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There is a solitude of space

A solitude of sea

A solitude of death, but these

Society shall be

Compared with that profounder site

That polar privacy

A soul admitted to itself—

Finite infinity.

Emily Dickinson






one



ONE NIGHT in November, another that had somehow become morning while she sat there, Georgie Jutland looked up to see her pale and furious face reflected in the window. Only a moment before she’d been perusing the blueprints for a thirty-two-foot Pain Clark from 1913 which a sailing enthusiast from Manila had posted on his website, but she was bumped by the server and was overtaken by such a silly rush of anger that she had to wonder what was happening to her. Neither the boat nor the bloke in Manila meant a damn thing to her; they were of as little consequence as every other site she’d visited in the last six hours. In fact, she had to struggle to remember how she’d spent the time. She had traipsed through the Uffizi without any more attention than a footsore tourist. She’d stared at a live camera image of a mall in the city of Perth, been to the Frank Zappa fan club of Brazil, seen Francis Drake’s chamberpot in the Tower of London and stumbled upon a chat group for world citizens who yearned to be amputees.

Logging on—what a laugh. They should have called it stepping off. When Georgie sat down before the terminal she was gone in her seat, like a pensioner at the pokies, gone for all money. Into that welter of useless information night after night to confront people and notions she could do without. She didn’t know why she bothered except that it ate time. Still, you had to admit that it was nice to be without a body for a while; there was an addictive thrill in being of no age, no gender, with no past. It was an infinite sequence of opening portals, of menus and corridors that let you into brief, painless encounters, where what passed for life was a listless kind of browsing. World without consequence, amen. And in it she felt light as an angel. Besides, it kept her off the sauce.

She swivelled in her seat, snatched up the mug and recoiled as her lips met the cold sarcoma that had formed on the coffee’s surface. Beyond her reflection in the window the moony sea seemed to shiver.

Georgie got up and padded across to the kitchen which was separated from the living space by the glossy rampart of benches and domestic appliances. From the freezer she pulled out a bottle and poured herself a serious application of vodka. She stood a while staring back at the great merging space of the livingroom. It was big enough not to seem crowded, despite the fact that it held an eight-seater dining table, the computer station and the three sofas corralled around the TV at the other end. The whole seaward wall of this top floor was glass and all the curtains were thrown back. Between the house and the lagoon a hundred metres away there was only the front lawn and a few scrubby dunes. Georgie slugged the vodka down at a gulp. It was all sensation and no taste, exactly how a sister once described her. She smiled and put the glass down too loudly on the draining board. A little way along the hall Jim was asleep. The boys were downstairs.

She pulled back the sliding door and stepped out onto the terrace where the air was cool and thick with the smells of stewing seagrass, of brine and limey sand, of thawing bait and the savoury tang of saltbush. The outdoor furniture was beaded with dew. There wasn’t breeze enough yet to stir the scalloped hems of the Perrier brolly, but dew this time of year was a sign of wind on the way. White Point sat in the teeth of the Roaring Forties. Here on the midwest coast the wind might not be your friend but it was sure as hell your constant neighbour.

Georgie stood out there longer than was comfortable, until her breasts ached from the chill and her hair felt as though it was shrinking. She saw the moon tip across the lagoon until its last light caught on bow rails and biminis and windscreens, making mooring buoys into fitful, flickering stars. And then it was gone and the sea was dark and blank. Georgie lingered on the cold slate. So much for the real world; these days it gave her about as much pleasure as a childhood dose of codliver oil.

On the beach something flashed. At four o’clock in the morning it was probably just a gull, but it gave a girl a start. It was darker now than it had been all night; she couldn’t see a thing.

Sea air misted on her skin. The chill burned her scalp.

Georgie wasn’t a morning person but as a shiftworker she’d seen more than her share of dawns. Like all those Saudi mornings when she’d arrive back at the infidels’ compound to loiter outside after her colleagues went to bed. In stockinged feet she would stand on the precious mat of lawn and sniff the Jeddah air in the hope of catching a whiff of pure sea breeze coming across the high perimeter wall. Sentimental attachment to geography irritated her, Australians were riddled with it and West Australians were worst of all, but there was no point in denying that the old predawn ritual was anything more than bog-standard homesickness, that what she was sniffing for was the highball mix you imbibed every night of your riverside Perth childhood, the strange briny effervescence of the sea tide stirring in the Swan River, into its coves, across the estuarine flats. But in Jeddah all she ever got for her trouble was the fumy miasma of the corniche, the exhaust of Cadillacs and half a million aircon units blasting Freon at the Red Sea.

And now here she was, years later, soaking in clean, fresh Indian Ocean air with a miserable, prophylactic determination. Sailor, diver and angler though she was, Georgie knew that these days the glories of the outdoors were wasted on her.

There was no use in going to bed now. Jim would be up in less than an hour and she’d never get to sleep before then unless she took a pill. What was the point in lying down in time for him to sit up and take his first steeling sigh of the day? Jim Buckridge needed no alarm, somehow he was wired to be early. He was your first out and last in sort of fisherman; he set the mark that others in the fleet aspired to. Inherited, so everybody said. By the time he was out of the lagoon and through the passage in the reef with the bird-swirling island on his starboard beam, the whole bay would be burbling with diesels and the others would be looking for the dying phosphor of his wake.

At seven the boys would clump in, fuddled and ready for breakfast, though somehow in the next hour they would become less and less ready for school. She’d make their lunches—apple sandwiches for Josh and five rounds of Vegemite for Brad. Then finally they’d crash out the back door and Georgie might switch on the VHF and listen to the fleet while she went through the business of keeping order in a big house. And then and then and then.

Down at the beach it wasn’t a gull, that blur of movement; there was a flash of starlight on wet metal. Right there, in the shadow of the foredune along the bay. And now the sound of a petrol engine, eight cylinders.

Georgie peered, made a tunnel with her hands to focus in the dark. Yes. Two hundred metres along the beach, a truck wheeling around to reverse toward the shore. No headlamps, which was curious. But the brakelights gave it away; they revealed a pink-lit boat on a trailer, a centre console. Small, maybe less than six metres. Not a professional boat. Even abalone boats had big yellow licence markings. No sportfisherman launched a boat with such stealth an hour before Jim Buckridge got out of bed.

Georgie grabbed a windcheater from inside and stood in the hallway a few moments. The plodding clock, a snore, appliances whirring. The vodka still burned in her belly. She was shaky with caffeine, and restless. What the hell, she thought. A moment of unscripted action in White Point. You had to go and see.

Underfoot the lawn was delicious with dew, and warmer than she expected. She crossed its mown pelt to the foredune and the sand track to the beach. Even without the moon the white sand around the lagoon was luminescent and powdery. Where the tide had been and gone the beach was hard and rippled.

Somewhere in the dark an outboard started. So muted it had to be a four-stroke. It idled briefly and as it throttled up she saw for only a moment the hint of a white wake on the lagoon. Whether it was surreptitious or merely considerate, the whole procedure was extraordinary in its quiet and speed. A bird’s wings whopped by, invisible but close as a whisper; the sound prickled Georgie’s skin like the onset of the flu.

Along the beach a dog blurred about. When she got closer she saw it was chained to the truck. It growled, seemed to draw itself up to bark then hesitate.

The big galvanized trailer was still leaking seawater when she reached it. The dog whined eloquently. Steel links grated against the Ford’s barwork. An F-100, the 4×4 model. Redneck Special. The dog yanked against the chain. It launched itself into a sprawl, seemed more eager than angry.

Georgie bent down to the shadow of the dog and felt its tongue hot on her palms. Its tail drummed against the fender. She saw seagrass trailing from the driver’s step, black shreds against the talcum sand.

Hmm, she murmured. Are you a nice dog?

The dog sat, got all erect and expectant at the sound of her voice. It was a kelpie-heeler sort of mutt, a farm dog, your garden variety livewire fencejumping mongrel. All snout and chest and balls. She liked it already.

Good dog, she murmured. Yeah, good fella.

The dog craned toward the water.

Feel like a swim, eh?

Bugger it, she thought, why not.

She stripped off and laid her clothes on the truck. The blouse was past its use-by date; she picked it up, sniffed it and tossed it back.

Unleashed, the dog flashed out across the sand in a mad tanglefooted arc. Georgie belted down to the water and ploughed in blind. Her reckless dive brought to mind the paraplegic ward. She felt the percussion of the dog hitting the water behind her and struck out in her lazy schoolgirl freestyle until she was amidst moored lobster boats with their fug of corrosion and birdshit and pilchards. Behind her the dog snuffed along gamely, snout up, with a bow wave you could feel on your back.

