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  to Denise, with love




  







  

    

      So, close behind some promontory lie




      

        

          The huge leviathans to attend their prey:


        


      




      And give no chace, but swallow in the fry,




      

        

          Which through their gaping jaws mistake the way.


        


      




      Dryden, Annus Mirabilis




      those grim travellers in dawn skies




      see the beauty – makes them cry inside




      makes them angry and they don’t know why




      grim travellers in dawn skies




      Bruce Cockburn, ‘Grim Travellers’


    


  




  







  Prologue




  Here – it is 1831 on the southernmost tip of the newest and oldest continent, the bottom of the world. In the wintery gauze of dawn, the American whaler Family

  of Man weighs anchor and leaves the harbour and its search for deserters. An hour later, the Governor of the British Colony of Angelus, a globular man with regally inflamed haemorrhoids,

  watches the races. Because horses are so precious in the colony, it is the men who race; first the enlisted men, and then the convicts. The enlisted men in their shirtsleeves laugh together in the

  wild stubble beside the Governor’s marquee. They have already raced and bloodied themselves, but their race is but a preliminary event, and with different rules. All eyes are on the shambling

  figures of two convicts who roll keg-sized stones up the flank of Mount Clement.




  The harbour is still as memory, the scrub vibrates, and the granite quarry gapes.




  At the foot of the hill the officers and enlisted men and the handful of free settlers cheer as the two convicts grovel up, each inching his great stone towards the peg on the brow of the hill.

  They toil, pray, push, and find themselves at the same moment at the peg, where they let go their stones to race them downhill. Scrub slashes their shins as they career down, and behind them the

  stones grumble and accelerate and bounce at their heels. The small crowd barracks and bellows: the race is close, man with man, stone with stone, right until the moment Liam O’Gogram trips

  and falls and is mounted by his stone, leaving convict James Seed to finish amid a disappointed exchange of currency and a distracted avoidance of boulders.




  On the outskirts of the settlement, two infantrymen on patrol come upon the wasted hulk of a man on a sand-bar at the mouth of the river. His mad eyes unnerve the soldiers; they are eyes from

  another world. The man’s name is Nathaniel Coupar and his ordeal has left him barely alive, barely a man.




  Down on a shelly beach near the entrance to the harbour, a humpback whale lies where it has been jettisoned by the sea, rotting, caving in, rumbling in its decay, left alone by even the

  sharp-beaked gulls that hunt the lonely shallows for smelt and mullet.




  And now it is the year 1978 in Angelus, Western Australia.




  The town’s station wagons form a metal and glass perimeter around Angelus Oval. Two teams of men slog about in the turfy mud, upending one another, punching and kicking the soggy leather

  kernel from one end of the swampy ground to the other. The townspeople cheer and jeer from the waxed fenders of their Kingswoods.




  Behind the circle of cars, boys play in the muddy gravel, damming up the ochre water, and girls spatter their floral frocks in games of hopscotch, watched by the old woman with the shopping bags

  who leans on one leg – bun slipping from the side of her head like a cherry from the tip of a melting cupcake – a cathedral of noise in her ears.




  After the game, half the town is ushered into the belly of the rickety grandstand for celebrations. Des Pustling, patron of both teams, spits another tooth and sucks his bloodless gums as he

  signals for the spearing of the kegs. For an hour, this afternoon, black footballers and their families drink with the whites.




  In the evening, the pubs are full of talk. Old drinkers in the Royal Albert fling stories and froth and wisdom about; grey-suited men in the London talk through the crooks of their arms and

  scatter void betting slips. Businessmen in the Amity and the World shout with their heads low to the bar, and at the Black and White words and darts fly thudding into the walls. And down by the

  waterfront, as he waits for the whalemen to arrive, Hassa Staats, the Aryan publican of the Bright Star, pours watery beers for old men whose fathers drank here, and whose sons will drink here when

  they tire of youth. His anticipation is boyish, incongruous to his sixteen stone. He almost hops from foot to foot. On the floor, head resting in the sputum and ash of the foot-tray, Ernie Easton,

  Staats’s oldest customer, unable to remount his bucking stool, is dreaming of 1915.




  When at last the whalers descend upon the Bright Star, Hassa Staats shouts beer on the house and friendly fights break out between crews, and bottles open scalps and spectators clap one another

  on the back, afraid not to laugh. Ernie Easton, in showers of beer and flying glass, tells himself stories of the sea and reminds himself of his pioneering ancestors in order to coax his eyelids to

  lift so he can watch. Hassa Staats is so happy.




  In the main street an old woman sleeps against the window display of the new Woolworths store.




  Off the main street, an old man writes his sermon for the morning, eyes stung to tears by the fumes from a kerosene heater.




  Those Aboriginals strong and sober enough wander down from the Reserve, caught in the chiaroscuro of lightning, to sit outside the pubs and beg bottles of Brandovino from the white men who fall

  and fight on the footpaths. On a deserted golf links across town, their sons fight a rival group from out of town with crowbars and reticulation spikes.




  A young couple lie in bed. Their house overlooking the harbour from its perch on the side of Mount Clement has stood for generations. The man is thin and whip-haired; the woman is broadbacked

  with skin the colour of almond kernels. They have not been long married. Marriage has been a surprise for them. The woman is dreaming and not quite asleep. The man is awake and will be for hours.

  She stirs; she grips his arm, lets go, and settles.




  It is one hundred and forty-nine years since the day the Onan anchored in Angelus harbour. This town, scar between two scrubby hills, is not a big town, and it

  has few sustaining industries. But against all odds, all human sense, by some unknown grace, Angelus prevails.




