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              And I pray that I may forget




              These matters that with myself I too much discuss




              Too much explain




              Because I do not hope to turn again




              Let these words answer




              For what is done, not to be done again


            


          


        


      




  T. S. Eliot, ‘Ash Wednesday’




  





  Big World




  AFTER FIVE YEARS of high school the final November arrives and leaves as suddenly as a spring storm. Exams. Graduation. Huge beach parties. Biggie and

  me, we’re feverish with anticipation; we steel ourselves for a season of pandemonium. But after the initial celebrations, nothing really happens, not even summer itself. Week after week an

  endless misting drizzle wafts in from the sea. It beads in our hair and hangs from the tips of our noses while we trudge around town in the vain hope of scaring up some action. The southern sky

  presses down and the beaches and bays turn the colour of dirty tin. Somehow our crappy Saturday job at the meatworks becomes full-time and then Christmas comes and so do the dreaded exam results.

  The news is not good. A few of our classmates pack their bags for university and shoot through. Cheryl Button gets into Medicine. Vic Lang, the copper’s kid, is dux of the school and

  doesn’t even stay for graduation. And suddenly there we are, Biggie and me, heading to work every morning in a frigid wind in the January of our new lives, still in jeans and boots and

  flannel shirts, with beanies on our heads and the horizon around our ears.




  The job mostly consists of hosing blood off the floors. Plumes of the stuff go into the harbour and old men sit in dinghies offshore to catch herring in the slick. Some days I can see me and

  Biggie out there as old codgers, anchored to the friggin place, stuck forever. Our time at the meatworks is supposed to be temporary. We’re saving for a car, the V-8 Sandman we’ve been

  promising ourselves since we were fourteen. Mag wheels, a lurid spray job like something off a Yes album and a filthy great mattress in the back. A chick magnet, that’s what we want. Until

  now we’ve had a biscuit tin full of twos and fivers but now we’re making real money.




  Trouble is, I can’t stand it. I just know I won’t last long enough to get that car. There’s something I’ve never told Biggie in all our years of being mates. That I dream

  of escaping, of pissing off north to find some blue sky. Unlike him I’m not really from here. It’s not hosing blood that shits me off – it’s Angelus itself; I’m

  going nuts here. Until now, out of loyalty, I’ve kept it to myself, but by the beginning of February I’m chipping away at our old fantasy, talking instead about sitting under a mango

  tree with a cold beer, walking in a shady banana plantation with a girl in a cheesecloth dress. On our long walks home I bang on about cutting our own pineapples and climbing for coconuts. Mate, I

  say, can’t you see yourself rubbing baby oil into a girl’s strapless back on Cable Beach? Up north, mate, think north! I know Biggie loves this town and he’s committed to the

  shared vision of the panel van, but I white-ant him day after day until it starts to pay off.




  By the last weeks of February Biggie’s starting to come around. He’s talking wide open spaces now, trails to adventure, and I’m like this little urger in his ear. Then one grey

  day he crosses the line. We’ve been deputised to help pack skins. For eight hours we stand on the line fighting slippery chunks of cow hide into boxes so they can be sold as craybait. Our

  arms are slick with gore and pasted with orange and black beef-hairs. The smell isn’t good but that’s nothing compared with the feel of all those severed nostrils and lips and ears

  between your fingers. I don’t make a sound, don’t even stop for lunch, can’t think about it. I’m just glad all those chunks are fresh because at least my hands are warm.

  Beside me Biggie’s face gets darker and darker, and when the shift horn sounds he lurches away, his last carton half-empty. Fuck it, he says. We’re outta here. That afternoon we ditch

  the Sandman idea and buy a Kombi from a hippy on the wharf. Two hundred bucks each.




  We put in two last weeks at the meatworks and collect our pay. We fill the ancient VW with tinned food and all our camping junk and rack off without telling a soul. Monday morning everyone

  thinks we’re off to work as usual, but in ten minutes we’re out past the town limits going like hell. Well, going the way a 1967 Kombi will go. Our getaway vehicle is a garden shed on

  wheels.




  It’s a mad feeling, sitting up so high like that with the road flashing under your feet. For a couple of hours we’re laughing and pointing and shoving and farting and then we settle

  down a bit. We go quiet and just listen to the Volkswagen’s engine threshing away behind us. I can’t believe we’ve done it. If either of us had let on to anybody these past couple

  of weeks we’d never have gone through with it; we’d have piked for sure. We’d be like all the other poor stranded failures who stayed in Angelus. But now we’re on the road,

  it’s time for second thoughts. Nothing said, but I can feel it.




  The plan is to call from somewhere the other side of Perth when we’re out of reach. I want to be safe from the guilts – the old girl will crack a sad on me – but Biggie has

  bigger things to fear. His old man will beat the shit out of him when he finds out. We can’t change our minds now.




  The longer we drive the more the sky and the bush open up. Now and then Biggie looks at me and leers. He’s got a face only a mother could love. One eye’s looking at you and the other

  eye’s looking for you. He’s kind of pear-shaped, but you’d be a brave bugger calling him a barge-arse. The fists on him. To be honest he’s not really my sort of bloke

  at all, but somehow he’s my best mate.




