila. I promise we won’t forget you.’



Chapter Twenty-one

Lily DROVE DOWN THE TRACK FROM THE FARM TO

the gate conscious of just how familiar it now was … the trees, the undergrowth, every turn of the road. She saw some cattle that belonged to the community had strayed onto their land and made a note in her mind to get them back where they belonged. Ross could organise that, she decided. It was good to know Ross would eventually be living close by and getting Don, a local Bardi man, involved in the Aboriginal youth project.

Yes, Lily thought as she drove slowly towards the gate, there was so much to be grateful for, not the least of which was what she’d hidden under the beach towels on the back seat - the flat boxes filled with plastic bags of graded pearls. They were the cream of the crop so far. She was taking them to Pauline to choose the ones she wanted to use in

the jewellery Lily had commissioned her to make. Properly displayed on black velvet under the lights in Pauline’s showroom, they would impress the Japanese investors far more than seeing them on the work table in her cabin. Several oysters that looked like they might hold good large pearls had been set aside to open for the Japanese when they arrived at the farm.

Lily latched the gate behind her and as she got back in the car she had a creepy feeling someone was looking at her. She glanced over her shoulder but saw no one, then as she drove into the dappled sunlight, she saw Munda standing by the track. Before she could react to slow down or stop, he gave a grin and lifted his hand in a thumbs-up signal, then immediately turned and strode into the bush from which he had come only seconds before.

‘You little devil,’ she said, but somehow she

felt his cheeky gesture was a good-luck sign. That

he was watching out for her, for the farm. It

occurred to her that she must tell Ross that the

area had a weird little protector - as long as you

greeted him and offered hospitality whenever he

appeared. Maybe that had been Dave’s mistake,

and Tim’s good fortune. It had been Munda who’d

first mentioned the Lacepedes as likely new

grounds. Strange little person. But then, so many

strange things had happened these past few

months Lily had begun to accept them as normal.

As she turned onto the Cape Leveque road to

head to Broome she laughed out loud, thinking

again of how much her life had changed since leaving Sydney earlier in the year. She knew her future was up here, and her role was to be a struggling then, hopefully, successful pearler. How far away and how smothering Sydney seemed. The treadmill of the job, a lifestyle that now seemed shallow and meaningless, friendships that were often so superficial. Here, she felt a freedom of spirit, freedom to be herself, discover herself. She’d hoped so much that Sami would experience this too … and in thinking about their family connection it occurred to Lily that everyone around her was like family. Broome was a small town where connections overlapped and rubbed up against each other just like in families. And despite the struggles of plunging into something new, the fears and hiccups, in her heart she knew it was the right thing to have done.

The thought of Palmer then flashed through her mind, as it did so often, and that was a pleasant feeling as well. Very pleasant. He was planning to spend as much time as possible up here. Where would that lead them both? She never thought she’d feel like this again. Her body felt alive, all her senses were switched on for the first time in

years.

Her musings stopped as a car came towards her, creating a trail of dust. They both veered to either side of the centred line of car tracks in the soft red dirt, giving each other a flick of a finger greeting. Then Lily resumed thinking about her life, and where it was going. Dale came up on the

mental agenda. When she got to Broome she faced a painful meeting. But she and Palmer had agreed, if there was to be a future for them in Broome, she had to be up-front with Dale. She’d called to tell him she was coming to town, and from the tone of his voice she figured he had probably guessed what was in the wind.

Ross made the introductions. ‘Dr Ted Palmer … Detective-Sergeant Karl Howard.’ The men shook hands and sat down at the table in Howard’s office.

‘I’ve spoken to the newspaper editor, he’s remaking the front page which comes out on Thursday,’ said the detective. ‘He needs a few details which I gather you can provide.’ He looked at Palmer.

‘What we told you about in the phone call, the salvaged relics and so on, is in confidence at this stage,’ said Palmer. ‘The Federal bods are coming up, but in the meantime we don’t want the mob out there to know there’s a small goldmine sitting under Lily’s bed at the farm.’

‘Yeah, sure. But, I mean, there’s some speculation you’ve put together that can give the story a real edge, and maybe flush out the clues we desperately need at this stage. The top question is, who is this bloke?’ Howard flicked the photograph of Hajid across the desk. ‘And thank you again, Ross, for digging it up.’

‘What have you done with this photo so far?’

asked Ross.

‘It’s gone national, and out through Interpol, but no word back yet. I’m hoping someone local might recognise him on the front page.’

‘Once the story breaks here, the rest of the media will jump on it,’ said Ross. ‘Hints of treasure, international art theft, a body in the bush, it has everything.’

‘Have a look at this,’ interjected Palmer, taking a folder out of his briefcase. ‘Here’s a picture of what looks like the medallion that Pauline had. And here are some pictures I got emailed from my mate at Curtin Uni. He’s a numismatics specialist -right into gold coins, among other things. Plus we have a translation of the message inside the sun

emblem.’

The detective and Ross both peered at the photographs of gold coins. Ross was the first to react. ‘Nice one, Palmer. Okay, what’s it saying?’ Howard endorsed the question. ‘Surprise us.’ ‘That stuff under Lily’s bed is quite well documented and catalogued. It’s obscure but known to museums and curators of ancient Central Asian art,’ said Palmer. ‘There are books devoted to this stuff - even these particular pieces. Whoever took it must have been planning to sell to private collectors, and there are plenty around who don’t ask awkward questions, if you get my drift.’

‘Where was it knocked off from, then?’ asked

Howard.

‘Afghanistan, probably Kabul Museum. The

Taliban destroyed some great, great art collections. Not just the big Bamiyan Buddhas. The note that was inside the sun gives sketchy details about the collection Tim found, where it was excavated by the Soviet archaeologists in 1978 at Tillya-tepe. And directions to a location on Sunday Island.’

‘Jesus, that’s incredible,’ exclaimed Howard. ‘Broome crime is moving into the big league, hey? Now tell me, why was it heading for some little island in King Sound?’

‘Can you think of a better place?’ said Palmer. ‘Somewhere that’s deserted, not patrolled, close to international outlets. Some amazing stuff came onto the market when people were trying to sell what they could to get out of the place during the Taliban madness.’

‘Wouldn’t it be easier, safer, to melt down the gold?’ Howard asked.

Palmer shuddered. ‘Please, don’t even mention that. There are fears that could have happened to some of the lost treasures. Many were destroyed for crazy reasons. But it’s far more valuable intact.’

‘So what is it?

‘My art historian friend thinks it’s got to be Bactrian - an empire that flourished around about the second millennium BE on the Bactrian plains that are now part of northern Afghanistan. It was a Greek kingdom that was eventually overrun by the Kushan nomads from southern Siberia. That’s probably a Bactrian king’s head on the coin there.’

‘Makes you wonder what else could be floating around,’ said Ross. ‘What’s going to happen to

it?’

‘Once identified for sure, it will go back to the museum. They’ll be thrilled to get something back. A lot of good stuff was hidden so these pieces could have been stolen when things were so chaotic,’ said Palmer. ‘No salvage rights for Tim Hudson, unfortunately.’

‘Pauline can’t wait to see it,’ said Ross. ‘From what Lily had hinted to her, she can see the basis of a whole collection of jewellery - using pearls with the old Greek and nomad design influence.’

‘Yeah, well my interest is a little less glamorous. How to clear up the links with the loot, this mysterious fellow and Stern so that it all holds water, and hopefully solve the murder,’ said the detective, reaching for the telephone. ‘Let’s see how the local news hounds react to some of this. Nice touch having a few pictures to dress up the story. Should stir up something, that’s for sure.

”How do I look?’ Lily swung around and faced Rosie. ‘This is where I need my daughter’s snappy advice on how to dress to sever a relationship.’ ‘I thought you were dressing to impress the

visitors.’

‘I’m off to the airport after this little informal coffee. It gives me an excuse to escape.’ She turned back to the mirror in the bedroom to adjust her

silk shirt and straighten her linen skirt. The magnificent strand of Olivia’s pearls shone against the cream silk.

‘Oh Lily, can’t you stay friends? It’s going to be so hard for you both - living in the same small town.’

‘Dale is a rather black and white kind of man, And when it comes to his pride and ego, I fear there are no half measures.’

‘He must know, though. You’ve hardly seen each other for ages and …’ Rosie stopped. ‘You look great. Very ladylike, the pearls are going to knock them out. And you can quite rightly say they came from your farm, even if it was Star of the Sea in Tyndall’s day.’

‘What were you going to say?’ asked Lily. ‘Were you going to say something about Dale?’ ‘No, nothing. It doesn’t matter now.’ ‘Rosie, please don’t hold anything back. As you say, everyone gossips here, I’ll hear whatever it is anyway.’

‘I was having a coffee with the girls outside Chinatown Music and I spotted Dale drive past with a young woman in the car.’

‘It could have been anyone. A friend of Simon’s.’

‘Er, no. Gaye and Wendy saw them having dinner at Matso’s. Very cosy. She’s maybe younger than Sami.’

Lily didn’t say anything.

‘Are you okay? Do you care?’

Lily thought for a moment longer. ‘Not for me.

It makes it easier, in a way. I won’t say anything, don’t worry. I feel sorry for Dale.’

‘What! Why for gosh sake, Lily?’

‘Silly bugger. He always made fun of the older men-young women syndrome. He said they lost their money along with their dignity. Now he’s doing the same thing.’

‘You don’t suppose he’s doing this deliberately? Just as a ruse to upset you? He’d know it would get out eventually. I mean, why dine in a public place?’

‘Who knows? And I’m not going to ask. It’s too late to change my little speech. Okay, I’m going. Wish me luck with the honourable investors.’

‘Good luck. And good luck with Dale.’ Rosie watched her go, then she walked into Biddy’s old room where Lizzie was lying on the floor drawing with great concentration, her tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth.