  







  Angelus




  







  I




  In a bay east from the town of Angelus, cries resounded in the night. A tent stood silhouetted on moonlit sand and, beside it, the shape of a tractor. The interior

  of the tent was warmed by a gas lamp. A man and a woman lay naked on their bedding. The man read a musty journal, resting it on the woman’s buttocks. She listened to the lovemaking of the

  whales out in the bay, the sounds of her childhood. She quivered.




  ‘They haven’t been here since I was a little girl,’ she murmured.




  ‘Hmm?’




  ‘The whales. They used to have a strange effect on me.’




  The man shook his long, thin hair from his eyes. ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘When they were around at this time of year, I used to have this dream, over and over. I heard. . . .’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘It didn’t seem so odd, then. I was only a little girl. I heard the voice of God calling from down in the bay. I got up to the window to look. He was calling Poppa. Quite a patient

  voice. Daniel . . . Daniel. Poppa didn’t come out. After a while He stopped calling and from down in the bay came this thunderous splash and the whole farm shook and in the moonlight I saw

  this glistening, black . . . whale inching up towards the house. I screamed and fell back into bed and pulled the sheet over my face and there was thunder all of a sudden and heavy rain. When the

  storm was over I went to Poppa’s room and he was gone and the floor was wet and I was alone in the world. I went back to my bed and decided never to wake up. And that was when I woke up.

  Poppa would be there by my bed with the lamp and a glass of milk. It was God, I’d say. And he’d smile and say, “Yes, I know.”’




  ‘This happen every year?’ the man asked.




  ‘For a couple of years. Then one year the whales didn’t come.’




  The man sighed. ‘You Coupars!’




  ‘Poppa says the Coupars have always been fools.’




  ‘Fair enough.’




  ‘Fools-elect, or something.’




  The man shrugged, closed his book, and turned out the light. He thought he heard the chafe and creak of rowlocks, but there were no boats about. The sound was the old men’s noise the

  peppermints made in the breeze.




  Out in the bay the black skins of right whales fresh from the southern ice glistened in the thickening moonlight, their breath settling vaporously on the water.




  In the cutting light of afternoon the man and woman walked along the surf-hazed beach to a deep sheltered pool in the lee of the headland. With masks and fins, they

  plunged in. As he watched her long legs scissoring the water ahead of him, it occurred to the man that his wife ought not to have been born a land mammal. Her lungs were fantastic; she was strong,

  lithe and quick in the water, and he was sometimes afraid of her. She torpedoed out of the haze to take him by the legs, shaking him as a shark shakes its prey. He saw bold, curious fish, and found

  their vulnerability attractive. But he could only observe: she forbade weapons in the water. He saw her big body as it went deep again, moving over paddocks of shells in the pellucid light

  below.




  On the beach she showed him the bright, sea-worn objects she had found, pausing to let him wring the brine from her hair. He bit her on the neck.




  ‘Poppa will be expecting us,’ she said.




  II




  The same day, as he leaves his sad hulk of a car and gathers the pile of blankets in his arms, smelling the sharpness of their mothball odour, William Pell

  remembers something that happened ten years ago and he chuckles at himself as he sets out up the winding gravel track towards the Reserve.




  A tiny wren alights on a branch before him, turns its head and is gone, the branch not even vibrating under its weight. Pell marvels at the delicacy of it, thanks God for it and moves on with

  his memories and thoughts. An irony is upon him. A hundred years ago, he muses, these blankets I’m carrying would have been laced with typhoid, and here I am, a century later, still bringing

  them blankets. He guffaws humourlessly and sighs. Well, they need blankets now, he thinks, so I bring them, that’s all.




  In the clearing the iron of the humpies is wet with dew and the morning sun offers the scene a forlorn radiance. A man lies immobile on the wet ground by the corpse of a fire. Bottles glow green

  and gold and brown in the grass. Pell drops a blanket over the man and leaves the pile outside the biggest humpy. Inside the huts the people are sleeping and those awake are possessed by some

  deep-rooted shame which prevents them from coming out to greet him. Moving back down the crisp-wet track towards his car, the Reverend William Pell nurses his own shame: 1968 creeps back into his

  mind, how he travelled with the current, negotiating, bargaining with God, and how the moon hid behind a hedge of cloud.




  Pell spends the morning at home in his office. He writes a letter to the editor of the Advocate, and spends time with his clipboard in the spare room that is

  crammed dangerously full with boxes of food and blankets and clothing. Dust lifts and hovers about him in a grubby aura.




  Later he walks down the main street nodding to all those who demand it of him, buys two tins of tobacco at the Wildflower Cafe where the bikies slouch around on the Laminex with their

  GOD’S GARBAGE insignia embossed on their leather jackets, and stops outside the office of the Advocate to deliver his letter. Each day he rings at the desk he

  hears the journalists calling to each other.




  ‘And never send to know for whom the Pell tolls!’




  ‘He tolls for thee!’




  On his walk to the deepwater jetty in the harbour, Pell is reminded of his age; he is seventy-two and well overdue for retirement. In fact, his retirement has been set for the first of July,

  little more than six weeks away. Presbytery in the city has decided that the church in Angelus needs a younger man: after all, the Anglicans have one and the Methodists as well, though the

  Catholics will never again have a young one. The last young Catholic priest in the town was a drunkard who drove his Morris Minor into the sewage treatment plant outside town and drowned. Pell

  knows the town will welcome Darby, his successor, because Darby is a clean young man who keeps his religion to himself and Sunday.