  We buzz north through hours of good farm country. The big, neat paddocks get browner and drier all the while and the air feels thick and warm. Biggie drives. He has the habit of punctuating his

  sentences with jabs on the accelerator and although the gutless old Volksie doesn’t exactly give you whiplash at every flourish, it’s enough to give a bloke a headache. We wind through

  the remnant jarrah forest, and the sickly-looking regrowth is so rain-parched it almost crackles when you look at it.




  When Perth comes into view, its dun plain shimmering with heat and distant towers ablaze with midday sun, we get all nervous and giggly, like a pair of tipsy netballers. The big city. We give

  each other the full Groucho Marx eyebrow routine but we’re not stopping. Biggie’s a country boy through and through. Cities confound him, he can’t see the point of them. He

  honestly wonders how people can live in each other’s pockets like that. He’s revolted and a little frightened at the thought. Me, I love the city, I’m from there originally. I

  really thought I’d be moving back this month. But I won’t, of course. Not after blowing my exams. I’m glad we’re not stopping. It’d be like having your nose rubbed in

  it. Failure, that is. I can’t tell Biggie this but missing out on uni really stings. When the results came I cried my eyes out. I thought about killing myself.




  To get past Perth we navigate the blowsy strips of caryards and showrooms and crappy subdivisions on the outskirts. Soon we’re out the other side into vineyards and horse paddocks with the

  sky blue as mouthwash ahead. Then finally, open road. We’ve reached a world where it isn’t bloody raining all the time, where nobody knows us and nobody cares. There’s just us and

  the Love Machine. We get the giggles. We go off; we blat the horn and hoot and chuck maps and burger wrappers around the cabin. Two mad southern boys still wearing beanies in March.




  I’m laughing. I’m kicking the dash. That ache is still there inside me but this is the best I’ve felt since the news about the exams. For once I’m not faking it. I look

  across at Biggie. His huge, unlovely face is creased with merriment. I just know I’ll never be able to tell him about the hopes I had for myself and for a little while I don’t care

  about any of it; I’m almost as happy as him. Biggie’s results were even worse than mine – he really fried – but he didn’t have his heart set on doing well; he

  couldn’t give a rat’s ring. For him, our bombing out is a huge joke. In his head he’s always seen himself at the meatworks or the cannery until he inherits the salmon-netting

  licence from his old man. He’s content, he belongs. His outlook drives my mother wild with frustration but in a way I envy him. My mother calls us Lenny and George. She teaches English; she

  thinks that’s funny. She’s trying to wean me off Biggie Botson. In fact she’s got a program all mapped out to get me back on track, to take the year again and re-sit the exams.

  But I’ve blown all that off now. Biggie’s not the brightest crayon in the box but he’s the most loyal person I know. He’s the real deal and you can’t say that about

  many people.




  My mother won’t chase me up; she’s kind of preoccupied. She’s in love with the deputy principal. He’s married. He uses the school office to sell Amway. Both of them

  believe that Civics should be reintroduced as a compulsory course.




  We get out into rolling pasture and granite country and then wheat-lands where the ground is freshly torn up in the hope of rain. The VW shakes like a boiling billy and we’ve finally woken

  up to ourselves and sheepishly dragged our beanies off. The windows are down and the hot wind rips through our hair.




  Biggie must have secrets. Everyone dreams of things in private. There must be stuff he doesn’t tell me. I know about the floggings he and his mum get, but I don’t know what he wants

  deep down. He won’t say. But then I don’t say either. I never tell him about the Skeleton Coast in Africa where ships come aground on surf beaches and lie there broken-bellied until the

  dunes bury them. And the picture I have of myself in a café on the Piazza San Marco leaving a tip so big that the waiter inhales his moustache. Dreams of the big world beyond. Manila.

  Monterey. Places in books. In all these years I never let on. But then Biggie’s never there in the picture with me. In those daydreams he doesn’t figure, and maybe I’m guilty

  about that.




  After a while we pull over for a leak. The sunlight is creamy up here. Standing at the roadside with it roasting my back and arms through the heavy shirt, I don’t care that picking guavas

  and papaya doesn’t pay much more than hosing the floor of an abattoir. If it’s outside in the sun, that’s fine by me. We’ll be growing things, not killing them. We’ll

  move with the seasons. We’ll be free.




  Mum thinks Biggie’s an oaf, that he’s holding me back. She doesn’t know that without Biggie there’d be nothing left of me to hold back. It sounds weak, but he saved my

  life.




  We didn’t meet until the second week of high school. I was new in town and right from the start a kid called Tony Macoli became fixated on me. He was very short with a rodent’s big

  eyes and narrow teeth. He sat behind me every class he could and whispered weird threats under the uncomprehending gaze of the teachers, especially my mother. He liked to jab me in the back with

  the point of his compass and lob spitballs into my hair. He trod on my feet in passing and gleefully broke my pencils. I’d never been a brawler but I was confident that I could knock him

  down. Trouble was, my parents were new to the school – this was before the old man pissed off – and I didn’t want to make trouble. I already sensed their mutual misery and I felt

  responsible somehow. So I put up with it. I hadn’t even spoken to Tony Macoli. I was shocked by the hatred in his wan little face. I couldn’t imagine how I’d put him out so

  thoroughly. It seemed that my very existence offended him.




  The little bastard kept at me but I didn’t touch him. After a week I didn’t even react. I wasn’t scared. It wasn’t passive resistance or anything. I just got all weird

  and listless. I reckon I was depressed. But the less I responded the more Tony Macoli paid out on me.