‘What are you painting, my lovely?’ Rosie bent down and looked at the strange teddy-faced figures. ‘Where did you see these, Lizzie?’ she asked

quietly.

‘Here, in Biddy’s room. They dance at nighttime. They play funny games in the garden too.’

‘They’re mischievous little spirits. You’re a lucky girl to see them.’ Rosie studied the picture. Whether Lizzie had seen the Rai spirits or not there was no mistaking her little daughter could draw.

Dale was courteous, greeting Lily with a friendly kiss on the cheek, pulling out the chair for her as she sat across from him at the Teahouse Cafe. ‘Appropriate choice,’ said Lily. ‘I’m about to collect the investors and show them around town.’

‘And the farm?’

‘Of course. That’s where their money has gone.’

‘How’s it going?’

‘It’s been full-on. Good, bad, mad.’

‘I’d like to hear about it.’

‘Would you really, Dale, or are you just being polite?’

‘Come on, Lily, give me credit. I might not have agreed with this idea in the first place but I have to admire you sticking at it.’ He took the menu from the pretty waitress, a Scandinavian backpacker dressed in a kimono.

‘And working like a navvy too. When I said I wanted to be hands on I didn’t imagine I’d be lugging crates and panels of shell around.’ She looked ruefully at her manicure.

‘Is it worth it? Are you pleased you tossed me aside for a rundown pearl farm and a bunch of odd bods?’ He gave a slight smile.

‘Dale! That’s not the case.’ She did think swiftly how he’d apparently tossed her aside for a young girl but kept quiet about it. She ordered lemon myrtle tea. ‘And I haven’t tossed you aside, as you put it. It seems we’ve been travelling in different directions, with different dreams. I want to make sure we stay friends. It’s silly not to, don’t you think?’

He didn’t answer as he gave the order: ‘One lemon myrtle and a jasmine tea with honey.’ Lily was surprised at him drinking tea and not wine but said nothing. He looked at Lily. ‘What do

friends do?’

‘Support each other, be there for each other,

enjoy shared ideas, companionship ‘

Dale held up his hand. ‘That’s fine. But it doesn’t excite me too much. I liked the sex, being seen with a great looking woman, entertained the idea of travelling, having a good time … We’re different people, aren’t we? I’ve never been one for hanging out in the bush. Broome is far enough away from the bright lights for me, I wouldn’t want to go any further.’

‘The farm is remote but it’s beautiful. I’ve yet to really get out into the Kimberley wilderness. I’m looking forward to it.’ She thought of Palmer’s promise to take her to the places he and Sami

talked about.

‘You can fly over it and see it in a couple of hours. Much easier. Go to El Questro for dinner.’

Lily laughed. ‘Oh, Dale, you’ll never change.’

‘You’ve changed.’

‘I don’t think so. I think this person was lurking inside me all along waiting to leap out,’ she said. ‘So how is Simon?’ she asked politely.

‘Causing me a few problems. He has something of a drug problem. I’m thinking of sending him to rehab in Perth.’

‘Dale, I’m sorry to hear that. It must be hard for you to make that decision,’ said Lily sincerely.

‘Well the alternative is far worse.’ He sipped his tea. ‘And what about Sami?’

‘Busy. I still don’t think she’s going to stay here. But we each have to get on with our lives. She’s been involved with an art project in the desert. And she and Tim have made a sensational find. It might help answer a few questions about certain things in town.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Seems the detectives here are linking the breakins in town with the murder of that Stern guy.’

‘The same person did both?’ Dale leaned forward intently.

‘I’m talking out of turn. Read about it in the newspaper. Listen, I have to go in a minute.’ She finished her tea.

‘Well, good luck with the money men. Tell them I have a few things they could throw their money at if they’re wanting to diversify.’

Lily gave a light laugh. ‘Get in line, everyone who knows about their visit is thinking the same thing.’ He rose and Lily gave him an awkward smile. ‘I hope things work out for you, Dale. Eve if we aren’t meant to be together, I’ll always be friend.’

‘Yeah, well thanks.’ He didn’t look overly enthusiastic, more a little sad or maybe distracted, thought Lily. ‘You’ll excuse me if I don’t see you off.’ In truth Dale was deeply hurt and upset at the loss of Lily from his life, but he was buggered if he’d show it.

‘Of course. I’d better get to the airport.’ At the doorway she glanced back and saw Dale talking animatedly to the waitress. He’ll be just fine, she thought. Over me in a flash, that’s for sure. I wonder what I ever saw in him. But there was a niggling pang of hurt pride, and the realisation that she could not compete in the beauty department with slim blonde twenty-somethings. But then, she didn’t want to. Palmer said he found Lily stimulating because she was involved and interested in her own life and had embraced a big

challenge.

Lily decided not to dwell on Palmer or Dale, and headed for the airport, memorising the polite welcome greeting Mika had drilled into her. But she hoped Mika would be there as she’d promised.

Lily had it in her head to expect just the two executives - dark suits, white shirts, serious, hesitant English. How wrong she was. There were ; seven of them. Wives, two assistants and a son in his early twenties on a break from university - all on holiday. They wore colourful casual clothes making Lily feel quite over-dressed. They were in high spirits and spoke excellent English. The party was booked into the Cable Beach Club, and while Mika went with the entourage to the hotel, Mr Komiatyi - ‘Please call me Kom’ - and Mr Tobayashi - ‘Please call me Toby’ - asked Lily to show them around Broome.

She drove them through town, relating potted

histories, identifying local sights, stopping for them to be photographed at Streeters Jetty, and then into Linneys of Broome pearl showroom to meet Bill Reed. He was charming and amusing, and brought out photos of old Broome, pointing from his balcony to Dampier Creek and showing in the photos the same spot filled with working luggers. She could tell they would have liked to stay on much longer, but she gently eased them away by saying they must bring everyone to the Historical Society where Val had set up a special exhibition for them. While they mopped their brows, the two men were cheerfully enthusiastic.

She drove them to Gantheaume Point and watched them marvel at the coastline, the sculptured red rocks, the vivid, almost lurid brightness of the turquoise bay. ‘It is wonderful. Very, very beautiful,’ said Toby. ‘I thought the pictures you sent were not real.’

‘Yes, unless you come here and see for yourself, you can’t believe the colours are real,’ agreed Lily.

Driving back along Dampier Terrace, the men noted the row of pearl shops with the ever-present tourists and when she stopped outside Pauline Despar Designs, they admired the elegant black and red decor. The door was unlocked by Bertrand who had also dressed up for the occasion in a smart tie and linen jacket. He quietly locked the door again behind them.

Lily introduced Pauline and Bertrand and they followed Pauline around the glass showcases as

she took out pieces from her stunning collection of carved pearlshell jewellery as well as selected pieces from her Celestial Collection. The two businessmen were impressed. ‘It is excellent to see such beautiful objects made from the shell. Value-added product,’ said Kom.

‘Pearl meat is also very profitable,’ said Lily. ‘We have been selling ours but I’d like to develop that side of the business as well.’ The men nodded. They knew the dried pearl oyster meat was sold at huge prices in Asia. ‘When you come to the farm, Serena our chef will make you her speciality with

the pearl meat.’

‘Ah, we look forward to tasting it fresh,’ said

Kom.

They had many questions for Pauline and then Lily told them she had a surprise - the first of the

harvest.

The best of the pearls were laid out on black velvet trays and even Lily was stunned at how wonderful they looked, although she’d caressed every one. They discussed the quality, the lustre, the size, the possible value. ‘It depends on what the market demands,’ Lily explained. ‘A strand of matched perfect fifteen-millimetre silver-pinks could fetch hundreds of thousands of dollars. At the moment, gold lustre is becoming popular. And when they’re set with Argyle diamonds and precious stones, it adds a lot.’

The men studied the pearls, rolling some around in their palms, and Lily could see the magic had caught the imagination of even these

hardened businessmen who knew a lot about pearls.

‘Our wives will be very interested to see these,’ said Toby.

‘We understand why Australian south sea pearls - pearls from Broome - are best in the world,’ conceded Kom, then added with a grin, ‘and so superior to what is being produced in Japan.’

‘Well, we’ve got a lot going for us. The big areas suitable for farming, our clean waters and the Pinctada maxima oyster. Only found here,’ said Lily. Seizing the opportunity, she went on to briefly describe the origins of pearl culturing, which she had learned from Bill Reed. How it was an Australian, William Saville-Kent, working on Thursday Island at the turn of the century who had made half pearls by attaching beads to the inside of the pearl shell. He claimed to have perfected the technique of making full round pearls but never published how. He died in 1906 but in 1904 two competing Japanese, Nishikawa, a scientist, and Mise, a carpenter, simultaneously announced they’d found a successful method. Mise’s stepfather and Nishikawa had both visited Saville-Kent on Thursday Island in 1901. Among Australian pearlers there was speculation whether Saville-Kent had succeeded with spherical pearl culture a decade earlier as he claimed, and then shared it with the two Japanese men who announced their findings so soon after. Lily had always associated the famed Mikimoto with pearl

culture as he was the first to sell cultured pearls into Europe and was credited with pearl culture techniques in 1905. Olivia had written of Tyndall visiting his farm in Japan.

‘There has always been great co-operation between our two countries in the pearling industry,’ said Lily graciously. ‘I am very happy it is continuing.’ She gave a slight bow, having become conscious of just how often the visitors used the

polite gesture.

Both men gave a low bow in return, pleased

with the compliment.

‘I will take you back to your hotel for lunch. Mika will escort you anywhere you’d like to go this afternoon. Tomorrow morning we will go to Star Two. I’ll drive to the farm and see you there. We have hired an air-conditioned minibus to take you all.’ Thank you, Bobby, thought Lily. He had stepped in to help out after an urgent call from Mika that the party was bigger than they thought. No doubt Bobby would run one of his many business ideas past them on the drive.

‘Very good, very good.’