  Without hailing them, Pell climbs down the gnarled wooden steps to the low landing close to the water and sits beside two of his old schoolmates. Dick and Darcy, warm inside their greatcoat,

  fish, and are mesmerized by the water.




  ‘G’day, Bill,’ they say.




  ‘Hello, Dick, Darc. How’s the fish?’




  Their eyes never leave the sky that is mirrored in the water.




  ‘Well’s can be expected,’ Dick says. Darcy nods. ‘They’re there.’




  ‘Good,’ says Pell, smiling.




  ‘How’s God, then?’ Darcy asks, a grin awry on his battered and toothless face.




  ‘Oh,’ Pell laughs, ‘well’s can be expected. He’s there, too.’




  All three laugh together and the sound is a strange thing to the gulls that stir along the jetty, frightened of the old men’s joke which seems as old as the timbers themselves. Pell looks

  out across the harbour with its flats and torpid shallows where once he and these old men chased fat, lazy mullet and found oysters in the mud and punted about in half-submerged dories, ankle-deep

  in guano. He gives them tobacco, which is all they will take from him, and leaves them to their reflections with a warmth and a sadness in him.




  On his way uptown he passes the old Coupar house on Brunswick Street where the old Misses Coupar had lived, where Daniel Coupar himself had lived for a short time during the Depression, where

  Coupar’s granddaughter has lived now for a year with her husband from the city. Queenie Coupar is now Queenie Cookson. Pell thinks: a strange fellow, that Cookson, a square peg in any hole.

  Pell remembers the headlines in an old Advocate, EX-JOURNO CAUGHT BARE, and he laughs to himself. Anyone who swims in the raw at Middle Beach in an Angelus winter

  needs to be arrested for his own well-being, Pell muses. Queenie Cookson had also been naked on that beach that day, but Judge Moorhead Wilkes knew whose daughter she was and she did not appear

  before the court. Queenie Coupar has always been a curiosity in Angelus. As a child, she was smitten with innocence, unlike her deserting mother, a child who told stories at school that had the

  teachers wondering, stories about conversations with dolphins and hearing God in seashells, a fear of thunder and lightning which made her seem eccentric to all.




  Pell steps into the Richardson Bakery, built in his father’s youth, and orders a tank loaf and says hello to the girl who serves him.




  ‘Hello, Father,’ she says. He winces.




  ‘Oh, and I’d better have a dozen scones, too, my dear,’ he says. ‘People always expect scones when they come to my place. And lots of milky tea, for some

  reason.’




  ‘Yes, Father,’ she says, fidgeting with floury hands in the till.




  ‘I’m not your father, girl,’ Pell says with a half-jolly chuckle. ‘I swear it.’




  The girl wraps his order, confused, and thinks what a silly old man and Pell squirms, pays hastily, and leaves.




  On the veranda of the manse, in the cool shadow of the old church, Pell suddenly tears a scone from the bag and hurls it at the picket fence; the scone clips the fence, sheds raisin-shrapnel,

  and bounces into the lane where some passer-by calls out in surprise. Pell slips quickly inside.




  Cleaning out his drawers after lunch with dust-motes raining on him in the heatless afternoon light, Pell finds an old manila folder and stops for a moment to read the title. Proposal for

  Conversion of Existing Operation of Whaling Station at Paris Bay, 1972. Riffling through the pages he strikes on a paragraph that he reads.




  

    

      . . . as tried and successfully executed on the east coast of the U.S. where old whalechasers and seiners are converted into whale-observing vessels bearing tourists and

      students who can view these awesome mammals at close range in their own habitat. The right and humpback whales are almost extinct. The sperm, still hunted, could if left alone be replenished

      and move closer to land further facilitating a venture of this sort. Whale observation might not be as lucrative as whale exploitation, but could be viable enough to sustain employment for many

      of those seamen and workers who must inevitably lose their jobs when finally the whaling industry in Angelus causes its own redundancy. . . .


    


  




  Pell drops the yellowed submission into the bin without emotion. ‘You’re just not a leader,’ he says, nostalgic for the days in Angelus when there were wise

  men and women not afraid to speak out. People who led. Old men like his father; young men like his old friend Daniel Coupar.




  From his Goormwood Street office this Monday morning Des Pustling can see the marble slab of the Goormwood Memorial with its recently installed wishing well. It marks

  the grave of Edgar Goormwood, the first English gentleman to die in Angelus. Convicts died quickly and regularly in those early years. The first free man to die was an infantryman who shot his foot

  off and died of gangrene in 1892. But gentlemen were rare and gentlemanly deaths history. Goormwood was a sensitive man who, upon arriving in the colony, took to bed and died with a volume of

  Milton on the coverlet. The stonemason and his brother who acted as undertakers, drunkards both, buried Goormwood on the wrong day at dawn, too close to the town limits, with the epitaph:




  

    Here lieth Edgar Wallace Goormwood




    Died of Greif 16th December, 1832




    God rest his immoral soul


  




  The sudden grave and the exotic disease ‘Greif sent the town into a panic and the townspeople locked themselves indoors for a week. Within two years the main thoroughfare

  parted on either side of the grave, leaving it like a tiny, ugly islet: which within another thirty years became the centre of the town of Angelus. The Pustlings, who arrived a century later, were

  distant relations to the Goormwoods of Oxford, having been Goormwood-Pustlings themselves until they shed the hyphen and the connection with the advent of the twentieth century. In the 1920s many

  of them forsook the comfort of England for the opportunity of the colonies. Benjamin Pustling of Surrey found Angelus, Western Australia, and made it his task to prosper and to own.




