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PROLOGUE
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‘I was never afraid of what was under the bed’

Marilyn Manson

Writer and singer




Craaack!

Rabbit jumped. Kicked off the dumb-ass rocket ship doona that Nanna bought him for Christmas, and that Mum insisted he have on his bed—

Even in summer?

Yes, Danny. Even in summer.

—cos no one but no one should ever upset Nanna.

He scrambled to switch on his Loony Toons night lamp. There it was again. Thunder! Axe blows echo-chambered all through Kelmscott valley. Wind and rain gusted loud as subway trains.

No way! Now the ferry crossing to Rottnest would be white-squalled.

Rabbit pulled back the blinds. Out back the Hills Hoist had become a Cyclotron. The old gum tree looked ready to el rollo onto next-door’s shed. And way up on the hill the high voltage power lines buzzed louder than Jacko’s pissy amp. Either Godzilla needed them for jump rope practice or that storm was cranking up big time.

He picked up his Discman, slipped on his earphones and snapped to play. Nothing happened.

Aw, ripped off!

No batteries.

Night demons rattled the window. Weather monsters clanged Mum’s wind chimes. And here he was stuck in a cyclone with no heavy metal to tuck him in tight.

I’m not scared, I’m not scared, I’m not scared!

His Discman landed clunk on the bedside table and skidded into the clock radio. 1.47. Rabbit switched off the night lamp and fell back into bed. He wished he could fall back to sleep. In Dreamland the little mermaid’s big sister had swum up from nowhere.

Danny, Danny…

Huh?

Kiss me, Danny. Kiss me all over. Make me feel like a woman.

Say what?

Kiss me, stupid. Kiss me, kiss me.

Her long fingers snorkelled under the leg of his boxer shorts to say, Aloha.

Now Rabbit’s fingers did some snorkelling of their own.

Hoo-boy. Much more of this tugging business and he’d be blasting rocket ships to the moon.

Lightning flashed. Flashed again.

He yanked his hand away. Sticky fingers, one hundred zillion volts—lethal combo.

Meanwhile, shadow blades slashed at the blinds. Skeleton branches rapped at the window. He saw witches and vampires, zombies and werewolves. Plus all the psycho killer stuff in between. Bad sign. Once the graveyard shift clocked on, there was no getting rid of them before daybreak.

‘In the name of the Lord Jesus, I command every evil spirit to nick off now. Amen.’

The storm flicked its high beam.

Hoo-shit.

Rabbit hid under the doona and counted out the seconds. One kilometre, two kilometres, three kilometres—

Booom!


ONE
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‘I’d rather starve my mind a bit and have to search out nutrition in stranger places.’

Henry Rollins

Writer and singer




Rabbit never knew he could run so fast. If it weren’t for the wet grass, he’d ignite. He’d have to ditch Dad’s army surplus backpack and Mum’s pink carnation sleeping bag on the Esplanade and stop, drop and roll. Let brain-dead office workers gawk at that!

‘How could ya make us so late?’

The same question Jacko had asked the whole train journey from Kelmscott.

‘Sorry.’ Rabbit apologised for the zillionth time.

‘US fleet’s in,’ Jacko relented. ‘Freo Harbour.’

‘Goodbye Perth, hello Armageddon. That’s the US fleet.’ Ozone the optimist splashed bad karma. ‘Atleast on Rotto there’d be no fallout. Sea breeze would blow it straight back to the mainland.’

The look Jacko gave blew Ozone straight back to Newman. Past Bindoon and the wheat belt. Past Meekatharra and the blue sky mines. Straight to the Pilbara and the open heart surgery of the Mount Newman Mining Company.

‘Superviruses are the real threat.’ Ozone shifted tack. ‘One Ebola sneeze and Perth’s history.’

‘So are you if we miss the ferry. Or were you planning a swim-thru?’ Jacko faked an asthma attack and laughed.

Low blow. Last spring Ozone had nearly died twice.

‘Love you, too. Mate.’

‘Someone swam it in four hours,’ Rabbit remembered. ‘Cottesloe to Rotto.’

Ozone told of the German swimmer who tried the same thing, but got lost at sea. ‘This human skull washed up.’

‘Sauerkraut sharkbait. Let’s go, losers.’