  On the second Monday of term I was shoved into a hedge, tripped in the corridor so that my books sprayed across the linoleum, and had my fingers slammed in a desk – all this before morning

  recess. Each little coup brought out Macoli’s wheezy little laugh. It rocked his body and tilted his head back on his neck so that the whites of his eyes showed. At morning recess I was

  wiping mud from my pants while he gave in to that convulsive laugh. The wind blew his tie over his left shoulder and my pulse felt shallow, as though I was only barely alive. As I got wearily back

  to my feet, a shambling figure passed me and I saw the flash of a fist. One second Tony Macoli was laughing himself sick, and the next his nose was pointed over his shoulder in the same direction

  as his windblown tie. Blood spurted, Macoli went down and I can still hear the sweet melon sound of his head hitting the path. Macoli went to the district hospital and Biggie Botson began two

  weeks’ suspension.




  That’s how it started. A single decisive act of violence that joined me to Biggie forever. If you believe him on the subject he acted more out of animal irritation than charity. But I felt

  like somebody ransomed and set free. Until that moment I was disappearing. School, home, the new town, they were all misery. If Biggie hadn’t come along I don’t know what would have

  become of me. Exam week, five years later, wasn’t the first time I thought of necking myself. Biggie became my mate, my constant companion, and Tony Macoli was suddenly landscape.




  For a while my mother thought Biggie and me were gay. She did a big tolerance routine that dried up when she realized we weren’t poofs.




  Back on the road again I’m thinking boab trees and red dirt, girls in sarongs, cold beer, parking the Vee Dub on some endless beach to sleep. And mangoes. Is there anything sexier than a

  mango?




  I suppose we’re all wrong for each other, Biggie and me. He’s not a very introspective bloke. Sometimes he makes me restless. But we get along pretty well most of the time. We go

  camping a lot, hike out to all sorts of places and set up on our own. Biggie loves all the practical stuff, reading maps, trying survival techniques, learning bushcraft. I’m more into the

  birds and plants and stars and things. Some mornings out in the misty ranges the world looks like it means something, some simple thing just out of my reach, but there anyway. That’s why I

  go. And both of us dig the fact that nobody else is out there pursing their lips at us or taking a swing.




  Biggie truly is a funny bugger. He can do Elvis with his belly-button – thank you very much – a toothless King sprouting manky black hairs in a face made of fat. He can fart

  whole sentences, a skill St Augustine admired in others. He’s not much for hygiene. His hair’s always greasy and that navel smells like toejam. He doesn’t swim. He couldn’t

  carry a tune in a bucket but he can find true north by instinct. On his day he’s a frightening fast bowler but most days he can’t hit the pitch for love or money. He once surfed a

  school bus thirty miles. He caught nineteen herring with the same single green pea and an unweighted hook. And he was the only one in the class brave enough to hold the bin for the student teacher

  while she puked so hard it came out her nose. His sole academic success was his essay on the demise of Led Zeppelin, but then I wrote that for him.




  Friendship, I suppose, comes at a price. There have been girls I’ve disqualified myself from because of Biggie. Not everyone wants to have him tagging along everywhere, though in the days

  before we get our licences there are those who don’t mind walking out with us to the drive-ins. I figure we’re not glamorous but we’re entertaining in our way. Right through high

  school I have occasional moments, evenings, encounters with girls but no real girlfriend and mostly I don’t regret it. Except for Briony Nevis. For two years we’re sort of watching each

  other from a distance. Sidelong glances. She’s flat-out beautiful, long black hair like some kind of Indian. Glossy skin, dark eyes. She’s funny in a wry, hurt kind of way, and smart.

  In class she goads me, says I’m not as stupid as I make out. I kiss her once at a party. Well, maybe she kisses me. Hair like a satin pillowslip. Body all sprung as though she’s ready

  to bolt. A long, long kiss, deep and playful as a conversation. But there at the corner of my eye is Biggie alone on the smoky verandah, waiting to go home. I don’t go to him straight up. I

  do make him wait a fair old while but I don’t go on with Briony Nevis the way I badly want to because I know Biggie will be left behind for good. Not that I don’t think about her. Hell,

  I write poems to her, draw pictures of her, construct filthy elaborate fantasies she’ll never know about. But I never touch her again. Out of loyalty. Briony isn’t exactly crushed. If

  anything she seems amused. She sees how things are.




  And she’s right, you know, I’m not as stupid as I make out. It’s a survival thing, making yourself a small target. But even now, feeling kind of euphoric, buzzing up the

  highway, I know I’m stuck in something that I can’t figure my way out of.




  You see, back in first year, right at the beginning when Biggie was my saviour and still doing his two weeks’ suspension for busting Tony Macoli’s nose, I kept notes for the full

  fortnight and more or less wrote Biggie’s essays for him when he got back. He didn’t care if he passed or failed but I wanted to do it for him, and so what began as a gesture of

  gratitude became a pattern for the rest of our schooling. I made him look brighter than he was and me a little dimmer. His old man preferred him to be a dolt. My mother expected me to be an

  academic suckhole. Most of the time Biggie couldn’t give a damn but sometimes I think he really got his hopes up. I feel responsible, like my ghost work stopped him from learning. In a way I

  ruined his chances. For five years I worked my arse off. I really did all our work. Out of loyalty, yeah, but also from sheer vanity. And the fact is, I blew it. I got us both to the finish line

  but ensured that neither of us got across it. Biggie hadn’t learnt anything that he could display in an exam and I was too worn out and cocky to make sense. We fried. We’re idiots of a

  different species but we are both bloody idiots.