‘We shall go to the beach today,’ announced Toby. ‘I want to swim at the Cable Beach.’

Lily grabbed her gear from Rosie’s, filled her in on the meeting with Dale, the apparent success so far of the investors’ visit, hugged her and headed back to the farm.

It was past sunset when she arrived, poured a

drink and sat on the verandah to watch the last streaks of reds and gold fade to darkness. No lingering lilac twilight here.

There was a tap at the door. ‘Who is it?’

‘David.’

‘Oh! Dave! Hang on.’ Lily unlocked the door. ‘I feel silly locking up, but -‘ She stopped and stared at Dave in amazement.

He ignored the reaction and stepped inside. ‘Are our guests here?’

‘Tomorrow.’ Her hands flew to her mouth. Dave was showered and shaved, and dressed in an ironed shirt. Clean shorts. Sandals. Combed hair. And the finishing touch - a rather cavalier silk kerchief knotted at his throat. And, was that a gold fob-watch chain hanging from his belt to his pocket?

He handed her a dusty but cold bottle of champagne. ‘A small offering to welcome the yen men.’

She glanced at the bottle and blanched. ‘Dave! This is vintage Dom.’

‘I shipped out a small cellar from the pile back home. I raid it occasionally. Bah humbug to those who say fine wines don’t travel.’

Lily put it down. Carefully. ‘I hope it will be appreciated.’

‘In case they don’t, what say you and I polish it off now? To celebrate.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Certainly. In fact, I think this is the perfect occasion. There doesn’t seem to be anyone else

around to share it.’ He picked up the bottle and began twisting the rusty wire.

Lily poured the rest of her ordinary wine down the sink and reached for a glass of water. ‘You know, Dave, I think that is a splendid idea. It’s been a big day.’ They settled into their regular places on the small verandah.

‘This seems criminal, drinking such fine bubbly out of these glasses.’ Lily savoured the dry French champagne.

‘Provided it’s not altering the taste, fancy glasses are pretentious.’ Dave held his glass up to the light, admiring the golden bubbles.

‘I rather like the sensation of fine crystal on the lips.’ Lily twirled the glass.

‘Knew a chap who ate crystal glasses. It was his party turn. Followed by bread and cheese,’ commented Dave. ‘He had to be drunk to do it, but it sure got everyone’s attention.’

They leaned back in their chairs in the darkness. The stars were beginning to glitter, the moon had yet to rise. The heat had gone, the air was crystal. They could hear the tide lapping at the edge of the bay and an occasional burst of distant laughter from the staff quarters.

‘This is the best part of today. Cheers, Dave. And thank you for, well, everything.’

‘You’re a grand woman, Lily. Once upon a time in my younger days I might have courted a woman like you if I’d met her. No such luck. I lived rough, played rough. A lady like you wouldn’t have looked at me. Yet you treated me

kindly and courteously from the moment you first wandered in here.’

‘Why not? I knew nothing about you. But you were seduced by this place. As was my greatgrandfather. We have something in common.’

‘I was thinking my days of being anything, doing anything were gone. I was going to drink myself into a comfortable grave. I staggered on ‘cause of the kids that work here. And mainly because of Don and Serena.’

‘We’ll make Star Two something, Dave.’

‘I hope you do. And young Tim. He doesn’t say much but he’s told Don he loves this place. It’s not just a job.’

‘I’m happy to know that. About Tim. But hey, you’re a partner, we’re all in this together.’

‘Ah, I have my doubts, Lily. I waffle about, but this place would work as well without me - since you and Tim came in.’

‘Dave, that’s rubbish. You’re talking like you’re not equal. I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. You know heaps about pearling. You rescued this place. Come on, where do you want to be in two years, five years, ten years time?’

Dave gave a twisted smile. ‘Sitting here. Warning, looking at the stars after a good harvest. Knowing you and Tim and all the mob are around. What’re the odds on that?’ He sounded wistful, hesitant, even doubtful.

‘Pretty damned good, I’d say.’

Dave drained his glass and reached for the long-necked bottle. ‘I got some news from home

t’other day. Don’t hear much from the old family estate.’

‘Is everything all right? You’re not thinking of going back?’ asked Lily, upset at the thought that he might want to leave.

‘Mate, me brother died.’ He lapsed into his familiar Aussie slang.

‘Oh, Dave, I’m so sorry. I guess you have to go back for the funeral. We can manage but come home here soon as you can. We’ll miss you.’

‘Actually, it’s not that simple. I’m it - next in line. Thanks to some clause my father stuck in the will. Of course, not having kids I can hand the title over to my brother’s oldest son. I just don’t like the idea of the little rat-faced Chelsea yuppie swanning round the estate.’

‘Dave!’ Lily tried not to giggle. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Dunno. First thing, I thought I’d bring senior son out here, same as what they did to me. Make him work his arse off on the farm, find out what life is all about.’

‘It wouldn’t do him any harm,’ agreed Lily. ‘This place changes people. I even think Sami has mellowed and come to terms with things.’

‘Might be a few more quid in the kick, but I don’t need it. I also thought I might donate some cash to Ross for that kids from the community scheme.’

‘Dave, that’s a brilliant idea. Maybe your nephew could put in a bit of time there too.’ Dave topped up their glasses. ‘Seems we’ve

solved a few problems of the world tonight. Don’t know if the nephew will agree, though. Who knows? You fancy a chop and a tomato? Serena has some fancy stew on in the canteen.’

‘To tell you the truth, I’m going to have a boiled egg and a piece of toast and go to bed. After this wonderful champagne, food is unnecessary. I need some quiet time. Might even do a bit of meditation,’ she added lightly.

‘You okay sleeping with that gold? Reckon we’re safe enough up here, but I’ll camp on the doorstep if it makes you feel better.’

‘Dave, you’re a dear, I’ll be fine.’ They cleared away the glasses and Lily put the empty bottle on the bench.

‘You look splendid, Dave, and I appreciate your effort. It has been a memorable evening.’ She held out her arms and hugged the older man. ‘This is just the beginning, you know that?’ she said softly.

‘I reckon. God bless, Lily.’

‘Sleep tight. I know I will.’

He gave a courtly bow with a flourish of his arm and turned to leave. ‘This is where we need Palmer’s bagpipes for the big exit.’

‘No we don’t,’ said Lily. But she looked at her bed and wished with all her heart Palmer was there. She knew soon enough he would be. Their time had come.

The Japanese visitors turned the farm into a party and their enthusiasm was contagious. Their curiosity, their excitement at sailing on the Georgiana, a successful fishing trip, their banter with the young divers and staff, their constant questions and taking of videos, their fascination with the beauty and remoteness of the farm, delighted everyone and let even the old hands see the farm with new eyes. Everybody got a charge from the good vibes that the visit created. It was helped enormously by the controlled hilarity the staff shared with each other as they took in the image of old Dave dressed in his best gear and his smooth endorsement of the concepts for farm development. They smiled whenever Dave got a chance to secretly give them a little wink on the side. In response they made every effort to match his performance with polite and efficient work whenever the visitors have into sight.

The two investors spent time in Lily’s cabin cum office with Tim, Lily and Dave going through the books, seeing what it actually costs to nurture one oyster from spat to producing a pearl two years later. They looked at projections and the plans. Tim ran through the practicalities of needing a new lease in better water. He showed them an aerial video taken by the Broome Tourist Board of the Lacepedes, the Buccaneer Archipelago and King Sound. ‘Next year we must go there for holiday,’ said Toby. ‘Very wild looking.’

‘You can come up and look at the new Star Two lease, eh?’ said Tim, grinning.

The men nodded, looking quite serious. ‘Yes, we must expand. Make more pearls,’ announced Toby.

There was no doubt they were impressed with the way the operation was being run and the obvious dedication of the three partners. A further injection of capital was agreed to, and Lily breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

The Japanese headed back to Broome equally content. Mika and Bobby organised a big dinner in town for the entire group, so they could try some bush tucker and fine Australian wines, and hear didgeridoo and bush music.

Lily phoned Sami who’d arrived back at Rosie’s with Harlan to tell her the news.

‘I’m really glad for you, Mum. You’ve worked hard, it was a risk, and you’ve had a few bumpy moments.’

‘There’s always going to be the risk factor, I’ve learned. Pearl oysters are temperamental things. Bobby drove the mob back to Broome with Tim and Mika on the bus to do the farewells. Mika has been a gem. I’ve offered her a job as trainee technician, she has an aptitude for it. Long-term, I can see her going into international marketing for us.’ ‘What about Bobby? Any openings for him?’ ‘He’s got a lot more confidence in himself. He’s got to buckle down and get a few more skills. He’s decided to do a computer course. Once he’s done that and some sort of basic management course, I reckon his dad might come to the party and back one of his big ideas.’

‘Yeah, odd jobs here and there even with you aren’t going to get him ahead. He’s such a nice guy,’ said Sami.

‘Now, darling,’ asked Lily, ‘how did your trip go? What’s Harlan say?’

Quietly and in a sad voice Sami told her about

Leila.

‘Oh, how awful. Sami, please don’t feel badly, you tried. How desperate these people must be. I’m so sorry, darling.’

The too. The end was like the legend of her name, so sad. She wanted me to have that woven bag and now I know why. It means so much to

me.

‘And the paintings, she inspired that wonderful work in Rosie’s gallery,’ said Lily.

‘The women aren’t doing it anymore. That collection is a one-off. Pretty valuable, I guess.’

‘You sound weary. Are you coming up here?’

‘I’ve promised Harlan and Rosie I’d babysit Lizzie tonight, they’re going to a friend’s party. Tomorrow I’m meeting Palmer to work out some ideas for the thesis. I have so much material. I’m thinking of including Leila’s influence of sacred stories reflected in her weaving.’

‘That would be an appropriate tribute. I’d better get going, darling.’ Lily paused and then said softly, ‘It seems ages since we’ve had a quiet meal together. I’ve missed you, Sami.’

