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      Geraldton. Western Australia. Australia. Population, 20,000. Stardate … 20 August 2008. The motel with the horseracing tiles in the kitchen. Brown, semi-shagpile carpet from long, long ago. A little down on my luck. Bussed in from Port Hedland, rock-hard mining town, where I worked – correction; where I was a wage slave in a very average pub.

      I arrived in the early hours of the morning and had made arrangements to pick up the key outside the motel room door, under a rock or something. When I got there, the key was in the door and a note on the kitchen table to ‘fix us up’ in the morning, meaning cash type money had to be given. I was waiting on the severance pay from my last job, due in exactly two hours. My pay normally went into my bank account at 4am. Yeah, I’m into the habit of accessing the funds as soon as they arrive because I’m usually broke and hanging out for cigarettes. Thank God these towns have service stations or roadhouses because I was starving too.

      I had a shit-fight with the bus driver when he pulled into Port Hedland. I had a bike with me and when I booked the ticket the guy said there was no need to take the front wheel off the bike, which is what you usually have to do, so they can store it more easily. So of course, when the driver gets off the bus he says, ‘Take the front wheel off.’ I tell him what the guy said and he says to me, ‘I’m the bloody bastard that has to stow the shit thing away. Take the bloody wheel off.’ And it’s a scheduled meal break stop so the whole busload had a laugh at me, and to make matters worse, I don’t have a spanner or whatever the hell it is you use so I have to ask Mr Happy – the driver – for one and he goes through this big shrug of the shoulders and rolls his eyes at a couple of young girls and I’m public enemy number one. Shit. When I got off the bus at 2am in Geraldton I was the only one getting off so I made a big deal of taking my time but the driver practically buckled the back wheel of the bike getting it out so 2–0 to the bus driver.

      Anyway at 4am, I walk down from the motel, which is perched on a hill at the entrance to Geraldton, and check my account. Only $20 in it. So, I withdraw the twenty, cursing the bastards that they haven’t put the pay into my account. I buy a packet of Longbeach forties cigarettes, and a box of Nutrigrain cereal and milk. I should be kept in coffee sachets by the motel, which begs the question, how in the hell do I pay them? I work it out walking up the hill. It’s Saturday morning, so the guy who does the pay at the pub where I worked won’t be in. I’ll have to wait until Monday to abuse him and tell him to get that $800 into my account. I’ll find a pawn shop and put the bike in over the weekend. It’s nearly brand new so I should get $100 to keep me going and I’ll tell the owner of the motel what happened. Give him my old boss’s phone number at the pub to confirm the cash is coming. What a way to live. Bloody hell.

      Midday, I poke my head out from under the blanket. Better get moving. If there is a pawn shop it may only be open for a short time on Saturdays. There’s a local phone book and the pawn shop is on the main street into town. Probably passed it on the way in. I go to the reception area and explain to the manager. He’s a short stocky guy in brown slacks and a blue cardigan over a body shirt (remember them?). I’m rather amazed when he takes the whole story with a laugh and says, ‘No worries. I don’t need the phone number. Just fix it up on Monday. By 3pm now mind.’ Country people. God love them. I glide down the hill on my bike, the back way, not down the highway. A big car dealer, some small industrial area and a fish and chip shop. I turn right on the trundle and check off the numbers on the buildings. I brought along a small CD Walkman type thing and a dozen CDs just in case. You just can’t tell with pawnbrokers. They might gobble up the portable CD player and give me a $100 for that and say they don’t want the bike. I’ve been caught out before. I pass a big pub that advertises a skimpy bar. Weird. I came across them in Port Hedland but didn’t indulge. Something weird about being served a beer by a topless girl in her knickers.

      I arrive at the, Geraldton Loan Office. He admires my CDs.

      ‘Bloody good condition.’

      On the spot, I decide to keep the bike. It’s a fair hike into town. I show him the portable CD player.

      ‘Very nice,’ he says. ‘$150 the lot, I’ll hold them for thirty days.’ Sweet.

