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About the Book


‘It was the day after Boxing Day when the fisherman found the body. The sun had barely surfaced over the ocean horizon. The crisp sand, littered with marine debris, gleamed in the day's freshness . . . The fisherman's were the only footprints on the beach.’


Deep in a national park on the east coast of Tasmania, the Bay of Fires is an idyllic holiday community; people come from far and wide every summer to experience its tranquillity. There are no more than a dozen shacks, and a handful of tents pitched beside the lagoon – and secrets are hard to keep; the intimacy of other people’s lives is their nourishment.


The fact that Sarah Avery has returned with her family – having left her boyfriend and her job – is cause for gossip in itself. Then, the polka-dot-bikini-clad body of a young girl is found washed up on the beach, only a year after another teenage girl went missing from the same area. Journalist Hall Flynn is sent to the coast to investigate, and all too quickly the close-knit community turns in on itself. As he uncovers long-buried secrets, the delicate balance of their fragile lives is threatened. . .


Full of atmosphere and rich with visual imagery, BAY OF FIRES is a startling debut novel about isolation, human cruelty and kindness, and the need for love.




About the Author


Poppy Gee was born in Launceston, Tasmania, in 1977. She spends every summer with her family at their shack in the Bay of Fires. This novel was written as part of a Masters in Creative Writing, at the University of Queensland, which Poppy completed in 2011. This is Poppy’s first published fiction. She has worked as a journalist, editor and book reviewer and currently teaches journalism and creative writing. Poppy lives in Queensland, Australia, with her husband and two beautiful children. She has nearly completed her next novel, another literary thriller set in the Tasmanian ski village Ben Lomond.



For William, Scarlett, and Miles.
And for Mum, Dad, Lucy, Sophie, and Steven.


Preface

The storm broke the night before the body of the second missing woman was found. She was face-down in the sand halfway along the longest beach in the Bay of Fires. Red polka-dot bikini bottoms were tangled below the woman’s hips. Sand maggots fed on her back wounds. Seaweed twisted through her hair, which was the only part of her that still looked human. She was swollen from days of floating in salt water before the sea finally spat her out on the high-tide line.

It was the day after Boxing Day when the fisherman discovered the body. He was wandering along the shoreline, taking pleasure in the heavy silence of dawn and the strangeness of the beach, newly carved by wind and rain. The sun had barely surfaced over the ocean horizon. The crisp sand, littered with marine debris, gleamed in the day’s freshness. Beneath a shapeless mountain of green eucalypts, the lagoon shimmered in purple darkness. It was full. Soon the Chain of Lagoons would overflow, pouring through the grassy dune and gutting the beach to meet the ocean. A sharp undertow sucked on a steep wall of wet quicksand, making it dangerous for swimming. This part of the seashore was visited only by fishermen, surfers, and the occasional shell collector.

The fisherman’s were the only footprints on the beach.


Chapter 1

Six beer caps filled the pocket of Sarah Avery’s cutoff jeans. She checked her watch; Christmas lunch was over, but the afternoon was hours from ending. Lame jokes printed on slips of paper found inside Christmas crackers and long-winded stories that she had heard before became louder. It was time to get out of here. Sarah crumpled the paper crown she was wearing into a tight ball and flicked it under the table. She muttered something about checking fishing conditions. No one noticed her grab the bottle of Bundaberg rum, her gift to herself, from the top of the gas fridge. No one tried to follow as she left the family holiday shack, and that satisfied her. The thought of being alone on the rocks with her father or his mate Don was excruciating. From the outdoor cold box she took a six-pack of beer and a liter of Coke and shoved them into her Esky fishing cooler.

She did not relax until she was steering the car, in a pleasant alcohol-infused idle, along the gravel road. At the wharf she parked behind the boatshed. Low greasy cloud sweated over the ocean horizon. Close to the shore the sea was choppy. She could leave the car here and walk back to the shack if she wanted to. On the backseat was the wicker picnic basket her sister had given her for Christmas. What a stupid gift, she had thought, as she thanked Erica that morning. Now she realized it was handy. She took one of the cups and poured herself a rum and Coke.

Runabout dinghies, partly filled with rainwater and seaweed, bobbed tightly on their cable wire restraint. Some had not been taken out to sea in years. They remained here, tied so severely they were barely able to float. Perhaps she should come down with a box of salt and pour it into the point where the cable was drilled into the rock. Better off being a shipwreck than like this.

Halfway through her drink, a muscular guy wearing his cap back-to-front emerged out of the scraggly casuarina trees. He trod carelessly on the native pigface, a purple-flowered succulent vine that protected the dune from the wind. She watched him skim stones across the little harbor and smoke a cigarette. He tossed the butt into the sea. Sam Shelley – all grown up. The last time she had seen him, maybe seven years ago, he had played Chinese checkers against her and Erica. He had cried when he lost. To cheer him up, Sarah had taken him fishing at the jetty and helped him reel in a beautiful leatherjacket.

He said he remembered her and sat in the passenger seat, fiddling with the stereo, adjusting the mirror, storing his cigarettes in the rental car’s empty glove box. Several soft hairs that his razor had missed grew from his cheek.

Sarah didn’t offer him the first beer; he asked. That point would seem important to her when she recalled the evening later.

On Boxing Day the beach shacks huddled under one endless cloud of cold moisture. Sarah sat alone, watching the heaving sea through the window. It was perfect weather for reading, and there was a fly-fishing article in an old Reader’s Digest Sarah wanted to have a look at. Unfortunately, Sarah’s parents invited their best friends, Pamela and Don, over for a game of Celebrity Head. They had played some kind of game every afternoon in the week since Sarah had arrived, while summer rain blew sideways from a chilled gray sky. Her sister, Erica, said Sarah had brought the rain with her. Indifferently she agreed and took another large mouthful of beer. Noisy rain popping into bowls and saucepans strategically arranged under the leaking roof forced everyone to raise their voices as they drank Ninth Island champagne from glasses marked with individual charms. For the fun of it Erica had attached a charm to Sarah’s stubby. It was a single stiletto.