  At New Norcia we pull in to fuel up and use the phone. Biggie decides that he’s not calling home so he sits in the VW while I reverse the charges and get an earful. My mother wails and

  cries. I’m vague about my whereabouts and look out at the monastery and church spires and whitewashed walls of the town while she tells me I’m throwing my future away. I hang up and

  find Biggie talking to a chick with a backpack the size of an elephant saddle. She’s tall and not very beautiful with long, shiny brown hair and big knees. She thinks she’s on the coast

  road north and she’s mortified to discover otherwise. Biggie explains that this is the inland route, shows her on the map. She wants to get to Exmouth, she says. I can see Biggie falling in

  love with her moment by moment. My heart sinks.




  There isn’t really even much consultation. We just pull out with this chick in the back. Meg is her name. I know it’s hot and she’s had a tough day but she’s on the nose.

  She’s got a purple tanktop on and every time she lifts an arm there’s a blast of BO that could kill a wildebeest. Biggie doesn’t seem to notice. He’s twisted around in his

  seat laughing and chatting and pointing and listening while I drive in something close to a sullen silence.




  Meg is as thick as a box of hammers. It’s alarming to see how enthralled Biggie is. He goes right ahead and tells her about life in the salmon camp every season when all the huts are full

  and the tractors are hauling nets up the beach and trucks pull down to the water’s edge to load up for the cannery. All the drinking and fighting, the sharks and the jetboats, the great green

  masses of fish pressed inside the headlands. He doesn’t tell Meg that it’s all for petfood, that his mother cries every night, that he’s given up defending her, not even urging

  her to leave now, but nobody could hold that against him. Meg, this mouth-breathing moron, is staring at Biggie like he’s a guru, and I just drive and try to avoid the rear-view mirror.




  I get to thinking about the last night of school and the bonfire at Massacre Point, the beginning of that short period of grace when my very limbs tingled with relief and the dread of failure

  had yet to set in. Someone had a kite in the air and its tail was on fire, looping and spiralling orange and pink against the night sky, so beautiful I almost cried. I was smashed and exhausted; I

  suppose any little thing would have seemed poignant and beautiful. But I really felt that I’d reached the edge of something. I had a power and a promise I’d never sensed before. The

  fact that the burning kite consumed its own tail and fluttered down into the sea didn’t really register. I didn’t see it as an omen. Biggie and I drank Bacardi and Coke and watched some

  lunatic fishing for sharks with a Land Rover. Briony Nevis was there, teeth flashing in the firelight. I was too pissed to go over to her. I fell asleep trying to work up the nerve.




  We woke by a huge lake of glowing embers, our sleeping bags damp, the tide out and our heads pounding, but it was the smiling that hurt the most. Biggie wanted to stay a while in that tangle of

  blankets and swags but I convinced him to get up with me and swim bare-arsed in the cold clear water inside the rocky promontory before we stole back through the sleeping crowd towards my

  mother’s car. That was a great feeling, tingling, awake, up first, seeing everybody sprawled in hilarious and unlikely pairings and postures. The air was soupy, salty, and as we padded up the

  sand track with birds in the mint-scented scrub all round, I just couldn’t imagine disappointment. The world felt new, specially made for us. It was only on the drive back to town that our

  hangovers caught up.




  While I’m thinking about all of this Biggie’s gone and climbed over into the back and Meg’s lit up a number and they’re toking away on it with their feet up like

  I’m some kind of chauffeur. The country is all low and spare now and the further we go the redder it gets. Biggie’s never had much luck with girls. I should be glad for him. But

  I’m totally pissed off.




  In the mirror Biggie has this big wonky grin going. He sits back with his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, his Blundstones poking through the gap in the seats at my elbow. Meg

  murmurs and exclaims at the beauty of the country and Biggie just nods slit-eyed with smoke and anticipation while I boil.




  Late in the day, when Biggie and Meg are quizzing each other on the theme tunes to TV sitcoms, we come upon a maze of salt lakes that blaze silver and pearly in the sun and stretch to the

  horizon in every direction. I begin to have the panicky feeling that the land and this very afternoon might go on forever. Biggie’s really enjoying himself back there and I slowly understand

  why. There’s the obvious thing of course, the fact that he’s in with a big chance with Meg come nightfall. But something else, the thing that eats at me, is the way he’s enjoying

  being brighter than her, being a step ahead, feeling somehow senior and secure in himself. It’s me all over. It’s how I am with him and it’s not pretty.




  The Kombi fills with smoke again but this time it’s bitter and metallic and I’m halfway to asking them to leave off and open a bloody window when I see the plume trailing us down the

  highway and I understand that we’re on fire. I pull over into a tottery skid in the gravel at the roadside and jump out to see just how much grey smoke is pouring out of the rear grille. When

  Biggie and Meg join me we stand there a few moments before it dawns on us that the whole thing could blow at any moment and everything we own is inside. So we fall over each other digging our stuff

  free, tossing it as far into the samphire edges of the saltpan as we can. Without an extinguisher there’s not much else we can do once we’re standing back out there in the litter of our

  belongings waiting for the VW to explode. But it just smoulders and hisses a while as the sun sinks behind us. In the end, with the smoke almost gone and the wiring cooked, it’s obvious

  we’re not going anywhere. We turn our attention to the sunset. Meg rolls another spliff and we share it standing there taking in the vast, shimmering pink lake that suddenly looks full of

  rippling water. We don’t say anything. The sun flattens itself against the saltpan and disappears. The sky goes all acid blue and there’s just this huge silence. It’s like the

  world’s stopped.




