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For the footnotes.

Memory is wine.


Devil’s Water

The Paradiso is a double storey pub in the suburb of Diverse Bay. It’d begun as a colonial outpost, built to service the needs of farm labourers, stock herders and pioneers on their long tramps to dairy farms and logging camps in the south of Western Australia. 

The suburb itself hadn’t existed even half a decade earlier. The land had remained rural, with a scattering of farmhouses, open paddocks, swathes of bushland, and herds of kangaroos which were as charming as they were hazardous to late night drivers.

The extension of the Southern Freeway had inevitably changed all of that. The land was sold to developers and, in a flurry of investment and capitalist enterprise, the estate of Diverse Bay appeared in less than a year; every house cement rendered, with a tiled roof and tiny roll-on lawn - Perfect, as the faded sales billboard still proclaims.

The five years since hasn’t been entirely kind to the suburb – movement cracks riddle the render, the tiles have faded, and most of the lawn is dead or overgrown.

Amidst this swift fading modernity, the Paradiso retains an echo of what it once was. Despite the encroaching housing estates and repeated renovations, it still has something in its bones which makes it feel like a country pub.

Bianca glances a little nervously at Dan as he holds the main entry door of the pub open for her.

Their relationship is new, and she’s meeting his friends for the first time that day.

He smiles reassuringly at her. He’s tall and slim, with an interesting, angular face.

The front bar runs along one side of a large rectangular room with trestle style tables at one end, though most of the space is filled by people standing around in loose groups drinking. Typical of Australian pubs, the space is redolent with the funk of beer, bodies, and a certain something that’s probably the result of decades of dust in the roof space.

Dan cuts through the crowd, leading her to one of the tables where four guys have fallen silent at their approach.

He introduces her to each of them in turn.

‘Everyone – this is Bianca, or Bi. This is Evan.’

She’s gathered from Dan’s stories that he’s the person they all defer to, so she’d been expecting someone very masculine and perhaps a little sharp edged, but he has nothing of that about him. He’s taller and bigger than Dan, with a round face dominated by brown eyes and a head of blonde curls.

‘Hi,’ Bianca says, tentatively smiling.

Evan’s smile is warm. ‘Hey, Bi.’

Something about him eases her nervousness - he feels like a friend.

‘This is Richo,’ Dan continues, redirecting her attention. ‘And his cousin, Barnesy.’

They’re sandy blonde and dark respectively, and look like real country guys - the kind you might expect to see at the pub with dirty hands dead on five thirty every afternoon.

She greets them, too.

Barnesy just nods, but Richo smiles back – he’s the younger of the two.

‘Welcome to the mad house,’ he says. ‘From what Dan’s said, I think you’ll fit right in.’

She chuckles. ‘Thanks – I think.’

‘And this is Beau,’ Dan says last, without enthusiasm. He gestures, though barely glances at the guy in question.

Beau’s the only traditionally handsome one of the group, with dark hair and eyes and an athletic build. He’s a bit younger than the others, too – probably closer to her twenty-six than Dan’s thirty.

He’s looking at her with open curiosity.

Dan says to Bi, ‘I’ll go get beer. Want one?’

‘Yeah - draught for me.’

She sits in the nearest available seat, beside Beau, and while Evan resumes his conversation with Barnesy and Richo, Beau turns to her and smiles. It doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

‘Have you been with Dan for long?’

‘A few months. We’re moving in together soon - next month, hopefully.’

He leans forward conspiratorially. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but has anyone warned you?’

She frowns. ‘Warned me? About what?’


‘Dan. He’s loose. Are you sure you’re up for that?’


She’s confused. She’s only ever heard loose used to insult women who sleep around.

‘What do you mean by that?’

Before he can answer her, Evan interjects. ‘Dude! You’re such a bitch!’

Beau sits back in his chair and holds up his hands. ‘Someone has to do it!’

‘No, they don’t!’ He adds, looking at Bi, ‘Don’t listen to him.’

Bianca looks from one to the other, feeling nervous again; but then Dan comes out of the bar with two pints and gives her a grin.

She shifts back in her seat, tension leaving her shoulders. Whatever Beau’s alluding to, Dan’s past is in the past. In the present, she knows he’s all in with her; so she happily puts the warning from her mind.

Dan flops into the chair beside hers and slings an arm around her shoulders. He drinks then raises his eyebrows at Evan.

‘So - what’s the plan?’

He half shrugs. ‘Think we’ll head up to Langarrin. Pick up some gear on the way. Probably go down the beach later.’ Langarrin is the suburb immediately north of Diverse Bay.

Beau stands, saying to the group at large, ‘Well - I’ll leave you to it. Catch ya later, boys.’ He looks at Bi and shakes his head once. ‘Nice to meet you…’

‘You too,’ she replies tightly, not meaning it.

‘Good riddance,’ Dan mutters to her as he watches Beau walk away, his eyes narrowed. ‘That guy’s such a piece of shit.’

Bi notices that Evan looks after Beau as he goes, and shakes his head to himself.

Evan has a four wheel drive with enough room for everyone, but there’s no seats in the back, only a mattress.

Dan calls shotgun, so Bi has to get into the back with Richo and Barnesy, laying down flat to avoid being seen by the cops.

Barnesy, who’s laying nearest to her, grins wolfishly. ‘Don’t be nervous - we’ll be gentle with you...’

She snorts, but before she can retort, Richo wacks him across the chest.

‘It’s too soon to say shit like that to her!’ Peeping up over Barnesy’s chest, blue eyes apologetic, he says earnestly, ‘He’s joking Bi, I promise.’

‘Am I?’ Barnesy says, wiggling his eyebrows ridiculously.

She shakes her head and says with playful disdain, ‘I could eat you both for breakfast and spit out the laces when I’m done; but sadly, I’m taken. You’ll just have to join the queue.’

There are snorts of laughter. Evan shoots her a grin in the rearview mirror. She grins back.

