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Water is perhaps the most important commodity in the world. Without we die. Simple. But as well as keeping us alive and clean, it shapes our lives in so many other ways. The following stories and poems, sent to us from writers in Australia, New Zealand, India and the UK, explore our relationship with water.

As an Australian, my relationship with water often involves trying to cool off. Summers here are hot, regardless of where you live, and a quick run under the sprinkler can offer some temporary relief. For the majority of Australians though, a trip to the beach is the go to summer activity. And, with 87% of our population living within 50 kilometres of the coast, it is little wonder. That's 23 million people out of our population of 27 million living within half an hour of the ocean! Unfortunately I am an inlander, one of just four million who share the vast interior of our wide brown land. We have plenty of space, but not so much water.

However, us inlanders are an inventive lot and we can usually find a water hole, river, creek, dam, or tank to splash around in—most of the time. Come summer, especially following a dry winter, things might be getting a bit manky, but most country towns, even some of the smaller ones, have a public pool.

Ah, the public pool! How many childhood summers were spent not so slowly roasting at the public pool? Bombing your mates; skimming tennis balls; being whistled at by the life guard if the play got a bit rough; buying lollies at the canteen, perhaps a sausage roll for lunch; lying on the concrete paths to warm up after a swim (that chlorinated water was always so cold, even on the hottest of days) and, as we got older, flirting and showing off in front of those that took our fancy. Prickling skin from sunburn later that evening was a fair payoff for a great day (we knew nothing of the hole in the ozone layer back then).

Although I was an inlander, I was also lucky enough to spend many summer holidays camping on Victoria's Bellarine Peninsula. The beaches were packed, the sand hot, and the waves perfect. Those were days of zinc cream, ice cream running down your hand and beach cricket. We'd be exhausted at the end of each day, but be up bright and early the next to do it all again. I loved it so much that I still do it now. Every summer. Back down the beach.

Sean Q Lee (Editor)
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by Terri Bootsman

*

[image: ]


“No, please,” he moaned, before I even touched him. “It’s fine. Don’t...”

“I’m sorry. I have to,” I said, soft and patient.

He gripped the bedsheet, breath fast and noisy through his nose, as I unwound the first layer of bandage. The second would be stuck down. It always was.

I was as gentle as I could be. The smell hit me first. Sickly sweet, putrid. The bloody bandage tore skin as it came away. He whimpered, eyes scrunched shut, trying not to cry.

They all tried not to cry around us, at first. But that changed. We didn’t judge. Most of them were no older than us, after all. And most of us had brothers.

I hadn’t read his name, but the paperwork said he was nineteen. Anyone could see that was a lie. They were desperate for soldiers, apparently. No one even bothered with fake papers anymore.

The ship rolled. Something hit the floor with a loud clang. That made a man down the end yell, then start sobbing softly.

My knee pressed to the metal cot for balance and the bandage jerked under my hand. He cried out. I dropped the bandage, grabbed his hand. “Shhh, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

He squeezed back and calmed his breathing. He didn’t say anything, just nodded as he released my hand. I turned my attention back to his leg. Well, half a leg. I pulled the tin bowl from the trolley beside me, set it on the bed.

The wound was jagged, lumpy. The rough catgut stitches were oozing. The whole stump was red, swollen. Hot and smelly. Field amputations were the worst.

I soaked a piece of gauze and wiped outside the bad bits, easing him into it. Then, fast as I could, I ran the salt water over the stitches and wiped the muck away. He grunted. Then screamed. I didn’t stop. Couldn’t—not if he wanted a chance at the rest of his life. I scowled at the empty bottles of Dakin’s antiseptic on the shelf. Why did they never give us enough?

The ship rolled again. The man in the next bed began retching into a bowl. Celeste rushed over to help him. The sour smell hung thick in the humid, still air. It used to make me gag, but not anymore. Besides, it was nothing compared to gangrene.

The boy I was tending quieted as the water dried. His grip on the sheet loosened. “See?” I faked a smile. “It helps in the end.” He gave a feeble nod but didn’t thank me. I didn’t want him to.

The new bandages were clean enough. Best we could do. Yellowing and frayed, stiff from drying in the salt air, blotched with dark brown stains—but the germs had been boiled away.

When the wound was covered, he settled more. I put the bloody bandages and gauze in the bowl and pulled up the sheet. “Can you eat something?” He shook his head, turned away to the wall with that look they all came aboard with: despairing, hopeless misery.