      I ride the bike along Chapman Road and turn right towards the mall and stop outside a TAB and lock the bike up. I’m the worst punter in the history of the world but the punt has me by the short and curlies. I’m not over-reliant on form guides but I do take note of the jockey. I take note because if I won previously and Danny Simpson was riding then I want to back him and the horse he’s riding at the same odds again. My favourite jockey is J.Innes and it’s no mistake that some race callers call him ‘Long Shot’ Jamie. Why would I back a favourite when I can put thirty or forty bucks on a 20–1 or 30–1 shot?

      I wander past form guides looking for a horse with a familiar name. Back a horse once at long odds and they might turn up again at long odds after a spell or something. In the end, I pick four horses in races at Flemington, Rosehill, Naracoorte and Ipswich, all quoted at 25–1 but of course that’ll fluctuate until race time. All the races are half-an-hour apart and the first one isn’t for two hours. I put the cards into the machine and the girl behind the counter says, ‘One-hundred dollars.’

      I hand her two fifty dollar notes and say, ‘Thanks.’ I look at the girl; she’s mid-thirties, with red hair and carrying a bit of weight.

      ‘You new here?’ she asks.

      ‘Just passing through,’ I say.

      ‘Where ya from?’

      ‘Around. Just around.’

      She rolls her eyes at me and whispers just loud enough for me to hear, ‘Be like that.’

      I unlock the deadly-treadly and walk it through to the mall. Time for coffee. I ask the guy at the newsagents about a good café and he says, ‘Planet Bean,’ and points me down the end of the mall. I locate it alright and it looks fine and dandy. A pretty girl with braces on her teeth that she doesn’t need takes my order. Nothing better than a raspberry and white chocolate muffin and they have them, unbelievable. She brings it out with a strong-looking latté. I take a sip of the coffee and a bite of the muffin and I could be in Centre Place in Melbourne the damn coffee is so good. I ask the waitress about cheap accommodation and she says, ‘I hear they have rooms at the Geraldton Beach Hotel. Is that what you mean, like long term?’

      ‘Yeah, thanks. I mean around $100 to $120 a week.’

      Her look changes to slightly disdainful (I’m used to that) and she says, ‘Are you going to be living here?’

      ‘That depends.’

      Depends on what?’

      ‘Whether Geraldton can put up with me.’

      She shakes her head but doesn’t smile and leaves me to the coffee and muffin.

      The Geraldton Beach Hotel is a short five-minute walk. It’s on Fitzgerald Street and runs to Marine Terrace. I see the accommodation sign and walk around to the bottle shop. There’s a guy dressed in long black pants and a white shirt with nothing to do.

      ‘How much are the rooms?’

      ‘Ninety a week and there’s a TV room, share kitchen and bathroom.’

      ‘Okay if I move in tomorrow?’

      ‘No worries. Just come in here again. I start at 10am.’

      ‘Any bond?’

      ‘Key deposit. Thirty dollars.’

      ‘See you, tomorrow.’ I need my horses to win to come up with the cash but that’ll all take care of itself. My theory of life: It’ll all work itself out.

      I’ll take the room sight unseen. What the hell. I know it can’t be much but I’m just trying to get a little settled, make up my mind if I want to stay in town or keep going to Perth.

      I wheel the bike onto the footpath and jump on and start the ride back up the hill to the motel. I take the main highway this time. The back way wasn’t exactly Beverley Hills 90210. I’ll check out the beaches over the next couple of days. I’ll shift out of the motel first thing tomorrow morning. Not bad. Found somewhere to live. I’ve done something useful but I can feel the pull of the horses I backed.

      Back at the motel I call my old boss from the pub in Port Hedland and say, ‘Andrew, Mr Siddons didn’t put my severance pay into my bank account.’

      I can hear him smile as he says, ‘He’s actually coming in on Sunday to do some accounts. I’ll get him to put the money into your account overnight Sunday, so maybe Monday, maybe Tuesday.’

      ‘How about definitely⁠—?’

      ‘See’ya later, Archie.’