  Des Pustling, without thought to his link with history beneath the wishing well, merely glances across the street to the Presbyterian church and then looks back to his desk-top. Marion Lowell is

  busy behind him with two handsful of his girdle, like someone trying to stuff too many groceries into an undersize bag, hoisting, hands under his shirt, smelling his deceptive odour of Cryst-O-Mint

  Lifesavers. She knows not to laugh. She knows the story of her predecessor who paid dearly for laughter. The young woman, seduced into Pustling’s vast bedroom by the certainty of the

  unemployment that would accompany refusal, lay naked on his bed and saw, as her employer undressed, a slip of smeared toilet paper gummed to his left buttock. And she laughed. In a rage, Pustling

  held her to the bed and penetrated her and dressed her and sacked her and manhandled her out onto his front lawn.




  With his girdle in place, Des Pustling sharpens himself to the day’s commerce. His office walls are thick with photographs of properties to let, stiff Polaroid shots of leaning bungalows

  and farmhouses with honest-sounding details beneath in Marion’s neat felt-pen hand: PUSTLING REALTY / To Let / Hacker Farmlet /

  11½ acres / river views / prime land / bore sunk / generous terms. Pinned to the wall on his left, a curling calendar with a photograph of a kookaburra that reminds him of Robert Menzies

  says GOORMWOOD SERVICE AND LUBE. A few early shoppers pass in the street, stare up curiously, seeing only themselves in the tinted glass.




  Late in the morning he telephones the Reverend William Pell.




  ‘Listen, Reverend,’ he says, working a loose tooth over with his tongue, ‘can you tell me something about the church?’




  ‘About our church, Des, or the church?’ Pell answers. ‘I suppose I can try.’




  ‘Good. How does a person become an elder?’ Pustling grins, gums white.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘I mean I’d like to be an elder. You know, now that I’ve been coming along awhile. The church needs some younger blood making decisions. I know I’m no spring chicken, but

  the other blokes are getting too old to tie their own bootlaces, you know what I mean.’




  ‘Yes, I think I’m understanding, Des,’ Pell says. ‘And they’re not all blokes, Des. Miss Thrim, Mrs James and Mrs Galloway don’t like to be called

  blokes.’




  ‘Blokesses, then.’ Pustling guffaws. ‘Back to the point.’




  ‘The point is that I know what you’re up to, Des Pustling. You may not agree with Him, but the Lord set down some fairly comprehensive guidelines for the congregation’s

  choosing of elders. You have to be a—’




  ‘I’ll ignore your poor manners, Reverend—’




  ‘Good. I’ve been ignoring yours for years, now kindly—’




  ‘Just tell me one thing, Reverend?’




  ‘Can I choose which thing to tell you?’




  Prickly old bastard, Pustling thinks. Got more spirit left than I thought. ‘Who chooses elders, you?’




  ‘The church. The congregation. Current elders act upon the church’s recommendation. Not a perfect system, I’ll admit, but serviceable enough.’ The old man sounds

  winded.




  ‘Election of elders is when?’




  ‘August the second.’




  ‘Your retirement date is?’




  A long silence. Pustling can hear the old man thinking, hear his heart beating between his teeth.




  ‘The first of July. Pustling, if you think you can get control of this congregation to get yourself into some position of what you seem to think is power and influence . . .’




  ‘Yes?’ Pustling laughs.




  ‘Firstly, you won’t. Secondly, your reason for trying it will no longer exist. Most of it doesn’t exist already. I made a mistake, letting this moment become possible. I made a

  grave error about your cunning, though I thank God that you’ve made a worse blunder about mine.’




  Pustling stares out across the street, looking at the limestone blocks of the old church on the other side of the road as if the building itself has just hung up on him.




  III




  With his collapsed gumboots lying like dollops of dung beside him attracting more flies, Daniel Coupar sat waiting, shifting his feet on the veranda rail, farting

  painfully. It was Monday, 16 May. From below where pasture descended into dried swamp and veldt-grass and dunes, the tractor bellowed like a milk-heavy cow and Coupar cursed that idiot

  Cleveland Cookson for not knowing the difference between high and low ratios. Sixteen months ago, the city boy had come and stolen Queenie from him. Since then, it had not rained.




  Coupar had not slept since the arrival of the whales a few days before; their sounds brought him memories and that feeling of vast time passing and some choleric twitch of foreboding.




  The nose of the old Fordson appeared, grinding through the dry bracken near the swamp, jerking in ruts and water-cuts. He saw his granddaughter. She pointed to something across the swamp and

  Coupar saw ducks rising in a single dark wing.




  When the tagga-tagga of the engine stopped, Cleve and Queenie Cookson jumped down, laughing at a joke shared in the protective din.




  ‘You drive like a bloody donkey,’ Coupar said, grinning sourly.




  ‘It’s the tractor,’ Cleve Cookson said, glancing at the festering mounds of the old man’s boots.




  ‘Bollocks.’




  ‘Hello, Poppa,’ Queenie said, throwing back her tassels of hair, stepping up onto the veranda, kissing him. Coupar growled and accepted the kiss; he noted as she leant over that she

  wore no bra and he saw down to her navel. It’s what happens, he thought dully.




  ‘You’ve been eating grapes,’ she said, picking up an old stalk.




  ‘The last of them,’ Coupar said without looking up to the skeleton above. The vine was black with dryness.




  The young man went back to the tractor as they talked, and untied a hessian bag from the roll-cage. He showed the old man the abalone, each the size of a split pigmelon. The old man stopped

  speaking to Queenie.




  ‘When I was a boy they were all that big.’