  Right then I can’t imagine an end to the quiet. The horizon fades. Everything looks impossibly far off. In two hours I’ll hear Biggie and Meg in his sleeping bag and she’ll cry

  out like a bird and become so beautiful, so desirable in the total dark that I’ll begin to cry. In a week Biggie and Meg will blow me off in Broome and I’ll be on the bus south for a

  second chance at the exams. In a year Biggie will be dead in a mining accident in the Pilbara and I’ll be reading Robert Louis Stevenson at his funeral while his relatives shuffle and mutter

  with contempt. Meg won’t show. I’ll grow up and have a family of my own and see Briony Nevis, tired and lined in a supermarket queue, and wonder what all the fuss was about. And one

  night I’ll turn on the TV to discover the fact that Tony Macoli, the little man with the nose that could sniff round corners, is Australia’s richest merchant banker. All of it

  unimaginable. Right now, standing with Biggie on the salt lake at sunset, each of us still in our southern-boy uniform of boots, jeans and flannel shirt, I don’t care what happens beyond this

  moment. In the hot northern dusk, the world suddenly gets big around us, so big we just give in and watch.




  





  Abbreviation




  IT WAS DARK when the Langs rolled into White Point and nobody had anything to say. They were hours late and everyone knew why but with Nanna in the Jeep

  nobody was game to say a thing. Vic squirmed in his seat and sighed again, despite himself.




  You must have worms, said his grandmother sternly.




  I always bring my own bait, he said.




  Vic, said his mother with a note of warning.




  Sorry, he mumbled.




  But he wasn’t sorry. If the others hadn’t kept them waiting half the afternoon they’d be there by now. They’d be set up on the beach with a fire going. It was the usual

  Uncle Ernie balls-up. When they arrived at his place at noon all Vic’s girl-cousins were packed and ready in the Land Rover out on the hot street, their faces as red as their hair, while

  their parents were inside having a blue. The Landy’s motor was running, the dinghy was hitched to it with the rods and mattresses and eskies strapped aboard in a bristling pile, but Ernie and

  Cleo were still in the house with the door locked. When Vic’s old man banged on the window, nothing happened. He rattled the door, rang the bell. He got Vic’s cousins out of the vehicle

  and sat them in the shade. They were the sorriest-looking bunch of girls you’d ever see, freckly as all get-out, with needle teeth and big nostrils. He’d seen carpet sharks prettier

  than them. Uncle Ernie was a ginger banty-rooster of a bloke and Auntie Cleo let everyone know she was too good for him. She was blonde. She had the looks of an old-timey movie star gone to fat.

  She had cleavage that damn-near made an echo when she spoke.




  Everybody sat out in the street until Vic’s baby sister began to scream in the heat and his grandmother yanked the keys from Ernie’s idling Landy and opened the front door of the

  house herself. Ernie and Cleo came out pushing and shoving and swearing like sailors and all the wobbegong cousins began to bawl and then Ernie’s Land Rover wouldn’t start because it

  had overheated chugging out there in the street for God knows how long, and there was more bitching and backbiting while they waited for it to cool, but Nanna wouldn’t hear a word against her

  favoured son.




  So here they were now in the hot night, the Jeep and the Landy winding down the hill to White Point. The streets were empty. They drove on through to where the road ended and the white dunes

  banked up like a snowfield in the moonlight. Not that Vic had ever seen snow; it’s just how he imagined it going on white forever.




  They climbed into the dunes, motors grinding and whinnying. Vic rode the rolls and jerks and tried not to think about food. When the going was smooth the rumble of the diffs lulled him close to

  sleep and several times he stirred to see that Uncle Ernie was bogged to the axles and Vic had to get out with his father and grandmother to dig or set a tow rope.




  It’s the boat he’s pulling, said Nanna, in defence of Ernie’s driving. It’s the load and all those kids.




  Vic’s mother pressed her lips together in the bright moonlight and nursed his baby sister. She knew as well as Vic that Ernie was careless, that he approached every hill in top gear, that

  his tyres were pumped too hard.




  Nanna directed vehicle recovery. She rode out on the side step and talked through the open window, barking the kind of instructions that only a non-driver could give. After a long time they came

  into saltbush country and down into firm tracks that were steady going. The red eyes of the boat trailer up ahead mesmerized Vic until he slept again. When he woke they were down on wide, white

  beach that was as hard as a highway. For miles they drove fast and easy until they came to a spit where several campfires burned already.




  Vic put up poles and ropes and tarps with the rest of them and ate cold roast lamb and potatoes in a stupor of fatigue. He fell onto a mattress and wound himself in a sheet and slept with the

  surf roaring all around him. He woke in the night, certain the sea had overrun them, but it was only the cool breeze rolling over him in waves and he slept on dreamless.