I stood quietly and took the sick bowl for Celeste. I dropped the soiled bandages into a bucket of steaming water by the door, the nauseating smell of carbolic and blood sticking in my throat. Then, I opened the side hatch and emptied both bowls out. The wind threw the pink water back in my face. At least it wasn’t the vomit this time.

The chatter in the ward grew as more nurses arrived. I checked the clock, my shift was over. I scribbled some notes and dragged my burning feet up to my shared cabin.

I washed quickly with the jug and basin, eternally sick of my hands being in water. Cleaning wounds, bathing men, rinsing bowls. My skin was wrinkled and dry, cracks stinging every time I wet the gauze. I didn’t bother eating, just crawled into my bunk and drifted into what counted as sleep.
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“Listen to this.”

I looked up from my watery porridge. Across the table, Rosie had a letter from her kid sister. “Our cousin Lottie joined the Land Army,” she read, then looked up at us. “She’s never set foot out of the city.”

She went back to the letter. “First time on a tractor, she drove straight through Mrs. Wheelan’s washing line. Sent the chickens everywhere and the old kelpie went mad trying to round ‘em up. A pair of Mrs. Wheelan’s bloomers were found in the lemon tree!”

The whole table burst out laughing. Even Matron smiled.

“Can you get sacked from the Land Army?” I asked, still chuckling.

“Maybe if she ran over a chook,” Matron muttered into her tea. Sylvie snorted a laugh.  

I finished my porridge and got up before anyone else—my turn to ready the improvised saline. The ship pitched, and I stepped wide for balance as I scraped my bowl. The weather had picked up overnight, the boom of waves on the hull sounding over the noise in the mess.

I nicked salt from the sack in the galley. The cooks cursed us for it, but Matron never told us off. She always said I boiled the water too long though. But I kept doing it. Didn't really trust it, but with the Dakin's gone it was all we had.

I stirred as I added the salt. Clockwise, my grandmother had told me. Always clockwise. Something about luck. Granted, she was stirring soup. But I did it anyway—they needed all the luck they could get.

I didn’t measure. Just added more ‘til it looked cloudy and a taste made me wince. Saltier than the sea. I left it to cool and stepped through to the ward.  

The ship heaved and I caught a cot railing for balance. I scanned the beds. Same faces on my half. Two on Celeste’s side had new men in them, likely come up from surgery. One was missing half his face, from the look of bandages on it. No blood on the top layer yet.

The weather was starting to get to them. A lot were already heaving and retching, even without breakfast.

One by one, I went around the beds in my area. I poured half-full cups of tea, and sat beside cots, spooning sloppy porridge into barely-open mouths. A lot of them would have been heartthrobs, before this. Now they were scarred, broken, bitter. Some plainly refused to eat, even though I knew they could. I didn’t blame them with the stench and sounds of sick growing as the waves beat the ship.

When we’d done our best to coax food into them, we collected basins of salt water and started on the worst part of the shift.

I helped Celeste with the face wound. It wasn’t the worst I’d seen, but it wasn’t nice.

“She’s gonna leave me, isn’t she?” A tear slid down the good side of his face. Celeste and I shared a look.

“My fiancée,” he went on. “There’s no way someone wants to marry this,” he gestured weakly to his bandages.

“No one gets married for what you look like,” Celeste said, certain.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “She loves you for what’s in here,” I tapped a finger to his chest.

His remaining eye looked from me to Celeste and back, trying to believe us.

“She’ll be waiting at that port when you get home. You’ll see,” I nodded firmly, silently praying she’d prove me right. I was confident about part of it, at least—he’d make it home. The surgeon had done a good job of debriding the wound.

We didn’t tell him to count his blessings, or that others were worse off. I just held his hand in both of mine, while Celeste worked as gently as she could.

There were so many of them, and they often left as quickly as they came. But they were someone’s son, brother, lover. And even though we were exhausted to our very bones, it never felt like one didn’t matter.

Celeste packed up the dirty bandages while I staggered back to my side, floor tipping under me.

I emptied sick bowls, fetched water, dragged screens so they could fill bedpans. Cleaned wounds with stuck-on bandages. Stinking pus. They hissed through their teeth when salt found an opening. Pleaded for me to “Leave it for today.”