  The crisp, brown paddocks ticked like hot metal. Coupar’s fences needed repairing and the stock were bony and the cows undermilked. He was growing too old to tend the place: people had

  said it for years ever since his wife died; but it was only recently that he had lost his will and died a little and realized how old and how repulsive to himself he was. Even the land has

  putrefied and pussed up around me and worked me to the surface, he thought, and now it’s a dried scab and I’m spat out like an unclean thing. Coupar hooked his clawed feet over the rail

  and farted. His granddaughter looked at his feet.




  ‘Poppa, what have you been doing? Your feet are all blistered.’




  ‘Walking,’ he said.




  Obviously not working, she thought.




  Cleve went inside with the abalone, through the open room with the limestone fireplace, the burst sofa, the browning walls adorned with sombre men and women with fierce, otherworldly Coupar

  eyes, over rugs that were no longer anything more than multiple series of interlocking threads left colourless from the years, into the cool, dark kitchen with its smells of damp and unbled meat

  and saddle-soap. He moved a crusty lump of leather with his foot: it was a saddle, hard, furrowed with lack of use and maintenance. Old boots, a necktie, rabbit traps, mildewed books, an axe-head

  and fowl crap lay on the stone floor. Cleve wanted to belong here. He prodded the coals of the massive stove. He breathed in deep, and he listened to the talk filtering in from outside.




  Dusk descended; the paddocks greyed and there was no hint of a dew that might moisten them. There was an unnatural warmth in the air that might once have promised a

  thunderstorm, but the sky was cloudless, opaque, and heavy with its own dryness. The three sat out on the veranda in cane chairs, drinking Coupar’s home brew, listening to the weary sounds of

  the birds roosting all about, watching and feeling the arrival of darkness.




  ‘The whales are still here, Poppa,’ Queenie said, looking down towards the indigo smear of ocean still distinguishable from the evening sky.




  ‘Never thought the buggers would ever come back,’ said Coupar. ‘Last time I saw the whales in numbers, Queenie, my girl, was when you were catching the school bus from here to

  town before your grandmother died, before I started feeling like an old man.’




  ‘I remember. They were here every winter.’




  Dark became complete, and the Tilley lamp clinked with moths that butted against the hot white glass, their shadows reeling across the ground below the veranda.




  ‘When are you going back to town?’ the old man asked, emptying the last bottle.




  ‘Tomorrow,’ Cleve said.




  ‘Our anniversary.’




  The old man knew only too well, pretended not to hear, and for a few minutes no one spoke. Cleve pushed his chair back, as if making motions for bed, and the old man stirred.




  ‘There’s two more bottles cooling down at the bore,’ Coupar murmured. ‘If you can handle it, that is.’ He wanted them to stay up with him even if it meant childish

  ploys; he wanted to talk with them, these distant strangers, so young, so lithe, so ripe for catastrophe. And he was jealous of them because they were so much closer to the beginning of their lives

  than he was.




  ‘I’ll get them,’ Cleve said, rising.




  ‘No, I’ll go.’ Queenie was already off the veranda and into the darkness. She found her way without hesitation, feeling her infant footprints in the dust.




  The old man watched her form absorbed by night.




  ‘So,’ he said, without looking up at Cleve, ‘you found the journals.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Cleve nodded, observing the pink rasher of pate showing through the old man’s white hair. ‘I figured you let me find them on purpose.’




  ‘Read them properly. Read them for. . . .’ He hesitated, thinking, the best I can hope for is a disturbance, a stick in the stagnant pool.




  ‘For what?’ Cleve asked, tantalised.




  ‘I dunno,’ Coupar sighed. ‘Read them for the things that aren’t there.’




  ‘Oh?’ Cleve waited.




  ‘The Coupars have been a proud family.’ He thought: They have not loved. Plenty of passion, only no love.




  ‘I know. From Queenie.’




  ‘You don’t know the half of it.’




  ‘Well, maybe I’ll find out.’




  Coupar shrugged. This was indeed a youth before him. He wished Queenie would come. Cleve was beginning to embarrass him.




  The water of the bore was cool, cold-hard where the fresh current twisted up out of the ground beneath the solid, memorial spread of the clunking windmill. When she was

  a child Queenie climbed the windmill to see the whales surfacing in the bay, spouting vapour like gunsmoke. Up there, high above the winter green of the farm, she had thought about the story of

  Jonah, how the whale was God’s appointed messenger, and she had hooked her limbs about the salt-stained legs of the mill and watched the big backs idling, and waited for a message from God,

  the one she was certain would come. She waited for the whales to belly up to the foot of the mill to attend to her queries. Each winter she climbed and waited, each year the questions were

  modified; one year the whales did not appear at all.




  Queenie Cookson listened to movement in the bracken, the vegetation her grandfather hated so. She loved its stiff greenery, had spent hours, days, lying amongst the fronds, hearing the

  wind-shivers. At length, she felt around and found the bottles half-submerged by the bank and walked back with them towards the light of the house. They’ll be talking about those bloody

  journals, she thought. God knows, I thought Poppa’d have more sense – he knows what Cleve’s like.




  Coupar slept dreamlessly on the hard cot in which he had taken solace since his wife’s death. In the front room, the Cooksons lay on the big bed, sheets kicked

  down, and Queenie breathed metrically on her side, asleep with her husband’s arm about her and his thumb in her navel. Cleve, awake, restless, contemplated the outline of her back, the same

  innocent arc he noticed the day of their first meeting when he came upon her lying in a rock-pool on this same beach. He had, a week before, lost his job, the last in a sad string of failures; and

  he had traversed half the State considering his next move. He had no ideas. He startled her; she tossed her thick hair and snatched him up in her loneliness. At the end of that first day of summer

  a year and a half ago, Cleveland Cookson still had no ideas, but he had a euphoric sense of flight that shunted from his mind all memory of failure, of cowardice and mundaneness; and flight was

  enough.




