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      He is standing looking out over an alien landscape, red and dry and hot. He is alone, but he knows there are people out there somewhere, unseen. He thinks that they will remember he is there and come back for him, but he isn't certain. He knows he can't survive on his own. He shouldn't be there at all.

      With a shock, he realises that he has forgotten to wear his suit. He has no breathing apparatus. He coughs, gasps, convulses, finds himself not on an alien planet but in a bright, white place where lots of people are looking after him.

      

      Several times Elliot makes temporary returns to consciousness. Some of his earliest thoughts are numinous. They are eureka moments, accompanied by sensations of sheer joy. It will be the saving of the human race when they understand that people are really animals with their skins on inside out. He can feel the fur in his viscera, soft and luxurious, but the problem is it creates hairballs, and they make him cough, and he is coughing and struggling for air in a blinding light and people in white are running. They are saying his name, doing things with tubes and noisy machinery. He is helpless; he seems to have no control over anything, not even his own body and, during those short spells of consciousness, he is absolutely terrified.

      

      He returns to the red landscape again. Figures are approaching. They are walking out of a mirage-lake. Everything shimmers and ripples. Elliot thinks the figures must be wearing space suits, but as they come closer he sees they are not. One wears a stockman's hat. One wears a baseball cap. The third has a head of golden curls, like Harpo Marx.
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      There is a young woman who comes to speak to him. She asks him if he remembers his name and he nods, with difficulty, and says 'Elliot,' in a slow, muddy kind of way. She asks him if he knows why he is in hospital, but he doesn't. He knows he was born in London but not what day it is, or what month, or what year. There are things coming to him that look like memories but might be dreams and things that look like dreams that might be memories. He has no facility for telling them apart. There is a pool of water in a red basin, and there is a deep hole in one end of it; its round, dark mouth beneath the water. There is something incalculably valuable at the bottom of the hole, but it is all filled up with mud and no one can get in there to clean it out.

      The woman says, 'Do you remember anything about your life? What you do for a living? Do you remember working as a doctor?'

      He finds that he does. He remembers working as a doctor in London, and in Dublin, and in Melbourne, and now, unlikely as it seems to him, he remembers working in remote communities in the central desert of Australia. He can’t come anywhere near fitting his mouth around ‘Central Australian’, but he manages ‘Health S-serv...,' and she nods and gives his hand a squeeze.

      'You're going to be OK, Elliot. You've had a nasty head injury, but I think your mind is OK. Your memory will come back, bit by bit.'

      

      It does, exactly like that, bit by bit, and many of the bits are random and unrelated. Little shorts, or trailers, bubble up from nowhere. A first kiss, accompanied by all its sexual excitement, outside the gates of the Melbourne Zoo in the early, early hours. His father breaking down the door of his brother's bedroom and barging in, his mother's frame blocking the door, grunting and wrestling going on in there that he can't see. His mother bringing the family cat to a funeral. He remembers the name of the cat but not the name of the person in the coffin. Behind everything is a sense of movement, of travelling through unknown and surreal landscapes, of having to endure a relentless motion sickness.

      A voice says, 'Elliot?' He wakes with a gasp and sees a nurse. He isn't sure whether he has seen her before or not.

      'You have a visitor,' she says, but Elliot can't see anyone. He turns his head. There is a woman sitting beside his bed, and she confirms his worst fears. He doesn't know her. He is afraid that he has lost the ability to recognise faces, and that his world from now on will be full of strangers. But his visitor says,

      'You don't know me, Elliot. I'm Sandra's sister. Remember Sandra?'

      He almost does. He strains to remember Sandra.

      Her sister says, 'From Nyaru?'

      Yes. Nyaru creates a confluence of images. Lanky stockmen sitting around a table outside a community store. An old woman wearing a beanie, handing him something. Children and dogs running together along the street. A computer that never works. He can't think of any reason why he would have been in such a place. He isn't entirely sure he ever was.

      But now he remembers Sandra. He sees her at the wheel of a white troop-carrier, dusty and tired.