Stars were dropping out now. A couple of houses had lights on. One of them had to be Jim. Puzzled, perhaps.

Out on the seagrass meadows where the lagoon tasted a little steeped, she trod water for a while and picked out Jim’s house on the dune. It was a bare white cube, a real bauhaus shocker and the first of its kind in White Point. Locals once called it the Yugoslav Embassy but these days nearly every owner-skipper had himself a trophy house built with the proceeds of the rock lobster boom.

Jim would be in the bathroom now, holding himself up against the tiled wall, scratching his chin, loosening his back, feeling his age. Despite his reputation he still seemed to her a decent man, decent enough to spend three years with, and for Georgie Jutland that was a record.

She imagined him back in the kitchen, boiling water for his thermos, doing a room-by-room, wondering. He’d step outside to scan the yard and maybe the beach and take in the state of the sky and the sea, gauge the wind while he was there. He’d go inside and get his kit together for eight or ten hours at sea. And if she didn’t arrive? When his deckhands turned up in the old Hilux in their beanies and fog of brewer’s breath, with the dinghy lashed across the tray like a cattle trough, what then? Did she really give a toss anymore? A few months ago she would have been tucked up in bed. Not swimming nude in the bay with some stranger’s cur entertaining mutinous thoughts. But recently something in her had leaked away. Vaporized in a moment.

The dog circled her patiently—well, doggedly, in fact—and in every hair and pore Georgie felt the shimmer of water passing over her body. After weeks of the virtual, it was queer and almost painful to be completely present.

Georgie thought of that afternoon a few months ago and the meek puff of steam she had become in the boys’ playroom. She could barely believe that a single word might do her in. As a nurse she’d copped a swill of curses, from dying men and girls in labour, from junkies and loonies, princesses and smartarses. Patients said vile things in extremis. You’d think a woman could withstand three simple syllables like stepmother. But the word came so hot and wet and sudden, screamed into her face by a nine-year-old whose night terrors she’d soothed, whose body she’d bathed and held so often, whose grief-muddy daubs she’d clamped to the fridge, that she didn’t even hear the sentence it came wrapped in. She just lurched back in her seat like a woman slapped. Stepmother. The word had never been uttered in the house before, let alone fired in anger. It was fair in its way; she understood that. Along with his need to win, his desire to wound, Josh was merely clarifying her status. She could still see his face wrinkled and sphinctery with rage. It was his geriatric face waiting for him. For the sake of a moronic video game he was defining her out of his life while his brother Brad, who was eleven, looked on in silent disgust. As she got up to leave Georgie was ashamed of the sob that escaped her. None of them had seen Jim leaning in the doorway. There was a universal intake of breath. Georgie left the room before a word was uttered, before she let herself break down completely. She ducked beneath his arm and scrambled upstairs to bawl into a teatowel until she was steady enough to slop chardonnay into a glass. Jim’s voice was quiet and ominous rising up the stairwell. She realized that he was about to hit them and she knew she should go down and put a stop to it but it was over before she could take herself in hand. It had never happened before, none of it. Later Georgie wondered if it really was the S-word that had broken the spell or the knowledge that she might have spared the boys a belting and hadn’t even tried. Either way nothing was the same.

That was late autumn. Within a few weeks she turned forty and she was careful to let that little landmark slide by unheralded. By spring and the onset of the new season she was merely going through the motions. Another man, an American, had once told her in a high, laughing moment his theory of love. It was magic, he said. The magic ain’t real, darlin, but when it’s gone it’s over.

Georgie didn’t want to believe in such thin stuff, that all devotion was fuelled by delusion, that you needed some spurious myth to keep you going in love or work or service. Yet she’d felt romance evaporate often enough to make her wonder. And hadn’t she woken one heartsick morning without a reason to continue as a nurse? Her career had been a calling, not just a job. Wasn’t that sudden emptiness, the loss of some ennobling impulse, the sign of a magic gone?

In her time Georgie Jutland had been a sailor of sorts, so she knew exactly what it meant to lose seaway, to be dead in the water. She recognized the sensation only too well. And that spring she had slipped overboard without a sound.

That’s how it felt sculling about in the lagoon this morning while the sky went felty above her. Woman overboard. With nowhere to swim. What was she gonna do, strike out for the fringing reef, head on out into open water, take on the Indian Ocean in her birthday suit with a liberated mongrel sidekick? Stroke across the Cray Bank, the Shelf, the shipping lane, the Ninety East Ridge? To Africa? Georgie, she told herself, you’re a woman who doesn’t even own a car anymore, that’s how mobile and independent you are. You used to frighten the mascara off people, render surgeons speechless. Somewhere, somehow, you sank into a fog.

She lay back in the water wishing some portal would open, that she might click on some dopey icon and proceed safely, painlessly, without regret or memory.

The dog whined and tried to scramble onto her for a breather. She sighed and struck out for shore.

IN THE WRECKYARD behind his roadhouse a bear-like man in a pair of greasy overalls had a last toke on his wizened reefer and shifted his weight off the hood of the Valiant which some dick had recently driven off the end of the jetty. It was his morning ritual, the dawn patrol. A piss on the miserable oleander and a little suck on the gigglyweed to soften the facts of life.

The light was murky yet. You could feel a blow coming on, another endless screaming bloody southerly. He snuffed out his tiny roach-end on the Valiant’s sandy paintjob and shoved the remains through the kelp-laced grille near the radiator.

From the beach track, between the dunes and the lobster depot, came a trailer clank and a quiet change of gears. There was plenty enough light to see the truck and the boat behind it spilling bilge-water as it pulled out onto the blacktop.

Fuck me sideways, he said aloud. You bloody idiot.

The V8 eased up along the tiny main drag, fading off in the distance.

Beaver slouched off toward the forecourt to unlock the pumps. A man could do with a friggin blindfold in this town. And get his jaw wired shut while he was at it.

Inside at the register he tossed the padlocks down and pawed through his CDs. Tuesday. Cream, maybe. Or The Who Live at Leeds. No. Fiddler on the Roof, it was.

He opened the register, closed it, and gazed up the empty street. You silly bugger.

WHILE THE BOYS ATE breakfast Georgie went about the morning routine in a sleepy daze. She was passing a window with a wad of beefy male laundry when she saw that the Ford and trailer were gone from the beach. Right under her nose.

Of course it might be nothing. But really, in a town like this, where crews regularly pulled their pots to find them unaccountably empty, a non-fleet boat going out under cover of darkness and slipping back at first light was not likely to be an innocent occurrence. There was something shonky about it. Some fool with a taste for trouble.

She went downstairs and stuffed the washer full and for a few moments she paused, overcome with weariness. Beneath their lids her eyes felt coarse. She probably should have reported what she saw this morning, told Jim at the very least. Whoever it was, even if he wasn’t pillaging other people’s pots, even if he was just taking fish it could only be as a shamateur, the fleet equivalent of a scab. That was no recreational angler. Local families mortgaged themselves into purgatory to buy professional licences. This bloke was taking food from their mouths.

Georgie slapped the lid down and smirked at her own righteous piety. God, she thought, listen to me! Bread from their mouths? Once upon a time, maybe, in the good ole bad ole days.

She caught the reek of burnt toast rolling down the stairwell. How did they manage it? The toaster was automatic.

In earlier times, when arson was a civic tool and regulatory gunfire not unknown at sea, the locals sorted poachers out with a bit of White Point diplomacy. Back in the fifties it was a perilous, hardscrabble life and crews protected their patch by whatever means came to hand. Georgie had seen the photos in the pub and the school, all those jug-eared men with split lips and sun-flayed noses posing bare-chested in tiny football shorts with their eyes narrowed against the light. Returned soldiers, migrants and drifters, their stubby plank boats with masts and sails, stern tillers and tiny, gutless diesels looked impossibly slow and cumbersome.

The only safe anchorage for many miles, White Point was then just a bunch of tin sheds in the lee of the foredune. A sandy point, a series of fringing reefs and an island a mile offshore created a broad lagoon in which the original jetty stood. The settlement lay wedged between the sea and the majestic white sandhills of the interior. It was a shanty town whose perimeter was a wall of empty beer bottles and flyblown carapaces. Before the export boom, when most of the catch was canned, rock lobsters were called crayfish. They were driven out in wet hessian bags on trucks that wallowed the four hours of sand tracks to the nearest blacktop. The place was isolated, almost secret, and beyond the reach of the law and the dampening influence of domesticity. It was the boys’ own life. On the rare occasions when the coppers and the bailiff did their rounds, somebody radioed ahead so that the pub-shed might close and the alimony cheats, bail absconders and nervy drunks made it into the surrounding bush. For the bulk of the time men worked and drank in a world of their own making. How they loved to run amok. And when, in time, their women came, they did not, on the whole, bring a certain civilizing something. True, they conferred glass and lace curtains upon the windows of shacks. Geraniums appeared in old kero tins and there was an exodus of idealists who were driven north into the tropics, but, male and female, addicted to the frontier way, White Pointers remained a savage, unruly lot. Even after the boom when many families became instantly—even catastrophically— rich and the law came to town, they were, in any estimation, as rough as guts.

