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    To all my swing dancing readers,


I named my hero and heroine purely so I could make a Shim Sham joke.


I hope my tacky puns make you smile.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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“No offence, but they’re not gonna eat that.” Able Seaman George Brodie peered over my shoulder. 

Any sentence that started with the words ‘no offence’ was immediately offensive. I straightened my posture, nudging him out of the way. There wasn’t much room for personal space on a Royal Australian Navy patrol boat, so I guarded every centimetre I could get. Especially from men trying to prove me inferior. 

“People like variety. It’s good for morale.” I continued chopping the aromatic herbs. Who did he think he was? 

“Not that sort of variety.” George pointed to my chopping board and grimaced. 

Hot air blasted across my back. Instinctively, I glanced over my shoulder. George’s forearms tensed with the weight of the baking tray as he flipped the chicken breasts and then returned them to the oven to finish cooking. I turned back to my task. I was supposed to be pissed off, not perving. 

I rekindled my indignation. “Everyone likes fritters.” I scraped the leaves from the chopping board into the egg and corn mixture, then beat it more vigorously than required.

“They love fritters but mine don’t taste like dirt.”

“I washed the coriander. There’s no dirt.” Why was I explaining myself to him? We might be the same rank, but I had more years up. He should be taking direction from me.

“Coriander, urgh.” He feigned vomiting. 

That sound turned my stomach. I didn’t get sea sick, thank God, but I often went out in sympathy. My mum called it empathetic nausea. “Just because you don’t like coriander doesn’t mean everyone hates it.” I stirred the corn fritter mix again and set it aside. 

Was he right? Were they all going to hate my cooking? I grabbed a few tomatoes, cucumbers and lettuce then returned to my work station. My food had been popular on my last ship. This crew on couldn’t be much different. One way to find out. The proof of the fritter’s in the eating.

“At least turn the chopping board over. Don’t wreck the salad, too.” George took the lettuce and set to work rinsing it then tearing it into chunks.

Taking a deep breath, I resisted throwing a tomato at him and flipped the chopping board. I had to pick my battles, and this one wasn’t worth it. We had to share this tiny galley kitchen on HMAS Bathurst for the next three weeks while we were at sea, let alone the next three years, and I didn’t want to get anyone offside on day one. With only 21 crew on board, avoiding someone would be impossible. 

I arranged the sliced tomato in the servery with the rest of the salad George had prepared, then switched the hotplate on to preheat for the fritters. As I turned to retrieve the batter from the bench, the floor suddenly shifted. I stepped to the side to correct my balance, colliding with George. This galley was so much smaller than the one on the frigate. That’s when I noticed he was carrying the stainless-steel bowl of fritter mix. Was being the operative word. The bowl clattered to the floor, egg mixture splattering up my legs. 

“Shit, sorry Flip.” George bent to pick up the bowl. “There’s enough batter left for two or three fritters. That should do for your breakfast.” 

The boat rolled. My sea legs took control and I stepped to the side again, right into the puddle of beaten egg. The rubber tread on my combat boots were no match for raw egg. My feet slid out from under me and I landed on my bum in the middle of the floor. 

George dumped the bowl in the sink then held out a hand. “C’mon.” He hauled me to my feet, his forearms rippling again. “You okay?” 

Yes. No. He was too close. His dark brown eyes creased at the corners. His neatly trimmed beard framed a cheeky smirk. Would it scratch or tickle? I grabbed his upper arm to steady myself, my sea legs suddenly replaced with jelly legs. Snap out of it, Annie. My hand dropped as I stepped back. “Well, you’re right.” I shrugged. “They’re not gonna eat that.” I nodded to the puddle.

“Hands to boarding stations. Hands to boarding stations.” The announcement rang throughout the ship.

George dampened two cloths and chucked one to me. At least I had enough wits about me to catch it. He got down on the floor to clean up the mess. I scraped the chunks of corn from the top of my boots and wiped what I could from the soles. 