Barnesy notices and side-eyes her, but he says to Evan, ‘You should put some pillows back here, Evo. We could put our nighties on and have a pillow fight.’

Evan snorts. ‘God! I can’t imagine anything worse!’

‘How about a foam party?’ Barnesy suggests.

‘Or a Jelly pit?’ Bianca adds.

‘Pillow fight in a jelly pit, with foam?’ Richo rounds out, and they all snicker.

Evan concedes dryly, ‘Yep – that’d be worse.’ He catches her eye in the mirror again. ‘Poor Bi - in the pit with those two.’

She scoffs. ‘Poor them, you mean.  You haven’t seen me in the mosh.’

Dan turns in his seat, grins at her and says helpfully, ‘She knows how to use her elbows.’

Bianca nods sagely. ‘Can’t beat a quick jab with the elbow to whatever’s in reach.’ She adds, leering, ‘The softer, the better.’

Barnesy says with faux solemnity, ‘We’ve got a live one, lads.’

Richo adds, ‘That’s it – you’re banned from the jelly foam pillow fight!’

‘What a shame,’ she says dryly.

The suburb of Langarrin sprawls along the coast, hemmed in to the east by the down-at-heel suburb of Henley and the long curve of the Southern Freeway.

It’s a suburb going through an awkward stage of transition – the bones of a small, coastal town being thrust at terrific speed into a modern, urban mould.

Evan’s apartment is in a brand new high rise building, built across the road from a grassed foreshore.

Standing on his balcony, Bianca grips the railing nervously – excitedly – waiting her turn while the boys rack up lines inside.

She pushes her mind outwards to calm herself; first towards Point Rickton, the nature reserve marking the border between Langarrin and Diverse Bay in the south; then sweeping across the Langarrin Sound, a broad stretch of shimmering water dominated by a low, scrubby island obscuring the horizon; onwards north, tracing the line of an obviously new boardwalk which skirts a beautiful white beach into the distance, towards an industrial estate. Beyond that is the rest of the city.

Dan calls out, ‘Bi? You comin’?’

The world is tilting - bright - colourful.

Everything is so incredibly beautiful, it’s like her heart’s going to jump out of her chest, or break - or both.

She’s floating, but completely focussed at the same time. Small details become consuming ones: A coffee ring left on a side table which looks like a horseshoe; the weave of the couch upholstery – white threads and tan interwoven - the geometry of it, the pattern; Dan’s annoying, inane giggles as he makes ‘carpet angels’ in the shag pile.

She stands unsteadily, wheeling away.

Richo’s standing in the hallway, propped against one wall as he studies the tiles at his feet. They’re faux marble – white, with shades of grey threaded through them. There’s the sound of water running somewhere nearby.

It’s hard to speak but Bianca manages to say, ‘Are you right?’

Richo looks at her, eyes rolling but smile beatific.


‘Thank you, beautiful. I’m great.’


She grins warmly and rests a hand on his shoulder, gripping it, then points with the other hand down the hall.

‘What’s with the water?’

Richo looks in the direction she’s pointing, frowning, taking a long moment to catch her meaning.

When the penny drops, he pushes himself upright.

‘Ah, shit – I was running a bath!’

He teeters away towards the bathroom as fast as he can go.

Bi goes on to the kitchen.

It’s a white space, very modern, with a large island bench in the centre and windows looking towards the south, revealing mostly other high-rises.

Barnesy and Evan are facing each other across the central bench, propped up on their elbows. They’re talking about a movie she’s never heard of, probably a porno.

She slips onto a stool and says, ‘Hi.’

Evan looks at her for a long moment before he says, ‘You don’t have a drink. Beer?’

‘Please. Dan drank mine.’

He turns to the fridge then back, sliding a bottle across the benchtop in her direction as he asks, ‘How are you feeling?’

She’s distracted momentarily. It’s like she’s looking at him through a tube made of sparkles and shimmering light.

‘Great,’ she says eventually. ‘You?’

He doesn’t reply, only starts racking up again and asks, ‘Where are you from?’

‘Originally? Bundaberg; but Mum’s a nomad, so we moved all over the place. Washed up here for the last year of school and I decided to stick around when she pissed off again.’

He offers her the board, and she takes a line before asking, ‘What about you?’

He laughs silently, then says, ‘You know I’m from Treasure Bay, ya drip. I grew up with Dan.’

She facepalms. ‘Fuck – of course.’

He’s looking at her with fond amusement. It feels nice - like he’s surrounding her with his own climatic zone. It’s balmy. Pleasant. Comfortable.

He asks, ‘Have you been there? To the Bay?’

‘Nah, but Dan’s says he’ll take me up one day.’

He laughs again. She’s not sure why, but it doesn’t seem important.

‘You live here?’ she asks, gesturing unsteadily, noticing for the first time that Barnesy’s gone. She stares at the empty space he previously occupied for much longer than she should before it computes.

Evan’s saying, ‘Nah – mostly I’m up at the Bay. Work, you know.’

She vaguely remembers Dan mentioning that Evan’s family, the Goldsworthy’s, run some kind of fishing business; but her mind is starting to wheel away again, and she loses the thread of the conversation.

She suddenly beams at him. ‘You know what? You have a good temperature.’

He snorts then laughs again, shoulders shaking. He’s wiping a tear from his eye as he says, ‘What are you on about?’

She circles her hand at him vaguely, indicating the entirety of his person.

‘Your zone. It’s a good temperature.’ She pats his hand then pushes off from the bench. Very confidently, she says, ‘You know what I mean.’

He says breathlessly, ‘I really don’t!’

She just waves a hand over her shoulder, heading back to the lounge to check on Dan.

He’s stopped with the angels, and is instead sitting next to the couch, eyes rolling and pouring sweat.

‘Poor baby,’ she says, crouching beside him, scratching his scalp; like that will help.

Evan startles her by being suddenly beside her, looking down at them both.