They splashed through Supreme Court Gardens, scattering pissed-off seagulls along the way.

‘Eat shit, birdies!’ Rabbit lobbed a grenade. ‘Die, retards!’

Two drunks looked up from their Friday morning scrounge. Riverside Drive was a torrent of peak hour traffic and floating finger signs. And behind that, the mighty Swan.

‘Hey, Jacko, I came last in the cross-country!’

‘Second last.’ Ozone breathed heavier than a sex worker. ‘Can’t we slow down?’

‘And miss the action? Get real!’

Jacko took off. All that testosterone tugging at his boardies. All those begging-for-it babes to satisfy. Forrest Gump with a hard-on—a sad sight to see.
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The taxi ride to the domestic terminal was sooo disappointing. Not one film star’s limo to follow. Now with the bags checked in, Sharron Harris sat through what Pulp Fiction had called an uncomfortable silence.

‘Rain’s stopping.’

Father speaks. Full report at 6.30.

The grey veil lifted. She saw tarmac, the control tower, the boring Darling Range.

‘There’s something I need to say.’

Whoa! Dad was on a roll.

‘Before Donna and Wendy arrive.’

‘Oh, I get it. Three girls alone sharing the same unit for a night.’

The smile he gave belonged in a cancer ward.

‘Don’t worry, Dad. Donna promised to keep her boy fix to a minimum. And as for Wendy…’

Sharron stopped short of slander. Wendy was Wendy, what more could she say? As long as the girl ate!

The runway vaporised. An Ansett jet blurred across her field of vision and away. To Sydney?

‘Sharron, this has nothing to do with…’

A distraction. He got to his feet. She spun round. Donna the fashion victim and wet fish Wendy stood in the set-down zone waving goodbye. Mrs Carson buried Donna’s P-plates and reclaimed ownership of her BMW. With a spin of the wheels she was gone.

Sharron followed Dad outside to the whine of jet engines and Donna.

‘Bummer summer, hey, Mr Harris.’ She smoothed her new red skirt. ‘Supposed to be hot, not humid.’

‘Just unseasonal weather.’ Dad moved their backpacks out of the wet. ‘Farmers will be happy.’

But not Wendy. She looked like the losing finalist in a quiz show.

‘Girls, why don’t you dry off inside? Sharron can help me with your gear.’

‘If you say so, Mr Harris.’ Donna walked the walk, and Wendy followed.

Lecture time. So obvious. In a far-off fantasy the other Sharron Harris didn’t have to endure this daddy manifesto: act smart, don’t start, get a life. The other Sharron Harris already had a life.

‘The thing is…’ Dad coughed. ‘See, the thing is, there’s someone else.’

She wanted to laugh. Did he think she thought Mum was in Sydney for the good of her health? Then she realised, horribly.

‘You’re bringing her? That woman?’

‘Look, Sharron—’

‘You can’t!’

‘No, Sharron, wait—’

But she didn’t wait. She marched inside. Through the doors, through people, and overtook her two best friends.

‘You okay, Sharron?’

No, she wasn’t okay. She was far from okay.

‘Sharron, what is it? What’s wrong?’
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‘Not for another forty minutes? But the ad said…’

Oops.

‘Geeze, Rabbit, can’t ya even read?’ Jacko threw his gear against the wall, found a dry spot and crashed. ‘Forty minutes is forever.’

‘So’s herpes,’ said Ozone.

‘Yeah, like you’d really know.’

Ozone sat next to him and blew a kiss.

‘Nick off, gaylord!’

Barrack Street ferry terminal was near-enough deserted. The ferries looked plain-as.

‘Hey, this reminds me of that time we all waited around in primary school.’ Rabbit didn’t sit. ‘Shake-shake-shaking our cream tumblers? To make butter?’

‘Nope, don’t remember,’ shrugged Ozone. ‘Must’ve been my day off.’

‘Or maybe you were still a fringe-dweller then.’ Jacko cracked a racist unfunny like only he could.

Pissed Rabbit off majorly. Ozone hadn’t even been a fringe-dweller. Not up north. Not in Kelmscott. Not ever.

‘If chaos theory is true,’ said Rabbit, ‘then in India a school bus just ran over a cliff. Weeping parents will be crying out, Why us? What did we do to deserve this terrible thing? And me and Ozone will be the only ones who’ll know.’