Despite the weather outside, in here was hot and airless. No ventilation, boilers running constantly, and the engine room just below kept the place in a constant state of humid misery. We were all sweating, nurses and patients. We fetched cool, damp rags for them whenever we could.

Then, I was at my last man. Boy, more like. He tried a weak smile. That was something at least, better than yesterday.

“Where are you from?” he croaked.

“Sydney,” I said. “My parents own a bakery. You?” I didn’t really want to know, but he wasn’t squirming while I undid the top layer of bandage.

“Country Victoria,” he said. “Folks’ve got a spud farm.” I gave him a small smile, glancing up from the dark red on the layer of cloth around the stump.

“Do you have to do it again?”

I nodded sympathetically. “Have to keep it clean,” I said. He took a deep breath, gripped the sheet. I peeled the bandage back slowly. It stuck. I tugged a little and he let out a sharp sound.

“Sorry,” I said, letting the bandage fall back into place. “I’ll try something else.”

Squeezing out a scrap of gauze from my bowl, I bathed the bandage until it was soaked. Then I peeled it back again, and when it stuck I used the salty gauze to rub the dried blood away. He sucked in a sharp breath. I apologised again, but kept going. The bandage came free.

It didn’t look much different from yesterday, I thought. Tight, shiny skin. Uneven stitches. Oozing fluid.

He cried out when the salt invaded it. I wiped fast and firm, eyeing the yellow-green pus. “All over,” I told him. “We’ll just let it dry and I’ll wrap it again.”

I heard retching behind me. Turned to see the neighbour barely holding his own bowl. “It’s okay,” the boy groaned. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I nodded at him, then turned and held the bowl.

After emptying the slop out the side hatch, I swayed back to the end bed. The water on his skin had dried, but the wound was oozing again already. I dressed it quickly, my wrappings wobbly thanks to the rocking of the ship. We pitched hard just as I finished. A female voice cried out, a crash of metal, a loud thump. I spun around.

Celeste was on her front, crying, swearing, arm buckled awkwardly under her. I rushed over. Boots hammered on the floor – two of our orderlies, Tim and Charlie, pelting in from opposite ends of the ward.

I kicked instruments and kidney dishes out of the way. Slipped on pink water. Got myself beside Celeste and knelt in the wet to help her sit. She was cradling her arm, teeth clenched, breathing hard.

Her wrist didn’t look right, already swollen. The boys helped her to a chair while I hurried away for a bandage and a newspaper. We didn’t have splints on the ward.

I rolled the newspaper tight and wrapped it to her arm. She cried out, but didn’t stop me. I stated the obvious before I could help myself. “You need to see a doctor, probably have an x-ray.”

“I can walk you down,” Tim offered quickly. He’d been sweet on her since he came to us from the Britannic. She hadn't worked it out yet.

Charlie helped me pick up the mess, then went for a mop. I took the instruments next door and stayed a few minutes after shift's end to clean them. Didn't have much else to do, stuck on this floating hunk of metal. Don't know why they named it a castle.

When I was done, I ignored my wet stockings and went out on deck for fresh air. Didn't find any. Just more damn salty water.

I gave up and went to bed.
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It wasn’t my turn to make the salt wash, but I went early anyway, to supervise.

Polly had been sent down from the convalescent ward to cover Celeste’s shift. Pretty sure she’d only ever been upstairs, where they could walk to the toilet and flirt while you changed their dressings. I buckled in for a long shift, and stepped through to the ward. I glanced around my beds. Same faces. I sent a little prayer of thanks.

The sea was still rough, but not as wild as yesterday. Breakfast was more welcomed, even if some came straight back up. I watched Polly from the corner of my eye spooning porridge, cutting toast, emptying sick bowls.

Then, dressing changes. She didn’t move down the row of beds in order. She picked the easier ones first.

Burns. She smoothed the ointment without hesitation. He bit down on a cloth and grunted.

Frostbite next. Three toes gone. Didn’t seem to bother her.

But she stopped at the face wound, looking over at me, uncertain. “Give me a moment," I called over the creaking of the ship, the moaning of the men. “I'll come help.”

I did the dressing, she held his hand. He squeezed hard. She didn’t flinch. Looked him right in his remaining eye and talked to him the whole time.

Not scared, not intimidated. Just green.

I kept my eye on her and picked up the things she missed. Called instructions across the ward. Moved between beds on my side and hers.