He says vaguely, ‘We should go to the beach.’

Dan’s electrified by the suggestion. He moans ecstatically and keels over onto his side, saying, ‘Take me to the water! Throw me in!’ but then he pats the carpet again, distracted, and mumbles, ‘It feels so good.’

Evan grins as he flops down beside him, propping his back against the couch.

Bianca is overwhelmed with the same yearning as Dan. She imagines being immersed in clear, cool water and feels like keeling over herself.

Instead, she staggers to her feet, saying, ‘That’s it! I’ll get us to the beach, or so help me!’

Evan snorts, grinning up at her. ‘Good luck with that.’

She’s on a mission now. It’s beach or bust.

She goes along the hallway to the bathroom where she can hear the spa bath running.

She pushes open the door, which is only half closed anyway. It takes her a second to absorb what she’s seeing.

The two cousins are sitting in a rather small bathtub, knees crooked up, face to face, the water bubbling at full tilt. Water’s everywhere.

They look at her as she comes in with absolute exasperation.

She laughs so hard, she has to sit down in the doorway.


Eventually, wiping her eyes, she manages to ask, ‘Are you two comfortable?’


‘No ,’ Richo says immediately, lolling his head backwards, eyes closed. ‘But when he got in, I couldn’t be bothered getting out.’

Barnesy, prising his own eyes open, leers at her. ‘You could join us?’


She snorts. ‘Not a fuckin’ chance – even if there was enough room.’ She pulls herself back to her feet and continues, ‘We’re going to the beach. Wanna join?’


They both look at her and Richo says, ‘Now?’

‘Yep.’

‘Fuck.’

She crosses to the side of the bath and holds out a hand to both of them.

‘Come on. Out ya get.’

There’s some mumbled dissent, mostly from Barnesy, but she says persuasively, ‘Come on! The beach is calling. Think of the cool water, the gentle breeze…’

‘Alright, alright,’ Richo says, taking her hand, and steps out. Thankfully, he’s wearing board shorts.

Once he’s out, she offers her hand to Barnesy, but with a modicum of dignity, he bats it away, saying, ‘I’m coming.’

Richo snorts. ‘Dude – how long’s it been since you got some? She only offered you a hand...’

Bianca shakes her head in amusement and leaves them to organise themselves.

Evan and Dan are still in the loungeroom.

Dan is sitting up again, though his eyes are squeezed closed.

Evan looks from him to her and says, ‘I think he’s fucked.’

She frowns, crouching between the two of them.

‘Not today,’ she mutters, and lifts Dan’s head none too gently to slap his cheek. ‘Snap out of it! We’re going to the beach!’

He mumbles ‘Water!’ but doesn’t open his eyes.

Evan grabs one of Bianca’s arms, toppling her sideways so she’s sitting, facing the two guys.

‘Give him a minute,’ he says warmly. ‘He’ll be right in a bit.’

She grumbles but gets comfortable, stretching her legs out between the two of them so she can press her feet against the bottom panel of the couch. The fabric feels good against her soles.

They’re quiet for a little while. Evan’s looking over her shoulder, gaze unfocussed. She follows his line of sight to the full length windows, but there’s nothing to see out that way except the clear sky.

He says vaguely, ‘Do you ever feel like you could step out into that perfect blue?’

She’s feeling fine now – evening out. The climatic zone is good, though the ache in her soul for the beach persists.

She says warmly, ‘No - because gravity.’

His gaze shifts to meet hers. Their eyes lock.

She feels immense affection for him; but then she feels that for everyone and everything just then.

Evan opens his mouth to say something, but then changes his mind, snapping it shut again. He swats Dan’ shoulder instead.

‘Oi!’

Dan opens his eyes and looks at him, saying, ‘Did someone say something about going to the beach?’

Evan’s climbing to his feet. He holds a hand out to Bianca, and helps her up as he says to Dan, ‘We’re just waiting on you.’

Still not really all there, Dan says vaguely, ‘Yeah, man. I’m ready when you are.’

Evan helps him up, too.

Sunglasses on, they take the elevator down to the ground floor. After going through a set of security doors, they pass by a busy wine bar called the Pink Poodle.

‘We could go in for a wine,’ Barnesy says longingly, pressing his forehead to one of the tall glass windows and gawking at a beautiful, platinum blonde woman sitting inside.

She sees him, and raises an eyebrow, totally unflustered by his attention. Her disinterest is palpable.

Richo grabs his arm and yanks him away. ‘You’re such a fuckin’ creep!’

‘Later,’ Evan says soothingly, slinging an arm around Barnesy’s shoulders.

They cross street, lawn and boardwalk, before passing down a wide set of concrete stairs to finally reach the fine, white sand.

The sun’s westering, heading for the island. The vivid blue water of the Langarrin Sound begins to take on a greener tint.

Bianca doesn’t wait to see what the others are doing. She rushes forward, launching herself into the calm, waist-deep water. She ducks under, then pops her head above the surface, kneeling on the sand beneath. Wiping droplets from her face, she looks towards the island and luxuriates in the feeling of cool liquid against her heated skin. It’s incredibly good.

She notices two ships, painted pale grey, docked at the island and beyond them, a series of cement buildings running along the shore.

She frowns, turning to Evan so she can ask him about it.

The boys aren’t far behind her, and Barnsey says, sounding vaguely disappointed, ‘No bikini?’

She rolls her eyes and says, ‘No mankini?’

Evan grimaces playfully. ‘Please don’t tempt him. He has one.’

Barnesy winks at Bianca. ‘Next time.’

She scoffs, but asks Evan, ‘What’s over there, on the island? Is it a port?’

‘It’s a Defence base,’ he says. ‘Those are Navy frigates.’

‘Frigate,’ Dan echoes, laughing.

The guys groan at the non-joke, but she’s too concerned with the ships.

‘That’s kind of sinister, isn’t it?’