“Go,” George said, “you don’t want to be the last one up there on your first day.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep. I’ll be there in a minute.”

I glanced back at George and smiled. “Thanks. See you up there.” Maybe he was okay after all.

The sound of forty-two Band-Aids being torn off at the same time echoed through the room as I strode across the vinyl floor.

“Boots still tacky?” George asked.

“Yeah.” Remnants of egg must have dried on the soles in the heat of the kitchen.

“Watch out for water on the deck.”

“Okay.” I headed up the corridor then froze. I spun around and jogged back the way I’d come, crashing into George as he stepped out of the galley. His chest was as hard as the stainless-steel bench behind him. I looked up into his chocolate brown eyes and momentarily forgot what I’d come back to do.

George took hold of my shoulders and spun me around. “The deck is that way.”

“I know. The hotplate. I forgot—”

“Already got it. I turned the oven off, too. I’m right behind you.”

We weren’t the last on deck. The engineers arrived soon after, but they had to come up from the bowels of the ship. I took my position at the starboard winch. On command, I lowered the RIB into the sea. Rigid Inflatable Boat. Thanks to the military, my life was filled with acronyms, abbreviations and nicknames. 

The RIB zoomed towards a wooden fishing vessel. I watched on as my fellow crew members boarded the illegal fishing boat. I strained to hear, bracing myself for the sound of gunshots echoing across the water. I hadn’t tended to gunshot wounds while posted to the large warships in Sydney, but patrol boats were another world altogether. My shoulders relaxed when I saw several fishermen directed onto the RIB. Hopefully, I could focus on food rather than first aid today. I winched the smaller boat up on deck and ensured it was stowed properly. 

“Six more for lunch, Flipper, and can you pack some rations for the steaming party?” the Commanding Officer said.

“No worries, Ma’am.”

Two our crew would take the fishing boat straight back to Darwin to be impounded. The fishermen would be investigated when we returned. They’d probably be charged and sent back home. All that trouble for a few fish. Why couldn’t they just stay in their own waters?

“What happened to you?” She pointed to the splatter on my legs.

“A small fritter incident, Ma’am. I’ll clean up and get back to preparing lunch.”

“Yum, I love fritters. Did you use lots of basil like Shorty does?” At six foot five, George would likely pick up the nickname, Shorty, wherever he posted. Aussies loved irony. I’d hoped for a clean slate on this posting but my nickname had followed. I prayed that was as far as the gossip went.

“Nope. I do mine with coriander.” 

The CO grimaced. “That stuff tastes like soap. What else is there?”

“We also have grilled chicken and salad or spaghetti carbonara.”

“I might try the chicken. Any coriander or chilli in that?”

“Nope. The chicken is safe.” So much for variety.

“How long until it’s ready?”

“We were halfway through prep, so another 20 minutes.”

“I’ll let the crew know.”

The CO continued along the corridor. I poked my head into the galley. “Hey Shorty, the CO said six more for lunch and asked us to pack some rations for the guys staying on the boat.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll be back in a minute, I’m gonna clean up.” I ducked into my room to change. I only had the one pair of boots so I’d have to give them a good scrub after lunch.

“I put some extra spaghetti on. We can stretch the sauce,” George said as I entered the galley.

“I’ll do another batch of fritters while these cook.” I poured the remnants of mixture into the hot pan. “Have we got any fresh basil?”

***
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“I’LL DITCH THE GASH. Be back soon.” George grabbed the bucket of food scraps to dispose of overboard.

“Thanks, Shorty.” I wiped down the already gleaming stainless-steel worktop and triple checked the hotplate was turned off, even though we hadn’t used it to cook dinner. My first day on the HMAS Bathurst hadn’t been without incident, but it had gone pretty well, considering. 