The too. Mum … I’m glad I came here. I’m glad you’re happy.’

‘It’s been good for both of us, hasn’t it?’

‘Yeah. Not what I expected at all. You know I’ll come back and see you whenever I can.’

‘I understand what you’re saying, darling. I think I should buy an apartment at Moonlight Bay.’

‘Sounds good. See you in a day or so. Love you, Mum.’

‘I love you too, Sami.’

Lily hung up the phone feeling teary. Her daughter was leaving, to get on with her life, but she’d come home, in more ways than one.

Sami tucked Lizzie in bed and told her the story of Doonbi the owl, her current favourite, then wandered through the beautiful old bungalow, looking again at the memorabilia associated with Tyndall and Olivia. This was her ancestral home and now the things in it meant far more to her. After her thesis was done, when she came back on a long holiday, she’d sit down and read Olivia’s diaries, get the whole story into perspective.

The phone rang. It was Tim. She smiled at the sound of his voice.

‘Hey, have you unloaded the visitors? It sounds like it was full-on, according to Mum.’

‘Bloody circus. They were great fun, but smart and shrewd when it came to the crunch. The women bought out half of Dampier Terrace, so we’ve helped the retail industry no end. They went crazy for Pauline’s stuff. I think there might be some interest in doing an exclusive deal with her.’

‘Do you mean for designing?’ ‘That and retail. I think they see a chain of Star ‘ Two or Despar Designs around the world or something. Have you had dinner? Do you want to go

out?’

‘I was about to make something. I’m looking I after Lizzie. Why don’t you come over here? I’d love to see you.’

‘Great. I’ll bring take-away Indian. It’s easier

than cooking.’

‘Sounds good.’

Sami went to tidy herself up, conscious she was making more of an effort than usual. She sprayed on perfume and tucked a frangipani flower in her hair. It would be good to talk with Tim at leisure, share her feelings about Leila.

They laughed a lot as he opened the wine and she warmed up the food. ‘I can’t believe my mother still has that fortune sitting under her bed,’ said Sami. ‘Palmer has the story pretty well sorted out. Do you think you’ll get anything out of it?’

‘A pat on the back. Anyway, the story is going to break tomorrow morning when the paper hits

the streets.’

After dinner they settled on the verandah and talked at length about almost everything it seemed, and there was a subtle acknowledgment of the close bond growing between them. He’d taken her hand and held it as she talked of Leila and cried a little. They talked of the relationship between Palmer and Lily. Tim told her of Dave inheriting a title and an income, and they could

imagine the nephew’s reaction if he was obliged to put in time on the farm to secure his inheritance.

‘When I go back to Sydney you’ll have to keep me posted on all the gossip,’ said Sami.

‘We do have a lot in common, don’t we?’ said Tim.

A silence fell between them as they sat close together on the old cane lounge. But Sami knew what Tim was thinking. ‘I’m obliged and I want to finish my thesis and see what opportunities open up for me,’ said Sami. ‘I’ll be back here as often as I can. It’s my home.’

Tim looked round at the house, the history it held and at Sami’s profile in the moonlight. ‘It certainly is. And it will always be here.’

‘And you? Will you put down roots here? Or pick up and wander off somewhere exotic again?’ She turned and he reached for her and she for him, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. He kissed her lips, her nose, her hair, murmuring, ‘I’ll always be around here. I have special reasons for hanging about.’

Sami felt a great peace settle somewhere deep in her heart. As Tim’s kisses grew stronger and he let his feelings go, Sami responded with the passion and love she’d been holding back for so many years. Together they walked along the verandah to her room and curled in each other’s arms on the bed beneath the cloud of mosquito net.

The front-page headline story of the Advertiser had the town in a total whirl: ‘Sunken Treasure Linked to Broome Breakins and Murder’. The story was a mix of commonly known facts and ‘leaked’ unsourced reports that read more like the plot of a television drama than something related to the Broome scene and the local people. There were head-and-shoulder shots of Pauline, Bobby Ching, an Interpol-sourced picture of Matthias Stern, and a slightly murky shot of Hajid that had been lifted from the snap taken at the Bradley

Station races.

‘Who Is This Man?’ asked the heading over the shot of Hajid, and the caption declared that police wanted to talk to him as they believed he could assist them with their enquiries into what happened to Stern.

It wasn’t hard to read between the lines of that caption, Dale told himself as he absorbed the full story. What really stunned him was the connection with Lily, who was mentioned as being one of the locals who had met the man the police were seeking. There were also tantalising hints that a box of valuable antique artefacts found on a wrecked foreign fishing boat could be linked to the dead man. While no details were revealed about who found the wreck and where the items were now, Dale knew that this was what Lily had vaguely mentioned when they met a few days ago.

There was also a photograph of a piece of jewellery, a sun with large rays, which the story acknowledged had been made by local jeweller

Pauline Despar, and was similar to one the police were seeking. The original, declared the police, had been stolen from Pauline’s safe on the night she was bashed at her shop. Detective Howard was quoted as revealing the stolen medallion was an antique, and had once been in the possession of the dead man.

Dale pushed the paper across the table to Simon. ‘What do you make of that?’

Simon had just sat down with a cup of coffee, hoping it would help relieve a hangover and his urgent need to smoke some pot. His hand wasn’t that steady when he put down the coffee to pick up the paper, but the headline and photographs were such a shock that the shaking forced him to spread the paper firmly on the table, then clutch his hands on his lap. He read every word, before telling his father that much of the story was probably ‘a beat-up’. He quickly swallowed his coffee then announced that he was going downtown to meet some mates.

‘Yeah, but for God’s sake stay away from the drugs, son.’

‘Ah c’mon, Dad. A bloody occasional smoke is no big deal.’

Dale shrugged in despair. He knew that over the past month or so his son’s drug intake had grown pretty serious. Friends in the police force and businessmen he dealt with in town had all warned him that the lad was pushing the boundaries of acceptable indulgence - and Simon was not being discreet about it. A bloody good old-fashioned belting is

probably what the young bugger needed at some stage, concluded Dale, but it’s a bit late now. He reached for the paper to read the headline story once more.

Bobby and Mika walked through town down to Ross’ shack for a coffee with Eugene. They found him sitting inside with his field books and birdwatching records. He was meticulous in noting his observations. ‘Hey, long time no see, Bobby. Hi, Mika. How’s the farm?’

‘Busy. Japanese invasion is over. Oops, sorry Mika,’ said Bobby. ‘It was very successful. They might back me in a business deal when they come back next year.’

Eugene glanced at Mika with a look that said, I’ve heard that before. She merely smiled at him. ‘Sit down and I’ll make some coffee. Do you want to go for a fish later, Bobby?’ ‘Yeah, why not?’

Eugene went to the kitchen sink to fill the kettle. The window faced the creek, the tide was just starting the run in. Yeah, it would be a good time to head out for some fishing on the flats, he thought. He was about to turn away when someone walking along the mudflat channel in the mangroves caught his eye. He watched the man for a moment. A keen observer, Eugene was trained to take in small details and movements, and this man was acting strangely, furtively, as if

he were afraid of being seen. He seemed very unsteady.

‘Hey, Bobby, take a look at this bloke. Look, out there, just in front of our place. Isn’t that Simon?’

Mika joined the two men at the window. ‘Yeah. What’s he doing?’ said Bobby. ‘No fishing gear or stuff for crabbing.’

‘He’s carrying something, but he hasn’t been fishing,’ said Eugene.

Simon was fiddling with a small object in his hands. He seemed to be pulling it apart.

Bobby went out and sauntered across the patch of grass towards the boat landing. ‘Hey! Simon! What’s up?’ he called.

Simon instantly hurled what he was holding into the mangroves, dropped something else, then broke into a run, heading to a pathway that skirted the mangroves and led into town behind nearby shops.

Bobby shouted again but Eugene shot past him. ‘I’ll get him, mate.’

Simon was staggering slightly and shouting, ‘Fuck off, you little boong. Fuck off.’

Eugene decided not to enter into negotiations. He made a flying tackle, bringing Simon down, kicking, flailing and swearing. Although a slighter build, Eugene was strong and agile, and managed to keep him pinned down until Bobby arrived. Together, they pulled his arms behind his back.

Bobby took one look at Simon’s eyes. ‘He’s coked up. Way out of it.’ He tried to talk in a calming voice. ‘Cool down, Simon. Why’d you

run?’

‘Don’t let him go, he might harm himself or someone else,’ said Eugene. Then he yelled out to Mika who was standing nervously by the house. ‘Call an ambulance.’ At that Simon struggled violently.

‘Right,’ Eugene said, and swung a fist, smashing into Simon’s jaw and the struggling stopped.

‘What’d you do that for?’ asked Bobby. ‘He’s knocked out.’

‘I owed him one.’

‘Oh, that’s right.’ Bobby recalled the road rage incident some months ago. ‘Fair enough. He got off that one lightly.’

The ambulance team agreed Simon had taken a heavy dose of cocaine. They strapped him onto the stretcher and took off for the hospital.

‘I’ll call his father,’ said Eugene. ‘He’s not going to like this.’

Mika shivered. ‘I need that coffee.’ Tm going down to the mangroves for a minute,’ said Bobby. ‘I want to see what he was fiddling with, what he tossed away. It might be

dope.’

Mika had three coffees ready when Bobby walked back inside. ‘Well, what was he doing down there?’ she asked.

‘We’d better go down to the cop shop. Give this to Detective Howard,’ said Bobby. He showed them the small wooden box in his hands.

‘What is it?’

‘It belonged to Matthias, that bloke who was murdered. But it’s what was inside that matters. It has sure caused a lot of trouble.’ He showed them the sun-shaped moulded lining of the box. “I reckon he chucked the medallion out there. We’d better get the cops onto it then start searching before the tide comes in much more.’

‘For the sun thing? The one that was in the paper this morning?’ exclaimed Eugene. ‘Man, Simon’s a goner.’