Helped with things she’d never seen, like carbolic wash for a chest wound. Harsh stuff, killed good flesh and bad. But, doctor’s orders.

A skin flap on the side of a head, no skull underneath.

An arm off at the shoulder, stitches ripping.

Over to my patients. Back to hers.

Dressings.

Saltwater.

Someone vomited. Empty that.

Ship lurched—grab a rail.

Help Polly.

Shrapnel wound.

Vomit.

Polly’s man.

Floor tilted, spilled a basin.

Blood.

Pus.

Bandages...

Hours in, I realised I hadn’t seen a single bedpan. Or emptied enough sick for what the ship was doing. I stopped a moment to take in the room.

Tim and Charlie were buzzing around like bees in early spring. Quiet, heads down. Moving screens, emptying pans, holding bowls, wiping brows. The laundry was piling up, but they were staying here. God bless those boys.

My feet burned. My shoulders ached. My hands were so raw I could barely feel the gauze between my fingers.

Afternoon shift were coming into the sluice room when I almost collapsed onto the wooden stool beside his stump.

"New nurse?" he said. "Hard shift for you." Talking sounded like an effort.

"She did okay," I said, taking him in. Pale, sweaty. They were all pale and sweaty. Seasick. Probably. I took his pulse – fast. I glanced at the bowl by his bed, then turned my attention to the leg.

He gripped the sheet, like he always did, but his breath didn't come as hard. He didn't grunt as loud. That was good.

He gave me a watery smile as I finished the clean bandage. I returned his smile and collected everything, including the bowl of sick. Swayed my way back to the sluice room for the last time that shift.
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Celeste was at breakfast, arm in plaster but happy enough. Said she could spoon porridge for them with one hand. That’d be a big help.

I watched Polly make the saline mix again, then stepped through the door, scanning my beds.

And stopped cold.

The last one was empty. Freshly made.

I looked over to Jack, coming off night shift. He shook his head sadly. My stomach dropped.

I could’ve asked his name. Could’ve looked at his dogtags. But I learned a long time ago it was easier this way. Maybe.

I stormed out to the deck, slamming the door behind me. I clenched my jaw. Kicked the railing.

All he’d needed was a proper hospital. The right medicines. And dammit—we'd be in Egypt tomorrow.

I wanted to cry. For him. For me. For all of us. But nothing came. The only salt water left for me was waiting in there. I stared out at the never ending, hideous ocean, gripping the rail hard and breathing deep.

When I finally went back, they were tucking a new man into the bed.

I headed there first, with my basin.

“No, please,” he said. Before I even touched him.
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by Maria Bonar
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In our wee house in the Calton

Ma cooks griddle scones in

the cast iron frypan on the hob

kettle always simmering
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Mrs McShane visits with Robert

at seven, he is a little younger than me

I eavesdrop on the women’s gossip

learn new words today—brain tumour
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Robert, always thirsty, declares the

water from our brass tap is the best.

Ma says that’s because it comes from

Loch Katrine, in the Scottish Highlands.
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Too hot, Robert discards his woolly hat

revealing a naked patchwork scalp

sunshine lights his face. His glass of water

sparkles as he gulps down its sweetness.
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Next time Mrs McShane visits, she brings

Robert’s older sister to stay with us.

Tucked up four in a bed that night, Kathy

tells us Robert’s funeral is tomorrow.
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Even a Drop Matters

[image: ]




by Hajiram Beevi J
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A memory of water, waiting, and a mother’s quiet strength

Thirst lived in our home.

It slept in our shadows and woke with the sun. We lined up in silence—rusted pots and hushed hope in hand.

Our hut had a roof patched with plastic sheets and old sacks—barely fending off the sun’s glare or the monsoon’s fists. In our village, water scarcity wasn’t a crisis—it was survival.

Each morning before the sky turned blue, my mother would wake me. I called her Amma, like everyone else did. She tied her saree, lifted the rusty pot, and nodded toward the road—our silent signal to the tap. A long line of women and children—quiet, waiting, hoping the tap would run.

Dented and stained orange from rust, that pot was our lifeline.

“It waits,” Amma would say. “Like we do.”

I’d trace the rim of the pot with my finger, the metal cold, echoing our stillness.

When the tap failed and the well behind our hut ran dry, we turned to a cracked blue bucket—its wound sealed with tape that peeled like a promise unwrapped by the sun.

“Even a drop matters,” she would remind me.