      Bastard hangs up on me. Monday or Tuesday. How about, Sorry, money in the account, Monday, no problems. I go to the curtains in the lounge room and close them. Pull the clock radio out of the socket in the bedroom and plug it into the kitchen. Tune it to the racing station. Make myself more coffee. I’ll have a few beers tonight in town.

      I take out my precious but out-dated laptop and sit at the dining table in the lounge. I have this story in my head about a couple of losers who score dope, ganja if you like, from the same dealer all the time. They watch and see people coming and going from this house all day, seven days a week. Guy sells a little speed too. The two of them concoct a plan to rob their dealer of his dope and cash early one morning. The problem is the dealer’s connected to this outlaw bikie gang and because of the amount of traffic through the house they have someone watching twenty-four hours a day and our loser ganja smokers get it in the neck so to speak. I have the plan of the story in a file. I’m figuring out names and what the house looks like and, most importantly, I need a great setting. Where is the house? Western suburbs of Sydney does it for me, not too far out, maybe the inner west. Five Dock or maybe even Leichhardt. Hmm.

      The clock radio is on at the same time and I hear that my race at Flemington in Melbourne is coming up. Vlad Duric is riding the horse I backed called Red Riding Hood. I take my coffee to the kitchen and just as the race is about to start, I light a ciggie. It’s hard to explain the anticipation before a race. Maybe it’s like just before you have sex. You can’t wait; I take quick short drags on the cigarette one after the other, making the filter hot. My heart rate increases. I slurp the coffee, take another deep drag and, ‘Racing!’

      The final odds for Red Riding Hood are 33–1 and I have $25 to win on it. They turn for home and my horse is two out and two back as they hit the straight. Vlad Duric pulls out wide for the run home. She hits the front at the two hundred.

      ‘Shit! Go baby go!’

      The favourite has got an impossible run on the inside but Red Riding Hood is holding him off. Duric is riding hands and heels for home.

      ‘Crack the bloody whip!’ I scream. ‘That’s why you’ve got the fucking thing! Come on, you piece of shit, hang on!’

      And she does. Whoa! I’m ecstatic, elated. Yeah! I’m suddenly $825 richer. The glorious uncertainty of racing. Maybe the money doesn’t sound like much but it means I can relax a little bit, take my time getting a job. Everything is relative. I calm down. Please don’t let there be a protest. Can’t be. My horse was out wide favourite coming through on the inside. Race caller calls correct weight. I settle. Go back to my story. Maybe it’s more than a short story; maybe it’s a novel that the story lives inside of.

      I call a taxi and the driver drops me off at the TAB and I collect my winnings and walk around to the Freemasons Hotel, where I sit on a bar stool and order a Crown Lager. There’s only one other couple in the bar. This is 8pm on a Saturday night in what looks to be the biggest pub in town. I try to engage the young barmaid in conversation but she’s only serving in the bar in-between kissing the chef. I have a clear view of them and they don’t seem to mind. I’m after information about the town but that’s boring compared to the chef, who looks to be from this short distance, a swarthy type; aggressive, coarse facial hair and a mop of black hair on his head. I get bored and wander around to the Outback Bar, where I saw the sign for Skimpies.

      I walk into the front bar on Chapman Road and the barman asks me what I want.

      ‘Pot of New.’

      ‘Only got Swan Lager on tap, no Toohey’s, everything else in cans and bottles.’

      ‘Can of VB.’

      He brings the green can and says, ‘Got a topless barmaid in the other bar.’

      ‘I reckon there’s something wrong with a girl serving you a beer in her underwear.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ he says, a little pissed off. What can you do?

      I sip my beer, my winnings burning a hole in my pocket. I look into the public bar and see her. Light blue frilly knickers and nothing else. Beads of perspiration on her stomach and breasts but it’s her eyes that get me. Cold steel blue eyes and she looks straight at me and then looks away. She’s unnerved me. I finish my beer and order another. The front bar empty bar two others. No one wants to know me and the barman tells me Geraldton is a quiet town and I feel like I’m some sort of pariah. Get on your bike and piss off. I look back to the public bar and my eyes meet again the cold stare of the young girl’s blue eyes and we lock on one another for a few moments and I look down at my beer and when I look back up she’s out of my line of vision. I drink the rest of my beer in one gulp and place the can down on the bar and walk out and get a taxi back to the motel.