  At first light the wind off the land was already hot and it smelt of saltbush and desert. When Vic woke, his grandmother was frying eggs over a driftwood fire. His father and uncle had the

  dinghy at the water’s edge and were loading it with big cane craypots. Vic sat at the trestle table beneath the billowing tarp and ate eggs and drank tea from an enamel cup. The girls were

  only just stirring now and the other women were still asleep. The men came and ate breakfast and when they were finished Vic helped them push the boat into the shorebreak and jumped in when the

  outboard fired.




  Ernie throttled them out into calm water and Vic looked back at the other cluster of tents and tarps not far from their own camp. He saw a truck and a tractor and a striped tent big as a circus

  marquee. The sun was low on the rolling dunes and he felt tired and strangely old. Today was the last day of the year. He wished there’d been room for a mate on this trip, someone to see 1973

  in with, but the only spare seat had gone to Nanna; these days there was no escaping her. And now that the wind was rifling through his hair and the aluminium hull thrummed underfoot, he began to

  wish that it was his father at the tiller and not his uncle, because Ernie steered a boat as nonchalantly as he drove. The more confident Ernie was the less cause there was for anyone else to feel

  safe. But it was Ernie’s boat not his father’s. They didn’t have a boat, couldn’t afford one. Vic smiled gamely at the old man, reading the amusement in his raised eyebrows,

  and held on as they pounded out towards the reef. Beneath him the water flashed by, white, green, blue, yellow. When they got out over the mottled deep, swells rolled in smooth and oily while

  Vic’s old man baited the pots with beef hocks and Ernie uncoiled ropes and floats. They tipped the craypots into sandy green holes and left the ropes snaking on the surface.




  Back on the beach the carrot-top cousins squealed for a ride in the boat.




  While they were tootled around the shallows Vic went up to the makeshift shelter between vehicles and saw that his mother was up. He rocked his baby sister while his mum ate breakfast and

  listened to Auntie Cleo talk about fingernails and cuticles. Vic’s Auntie wasn’t really a Cleo; she botted the name from the magazine with the horoscopes and male centrefolds. Her real

  name was Cloris. She bored his mum stupid. Vic’s mum did her best to hide it from him but he knew it well enough. She must have been tired this morning because at one moment during

  Cleo’s prattling monologue, at the very instant that Nanna happened to look their way, she rolled her eyes at him as if to say give me strength. Cleo didn’t notice but

  Nanna’s mouth was like a knife edge.




  Vic didn’t know why they were all stuck on this trip together but there was no doubt it was Nanna’s idea. She had firm ideas about family, and when she was around everybody

  else’s ideas went soft.




  He wasn’t quite thirteen but Vic knew a thing or two about Uncle Ernie. The oldies kept it quiet but he knew that with Nanna Ernie had protected status. It was as though he could do no

  wrong. Yet everything Ernie touched turned bad. He liked the nags. He played two-up and always knew a bloke who knew a bloke who had something or other on the highest authority. He was, therefore,

  always in trouble. It wasn’t unusual to have men come knocking on the door for him as though Vic’s old man was his father and not just his brother. Less than a year ago, just after his

  sister was born, Vic and his dad had to take Ernie’s truck out in the wee hours to deliver milk for him. Nobody said where Ernie was. Nanna came along of course. She read out the orders by

  the light of a policeman’s torch, and Vic ran until his throat was raw. The streets were dark and still. His father drove and ran and hardly said a word all night. Vic sensed that

  there’d been other nights he was spared. Now the milk round was gone in any case.




  Vic was always uneasy around his uncle. Ernie was funny. There was always a joke on the boil, something to be kept from the women, but you’d never tell him anything important about

  yourself. He was always talking, never listening. One Christmas, when Vic was eight, Uncle Ernie arrived out of the blue with a brand new bike for him, a Stingray with a T-bar shift. It was redder

  than Ernie’s face and seemed to please his uncle as much as him but Vic’s parents were strangely subdued. As an eight-year-old he had wondered if it was too much, too big a gift. He

  suspected they were jealous or even ashamed of their own thrift. Now he suspected that the bike was hot. There’d never been any gifts since.




  Ernie, Vic realized, was a live wire, an adventurer. That was his role in the family. Vic’s father, on the other hand, was the one who tidied up after the excitement. You could see

  they’d been doing it all their lives.




  Ernie and Cleo think they’re irresistible, he overheard his mother say one Easter.




  So, said his father, who gets to break the news to them?




  Vic sat around with the others as long as he could stand it but when it grew hot even beneath the shade of the tarps he unstrapped his surfboard from the roof of the Jeep and

  struck off down the beach. He walked until their camp was just a solitary blot in the white distance.




  The waves were only small but he wasn’t much of a surfer yet so he didn’t mind. After the hot walk the water was delicious. He paddled out excitedly and caught a few waves but either

  nosedived or tripped over himself. He even fell off trying to sit on the thing out beyond the break; it was like riding a greased pig. But you had to laugh at yourself. With mile after mile of

  deserted beach stretching out behind you there was nothing to be embarrassed about. He could have surfed in the nude if he wanted. Out in the calm he dived to the bottom and saw the ripples of the

  sandy seabed stretching out forever. The water travelled over his skin like a breeze. He felt free and happy.