Nowadays rich fishermen built pink brick villas and concrete slab bunkers that made their fathers’ hovels look pretty. The materials were long-haul but the spirit behind the construction was entirely makeshift, as though locals were hard-wired for an ephemeral life. Georgie, who rather liked the get-fucked Fish Deco vibe of the place, thought it remarkable that people could produce such a relentlessly ugly town in so gorgeous a setting. The luminous dunes, the island, the lagoon with its seagrass and coral outcrops, the low, austere heath of the hinterland—they were singular to even her suburban gaze. The town was a personality junkyard—and she was honest enough to count herself onto that roll—where people still washed up to hide or to lick their wounds. Broke and rattled they dropped sail in the bay and never left. Surfers, dopeheads, deviants, dreamers—even lobster molls like herself—sensed that the town was a dog but the landscape got its hooks in and people stayed.

Just because you became a local, though, didn’t mean you were a real White Pointer. Georgie never really qualified. Socially she had always remained ambivalent. Not because she came from the world of private schools and yacht clubs but because there was something dispiriting about hearing the wives of illiterate millionaires complain of the habits of crew families, at how squalid their women were, how foulmouthed their childen. These were women maybe five years out of the van park themselves, who hid their own shiners beneath duty-free makeup and thought of themselves already as gentry. Georgie had always held back and she knew what it cost her. There was always some lingering doubt about Georgie. She wondered if they felt her faking it.

A real fisherman’s woman wouldn’t have hesitated about reporting something suspicious. Georgie knew what a shamateur was, what was required. A simple call to the Fisheries office. Or a quiet word to Jim. Either way it would be dealt with and she’d have done her civic duty. But stealing bread from their mouths—really! People with a million dollars’ worth of boat and licence, a new Landcruiser and six weeks in Bali every season, families who owned city pubs and traded in gold, whose TVs were the size of pianos? Even the lowliest deckhand earned more than the teacher who endured his children six hours a day. Not that Georgie begrudged anyone the money. Men worked seven days a week for eight months of the year at something dangerous and their families had endured the bad times, so good luck to them. But she wasn’t about to go running out to protect millionaires from one bloke and his dog. She had two boys to get off to school and she felt like shit. Besides, she never had been much of a joiner.

UP IN THE BRIDGE it was all Roy Orbison and bacon farts. Jim Buckridge was still thinking about that radar blip from earlier on and as he eased the boat up to the next float he looked out across the broken sea. He didn’t notice the deckie go down.

Rope coiled through the winch and the steel-based pot tilted on the tipper a long time without anybody opening it up. The boat heeled and twisted in the chop and down there on deck no one was skinning the pot. It was bristling with feelers, choking with lobsters, he could see it from up there, but no bastard was pulling them out. Boris, you lazy, stoned prick, what are you doing?

Someone began to yell.

He slammed her out of gear and went down to see.

GEORGIE WOKE on the sofa with the phone trilling beside her. On TV fat-arsed Americans were braying about their addictions, their satanic memories, their Lord’n Saviour. The light in the house was a headache lying in wait.

Georgie? You awake or what?

Half her face was numb. She pressed the device to her ear.

Yep. Yes.

Christ, it’s ten o’clock.

Oh? Georgie unglued her tongue and lips.

Look, we need the ambulance on the jetty in half an hour. And find me another deckie. Boris is out to it, blood from arsehole to breakfast. Jim’s voice came from within a roar of diesels; it gave him a creepy, industrial sound.

Um. You clear his airway?

Packed him in ice, too.

All of him?

Listen, don’t use the radio. I’ve only pulled two lines and I don’t want this pack of nature’s gentlemen pillagin my pots, orright? You awake?

Yeah, she croaked. Half an hour.

In the stairwell to the garage Georgie was queasy with fatigue. She hauled the Landcruiser door open and climbed in barefoot. The plush interior smelled of pizza. She hit the roller remote. In the mirror she saw that she was no triumph of middle-aged womanhood; she chided herself for even looking. The turbo diesel gulped a moment while the door cranked up and as she reversed out into the blizzard of summer daylight she heard the pistol crack of a skateboard under the rear wheel.

OUT IN THE SHED with the dog at his shins he leaves the boat smelling of bleach. Everything squared away. Ices up the truck. The dog leaps into the cab before him, reads his mind, knows the routine. Its tail whacks his elbow as he goes through the gears up the long sandy drive, through the blighted paddocks to the highway. The mutt licks salt off his thigh. Through the window the smell of dead grass, banksia, superphosphate, the hidden sea.

IN THE BLINDING limestone yard of the depot Yogi’s bait truck stood empty, its two-way squawking. Georgie leapt up onto the loading dock. The office cubicle, permanently makeshift and ripe with sweat, was empty. On the scarred desk was a depleted bottle of ouzo and a Buddy Holly tape in a visceral tangle. Penthouse centrefolds, girls waxed to the point of martyrdom, were taped to the ply walls. From the back of the shed, beyond the growling freezer, came the surprisingly lovely voice of a man crooning. Yogi was a shambles of a man. Georgie figured his singing pipes were God relenting, a moment of mercy.

Yogi! she called. You there?

The singing gave out. Whossat?

Ah, Georgie Jutland.

Who?

Jim Buckridge’s—

Jim’s missus? Jesus, hang on, I’m in the shower. Won’t be a tick.

We need the ambulance.

Just get the soap orf!

Georgie retreated to the office and glanced at the pinups. Well, she thought. Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. She looked at her watch. Twenty-five minutes in which to find three sober, competent people. In White Point. Two volunteers for the ambulance and some unlucky conscript to work the deck in a rank southerly. Without the strange power of Jim Buckridge’s name at her disposal she doubted it was possible.

Righto!

Yogi Behr came out wrapped in a Simpsons towel. He was small and round and, so dressed, he was a potato burst from its jacket.

Instinctively, Georgie’s hand went to her mouth.

Rachel’s rostered, said Yogi. His bare feet were cracked and hard, brown as his face and arms. The rest of him was spud flesh. Hairless. The toenails like iguana claws.

Don’t spose you know a free crew?

Who’s hurt?

Boris.

Try the surfshop, eh. I’ll just get me strides on. Have to get someone to deal with me…affairs here.

He scuttled behind some reeking crates a moment and came back shirtless in a bib and brace overall.

Sundy best, he said.

It’s Tuesday.

I won’t let on if you don’t, he said giving her a view of the windswept teeth in his smile.

Keys. Phone. Shall we?

In the cab, as she gunned the Cruiser across the three blocks of town, Georgie could smell more soap on him than ouzo; a good sign. He punched digits into his mobile and put his feet up on Jim Buckridge’s dash.

Rachel, he said to Georgie. She knows her shit from shavin cream. Went to the university and what-all. Jerra! he yelled into the phone. Oy, you lazy, fat hippy bastard, get ya missus down the ambo shed and tell her to put her teeth in!…Well, mate, excrement occurs and this is ya small community arrangement. She’s rostered on…Yeah, yeah, wash ya mouth out, ya cheeky prick. Five minutes.

Georgie swept them into the yard in front of the volunteer service shed.

Slick drivin, Georgiana. Should join up, drive the bloodtruck for us.

Thanks, but I’m more your fire brigade type, Yogi.

Yairs, well there’s more bells and whistles, I spose. And a yellow hat.

That’s it.

Bloody helmet. Gets em every time. I’ll put in a good word.

She left him there and drove off with a smile. She understood why the fishermen loved him. The God-given laugh. The sunny outlook. After a day at sea in a miserable slop and the hammering wind they came in to heave their catch onto his truck and his happy bullshit was balm. He was no gift to womanhood but he probably took the edge off a few homeward tempers.

Pulled up in front of the surfshop, she saw several dreadlocked boys and girls come to wary attention. Piercings, coldsore lips.

She had ten minutes. Wished she’d brushed her teeth.