I flicked open the galley comments book and scanned the most recent entries. It was tough being the new member of the team. George was one of the boys already, back slaps and in jokes, but the crew still held me at arm’s length. If the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, then I’d get three quarters of the crew onside if I found meals everyone liked. As we served up dinner, I’d asked each person to leave a note in the comments book with any meal requests. I’d ruled up a column for likes and one for dislikes.

Likes: chips, roast beef, salad, Indian, pasta...

Dislikes: broccoli, curry, vegies, Italian, salad...

The lists went on, likes and dislikes continuing to contradict each other. Chips were the only thing that came out on top but I couldn’t serve them for every meal or I’d end up putting my CPR skills into practice to deal with all the heart attacks. 

I opened the fridge and reached right into the back, behind the shredded cheese on the top shelf, and felt around for one of the small chocolate bars I’d stashed in there on my first shift. I peeled off the wrapper and popped the whole thing in my mouth. Chocolate was perfect for everything - celebrating, commiserating, contemplating. The layers of caramel, nougat and chocolate blended together. Everyone loved Mars bars but they wern’t dinner. Although, I had tried a deep fried Mars Bar at my local Fish and Chip shop back in Sydney. My mouth watered at the memory. Battered chocolate. I shook my head. That was totally off the nutrition chart. I grabbed another chocolate bar and shoved it in the back of the freezer. Hopefully I’d remember it was there next time we put the deep fryer on.

Maybe I should just follow George’s lead for our meal plans. He’d been feeding this lot for a while so he knew what they liked. I closed the comments book and slipped it back onto the shelf.

I revelled in the moment of silence, something I’d never found on my last ship. I was so glad to leave Sydney. I’d loved working on the big ship but things had become uncomfortable after the incident. I’d never put myself in a position like that again. I knew it had been a bad idea at the time, but I couldn’t help myself. He’d made me feel special. He’d promised no one would find out. He’d lied. This posting came at the perfect time. I wasn’t running away, I was moving on. 

“Righto.” George dumped the scrap bucket into the sink and rinsed it out. “How d'you go with the comments book?”

“Waste of time. There’s no possible way to make everyone happy.”

“Yep.”

“What? Do you have a secret menu they all like?”

“No. I mean you’re correct. You can’t please everyone all the time but you can do a fair sight better than that meal plan you emailed me last week. That’s likely to piss them all off.”

“They’re all my specialties. I always got compliments for my meals.”

“You can’t pair up fancy food with more fancy food. You need some simple stuff in the mix.”

My spine straightened. “Are you telling me how to do my job? I’m officially in charge of this galley.”

George leant back against the bench. “I know. I’m just telling you how I’ve done your job for the past two years.”

“Oh. I didn’t realise I’d taken your job.” My shoulders began to round as I looked away. 

“Nah. The last bloke was a slacker, left me with all the planning.”

I pulled my shoulders back and met George’s eye. If I wanted to be a leader, I needed to act like one. “Well, I’m in charge now. I hope you won’t have any problem working under me.”

George smirked. “No problem with you being on top. You’re welcome to do all the hard work.”

Heat flushed up my neck. I held my head high. “Let’s revise the meal plan together. I would appreciate your input.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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I carried my steaming mug of coffee into the mess. The quiet room was bliss after the bustle of the breakfast rush. Who’d have thought twenty-odd people could make so much noise? At least it was a happy noise, they all seemed satisfied with the food. We’d only had one complaint since we updated the menu. George told me that Macca would complain at a Michelin-star restaurant, so I’d tried not to take his criticism to heart. I stretched my neck side to side, releasing the tension, then sipped the sweetened brew. 

“Hits the spot.” George placed his mug down as he sat opposite me. His boots bumped mine under the table, sending my heart skittering. I tucked my feet under my chair as he slid further along the bench seat then pulled my heart back into my chest.

“How do you like working here?  Better than the frigate?” George asked.

“The change isn’t quite as good as a holiday, but I’m enjoying it. It’s more intimate.” George caught my eye, and I looked away. “I mean, it’s nice to actually know all the crew and there’s a tenth of the dishes,” I blurted. “How about you?”