I’d nod, though I never knew how much until later—when each drop carried her voice.

After days without water, we stood around the dry village well. Its stone walls cracked like dry veins. At the bottom: only dust.

Amma placed her hand on the wall, as if it were a sleeping child.

“One day,” she whispered, “I’ll have a tap in the kitchen. I’ll wash rice without guilt. I’ll let the dishes soak. You’ll drink without asking if it’s enough.”

I didn’t reply. I was afraid the dream might vanish if I named it—afraid even my breath might disturb it.
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The rains arrived—not as blessing, but reckoning.

When the monsoon finally arrived, it didn’t feel like mercy. We drowned in what we once begged for.

Water poured through the roof. The patched plastic flapped like soaked wings—too heavy to fly. We dragged our mats toward the driest corner, choosing space the way the desperate choose air. We stacked bricks beneath what mattered and caught the leaks in pots, like wilted flowers opening in reverse. Our home became a maze of puddles—patched with hope.

That night, the rain marched across our roof like uninvited drums. Vessels drifted like forgotten offerings in a restless sea. I floated at the edge of sleep, where dreams leaked like roof water—thin, persistent, impossible to ignore, when I heard a sniffle.

I rose and found her crouched in a corner, her back to me, the kerosene lamp casting a flickering shadow.

Her saree wept.

It sagged—not from water, but from everything she never said.

“Amma?” I whispered, my voice barely louder than the rain.

I was afraid to break her—afraid the wrong word might spill what she was holding in.

She wiped her face quickly and smiled. Her voice cracked.

“I don’t mind the rain...I just wish it asked before entering.”

I didn’t understand it fully then—but her words sank, drop by drop, into a place I hadn’t yet named.

In that moment, I realized—she didn’t just carry water. She carried the weight of our world.

*
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Rain had played tricks on us many times—but this one stayed in my heart.

One evening, after attending a special class, I returned home to find my schoolbag slumped by the door—soaked through. Rain had reached it before I could. The ink on my notebooks had bled into soft blue bruises. Words dissolved into silence. Pages curled and clung to each other—like children huddled against the cold.

I held the mess in my hands, throat tight, heart quiet. I didn’t cry. Like Amma, I had learned to swallow small disasters without a sound.

At school the next day, my teacher held up the soggy pages. Her voice rose—sharp, public.

“Careless. Irresponsible.”

I felt my spine stiffen, but inside, I folded—like the soaked pages in her hand.

I stood still. The heat in my cheeks burned hotter than the cold rain that had erased my words. I wanted to explain that my roof leaked more than my pen.

A girl in my class, Sudha, leaned over and whispered,

“Why don’t you keep your bag near the window? That’s what I do.”

I nodded. But how could I explain that my window wasn’t wood or glass? It was a torn plastic sheet—fluttering in the wind like a breath too shy to stay.

So I stayed quiet. Some silences dry and drift away. Others stay soaked—like paper left too long in the rain, its stories smudged but still there, faint and stubborn.
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I remember one summer—dry, dusty, endless. When the first rain came, Amma rushed outside and placed a clean steel vessel under the open sky. She smiled, caught the first rain in a steel glass, and handed it to me. My palms tingled as if holding something sacred—sky turned drink.

“Drink slowly,” she said.

I nodded, though my throat ached with impatience, the cool rim pressing against lips too eager to wait.

It was the sweetest water I’d ever tasted—cool, clean—tasting of tin roofs and a prayer caught mid-breath. I didn’t gulp it. I let each sip linger.

That first sip of rain lingered long after it was gone. Years passed, but the taste of sky and soil stayed with me. As the seasons turned, so did our lives—slowly, quietly.

Our village changed. Water tanks rumbled in the distance. Pipes slithered through the ground like veins. Our hut shed its skin—mud walls traded for brick, the roof no longer whispered warnings in the wind. Inside, the plaster walls touched our skin like a stranger who meant well but didn’t yet belong.

One morning, as I stood in my new kitchen, the soft hum of the water filter stirred something in me—it reminded me of the faint hiss of Amma’s kerosene lamp on quiet nights. I turned the tap. Cool, clean water gushed out, as clear and steady as memory. I cupped my hands beneath it and brought it to my lips.

It tasted different—flat and polished, like stone softened over years—nothing like the sharp, mineral kiss of rain.

But it still filled me.

And yet, the water didn’t vanish. It stayed—steady, overflowing. Just like the dream she once laid into the heart of a sleeping well.