COASTAL HEATH. Sheep pasture jagged with limestone. Banksia thickets. A couple of sterile pine plantations before the farmlets and crappy subdivisions. The empty two-lane hums and the dog slumps across its forepaws, eyeing him. He does it in two hours. Wonders about the dog and time.

Did he who make the Lamb make thee, mutt?

The dog lifts an eyebrow.

I’m talking fearful symmetry.

The dog coils up and settles in to lick its balls.

Behind the vast terracotta roof plain of Perth a clutch of mirrored towers rises in the bronze band of sky.

Jerusalem, he mutters.

 

Luther Fox pulls into the greasy funk of the rear courtyard at Go’s. A kid bagging bottles by the dumpster looks up through his black fringe and stalks inside. The yard smells of burnt oil and rotting vegetables. The dog whines a little.

Stay put, mutt, or you’ll find yourself on a bed of steamed rice.

The city hums with the white noise of traffic and airconditioning. Somewhere a car alarm whoops endlessly.

Go comes to the door in his crisp white apron. Fox gets out, extends a hand.

You got abalone, Lu?

I’m fine, Go, and thanks for askin.

We do business, Lu. No time for fuck around.

Fox grins. Go strides to the rear of the Ford. His manner never alters. The Vietnamese has purposeful intensity down pat.

No abs, says Fox.

Ah, that’s bad.

You could buy it legit, you know.

Two hunnerd dollar a kilo? You fuckin crazy?

Imagine so.

What you have, then?

Some good fish. Jewies, snapper, cod.

Fresh?

When did you ever get anything from me that wasn’t fresh?

Jokes, all your jokes stale.

Okay, you got me there.

The restaurateur gives the dog a wide berth and leaps up onto the truckbed. The two big steel boxes look like tradesmen’s toolchests. They even have the obligatory stickers—Stihl, Sidchrome, 96FM. Go motions toward the larger of them and Fox unfurls a hand in a gesture of permission, their little moment of civility. A cold mist rises when Go cracks the lid. The fibreglass liner is packed with ice slurry. The Viet digs out a pink snapper. Death has robbed it of most of its blue spots yet its body is still firm, scales laid back in perfect cobblework from lucent eye to taut anus. Iced the moment it hits the deck, Fox’s catch would still be considered prime this time tomorrow but it’s a matter of personal pride to have it here within three hours of leaving the water.

Beautiful, eh?

Fresh is beautiful, Lu.

But fresh and cheap—

Tha’s berluddy beautiful!

The ritual laugh.

Go burrows further into the slurry, grunting thoughtfully. Fox doesn’t mind not bringing abalone. He knows most of it will go to the Triads. It’s a shitload of trouble.

Okay. Good fish.

While Go and his brothers unload the fish, Fox counts the cash. After fuel and bait he’s miles ahead.

Still lucky, says Go, wiping his hands on his apron.

Fox shrugs. He hasn’t felt lucky in a good while.

So, Lu, who you sell abalone to?

Didn’t get any, mate. I said that.

Someone pay more, huh?

No, there wasn’t any.

I do good business with you all year one year.

That’s right.

Hard for me. Big family. Too many restaurants here.

Most of em buy their seafood at the market, Go. They’re paying twice what you are.

And not fresh!

Yeah, you’re a man of standards, Go.

I don’t call cops.

Me neither. We’re both in the same position, you know.

Bullshit! I been through a war. And then South China fuckin Sea and Malaysia camps and Darwin. And fifteen people looking up to me, Lu. Not the same!

Go, there weren’t any abalone, orright? It was too rough to dive.

Best jewfish today.

Yes.

Next time abalone.

We’ll see.

No we’ll see. Gotta be absolutely.

I’ll be tryin.

Shake hand now.

Fox takes his cold hand. The family retreats inside. Out in the street the car alarm finally blips off.

JIM’S BOAT was called the Raider. Georgie figured it was a pretty mellow name in an anchorage full of boats like Reaper, Slayer and Black Bitch. A couple of younger crew had vessels called Mull Bus and The Love Shack but apart from your standard ethnic saints’ names the labels were generally aggro-extractive. When Jim came steaming into the lagoon with his bow wave up like a rippling flag, there was something of a gathering on the jetty. Yogi and Rachel had the ambulance light flashing.

At the sandy end of the jetty Georgie met the sorry youth she’d lured from the bowels of the surfshop and together they walked out to where the crowd waited.

Jim’ll be in a nice old shit, said the boy.

Think of the money, she said.

Raider pulled in with a histrionic reversing of screws. GM diesels, she thought with what remained of her fishwife self, cheap and loud. Whatever he saved at the dealers this season he’ll be spending on hearing aids in the next.

They brought Boris up conscious and muttering. He was never pretty but today he sported a head like a spoiled mango. His wound was a ragged exclamation mark from scalp to nose and Georgie saw that he needed sutures.

The pupils on him, said Rachel as they loaded him in.

Pissholes in the snow, said Yogi.

You’ve never bloody seen snow, Yogi, said Rachel.

Seen a few pissholes, though.

You see what I have to work with, Georgie? said Rachel mildly. I’ll have hours of it.

Least you’re in the back with Boris.

Some alternative.

Who’s up? Jim yelled from the bridge of the lurching boat. There was blood on his shirt and he looked ornery behind his reflector shades. Who’s comin?

Me, said the kid beside Georgie. His dejected voice barely carried above the idling diesels.

Well, what’re you waitin for—a printed fuckin invitation?

The boy swung aboard to stand beside the other crewman and Jim had them boiling away before the lines even hit the deck.

He’ll wish he was never born, said Yogi. Poor little cunt.

Hey, driver! called Rachel. You thinking of taking this bloke to hospital any time soon?

He’ll be orright. Torn upholstery, thasall. Keep yer rubber gloves on, girlie.

Girlie me I’ll kick you fair up the date.

You’ll put a hole in me ouzone layer.

Yeah, that’d hurt.

Scuse me, George. Must convey a chap to his physician.

Yogi waddled around and climbed into the 250’s cab.

Rachel paused from swabbing and smiled.

Yogi’s forgotten the doors. Would you mind?

Sure.

Georgie liked Rachel. Word was she’d been a social worker. Georgie had the impression her bloke might be the local dope dealer. Despite having stayed ten years, Rachel wasn’t a genuine White Pointer either. She wore peasant scarves and didn’t shave her legs. Her face was plain and honest and open. Georgie wondered how it was they had never become friends, but even as she asked herself the question she knew the answer. She just hadn’t taken the trouble. For three years she’d kept entirely to herself.

She swung the doors to. Rachel winked. The big Ford eased up the jetty behind a rolling wave of gulls.

AN HOUR OUT of the city Fox sees the ambulance come bawling and flashing round the bend, its white duco flecked with the shadows cast by lemon-scented gums. Grips the wheel. Clocks the sight of Yogi Behr at the helm, elbow out the window like a bloody hot-rodder. Sees his eyes widen in recognition as they pass in a slam of slipstream. The moment rides by. He’s okay but chilled to the teeth. It takes a breath or two to digest the fact that Yogi, the little bugger, crossed himself going by as if warding off the evil eye.

JOSH HELD the two halves of his skateboard and looked at Georgie in disbelief. Not that such a thing could occur but that it might have been accidental.

That’s it!

Georgie had begun patient and contrite, as upbeat as she could manage to be so late in the day. Brad looked on with an air of disinterest she no longer believed in. The fridge hummed.

Maple top, Georgie.

I know, love.

My birthday present.

From me. Yes.

Well that’s it!

Leaving bag and shoes and shirt on the kitchen floor he flounced down to his room.

Bummer, said Brad with the faintest hint of a smirk.

He knows I’ll buy him another one, she said, a little shaky. So how’s school?

Sucks. New teacher wants a choir.

Great. You used to sing so much. You’ve got a lovely voice.

Not anymore.

Oh.

And no woman’ll make me.

Georgie felt it somehow directed at her, was stung as he grabbed up an apple and sloped off. Within a few moments the hateful, lobotomized music of some Nintendo game rose from the stairs. The usual explosions, yelps of pain, murderous laughter.

 

Late that afternoon Jim came in bloodshot and silvery with salt.

Ah, she murmured, pouring him a glass. Captain Happy.

Ahoy. As they say.

How was it?

Shithouse.

The kid?

Worked his ring gear out.

Good for him.

Three hundred kilos.

Not bad for a day of disasters.

I’m a day ahead of em, I reckon. Maybe tomorrow we’ll kill the pig.

Hell, that’s what, seven thousand dollars?

Before bait and fuel. Wages. Tax.

Yeah, destitution, eh.

He grinned.