No one noticed Sarah’s sadness; they barely noticed as she stood up to light the gas lanterns. She had told them that boredom had been her reason for quitting her job at Eumundi Barramundi Farm. Man troubles, too, she had added, when Erica pressed her. They all assumed Sarah had been rejected. Fair enough, Sarah didn’t blame them; it was a safe assumption about a plain woman like her. It was easier for them to digest than the truth. Sick, perverted, mental; those were the names Jake had shouted across the wet asphalt that night. Her family didn’t need to know that. One by one she held a matchstick beside the soft wicks, filling the shack with milky light. Conversation drifted around her like a familiar, itching blanket.

Sarah had a sour feeling of déjà vu; they were talking about the same things they had talked about for as long as she could remember. Jane Taylor, the angry woman who ran the guesthouse, had let her dogs run unleashed on the beach and one of them had chased a child. That was irresponsible, Sarah’s mother, Felicity, said; Pamela agreed wholeheartedly.

Deep in the national park on the east coast of Tasmania, the Bay of Fires was a holiday community. People drove for hours from Launceston or Devonport every summer to open up their shacks or rent one of the humble fishermen’s cottages or pitch a tent in the camping ground beside the lagoon. Two people lived here year-round, Jane Taylor and Roger Coker, who kept to himself in his green cottage. There were no more than a dozen shacks, no room for more than a dozen tents at the campsite. Even now at Christmas, the busiest time of the year, the beach remained quiet enough to suit Sarah. Everyone said the Bay was crowded, but it was nothing compared to a tourist-packed Queensland beach in January.

Beer bubbled up the back of Sarah’s throat and into her nose. She swallowed and concentrated on the conversation. Simone Shelley had bought a new wave ski and had offered John and Don a lesson. Felicity, or Flip as everyone called her, and Pamela decided that was half funny, half pathetic. Simone was flirtatious, but that didn’t bother Flip and Pamela, so they said; it was more that she wasn’t warm, she wasn’t comfortable around women. Pamela ran the corner store and was pleased to share local news. She said the campers were drinking a lot more than in previous years; she could tell by how much ice they bought from her. She could tell other things, too, such as why certain people couldn’t lose weight, judging by what they bought from her store. It didn’t seem to occur to anyone that an apple or a banana in Pamela and Don’s store cost three times the price of a bag of potato chips. The campers presumably brought their own fruit and vegetables from Launceston.

The only customers who could afford Pamela’s fruit were the relatively well-off people who owned holiday shacks – professional people, doctors, teachers, business owners. Flip and Pamela were pharmacists. Flip owned a pharmacy in town, but Pamela had never used her degree. Instead, Pamela and her husband, Don, had worked in real estate and done so well they were semi-retired now. They ran the local shop in summer and then closed it and retreated to Queensland for the winter. Pamela and Flip had been best friends since studying pharmacy together. Sarah assumed they had been equally annoying back then: Pamela had been crowned Miss Pharmacy, Flip first runner-up. It was a story they still liked to tell – and with no embarrassment.

‘Sarah’s turn.’ Erica wrote on a piece of paper and passed it to Sarah. Sarah licked the back of the paper and stuck it to her forehead.

‘Am I a woman?’

‘Yes.’ A circle of grinning faces surrounded her.

‘Am I married?’

‘No.’

‘Am I alive?’

‘No.’

Sarah couldn’t think of another question. She didn’t care. The celebrity head was probably some pop star she had never heard of.

‘Give me a clue.’

‘You’re an elderly virgin.’ Erica’s laugh was a hoot.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s not you!’

‘Erica. Let her work it out.’

Sarah ripped the paper off her forehead. Everyone groaned. She was Queen Elizabeth I.

‘Good one.’ She tipped her head back and poured the warm flat froth at the bottom of her stubby down her throat.

Outside, pink light was visible through cracks in the darkening sky. Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight. Although it was raining now, tomorrow would be clear. She would still leave. The week had dragged on long enough. The weather didn’t bother her. In fact she preferred it; bad weather brought schools of salmon close to the beach and kept the tea tree-stained lagoon pleasantly childless. It was the Bay of Fires that she remembered from her childhood, when all the shacks were tiny Fibro fishing cottages and there was never a queue at the boat ramp.

Erica cupped her hand around another slip of paper as she wrote.

‘One for you, Pam.’

Pamela stuck it on her forehead.

‘Am I a woman?’

Flip and Erica shouted yes.

‘Am I a bitch?’

‘Yes!’

‘Am I Simone Shelley?’

Raucous laughter drowned the rain. It woke Henry, who poked his head up and barked. Sarah couldn’t feign a laugh. It had been a mistake coming here. After living and working for seventeen months in the cheerful nosiness of Eumundi, Tasmania’s isolation had appealed. Ninety kilometers down a gravel road to coastal wilderness. No electricity, no telephones, no television. Bay of Fires: summer population, seventy; winter population, two. But the isolation was not as reassuring as she had imagined. A week, a month here, nothing to talk about but Simone Shelley’s alleged flirtations, untrained dogs, and fat people. Before long they would want more details about Sarah. It was the intimate details of other people’s lives that nourished them. So far, Sarah had listed bare facts: she had quit her job and broken up with Jake.

She didn’t know that she could keep her secret hidden. Kindness would be enough to shatter her fragile shell. The problems that had forced her self-imposed exile from her life up north would provide her mother and Pamela hours of intense discussion. Worse would be their disgust if they found out that she had messed around with Sam Shelley, Simone’s seventeen-year-old son. If she was honest, she hadn’t given his age a thought. And on Christmas Day, no less. It was so bad it was almost funny. But she had not drunk enough to laugh.

Sarah looked around the room at her family and their friends. If they turned on her, she could handle herself in an argument. But to be the focus of their concern would be unbearable. Sarah twisted the top off another bottle of beer.

Sarah went to bed too early and woke in the dark, with nothing to do but wait for day, prey to a contorted parade of raw memories. She tried to control her thoughts by focusing on work. On the barramundi farm there was order, systems, programs that required finite concentration. Before she quit she had been improving staff training. She’d taught them to diagnose diseases that the caged fish suffered. Each ailment had specific symptoms: gill disease, skin lesions, sores, viruses similar to those humans could contract. Lying in bed, Sarah visualized each symptom. Some were psychological, and she concentrated on recalling each troubling behavior, such as fish swimming unusually, or sitting at the bottom of the tank, or floating on the top, gasping for air.

