I’ve enjoyed visits to small country towns so I like to set my stories there. 

I didn’t experience a Bachelors and Spinsters Ball at first hand, because I was happily married before we came to Australia, but it seems a great idea. 

After I’d watched a documentary about one on TV, the old ‘what ifs’ started popping up in my imagination, and here’s the result.

Jodie hummed as she drove along the highway. Her friend Marissa had moved to the outback the previous year, and though they’d kept in touch by email and phone, they’d not managed a get-together for a while. But this weekend she was going to stay with Marissa, who was eight months pregnant. And when the baby was born, she was going to be its godmother. How cool was that?

The road was almost hypnotic, tugging her on past farms, horse studs, and only occasionally through a tiny cluster of twenty or so buildings. Jodie smiled. Country towns were sometimes tiny, but they were still called towns not villages. 

She didn’t stop anywhere, was in a hurry to get there.

As she got close, she could see how different everything looked from her last visit. She’d read about the drought, but this trip really brought it home to her. The grass was bleached beige and cars were dusty, apart from the windscreens. Well, who would waste precious water washing a car? 

Feast or famine, that was Australia.

As she turned on to the sandy track that led to the farm, a plume of dust rose into the air behind her car, signalling her arrival. Marissa must have been watching out, because she rushed out to hug her and show her to her bedroom. It was the same little sleepout as last time; an enclosed corner of the veranda which they used as a guest bedroom. 

In the evening Pete left the two of them to chat and went into town to have a beer with his mates. 

After they’d caught up on all the news, Marissa began fiddling with the arm of her chair. 

Jodie knew the signs. Well, they’d been flatmates for three years, hadn’t they? ‘Spit it out, Marissa. What’s the matter?’

‘I – do you mind going to the dance tomorrow?’

‘A dance? I’ve not brought anything but jeans. Why didn’t you tell me about it before I left?’

‘We weren’t sure about it. You can borrow my blue dress. I don’t fit into it any more. I was wearing it when I met Pete. It’s a lucky dress, that one.’

It wasn’t till they were driving into town for the dance that Marissa blurted out suddenly, ‘I didn’t explain everything about tonight.’

‘Oh?’

‘It’s a Bachelors and Spinsters Ball.’

Jodie looked at her in puzzlement.

‘The dance – it’s only for singles. Happens every year. People come from miles around. It’s very popular. Half the town met their husband or wife there.’

‘But you two are married, so you can’t go now and . . .’ Jodie’s voice tailed away and she looked accusingly at her friend.

Marissa avoided her eyes. 

‘You haven’t!’

Silence. 

Jodie’s heart sank. ‘No way am I going to this ball on my own. Anyway, I’m a city girl. What would I want with a husband who’s a farmer?’

‘I told you not to do it,’ Pete said.

Marissa began to cry.

Jodie wasn’t going to fall for that. ‘I’m sorry to upset your plans, but I’m definitely not going.’

‘Why not? You always said you wanted to get married one day. If someone hadn’t pushed me into going, I’d not have met Pete.’

Jodie heard Marissa’s breath catch on a sob and felt mean.

‘You don’t have to go, Jodie,’ Pete said. ‘I told Marissa not to do it. We’ll take you to the hotel for a meal instead. They can easily fit another place at our table.’

‘We were going to wait at our friends’ house and pick you up again at midnight – well, unless you phoned to say you’d met someone.’ 

‘How kind of you!’

‘I’ve arranged for you to sit with some friends of mine,’ Marissa said. ‘You’ll really like Kate and Pam, even if you never dance a single dance.’

‘What part of “no” don’t you understand?’

They reached the town then. It was a bit bigger than some of the ones she’d driven through, with one wide main street, a few shops with verandas and a couple of hotels – one did meals, the other only sold drinks. 

‘Oh, look!’ Marissa waved wildly. ‘Kate and Pam are waiting for you outside the Country Women’s Association hall.’ 

Muttering something, Pete pulled up there.

The two young women were dressed in shimmering black and vivid red, all glammed up for a night out, with hair and make-up perfect. They rushed over to the car, bubbling with fun, and Jodie had to admit they seemed fun.

Marissa sent her a pleading glance, one hand on her stomach, tears in her eyes.

Jodie tried to hold out and failed. ‘Oh, all right. I’ll go. But don’t expect me to come back with a man. I’m a career woman. And make sure you keep your mobile switched on.’