 

The Dune Party

IT HAD BEEN A WEEK SINCE THE Japanese VISITORS had left but it seemed a lifetime. Lily decided it was time to celebrate with an end-of-harvest dune party. And more than that, to thank everyone, her friends, co-workers, partners and family.

The dune party was Sami’s idea. She’d been talking with Farouz and had persuaded him to tell Rosie the traditional stories that were part of Leila’s culture. Because the collection of weavings made by desert women would never be repeated, it was significant and Rosie decided it should not be broken up. A big West Australian collector had sent his curator to see it. In passing, Farouz had said to Sami, ‘One appreciates the world better from the top of a dune. It’s the best place to see the

sunset.’

So the invitations had gone out for the ‘Sunset

Dune Party - please dress in sunset colours’. And now everyone was being driven from the farm along the edge of the bay to where the rushes and grasses surrounded the silver-white dunes. To Lily they looked like giant pearls - smooth, iridescent, unmarked.

Soon the dunes were alive with the guests, trudging their way up one side to the peak. When they arrived, they found everything set up for a celebration. Bobby, Dave, Eugene and Ross had come along the beach in four-wheel drives and carried the party necessities to the top of the dune - cold drinks, food, folding chairs and beach blankets.

So there they sat, strung along the crest of the dune like red, gold, orange, pink, lilac, blue and silver birds. Glasses in hand, they talked and laughed and marvelled at the long sweep of pristine beach, the glittering waters of the bay, the sun preparing to sink majestically into the sea. There was everyone from the farm, friends from businesses in town, Damien Lake, several men and women from local Aboriginal communities, and Karl Howard and a colleague from the Broome police.

Gossip and chatter flew between the groups. The shock of Simon being held on charges of assault, theft, breaking and entering was a hot topic. His story had emerged … of being hired by Hajid who was now being sought by police. Hajid had targeted Stern, who was gambling in the casino near the Malaysian capital, Kuala Lumpur,

as someone who was vulnerable and who had connections to the art world.

The police would probably never know how the gold hoard was taken from Kabul, for Hajid was an international operator, a man who hid behind false names and false passports. He had disappeared and would eventually resurface somewhere else in another guise with another scheme. Simon had told Detective Howard that all he knew was that Hajid had recruited Stern to translate the message in the sun medallion giving details of where the collection of gold pieces would arrive and possibly arrange their sale. The boat sinking and the medallion going missing at the Bradley Station races had been accidents, quirks of fate. Hajid had hired Simon to find the medallion and had paid him well. When the story started making media headlines, Simon received one abrupt phone call from the mysterious Hajid: ‘Get rid of the sun,

fast.’

Art archaeologists and historians were still studying the antique treasures and there was talk about a display in the Perth Art Gallery before they were returned to Afghanistan.

Palmer sat beside Lily, admiring her gold-print caftan in soft chiffon. ‘You certainly know how to throw a party. Do you just roll the guests down the hill afterwards?’

‘Good idea. The boys have built a bonfire and there’s plenty of food. So, what say you, Palmer?’

‘I say you are one hell of a lady. And I love you.’

‘Oh. I guess it’s not always going to be smooth sailing, but right now, I think my life is pretty wonderful.’ They kissed and Lily glanced to where Sami was sitting with her arm around Tim. Rakka sat nearby. ‘I feel badly for Dale, though,’ she reflected. ‘He knew Simon was getting into drugs but being conned into this caper is hard for him to deal with.’

‘Dale might need a friend. Is there anything we can do?’

‘Harlan offered to represent him even though Simon is in the wrong. But Dale’s brought in some heavy lawyer. So that’s fine. At least he knows we offered.’

‘Have lunch with him occasionally while I’m away,’ said Palmer. ‘But just lunch.’ ‘I’ll miss you. I’ll miss Sami.’ ‘You have plenty to keep you busy.’ A cheer suddenly went up as Farouz appeared over a sand dune with his string of camels. ‘Anyone for a ride!’ called Tim. ‘Ride into the sunset and then see the fireworks.’

Led by Palmer striding out with his bagpipes, the line of camels and guests trailed along the beach. For a moment Lily was alone, deep in reverie, when a soft voice asked, ‘Mind if I sit with you?’

‘Mika!’ said Lily in surprise. ‘Of course. This is something different to write home about, isn’t it?’ she added, waving a hand over the scene before them.

‘It is wonderful. Thank you.’ Mika sat down

 

beside Lily. She was wearing bright red capri pants and an orange and pink silk shirt.

‘When you came here for a holiday, did you imagine anything like this happening?’

‘No. Indeed not. But I am grateful to you for taking me in, helping me,’ began Mika a little

formally.

‘No, it’s you who’ve helped us.’

‘It had to be. Destiny perhaps,’ Mika said solemnly. ‘You know that I’ve been reading about the history of this place. Well, about the old days of pearling and the Japanese connection with Broome. I am a history teacher.’

‘Of course. I assume you went to the Japanese cemetery here,’ said Lily.

‘Yes. It is a sad place. May I ask you about Captain Tyndall? Where is his grave?’

Lily was a little surprised by the question. ‘It’s on the hill near the old house. Close to the big poinciana tree where Olivia scattered some soil from baby James’ grave. .’ her voice trailed off. That’s part of my family history. It is a long story that began with Tears of the Moon, a pendant and

pearls.’

Mika bowed her head. ‘It is part of my family story too. Everyone here speaks with such admiration for Captain Tyndall.’

‘He was a very special man,’ said Lily slowly. ‘What do you know about him?’

‘My great-great-grandfather Yoshi worked with him. He was number one diver.’

‘Yoshi!’ Lily was astounded. ‘Oh Mika, they

were very close. Yoshi retired and went back home. Olivia’s diary says little but I always wondered if they kept in contact. I suppose the war … changed things.’ Lily took her hand. ‘So now you have come back. Did you know this when you arrived here?’

Mika shook her head. ‘Not really. At home I saw the photograph of Yoshi with Captain Tyndall and I wanted to find out more.’ She looked so sad that Lily dropped her arm around her shoulders.

‘Mika, your story is just so much like the story of how I first came here. And what I found out wasn’t always easy. But sometimes we have to ask if we have the strength, the spirit, to accept how things were, how they are, and how they are to be.’

‘I would like to pay homage, respect to Captain Tyndall.’

‘Of course. Back in Broome we’ll take you to do just that.’ And as Lily looked at the fireball of the sun slide into the sea she wondered if Sami had visited Tyndall’s grave. It was time, and Mika’s request was an ideal opportunity. As the sunrays began to fade it was as if a chapter had finally closed.

Sami sat in the garden of the old house looking at Roebuck Bay. She was thinking about her distant ancestors who seemed to make such a claim on her life today. Do I want to stand by their graves? she asked. Do I want to do this? Do I need to do this? Why am I doing this?

She answered herself - because my mother wants me to go with her and Mika. So why was she suddenly reluctant? It was a simple enough gesture to walk to the cliff top, to visit the twin sandstone headstones marking the graves of Olivia and Tyndall. She was leaving soon and the gesture would please her mother.

There was a soft step and Rosie stood beside her and looked across the bay. ‘So beautiful, isn’t it? So peaceful. They loved it here. This is a place of memories that go way back. Before Biddy to

Minnie’s mob.’

‘You’re the keeper of the family stories eh,

Rosie?’

‘For the moment. They should be shared. Your mother has learned your family story. Soon you will know it all too. But you must come to it when you want to know, with an open heart and mind. We can’t hide from our past, Sami.’

‘I guess I was trying to do that. But since I’ve been here, well there’s no escape really, is there?’ she said with a smile. ‘I’ll come back, Rosie. With an open heart. I know this is my home.’

She nodded with slight satisfaction. ‘Your

mother is ready.’

Sami and Lily walked together. In the distance they saw the small figure of Mika, her hair blowing in the sea breeze. Lily stopped and touched Sami’s arm. ‘Before we get there, I want to give you this.’ She handed Sami a small velvet bag.

Carefully Sami drew out an old carved pearlshell and recognised the circles and carving on it from Niah’s grave. ‘It belonged to Niah?’

‘Yes. I found it with the pearls among my mother’s belongings when she died. Keep it with you, for luck and so a piece of the family is with you wherever you go.’

‘Thanks, Mum, thanks so much.’ Sami was touched by the gesture. ‘I know it’s special. I understand its spiritual significance too.’

‘You’ve learned a lot this trip.’ Lily linked her arm through Sami’s.

‘Rosie says I have a lot more to understand. I’ll get there. I’m only just coming to terms with who I am. Who we are.’

Lily paused and gave her daughter a kiss, then without saying a word, the two women walked hand-in-hand to join Mika at the graves.

They stood by the simply marked gravestone, each with their own thoughts and prayers.

Captain John Tyndall, born November 14, 1868, died March 3, 1942. Olivia Hennessy Tyndall, born March 18, 1872, died July 15, 1953.

Mika laid a red rose on the gravestones and bowed deeply. ‘The spirit of Yoshikuri-san honours you, Captain Tyndall.’ She bowed her head.

And in her mind she was thinking yet again of her greatgrandfather - Takeo Yoshikuri - son of Yoshikuri-san, who had worked with and loved Captain Tyndall. And how Takeo had been a brash, brave pilot who’d flown the Zeros in the raid on Broome on 3 March 1942.

You cannot escape the past, thought Mika. But you can honour it.Sami took her mother’s hand, suddenly overwhelmed by the emotion of the moment - a simple incident but one that joined so many people together in so many ways. She felt part of a circle. She thought of Leila’s weaving and how it was symbolic of life itself, of how the weft and warp of so many threads and colours formed patterns, and ultimately a beautiful tapestry. Sami now recognised that so many threads from her past, so many diverse stories and experiences had been woven together to make her the person she was. The past could not be changed, but as Mika had shown, it could be honoured. Sami lightly squeezed her mother’s hand.