Called the hospital, she said. Boris took fifteen stitches. Concussion. He’s okay. What hit him?

Snapper sinker big as a hotdog. It was all fouled in the pot. Came up swingin off it. Kerblam. Coulda killed him. Some bloody wood-duck up for the weekend got his line snagged on the gear and just left it there. Hey, nice goin with the skateboard.

You know already?

He was waitin on the front lawn for me, the little dobber.

He knows I’ll buy him another one.

Bugger him, he can save for it. Told him often enough about puttin the damn thing away.

No, I’ll get it.

Not this time. He needs to learn. After a certain point everybody’s on their own.

Georgie sighed. He didn’t see the politics of it. But she was too tired to argue.

 

At dinner Jim quizzed the boys about their day at school. Like most kids they’d blotted it from consciousness the moment they flew from the classroom door, so their responses were vague and guarded and Georgie felt the ghost of the broken skateboard hanging over her end of the table. Although Jim had started there himself, he had misgivings about the local school and Georgie could sense his restraint in not launching outright into a test of what they had learnt in six hours. He was a curious man. At forty-eight he was weatherbeaten but still attractive in a blunt, conventional antipodean way. His eyes were grey and his gaze steely. There were scars on his forehead and sun lesions on his hands and arms. His lips were often chapped and he had coarse, sandy hair whose curls, no matter how short the cut, seemed incongruously delicate for a man whose rumbly voice and physical presence altered the atmosphere of a room. There was something resolutely sober about him, a ponderous aspect. He was emotionally reserved. His features were impassive. Yet he had a weary humour that Georgie liked and when he did laugh a network of creases transformed his face, dividing it so many times as to render the whole less daunting.

At White Point Jim was the uncrowned prince. People deferred to him. They watched him and took his lead and hung on every word. Several times a week men and women alike would drop by for a moment in confidence and he’d retire with them to the airless little room he used as an office. Even his perennial presidency of the regional branch of the Fishermen’s Association couldn’t account for the breadth of his authority. Some gravitas seemed to have been inherited from his legendary father, years dead. Big Bill was, by all accounts, not merely a man’s man, but a bastard’s bastard whose ruthless cunning was not confined to fishing. The Buckridges had been successful, acquisitive farmers in their time but as fishermen they were profoundly, prodigiously superior, and others in the fleet were in awe of Jim’s success. To them it was almost supernatural. They lived and died by chance, by fluctuations in weather and ocean current, by momentary changes in spawning patterns and migration. Crustacea was a fickle kingdom. And Jim Buckridge seemed touched. He simply refused to admit to it or even discuss it but Georgie knew this was the nub of his effect upon them: they thought he had the gift. Although he lived like a man without a past, never reminiscing—not even with the kids—and always seeming to look forward, Georgie knew there were painful secrets there. He was a widower, and he’d lost his mother as a child. He refused to discuss either loss and sometimes Georgie detected a suppressed rage in him that she was glad to be spared. It was rare; it came and went in brief flickers, but it unnerved her. Watching the caution and deference with which townsfolk treated him Georgie wondered if they thought his fishing luck was special because it was the obverse of his domestic life, if they believed that his freakish touch had come at a high personal cost. She knew they came around to stay in with him socially, but also in the hope that his luck might rub off on them. He endured it but he seemed to hate it too.

Jim loved to fish but he wanted his sons to do something else. He didn’t want them to follow the standard White Point trajectory which meant bumping out of school at fifteen to end up in seaboots or prison greens. Bill had sent him to board at an exclusive school notorious for its alumni of politicians and white-collar criminals. Neither Josh nor Brad would ever need to work a day in their lives if he didn’t insist upon it, but Jim was a stickler for hard work, for education and upright behaviour. All of which made him even more an exception at White Point. Down off the rooster perch of the bridge he was a fair, articulate, thoughtful man. And he’d always been kind to her. He was capable of, sometimes compelled by, a special, almost fearful physical tenderness. He was blokey and, yes, a little dull, especially of late, but he wasn’t a narcissist or a whiner. She’d had her share of supposedly reconstructed males, and after them Jim was a breath of fresh air. They were an unlikely pair—she’d always enjoyed that. The shame of it was that recently, each time she catalogued his virtues like this, it left an odour of self-persuasion, and she feared that as a couple they grew less likely by the day.

 

After dinner Jim stepped out for a bit. He came back with a video from Beaver’s garage. Georgie and Jim were on a Bette Davis bender. The great, hairy retired biker specialized in the campest years of Hollywood. Beaver was the closest thing Georgie had to a friend in this town.

All About Eve, Jim said. Her last really good one. And Marilyn Monroe.

Aha.

So sue me—I’m a bloke.

Georgie helped him put the boys to bed. Josh, his face softened by the nightlight, looked at her imploringly.

Dad says I have to save for a new board.

I’m sorry, love, she murmured. But it was an accident and you know we’ve been trying to get you to put it away.

A hundred and fifty dollars, but.

I’ll help you out.

Yeah?

Are the wheels okay?

Think so.

Then it’s just a new deck.

Josh pulled at his buttons thoughtfully.

We’ll have a look at the surfshop tomorrow.

Don’t tell Dad.

Why, love?

He’s mad at me.

Well, you were mean to me. It hurts, Josh. I have feelings, too.

The memory of the S-word lingered between them. Things had been rocky these past weeks in its wake.

Night, he said abruptly.

Josh?

Yeah?

Thought you might say sorry.

It wasn’t me who did it.

Georgie got off her knees and left him. Up in the livingroom Jim was asleep with the weather fax and the TV remote in his lap. The southerly caused the windows to shudder.

The house felt like a plane powering up at the end of a runway. Or maybe that was wishful thinking. She sat down and watched the movie anyway. Marilyn Monroe came and went without him, twitching those lips fit to beat the band. Georgie worked through the bottle of chardonnay hating Anne Baxter, wondering how Miss Davis seemed forever old, raising her glass to the deliciously cold George Sanders.

The tape played out and rewound automatically and when it was done she sat in the ambient hum of other domestic machines.

She got up unsteadily, checked her email in vain. There was only rubbish: perverted strangers, hawkers, the usual dreck. She padded downstairs and looked in on the boys. Brad slept with his head flung back like his old man. He’d lost his infant cuteness. She supposed Josh was in the process of shedding his. You could see why women teachers retreated into the pleasing compliance of the girls in their care. After nine, from what she could see, boys didn’t care to please. In his room Josh slept with his sheet off. He lay in the starfish position, a gentle nickering in his throat. She wanted to touch him while he was disarmed but she resisted the urge.

What was it with him? Did he sense her withdrawal? Was his behaviour some kind of pre-emptive strike? God knows, he’d been through a storm of grief as a six-year-old. Did he feel it instinctively, this change? Had he really caused her to drop her bundle this winter, or did he just pick up on her beginning to let go?

And where was his toughness now? Not that she could hold it against him. A bit of grit was useful. As a girl she’d had it in spades, hadn’t she? She despised her sisters’ girly meekness, the cunning, desperate way they strove for cuteness out of fear of losing favour. They were strategically pliable. And Georgie was not. Yet she was the loner in the family. An uncle once said she had more balls than her father. He was the one who felt her up when she was fifteen. She went upstairs to her father’s desk and showed him a business card which caused his eyes to widen. His boss, the editor of the newspaper he worked for, was her father’s sailing partner and here were his private numbers. If her uncle ever entered a room she was in without another adult present, she told him, she would make the call. That certainly pepped up Christmas gatherings in the Jutland house. She learned to steel herself. Georgie took that martial bearing onto the wards of a dozen hospitals. Along with a sense of humour, it helped when you were extracting a Barbie doll or a Perrier bottle from some weeping adventurer’s rectum. It immured you from the sight of your favourite sister’s nails bitten down to the quick. Or the gunshot sound of a camel’s legs breaking when run down by a speeding Cadillac. It mostly protected you from the sensation that you were making do, that your own soul was withering. But having a child turn away from you, nothing could steel you against that.

 

Georgie trawled about in the wee hours. Cyberspace was choked with yearning, with fantasies and lust and bad spelling. The chat rooms were full of pimply boys from Michigan or the daughters of Indian diplomats who wanted to converse like Lisa Simpson. They drove her out into the real night again.

She walked in the dark hollow between sandhills listening to her own breath as she went. Long before dawn she saw the shadow of a man easing his boat into the lagoon while his dog skittered along the shore. For a moment the dog paused, propped, as though sensing her crouched in the dune behind them. She heard the cough of a four-stroke behind her as she scrambled low in the direction of home.