Some of the blokes on her staff never got it. Glorified tank cleaners. Not that she’d ever say that to their faces; she had encouraged them to take pride in their work. But still, how many times did she need to remind them to be alert to the reactions of the fish every time they brought in new water or new breeding stock? Old anger temporarily contained her shame. She focused on her breathing, counting each breath, releasing it slowly. Maybe she was the problem. She had high expectations of people and got frustrated when her expectations weren’t met. But so what? If they didn’t like it, she could handle that. She only wanted them to reach their potential. Some of them had never had a chance; one older bloke had spent so much time moving in and out of prison, he had never had a proper job until Sarah made him full-time. No doubt some of the Eumundi Barramundi staff were glad she had quit. She could see them standing around the Pineapple Hotel pool table, laughing about her over Friday afternoon beers.

People were more of a challenge in land fish farming, as opposed to ocean fish farming. Storms and sudden shifts in currents, hot autumns and freezing springs, pollution; there were many unpredictable elements in ocean fish farming. The thing is, you expected these to occur. On a land farm, you were supposed to have total control of the environment.

Quiet and dark, that was how barramundi liked it. It was her job to make the environment as friendly as possible for the fish. Healthy fish lived a peaceful life, rippled currents on the surface of the tank their trademark. She imagined herself submerged near the bottom, slippery skins slicking past her, flipping somersaults in the cool darkness. On the tank floor, the sun would belong to another world. Oxygenized water bubbled upward to the top. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to be absorbed into the undulating swirl of four tonnes of barramundi. The distraction worked for a while until the madness crept in, her thoughts more frightening than any bad dream.

As soon as light appeared at the sliver where the mold-stained Ken Done curtains did not join up, she slid out of bed and hung a towel around her neck. She closed the shack door on Mum’s and Dad’s and Erica’s sleep noises, escaping before the cups of tea and conversations that would follow her from the solitude of the couch to the wooden chair under the old beach umbrella on the front veranda.

Dad had mowed the track to the beach. It was reassuringly wide, but Sarah set each foot down with a deliberate thump and hummed to warn the poisonous black snakes that thrived in the area that she was coming. It was a childhood habit and she was barely conscious of it. Dad had done a good job of mowing the track, especially for someone who was not used to doing it. Sarah’s parents had a gardener who came weekly. When Sarah had lived at her parents’ home in Launceston, it seemed her dad had never had time to do anything more than tend his herb and flower gardens, his time stretched between his job as a lecturer in history at the university and his research on Tasmanian tin mining in the nineteenth century. Her father still made Sarah lists of handyman-type jobs to do whenever she came home.

Erica had mentioned that she had the same gardener tending the lawn at her place, which was a smaller version of the family’s red brick and red tile roof Federation-style home. Erica worked as a flight attendant, her boyfriend, Steve, as a pilot, and they said they didn’t have time to do it themselves. Sarah wondered what other aspects of their parents’ lives Erica and Steve would eventually emulate. She could see Erica educating her children at one of Launceston’s private schools and spending the next decade watching rowing regattas, netball matches, and ballet recitals in lieu of a social life, as their parents had done. It was not the life Sarah desired and had been one of the reasons why she had moved away from Launceston as soon as she finished university.

At the bottom of the track she kicked off her sneakers and leapt across the smooth granite rocks and onto the chilled sand. The storm had cleared and the beach was empty, a slender pale arm curling between spiky yellow sea grass and the ocean under a scrubbed-clean blue sky. Curly brown seaweed and twists of orange string, driftwood and fishing line, broken shells, globs of smashed jellyfish, and bits of plastic littered the beach beneath the shacks. The sea was too rough for swimming. The usually clear green water churned sand. Clumps of dirty yellow froth like beer scum stained the beach. If Erica were here, she would crinkle her nose and say it smelled like raw sewage, but Sarah liked the salty, fishy smell that remained after the storms, that pungent aroma of decomposing seaweed. It was good for fishing.

Twenty minutes’ walk down the beach, the dune flattened around a purple lagoon. Sarah tossed her towel on the sand and waded into the swimming hole without fuss. Smashed sticks, gum leaves, and other debris flushed from the gullies floated on the surface. She scooped water over the goose bumps on her thighs, wetting her sagging nylon one-piece, splashing her shoulders and face, smoothing her unbrushed hair back into its ponytail. The sun rose slowly in Tasmania and a chill breeze rippled the water. A school of tiny silver baitfish darted toward her, then away. She took a breath and dived. Underneath, she opened her eyes. The water was so cold it felt like her eyeballs had frozen.

The storm had created a new deep pool at one end of the lagoon, conveniently near a good jumping rock. She swam toward it. The distant sound of breaking waves was accompanied by the high screech of seagulls and the gentle lap as Sarah sidestroked through the water. For a moment she forgot everything. The lagoon was wrapped in quietness now, though before long it would be as noisy as a public swimming pool. Sarah had mentioned this to Erica last night and her sister had agreed, cheerfully, as though this was a good thing about the lagoon. Sarah couldn’t stand it. The men in new Christmas board shorts following kids flapping on blow-up fluorescent-colored toys; mums yelling instructions; old women keeping their hair dry breaststroking up and down; and that awful blind friendliness of people who think they know you and want to ask stupid questions when all you want to do is press your shivering body flat against a hot rock and close your eyes.

When she got out she was cold. Wrapping the towel around her shoulders she walked along the beach, away from the shacks. The sand was warm under her icy feet. A man was coming toward her. As she got closer she realized it was Roger Coker. He swung his fishing bucket with his good hand, his rod wedged tightly under the other arm. She couldn’t remember the last time she had spoken to him; it had been years since she had spent more than a weekend here. Roger was an awkward man, and she had always made a point of being friendly to him, conscious that it took him a certain amount of effort to initiate a conversation. Sarah curled her lips into a parched smile.

‘There is a girl. Down half a mile. Dead.’ He blinked and looked out to sea.

‘What are you talking about?’ Sarah resisted the urge to take a step backward; Roger was standing too close to her.

‘Smells bad, worse than rotten squid.’

‘A dead person?’

‘Murdered.’ His breath smelled like sour milk.

‘On the beach?’

‘Stabbed.’