      'She'll come when she can get cover,' her sister says. 'We're going to deputise until she gets here.'

      He drifts again, sinking away from the light. He hears explosions, feels them reverberate through his body, sees red smoke swirling. And then he is playing cricket for England, on the team at last, and he understands with a flash of insight that England can never win the match as long as his left leg is playing for Australia. When he wakes up, he wants to explain it to someone, anyone, but he can't speak properly. His tongue won't obey his orders. He is a prisoner in a body that has stopped working.

      There was somebody there, but she has gone now. He talks himself through it. Sandra's sister. Sandra, who was the community nurse in Nyaru. If her sister has come to see him, Sandra must be someone important in his life. He finds her again, that same image in his memory; a thin woman, probably nearing middle-age, sitting behind the wheel of the clinic troopy.
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      She met him at the airstrip when he landed that first day and ran through some of the need-to-know details as she drove him to the medical centre. He had completed his first clinics in two other communities and was already exhausted by the heat, by the stress of learning to operate new systems, by culture shock. He was met at the clinic by two men who formally introduced themselves as the community council. The older of the two, whose name Elliot couldn't remember, died of a stroke very soon afterwards. The younger, a man of around fifty, was Luke O'Neill.

      

      He was barely inside the clinic, which Sandra unlocked for him, before half the waiting room spilled in.

      He said, 'Can we have people one at a time, please?' His voice was high and stiff with tension.

      Sandra, said, 'It is just one. Just Doris.'

      Elliot looked around. There was an old woman, a young woman with a baby on her hip and a toddler clinging to her skirt.

      'Doris is your patient,' Sandra said. 'Linda is her granddaughter.'

      Elliot nodded. He knew that people out here often brought someone else along for moral support. He had already come across it in the other clinics.

      He said, 'And the children?'

      'Linda's.'

      'Do they all have to be in here?

      Sandra said, 'Where would you like them to be?' She was talking with half her attention, the other half directed towards the computer, which appeared to be frozen on the clinic's home page and wasn't responding to any of her prompts. 'Bloody thing has crashed again,' she said, turning it off at the mains. 'I'll have to get you the paper files.'

      She turned the power on again, and went out, leaving the computer to boot up. Elliot was beginning to believe that he wasn't cut out for working under these conditions. The baby was wriggling and dragging at her mother and the older child had a runny nose. All four of them, like Sandra, were covered in a thin film of pink dust.

      Linda said, 'Doris got a cough. All the time coughing.'

      Elliot dragged his attention away from the children and turned to the old woman. She was stick-thin, dressed in a light floral-patterned skirt and a loose blue tee-shirt. Curls of white hair emerged from a beanie with an AFL logo. Elliot said, 'What kind of cough do you have, Doris?'

      For answer, Doris took a deep, rattling breath and gave a phlegmy cough.

      Elliot nodded. He said, 'How long have you had it?'

      Doris glanced at Linda. 'Few weeks, might be?'

      Linda nodded. 'Yeah. About two weeks.'

      Sandra had gone. A pair of teenaged girls were standing at the doorway and were leaning in, listening to the conversation. Behind them Elliot could see three more people in the waiting room, two men and a woman, all seriously overweight.

      He said, 'Can you close the door, please?'

      The girls seemed perplexed, not so much by what he had said, as by whether he wanted them to close it from the outside or the inside. Linda clarified with a small hand gesture. They went out. They closed the door.

      Doris said, 'What you come to Nyaru for?'

      Elliot sighed. New to remote community life, he had no idea how unusual it was for one of his patients to take any kind of personal interest in him. It would be a long, long time before anyone else asked him anything along the same lines. He shrugged and attempted to be light-hearted.

      'It's not really up to me. They just put me on a plane and sent me here.' It went down like a lead balloon. Both women were silent, expecting more, or better. Elliot had undergone a thorough induction and read all the literature. He was aware of the need to give people time to get comfortable with him, but he had worked for far too long in time-poor regimes: he was habitually pressurised and impatient.

      He said, 'Shall we talk about your cough, Doris?'