AFTER A WEEK of watching the shamateur launch, Georgie knew that she’d let it go too long. She couldn’t tell Jim or anyone now without condemning herself. A couple of times she’d even fed the bloke’s dog; unleashed it again and swum in the lagoon. Somehow she felt complicit and it left her exposed, nervous.

Acting out of some oblique guilt about this, she sneaked Josh the money for his skateboard, but Jim found out and made the kid take it back and return her money. He could not believe, he said, that she would undermine his authority like that. She could barely credit it, either, but she did not feel contrite. They worked their way through Bette Davis with a funless determination.

Georgie considered speaking to Beaver about the bloke with the boat. She loved their pumpside talks about the Golden Age. Beaver was gross in a comforting sort of way. His beard had gone the colour of steel wool and his tatts gave his chest and arms a bruised look. He favoured black 501s and blue singlets which displayed his bum crack and his monster gut. Overalls, when he conceded to wear them, hid the arse but enhanced the pot. He was short a front tooth and the remainder weren’t long for this world. A Dockers beanie hid his balding pate but from its rim a plaited rat’s tail dangled the length of his sweaty neck. His steel-capped boots were scarred and blackened with oil. Georgie tried to imagine him taking them off at night—what strange, naked things his feet must be in the moments before bed.

There was some mystery to his retirement from bikerdom. She couldn’t get him to talk about the stripping of his patch, the loss of his colours. He was, on his day, a scream, but there was something sad about him.

Today the forecourt was empty. She found him in the workshop with someone’s shitbucket Nissan up on the hoist.

Petrified Forest, he said without turning around.

Well, you rented it to us, she said.

Leslie Howard. Fucksake, eh? What an ugly bastard. How’d he get there with Bette, you reckon? To make her look better? Was that the best the English could offer the big screen between the wars? You can’t even blame rationing for a runty bugger like that.

Well, said Georgie. Now they have Jeremy Irons.

Cher-rist!

Oh, he has his moments.

Don’t they feed the pricks? And Ra-a-a-fe Fiennes, fuck!

Beaver wiped his hands on an old tee-shirt in order to receive the video she was returning.

You ever, she began, you ever see anything odd round here, Beaver?

Getcha hand off it, George! This is White Point. Odd? That’s me job. Doing odd-ometer readins and windin back the dial.

She laughed. Oddometer.

Seriously, though, she continued. In the mornings, I mean. On the beach. Before dawn.

Not a thing, love.

Never?

Ever.

She watched him degreasing his hands. Noticing her interest he spread the cloth for her to see. It was a Peter Allen tour shirt. Beaver wriggled his eyebrows. She didn’t ask.

HIGH ON THE PROPERTY, beyond the ruined melon paddocks where the quarry gives onto the riverbend, Fox stands amidst the limestone pinnacles smelling the baked dryness of the land and the tang of abalone slime on his skin. The briny southerly rushes, full of crow-song, across the hill and the upright stones whistle. He pulls out the wallet. Looks at the dud licence and fake papers. Slips out the fold of notes. Steps up to the leaning stone and shoots his arm into the fissure. Finds the square tin with his fingertips and pulls it out in a shower of dirt fine as baby powder. A tea tin, Twinings Russian Caravan. Pops the lid, sniffs again. Regrets it.

In the tin is a thick roll of money bound in a perishing rubber band. Also a few sand dollars, an abalone shell the size of a child’s ear, some dried boronia blossom, two cloudy marbles and the beak of an octopus. Beneath them some tiny wads of paper folded into pellets. Fox considers putting the shell to his ear, thinks better of it. He adds his money to the roll. The rubber band contracts without conviction. He snaps the lid on and replaces the tin in its hidy hole. Doesn’t linger.

BORIS WENT BACK to work. Georgie slept badly, prowled, drank and did not go down to the beach in the dark. Outside the post office one afternoon she saw a woman in a bikini with a child on her hip tear the wipers off a Hilux. In the cab another woman gave her the finger, wound her window up and locked the door.

Georgie found herself courting Josh. She felt like some bimbo wheedling her way back into a fortune. She despised herself. And the kid wasn’t having any of it anyway. He returned his school lunches uneaten, avoided eye contact, left rooms when she entered. You had to admire his grit.

Eventually she cornered him in his room where he lay on the bed with a photo album. She sat beside him with an arm across his shoulder to detain as much as to comfort.

What about we organize some jobs you can do to earn back the dough?

It’s Christmas soon anyway, he said.

True.

I’ll wait.

It took her a moment to process what he’d said. Georgie spluttered in her effort to stifle a laugh at the child’s nerve, his certainty. But instantly she felt him tense up, his whole body recoiling at her laughter. He took it as ridicule. She could have bashed her head against the wall.

Josh ripped back the adhesive cover of the album page and scraped off a photo of his mother. He held it at her face a moment and then raised it over her head in some awful priestly gesture she didn’t understand. His arm trembled with fury. The image felt like a jug of something he might tip over her at any moment.

Stranger danger, he said through his milk teeth. Stranger. Danger.

Georgie compelled herself to meet his gaze and he began to swat her with the photograph. It wasn’t forceful, just a casual batting about the ears and mouth and nose, a contemptuous motion that brought tears to her eyes.

Then both of them became aware of Brad in the doorway. He seemed galvanized by the image of his mother.

You don’t even remember, he said to his brother.

Do so.

Put it back.

Josh returned the photo to its gummy space and pulled the cellophane sheet back across. A tear drop appeared on the surface.

And you better say sorry.

He’s sorry, said Georgie. I know he is.

Josh breathed, closed the album.

Brad stepped aside to let her by. He smelled of oranges. He looked away as she passed.

At dinner that night the four of them paused a minute to watch a boy on the jetty reeling in a gull.

 

It was sometime after midnight when, out of some ancient reflex, Georgie looked up from the computer to see Jim’s expressionless face reflected in the window. He was across the room behind her and, unaware that she could see him, he stood there some time with his hip against the corner of the stairwell, scraping his chin with the back of his thumb. His expression was not the indulgent look of a mansecretly observing his lover. He looked closed and intense, impossible to read, and a ripple of uncertainty, of fear, even, went through her.

Hi, she said at last, startling him.

Late, he said. It’s late.

WHILE HE COILS droplines back into the tubs and racks up tarpon hooks by their crimped traces, the diesel generator drones behind the wall. He stows the gear up on the boat, checks his batteries and steering, tilts each motor up and down before wiping off the screen and console. Already the wind is in the east. Tomorrow will be hot as buggery, the sea flat, the water clear.

He climbs down from the ladder at the transom and scratches the dog’s head as he passes. The long shed wall is festooned with tools—shears, shifters, scythes, saws, stirrups—most of them the old man’s, which is a laugh when all the coot ever used was a pinch-bar and a roll of fencewire. A twitch of wire was his answer to every conundrum, mechanical, agricultural, theological. Above the bench in its jacket of dust is the plaque that once hung in the kitchen.

Christ is the head of this house,


The unseen Guest at every meal,


The silent Listener to every conversation

Alongside it a stringless mandolin, a stove-in Martin dreadnought and a fiddle case covered with stickers and stains.

From the wide doorless entrance to the shed Fox sees the shadows of roos in the melon paddock. Behind them, all the way to the river, tuart trees roar in the wind. The dog stiffens, growls, and Fox grabs it by the collar. Confounded by the wind the roos turn their heads and after a few moments, they gather up their haunches as a company and retreat into the darkness.

He can’t admit it to himself but the sight has jolted him. Four figures suddenly out there across the yard with its perimeter of gutted vehicles. He walks barefoot back to the house with his mind knocked out of neutral. The light feeling is gone. He resumes the discipline. These days he lives by force of will.

He fries the dog’s fish first, a marbled slab of morwong that the mutt lowers itself upon lustfully. Fox watches it shunt the tin bowl across the dirt then goes back inside to cook himself a few fillets of sweep which he eats at the sink, standing. Rinses his dishes, racks them up. Opens a bottle of homebrew. Considers a shave. Reminds himself to buy a few drums of fuel in the city tomorrow. Drains his glass. Feels restless. Should just go to bed for the four o’clock start.

Out of ritual, he goes through the old timber house room by room. He doesn’t know what the impulse is. Checking he’s alone, maybe. When he knows he’s alone. Doesn’t want to think about it.

The library empty. Keats open like a gull on the seat of the rocker. Wind moans in the chimney.

At the door of the kids’ room he stares at the half-packed cartons. A gruelling collection of dried fish heads on the windowsill. Made beds. Crayons on the floor.