Evan tilts his head. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘I dunno… War and… stuff.’ She begins moving towards the beach.

‘Where are you going?’ Dan asks her, nose wrinkled.

‘Bad vibes,’ she says, shaking her head.

‘She might catch war if she stays in,’ Barnsey says, and Dan laughs.

Once they’ve been back up to the apartment to rinse off the sand and salt, they get dressed up and go down to the wine bar.

The Pink Poodle is, surprisingly, not pink themed. The main entryway, double glass doors, are always propped open with two pink poodle statues, giving the place its name. Everything else is white or glass. Two walls are taken up with floor to ceiling windows; the main entry is set into one, facing the street and foreshore, while the other faces the interior walkway leading to the lobby for the apartments. The remaining two walls are textured white - one lined with generous booths and the other, by the bar itself. Round topped, white tables with glossy, modern chairs fill the rest of the floor space.

Once the group is inside, waiting at the bar, Barnsey says mournfully, ‘She’s gone!’

‘Who?’ Evan asks.


‘The girl.’ He moans girl like he’s in pain. ‘The one with the hair.’


Evan says cheerfully, ‘That narrows it down.’ He’s forgotten her entirely. ‘Wine everyone?’

They sit at one of the round tables, looking out towards the island, though the sun’s setting behind it now, making it impossible to see any details.

Bianca sips at her merlot and leans into Dan’s shoulder.

She looks up at him and says quietly, ‘I hope we’ll always be like this.’

‘Me too,’ he says, and kisses her forehead before turning to Evan. ‘Are you going up to the Bay this week?’

‘Yeah - tomorrow arvo. Why?’

‘Can I catch a lift with ya?’

‘No worries. You bringing Bi?’

‘Nah - she’s got work.’

Evan raises an eyebrow. ‘You’re taking the week off?’

‘I quit.’

Bianca sits up, looking at him with a frown. ‘You did? Why?’

He looks at her from the corner of his eye. ‘Got jack of it. Boss is an arsehole - expects me to do unpaid overtime and shit. No thanks.’

She’s disappointed and slumps back in her seat. ‘Fuck – we’re gonna lose that place in Henley now.’

He shrugs, looking at half a bunch of women at another table who are all very drunk, laughing and enjoying themselves.

He says, ‘You’ve still got that money your mum sent, haven’t ya?’

Reluctantly, she says, ‘Yeah… but that’s for the business course I was telling you about…’ She trails off as he shakes his head.

He says with great confidence, ‘Don’t worry, princess. We’ll use that money to pay the bond, and I’ll pay you back when I’ve found something else. It never takes me long.’

‘Alright,’ she says reluctantly. She glances at Evan, notices that he’s looking at Dan with his eyes slightly narrowed.

Dan gets up then, saying, ‘Gotta go break the seal.’

When he’s out of earshot, Bi leans forward and says to Evan in an undertone, ‘What’s up?’

He raises his eyebrows as though he’s surprised by the question.

‘Everything’s good.’ He smiles reassuringly and says, ‘Another drink?’

She studies his face for a long moment, not convinced, but there’s nothing but a smile and those soft lines to see there.

‘Yes, please,’ she says, allowing it to pass. She thinks she’s probably just being paranoid, anyway.


Friendship

The suburb of Henley lurks beside the Southern Freeway and is bordered by Langarrin to both the west and south.

Unlike Langarrin, the suburb is firmly lower class.

The oldest houses had been built cheaply near the industrial estate, replete with chimneys to the north, in the thirties - wooden cottages which were never expected to stand for more than a decade. State housing did the rest during the sixties and seventies, throwing up street after street of tiny fibro houses, bringing the suburb’s shabby, low-class flavour to full fruition.

It’s a suburb that attracts bikies, drug addicts and people with nothing much to live for. Some of them pass through - washing out into small country towns on the periphery, searching for something that they’ll probably never find.

Some settle in, scratch out a life that’s unintelligible to people who’ve never experienced it – the unemployed or unskilled labourers and casual workers surviving on minimum wage while smoking and pissing every spare cent up the wall; or scraping by on the dole; forced to buy even the most important things at the local shops with small change while too embarrassed to make eye contact with the cashier.

Some die there in horrifying ways: overdosing on drugs or drinking themselves to death; getting stabbed or beaten in fits of passion or derangement; or having got on the wrong side of the wrong people, turning up as a charred body at the school oval or - perhaps worse - simply disappearing.

No one born and raised in Henley is surprised by these kinds of events - it’s too firmly knit into the fabric of their lives.

For a long time, the suburb was the terminating point of the Southern Freeway, and it still feels like that - the place where rubbish, trashed out cars, and people end up at the end of a long, miserable road.

Gracie watches her mum – Ma, as everyone calls her - for a moment from the kitchen. She thinks of her as Henley in a nutshell.

This morning, as most others, she’s stoned and pissed and it’s only coming up to ten. She’s in the loungeroom, music turned up loud, a bag of goon beside her. Her eyes are half closed and she’s moving her lips as if she’s talking to herself; if she’s singing, she’s out of time.

Gracie knows that Ma’s been like this since long before she was born. This is normal. If anything, it’s a good day - she isn’t shouting or crying.

Ma had grown up with a local drug distributor, Wendy, as her legal guardian after her folks had died. Her Dad had been involved in organised crime and was shot during a drug raid in the mid-sixties – whether by cops, as Ma said, or by a rival gang, as Wendy said, Gracie doesn’t know or much care; and her mum had been a junky, into whatever was going, which had led to her falling – or jumping – from a pedestrian bridge into traffic early in the seventies.

Ma’s always said that’s why she only ever smokes pot herself - gloating about it like she deserves some kind of prize for good behaviour over it or something; but Gracie knows well enough that the alcohol will get her, just like the gear would’ve if she’d gone that way.

She wonders sometimes how Ma coped with being pregnant, and why anyone would’ve got her in that condition in the first place - but then there’s always been plenty of deadbeats around, and she assumes one of them is her dad.