‘Know what, bumhole?’

‘That it’s all because you’re a jerk.’

Jacko laughed his dumb-ass laugh. You didn’t need to be told he stirred up Asians, or teased chicks with braces, or called just about every other girl bush pig. You just knew.

He lifted his bumcheek and let rip. ‘Here, Mr Rabbit Bloody Perfect. Suck on this while ya learn to tell the time.’

One whiff told the story of breakfast. Dude belonged on a Montana ranch, mixing it with steers and desperados.

‘Hey, Ozone, this’ll cheer ya up. What’s the difference between Rabbit’s head and a bucket of spew?’

‘Ancient joke, retard.’ Rabbit threw the finger and walked over to check out the pollution. Perth skies darkened. Like, had God gone AWOL?

‘What about drinks for the babes?’

Hoo-boy. The pit bull of question askers. He moved further along the jetty.

‘A half carton of that techno fizzy shit?’

‘You’re not spending my money on piss, retard.’ Rabbit kicked an empty Coke can into the Swan. Two seagulls flew down to investigate. He hated seagulls.

‘You’ll see, mate. Gets them horny as.’

But all Rabbit saw was the Coke can bobbing up and down, wanting to make the ocean crossing.
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Sharron had always wanted to fly. Now as their aircraft taxied out to the wet runway for Rotto—the world’s shortest commercial route—reality set in.

Donna squeezed her arm. ‘You’re allowed to breathe.’

Easy for her to say. Aviation fuel flowed in her veins. Every year her doting parents jetted her somewhere.

A Swedish backpacker couple up front smiled. You could tell they were seasoned adventurers.

Sharron wasn’t. Her childhood was a list of country postcodes while Dad snail-trailed his way to being deputy principal.

‘He’s gorgeous,’ whispered Donna.

‘Who?’

‘The backpacker. Yum.’

‘You said you were off boys, remember? After your last sleepover got crashed?’

‘Sharron, that wasn’t crashing. That was some losers doing a Braveheart number on the front door.’

‘Yeah, and who invited them over in the first place?’

‘Well…’ Donna did her Clueless number.

Sure wasn’t the pilot. He’d been too busy learning to fly. Engines revved. Seats shook. Off went the brakes.

‘Fun, hey!’

The nose of the aircraft lifted and her ears popped and she closed her eyes. Tight.

‘You’re missing the best part, Sharron. The city.’

She looked. So did Wendy and a fat guy on the far side. They leaned over to gawk. The plane started to flip.

Air drama over Perth CBD. Exclusive footage.

Dad was somewhere up back. Out of sight, out of mind. Since wrecking her life he hadn’t said a word.

‘He looked so guilty when you wouldn’t come out of the toilet.’ Donna the mind-reader milked her misery. ‘Perfect move, Sharron. Wish I could make my dad look that guilty.’

Was Donna’s dad even capable of guilt? Rumour was his prized Chevy convertible had been a backhander from a crooked land developer.

‘Looks can be deceiving, Donna.’

‘Ain’t that the truth.’

And that’s when she noticed—sultry Donna and the gorgeous backpacker trading glances.

‘Mum reckons Swedish men really know,’ she whispered. ‘That time she flew up to Darwin to check out the casino? She met this to-die-for guy at Mindil Beach markets.’

‘Donna!’

‘You’ll never never know if you never never go.’

‘That’s disgusting.’

‘Nah, what’s disgusting is when she paraded the love bruises for Dad to see.’

‘Your mum can boast about that?’

‘Hey, their marriage is a poisoned well. What can I say?’

Spoilt rotten…boy crazy…enough useless trivia to deforest Tasmania…and parents you could sue for neglect. Donna had it all. The cow.
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‘Aw, cool!’

A Jaguar V-12 XJ-S pulled up at the kerb. Rabbit stared. Cars were his addiction. You drove up to Kings Park, switched off the motor, watched the glittering city lights, then waited until your girl went, Oooh.

‘Airhead!’ Jacko yanked his sleeve. ‘Suits are pushing in.’

Yikes. Where’d all the people come from?

‘What’s wrong with ya?’ said Jacko.