      There was that hesitation again, which Elliot later came to understand was not due to lack of confidence, but a space for deliberation.

      'Yuwayi,' she said. 'But where you from?'

      Elliot worked hard at keeping his cool. 'Never mind about me. We're here to look after you, aren't we?'

      As if she hadn't heard, Doris went on, 'You from Sydney?'

      Linda said, 'She wants to know where your country is.'

      Elliot sighed again. 'England,' he said. 'I've been living in Melbourne for years, but I was born in England.'

      Doris nodded, slowly. 'I know about England. My husband been there. Over there in your country, long time ago. He met the queen that time.'

      Elliot glanced at Linda. He expected her to confirm his assumption that her grandmother was losing her marbles, but Linda met his eye, just momentarily, and there was no complicity in her expression. What had it held, that glance? Hostility? Indifference? Contempt?
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      It creates no charge in him now, in the white room in the hospital in Adelaide, but it did then. He thinks it did then. Or perhaps it was later that the charge came. The desire. He looks around him, surprised to find everything so normal and rational after all the rushing, the pain, the dreadful bubbling sounds of his lungs beings cleared. There is a slight creaking noise now, but whether it is from his lungs or crepitus from broken bones he can't tell from the inside. The important thing is that he is breathing. He is conscious. He is aware for the first time that he has survived something monumental, something of colossal, explosive force, but he isn't sure what. He wonders why no one has told him, and then he wonders whether someone has told him and he has forgotten. Anything is possible. He is calm, and he is connected, through his steady, creaky breathing, to his body. There are still dreams and imaginings hovering in his mental peripheries, but he likes what he feels when he remembers Linda. It is solid ground.
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      Elliot put the stethoscope into his ears and Doris stopped talking, allowed him to listen to the fluid on her lungs, pretty uniform across both sides. There was a pronounced wheeze there as well.

      'Do you smoke, Doris?'

      She said, 'No.'

      'No cigarettes?'

      'No, I don't smoke.'

      Sandra returned and handed Elliot a thin file with Doris Banks Nampijinpa written on the front. As she went out again a dog trotted in and was quickly removed by one of the gate-keeping teenagers. Elliot waited until the door was closed again and then opened the file. While he read, Doris and Linda had a quiet conversation in language. The cough was a recurring problem, according to the notes. Previous doctors had prescribed several courses of antibiotics over the last couple of years.

      'She smoked one time,' Linda said when he looked up from the file. 'Back in the old days. She was working on a station, that place'—she pointed at the wall—'Kimberley way. All the people smoking that time. Men and women the same. She don't smoke no more.'

      'I don't like it,' Doris said. 'I don't like smoking and I don't like grog.'

      'And have you lost any weight, recently, do you think? Or were you always, you know…'

      Doris laughed again. 'No. Always skinny one. Healthy one, that way.'

      Elliot said, 'Except for this cough. I think we should get an x-ray and see what's going on. Could be you have some problem in your lungs. They can do that for you in Alice. Just a visit to the hospital, in and out.'

      Doris shook her head and turned to Linda. Again, they spoke in Warlpiri. This time the discussion was more animated. Elliot began to write a note in Doris' file, but the pen stopped working, and he realised the sweat from his hand was making the paper damp. There was an air conditioner on the wall behind him and it was making a ferocious amount of noise but didn't appear to be having any effect on the temperature. There was a fridge magnet on the filing cabinet with a picture of a Flying Doctor plane and a little inbuilt thermometer, but it was stuck somewhere around twelve degrees. He caught the eye of the snotty toddler, who was watching him intently. He tried a smile, but he couldn't even get that to work properly that day.

      Linda said, 'No, she won't go.'

      Doris said, 'That other doctor, the one we had before you, she gave me medicine for this.'

      Elliot had been warned that people who lived so far out in the bush were often reluctant to go to hospital. It wasn't difficult to understand why. Alice Springs was a long day's drive from home, and the hostels and the town camps where visitors usually stayed could be hard going. He looked at Linda. The baby was dragging at her football jersey, trying to stand up. The toddler was at her feet, taking off her sandals.