Whoever he is or was, she’d never known him. He’d shot through when she, and her twin sister Lou, had been born. Two babies at once was probably the final straw - although, there was no doubt a lot of straws before that.

Gracie goes out to the front kerb to wait for Jimmy, her best mate.

It’s a sunny day, and quiet except for the sound of traffic on the freeway behind the house.

She doesn’t have to wait long before he’s pulling up in his blue WRX, Rex as everyone calls it. The club beats are so loud, they’re rattling the windows, but he turns the music down as she jumps into the passenger’s seat.

He shakes his head at her cheerfully. ‘I’m glad you dressed up for the occasion. Your best trackies, I hope?’

She smiles, looks him up and down, eyeballing his fluro pink, skin-tight shirt and skinny jeans, and shakes her head.

He smiles and reverses out of the drive.

‘I’ve got good news,’ he says, ‘But I don’t want you getting all heartbroken on me.’

She scoffs. ‘You’re an idiot.’

‘I just know how much you like having me around is all.’

‘You’re posting?’ He nods, and she shrugs a little. ‘Well… Occupational hazard. Where to?’

‘Melbourne. For nine months at least, but it might get extended.’

She doesn’t say anything for a moment as she adjusts to the news. She feels slightly adrift when he goes away, as though somewhere at the back of her mind she thinks he won’t come back. Perhaps it’s true, in a way; the longer postings always bring back a different person. Time passing and all that.

They pull up at Henley’s most popular burger place, Hardy’s, and go in together.

It has a newly renovated feeling to it from a couple of years earlier when they’d unsuccessfully tried to make it a coffeeshop on the side. No one had bought the idea and they’ve gone back to what they do best.

Jimmy knows most of the people there, and waves to them or says g’day, but that’s the same everywhere they go in Henley and Langarrin. Jimmy knows pretty much everyone.

Gracie drinks a vanilla thickshake as he tells her about his plans, at length.

She only half listens, because it’s always the same when he’s posting: ideate how he’ll go about finding a rental; list which of his mates are already posted wherever he’s going; and which gym he’ll sign up to - dwelling on each point with far too many details for someone who doesn’t know half the people he’s talking about and who’ll most likely never go there themself.

She watches his face and thinks about making do without him. Besides Lou, he’s pretty much the only person she’s close to.

During a lull in his monologue, she says, ‘It’s been a while since you were in Melbourne, hasn’t it?’

‘Mm. A few years.’

‘Guess you’re about due to check in with your Melbourne wife then. Meet your latest lovechild.’

He snorts. ‘I guess so. What did we call the last one? Joseph?’

‘Jason, because you said he has a technicolour shirt. He’s a pizza baby.’

‘That’s right.’

He stares out the window pensively for a moment, and she expects something profound from him when he turns back; but he only says, ‘You’ve reminded me of Papa Joe’s. Best pizza I’ve ever eaten.’

She shakes her head, chuckling at herself for expecting anything else. ‘Another pizza baby, coming right up?’

‘Maybe a whole mini-van full,’ he agrees, grinning.

After a while, a couple of girls come in the main door and catch Jimmy’s attention. He thrusts his chin in their direction and says, ‘Who’s that with Jude?’

Gracie looks over her shoulder. He’s talking about a short, dark-haired girl who’s probably somewhere around twenty-five. She’s pretty in an athletic way.

Gracie looks back at Jimmy. ‘That’s Kirsten Artino’s sister, Rosie.’

He purses his lips. ‘She’s good-looking.’

She says dryly, ‘You’d shag anything.’

‘Not anything,’ he says with a chuckle. ‘I wouldn’t touch your sister with a ten-foot pole.’

‘Just as well. She’d shank you if you tried.’

Jimmy manages to catch Jude’s eye and the two girls come over to their table.

‘Hey, Jimmy.’

‘Jude. What’s going on?’

‘Just chillin’.’

‘Nice.’ He looks at Rosie. ‘You’re Kirsten’s sister, aren’t ya?’

She smiles artfully. Gracie can see her sizing him up.

‘Yeah… and you’re Jimmy Song. You used to date Kirsten’s bestie, Jane.’

He leans back, very casually. He’s smirking. ‘I wouldn’t say date. We were friends but.’

The smile on her face becomes less coy. She pushes her dark, curly hair back from her face, smiling.

She’s really flirting now, Gracie thinks, and Jimmy’s eating it up.

Rosie says, ‘You call that being friends, huh? Interesting.’

‘What are you getting at?’

‘Just that I’ve heard of you.’

‘And my bad reputation?’

She giggles. ‘You might say that.’

Jimmy relaxes. Gracie can see he knows, at that moment, that he’s in. It’s written all over his face.

He says, ‘What are you doing tonight? You should come down the Pipes.’

‘I might,’ Rosie says with just a hint of reluctance. ‘I’ll see.’

‘Sweet,’ he says, standing up. ‘C’mon, Gracie. We should get going.’

Gracie frowns, hastily eating the last of her chips before following him out.

Once they’re crossing the carpark, he says, ‘Why are you giving me the stink eye?’

‘Because you’re annoying.’

He raises an eyebrow, waiting for more; but when it doesn’t come, he says, ‘Elaborate?’

She just shakes her head.

In the Rex, they pull out into the roadway again.

He says, ‘You know what your problem is, Gracie? You need to get laid.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘How can you see into my mind so clearly?’

‘It’s a gift,’ he says. ‘You might even call it innate intelligence.’

‘You know I’d never call it that.’

He chuckles. ‘Well, that’s the truth.’

They reach Ma’s and go inside.

The older woman is slumped on the couch, snoring loudly. Gracie shakes her head as they sidle through the mess.

There’s shit everywhere - old, unopened letters and local newspapers still in their plastic wrappers; empty bottles and old takeaway food containers; clothes and linen spilling out of washing baskets. There’s nowhere to put any of it away, so it just gets left wherever Ma dumps it, in a process which has been going on for years.