‘Nothing Lotto couldn’t fix.’ He fumbled for his ferry ticket. ‘Rip-off price.’

‘That’s to pay for life jackets and stuff.’ Ozone spoke with authority. ‘They’d be stuffed if a king wave capsized us.’

‘What’s capsized, Daddy?’ said the small voice behind.

Jacko’s knuckle hammer-drilled Ozone’s spine.

‘Hey, quit it.’

The ticket checker watched them closely. Everyone watched them closely.

‘God sees everything you do, Jacko.’

‘Yeah?’ He threw the finger—at seagulls.

No Yahweh fist knocked him down. No Jehovah foot frogstomped him. Yep. God had definitely gone AWOL.

They made it on board. Ozone ran his finger down an emergency evacuation chart. Rabbit bundled him below decks. Three anklebiters clutched seasick bags. Wusses!

‘Wake me for the warships.’ Jacko dumped himself in a window seat and shut his eyes. ‘Gotta see the choppers.’

‘What about the river cruise?’ Ozone checked for a life jacket, then sat down. ‘The rich people’s houses?’

‘Stuff those idiots.’ Jacko yawned, kept his eyes shut.

‘Snob. They can’t help it.’ Rabbit took offence, mainly cos Mr Hypocrite stood to inherit a fortune from the farm.

‘No one really knows how many bones are buried over there.’ Ozone shifted the spotlight. ‘Wind erosion. Winter storms. Imagine those skulls washing up on Cottesloe.’
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They crossed the coast, surf smudging the shoreline.

Donna was busy saving Sharron’s life. The wrapper was deceiving. Looked like a giant Panadol.

‘Donna—’

‘Go ahead. Take it.’ She pressed the Ansell Chekmate into Sharron’s hand. ‘Remember what your horoscope says.’

One palm reading in Dublin had turned Donna into Madame Zara.

‘A new attitude to love sees you thinking more like a twenty-one-year-old. Big deal, Donna.’

‘Thinking and acting more like a twenty-one-year-old, Sharron. That’s got to mean only one thing.’

‘What thing?’ Wendy tried to see past fatso’s belly.

‘Nothing,’ said Sharron quickly.

‘Nothing she’d be interested in. She’ll be ninety and still looking for Mr Perfect.’

Wendy had never had a boyfriend, and in Donna’s books that made her a freak. Not fair. Late last year a boy Wendy thought she’d known forever had pushed her hard against the tennis net and tried to kiss her.

‘One day she might surprise you. She’s told me things.’

‘What kind of things?’

She wanted to tell all about Wendy’s crush on the new art teacher—the new female art teacher—but she’d promised.

‘What kind of things?’ insisted Donna.

‘She has a penpal in Surfers Paradise who surfs.’

Sometimes it paid to lie. Donna was almost impressed.

‘Rotto’s coming up.’ Wendy was good at stating the obvious. ‘Looks like a seahorse.’

The plane lurched. This was it. Now the world would find out that Sharron Harris chewed her nails and squeezed her zits and wore Antz Pantz. No scars. No tattoos. Four fillings.

‘Don’t worry.’ Donna patted her arm. ‘Just turbulence.’

‘You sure?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’

They started their descent. Her fist crushed the condom out of shape. Tough luck for any poor boy who tried to use it now. If pain persists…
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Seats filled fast. It got noisy.

‘Never have kids.’ Rabbit wondered how they’d managed to pick the worst possible seats. ‘Ferrets, yes; kids, no.’

‘Hey, one time a ferret went ape down this kid’s jocks,’ said Ozone. ‘Needed microsurgery.’

‘What for, his micronads?’ Jacko sneered.

The ferry slow-reversed into the Gravox that was the Swan. Every anklebiter hooted. The city swung into view.

‘We’re moving!’ Ozone got all excited.

‘Better phone Grace Brothers for some packing cartons, then.’ Jacko squeezed one eye open. ‘We’d be moving heaps faster if this was Uncle Dougy’s Wave-Blaster.’

‘Jet-skis suck.’ Rabbit sounded warning bells. ‘Aim torpedoes at the foreshore. Same results. A lot less noise.’

‘Seeing how’s you’ve never been on one.’

He shrugged. Who wanted to?