      'Do you live with your grandmother?' he asked her.

      'Some of the time,' she said.

      Doris said, 'Some time she stopping with me. Some time she stopping with her husband down there in Hoppy's Camp.'

      'You live in Alice?' said Elliot.

      'Some of the time,' said Linda.

      'So how long will you be here?' Elliot said. 'If I give Doris medicine for her cough, can you make sure she takes it?'

      'She can take it,' Linda said, and there was an edge of irritation in her voice. 'She don't need me.'

      Elliot sighed. 'Three times a day, Doris,' he said. 'Morning time when you get up. Middle of the day, when the sun is up there. Overhead? And night time when you go to bed. Can you do that?'

      After the obligatory pause, Doris said. 'Yuwayi, no problem.'

      'And finish the course? Keep going until the very end. Two weeks I'll give you.'

      'OK,' Doris sang, somehow succeeding in imbuing that small pronouncement with relief, satisfaction and triumph.

      Elliot wrote a note for the file then filled out a prescription and handed it to Doris.

      'Sandra will get it for you. Remember it's good for you but bad for the children, OK? You have to make sure they don't get their hands on it. Do you understand?'

      'She understands.' Linda said.

      'Right. And you have to come back and see me next time I come, OK? In two weeks’ time. We'll see how you're going then.'

      Doris nodded. Linda bent to retrieve her shoes. Neither made any move to leave. Elliot approached the door with the intention of ushering them out.

      Doris said, 'You must be very sad, so far away from your country.'

      'Oh, I'm OK,' Elliot said, but Doris went on, 'You married? You got family here?'

      Every cell in Elliot's being was urging Doris towards the door of the surgery. His body language was screaming at her, but she was impervious to hurry. This was a battle of wills, and she was winning it hands down. Elliot leaned against the desk.

      He said, 'No. No family.'

      Doris looked genuinely disappointed for him. 'Why then? Why you want to come all the way out here?'

      Elliot, on the back foot, shrugged. 'I don't know. I like the desert.' While Doris thought about that he went on, 'I like your country.'

      'My country?' Doris said. 'You seen my country?' She spoke a list of names, so alien to Elliot's ear that he couldn't even have repeated them. 'You been out there?'

      Linda watched his response. The toddler had pulled one of her sandals off again and was making off towards the waiting room with it.

      'Good country, out there,' Doris said.

      'I'm sure it is,' said Elliot. 'I'd love to see it. I'm planning on getting a good car and making some trips. I'm sure I'll get out there someday.'

      Doris nodded, sitting back, sinking into reflection as though the speaking of those place names had distanced her from the others. But Linda was glaring at him contemptuously, as though he had broken some important social convention.
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      Which he had, of course, and he squirms with embarrassment in his private white hospital hell. As though it was up to him to decide whether or not to visit Doris' country, the way you might decide to take a trip to Norwich or Glasgow. As though all you needed was the right form of transport. A hot rage floods him and he can't tell whether it is aimed at himself or at his culture, with its blasé assumptions of entitlement. He had not been good at tuning in to the sensibilities of his patients, particularly at the beginning. Sandra was helpful, and the other communities where he worked had Aboriginal health workers who were brilliant at bridging the cultural divide. But all too often he failed to consult the experts and blundered into mistakes, moving too fast, neglecting to obtain proper permissions or pass on the right information to the right people.