They walk into Gracie’s room and shut the door on the chaos.

‘Your room still spins me out,’ Jimmy says. ‘Are you sure you don’t have OCD?’

She grunts. ‘If I do, it beats whatever Ma’s got.’

She flips on the TV and they settle onto her bed.

‘Sorry if I pissed you off earlier,’ he says after a while. ‘Guess I was kinda rude.’

She shrugs. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

He nudges her with his shoulder, and she nudges his back.

Later, after he’s gone, Gracie goes into the kitchen to get a drink. The wind catches the door, slamming it shut.

‘Who’s it?’ Ma yells.

‘Gracie.’

‘That’s not the name I gave you!’ she snaps. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘My room.’

‘With that boy again?’

Gracie grimaces - of course she means Jimmy. ‘What boy do you mean?’

‘You know which one,’ she says, voice tense. ‘Him that’s always sniffin’ ‘round.’

Gracie sets her jaw. She can tell the tirade’s coming.

Ma’s voice rises as she carries on. ‘I’ve told you and I’ve told you! Boys only want one thing – to put their dicks in whoever they fuckin’ like before throwin’ us away like old bags.’ She waggles a finger at Gracie. ‘You think they’re like us?’ She snorts bitterly. ‘Women know how to care. Men wouldn’t know a feeling if they fell the fuck over it!’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Gracie mutters.

‘ You’re gonna get trampled on - you’ll see! Used and thrown away.’ She breaks off abruptly and slumps back on the lounge, beginning to sniffle.

Gracie says between gritted teeth, ‘Jimmy’s not Dad, so stop talking like he is. We’re friends - that’s all. I’ve told you that a hundred fuckin’ times.’

Ma snorts. ‘Friends! There’s no such thing. Someone has an agenda. You’ll see!’

‘Righto,’ Gracie says, and leaves the room as Ma starts groping around for the bong.

That night, against her own inclination, Gracie leaves her room to go down to the Pipes. She’s only going so she can get away from Ma and her ranting. The Jimmy ‘conversation’ has really triggered something in her, bumping her ranting up to a whole new level.

As Gracie’s leaving the house, Ma’s yelling something about race traitors. She has no idea what she’s on about, and she sure as shit isn’t going to waste time trying to figure it out, either.

The Pipes is a place beside the freeway, between Henley and Langarrin, where half a dozen large drainage pipes had been abandoned when the freeway had been extended. The built up hard shoulder of the road and thick stands of banksia trees threaded through with grass trees and the occasional eucalypt conceal the area entirely from the traffic above.

Against the cold sea-breeze - and illegally, since it’s summer - there’s a fire going in a forty-four gallon drum. Classic rock is playing from someone’s car.

Groups of people are gathered here and there, chatting and drinking. Gracie spots Lou standing with a couple of guys they’ve known since school. She looks bored.

She thinks of Lou as the pretty twin. She has eye-catching platinum blonde hair and she always dresses to impress. Her make up is always perfect, applied with skills it had taken her years to perfect.

She works as a barmaid, stripper and skimpy - choices that Gracie simply doesn’t understand. Despite being twins, they don’t have any of that telepathy people like to bang on about. They’ve never finished each other’s sentences in their lives.

Lou has a certain hardness about her, her demeanour suggesting she’ll as soon punch someone in the face as talk to them - unless she has reason to charm them, of course.

Gracie remembers her before she built that barrier. She’d been just as sweet and innocent as the other kids until she quit school to go live with her boyfriend, a guy named Aiden Hill, when she was fifteen. He’d been thirty at the time, but almost no-one had cared about the inappropriateness of it. Ma had barely noticed she was gone. Gracie, though, had been worried sick.

Everyone knew what Aiden was, even back then - an angry, violent criminal who’d been charged with battery multiple times, though he’d always managed to slip out of doing time.

While he and Lou were together, he’d been cruel and dismissive, but so far as Gracie knew, there hadn’t been any physical violence; though thinking about it now, she’s not sure Lou would tell if there had.

The relationship had done something to Lou’s perspective on men and relationships. Since she’d moved back in at Ma’s at eighteen, she’s never had a boyfriend. One-night stands and casual relationships aplenty, but never anything more than that. It’s given her a reputation that’s even worse than Jimmy’s.

Gracie had made the mistake of telling her she should keep it in her pants when she first heard the talk, and Lou had glared at her.

‘If men can fuck whoever they want without it meaning anything, then why shouldn’t I?’

Gracie had shaken her head. ‘It doesn’t work like that and you know it.’

Lou had closed the conversation, never to be opened again, by saying curtly, ‘Well - maybe it fuckin’ should.’

Gracie looks away from her sister with a sigh.

She doesn’t judge Lou. She’s no better - just different.

She makes her own money by dealing. Wendy had set her on the path when she’d been sixteen. Since almost everyone she knew back then was a pot-head, it’d been easy money.


The harder drugs, and consequent moral questioning, had come later. She’s resolved that as much as she can resolve it, but the discomfort has never entirely gone.


In any case, she never touches anything herself, except an occasional drink. Ma’s example has always kept her away from that path.

In the beginning, she’d thought she’d sell until she’d saved enough to get out of the dead-end suburb and her own life there; but despite many moments of determination, she’s never successfully walked away.

She’s still exactly where she had always been: In Henley, living at Ma’s, selling drugs to the same people - week in, week out.

She humphs to herself. Moving away would be pointless anyway- she’ll inevitably end up in the same scenario, just with a different setting. It’s not like she can do anything else for a crust - she never even finished high school.

She spots Jimmy leaning against a ute, tuning Rosie.

He waves in this way he has - half a greeting and half a sign to not interrupt.

Gracie waves back then gets to work.

In the early hours of the morning, Gracie’s conducting some business with one of her stoner regulars, Beno.

He offers her a toke, and she shakes her head.