THE END

A Note from Di

I HAD FINISHED WRITING THE MANUSCRIPT OF THIS BOOK and was discussing with Bernadette, my editor, the family issues raised in the story when she had an idea. Having met my lovely mother Kay and terrific daughter Gabrielle, she felt inspired to ask the three of us about our family experiences. Well, she asked some interesting questions and we decided that you’d enjoy reading our answers. So …

There are two strong themes in Kimberley Sun. One is the theme of stones: every culture, every group, every family and every individual have their own stories. What stories are told in your family - about your family, yourselves, your ancestors?

Gabrielle

On my maternal side, the family stories I remember are about creativity, arts, writing, forging new paths, being strong. For as long as I can recall, I’ve been told I come from a line of strong, independent, capable women. I remember stories my grandmother has told, and my mother, about the family sticking together through hard times and good times in the small country town of Wingham in New South Wales. I have memories of my grandmother telling me about her growing up, going to school, her memories of when her brothers Jim and Ron were born, stories of my mother telling creative tales to the chooks in the backyard. There are stories

about travelling to the big city of Sydney, of being brave enough to follow your passion and work hard, and travel the world. No matter where you come from, if you want to do something different, live somewhere different, it’s okay, even the norm, in my family. We came from England - my great-grandparents on my mother’s side - every generation has struck out, literally, to find their future. We are risk-taking, determined achievers. It’s our family nature and character. My American grandmother tells similar stories too. I’ve got strength and determination in my blood from both sides.

Di

For me stories that connect with family always go back to my grandparents’ house that Poppy built in Wingham where I was born. He and Nana called the house Cricklewood after the London suburb where they’d grown up. (I named a property Cricklewood in Heart of the Dreaming and its sequel.)

I remember my uncles Jim and Ron as big boys with me toddling after them being a nuisance and calling out, ‘Wait for meeee …’ Being pushed around in the wheelbarrow, eating too many mulberries from the tree in the chookyard with my pet rooster, then taking it to the verandah sleep-out for my afternoon nap and telling it stories. (Jim says I hypnotised that rooster.) And I’ve been telling stories ever since.

I wish I’d known more of Poppy’s stories from his time in Egypt and later in France during the First World War, but like most veterans he preferred not to talk about those days. But really the stories we heard, and later told, were of simple, close-to-nature events of a country childhood, a time of sharing what little one had, a time when money was scarce. One rarely saw beyond the valley, but books and the kitchen radio brought the larger world into our lives. Everyone read a lot, and there was a strong creative atmosphere in Cricklewood. Behind the leadlight doors of the bookcase were masses

 

of books. The room also accommodated the record player and the piano. We used to put on little concerts. Reading was the key and writing down stories seemed a logical progression to me. All the family write.

There are stories from our postwar years at Pittwater in Sydney, when evening chats around an open fire with Chips Rafferty, or over morning tea with Dorothea Mackellar, were just part of a normal weekend. Those days in a then idyllic backwater came to an end when my father and brother drowned. And my childhood ended too. It was special to take Gabrielle and my son Nick there though, to show them where I grew up. I think they wondered what I did: no TV, playmates only occasionally, no gadgets or fancy toys. Books were always my escape and best friends.

Kay

As young people my sister, two brothers and I learned little of our family background and nothing of our extended family still in England. In the 1920s and thirties in a very small country town there seems to have been a reticence to talk (especially to children) about one’s background (maybe due to a fear of town gossip), and Mum’s endearing ability and need to ‘Keep up appearances’. A few incidents became family stories when we were older. Mum’s family all lived in England. Dad’s family lived in the coal mining towns in the Hunter Valley. Grandad was a miner. On rare occasions, such as the birthing of brother Jim, Grandma came to our house to ‘help out’. The night of his birth I woke to find Grandma in the kitchen by the fire with a baby … I was told this was a new baby brother. At ten years of age, knowing nothing of the impending event - (how unaware was I?) - I asked Gran, ‘Does Mum know?’ Gran related this story for years, much to my teenage chagrin. We learned nothing of our English relatives, although Mum saved pennies and took my sister and me to England on a P&O ship. It was very cheap in the third-class shared

cabin. I was six and my sister three. I remember little of the voyage.

What do you think about the fact that everyone has stories in their lives that they don’t tell? They don’t want to tell?

Gabrielle

I think it’s normal to have stories that are untold. Close bonds come through storytelling, for the members of the family to feel they are ‘really known’ by those closest to them - through telling the good and the bad, honestly and truly. But there are also aspects of every person that are private.

Di

Often we think, well that was then, I’ve moved on and who’d be interested. Yet when we do share our stories it is a great bonding process. We all have stories that could be books, but whether we choose to tell them is up to us. I am constantly surprised, and have learned never to judge people till I hear their stories. Sometimes you meet someone and learn fragments of their life and notice the gaps. Often it’s what they don’t tell you that is most telling.

Kay

It is normal to have stories that are untold, for one reason or another. My mother was a very private person and we were all told that what went on in our lives was not for ‘outsiders’.

How important is it to each of you to learn your family stories and know about your history?

Gabrielle

I place a high value on knowing my family - who they

are, the choices they made, the hardships they faced

and overcame. It helps me to contextualise my life, how I came to be who I am, how I’ve been raised and who I’ve been shaped and influenced by. Knowing my family members’ histories helps me understand myself better. I like knowing how my character has been shaped, both through nature and nurture. My mother and grandmothers have been strong influences on my life, and my decisions and their genetics also contribute to my personality. Knowing them and their life paths is very important for me. I cherish their stories. The blood is thick, very thick, in my family! I can see threads of commonality in all of us.

Di

I think we all have regrets we didn’t ask more questions and pay attention to the family stories and histories and those of our in-laws. It is important for me to feel part of a continuum, especially because we are a small family. I think maintaining contact with family when separations occur is important to nurture that sense of belonging. I’ve always cherished my motherin law Dorothy. When Peter and I divorced she was so sad, but she said she’d never stop loving me or being there for me and for Peter and for Gabrielle and Nick. As a new bride in America she made it easy for me and has taught me so much. She’s still fabulous at eighty-seven and we talk regularly. Even though divorced, I have kept the bond with the family of my children’s father. My mother is the keeper of the family flame, and she and Jim are passing on the stories, which we will all keep and pass on too.

Kay

Dad came to Australia with his father when he was twelve, and Grandad sent for Gran and his remaining three children when he found work in the Maitland coal mines and rented a miner’s cottage. I think back now with nothing but admiration for my Grandma coming to a new, unknown country in 1908 with three

young children on a boat to join her husband and son. Learning of the fortitude of Gran and her family I would like to think determined some of the characteristics we, her grandchildren, developed and passed on to our children.

Another strong theme in the book is the relationship between mothers and daughters - at any age. Did you look on your mother differently when you had a daughter, Kay and Di?

Di

Having children gave me an appreciation of the love and sacrifice my mother made for me. You always think you know better than your mother but it’s often not the case! I did wonder how on earth she managed without the washing machine and disposables! My life changed with the birth of my first child - Gabrielle. Peter and I were on our own with no family close by, and I fretted and wondered how I was going to cope. And cope for the next twenty-something years. At first it was the overwhelming sense of responsibility that hit me. But by the next day it was joy after joy. She was one of those perfect and easy babies. That’s when I started asking things I’d never been curious about before - how old was I when I started walking? got a tooth? etc. Gabrielle was a lucky baby, Mum sent her books and Dorothy made her exquisite dresses. Reading to Gabrielle brought back the best memories of Mum reading to me each night.

Kay

I am not aware of looking at my mother any differently when Di was a baby. It was more a grateful acceptance of her wisdom and having had four children realising that she must know many things I didn’t. She passed on the country kitchen remedies, the insistence that I attend the new baby health centre in the town where a sister in a white veil weighed the child and looked for

nappy rash. And of course there were the beautifully Crocheted and knitted layettes and shawls she made with care and love for the first grandchild. I thought of my mum and of Di when my first grandchild, Gabrielle, was born and Di was living overseas. The phone call came in the early hours of the morning to say Gabrielle had arrived. I recall the joy and wonderment I felt for a new generation as I walked about my house telling the dogs and the cat and drinking lots of tea.

What are some of the tensions that spring from the mother-daughter relationship in your experiences?

Gabrielle

One thing common between all of us is that we’ve been separated geographically. My grandmother moved away from Wingham, away from her mother, to live her life; my mother then moved outside Australia, away from her mother, to find her career, husband, her path. I’ve grown up with that history on both sides of my family, and have always been away from my family -either across the world, across the country, or across the state. When you don’t have the family Sunday roast every week, communication is different. I don’t know that I’d call it tension, but in our clan, we often have to work at staying close emotionally, more than other families who aren’t so spread out across the globe. When we visit each other, it’s pretty special. And modern technology makes it easier. For my whole life, our family stories have been typed out in letters. I have letters stashed away in closets from both my grandmother and mother, going back to my babybook. Letters are cherished items in our family - treasured records and mementos that are never thrown out.

Di

Gabrielle has summed it up so well. The distance has always been difficult. But on balance I have to say the good outweighs the sad. And any relationship needs

breathing space, time apart to find out who we are. The growing and changing never stops. So when we come together it is as confident, secure and loved beings with much to share and acknowledge.

Kay

Tensions have inevitably sprung from the constant separation, a state or a country away, even a suburb or two - on my part by the heartache of not having my girl close by to share home and work dramas, and of course loneliness. Receiving letters from Di when she went overseas to work in Rome and London were the joy of my day when I came home from work to find the flimsy blue aerogram in my letterbox. I read them over and over, and of course I tried to read between the lines. I have them all safely stored in the old suitcase in the spare wardrobe.

Are there things that you need to discuss with your mother, or tell her?