“I didn’t mind cooking for 200 when I worked the big ships but I love the mateship  here.” George leant back, slinging his arm over the back of his seat.

The mateship had been strong on the frigate. All those boys had stuck together, covering up for one of their own. I’d never have snuck into his bunk if he hadn’t invited me. And I’d definitely never have done it if I’d known what he’d planned.

I sipped my coffee, glancing over the rim of the mug at George, his six-foot-five frame stretched out before me. Relaxed and confident. God that was attractive. And those arms. Nope. Not going there. Not even in my imagination. Maybe just for a moment.

“I was hoping to find you two in here.” The CO took a seat at the end of the table. 

I flinched as the words brought me back from a daydream, sloshing some coffee around my mouth. I placed the cup down, wiping my top lip with the back of my hand.

George nodded. “Ma’am.”

“Morning Ma’am.” I sat up straighter.

“You seem to be settling in well, Annie.” 

“I’m finding my way around the galley but I’m still trying to match up everyone with their nicknames.”

“Some of them don’t seem to make any sense. You’ll figure them out soon enough.” She smiled. “I’ll get straight to the point. I’d like to ask you both about your goals for this year. I’ve been tasked to nominate a cook for the next deployment. I know you’re both working towards your Leading Seaman promotions and a deployment would speed that along. I think you’d do well, George, but Annie, I haven’t worked with you long enough to make a fair judgement call. If either of you don’t want to deploy, that would make my decision easier.”

“I’m keen to deploy, Ma’am,” George said.

“I’m definitely interested in anything that would help further my career. Of course, I’m happy to serve in whatever way the Navy needs me.” I smiled. She might know George better but there are three times as many men on this boat as women and so many years of sexism to make up for.  We women need to have each other’s backs. I still had to prove I was competent, but the odds were in my favour. 

“I’m glad you both have such a great attitude but that doesn’t make it easier for me.” The CO stood. “I have a few months to let them know, so I’ll keep an eye on you both and make my decision then. I’ll let you enjoy the rest of your break in peace. There’s little enough of that around here.” She nodded at each of us and left the room.

I ducked my head to hide my grin from George. Now would be the perfect time for me to deploy. The frequent weeks at sea put enough pressure on relationships but the long separations were even harder. I had nobody to leave behind, no one to miss me. This deployment was mine so long as I didn’t screw up completely.

***
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I GRABBED THE BUCKET of vegetable scraps. “I’m gonna feed the fish.” The bucket was only half full but I needed some breathing room. The more time I spent working with George, the smaller the galley seemed. We’d only been working together for three days, but I’d become hyper-aware of his every move to avoid bumping into him. Not because I was scared of another mess on the floor. I was afraid of another mess in my heart. I was still cleaning up broken pieces. No boys on boats. Never again.

George looked up. “No worries.”

Bucket swinging by my side, I headed up the corridor to the bridge to request access to the deck. We couldn’t just go wandering wherever we liked at the crack of dawn. The Commanding Officer, or whoever was in charge of the ship this watch, needed to know where everyone was. Part of it was following the chain of command but there was also a risk of falling overboard. If that happened, you wanted someone to notice you were missing as soon as possible.

Permission was granted and I traversed the narrow walkways to the stern. I leant against the railing and dumped the bucket’s contents into the water. The scraps splashed and then sunk out of sight. The sun hung low in the morning sky, the natural light a pleasure after hours inside. Endless blue in every direction. Cloudless sky blended into undulating ocean. The warm salty breeze tickled my cheeks. I revelled in that moment alone.

Why was I letting George get under my skin? The Navy had taught me discipline as well as how to cook. I needed to stay professional. I could chop, sauté and boil while keeping the steamy thoughts at bay.

George was separating a string of sausages and flinging them onto the hot grill when I returned. 