      I pay two weeks up front and the key deposit to the guy in the long black pants and white shirt. My room overlooks a small courtyard full of empty barrels of beer and I can smell the stale beer. I close the window and turn on my ceiling fan to full. It goes like a rocket so I turn it down a couple of notches. My bags are dumped on the floor next to the single bed and there’s a small bench and a blue plastic moulded chair. I can see myself sitting there with my laptop open, tapping away, describing this shithouse little room in a letter to an old friend somewhere on the east coast when I should be writing my stories.

      There’s a small bar fridge with a hunk of thick wood on top of it where I put my jar of Nescafe and the coffee sachet’s I stole from the motel. I put a litre of milk in the fridge and some extra UHT milk portions I also stole. I boil the small round plastic kettle and add coffee to my single mug. This is home for two weeks at least.

      I lie down on the bed but get up to open the window. Stale beer wafts in but I leave it open because I’m going to smoke. I have a copy of Twelve by Nick McDonnell. I saw it in bookshop in Darwin about six months ago but haven’t got around to reading it until now. In the bookshop in Darwin I opened it and read the first line.

      White Mike is thin and pale like smoke. Nice one, I thought and then I read the first paragraph and the end line of that is, But White Mike has become a very good drug dealer … And I thought, Okay, you got me, and it’s set in New York, which is always a bonus for me. Hmmm. I light up a Marlboro Light and say softly to the room, ‘I know this is going to be a great book.’

      I read on and off for most of the day. Twelve is scarily good, mostly because the author wrote the book during his school holidays in ten weeks or something while I make every excuse not to write. I’m not claiming to have discovered McDonnell or anything –

      the guy has sold six million copies of the book or so it tells me on the cover along with an endorsement from Hunter S. Thompson, the man who believes his Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is as good as The Great Gatsby. Well, they are both roughly the same length. At 6pm I think I hear someone in the TV room. I open my door and walk the short distance down the hall. It’s a big room shaped like a rectangle with a TV and windows along the Fitzgerald Street side of the building that look out to the ocean. I take the book and shove my Marlboros into my pocket with a small red lighter. I see light brown hair hanging over the back of an armchair. Ron Wilson is reading the news on Channel 10. I sit on a couch to the left of the armchair, opposite the windows. I look at a young girl in jeans and a light blue t-shirt. I guess she’s about eighteen or nineteen and when she turns to look at me I see those steel blue eyes again. She has an oval-shaped face and the eyes are clear like the sky now. She’s slim and wearing black runners. She has a wide mouth with full lips. No lipstick. A black mole above her right eye sticks out and gives her individuality and she smiles at me.

      ‘You recognise me from last night,’ she says.

      I’m not sure if it’s a question or a statement. I feel myself blushing and hate it. She smiles again and says, ‘My name is Kelly Landry. How old are you?’

      ‘Thirty.’

      ‘When you looked at me last night I couldn’t quite tell. You look old around the eyes, some strong lines but you have a young face.’

      ‘Yeah, I remember you,’ I manage to say.

      ‘Hey, what’re you reading?’

      ‘Twelve by Nick McDonnell. Do you know it?’

      ‘No. Have you read Norwegian Wood by Haruki Murakami?’

      ‘Yeah, I have. Um, that’s about the last thing I thought you’d ask me.’

      ‘I wanted your full attention. Do you know my favourite part of that book is when Midori gets angry with Toru because he didn’t notice her new haircut? Is that stupid? With all the drama going on that conversation sticks with me, always.’

      I look at her for a few long seconds trying to work her out and then say, ‘No, I totally agree. No wait. I need to think about that something like that. It’s important.’ Nothing gets said for a minute. Ron Wilson tells us about some bushfires in the Margaret River region and I say, ‘Have you read Murakami’s After Dark?’

      ‘Yes. He’s my go-to-man at the moment. I went through a Kerouac phase and I carried Girl Interrupted around with me for a year or so but at the moment it’s Murakami.’