      He thinks that no one should be compelled to live in a place like Nyaru with its heat and its flies and its perpetually insufficient infrastructure, but he doesn't know who is responsible for the problems in those places. Government threw money at them, he knew that: twice as much per head as for the non-indigenous population. But what happened to it? Like water into sand, it seemed to vanish without trace. He doesn't know what to believe, and he never did.
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      That first clinic was busy. It ran for most of the day, and just when Elliot thought it was finally over, he was persuaded by Sandra to make a couple of home visits to people who couldn't make it to the medical centre. They called on an old man at the edge of town who had been waiting all day for a nephew to come and collect him, and another one who ran when he saw them coming and hid behind a neighbour's house. Sandra went to talk to him, but she couldn't persuade him to come out, so she took Elliot back to the store to get something to eat. There had been some talk of lunch around midday, but it had never materialised. There was pressure in his head. In the store, he bought a two-litre bottle of water and a slab of oily lasagne and took them to the outdoor table. A couple of schoolboys in footy jumpers came and sat on the opposite bench, sharing a can of orange soft drink, watching him. Elliot knew he ought to make conversation with them, but he couldn't think of anything to say. He prodded the lasagne with a plastic fork but before he got any into his mouth, he felt the familiar hot trickle of his nose beginning to bleed. He swore, picked up the thin napkin that came with his meal, pinched his nose with it, and tipped back his head. The boys giggled, then asked if they could help him. He said he would be OK in a minute or two. A couple of young women, just shadows in the corner of his eye, stopped and hovered, then went on their way, laughing. Elliot took a chance on straightening his head. The boys shunted along the bench as a tall, broad-chested man sat down beside them. He said, 'You OK, doctor?'

      Elliot nodded. He knew he had met the man before, but he had encountered too many new people that day and was at a loss.

      'Luke O'Neill,' the man said. 'Community council.'

      'I'm sorry,' Elliot said. 'You met me this morning. I remember now.'

      Luke nodded. 'You get on OK? Somebody punch you in the face?'

      Elliot's nosebleeds weren't serious, but they always left him feeling washed out, and he was in no mood to make social effort. He said,

      'Just a nosebleed. Stopping now.'

      Luke said, 'Reckon you can fix us all up?'

      Elliot wasn't sure how to respond. He suspected there might be an element of sarcasm in Luke's words. He looked at his lasagne, sitting in its moat of grease. An effort had been made at salad, but it was blackening in the sun even as he watched. He decided to eat it first.

      Luke said, 'Well. We got problems here. You can see it.'

      Elliot said, 'I thought there were no councils any more. Since the intervention.'

      'Not whitefella way, true. But we still have our council, yapa way. We still looking after our community.'

      Elliot wiped his nose, carefully, glanced at the pink result on the back of his hand. He waited for Luke to continue and when he didn't, he said, 'Do you want to eat something? Can I buy you some of this? Cup of coffee maybe?'

      Luke shook his head and lifted the bottle of cola at his side. It looked warm and flat.

      Before he could stop himself, Elliot said, 'You know you shouldn't drink that stuff. It will make you diabetic.'

      There was a pause, and Elliot could sense Luke's annoyance. He said,

      'Sorry. I'm sure you know that.'

      One of the boys asked a question in language, and there was a short conversation, of which Elliot understood not one word.

      'He says I should drink diet coke,' Luke explained.

      'Oh,' Elliot said. 'Well, he's probably right.'

      That was when Luke produced a folder from a dusty black backpack beside his feet. 'Will you sign this for us? It's a petition. Still the intervention, you know? We want our communities back. We are not children. We can run our own lives.'
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      The memory of Luke is setting off depth charges in Elliot's damaged brain. Luke is important. Luke is somehow connected with him being there in hospital, he is sure of it. He tries to find more memories of him, anything that might give him an idea of why the two of them are connected, but nothing comes. Other images of Luke come and go on the peripheries of his imagination, but they are out of context and untrustworthy.

      

      A nurse comes to check his vital signs and change his drip. He is resentful at the disturbance and tries to hold on to his little narrative, which is slipping away like a lizard into a hole, and he keeps trying to grab at its tail, but his hands won't grip properly, and the lizard is kicking up dust with its back feet, making him cough, choking him, and the nurse is calling out for assistance to get his lungs cleared again, and he sacrifices some section of his consciousness to the process, like a little blackout which saves him from the worst of the discomfort.