‘Should’ve brought playing cards.’ Ozone fidgeted. ‘Up north we played cards all the time. Or had sing-a-longs.’

‘Ever anyone sings in our house we turn the kitchen taps on. Wrecks the shower, hey. Like this one time Brock’s singing carols…’

Rabbit tuned out. To see Ozone through Jacko’s eyes—the no-chance caravan kid—was total crap.

‘…and Todd’s got him in a headlock. He’s still singing. Doesn’t know when to give it a rest.’

‘Just like you,’ said Ozone.

‘Screw you.’

The river would take forever. They passed the sacred site that was the Old Swan Brewery. Aboriginal protesters had lost big time there. Ozone said nothing and Rabbit was glad.
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‘That’s Government House Lake on the left, folks. Up to seven times saltier than the sea.’

Sharron was impressed. The bus driver knew her stuff. So far she had learned the following useless information: the island boasted some of the best bays in Australia; the island used to be an Aboriginal penal settlement, then a World War One internment camp and a World War Two military installation; the island was eleven kilometres long and five kilometres wide. Oh, and there were salt lakes, like the one on the left.

‘…gets deep. Seven metres in parts.’

She could see the headlines already. Tomorrow afternoon—their plane drifts wide of the runway and ditches in a lake. Mum and Sis buy up Sydney’s papers to compare notes.

‘Folks, you might be interested to know that in 1831, three years after Europeans settled the banks of the Swan…’

She didn’t catch the rest. The bus swung wide of Rottnest’s airport and Donna cheered.

‘Know what upsets me the most? No consultation.’

Did Dad hear? Probably not. Twenty years in the classroom had given him selective hearing.

‘No need to tell me about no consultation.’ Wendy screwed up her face. ‘I got green curtains once. Green fern frond curtains from some third world village.’

‘Mum’s threatening to adopt a third world baby.’ Donna was shameless. ‘As long as it isn’t deformed or brain-injured.’

‘Yeah? Well, try having to adjust to a rental.’ Sharron couldn’t have said it any louder.

Boring scenery. Every tree looked wind damaged. Every sandhill looked, well, scrawny.

‘Beautiful,’ said Wendy. ‘This is where my great grandparents came for their honeymoon. They were driven along the beach in a Tin Lizzie. That’s a really ancient Ford.’

‘For really ancient lovebirds,’ said Donna. ‘And they had six kids in total. We know, Wendy.’

Stupid. Hadn’t they heard about giant Panadols?
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The University of Western Australia floated into view. Rabbit tried to imagine himself as a student there. He gave up. Millionaire Row only made him feel more depressed. And if one more anklebiter kicked his seat…

‘Think of tonight, chicks fighting to get into our tent.’

No wonder Jacko’s olds had shipped him out into the crapped-out original cottage.

‘I don’t care what she looks like as long as she isn’t a Fido. Don’t want no Fido chewin’ on my bone.’

Rabbit wished he’d keep his voice down. Like, hadn’t the word uncouth ever cropped up on his Scrabble board?

‘Think of the spiders and snakes.’ Ozone really knew how to turn the topic around. ‘Earwigs, centipedes, fleas, ticks…’

Another list. Lists were Ozone’s obsession.

‘…cicadas, dung beetles…’

‘Shut up, idiot.’

Jacko hated anything squidgy. One time Todd shoved a dead bug up his nose while Brock held him down. Never hang a power fart when older brothers are showing off to girlfriends.

‘…all breeding away on Rottnest for millions of years. Mating. Mutating.’

‘That’s it. I’m going up top.’ Jacko kneed Rabbit’s leg. ‘Betcha some babe’s sunning herself.’

‘In this weather?’ He eyed chopped liver clouds.

They made room for Jacko to go. Now. Please. The rotten-egg zone of his boardies was passing dangerously close.

‘Want anything from the shop?’

‘Nah.’

‘What about you, wheezebox?’

If Ozone heard, he didn’t let on.

‘Just because nobody’s seen the serpent doesn’t mean it isn’t there.’

‘Fine. Starve.’

Wooo. Major mood variation. Ozone’s gran believed a rainbow serpent lived in the Swan. Rabbit figured it was all bulldust—like corn circles.
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Somewhere between Rottnest Airport and the start of the main settlement the conversation switched to appreciative sexual glances from total strangers.