*
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Now, every time I turn on a tap, I think of her.

She’s not here to see it.

But the running water reminds me—

palms resting on the dry well,

cradling a future only she could see.

Not long ago, I knocked over a glass of water.

It slid across the tile,

a shimmering trail beneath my feet.

I bent down, dabbed it with a towel, and whispered:

“Even a drop matters.”

In that quiet moment,

I didn’t see her in the mirror—

but in my hands, steady over the spill,

in the hush I carried like a vessel long unemptied.

Her dream hadn’t vanished.

It had seeped into my days—

clear and quiet,

filling me from within.

Water flows freely now—

clean,

obedient,

endless.

But sometimes,

between the hush of drops,

I hear the echo of old mornings—

the whisper of water in a rusted pot,

the sting of rain through a torn roof,

the ink blurred by storms,

and the taste of one perfect glass of rain.

Back then,

our hands were empty.

But what we carried made us whole.

I sat in silence,

cupping the thought like water in my palms.

Not her reflection—

but her ripple.

Even the last trembling drop shimmered

with the weight of all we dreamed.
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'Tween a Rock and a Liminal Place
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by Paris Rosemont
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Light scatters fragmented as cubic zirconia skimming

the surface of a Prussian blue sea. Soft, cloudless sky

stretching into the horizon. A solitary seagull circles;

finds a clear landing on gold grit sand. Submerged

like lost cities, rockpools become visible only

at low tide—shyly peering out from beneath sea-

weed sheaths of rippling topaz. They emerge

glistening, renewed by saltwater baptism.
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Crown-of-thorns starfish French kiss their (rock)faces.

They are ador(n)ed by garlands of Neptune’s necklaces

fringed with port-wine stains of coralline algae, sunburst

splotches of lichen dotted like freckles. Their semi-nakedness

greets the sun, soaking in the embrace of healing ultraviolet.
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Then—just like that, tanning hour is over. Mother Ocean

returns to engulf her rockstars against her soggy bosom.

Blankets of foam shield the modesty of wildling teens

sunning themselves in sea lettuce so skimpy they are

practically nude! On the shore, a scattering of sea grapes

dropped in the flurry to meet curfew. Same time again

tomorrow, one renegade whispers to her lover

before the shushing tide rolls in and pulls her away.
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Statement of a Witness
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by Phil Murray
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Our lives are governed by routine. People go about their ordinary tasks and activities comforted by the thought that each day will be much like any other and they will return safely each evening to their home and loved ones. We are fortunate enough to live each day in relative safety and rarely, if ever, give the precious, but fragile, thing we call ‘life’ a second thought. As we relax at night and watch the evening news convey tragedy, disaster and the loss of life, who among us does not inwardly believe ‘Yes, that’s dreadful. But it would never happen to me’.

It can happen—and does happen. There are days that present the ultimate challenge. Individuals are called upon to meet that challenge—or to die in the attempt. Such days, call it fate, or luck or just chance, are unique. These are days when events escalate out of our control, and each decision we make becomes increasingly more critical—days when events unfold in such a way that one decision can literally mean the difference between life and death. Such a day befell Iain Hill.

The official police report into the events that took place one Friday afternoon is simply titled: ‘Statement of a Witness’. While that report contains a chronological point by point account of the events that took place that day, the report does not venture beyond the facts and into the realm of our darkest fears. How does it feel to fight for one’s life? And what thoughts flashed through Iain Hill’s mind as he faced the most basic struggle of all—the struggle to survive? The account that follows is a true story.

Friday the 12th of September 2008 was a blue sky, sunny day in Port Stephens. Around 1:30pm people sitting on Little Beach watched as a fit, muscular looking man, whose appearance belied the fact that he was forty-six years of age, launched a white hulled, 3.6m aluminium open runabout at the public boat ramp. Casually dressed in black track suit pants, a white singlet and thongs, Iain was just another fisherman out to try his luck. For those close enough to see, a colourful and ornate tattoo on the man’s right bicep gave a clue to his heritage—an English Union Jack pointing backwards (his country of birth) and an Australian flag pointing forward (his country of choice, where he was raised). Beneath these flags proudly sat the Hill family crest.

Great day to be on the water, great day to go fishing. Neither those on the beach, and certainly not Iain Hill, had any idea of the sheer terror he would experience over the next few hours.