Launches down the hall past his own room to the one with the double bed. All day he holds up. Living in the present tense. Only to come to this.

Sits on the bed. The smell of stale linen rises up around him. Looks at the beaten-up Levi’s slung across the pine chair and touches the frayed hem with his toes. Hair rises along his arms. He reaches out and feels the denim which burrs beneath the calluses of his hand as he squeezes it between thumb and forefinger. Fox pulls the jeans from the chair and sees how they hold the imprint of her body. Held by the belt loops, the denim falls open, fills out as though it’s her very skin. And Fox, again, is powerless before her shape, can’t help but have his hands upon it, to hold it to his face till the zipper bites his lip. He falls back on the bed ground down by the weight of her, writhing up against it until he comes, in a miserable, shaming sweat, and lies there ruined.

You can’t do this, he tells himself reeling for the door, and as he goes he stumbles into the dented steel guitar and leaves the bastard thing falling in his wake to crash to the floor and ring discord at him on his way down the hall.

And it’s hours before he sleeps, ages of lying there in a fever of composure, denial, recrimination. When sleep comes it undoes him again: no grip, no purchase, no defences.

At him come flickering jabs of memory that stew his blood and bones as the house creaks on its stumps and his trees groan.

Gulping creek. Stones alight and ahum. The yellow sand jitters with the chime of that National guitar. It drones, drones in the metal bedframe and at his ear the hot Vegemite breath of a child. Rosin. Brass-wound strings. Campfires, campfires. Spill of dirty blonde. Feral beard up at the end of a pole and his mother crouched amidst a paddock of melons which drink silent as hunkered birds. Basket of eggs: chinking, holy brownshelled bumnuts. And that boyhood feeling, the conviction that nothing bad will ever happen, that things will always be the same.

WITH THE BOYS GONE to school and the morning crashing white from every window Georgie came into the bedroom to dress. She threw the damp towel down beside the clothes laid out on the bed—shorts, knickers, tee-shirt—and was struck by how limp, how bleached, how small they were. As if any of that could be a surprise. They were hers, weren’t they? This morning those three adjectives were bang on the money.

She hated mirrors but she felt enough self-loathing to reef back the robe door to expose the full-length glass behind it.

Georgie grew up in a house blighted with mirrors, amongst females who simply couldn’t pass one without turning. Jutland women went to mirrors the way prisoners sought windows. They tottered, it seemed to her, from one to the next, sidling up, confronting, storming them to hold their frames and scowl or beckon, to simper and leer. Her sisters took the lead from their mother who hitched her eyebrows and bared her teeth, drawing them somehow into comparison, even competition with her beauty. At fifteen, the eldest and still a virgin, Georgie swore off the dreaded looking glass and mounted a sniping campaign. As a full-time engagement against her mother it lasted twelve weeks, during which time Georgie lost her cherry but not her guerrilla smirk. She was never quite one of them again.

Now she stared at her body in a manner she hadn’t employed for a long time. Okay, she was small. Compact, that used to be the word. Petite handed you an Alice band and a cardigan, for Chrissake. So, short. Small. Dark hair, thick and glossy, cut straight above her eyes in a way that now looked abrupt, even severe. A little helmet of hair. She was pretty enough, she’d always known it. Dominant upper lip, smallish nose, tanned skin with crow’s feet from the sun and shadows from everything else. The eyes? She had the stare of a cattle dog. No wonder she’d scared people at school and on the wards. On her shoulders the straplines in her tan ran into the silly whiteness of her breasts. For goodness sake. Even without them your clothes shaped you. She had an inverted navel and an unmarked belly, though veins showed in her legs from years of trudging the wards. Unruly pubic hair.

It was three years since the morning she first saw Jim Buckridge and his kids on the beach at Lombok. From her room at the Senggigi Sheraton, with a tiny pair of salt-stained binoculars, she had picked him out in the crowd and watched him pace along the volcanic sand of the shoreline while his little boys snorkelled in the shallows. She only noticed him because she was hiding from another man. Holed up in her hotel she had nothing to do but keep watch with those daggy little binoculars for somebody she should have left behind two months ago—Tyler Hampton. After sailing all the way from Fremantle with the crazy, seasick Californian—right up the western coast of Australia, enduring hell’s own storm beneath the Zuytdoorp Cliffs and the two-day grounding in the islands off the far-north Kimberley—she should have called it quits at Timor. The man was a handsome, glamorous fraud, a daytripper who was a danger to himself and others, and Georgie had deluded herself too long. And then, finally, came the ignominious collision with another boat a mile out from the beach at Lombok that tore a hole in the hull and made her mind up. As Tyler Hampton dropped anchor a hundred metres out with the pumps failing she had gone over the side in the last light of day with her wallet, shoes and passport. The binoculars had still been around her neck when she swam in.

From any distance you could have picked Jim Buckridge as an Australian. He had crow’s feet like knifecuts. Handsome in a blocky way, of the sort she usually avoided, he was forty-five and looked it. Georgie gravitated toward lounge lizards, men with pointy sideburns and a cocked eyebrow. Whereas this bloke was a citizen. Although he was an imposing physical presence he looked hesitant, even fearful, as if he’d just woken to a different, a harder world. He shouldn’t have rated a second glance, but that charming desolation so intrigued her that Georgie decided to find a way of bumping into him. She wasn’t interested in a man of any description. At the very least, she needed a breather. But she was curious despite herself. She told herself she just wanted to hear his story.

Back in Perth, a fortnight later, she scandalized her sisters with the news. On hearing that her eldest daughter was moving in with a widower, a lobster fisherman from White Point, their mother laughed with that special trill of disappointment she reserved exclusively for Georgie.

Georgie often thought of that laugh. She wondered whether the fear of that cool trill had kept her here these past months, given her the determination to stay on when it was clear that things had dwindled away to nothing.

She turned from the mirror, stepped up into the cavernous wardrobe and pulled down the Qantas bag.

THE WHINING DOG wakes him. He checks the luminous dial of his watch and sees that it’s after four. So much for the timelessness of animals. Hauls himself up. Showers, feels the sunbaked towel rough as bread. The dog rasps at the back door. It knows the rules but lives in hope, as though paradise awaits indoors. Should break tradition, he thinks, and let it in one day. See lino and die. Piss the place slippery in mortal excitement. Break its heart, too. For somehow the dog believes the others have just been indoors all this time, that they’re here in their beds having a bit of a lie-in. Be cruel to let it inside now. He pulls on some shorts, lights the kettle, and goes out to console the mutt with a few playful slaps around the chops. In the dark, with the easterly stirring, the land smells of fresh biscuits.

 

There’s a shirt on the seat in the cab and he pulls it on while the truck warms up. He eases out, no lights, with the boat clunking behind him down the white ruts of the drive. Through the gate and out onto the blacktop. Bush and paddocks are indistinct. There’s no one about. He’s got the jump on them but he’s as twitchy as the dog for the twenty minutes it takes him to reach White Point, where, from the downhill run into town, he sees the boneyard of surf that marks the outer reefs. He coasts through the empty streets to the beach and pulls up a moment to scope the lagoon. Not a soul. He’s got the jump.

Pulls in past the jetty, backs down to the water and slips the boat in. Tosses the pick, lets the boat hang back on the rope and drives the truck out before it sinks. When he’s run the rig up against the foredune he chains the dog to the roobar and drops a chunk of ice into the tin bowl at its feet. The mutt settles, miserable but stoic, onto its belly in the sand.

Fox pushes the boat out till the breeze catches it. He steps up onto the transom, tilts a motor in and starts it. The righteous sound of a four-stroke Honda. He slips it into gear and slides out across the seagrass banks through moored crayboats, keying up his instruments, radio, echo sounder, global positioning system. The lagoon has the same old enigmatic smell of sour milk that carries over the brine and the bleach and the bait.

He begins to feel good. It’s what he lives for, this feeling, knowing they’re all still ashore in their beds sleeping off the Emu Export and the bedtime bong while he has the sea to himself. Let em sleep till dawn, he thinks. Give em their coffee and crank in the wheel-house, their ZZ Top on the stereo. The Foxes still have the jump.

In the passage, nearly a mile out, he pauses to find his marks and starts the second motor. The deck vibrates as he throttles on to send the hull up onto the plane. Picking up speed he senses as much as sees the straight lines of waves converging on the gap in the reef. He blasts out in a welter of spray and hoots as he goes.

 

Before first light, on ground that he’s left fallow since May, he gets in two good sets. The lines come up so heavy he uses the winch. Blackarse, jewfish, snapper. He kills them quickly and ices them down. A remnant school of southern bluefin rolls by in a killing swathe. He lets them go; they’re a rare enough sight as it is.