He says, ‘You need to relax. The stress’ll kill ya.’

Gracie snorts. ‘I’m alright, mate. Anyway, we all gotta die of something.’

As she turns away, he says, ‘Chill out, chick. Life’s amazing!’

Lou’s waiting for her, and says, ‘What’s that about?’

‘Nothing. Beno’s stoned.’

‘When’s he not?’ Lou gestures towards Jimmy. ‘I see your friend’s busy.’

Gracie says dryly, ‘When’s he not?’

‘Legit question.’ She looks thoughtful for a moment, then says, ‘I always thought you two’d get it together one day, y’know.’

Gracie scoffs dismissively.

Lou tilts her head at her. ‘Can’t see why not? You’ve been joined at the hip since primary school.’

‘When he’s not balls deep in some other chick, you mean?’

She laughs. ‘Good point. What a whore.’

‘And he’s about as bothered about that as some other people I can think of. Seems hell bent on getting in Rosie’s pants, though.’

They’re quiet for a minute as Lou looks at Jimmy speculatively, then turns away.

‘Fuck this. I’m going home. You coming?’

‘Yeah, I guess so. I hope Ma’s calmed down, though.’

‘She’s kicked off?’

Gracie rolls her eyes. ‘Yep. Unbearable.’

As they walk away from the Pipes, up towards the hard shoulder, Lou says pensively, ‘You know, I’ve never been that into one dude; but if I was, I’d hunt that fucker down. I’d be relentless.’

Gracie snorts. ‘That doesn’t surprise me.’

Reaching the edge of the freeway, the road stretches away beneath orange street lights. It’s deserted, or nearly so, only an occasional car passing disturbs the night.

They walk along the rumble strip for a short way before Lou says, ‘Do you remember the car crash?’

Gracie says, ‘Of course.’ She wishes she couldn’t though.

It’s a hot and humid afternoon in the house backing onto the freeway.

The back boundary of the back yard - a limestone retaining wall - drops down by a metre and a half into a strip of banksia bushland, thick with grass trees which runs along the side of the freeway.

They’re inside when it happens: a sound that can’t be described a vibration which rattles the whole house.

Ma thinks it’s an earthquake and starts screaming.

Lou and Gracie, fourteen years old, run out to the back yard,

hang over the retaining wall to see what’s going on.

A car’s run off the road and hit the retaining wall.

God only knows how the driver dodged all the trees between the freeway and the wall.

He’s sobbing uncontrollably, unseen inside. He’s trapped behind the wheel and has to be cut out by emergency services later.

The passenger, a woman, is hanging out of the door at an inexplicable angle. All Gracie can see of her is a very white face with wide staring eyes and white clothing spattered red.

Sometimes Gracie dreams about the crash. In it, the woman’s clothes and the car are sometimes white, sometimes red. She’s no longer sure which colour they really were or why it matters to her.

Lou says quietly, ‘I think about it when one of the boys is driving me somewhere. I know it’s weird, but I feel like I’m fated to be that woman one day. Like seeing it so close, it’s now my destiny.’

Gracie sighs, but says nothing.

‘It’s not like we have a choice,’ Lou continues after a moment, ‘But I don’t want to go that way. It’s so… powerless.’

‘How then?’

She shakes her head. ‘Just not like that.’


Jimmy comes round to Ma’s the next morning. He’s got Rosie’s number, but nothing more, as he phrases it.


‘She’s a nice girl,’ he adds with a smile to himself.

Gracie sighs, but offers no thoughts. She looks out over the freeway from where they’re sitting at the bottom of the garden. She had the dream about the crash again the night before. Uneasiness is wedged in her chest like a brick.

She shifts her posture, like that might shake it loose.

Jimmy says, ‘My travel’s booked. Off on a big ol’ jet plane.’

‘Mm? When?

‘Tuesday next week, seven p.m.’

‘Packed?’

‘Getting there.’ He looks at her a moment before saying with concern, ‘You’re in a mood. What’s wrong?’

‘I’m just tired.’

‘Has Ma been calling me a dirty dog again?’

‘No…’ Then she musters a small smile. ‘Well, yes - but that’s got nothing to do with it.’

Jimmy grins. ‘Ma loves me - almost as much as Lou.’

‘Do you care?’

‘Only if they give you a hard time about it.’

She snorts.

‘Are you going to miss me?’ he says, ‘Is that why you’re upset?’


‘Of course I’ll miss you, but – and I know this will surprise you - not everything is about you.’


Jimmy studies her face a moment, then nods to himself as he sighs. ‘It’s inconvenient timing, this posting.’


‘Aren’t they always? But I’m sure Rosie will wait for you, since she’s such a nice girl and all.’


Jimmy gives her a look. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous.’

Gracie laughs, genuinely amused. ‘Get over yourself!  You’re my annoying brother-from-another-mother. You know that.’

He grins. ‘Yeah, I know.’ Then he sobers, saying half to himself, ‘Don’t worry - I’ll be back in no time at all.’


Go Up

The engine is loud in the night as the new ute tears along the bitumen - windows down, music far too loud.

Evan’s driving. He's wearing a black beanie that emphasises the soft lines of his face, though his expression has a tension in it, eyes gleaming in the glow of the dashboard.

Dan’s in the passenger’s seat, howling something out the window into the swift rushing air - singing perhaps, or just making noise, Bianca can't tell.

She looks at him from her peripherals, not wanting to draw his attention. He’s the only one drinking.

She’s perched between them on the padded console lid. Her arse is numb and her hip is aching an unholy amount. She’s sober as a judge and straight as a poker, though she half wishes she wasn’t - for the sake of the pain, if nothing else.

Evan slows, turning off the bitumen onto a gravel road.

'Where are we going?' she yells at him, against the music.

He frowns in annoyance. ‘I know this place like the back of my hand.’

‘I wasn’t suggesting you don’t, but - ’

He suddenly slams on the brakes, snaking the vehicle to a stop and cuts the engine. The song roars on.