  Cleve untangled himself from Queenie’s sleeping form and got up and found the lamp on the table in the far corner and lit it and let it burn low. Opening the brick-like volume he cast off

  his unremarkable heritage.




  

    

      . . . And so it was with a great despondency settling upon me that I pulled on my oar on that our final departure from the Family of Man, watching her fall sternward,

      anchor swinging and a few old sailors waving aft, calling ribald farewells mostly lost in the breeze. Someone said then in the boat that he dubbed this place the Bay of Whales. It is a hopeful

      title. . . .


    


  




  Cleve read of the setting free of the kangaroo dogs for water, the whiteness of the beach, the pitching of tents, the lighting of fires.




  

    

      . . . I am afraid of Finn’s crew, who all seem to be criminals. Leek their harpooneer has the face of a mongrel dog. Cain their second harpooneer has had his left

      earlobe torn off in a past fight. Hale our ponderously fat cook tells me that Cain yet keeps the shrivelled lobe in his sea-chest. Hale is taunting me in fun, I am sure. Last night I slept

      beside him – a veritable hillock of flesh – watching before I slumbered, the firelight dancing upon the canvas. I woke in the night thinking of the dried flesh fused to Cain’s

      earring. I turned over against the protective bulk of Hale and took fright at the dogs whimpering coldly outside.




      May 28th, 1831 – We are a large party on this expeditional fishery: twenty-five strong, thousands of miles from Hobart Town, our last port of call. I am alone.

      I make no address to a reader in this journal of loneliness, but merely record emotions and happenings for the sake of memory and mental occupation. Churling is an odd fellow. . . .


    


  




  Cleve, suddenly feeling the long day’s activity in his limbs, closed the journal, turned out the light and went to bed, encircling Queenie and feeling her breasts against his forearm.




  Daniel Coupar sat on the veranda beneath the scratch of crows in the guttering. He brooded, looking up to the bare granite cheeks of Wirrup Hill where he knew his

  granddaughter and her husband had gone. The hill hunkered high over the brown, creased paddocks and the albescent beaches, high over the house and the sheds and the spindly stock. Coupar cursed its

  smooth, bland face and muttered to himself, overcome by memories. He stomped his feet against the veranda rail and the crows above him scarcely moved. He went inside to straighten the bedclothes on

  the big bed, leaving his own a rancid, grey knot, and as he shuffled agitatedly around the room he whispered: ‘God A’mighty, what’s wrong, old man? What is it?’ He

  sat out on the veranda again and saw the hill and heard the whales from far below, and his body ached as it did with changes of season.




  Up on the hill the incline was clotted with small trees growing in the soil that covered the granite foundation, and many of them were as disfigured as leper’s

  limbs, gnarled and twisted. Everywhere, granite knobs, wounds, shapeless extrusions. Queenie picked her way up the gully full of a hopeless hope, every muscle strained towards the waterfall which

  meant so much to her. It should have been spilling from the bluff in this beginning of winter, but at Wirrup there had been no autumn and before that no summer and certainly no spring, only an

  unexplained heat. There’ll be some water, Queenie told herself; it can’t be dry. But there was no water. The fall near the summit of the hill was just a stain on the bluff and the

  shrunken pool at its base was still, its gangrenous surface pimpled with larvae.




  The Cooksons stood wordless. This was the place where they came together, a summer ago. Even then the weather was out of control: it had snowed in the ranges. Then, the waterfall was thick, a

  translucent sickle cutting at the rocks, and prisms dazzled the bark of trees. Their laughter had tolled in the gullies as, naked, they stood beneath the fall and felt the water on their closed

  eyes. In the brilliant cascade, they fell and were yoked by the weight of water drumming into their eyes, on their backs. Their pores pricked tight. They sheltered deep in one another, were grafted

  in water and light, and even when, in exhaustion, they were pummelled apart, they remained fused.




  Queenie and Cleve looked at one another. It was inevitable, each saw. They were hungry for that moment. Queenie freed her breasts. Cleve shucked out of his shorts. The soupy green pool barely

  moved as they ground away with insects on their backs, their eyes shut.




  The afternoon sun scythed the dead paddocks with its heat and crows loped across it, low to the earth. Coupar remained inert in his chair on the veranda as Cleve and

  Queenie prepared to leave; his head ached and his bones pained him. I don’t want to be alone in this Godforsaken place any more, he thought. Even the bloody dogs have left me and this land

  for better prospects; even the dogs, and a dog’s about as patient as a bloody Pustling. Coupar did not want the young people to go; he would have shamed them into staying, had he any

  imagination left. As she came out onto the veranda for the last time, he pressed into Queenie’s hands a small calico bag, an heirloom.




  ‘Oh. . . .’ she murmured, opening its drawstring neck, ‘whales’ teeth, sperm teeth.’ The long curving cones were scrimshawed with the image of a man in the jaws of

  a sperm whale, the man with a stylized, vacant horror on his face, eyes popping.




  ‘Belonged to Nathaniel Coupar.’




  Queenie smiled, hesitant. Cleve beamed, turning the yellowed relics preciously in his hands.




  ‘For the anniversary,’ the old man said, going inside, leaving Cleve and Queenie together, dumbfounded, on the veranda.




  ‘Um, I’ll get my bag,’ Queenie said, going in after him. In the dark kitchen the old man was swinging the stove door open and shut. ‘Poppa?’




  ‘Piss off, I’m busy.’