  When he surfaced he was startled to realize that someone was watching him. Up on the crest of the first dune somebody sat with their arms across their knees. He couldn’t make out if it was

  a man or woman, boy or girl, and he hung in the water, holding his board, waiting for them to move off, but whoever it was stayed put. Vic grew a little nervous. He supposed he could lie here all

  day if need be; he could maybe paddle out if he felt really threatened but he didn’t get the chance because a big set came through while he had his back to the sea. The first wave sent him

  bum over breakfast onto the sandbar and snatched the board from his grasp, and the four monsters that followed slammed him, tumbling, along the bottom, holding him down so long that when he finally

  surfaced, with his shorts halfway down his legs, he gave out a pathetic squeak more embarrassing than the fact of his bare arse. He dragged up his shorts and stumbled, coughing, along the shore to

  where his board lay washed up.




  Over on the dune the stranger clapped. It was a girl and not one of his cousins. He wanted to snatch up the board and walk back to camp then and there but he was winded and weak at the knees, so

  he sat on the thing with his back to the girl and did his best to ignore her. Bitch. But he felt so stupid with his head sunk between his shoulders out in the middle of an empty beach like this. He

  was like a turtle trying to pull its head back into its shell. He hunched over, fuming. A stream of water gushed from his nose.




  Well, you didn’t see that one coming, said the girl, suddenly behind him.




  Vic whirled around and a string of snot and saltwater landed on his arm. While he scrubbed at it with his knuckles, he saw the green polish on her toenails.




  Sorry, she said. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.




  Vic shrugged. The sun was right behind her head; he couldn’t see her at all.




  Nice in the water?




  Yeah, he said. Nice.




  I was wondering. If I could have a go on that thing.




  She stepped over and put a toe on the board. She wore Levi’s and a tee-shirt that said Phi Zappa Krappa. There was a picture of a naked man sitting on the toilet.




  Okay, he said.




  You sure?




  He shrugged again.




  Always wanted to try, she said. And Christ, I’m so bored. You know?




  Vic smiled hesitantly and wiped his nose twice – once with each hand. He got up off the board. The girl reefed off her shirt and shucked down her jeans. She dropped her mirror shades onto

  the little pile they made on the sand. She wore a lime-green bikini with little plastic hoops at the hips like that Bond girl. Sunlight caught the fine down on her thighs. She had brown hair that

  swung across her back. She had real breasts. She was older, much older than him.




  Any tips? she said, hoisting the board to her hip.




  Um. Don’t fall off?




  She smiled kind of sideways at him and walked down to the water. He watched her go, alert to her calves and the way her bum moved. He wondered what it’d be like to have an older sister.

  How could you stand the sight of all that flesh without turning into some kind of sister-weirdo?




  As a surfer the girl was no more a natural than he was. Her hopeless floundering came as sweet relief. When she came back she dropped the board at his feet and squeezed the water out of her

  hair. There was sand salted down the front of her legs. She was pretty. He didn’t know where to look.




  Thought you’d come out and help me, sport, she said, grabbing up her shirt and wiping her face on it.




  Sorry, he mumbled, turning away from the sight of her dabbing at her chest with the damp shirt.




  What’s your name?




  He told her.




  From the city?




  He shook his head. Not anymore, he said. We just moved down south. Angelus. It’s pretty crap.




  He looked at her green-painted fingernails as she flapped the shirt. Something wasn’t right.




  She sat on the sand and crossed her legs like a primary schooler or a hippy. She pulled on the mirror shades and then he saw it. There was a finger missing.




  What? she said.




  Sorry?




  The finger?




  No, he said.




  Bullshit. Come on sport, own up. Here, look.




  She held up her left hand. The third finger was little more than a stump.




  Vic felt himself grimacing, tried to undo his face but she’d seen it.




  Hay baler, she said.




  Oh, he murmured, not knowing what a hay baler was. It sounded like a farm thing.




  You on a farm?




  Kind of. Boarding school, really.




  Did it. Hurt?




  Like a total bastard, she said. But, you know, all the big things hurt, the things you remember. If it doesn’t hurt it’s not important.




  You really think?




  She grabbed him by the ear, pinched his lobe so hard he saw spots, and the more he tried to squirm free the tighter she gripped him. It felt like his whole ear would be uprooted from his head.

  She was a psycho; he was stuck out here with a psycho and he had tears in his eyes now and she had her mouth on his, kissing him soft and slow until his mouth slackened, and all the time, even

  while her tongue slid across his teeth and he snorted like a frightened horse through his nose, she squeezed his ear without relenting until the long hot kiss was over.




  She let go. He gasped.




  See?




  See what? he said, grabbing his ear.




  You won’t forget your first real kiss.




  You’re nuts!




  Wrong choice of words, sport, she said, looking down at the stiffy in his shorts.




  Vic hunched away from her.




  Just trying to make a point, she said with a grin.




  Fuck you, he said.




  My mother’s worried about my wedding day. Says it’ll be awkward when my husband goes to put the ring on in front of all the dearly beloved.




  Does it worry you? he asked, despite himself.




  Nah. Weddings are bourgeois. Marriage is over. Who the hell wants to get married?




  Your mum did.




  She’s a farmer’s wife. She doesn’t know any better.




  Vic looked at her hands. He was appalled and fascinated by her.




  I call it my abbreviation, she said, lying back on her jeans, holding out her damaged hand like a starlet admiring the ring Rock Hudson or somebody had just bought her.




  Sorry?




  The finger. My abbreviation. Drives the old man spare. He can’t even look at it.




  Vic couldn’t take his eyes off it.




  Guilty, I spose. I was six years old. Thinks he should have been more careful.




  Maybe he should have.