“What’s left to do?” I put the scrap bucket away.

“The eggs and the baked beans.”

I picked up a carton of eggs. “God knows why we serve eggs and beans in such confined quarters.”

“Tell me about it. At least you don’t need to share a bunk with Coxy. Doesn’t matter what we serve—”

“What’s wrong with bunking with me?” Nathan, the coxswain, sidled into the galley and reached for the coffee pot.

“Nothing mate. Just that I reckon you might float off like a zeppelin one of these nights.”

“Shudup, Shorty. You can’t talk.”

“That all you got?” George nudged Nathan with his elbow.

“I need a brew before I can come up with a better comeback than that. Shove over.” Nathan made himself a coffee. “Want me to make you one Flipper?”

“What about me?” George crossed his arms and glared at Nathan.

“You’re ugly enough to make your own.” Nathan shoved George back.

I smiled at the boy’s banter. “Thanks, but I don’t have time now to drink coffee. I’ll get one later.” I cracked egg after egg into the mixing bowl, beating them into submission.

Nathan leant against the bench, sipping his coffee. “So why you called Flipper, anyway?” 

“You tell me. I introduced myself as Annie.”

Nathan shrugged. “Robbo told us. He’s mates with one of the guys from your last ship.”

Here’s hoping my nickname was the only gossip he’d spread. “It started back in recruits. Someone took this.” I pointed to my name embroidered on my shirt. “And thought Serafin sounded like dolphin.”

Nathan nodded. “Flipper.”

The iconic 1960s Aussie TV series was way before all our time but everyone knew the star of the show, Flipper the dolphin.

“What else did Robbo have to say?” I feigned nonchalance but my words come out slightly strained.

Nathan and George glanced at each other, then looked away. 

“Nothing much,” Nathan said.

Crap. I was hoping for a clean start after the mess I left behind. I could only pray that they hadn’t actually seen the photo. 
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Chapter 3
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I turned to my left as George stepped to his right. Gliding past each other, we diced and stirred and grilled. Within a few days we’d begun to anticipate each other’s moves, working together as smoothly as the pistons in the engine room below. After starting off on the wrong foot, I’d never imagined that George and I could develop such a good working relationship so quickly. 

“What do you for fun, George? Reckon I might go stir crazy cooped up in my little flat.” There’d been plenty of things to do in my off shift in Sydney but Darwin was more like a big country town than a city. 

“Swim most days.”

There were so many amazing beaches in Sydney. I missed the sand between my toes but I hadn’t been game to set foot on a beach up here. “What about the crocodiles? And the stingers?”

“Not in the ocean.” George shook his head. “The pool on base.”

“Of course.” I’d forgotten about all the base facilities. I’d requested to live ashore when I put in for the transfer. I’d lived in civilian accommodation in Sydney, I liked the privacy. Everyone knows everyone else’s business in the barracks. I wanted to keep my business to myself.

“I also go to both waterparks and the wave pool a fair bit. Tried the rock pools in Litchfield a few times but you have to check online for croc warnings before you go. Salties don’t only live in saltwater. You usually find little ones at the rock pools, though.”

“Little ones?”

“Yeah. Just a metre or two.”

“That’s not little!”

George shrugged. “They call me Shorty and I’m 2 metres tall. Crocs in Adelaide River are 7 metres.”

“What’s for SCRAN, Flipper?” The coxswain poked his head through the servery window.

Shit Cooked by the Royal Australian Navy. One of the first acronyms I learned when I joined the Navy, though not from any of the handbooks. “Maybe Shorty here used to cook shit, but don’t expect me to.” I side-stepped as George tried to elbow me, then twirled around to the stove to stir the pot.

“You two remind me of my wife and I.” 

I raised my hands and took a step away from George. “Nothing going on here.” As well as being the medic, a coxswain was the on-board cop. He’d be the one to investigate if there were allegations of fraternisation. I mentally ran through all my interactions with George, searching for something that might have been construed the wrong way.