  ‘Listen,’ Queenie said soothingly. ‘Would you like to come and stay in Angelus with us for a few weeks?’




  ‘In that shithole? With that idiot?’




  ‘He isn’t an idiot.’




  ‘What would you know?’




  She kissed him coldly on the stubbled cheek and left him.




  Cleve revved the Land Rover, pulling his sunglasses down over his eyes. She climbed in and slammed the door.




  ‘Got your bag?’




  ‘I haven’t got a bag, you bloody twit.’




  He let the clutch out too quickly and stalled the engine, confused.




  Coupar watched the dust lift in the distance until it was claimed by the steel-blue sky. Coupar, you stupid bastard, he thought. He berated himself for giving them the teeth. He somehow had the

  notion that it meant something bad, and he cursed his hunger for goodwill, for affection even, wondering why on earth men ever needed either; knowing full well. ‘Don’t try me any

  more,’ he whispered. ‘Make it rain.’




  Nearing Angelus on the road home, the Cooksons listened to the local radio station. Rain was forecast in Angelus and the western south coast, no change in the east. Then

  began the daily catch report from the Angelus Tourist Bureau: ‘. . . wish to advise that seven whales have been taken by the Paris Bay Whaling Company and a flensing will be in progress

  throughout the day, so don’t. . . .’ the announcer was cut short by a jab of Queenie’s thumb.




  ‘What’d you do that for?’ Cleve protested. ‘I was listening to that.’




  ‘Sorry. I don’t want to.’




  A clutch of cockatoos flushed across the road ahead. On the gravel edges the broken bodies of twenty-eight parrots caught their eye.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘I just don’t want to hear how many whales they slaughtered last night, okay?’




  ‘Happy anniversary,’ Cleve said.




  They drove in silence into town, crossed the tiny Hacker River bridge and saw the birds skidding on the flats near where squatters had moved back to live in the warped shacks built by the failed

  hobby farmers from the city. They drove past Angelus Oval as dusk fell, past the glare of the pubs and tourist motels to the old Coupar house at the base of Mount Clement. It was clear to both of

  them: there would be an argument tonight.




  IV




  Through perforations in the shivering tin walls of the shed, Cleve saw the light of the old men’s lamp and closed his Penguin edition of Moby-Dick.




  He heard the rats outside, on the roof, around the slippery piles, making raspy noises with claws and throats. Two hours before, a pair of bored policemen had sat outside with .38 revolvers

  picking rats off between cigarettes and had only the gossip to sustain them as they walked ashore. The rats ate their dead; there seemed no fewer rats than before.




  Buttoning his greatcoat, he crossed the open-slatted floor through which the water showed in strips, and opened the door and braced against the cold charge of night air. He pulled up his collar

  and descended the steps to the lower platform from where the light shone. Neither Dick nor Darcy looked up from the radiant, aquamarine water which was alive with the boiling movement of garfish

  and whitebait and yellowtail.




  ‘No bites?’ Cleve asked.




  The old men looked at him indulgently from their greatcoat. ‘Oh, bites,’ Dick nodded vaguely. The old men had no bag or bucket; they sat with their backs to the timber shoring

  someone had nailed up for them as a windbreak years ago, and they were comforted by the niggling attention the fish gave to their oversized baits.




  Cleve had never seen them catch a fish. He sat near them in the lee of the windbreak and watched and hoped that perhaps tonight they would speak to him. He looked out over the water. The

  deepwater jetty was several hundred yards long and slightly doglegged, underslung with scale-encrusted platforms from which the locals fished. Tankers berthed out on the paw of the dog’s leg.

  A quarter of a mile away, the town jetty was chafed by three vessels from the Paris Bay Whaling Company whose land-based station lay just outside the harbour on the lower reaches of the Sound. The

  town jetty also protected the sleek shape of the cruiser Bulldozer, owned by Ted Baer, world-famous game fisherman, who had this night arrived in Angelus.




  ‘Yer the youngest this jetty’s seen.’




  Cleve started, shocked. One of the old men was speaking to him.




  ‘Pardon?’




  ‘You must be the youngest watchman this lot’ve firewood’s ever had,’ Dick said, muffled in his coat.




  ‘Yeah?’ Cleve was too excited to speak. ‘Yeah?’




  ‘It’s a no-hoper’s job, that. Drunks, old sailors, retired cockies, respectable gents like Darcy an’ m’self,’ he bubbled, half laughing, half coughing, and he

  spat. The southerly caught the creamy yellow phlegm and hurled it out – two gobbets linked by an elastic tether – spinning into the darkness.




  Cleve gathered his wits and spoke. ‘You fellas used to do this job?’




  The old men looked sideways at Cleve and returned their attention to the weaving needlepoints of fish. At that moment footsteps rang out above and Cleve bounded up the steps and the old men

  shook their heads.




  After he had seen the last of the drunken, randy, foul-smelling merchant seamen out of his hut, having helped them sign their signatures and fended off their mistaken

  advances and watched them totter dangerously along the final length of the jetty to their ship, he poured himself coffee and opened the journal of Nathaniel Coupar and read.




  

    

      June 2, 1831 – In the past days I have all but lived in this lonely lookout with my eyes fixed upon the ocean. Each day brings poorer weather, more cold, more

      depressing drizzle and a deathly greyness to the complexion of the sea. I feel some foreboding deep within me, but I cannot make sense of it. No whales have been sighted in this, the so-called

      Bay of Whales.




      If this fishery does not improve we will arrive back at the Derwent deeper in debt and no better off than British convicts.