Gabrielle

Any major decision that will affect my life or my sense of who I am, I discuss with my mother. I do it without even thinking - it’s automatic to pick up the phone and talk to her when I have to make a tough decision. If my heart is broken or my soul is suffering, I call her. It wouldn’t occur to me not to! Major practical decisions, I also talk to my father and my grandmothers. My grandmothers have such clarity, perspective, wisdom and common sense. It’s been very helpful to tap into their experience, as well as my mother’s, when I need their guidance.

Di

I suppose it’s a generational and time thing, education too. I know my grandmother was rather Victorian and conservative - one was expected always to be a lady and be ‘proper’. I wonder what she would have made

of Gabrielle’s book on sex? I know she never talked about sex to my mother. I was a shy child and found it hard to ask ‘personal’ questions. But Mum and her sister, Annette, used humour as a great way to get the message over.

Kay

I expect and hope that Di would continue to discuss with me and any member of our close family anything she feels she needs to. But we are all very independent ladies and respect each other’s space. We talk a lot and chat nearly every day (Telstra loves people like us), and we take an interest in all the big and little things of daily life, from the pets, shopping, ‘Do you need anything at the market?’ to ‘How’s chapter eleven coming along?’

How do mothers and daughters organise their space so they are available for each other, but not living each other’s lives?

Gabrielle

I’m a bad person to ask since I talk to my mother every day. Okay, well, five out of seven days a week at least. You can never live another person’s life, so I hardly infringe on my mother or grandmother’s daily lives. But because we are geographically separated, the phone and email are invaluable to help us keep up with the minutiae of our lives - pets, work, community dealings, etc. We are a chatty family, but we respect each other’s space as well. I’ve never found this to be an issue.

Di

I think it’s easy to be so involved with each other as adults and secure in our life path, more or less! It was hard for me when Gabrielle had problems or troubles and I couldn’t fix them, or be there to give her a hug at least. We went through a period of pulling back and needing space to work through issues. But we talked

about them, understood why and then we became closer than ever. For many years I was geographically separated from my mother when I worked in London. Visits were few and fleeting. But she had a career and although I know she missed me hugely she never asked me to come home. When I married a diplomat and lived all over the world, I think both grandmothers would have preferred us to be close, but they were only loving and supportive and our times together became more precious.

Kay

In my growing-up time my mother was involved in every single thing in our lives. She was the inventor of new games, the person who encouraged us to read … and read and read, to play a musical instrument, and she organised and made fancy-dress costumes for school plays and concerts, and insisted on Sunday night sing-a-longs around the piano. We looked to her for advice (or perhaps permission) for every activity. I do not think any one of us would have ‘dared’ do anything Mum did not know about. Anyway, she had this sixth sense and just knew our every move. And she was the disciplinarian.

You have lived far away from each other. How do you react when you meet again after a period apart?

Gabrielle

Whenever I arrive at the airport, and see my mother, from years ago to now, it’s hugs, kisses, talking a million miles an hour. And arriving back at my mother’s house, she always has flowers, notes, presents, even little things, waiting for me and set out in my room. When I arrive at my grandmother’s house, I call out, ‘Helloooo!’ and again it’s hugs, kisses, cups of tea and settling in for chats. I’m immediately and totally welcomed by them both, and I love it. There is no ‘resettling’ time; on the contrary, it’s a case of talking-listening-drinking-eating-breathing-all-consuming-wanting to be completely with

them again. It is the same when I go back to America to visit family, except then it’s even more intense because I only visit once every year or so.

Di

It’s always astounding that we seem to pick up in a breath where we left off. Every time I put the kids on a plane after holidays and visits, I’d cry and watch the plane disappear till I could no longer see that dot carrying my babies away. I’d cry all the way home and lie in their beds and smell their hair on the pillow, wash the plates from the rushed last meal, and howl. Then I’d wait for the phone call to say they’d arrived safely. After that I got on with things; I’d call Mum to say they were home safe and start planning the next visit.

Kay

It is, and always was, a great joy to hear a greeting, see a smiling face, a bunch of flowers, another book to read and hear Di and/or Gabrielle calling, ‘Hello, where are you?’ Then lots of hugs and kisses and ‘Hey, put the kettle on.’ Whether the greeting is at airports, at home, here or in another country, the love spills over and the warmth in my heart is overflowing.

In what way were you, Di and Gabrielle, influenced by seeing your own mother forge an unusual career path?

Gabrielle

I never felt pressured to forge an unusual career because of the success of my grandmothers and mother. I simply grew up knowing I came from a line of determined, talented, strong, hard-working women. And I knew that was in my blood, that I could do it too - if I chose to. I was inspired by my grandmothers and mother to achieve, and I do think the desire to achieve is a strong character trait in my family (on my father’s side too). The fact that both my grandmother and mother followed their instincts and passions made it easier for me

to do so as well. We don’t give up easily in my family. We’ve fostered values to work hard and achieve, which is why I persevered with a PhD and my career, despite the obstacles. I’ve always known that if they could achieve what they did with little money but lots of talent, then I could too and with their blessing and support.

Di

I was lucky in that I knew even from when I was a little girl what my passion was and what I wanted to do - writing. Making it a reality was, of course, much harder. But I’d seen my mother forced by circumstances (being widowed) to make a living for us to survive. How she flourished against great odds in a man’s world and in a new realm (television) was inspiring. I didn’t see it like that as a child, I was proud of her, she was very attractive and she worked in the extraordinary, mad and magical world of film. Later I saw the hardships she faced of working long hours, often under extreme conditions, penalised (through less pay) for being a woman and still running a home and making sure I’d cleaned my school shoes and done my homework. University wasn’t an option as it was too expensive in those days, but Uncle Jim stepped in and introduced me to journalism and I was away.

How hard was it to make the initial break from your own mothers?

Gabrielle

I grew up travelling, so there was no particular ‘moving

out from home day’. My whole life has been toing and

froing from one family member to another. Each and

every trip to the airport has been hard and exciting,

both a going away and a going toward at the same

time.

Di

It wasn’t so traumatic for me as I was setting out on the big overseas adventure with Mum’s blessing, but I’m sure it was awful for her.

Kay

Very hard … in fact with great fear and trepidation. But the need to go forward was with my mother’s encouragement and the assurance that we could come back any time, under any circumstances.

Can you see yourself turning into your mother?

Gabrielle

Ah, yes, yes, yes! I used to think we were so different from each other, but nowadays, I see similarities every time I turn around! Both my mother and I write books. And we have similar tendencies to not say ‘no’, so we are always juggling too many projects at the same time and constantly on the go! I never thought I’d be like that because I could see how exhausting it was, but here I am, just the same! My mother is a more ‘silver-lining optimist’ than I am, but we both have a social butterfly nature. I can see how my mother and her mother are alike too. My mother and both my grandmothers are smart, incisive, social, love to laugh. I hope I continue to become like them in those ways.

Di

At times, yes! Mum and I have always looked alike we

were taken for sisters when I was growing up. I

thought our mannerisms, gestures and expressions were

because of proximity, but my first cousin Julie in the US

is just like me in many ways and yet we grew up apart.

Gabrielle, Mum and I have different opinions and likes

on all manner of things, and while our approach might

be different we share similarities in so many ways.

Gabrielle never liked my clothes or my taste in

jewellery, but now she borrows them all the time.

Essentially it is our strength, tenacity, thoroughness -and tidiness - that is the same.

Kay

Yes. In many ways. I try to hold on to her memory more than anything else, and remember how hard she tried for all of us, especially her two girls. I do little things her way without even thinking and remember good manners and don’t spill the salt or walk under ladders …

Gabrielle and Di, are there times when it feels as if the roles are reversed? When the daughter takes on the care of her mother - even if only for a short time?

Gabrielle

All relationships are two-way streets. In specific circumstances, a mother needs a daughter’s support and approval. Yes, there have been times when I’ve supported my mother. There have been times in my mother’s life that have been hard, and my demonstration and communication of my unconditional love and support for her have helped her immensely. Everyone has times when they need to know their loved ones are in their corner, and for my mother and my grandmother, as with the rest of my family, I’m there in a heartbeat.

Di

I’ve never felt that because Mum is so very independent, too much so sometimes. But it comes from always having to look after herself. Now when Gabrielle and I want to take care of her, she is adamant she can manage just fine - and she does. She has never wanted us to feel she might be a burden, and while we’d love to ‘take care of her’ and try in every way we can to help out I still think of my mother as the strong one - and I’m scared of getting into trouble if I do the wrong thing!

Was there a time when you thought your daughter was making the wrong move or the wrong decision?

Di

I got nervous during the ups and downs and pressure and frustrations that came with Gabrielle working on her PhD. She nearly gave up at one point and, like her father, I encouraged her to stay with it. I can only gently suggest and offer my opinion, and hopefully point out both sides of the argument. Gabrielle makes up her own mind!

Kay

No, because with little communication from a distance I learned of a decision Di made that I may not have agreed privately but I had faith that she would stand by her decision at that time or until she changed her mind herself. And in her own way I knew she would find her own path. My dealing with this relies on Di’s intelligence and strong character and knowing she would talk it through when she needs to.

What are the most important things a mother can do for her daughter? And a daughter do for her mother?

Gabrielle

Give unconditional love - and verbal and nonverbal expression of that. Friendship. Lessons, listening, advice, support.

Di

Love her without reserve. Accept her as she is. Try to set a good example. We want to see our daughters go one better, be happy, and have a daughter themselves to know how wonderful it is.

Kay

That she knows my unconditional love and that I am

always there for her.

How do men fit into your lives?

Gabrielle

As much as I value my grandmothers and mother, so too do I value my father, brother, grandfather, uncles, cousins, male friends, lovers. There are special bonds between mothers and daughters, grandmothers and granddaughters, but as much as I am pro-female familial bonds, so too am I pro-male familial bonds. And in terms of relationships, I come from a line of women on both sides of my family who have had more than one marriage - back to both sets of grandparents. I appreciate that relationships take work. It’s important to value each relationship for what it teaches you and gives you, and allows you to give another person.