      

      He dreams, or perhaps he remembers, his father mid-lecture. They are at the kitchen table. His mother, who is twenty years younger than his father, prefers evasion to confrontation and has done what she always does on these occasions, which is to get up and busy herself elsewhere. Elliot dare not leave, even though the rant, like most of them, is aimed primarily at his older brother, Matty. Elliot has learned not to offer opinions within earshot of his father, but Matty insists on airing his. He won't put up with the consequences, either, but will finish his pudding and slip out of his chair or begin talking to one of the cats, ignoring their father's objections and thus ramping up his indignation, and leaving Elliot as the sole target.

      What was it about? He cannot make out any words in the memory. It is just tones, just emotions. The stress it creates is acting like a chemical in his body. He wants to get up and walk around, leave it behind, but he knows he can't, and he hasn't the courage to try. He is afraid to revisit the experience of his body's unresponsiveness. He suspects something terrible has happened to him. For the time being, for as long as possible, he prefers to remain in a state of ignorance.

      His mind is full of locked doors, but he finds an open one; finds himself back with Luke and the petition outside the store in Nyaru, finds that what happened there is not unrelated to this other remembered scene. It is why he made no response to Luke's petition. His disinclination to express opinions had developed into a life philosophy and had served him well enough over the years. His father would have backed John Howard: he would say it was clear that Aboriginal people were incapable of running their own affairs and that the government was completely justified in taking over the communities and stopping the rot. Matty would have been opposed. He would have seen the action as completely opportunistic, the report on sexual abuse of children a gift for media manipulation while the government moved in and took back rights that had taken indigenous people generations to acquire. He would say it was all about power, and control, and access to resources. He would say that it confirmed the continuance of a programme of assimilation. Elliot occupied the comfortable limbo in between. He liked to think of himself as the Médecins sans Frontières type, above or outside of politics, but it was to become clear to him soon enough that this was not a recognisable position in that part of the world.
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      Luke handed the petition to Elliot, who took it and read the heading:

      

      
        
        ‘Indigenous peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development’. - UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

      

      

      

      A letter in Warlpiri followed it, several paragraphs long. On the next page, it was translated into English. Elliot scanned it briefly, taking in very little. At the back were more pages filled with signatures, many of them extremely shaky, but beside each one was a printed name with the community and profession or tribal position. There were many senior men and women, he noticed, describing themselves as 'elder.' Sandra had signed, and the store owner, several teachers and teacher's assistants. Luke slid a biro towards him. Elliot held up his fork in self-defence and closed the document, ashamed to see that he had left a bloody thumbprint on the front page.

      'I have more copies,' Luke said. 'Might be you take one to Alice with you? Get some names on it that side?'

      It was a let-out and Elliot took it. 'Sure. And I can get a proper read of it when I get home, too.'

      Luke fished out a new copy, in its own clean green folder. 'Put in all your names and jobs, all the doctors, nurses, pilots, all them people. Kardiya names is good. You can send it to Canberra when it's filled up.' He pointed to the address on the top page. 'Before the end of this month, they need to go.'

      Elliot put the folder on the bench beside him. A little mob of small children flew past, in pursuit of a bigger child on a bike. A skinny dog shot out from under the table and raced after them, and the two boys got up from the bench and followed. Elliot gave the folder a pat and returned to his lunch, but Luke was still with the petition.

      'All of us mob were happy when he got elected, that Kevin Rudd. And he line us all up for the apology. But when he's up there on the stage saying sorry for our stolen generation, same time, behind our back, he supporting the intervention and carrying it on. How is that for duplicity, Elliot?'

      Elliot's mouth was full. He wasn't entirely sure what duplicity was, and in any case, he was not going to be drawn into discussing politics. He patted the petition again and swallowed. 'I'll have a read of this.'

      Luke turned away. An old man, long and gangly, appeared from around the side of the store and sat on the bench beside Luke, his feet facing away from the table, his back to Elliot. The two men spoke softly in language. Luke handed over a blue banknote. The old man stood up and went into the store. Elliot gave up on the lasagne and pushed it away. He took a long drink of his water.

      Luke said, 'You got some connection out here? Must be some reason you want to work in a place like this, eh?'

      Elliot gave a despairing shrug. There it was again. It seemed like an impossible question, particularly as, the way he was feeling just then, he definitely did not want to work out there ever again. But he remembered why it was that he had come.