“No, I didn’t mean that. I was watching you working and you looked like you were almost dancing together, the way you both moved around the galley. My missus and I met at a swing dance class.”

“You dance, Coxy?” George asked.

“Not much these days. I stay home with the kids so Sarah can have some time out. She’d been dancing for a couple of years before we met and she just loves it. It’s great fun but I prefer the extra time with my kids. You ought to try it out though, Shorty. The girls love a man who can dance.”

“What’s swing dancing?” I asked.

“It was popular back in the World War two era. Did you go to the Welcome Day a few weeks ago? You might have seen it there.” 

“All those girls up on stage doing this?” George shook his hips and circled his hands.

Nathan and I cracked up. 

“Nah, mate. They were the belly dancers. Swing is more like this.” 

He grabbed my hand and twirled me around in the tiny galley.

“Ooo. That’s fun. Maybe I’ll go try one of the dance classes. When is it on?” I was looking for things to do during my off shift. It got lonely in my flat by myself.

“The best class is the Wednesday night one. It’s at The Railway Club and they have a live band. The food there’s pretty good too,” Nathan said.

“Better than ours?” I put my hands on my hips and raised my eyebrows.

“I didn’t say that.” 

I smiled. “Kidding. I could do with a decent feed I don’t have to cook myself. I love cooking but it’s nice to have a night off every now and then. That’s the problem when you live by yourself, there’s no one else to take over dinner duty or do the dishes.”

George and Nathan chuckled.

“I’d like a break from mess food, too. I can meet you there, if you want?” George shrugged.

“I’ll tell Sarah to keep an eye out for you both,” Nathan said.

George grinned at me. “You can be my wingman when I talk to all those girls.”

“We’re Navy.” Nathan slapped George on the back. “We don’t have wingmen.”

***
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“I’LL WASH, YOU DRY.” I tossed a tea towel to George then plunged my hands into the steamy water, intent on scrubbing the congealed sauce from the base of the big pot. The dish water became opaque as I turned the pot over to scrub the base. Slimy bits of burnt sauce floated amidst the bubbles. I poked a heart-shaped chunk to the bottom of the sink but it floated back up. I swished it under a clump of foam. Out of sight. But I knew it was there.

“You done playing in the water?” His teasing tone brought a smile to the corner of my mouth but I didn’t look up from my task.

I placed the pot on the draining rack and pulled the plug. The chunks of sauce danced around each other as they swirled down the plug hole. I willed my feelings down the drain after them. Professional boundaries. I’d help George meet other girls. It wasn’t a date.

There were two Navy rules you couldn’t mess with. No gambling at sea and no kissing the crew. I’d kept it together for the past few weeks, I could manage one last day.

“Thanks.” I snatched his tea towel, dried my hands then tossed it back. 

George caught it one-handed then leant closer, his brown eyes filled my sight. My gaze dropped to his lips and I impulsively reached out to touch his cheek. My fingertips grazed the bristles of his beard. I’d never be able to disguise the whisker rash if I kissed him the way I wanted to in that moment. 

“It’s not just me, then? You feel it too.” George’s husky voice rippled down my spine. 

The no of denial collided with a truthful yes, my words tangling inside. I nodded.

He tucked a stray hair behind my ear, trailing his thumb down my neck.

I closed my eyes and memorised the sensation, filing it away. 

“We can’t.” I pulled back.

“I know. But I want to.” George placed his hand on mine.

“Me too.” I bit my lip.

“What are we going to do?”

I pulled my hand away. “We can’t do anything until one of us is posted off this boat. I’ve only just posted in. It would ruin my career progression to request a shore posting now. I need to prove that I can work the small boats as well as the big ones.” And it would ruin my career progression to get caught shagging shipmates. Again. “If I leave, I’ll have no chance of deploying this year. I’m so close to Leading Seaman and I want to go all the way.”
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