      ‘Is that the book they based the film with Winona Rider and⁠—?’

      ‘Yeah, the book is by Sussana Kayson. You’d like it if you like Norwegian Wood. Another crazy girl.’

      ‘I’ll try and find it in a bookshop. You should read One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest if you like crazy people and sad stories about them.’

      ‘I will. I bet you’re surprised you’re talking about all this; you know about books and things, here in this pub in Geraldton with a skimpy girl.’

      She’s made me turn red again but this time it’s because I’m a little ashamed that she could read my mind and how puerile and small-minded my thoughts were.’

      ‘I guess I am. I … by the way how old are you?’

      ‘By the way I’m twenty-three. I have to go to work now. You can come and talk to me there if it doesn’t embarrass you.’

      ‘Maybe not. Say, is there a good beach here? I mean there must be. Somewhere along the road that runs by the ocean? Come to the beach with me tomorrow?’

      ‘Alright, I’ll knock on your door. You do know we’re the only two people living here.’ She gets up and walks out and I see the line of her frilly light blue knickers above the back waistband of her hipster jeans. I think about the beads of perspiration I saw on her stomach and breasts.

      Wow. She rocked me. She’s beautiful and smart and her eyes, they seem to change colour with her mood. In the bar, cold and blue but here, talking with me, they became calm and sky blue. I put my feet up on the small coffee table pretty happy that it’s just the two of us living here. I shake a Marlboro light out of my soft packet and light up, blow smoke into the roof and smile. She likes, no, she loves books. I butt my cigarette and go downstairs.

      I go into the bottle shop and there’s a big beefy guy, working. I walk up to him and say, ‘I’m staying here, my name’s Archie.’

      He looks at me as if to say, Who gives a shit?

      I smile and ask him, ‘I wonder if you could tell me the best beach here. Where should I go? Doesn’t have to have surf. Maybe a little quiet or I don’t know …’

      An old Ford Falcon pulls into the bottle shop and Mr Beefy ignores me and serves the customers. Two wild eyed, blond haired dudes and the one in the passenger seat says, ‘Two cartons of VB and a bottle of Jack, my good man.’

      Mr Beefy silently goes into the cold fridge and gets the beer and someone in the Ford Falcon puts the Lemonheads on and the guy in the passenger seat starts slamming the side of the door with his open palm in rhythm to ‘Mrs Robinson’ and the bottle of Jack gets pulled down from a top shelf and the back door miraculously opens and the bottle shop guy puts the beer and Jack in the back seat. The Ford jerks forward as if it’s about to take off and Mr Beefy suddenly looks dangerous but the two dudes laugh and the one in the passenger seat says, ‘Just messing with ya, boss.’

      ‘Don’t fucking mess with me again, shit for brains,’ Mr Beefy says and grabs the passenger’s arm quick as a flash and the dude almost shits himself and Beefy says, ‘You know what I was doing. That’ll be $84.’ Dude hands him the cash and I have my quiet moment and he looks at me and says, ‘I’m Terry. I’m the manager here. 5K out of town, go north, Sunset Beach. If you ride that bike of yours there you’ll see a lot of nice beachfront and it’s August, the tourists haven't quite taken over yet. Anything else?’

      ‘Thanks,’ I say and shake my head and go back upstairs. I pick up my book and go back to my room. It’s dark now and on the news they said it would be 25 degrees and sunshine. No rain. I open the window and the stale beer smell isn’t so strong. Could I be used to it already? I start thinking about my story set in the inner west of Sydney and then I think of another story. I could write about Kelly Landry. Hell, she’s the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in a long while. I open the laptop and light another cigarette. I’m gonna give these suckers up shortly. Smoking’s become a burden and not a pleasure. A habit I no longer need. I type the words in Times New Roman with a 12 point font across the top of the screen.

      

      Nowhere Girl

      

      And then I make it bold.

      

      Nowhere Girl

      

      Centre it.

      

      Nowhere Girl

      

      It’s going to be a short story and Goddamn it I’m going to work hard on it and finish it and send it to a magazine. I’m going to stop pretending to be a writer and become one.
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