      'I was travelling with a friend,' he said. 'Back in the nineties. Early nineties, it was. We had a four-wheel drive. We drove up from Adelaide to Alice, then on up the Tanami road to Hall's Creek. I kind of fell in love with the desert country, you know? I've always wanted to come back and see more of it.'
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      In the bright room in Adelaide, Elliot tries to say, 'Luke,' but it doesn't come out right, and in any case, there is still no one there. He remembers Sandra's sister, but he can't think when it was that she visited. It might have been five minutes ago and it might have been yesterday. If she was actually there and wasn't just a character from his dream world. The memory of the meeting with Luke is contaminated with intrusive images that make no sense. Luke with his back against a car wheel, his chin on his chest. Luke coming over the brow of a dune looking like a butcher, his arms and torso glowing red. Elliot tries to make sense of the images, but he can't find any context for them. Instead, he thinks back to that first trip, begins to relive it, travels across the arid landscape. Travels above it, gliding on air, looking down at the amazing designs in the red landscape, knows he has to come down, and so he does. Finds himself in a car instead, a white troopy. He assumes he is driving, but he isn't. And when he looks for the driver, he finds it is an old woman with white hair, sitting cross-legged on the seat, making no contact with the pedals. What they are driving over is more like a map. Or maybe it's a painting. It goes on forever. The colours are insanely beautiful.
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      He wants it to be just him and Miles, but when he tries to put Miles in the driving seat instead of the old woman, he can't. He finds a hollow place inside him and understands that Miles is not there any more. He doesn't know what has become of him. He has to work, he has to dig, but eventually Miles is there, and Elliot remembers the first day of driving; the first few hours pleasant enough, through vineyards and arable farms, all green and healthy at that time of year. Then there was Port Augusta, and after that, something completely different. It was like arriving on a different planet. Suddenly there was mile after mile with no houses, no farms, no sign of any human occupation at all. His mind had refused to believe it, remaining in a state of anticipation certain that, around the next bend, there would be something. In the UK, even in country places, there was almost always some sign of people; if not a town or a village, then a farmhouse or a barn, or a side-road with a sign for a Bed and Breakfast. Even in the remotest places, in the hill country or the moorlands, there would be stone walls, fences, telegraph poles. But out there, mile after mile after mile unravelled beneath their wheels and the road itself was the only sign of human existence.

      What he doesn't remember so well is how and when the transformation came about in his mind, just when the empty landscape ceased to horrify him and began to get under his skin. In fact, quite a lot of the first part of that journey became lost in an alcoholic haze. He wasn't a safe drinker and had learned from bitter experience to avoid over-indulgence, but he was on the rebound from a broken relationship, working hard at being hard, driving faster than he wanted to, trying to prove something to no one in particular, except for Jyoti perhaps, who wasn't there to see it. Miles' role models, if he had any, would have been more along the line of Lawrence of Arabia, or perhaps the early African explorers, in whose image he wore lots of loose white cotton or linen; heavy fabric that worked beautifully on his long, lean frame but would never work the same way on Elliot, who was too short and would just look like a schoolboy cricketer who had forgotten his bat. It wasn't for him then, that Elliot secretly encouraged holes in the knees of his jeans and cut the collars off two of his best shirts and the sleeves off all of them, even his tee-shirts.

      

      He coughs a little, swallows something that tastes very bad. A nurse comes. She is gentle and solicitous, but he is OK. He doesn't need to cough any more or be cleared again. He wants to tell her something, though, because he is having a eureka moment about his behaviour on that trip. It was his father he was trying to get at. He was going through his teenage rebellion, about ten years late.

      'My father...' The words are painfully extruded. They sound like something else. The nurse waits patiently. Elliot struggles for more but it is too hard; he has bitten off way more than he can chew. The struggle frustrates him; he begins to get angry. 'F-fuck him,' he finishes.

      'I know,' said the nurse. 'I know.'