Dan yells blurrily, ‘What’re we doin’?

‘Black boy,’ Evan shouts. ‘Have you ever seen one of these fuckers go up?’

He opens his door, which cuts the music – blessed relief.


‘What do you mean, go up?’


Dan and Evan get out, walking towards a grass tree which is snared in the headlights.

Bi scrambles after them, the handbrake hooking her clothing. She cusses lightly as she untangles herself.

Outside is crystalline cold. The sky’s clear of cloud and thick with stars. The air smells of the forest – like petrichor, but richer, fresher.

She rubs her hands together, blows steam into them.

Dan's singing to himself tunelessly as he stumbles into a drainage ditch beside the road. He spills some of the whiskey he’s been swigging all night in the process, swears, then scrambles out again.

The crackle and bright flare of a flame sweeping upwards through the grass tree momentarily dispels the darkness, startling her.

Dan stares, mouth open. ‘Look at it go!’

The flame consumes the dead layers of leaves in a single, fantastical flare, burning low almost immediately.

‘I told you they go up,' Evan says absently, catching Bianca’s eye for the briefest instant in the last glow of firelight.

'Let’s do another one,’ Dan says.

Evan’s already ambling back to the ute, Bianca following.

‘Alright,' he says.

She has to get back into the ute before Dan, and he slaps her arse as she does it.

She shoots him daggers. ‘Must you?’

He giggles, swigs again from the bottle before getting in.

Evan is already in the driver’s seat and she looks at him with what she imagines is long suffering.

He looks back, face carefully neutral, and starts the engine without comment.

They reach an isolated farmhouse at some early hour of the morning. Evan and Dan light a bonfire outside, and the three of them sit on milk crates around it. Bi puts hers as far away from Dan’s as she can without being too obvious, and takes up a stick, jabbing it into the heart of the fire.

She’s not tired bodily - she’s too angry for that - but she’s very tired of Dan.

She’d encouraged him to contact Evan earlier in the week in hopes that they’d go away for the weekend together, giving her a little peace; but for some reason which Dan’s refused to tell her, he’d abducted her instead.

She jabs aggressively at the embers.

She should’ve mistrusted his offer to drop her at work - but how could she have foreseen that he’d just head out of the city, giggling at how mad she was, as if it’s the funniest thing he’s ever done?

On top of that, she’d had to endure the indignity of getting fired over the phone while Dan smirked at her from the driver’s seat. She could hardly tell her boss that she’d been kidnapped while he was right there.

As if they’d believe that, anyway.

He’d driven them to a nothing town beside the Northern Highway, the green and white town sign telling her it was called Windamulla.


They’d parked outside a run-down servo, where she’d demanded - for at least the twentieth time - to know why they were there - why she was there.


He’d been entirely casual about it - unruffled. It was just another Saturday to him, apparently.

‘Evan’s coming to pick us up. He’s taking us out bush.’

She’d snapped, ‘Why the fuck do I have to be here for that?’


He’d looked at her, something tight and hateful around his mouth. ‘Because you were invited.’


‘Hey, Bi,’ Dan slurs, snapping her out of her thoughts. ‘Tell us ya number.’

She doesn’t dignify him with a response. She doesn’t even acknowledge that he’s talking.

‘Come on,’ he goads. ‘What is it? One hundred? Two?’

She goes on jabbing with the stick.


‘Don’t tell me it’s three.’


Evan says quietly, ‘Shut up, Dan. You’re bein’ an arsehole.’

Dan laughs.

Bianca throws the stick into the flames. Ignoring Dan, she asks Evan, ‘Am I right to use the loo inside?’

He’s studying her face. ‘Go for it. No one lives here. We’ll stay tonight.’

She uses the toilet, and afterwards, flops onto a three seater, burnt orange couch in the living area - one of a pair, facing each other. There’s little else in the room, save a small bureau and a fireplace with a potbelly stove in it.

She curls up inside her coat.

Her hip’s hurting. A bad bruise - caused by landing with her full weight onto the floorboards at home - makes it difficult for her to sleep on her preferred side. She tries to ignore that, too.

A while later, Evan comes in with a bunch of twigs under one arm, shutting the door quietly behind himself.

He nods to her as he crosses to the fireplace and, kneeling in front of it, begins setting the fire.

‘Dan’s passed out,’ he says quietly as he lights the kindling, and begins to feed larger sticks into the first licks of flame.

She mutters, ‘Good.’

‘Are you sulking? You know he’s only joking.’

She says flatly, ‘Is he? Funny how no one’s fuckin’ laughing.’

He glances at her. The growing fire lights reveals a slight frown between his brows.

What is that in his eyes?

He says, ‘Well. Tell him to stop it, then. No point pouting about it.’


If only he knew. If only she could explain.


She closes her eyes, listening to the crackling of the fire and Evan humming under his breath.

She considers telling him the truth, but she knows nothing more about him now than she did the day they met. She always seeks him out when they’re in the same place because she likes him, which is more than she can say for so many of the people that circle around him, but that doesn’t mean she trusts him.

She opens her eyes again.

He’s sitting on the opposite couch, looking into the fire pensively.

‘Who are you?’ she asks.

He glances at her, eyebrow raised, then back at the fire.

‘I’m just a guy. There’s nothing more to know than you do already.’

She sits up, wincing, and puts her jacket back on. The room is warming up.

‘Well – what do you want to do? With your life?’

He says matter-of-factly, ‘I’ll be settling down shortly, becoming everything I’m expected to be.’

‘A fisherman?’

He chuckles, looking at her with bright eyes. ‘Yeah - a fisherman.’

She hums to herself. ‘I can see the appeal, I guess. Being out on the ocean. It must be peaceful.’

‘Sure.’

‘Will you be happy?’


He snorts. ‘What kind of question is that? Will you? Married to Dan with half a dozen babies?’
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