His long white finger pointed to the unprotected end of the beach. With the rough swell that lingered after the storm, the only other person who might walk that far would be a shell collector. But there was no one else wandering along the tideline picking up polished creamy cowrie shells, Chinaman’s fingernails, or the flat shells with a hole perfect for threading fishing line through. Apart from Roger, Sarah was alone on the beach.

‘The Shelleys’ is the closest phone,’ Sarah said.

‘No. No. I’ll use the phone box at the shop.’ Roger’s gumboots dragged through the sand toward the shacks.

Sarah watched him for a moment, then followed his boot prints back along the shoreline. In the morning sun her shadow was long, a thin black ribbon that moved one step ahead of her toward the dead woman.

The smell hit her first; rotting flesh, as foul as road kill festering in the sun. Her stomach heaved but she didn’t slow her pace. From a distance the body looked like a seal, curled and dark on the sand, the outgoing tide lapping her legs. Up close the blackened and bloated body was swollen around bikini bottoms. Her top half was naked.

A crab crawled out of the raw tissue. The stench was unbearable, but Sarah couldn’t turn away. Covering her nose and mouth, she walked around the body. Roger’s footprints formed a circle in the sand; none came close.

Sarah wasn’t squeamish. Crouching down, she rolled the dead woman over. Her head was floppy like one of the dead fairy penguins tossed onto the beach by winter seas. Her empty eye sockets stared at the new sky. Sarah registered the polka-dot pattern of the bikini bottoms and reeled backward, her hands clawing at the sand as she scrambled away. Adrenaline shot through her system, at once sickening and strangely pleasing. She had not expected to recognize the corpse.

She sprinted toward the shacks, ignoring the splintering sensations in her ankle tendons as she pounded across the hard sand.


Chapter 2

Ocean swell muffled the police car’s engine. The windows rattled and the chimney pipe swayed and tapped against the tin roof as two policemen came up the ramp. Erica tied a sarong around her waist. Sarah sat on the banana lounge and inspected her hands. Every nail had broken unevenly. Two nails were split up the center, ruined from repairing filter systems and replacing gutters. What could she tell the cops? She had been anticipating their arrival, had silently rehearsed what she would say; now they were here, her thoughts were beyond her control.

They took her statement while she sat there in her Speedos and a T-shirt that said The Liver Is Evil and Must Be Punished.

‘I saw her in the guesthouse. I might have said hi.’ Sarah didn’t elaborate on the conversation she had had with the Swiss woman. ‘I took Jane Taylor, the guesthouse owner, some mullet a few days ago. Can’t remember when exactly.’

She wasn’t lying. What passed between her and the pretty backpacker was nothing. It wouldn’t interest the police. Thinking about it made Sarah’s stomach churn sluggishly. The younger, gravel-voiced policeman demanded to know why she had tampered with the crime scene.

‘The danger is you destroyed evidence.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.’ Sarah tried to read his face but it was inscrutable, his pen poised over his pad as though he expected some kind of confession. ‘She’s been soaking in the ocean for God knows how long. You won’t get the killer’s DNA.’

The older policeman stood with the sun behind him so that a shadow fell across her body. He had his hands deep in his pockets and his hips thrust forward. She wasn’t intimidated. Sarah had been the only woman on the barramundi farm. She had been in charge of eleven men: hard-living, hardworking blokes who didn’t hold back. She had been one of two women in her year studying aquaculture. At Hash House Harriers running club she was the only woman. She could hold her own from the ponds to the pub and anywhere else it counted.

‘I am sorry I touched her.’

‘It’s all right.’

Sarah reached for a glass of water beside the banana lounge. She rolled the water around inside her mouth. It was warm and had a faint taste from the tank. They were correct; she shouldn’t have touched the body.

‘I felt sorry for her.’

If she started describing the twisted bikini, the legs splayed revealing unkempt pubic hair, the crawling lice, or the sand caked in her fingernails, there was a chance she would cry. If she started crying, there was a chance she would not be able to stop.

‘What do you think happened to her?’ Sarah asked.

‘Too early to say. The forensics personnel will take the body to Hobart, and the postmortem will take place in a week or so. We’ll get the toxicology reports first. The cause of death always takes longer. Of course, we can’t release the findings until the family is located,’ the older cop said. ‘If she is a Swiss national, as the guesthouse owner suggests, that could take time.’

The younger cop added, ‘But young women don’t get killed for no reason.’

‘She was raped?’ Erica said. ‘Oh my God.’

‘That’s a guess until the autopsy is completed,’ the older policeman cut in. He stepped forward, and Sarah was out of the shadow of his body. Sun pierced her eyes and forced her to squint. ‘If you remember anything . . .’

‘This is like in the movies,’ Erica said. ‘If we remember anything, we’ll come down to the station.’

‘Yes, Erica. It’s just like in the movies, except it’s not, and someone did actually die,’ Sarah said.

Embarrassment flushed Erica’s face. She blushed easily. Cried easily, too. Everything came easily to Erica. The only thing Erica struggled with was failure. Sarah had often tried to assuage her younger sister’s disappointment. The desire to protect Erica remained in Sarah, but right now it was dormant, too deep to be tapped.

Ashamed and unable to apologize for her meanness, Sarah turned away.

Not long after the police left, the shack became crowded. Elbows resting on the veranda railing, Sarah watched through the binoculars as the police removed the body. She ignored the chatter and the feeling that she was just another nosy resident. The forensics people worked slowly. One person was taking photographs. Another, crouched beside the body, was writing in a notepad. More men, in plain clothes, watched. There were no women documenting the crime scene.

Behind Sarah, her mother and Erica bustled about with the teapot and leftover Christmas cake and shortbread biscuits, as though this was a high school parents and friends fundraising morning tea and not the aftermath of a murder. Slurping tea from chipped cups, the visitors swapped bits of information with barely contained excitement.

It seemed the Swiss woman had been walking to the rock pool in the middle of the day, a few days before Christmas, when she was killed. No one even knew she was missing until Roger found the body. If he hadn’t found her, there was a chance she could have washed away on the next high tide. Someone said that she had sunbathed topless every afternoon at Honeymoon Bay and laughter simmered through the crowd. They became silent when someone else added that the woman’s parents would probably fly out from Switzerland to take her body home. Sarah was the only person who had spoken to the woman, a fact she didn’t volunteer.