      

      They made the obligatory detour to Coober Pedy, fossicked half-heartedly for opals in the spoil heaps, visited an underground house, spent an evening drinking with a man whose job was to keep a stretch of the Dog Fence in good repair. He had a whole philosophy built up around the fence, which ran for five thousand kilometres right across the continent, keeping the dingoes out of the rich sheep-farming country of the Southeast. It was along the 'two kinds of people' line, and Elliot got argumentative and said that there were indeed two kinds of people, those who believed that there were two kinds of people and those that knew there were a lot more than that, and Miles quietly extricated them both from the pub before damage occurred.

      The roadhouse in Oodnadatta knocked some of the spikes off him. They were holed up there for three days waiting for the road train to come through with a part for their car, and Elliot flirted half-heartedly with a couple of tourists, and came off worst in an altercation with a local station hand. This resulted in a spectacular nosebleed, far more lengthy and prolific than his regular ones, and Miles moved the tent to a quiet patch of ground on the edge of town and parked him in it for the twenty-four hours it took him to recover. A little subdued by all that, Elliot laid off the beer for the remainder of the trip.

      They chose the scenic route to Alice Springs, which took them out along the Old Andado road, past the edge of the Simpson desert, where the dunes were as red as delirium and where they came upon the first thing which had frightened them: a heap of freshly dead camels with no one around to have killed them. They reversed in their tracks, found the road they had inadvertently strayed from, and tore out of there. But after that, everything changed. That leg of the trip was the one that, if it didn't heal him, at least made Elliot forget that he was angry and hurt, and brought him to a place within himself that he had never been to before.

      The land they passed through was like a beautiful drug; it both calmed and energised them. Miles referred to Australia as the 'New World', but it seemed very old to Elliot. As old and as strange as the moon, but not as indifferent. He did not know the place, but he could not shake off the ever-present awareness that the place knew him.

      Those were days out of time. That journey took away the hurry from Elliot and stopped Miles from complaining about the heat and the flies. They saw hardly anyone; just the occasional station worker in a ute, a grader once, repairing a stretch of road, a little caravan of local people in an assortment of vehicles going in the opposite direction to them, emerging out of their own cloud of dust for as long as it took them to pass by, then vanishing back into it again. Miles and Elliot had intended to make it to Alice within three days but, in the end, they took a week, slowing down more each day, exploring lonely station tracks. They stopped to wander through rocky outcrops or along dry creeks, or through the bands of bush between the dunes, making up names for trees and plants they had no names for. To begin with, everything was mulga or ghost-gum or saltbush or spinifex, but they found things that weren't any of those, which they called 'that green one' or 'the needly one' or 'the big shaggy one' or 'the little red-leaf thing'. They noted bushes which carried berries or hard green fruits; they collected some which they were tempted to try and eat but, in the end, they decided against it, being days from the nearest medical centre and having no means of communication.

      Which itself was a large part of the pleasure: to be beyond the reach of phones and pagers and radio and television, to be lost to their own world and entirely free. They took each day, each hour as it presented itself, almost entirely without plan or aspiration, allowing their stocks to run down and run out; first the bread, then the crackers, the tinned beans, the dried milk, until, in the end, they were eating corned beef and spaghetti at every meal, with bitter black tea, smoky from the tar-encrusted billy which they boiled on open fires. When their water containers were nearly empty and it looked as though they would have to proceed on to Alice with no more delays, they came upon or, as it seemed to them, were presented with, a reprieve. It was in a bend of a creek bed that looked, when they set out along it, as dry as all the others they had mooched along. They spent the day beside the deep pool, drinking the clear water, swimming in it, lying in the shade of the massive river gums, watching all kinds of birds coming and going. Lizards lounged beside them on the rocks. Miles took a wander and found some marks that he thought might be paintings, but he couldn't be sure they weren't made by natural variations in the colours of the rock layers. He said he was certain that people had been there in the past; he could sense ghosts hovering, but Elliot felt no presences beyond the curious butcher birds in the trees. It was obvious to him that people would make use of a water source in a dry country. It was as obvious as shopping. He could see nothing mysterious about it.
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