A closer inspection of Iain’s fishing runabout would show signs of a man that was well prepared. On the middle seat lay a blue anorak for warmth and protection against the elements. The anorak contained his car keys and wallet. A mobile phone sat on the seat adjacent to the anorak, handy and easy to reach should it happen to ring. A life jacket lay close at hand. Sandwiches and a large container of lemon cordial sat amidst rods and reels. An anchor with twenty metres of line lay on the floor of the boat, together with a fishing knife. An air horn, tool kit and a bucket with lanyard attached all formed part of Iain’s comprehensive safety equipment. Air temperature was around 230C, water temperature 180C. A light wind blew from the east at between four to five knots atop a one to 1.5 metre swell. A flood tide entering the bay between the headlands gave promise of good fishing near the entrance. It was simply perfect.

Investigations of many tragedies and disasters over the years have revealed a ‘causal insight’ as to why many of these events have occurred. Tragedies do not just ‘happen’. Investigations have repeatedly shown that it is often an unbroken chain of causal actions or poor decisions that culminate in a tragedy and the unthinkable taking place.

As the 9.5hp Johnston outboard kicked into life and the aluminium runabout moved away from the boat ramp, Iain Hill turned the bow of his boat to starboard—to the east and headed towards Tomaree Headland. Iain’s intention was to remain within the Port, fishing and drifting from the headland into Shoal Bay on the incoming tide. This was in fact what he did, drifting back from the headland twice. Although an inexperienced boatsman, Iain had fished on three previous occasions in the confined waters of Tilligerry Creek, near Taylors Beach, within Port Stephens.

Decision 1: Iain knew there was good fishing to be had beyond the headland. With conditions so benign, and with his previous fishing experience under his belt, he felt confident to motor towards the well-known ‘Hole in the Wall’—a fault in the volcanic andesite rock—located on the seaward side of Tomaree Headland. He started the motor and headed for the open sea and the waters lying between Tomaree Headland and Zenith Beach to the immediate south. There, he would test the validity of the ‘big fish’ stories he had heard from other keen anglers.

Iain was not to be disappointed. The decision was proving to be the right one. He was landing a few decent-sized bream, drifting around the headland into the bay on the incoming tide, motoring back to his original spot outside the bay and then drifting once more into the bay. It was a fisherman’s paradise.

There were some tempting monster bites directly opposite the ‘Hole in the Wall’ and the location was indeed living up to its reputation as a prized fishing spot.

Decision 2: To remain stationary in this promising fishing spot, and hoping to catch whatever was snapping enticingly at his bait, Iain chose to lay anchor. His vessel was approximately fifty metres from the rocky foreshore of Tomaree Headland. As Iain himself would later reflect, inexperience then lead to another fateful decision.

He tied off the twenty metre anchor rope at the rear of his boat, to a carry handle welded onto the transom. Accordingly, the small runabout now had its stern pointing towards open water. Unbeknown to Iain, the stern was fixed in position by an anchor rope that was too short, for this depth of water, and prevented the small craft from rising to the top of any incoming swell. Iain faced the shore, his back to the open sea, intent on fishing for ‘the big one’ that he did not want to see get away.

Tilligerry Creek, with its mirror-like surface and relative shallowness, was forgiving of an inexperienced fisherman, forgiving of a short anchor rope and even forgiving should this rope be attached to the stern. This was not the case with the open waters and Tasman Sea off Tomaree Headland.

A giant tug on Iain’s line focussed all his attention shoreward. ‘This is one big fish!’, he thought. At that very moment the bow inexplicably began to rise, Iain heard water and felt splashing. A rising blue water swell had approached unseen from the east and effortlessly rolled over the stern and motor. ‘Fuck!’ Iain looked down in disbelief. The floor of the boat was awash with swirling white water. Dropping his rod, he turned around and immediately attempted to retrieve the anchor. The anchor held fast. The rope was taut and as he pulled on it, the stern of the boat sat even lower in the water. Iain was pulling the boat down, not the anchor up. Grabbing his fishing knife, he cut the anchor rope. Although drenched by the swell, thankfully the small outboard motor fired on the first pull. A second swell swept over the transom. The runabout now had little in the way of freeboard. Water was lapping halfway up Iain Hill’s legs. He applied full throttle, hoping to turn the boat’s bow towards the opening to the Port and safety. Nothing—absolutely nothing. The boat failed to respond.
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