Di

My grandfather, Uncle Jim and Uncle Ron have been my most important male role models. But along the way there were men I met or worked with who enriched me and helped me see a male point of view. I struggled in my early dating as I hadn’t had a lot of male association - what to talk about, how to dance, any awareness of sports. I suppose I was looking for a father figure in my life and Peter was that - although he was also handsome and charming and intelligent. He looked after me and I felt protected and loved. But sadly it seems our expectations were different and we grew in different directions. The best part of our lives is that we share Gabrielle and Nick.

Kay

As the elder woman of the family men fit into my life through my grandson Nick, my brothers, Jim and Ron, my nephews, David and Damien, John Luke and his new family, and friends. I learn a lot from the wonderful ‘out there’ activities of my young relatives. They share their lives and thoughts with me when we get together. I am so proud of them all.

Has your relationship with your mother or daughter changed over the years?

Gabrielle

It will never change at its basic and primal level. In the love, the ‘being there’ for one another, the talking, giving and taking, and support. I trust completely that my mother will always be there for me whenever and however I need her and also, of course, me for her. I anticipate that once I become a mother, my questions to her and my needs will change: from being self-focused to having more of an emphasis on mothering advice. But I will never stop being that daughter who asks questions of, and advice from, her mother.

Di

For me it doesn’t change much. I love my mother and

I still think of her as someone who can do anything.

She taught me to be independent and make up my

own mind. Nonetheless, she likes to be party to the

process!

Kay

I believe that as we grow older my relationship with Di grows stronger. I know we can always be there for each other with no conditions and no need for explanations because our understanding of each other continues to grow over the years. And now because we live within driving distance of each other our ‘hugs and kisses times’ are much more frequent, and love is on our side.

Is there something you would like to say to your mother, or daughter, that you have never said before?

Gabrielle

On my twenty-first birthday, my family gave me many gifts, after all, it was a celebration of my ‘official

maturation into adulthood’. My grandmother gave me a framed cross-stitch she made herself with a picture and words of wisdom about travelling through life, which I keep in my office and look at every day. One of the things my mother gave me, which I cherish so much that I always keep it in my bedside table drawer, was a small book by Elizabeth Knapp called Did I Tell You? And every word is meaningful to me, and us, as mother and daughter. It reads in part:

Now that you are almost grown, I look back and ask myself, did I tell you?

Did I tell you all that I meant to tell you? All that I felt was important? Did I tell you or was it lost in the shuffle of our everyday lives.

Did I tell you to love. Not with a fair-weather love, but with a love that accepts and cherishes unconditionally. Love not with a quick and passing love, but with a love that is a quiet peace within your heart.

Did I tell you to be creative. To explore the seed within you. Find your creative spirit and let it grow.

And did I tell you the joy and challenge of being a woman. The joy of having a child… knowing and sharing a new life. The joy of making a home … the center but not the limit for the lives of those you love.

And did I tell you … I hope it will be a good life.

On the last page of this small, wise and treasured book, my beautiful mother added her own handwritten words to me:

And did I tell you often enough how much I love you, how proud of you I am, how I cherish you - the greatest gift of all - and that I think you are the most special woman I know? If not, then I say it once more as you become your own

person. Because, my darling Gabrielle, it is now your time - be happy always.

Mom xx

September 7, 1992 Lake Tahoe

So, to my mother, Di, who has written so many books, and is adored and appreciated by so many, but none -no one - so much as me, I want to say:

You did tell me.

I heard you.

I learn from you.

And most of all, I love you.

Di

I can’t write - I’m crying. I love Gabrielle with all my heart. What can I say. I’ve tried my best to be a good daughter and a good mother. And when I look at my children I feel so proud and hope they will really understand what it means one day to love your child as much as I love them.

I’ve always loved and been proud of you, Mum. I know it hasn’t always been easy and you hid so much pain and put on a brave face to protect me. I hope you know how much you mean to me and that in some way I’ve measured up to the dreams you held and fought for me.

Kay

I have no answer to this one. My heart is full.

ALSO BY Di MORRISSEY AND AVAILABLE FROM PAN MACMILLAN Tears of the Moon

Broome, Australia 1893

In the wild passionate heyday of the pearling industry, and when young English bride Olivia Hennessy meets the dashing pearling master, Captain Tyndall, their lives are destined to be linked by the mysterious power of the pearl.

Sydney 1995

Lily Barton embarks on a search for her family roots which leads her to Broome. But her quest for identity reveals more than she could have ever imagined …

TEARS OF THE MOON is the spellbinding bestseller from Australia’s most popular female novelist.

‘Morrissey’s research into the pearl industry and the history of Broome is formidable … she tells a good story’

SYDNEY MORNING HERALD

The Bay

The Bay is a beautiful and peaceful town on the Australian east coast; a melting pot of city escapees, alternative lifestylers, feral dropouts, lost souls, backpackers, and men and women in search of love and a new sense of identity.

When Sydney corporate wife Holly Jamieson turns forty-five she shocks her husband by buying an old house in The Bay with plans to transform it into a charming B & B. What began as a gesture of independence changes her life. Holly soon discovers that beneath its tranquil surface, The Bay is a whirlpool of passions and conflict. It was once a whaling town, then a sleepy resort that became trendy, and now developers are moving in for the kill. Holly, her family, and an unusual band of new friends are in the battle lines - and not always on the same side.

Blaze

BLAZE exposes the new order of women and power in the cutthroat arena of upmarket magazines. The idealistic baby boomers have been pushed aside and it’s every woman for herself.

All GRUBER, 28, is slick, smart, ambitious. She is determined to be editor of the New York edition of Blaze, the world’s most popular magazine. But fate intervenes, taking All back to the closely guarded secret of her Australian childhood.

NINA JANSOUS, 60, is the founder of Blaze. Croatian-born and Australian-raised, the elegant Nina is haunted by memories of the past.

LARISSA KELLY, 35, has everything - a prestigious publishing career and a loving man. But can the relationship survive when he’s a stockbroker in New York and she’s been posted to Blaze’s new magazine in Sydney?

MICHE BANNISTER, 22, wants to be a journalist and follow in her late mother’s footsteps. In Paris, Miche infiltrates the life of supermodel Sally Shaw and finds a murky world of designer drugs and sexual abuse. Should she reveal what she uncovers when faced with her mother’s nemesis?

BLAZE is an intimate look at four women coping with their private and public lives in the world of magazines.

Absorbing. Biting. Funny. Real. BLAZE doesn’t pull punches.

Scatter the Stars

Larrikin Australian actor Randy Storm had it all. Swept up by Hollywood after starring in a film set in Papua New Guinea, he had the looks, charm and talent - as well as the love of an exotic woman - to take on the world.

But that was the 1950s. In the 90s he’s forgotten, burned out after a life of movie star excess and wild living.

When TV producer Michael Matthews bumps into the once great Randy Storm, he is surprised to find a man who is at peace with himself and his world. Both he and researcher Janie Callendar set out to discover the source of this inner peace. One person not surprised by Randy’s contentment is the woman who has stuck by him through the highs and the lows: his agent, Ariel Margoles. Ariel has never given up the dream of Randy making a comeback, so when she is called by Australia’s world acclaimed film director Patricia Jordan who is making the hottest Hollywood film of the year - Ariel sees the chance for Randy to be a star once more.

But just as he is about to reach his pinnacle, a secret from his past threatens to bring down his greatest triumph …

SCATTER THE STARS is a story of glamour, greed, loss and one man’s life that charts the path of all of us.

The Songmaster

A timely and profound novel that entrances and entertains.

In Melbourne, a baby girl is found abandoned in the Victorian Art Gallery. She is wrapped in a shawl decorated with a motif that links her to ancient rock paintings in the Kimberley…

In Los Angeles, a movie producer’s dying daughter is haunted by nightmares after visiting the Kimberley…

And it is to the Kimberley that ex-nun Beth Van Horton brings a disparate group of travellers whose lives will be changed forever.

The Kimberley - a land that cradles Australia’s ancient treasures - is also home to a people whose powerful secrets could unlock the future for modern mankind.

‘It’s daring, it’s controversial, it’s a great story and it’s unputdownable … what more can I say about THE SONGMASTER other than I wish I’d written it.’

BRYCE COURTENAY

Author

‘A rollicking yarn about aboriginal reconciliation? I’d like to read that! Well, here it is. A racy read, no pun intended. If you’ve been trying to fathom all those headlines about native title and blackfellas’ tears, do yourself a favour. Enjoy.’

RAY MARTIN

TV presenter

The Last Rose of Summer

A compelling story of two beautiful and remarkable women connected across the decades by the men who love them … and the magic of a place called Zanana.

KATE, a strong-willed heiress determined to defy Edwardian convention, but she must pay the ultimate price to keep the home she loves so much …

ODETTE, an independent and idealistic young journalist caught in a fierce battle to save Zanana from ruthless developers..

Years apart yet inextricably linked by Zanana, the magnificent mansion they both love, these two striking women prove they are not afraid to fight for what they believe in.

From turn-of-the-century India to contemporary Sydney, THE LAST ROSE OF SUMMER is an epic story of love, possession and intrigue.

Heart of the Dreaming

At twenty-one, Queenie Hanlon has the world at her feet and the love of handsome bushman TR Hamilton.

Beautiful, wealthy and intelligent she is the only daughter of Tingulla Station, the famed outback property in the wilds of western Queensland.

At twenty-two, her life lies in ruins. A series of disasters has robbed her of everything she ever loved. Everything except Tingulla - her ancestral home and her spirit’s Dreaming place…

And now she is about to lose that too …

An extraordinary story of thwarted love and heroic struggle, HEART OF THE DREAMING is the tale of one woman’s courage and her determination to take on the world and win.
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