‘It’s like this. You know how you look at someone and you want them, but you don’t let it show—it’s masked?’

Sharron pretended to know. Wendy bailed out.

‘Well, this wasn’t masked.’ Mercifully, Donna lowered her voice. ‘He had naked lust on his face. So I looked back.’

‘And suddenly this guy’s holding your gaze?’

‘Uh-uh. I’m holding his gaze. It’s a permission thing, remember? There’s a difference between, I want to bonk your brains out, and, You turn me on.’

‘Thus the appreciative sexual glance.’

‘Exactly. Say you’re lounging by the pool watching the pool cleaner strut his stuff—’

Donna stopped mid-sentence as houses slipped into view. This was where the locals lived.

‘Did you see her?’

All Sharron saw was shady lawn, rope swings, a tall cubby fortress complete with tattered flag. Oh, and someone wheeling her bike down a side street.

‘Ms Albrecht, my deputy! That was her, the moll.’

‘Donna, me and Wendy go to a different school. We’ve never even met Ms…’

‘Albrecht. Made me miss my concert and everything.’

The bus slowed down past the island’s power station. On the left they passed Rottnest Picture Hall. On the right, an orange Catholic church teleported from a Greek island.

‘They ought to ban all deputies,’ complained Donna. ‘Especially the ugly ones.’

‘And the ones that cheat.’ Sharron’s thumb and index finger squared up a shot. She squeezed an imaginary shutter three times in quick succession.

‘Sharron, what are you doing?’

‘Some photos for when Life calls me up.’

‘Don’t you mean Drama Queen Weekly?’ said Wendy. ‘Sharron, your dad’s cool.’

‘Of course he is. Ask anyone. Start with Sis and Mum.’

Forget photos. How about a handgun instead?

‘Sharron!’

She unloaded a semi-automatic clip.

‘Here we are, folks.’ The driver pulled up outside the main entrance and killed the motor. ‘Your home away from home. Enjoy.’

A peacock’s cry welcomed them to Rottnest Lodge Resort.
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‘Last week when I went round to his place I caught him kissing the Kmart catalogue.’

‘Ozone—’

‘The bra page was open and so was his fly.’

Rabbit kicked him. ‘Tell the world, why doncha?’

‘The very first mob they sent over slept in a cave because there was no other shelter.’

Wooo. Ozone made your head do bog laps.

‘Ten of them. The guards chained them together so’s they couldn’t escape.’

‘Sucks, hey.’

‘Except five nights later half of them did escape. Stole the island’s only boat.’

‘Cool.’

‘Yeah, until one of the mob drowned in the surf off Perth. Relatives speared another of the mob as punishment.’

‘Ouch.’

‘To death, dummy.’ Ozone switched topics. ‘The car salesman came home drunk again. Last night. I heard him give his wife a slap just before the storm hit. Dad’s ready to drop him.’

‘Drop who?’ Jacko had returned—slurping gravy juice.

‘Ozone’s hell neighbour.’

‘Car salesmen suck.’ He crashed down into his seat. ‘Todd got ripped off majorly when he bought the Torana.’

‘Torana-Sore-Arse-Rex.’ A piss-poor attempt by Rabbit to lighten things up. ‘Mambo could do the T-shirt.’

‘…Brock’s Monaro was just bad. Tell your old man I’ll give him a hand to punch his lights out.’

Rabbit the pacifist wanted to make a noble statement about violence breeding violence; Rabbit the coward gutlessed out while he was ahead.

He eyeballed the Swan, that twisted knot of deep channels and exposed sandbanks. Took them forever to reach the sailing clubs, HMAS Leeuwin, Fremantle’s rail and road bridges ahead.

‘See the warships?’ said Jacko. ‘Assault helicopters? Ka-thwokka-thwokka-thwok!’

A stinging camel-bite landed on Rabbit’s thigh.

‘Aw, nick off, ya idiot!’

Everything widened into Freo Harbour. Rabbit rubbed his pain away and prayed for divine intervention.


TWO
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‘I sat and stared towards Rottnest Island, at the wild glitter that bucked and swayed without resting.’

Tim Winton

Land’s Edge
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