Anja Traugott was alone in the Bay of Fires Guesthouse when Sarah strode in, looking for Jane. Anja had tried to speak to her. She was not Sarah’s kind of woman. Her accent, dumb and sexy at the same time, was irritating.

Sarah had been back in Tasmania for less than a day. Everything felt irrelevant except her own reeling sadness. Sarah told herself her unfriendliness had nothing to do with the woman’s pale, pinup girl prettiness, or the fact that her clothing, tiny cutoff shorts with breasts almost falling out of her red and white bikini, was better suited to the Gold Coast than a Tasmanian national park. She wasn’t jealous, she was just preoccupied.

But as Anja had traced her finger along Jane Taylor’s wall map of the local coast, shades of blue pillowing out from the long curving beach to the continental shelf, Sarah had stood mutely, the plastic bag of mullet she was bringing Jane hanging limply by her side.

‘The rock pool is a two-hour walk from here,’ Sarah had said before leaving the woman staring at the map.

Sarah had been to the rock pool that morning, and the water, usually so clear you could see the delicate seaweed fronds growing on the bottom fifteen feet down, was blurred with fish guts and scales. Gulls scratched over bloodstained rocks where someone had cleaned fish. But Sarah had not mentioned this.

Sarah gripped the binoculars with damp fingers. Her hands were sweating. There were other walks she could have suggested; traversing the nearby apple and turnip farm to see the wild northern beach or hiking along the sandy Old Road past the local rubbish dump, known as the tip, and up to the burnt bridge where wildflowers were in season, tiny pink and lemon petals among parched banksia and wattle. Any of those would have made a nice walk for a tourist.

Through the binoculars Sarah watched as two people in white jumpsuits lifted the body into a bag, and then onto a stretcher, and carried it to a white van parked behind the grassy dune.

‘It’s quite disgusting that you touched that dead woman,’ Erica said with a grin. ‘Mum’s worried they’ll make you a suspect.’

‘Mum’s got no idea.’

‘Yeah.’ Erica took the binoculars. ‘Oh. She’s gone.’

There was disappointment in her voice as she turned and announced the news to the people gathered on the veranda.

A solitary bodysurfer hurtled down the face of a seven-foot wave in the post-storm swell beneath the shack. The wave crashed, and he disappeared into the beating foam. Sarah counted silently. It was a good thirty seconds before he emerged from the white water. It would be like being inside a washing machine in there. He stood up, twisted around, and dived under an incoming wave, just before it exploded with a force Sarah could hear from the veranda. His forceful strokes were those of someone who had done years of swimming training in the pool.

She had not seen him since Christmas night at the wharf. She had woken the next morning on cold sand, daylight penetrating her closed lids. She could smell something acrid and hear flies buzzing. Her hair stuck to her face, pasted across one eye, and she desperately needed a drink of water. She sat up, squinting in the overcast morning glare. She was in a sand dune. Her fly was undone and one of her sneakers was not on her foot. She could not remember passing out.

She was alone, her skin clammy and her guts sick. Her head reeled when she stood up. She peeled the damp clump of hair off her face and pushed it back. The ocean and rocks fluctuated and she felt seasick. It looked like the sand dunes beyond the wharf, although her hungover mind was not sure. She couldn’t remember walking up there. The last memory she had was of being in the car, listening to the clinking of moored boats and rain on the roof. Sam, her seventeen-year-old one-night stand, had left, of that she was fairly certain. She could not remember leaving her car.

Flies buzzed around something at her feet. Creamy vomit, a chunky pile of regurgitated Christmas lunch, sat centimeters from where her head had been. She fingered her clumped hair; the smell was foul. She retched, stomach muscles convulsing in a bid to dredge her guts. Yellow bile came out, acidic and rancid.

Erica’s voice brought her back to the present, the hot veranda and the swirling swell below.

‘Sam Shelley.’ Erica leaned on the railing beside her. ‘He is H.O.T. Hot.’

‘You’re learning to spell. Don’t tell me Qantas are educating their trolley dollies these days? It’s really great.’

‘We’re not just there for our looks.’ Erica laughed; meanness was wasted on her. ‘Go and get the binoculars so we can have a closer look.’

‘No.’ Sarah felt saliva spray from her mouth. ‘Someone is dead, Erica. Get a hold of yourself.’

In the surf, Sam was being pummeled in knee-deep water. He braced his hands on his knees and bent forward, probably hacking salt water out of his nose.

Sarah went inside and lay on the couch. Erica and her mother treated her like she was ill, offering her toast and watching her closely for signs of something. Signs of what, she didn’t know. Did they expect her to break down in floods of tears, shaking with shock at what she had touched? That wasn’t going to happen. At least they weren’t asking any more personal questions. She closed her eyes as Erica placed a cup of tea beside her. The attention was pleasing.

The scent told Sarah the tea was Earl Grey, her favorite. Without tasting it, she knew it would contain one sugar, and have been topped up with cold water so it was barely hot, just how she liked it. Jake didn’t know how to make her tea; he had always needed to ask her. These were things sisters knew about each other.

The thought saddened Sarah. It was only because she was feeling so horribly wretched that she felt this antagonism toward Erica. Over the years Sarah had made compromises for her younger, less resilient sister. When she was ten, Sarah had nodded mutely as Jane Taylor yelled at her for telling Pamela that Gary Taylor had been seen in town buying head lice shampoo. In fact it was Erica who had spotted Jane’s ex-husband in the chemist’s and shared the information.

‘We don’t need talk that the guesthouse has a nits epidemic,’ Jane had said as Sarah stood stunned beside the lagoon one day. ‘Shut your little gob.’

They had looked alike then, before puberty hit, two chubby, curly-pigtailed girls, and many times one had been mistaken for the other. As puberty arrived, Sarah took up rowing, developing her thick-muscled arms and legs, while Erica played tennis socially and maintained a girlish figure. These days no one would mix them up, although people did comment, pleasingly, on their similar catlike brown eyes.

Sarah had lied, concealed information, remained silent, for Erica. At seventeen, when Erica crashed their parents’ car driving drunk, Sarah took the blame. At twenty-two, when Erica and her boyfriend accidentally left a condom wrapper underneath the hammock at the shack, Sarah had pretended it was hers. Sarah wasn’t a hero. She just didn’t care what other people thought of her. Erica, on the other hand, crumbled at a whisper of disapproval.