      June 3, 1831 – It rains perpetually as though God weeps over this strange, grey coast. There was fighting in the farthest tent last night. That Leek. . . .




      June 5, 1831 – Huts complete and tryworks much improved: 4 huts; two for boats’ crews, one for headsmen Finn and Jamieson, another for shoremen (cook,

      cooper, carpenter) and harpooneers, and the last is store and galley.




      June 6, 1831 – Praying that Nowles, who now sleeps above, can throw a harpoon as powerfully as he snores! It is somehow odd to be so dependent upon such

      unpredictable creatures as whales, and to need to kill them to be redeemed from debt.




      June 7, 1831 – I write again from the lookout. Ocean impenetrably black. I squat beneath the canvas and the rain whispers. I am a poor lookout.




      June 8, 1831 – At dawn this morning natives arrived at our encampment in dismal rain. Thin, blue-black men clad in animal skins with spears and curious

      side-arms. Massacre was prevented by the good wit of Mr Jamieson who prevented Leek from attacking the blackfellows with his lance. Much of this I saw after leaving my post and creeping down

      through the scrub to observe from a safe and secret distance. Much jabber, some laughter from our men, much misunderstanding and little gained in this exchange forsook for the shelter of the

      lookout. My heart all but stopped when I reached the lookout high above the beach and saw the distant, twin-plumed spout rising in the bay. I took up my tin tub and beat it like a drum and

      sounded the alarm. . . .


    


  




  Cleve sat back with a jerk and listened to the hollow thud of footsteps travelling in the timbers of the jetty, ringing closer for a full minute until he was moved to

  close his book and slip it into his Gladstone bag. The footfalls came closer. The door swung open.




  ‘Well, don’t just sit there gawking,’ Queenie said, standing legs apart, big as a sailor in her scarf and greatcoat. ‘Sign me on, skipper.’




  Cleve got to his feet, hands falling from his pockets. ‘What are you doing here?’ He laughed, hugging her across the table until she overbalanced and fell onto her elbows. She pulled

  a greasy flourbag from her coat and a spool of nylon line from the pocket of her jeans.




  ‘Thought I might do some fishing.’




  ‘At this—’




  ‘Too cold for you, huh?’ There was water in her eyes. Queenie and Cleve had spoken little since their return to Angelus, avoiding each other, aware of some new element between

  them.




  ‘No, no,’ he stammered, frightened of the tears.




  They descended the stairs in the light of Dick and Darcy’s lamp. The rain had ceased and stars sprayed light all over the black pan of the sky. The old men looked up when they heard

  Queenie’s voice and adjusted themselves within their coat.




  ‘Hello,’ Queenie said.




  They nodded and smiled. Darcy’s mouth was a black hole and Dick had some teeth the colour of barnacled piles.




  Queenie unspooled some line, baited a small hook with a wisp of mussel-flesh from the shells in her pockets, and cast it into the bright, cold water. Her small fingers were blue and the line

  left white chinks when she moved it in her hands. Cleve watched her hands and the careering silhouettes of the fish and glanced across at Dick and Darcy whose lines were jerking with bites. They

  sat holding trembling lines, leering benevolently at Queenie.




  Queenie caught three herring within a few minutes and the little bodies lashed about inside her bag. She fished as intensely as the old men, eyes drawn to the water.




  ‘You’re doing all right,’ Cleve said, shrinking into his coat with some inexplicable feeling of unease. ‘Hey,’ he called to the old men, ‘looks like you

  blokes’ll have to take lessons from this one.’




  They grinned, hands jerking.




  ‘Why don’t you pull in?’ Queenie asked them, feeling their gaze upon her.




  They shrugged and Darcy giggled and Dick drew a bottle from the depths of their coat and offered it. Cleve took it, saw it was invalid port, hesitated, and took a swig. He rubbed the bottle

  mouth and offered it to Queenie, who glared at him and drank. It was warm, vigorous, medicine-tasting stuff.




  ‘A lot of fish down there,’ she pointed, coughing. ‘Attracted by the light, I suppose.’




  The old men nodded. The Cooksons looked briefly and blankly at each other. Cleve noticed a lick of hair caught in the corner of her mouth like a fine scar and put his finger to it; she flinched

  away, watching the fish enter and leave the light in neat, thick schools. In the glare itself the fish were confused and blinded and swam madly.




  When Queenie began to shiver they gathered up line and bait and Queenie bade goodbye to the old men and they climbed the steps to the shed.




  ‘Bloody idiot,’ one of the old men muttered in his coat as the young couple entered the shed.




  ‘Yairs,’ the other said. ‘A right one.’ They fished and gargled invalid port and the clear sky brought a more intense chill down upon them.




  Inside the shed the Cooksons ate stale biscuits and drank coffee Cleve heated in the old jug, and they savoured the steam that rose into their faces and thawed their cheeks. After laying the

  three little fishes out on the floor to see their size, Queenie carefully picked off the transparent scales that had grafted themselves onto her palms and forearms. The shed smelt of burning dust

  from the old bar heater in the corner, and there was also the more subtle odour of moist fish. All along the platforms and ladders and railings and companionways beneath the whole length of the

  jetty, the darkness moved with rats.




  ‘I used to fish down here when I was a little girl, when Poppa brought me into town,’ Queenie said, looking at her boots.




  Cleve cast her a whimsical, knowing glance. You still are a little girl, he thought; you haven’t changed at all. I bet Dick and Darcy lusted after you ten years ago on this same jetty.




  ‘Always wondered what was in this shed,’ she said.




  ‘Only rats. And me,’ he smiled.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
TIM
WINTON

@H /—‘?\LLOW Q






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