  Nah. Wasn’t his fault. Wasn’t even an accident. I just stuck my hand in because I was curious.




  Curious?




  To see how it all worked.




  Far out, he murmured.




  And the lesson is that it all works too quickly to see, she said with a laugh. But I remember everything about that day. What everyone was wearing, all the daggy things people said in the car on

  the way into town. The smell of stubble, upholstery. The taste of tomato in my throat from lunch.




  What’s your school like? he said.




  A battery farm. A thousand girls trying to lay an egg.




  How old are you? he asked, emboldened.




  Sixteen. And bloody bored.




  Can I see your finger? Close up, I mean?




  I don’t care, she said, holding out her hand from where she lay.




  The whole time they’d been speaking it wasn’t the girl’s shaved legs he was watching, not even the wedge of cloth over the mound between them, but her hand raking the sand at

  her side. Her knuckles were frosted with tiny white grains; he hadn’t been able to look away and now, as he shuffled over on his knees to get a closer look, he felt a flutter in his throat.

  She turned the hand one way and then the other for his benefit. He leaned down and blew sand from her finger and the quartzy grains settled on her belly.




  She tilted her hand down the way posh ladies did on the movies when they wanted their hand kissed. Without thinking, he kissed it.




  Kiss my aura, Dora.




  What?




  Frank Zappa. It’s a quote.




  Oh.




  This sun’s a bugger. I need some blockout. And I’m hungry.




  She grabbed his face the way an auntie would, then let him go.




  They walked back up the beach in no great hurry, talking a bit as they went. Her name was Melanie and her family had the big blitz truck and the circus tent. They were here for a few days’

  break before harvesting. There was a big low in the north and they were keeping an ear on the weather reports on radio. Neighbours and cousins were with them but she was the only one her age.




  We’re in the same boat, he said.




  She laughed sceptically.




  We’re having a bonfire, he said. For New Year’s.




  Uh-huh.




  He sensed that she’d grown bored with him now.




  He caught sight of himself in Melanie’s mirror shades. His lips were white with sand where he’d kissed her hand. He looked like a nine-year-old.




  I’m hot, he said, flushing.




  Okay.




  I’m gunna swim a bit.




  Right.




  See ya, then.




  Vic’s skin all but sizzled when he hit the water. He lay there watching Melanie walk back into camp. The excitement of being with her had lapsed into a sudden sense of failure. The sea

  sucked at him. He tingled all over.




  That afternoon Vic sat out in the dinghy catching flathead and whiting with the men. Uncle Ernie bitched about traffic fines and summonses and the tax man and Vic’s old

  man let it go. One of Ernie’s balls kept peeking out of his tiny shorts like a dangling gingernut and both Vic and his father struggled to keep a straight face. Now and then, in lulls in the

  bite, Vic rubbed the tender lobe of his ear.




  When they came in at dusk the women and the wobbegong girls were in the water, splashing and screaming. Nanna had the baby on her hip, searching the water for unseen perils.




  Later they lit the bonfire and while it got going they ate fish and potato salad and green beans. A big tangerine moon rose from the dunes and the breeze died out altogether. The girls rooted

  through the icebox for bottles of Passiona. Vic drank Cottee’s cola with his mother and felt his skin tight with sunburn. Nanna had her icewater and the other adults had beer. Soon there were

  empty king browns all over the trestle.




  When the fire was really crackling Vic walked down to the water in search of more driftwood. Up the beach a little way, out in front of the big old army truck and the striped circus tent, there

  was a fire burning twenty feet high. It was a real monster. He walked up into the dunes so he could come up behind Melanie’s camp and look on without being seen.




  He crouched in a bit of saltbush and gazed down on the fire and the pile of mallee roots beside the truck. There were people laughing down there, big men’s voices and squeaking kids and

  the titter of women. He smelled meat grilling and onions frying.




  Like a peasant feast, said a familiar voice beside him.




  Vic nearly cried out in fright. Melanie was tucked into another clump of saltbush, a bottle glinting in her hand.




  Scared you again.




  No, he lied.




  Bored, too, eh?




  A bit.




  Want some?




  What is it?




  New Year’s Eve.




  Very funny.




  Feel like a swim?




  No, said Vic. A walk maybe.




  Okay, a walk.




  As the moon dragged itself back into shape, they walked out into the rolling, white sandhills until they came to a valley whose wind-ribbed contours reminded Vic of the ocean floor; the fluted

  ripples went on forever.




  Cheer me up, sport, said Melanie.




  Vic told her about Ernie’s dangling gingernut and the jugs on his Auntie Cleo. He told her about his cousins, their needle teeth and wobbegong skin.




  Woebegone, said Melanie.




  Wobbegong. It’s a carpet shark.




  I know this. Sport, I’m with you.




  They sat down in a hollow to rest a moment. Melanie pulled the lid off her bottle and drank.




  Happy New Year, she said, passing it to him.




  Ginger, he murmured, sniffing.




  Stone’s Green Ginger Wine. Made from the little ginger balls of strange uncles.




  Vic laughed. He took a sip but didn’t like it. The stuff tasted like ginger beer mixed with diesel.




  How’s your ear? Melanie said, reaching over and giggling as he drew away warily.




  Orright, he said.




  Let me see, then.




  Vic didn’t trust her but he couldn’t resist the idea of her touching him. She took his earlobe tenderly and rubbed it between two fingertips.
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