There were things about Erica that Sarah would never understand. For instance, Erica had currently taken four weeks annual leave and planned to spend the entire time at the shack. Steve would come and go as his pilot schedule allowed. Who would choose to spend four weeks in a two-bedroom shack with their parents? Sarah was only here until she worked out what to do next. Sarah told herself she should be grateful Erica was here – at least she would have company.

‘Thank you for the tea,’ Sarah said, sitting up. ‘It’s nice.’

From the shack’s veranda Sarah watched the road. She still felt ill. It wasn’t the revolting smell, or the mutilated flesh, but the thought of that woman’s final hours that gripped her. There were kind ways to kill, if you wanted something dead. On the barramundi farm, fish that were to be processed were put on ice to slow them down. Sometimes they put a mild anesthetic in the ice slurries to slow them down even quicker. Sick fish that needed to be destroyed weren’t treated so kindly. Sarah preferred to put sick fish on ice, but some of the staff were ruthless and chucked the fish in the trash bin alive. For twenty minutes the creatures would flap away on top of one another until they ran out of air.

Walking on the other side of the road in the gutter beside the farm’s barbed wire fence was Roger. If he had looked down toward the shack he would have seen her, motionless on the swing she had built herself when she was nine years old, her fists balled on either knee. Sarah watched him pass, a solitary shape huddled under the morning’s expansive pale sky.

The fishing section of the Bay of Fires general store was a mere shelf. There were several bags of hooks, floaters and sinkers, reels of line, some butterfly nets, and an overpriced Alvey surf rod that had been there almost as long as Pamela and Don Gunn had owned the shop. Sarah knew the contents of that shelf as well as she knew the contents of her tackle box, and as she walked down the hill toward the shop, she envisaged which size hooks she was going to purchase. The wind had dropped, and there wasn’t time to muck around if she wanted to catch anything today. She also didn’t want to get embroiled in a long conversation with Pamela.

Several people were sitting in front of the shop, under a plastic banner saying Real Espresso Coffee, $2. Sarah vaguely recognized them; they belonged to an extended family who had camped at the back of the lagoon from Christmas until Australia Day ever since she could remember. The woman straddled the picnic table’s wooden bench. She held a pie in front of her mouth with two hands and a can of Coke was wedged between her sprawling thighs. Her wide bra straps cut into sunburned skin flaking off her shoulders. Unfortunate looking, or salt of the earth, was how Mum or Erica would describe a woman like that.

Everyone did it, made assumptions without bothering to find out the truth. Until she moved up north she had thought it was a Tasmanian characteristic, the result of living in an insular place. Of course it wasn’t. More than once Sarah had been mistaken for a lesbian. She kept her shoulder-length hair slicked away from her face and held back with a plain rubber band. She never wore makeup, and her clothes were functional: bobbled T-shirts left over from her university days or aquaculture conferences. Jeans and old clothes were practical when you were feeding fish.

The woman outside the shop was speaking through a mouth full of pie. It was hard to tell if the two men were listening. They smoked and drank iced coffees while looking down the road. The short man finished his drink and popped the carton under his foot. He tossed it through the air toward the bin as Sarah approached. Milk droplets rained in front of her.

‘Bunghole, you’re a bastard,’ the woman said, adding for Sarah’s benefit, ‘Sorry, love.’

‘No problem.’ Sarah forced a smile.

Keith Gibson, known to everyone as Bunghole, was jockey-small with a solid beer gut. He wore a blue wife-beater and tight grubby jeans that slunk down over his flat bottom. He wasn’t looking at Sarah; he was distracted by something happening on the other side of the road. A policeman Sarah had not seen before leaned on the open door of his car, staring down the gravel toward the boat ramp. There was nothing to look at except an empty paddock of yellow clumpy grass on one side and shabby peeling paperbarks hiding the beach on the other. Parked in the black sand at the top of the boat ramp was an empty boat trailer attached to a dusty sedan. Sarah pushed her way through the multicolored fly strips; Pamela would know what was going on.

Coins clunked on Pamela’s counter. ‘Here’s your change. Sixty cents. Where are your manners? Good boys. Thank you.’ Pamela spoke to the young boys she was serving as though they were her own children. She turned to Sarah, her blond bobbed hair swinging as she shook with excitement.

‘Sarah. Sweetheart. Your mother told me what happened. I can’t believe it. You poor thing.’ Her fingertips were flashes of vermilion darting through the air. ‘You know, I saw Roger Coker lurking in the phone box when I opened the curtains this morning.’ Although there was no one else in the shop, Pamela lowered her voice. ‘I said to Donald, he’s probably ringing the sex line.’ She put her hand over her mouth and laughed. ‘I can’t believe I said that, given what’s happened today. No one can believe it; murder in paradise. Two murders in paradise.’

Sarah picked up a bottle of Hartz mineral water. There was no point trying to speak until Pamela had finished.

‘My heart goes out to the Crawfords. I can’t imagine how they’re feeling. The same beach where Chloe was last seen. The same jolly beach.’

Australia had fixated on Chloe Crawford’s disappearance. Her family had rented one of the fishing shacks down at the wharf for a week last summer. Sixteen-year-old Chloe had taken one of the shack’s surfboards down to the beach late one afternoon, the hazy hour before dusk when anyone who knew better would not dare to swim for fear of sharks. From what Sarah could remember from the news coverage at the time, Mr and Mrs Crawford were bush folk. He had a massive beard; she wore her hair in two long plaits. Chloe was their only child.

The surfboard was never found, nor were Chloe’s shorts, T-shirt, towel, and sunglasses which her mother had seen her leave with. It was unlikely that Chloe was simply lost at sea. Sarah’s parents and Pamela and Don had helped search; everyone had. They had not found a single trace of the girl.

Pamela took a deep breath and exhaled with both hands on the counter. ‘Everyone is saying there’s a serial killer. I’m not joking, Sarah.’

Sarah tried not to laugh. There probably was a serial killer out there, but Pamela’s blatant excitement about it was comical. It was as if she had won one hundred dollars on a scratch-and-win ticket.

‘I feel sick thinking about it. I need something to do.’ Pamela ducked her head under the counter and pulled out a green bottle of disinfectant. Citrus-scented vapor rose as she sprayed the counter in fast bursts.

Pamela wiped the counter, speculating on how authorities would contact the dead woman’s family in Switzerland and describing the reactions of customers as she told them the news. One woman had wondered if the ocean was now contaminated and whether it was safe to swim.

‘I don’t understand why you went up there. It’s not what anyone needs to see,’ Pamela said. ‘You’ll have nightmares.’

‘I’ll be all right.’ More than once Sarah had wondered how her mother could stand being best friends with Pamela. Gossip dressed up as concern never fooled Sarah.

‘Anyway. You saw Roger . . . at what unearthly hour were you on the beach?’

Measuring her words in terms of how they would sound repeated to the next customer, Sarah told her the story. For once Pamela listened carefully, nodding as she slid candy cobbers, teeth, bananas, freckles, and milk bottles into piles for her one-dollar lolly bags.

‘It’s awful,’ Pam interrupted, raising her voice as an elderly man and woman entered the shop. ‘I’ve been coming here every summer since I married Donald, and I cannot believe that someone could be killed – murdered, for goodness’ sake – in a sleepy holiday village like this one.’

The couple looked up from the ice cream freezer. Sarah pretended to be fascinated by the overpriced tackle. There was no way she was going to be drawn into a discussion about Roger Coker and Anja Traugott with strangers.

The man paid for two Billabong ice creams and they stood there eating them as Pamela repeated the story. She was unstoppable.

‘The police think she was dumped out at sea in a boat. They’re down there now, talking to the fishermen,’ Pamela concluded.

‘You’ll scare your customers away,’ Sarah said when the couple finally left. ‘If people think there’s a psychopath living here, they might all pack up and go back to town for the summer.’

‘Good. I’m sick of everyone already and it’s not even January. Take them.’ She waved away payment for the fishing hooks.

Pamela followed Sarah outside. The police car had gone, and the sunburned woman was climbing into the passenger seat of a sky blue Hilux, indifferent to her floppy shorts riding up so the baggy beige cotton of her underpants showed.

‘Make sure your father locks the front door tonight, sweetheart. It bothers me that they sleep with it unlocked.’

‘You too, Pamela. Keep safe.’

‘Please. No one’s going to be messing with an old girl like me.’

In the driver’s seat of the Hilux, Bunghole pressed his cigarette to his mouth with curled fingers. Ferret, Sarah thought, and then caught herself. She sounded like Mum and Erica and Pamela. The woman slammed her door shut, and they all gave the thumbs-up as the truck skidded onto the road.

‘Aren’t those campers revolting?’ Pamela waved as the Hilux jolted away.

There was a ledge at the southern end of the gulch where Sarah had once caught seventeen cocky salmon in one afternoon. Many summers had passed since. The orange lichen-covered rocks were smoother against her bare legs, the water colder and clearer than she remembered. She took a squid tentacle out of the bait container and slid it onto a hook. The second hook she baited with a pilchard. She cast out and waited.

In her twenties when she used to fish here, she had nothing more pressing on her mind than the fish she would catch. Sure, she worried about pointless things, people usually. Jane’s sad smile when children stopped to pat one of her dogs as she walked by the lagoon; her mother’s need always to check with John before she did anything; Pamela’s tendency not to listen properly, which Sarah felt was caused by her thoughts being helplessly elsewhere. A person’s dignity was fragile, capable of being fractured by a glance or the wrong word. She used to worry about other people; now it was herself she could not stop thinking about.

Three lines later she saw Roger Coker, high on a rock above a swirling kelp eddy. His presence startled her; she had thought she was alone. He waved a finger before turning away and hiding his face toward the ocean. Roger was strange, but not as strange as everyone enjoyed believing. He wasn’t that much older than Sarah, maybe forty, but he had the surrendered, hunched posture and parched skin of a man who had lived for much longer. Sarah remembered him wandering the beach when she was a child, wearing a long-sleeved shirt and trousers even in the middle of January, never swimming, sometimes sitting shyly near the mothers or paddling in the shallows. He became even more self-conscious when Sarah and Erica turned into teenagers. He still waved and smiled but didn’t try to speak to them anymore, often spending hours crouching half hidden in the dune grass, watching the families splashing in the lagoon.

Slowly reeling in empty line after empty line, checking the baits and recasting, Sarah began to breathe more easily, and each swing of the rod became smoother. Her eyes slid along the watery horizon to Sloop Rock and the point where the wooden jetty, built for the trains carrying tin, once stood. Everyone said that was where the woman had been murdered and thrown into the sea.

Her finger felt the line tighten and she wound it in. The cocky salmon had gone for the pilchard. Its mouth opened and closed, its body writhed, as she slipped the hook out of its flesh. A quick twist to the neck and it was dead. The fish stiffened and spasmed; she tossed it in the bucket. She removed the squid tentacle. When she cast out again, both hooks were loaded with a pilchard.

The salmon were funny like that. On any given day they would prefer either one bait or the other. It depended on what was around; if they had been feeding on a school of pilchards, they would take the squid bait. If, like today, she was catching them with pilchards, it meant the ocean was probably full of squid. It would be a good idea to return with the squid jig tonight.

Sarah squinted to see through the haze caused by shiny afternoon light. The water slapped the rocks with more insistence, the black mass of kelp shifting and folding with the waves. She didn’t hear Roger climb down the rocks.

‘I didn’t have nothing to do with that girl,’ Roger said. ‘Nothing.’

‘You scared me,’ Sarah said.

He grinned, showing the blackened broken teeth, reminding her of the nickname Smiley they had secretly called him since they were teenagers.

‘Murderer. They called me a murderer. I know them. I’ve seen them with their parents.’ He was muttering and looking out to sea, so it was difficult to understand what he was saying.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Those kids.’ He gestured beyond the lagoon, toward the camping ground.

He produced a shell from his pocket, one of the common sturdy crustaceans that the tide left in arcs along the beach. It formed a creamy circle in his dry, leathery palm. He slapped his back and the top of his head, demonstrating where the shells had hit him.

Sarah finally understood. ‘They’re children. Don’t worry.’

‘I never met the Swiss woman. When the first one disappeared, I was up in the Douglas Aspley chopping wood with Uncle Les. Don from the Bay of Fires shop saw us getting petrol for the chainsaw in Douglas River. Can you tell them?’

‘No one thinks it was you, Roger.’

He crouched down to inspect the contents of her bucket. The top of his bent neck was dark red and freckled; beneath it was a slender stretch of delicate skin so pale it was possible it had never been exposed to sunlight.

‘Cocky salmon. Pilchards will catch something. Squid’s running.’

His way of articulating her thoughts rattled her. He was peculiar. She didn’t mind talking to Roger Coker here on the rocks in sight of the shacks, or anywhere on the main beach, but she wouldn’t want to be alone with him any other place. One summer when she was seventeen or eighteen he had followed her across the rocks.

‘I’d make a good husband,’ he had said as though they were continuing a previous conversation. ‘I own the house. I don’t drink like some blokes. I’d let my missus work and go into town . . . whatever you wanted.’

She had told him she had a boyfriend. It was a lie, but he had nodded as though he expected this, squatting with his hands cupped around his eyes. She could see the reddened skin of his stumpy hand, chafed where his fingers should have been.

‘If you’re not interested, you can tell your sister. I don’t mind,’ he had said.

As creepy as the conversation was, it still made Erica and Sarah laugh.

His was a lonely life. He lived in a blackberry vine-covered cottage with old newspapers for curtains and rusting car skeletons in the yard. No one cared how many fish he had caught when he came home each night. She imagined having sex with him before she realized what she was thinking, immediately halting the image of his inexperienced panting, his dirty fluids contaminating her body.

Think of something else, quickly. Pamela said he had had a girlfriend once, a shy, chubby woman who bought toilet paper and kitchen cleaning spray at the store. Someone saw them walking on the beach. Apart from that, no one had seen Roger with anyone, except the uncle who came down to fish a couple of times each summer.

‘Any idea who murdered that woman?’ Sarah said.

‘Nope.’ He replaced the lid on her bucket. ‘It’s not hard to kill a person. It is harder to kill a snake than a person.’

A larger wave washed up behind her, cold seawater smacking over her head and shoulders, so she yelped. Roger laughed his high-pitched giggle, eerie in the long, quiet afternoon.

‘Don’t worry about a bit of water. The only thing a pretty lady like you needs to worry about is that you’ll be next.’

When he was gone, Sarah turned back to the ocean. After every encounter she had with Roger her skin felt damp and prickly. Although she hadn’t touched him, had never touched him, he left her with a foul residue of intimacy that made her guts slide.

Knee-deep in the shallows, Don wore the flaccid expression of someone lost in thought. Sarah splashed water at him and he startled. Amicably he splashed back. He had seen dolphins. There had been a pod of them, maybe as many as seven, pirouetting out of the waves. It was worth waiting for. They watched in silence for a few minutes.

‘Pamela said you had a boyfriend up in Queensland?’ Don said.

‘Not anymore.’

‘Oh. What happened?’

‘You know. Ended.’

‘Got it. Some blokes don’t know a good thing when it’s staring them in the face.’

‘Something like that.’

She waved goodbye and continued making her way to the point where she planned to swim. The hard wet sand felt pleasant under her bare feet. Sarah was glad that Don didn’t ask any more questions. He never said much; it was one of the things she liked about him.

Initially, that had been one of the things she liked about Jake. As she got to know him, his silences lost their sexiness. Jake was dissatisfied with everything: his car that kept breaking down; his flatmate who earned more than him doing fly in, fly out for a coal mine up north; his dog that wouldn’t obey an instruction; and, eventually, he was dissatisfied with Sarah. She should have realized what was happening sooner, taken a gauge from the increasing tension of their squabbles or the lack of real conversation between them. Instead, his discontent had festered until it exploded that night at the Pineapple Hotel. Maybe if she had had someone to mull it over with, things would have turned out differently. But she was hardly a woman who found the dissection of a relationship to be a worthwhile conversation topic.

Sarah had little time for talk. Consequently she had few female friends. That didn’t bother her. She was comfortable in a world where neurotic conversations about weight, husbands, job stress, or other people’s business, followed by confidence-boosting pep talks, did not exist. She would miss that about the fish farm, where insults about one another’s weight, attractiveness, or genitalia were routine. Nothing was off limits. Even others’ families were targets. If the guys became too revolting, she concentrated on the computer spreadsheet or double-checked that the automatic feeder was set correctly and pretended she hadn’t heard.

Sometimes they tried to shock her.

‘You ever been put on the spit, Aves?’ one of the guys asked one day.

Sarah had a thick hide; she wouldn’t have lasted fourteen years in the industry otherwise.

‘I’m not giving you visuals for your wank bank. Get back to work.’

She was the boss, so the blokes had no choice about that.

Thirty meters offshore was a rock reef covered in shiny black mussels. To harvest the mussels, you had to float across slippery fingers of bull kelp and haul yourself onto the rock. As kids Sarah and Erica had often dared each other to jump over the tangling kelp fronds and into the sea. Sarah climbed up and surveyed the tightly packed shellfish. Panfried in butter and sprinkled with chopped parsley, they were a snack Erica and Flip enjoyed. They were too chewy to be Sarah’s favorite food, but her mother often commented on how well they went with champagne. Sarah chose ten of the biggest, ripping them off the rock with a firm hand, and placed them in a plastic bag, which she tied onto the strap of her bathing suit. They would enjoy the treat.

As she prepared to dive back in, a childhood memory halted her. Once, on this very rock, Erica had shoved her. She had lost her footing, rough shells grating the skin off her thighs as she slid into the sea. In those terrifying minutes as she sank and struggled in the kelp, Sarah had thought she was going to drown.

This time, being extra careful to avoid the kelp, Sarah dived long and low. She emerged some distance from the rock. Immediately she recognized the hum of a thirty-horsepower Yamaha motor. She treaded water and tried to look over the rock reefs and the incoming waves, but she couldn’t see the vessel. It was safe to assume if she couldn’t see the boat, the driver couldn’t see her. It was dangerous to be swimming where she was. She twisted around and began to swim to the beach. If the boat driver was preoccupied, or not watching where he was going, the propeller could kill her. Sarah swam faster, stopping every few strokes to look for the boat. It was getting louder but she still could not sight it.
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