There’s still no one out this way so he presses his luck and moves into shallower ground to anchor where he knows there’s abalone. Pulls on a wetsuit, mask, fins.

The water is warm, though blurry with plankton and silt and dim in the half-light. On his way down he equalizes with a little dolphin chirp that exits his ears in a pleasurable fizz. The blood runs thin as copper wire in his veins. The bottom looms and there it is, a long reef crevice just wide enough to reach into, and inside, hidden from casual view, a stippled colony of molluscs. He pulls the small lever from his belt and opens his mesh bag. Fifteen minutes’ work. Everything so vivid, so present, so clear. And sunlight spearing down now, ploughing the water.

 

Just as he hears diesels on the easterly, Fox gets the boat up off its haunches and steers into the rising sun. He’s obscured by lumping swells but he knows that anybody alert will have picked him on radar by now. Men and boys he knows. Kings of the ocean wave. Likely as not they’ll be steaming out on autopilot with their heads thrown back in a snoring funk of bad breath. Not much to worry about. Still he drops a few points south to be safe and passes without even seeing them.

From out here the land looks like a badly baked cake and all those sandy white gouges in the khaki scrub like random gobs of icing. Fox winds his way in through floats and ropes, veering from the path of every outcoming vessel, until the great undulating white field of dunes marks out the only town for miles. It’s cheeky, coming in this late, and stupid too, but what can he do now but scan the beach for anything unlikely and come through the passage like a regular civilian back from a few hours’ recreational angling?

 

On the highway, just outside the town limits, his elation peaks like a shimmering mull-hit before the hot wind dries him and a mortal gravity presses down once more. Fox bites into the apple that’s been baking on the dash in the sun and the juice sizzles in his mouth. He steers one-handed. The dog licks salt from his thigh. Wind sears in through the windows; man and dog narrow their eyes against it. The land is jellied with heat. Above the low, grey heath a few Christmas trees seem to swim upright. They tread the current of the mirage to hold their gorgeous orange blossoms aloft. Higher still, hawks throw figure-eights in the octane sky.

At the bend, when he sees the vehicle pulled off onto the shoulder with its hood up, he throttles off instinctively but only a second later he comes to his senses and fangs it. A Landcruiser, for Godsake! Fisheries! Shit!

The dog sits up blearily. Fox scans his mirrors for anyone behind but there’s nothing. Too narrow here to turn around with the boat on. Besides, where can he go but back to White Point? Without the boat he’d have a chance—no one knows the bush tracks and firebreaks better than him—but by the time he unhitched the trailer with its incriminating load he’d be surrounded, buggered well and truly.

The Ford’s V8 purrs with feeling as he approaches. But he’s done and he knows it. Never outrun them on the blacktop with this load. The Cruiser looms, pulses with glare. Your own fault, he thinks, you cocky bastard, you had to lairize around like you owned the bloody bay.

As he blows past, rigid with anticipation, he gets a glimpse of a woman’s bare legs hooked in the polished steel of the roobar. She’s head down bum up beneath the hood. In denim shorts. A civilian. He hits the brakes.

Jack-knifed onto the gravel shoulder, Fox sits there a while, craning at the nearside mirror. The woman hauls herself out from beneath the Cruiser’s bonnet and looks his way across her shoulder. She climbs down onto the gravel and waits. Hands on hips if you don’t mind.

The dog tenses up. It rises onto the windowsill and whines. Fox sucks his teeth. Damn, damn, damn. He knows he should drive on. There’ll be other cars by before too long. She’ll be okay out here for a while; it’s not that hot. And it could still be a set-up. That banksia thicket beside her might be full of khaki shirts. He puts the Ford back in gear. Sorry lady.

Then the dog launches itself out onto the gravel and takes off. Fox stalls the truck in surprise and chucks his gnawed apple after the mongrel in disgust. God Almighty.

In the mirror he watches as the mutt bounds up to the woman who bends to greet it. She has short, dark hair, wears a white tee-shirt, denim shorts and tennis shoes. No one he knows. A tourist maybe, but the big, metallic gold, luxury-edition 4×4 is no renter. And the dog is all over her. He pulls properly off the highway and gets out to face the music.

The gravel is hot and sharp underfoot. He has to high-step it to keep going and he wishes to fuck he had some shoes to lend himself a bit of dignity.

He who hesitates is lost, she says, shielding her eyes from the sun.

Yeah?

G’day.

Got trouble?

It just choked and cut out like it was out of juice, she says. Gauge shows half a tank but it’s like there’s nothing getting through. I’ve nearly killed the battery turning it over.

Fox hitches his shorts nervously.

Ah, injectors maybe?

Dunno. It’s one of these turbo diesel thingies. Even the cigarette lighter looks computerized.

Ah.

Fox looks from the trophy Cruiser to the gravel and then to her. Shadows under her eyes. Sun enamels the thick bowl of her hair. She pulls the sunglasses down from her brow and he sees himself reflected. Not a reassuring sight; he looks feral and fidgety.

Sorry to be a pain, she says.

I spose I…I spose I could run you back into White Point, he utters with difficulty.

Just the prospect makes his head light. What a cock-up.

Thanks, she says, but you see, I’ve gotta get into the city.

Well, I can’t tow you with the boat on. Don’t spose you’ve got one of those mobile phones?

Sorry.

The dog presses itself against her legs. Fox could kick it in the slats. He hops from foot to foot, as the woman pats the mutt.

Listen, she says, I’m not fussed about the car. I can call someone later to come and get it. I’m supposed to be in Perth.

Right.

Shit a brick, thinks Fox, this really isn’t good. No towns between here and the city, not even a fuel stop until the outskirts. I can’t abandon her in the sun, can’t take her to White Point without a bloody scene and anyway she won’t go, and I can’t drive her to Perth without getting rid of the boat and that means taking her home first. She’s leaving an eighty-thousand-dollar Tojo by the roadside. So maybe it’s stolen. She’s in a hurry after all. Looks kind of strung out. And here’s me with a shitload of illegal seafood.

Look, I’m really sorry, she says. You look busy.

No, no, I’ve just been fishin. Day off.

Get any?

Oh, this and that. Nothin you’d brag about.

It’s hot, eh.

Fox smiles. The weather, yeah. Listen, I gotta go into Perth as it happens.

You’re not from the city, then?

Fox looks at her, wondering if that’s a smile fading off her face or a twitch caused by the flies.

No, he murmurs. I’m from down the highway a few minutes. Gotta unhook the boat and stuff but I guess I can take you after that.

She sighs. That’d be brilliant. Thank you. I’ll just get my bag.

Fox stands there in the murdering sun while she leans into the Landcruiser and grabs things. He feels sick at the idea of taking her home. He hasn’t even tried to start this woman’s engine but he’ll look like a prick if he doesn’t take her at her word. He’ll need to think how to get the catch from the boat and onto the truck without her twigging to anything. She doesn’t look like Fisheries. Sunglasses not polarized. Silly straw hat she’s pulling out. But that’s a dive watch on her wrist. She hoists a Qantas bag out and a linen jacket.

Right, then.

You gunna lock it?

Oh. Yeah. She points a gadget at the 4×4 and the lights flash. Well, she murmurs, that much of it works.

Get off her, dog. Sorry, he’s a bit familiar.

Oh, we’re old mates, she says. He’s a friendly dog.

He’s bloody craybait, thinks Fox, firewalking back to the Ford.

GEORGIE SAT in the withering dogfunk of the shamateur’s cab and tried not to smirk at the irony of it. God knows she was glad he stopped but, given his situation, had the shoe been on the other foot, she’d be blowing on down the road and to hell with simple decency. She couldn’t believe he’d take the risk. He hadn’t the least idea who she was, who she lived with. She had to be, through no fault of her own, his living, breathing nightmare. Was he cocky or just soft in the head?

She stared at the crushed beercan sprouting from the mouth of the cassette player. It was the sole trashy touch in a truck so clean and shipshape. No crap on the floor, no classic mire of tools and receipts and wrappers rolling across the dash. He was fastidious.

There was no conversation. The shamateur looked too mortified and she had a headache that felt like a trepanning. Ten minutes passed, fifteen. She couldn’t work up the effort to shove the dog’s head from her lap.

Eventually they slowed at the skeleton of an old fruit stand which seemed dimly familiar from all those roadtrips to the city, and turned up a dirt drive through the lumpy paddocks of some sun-blasted farm. It wasn’t much: bellying fences, uncut hay, a few olive trees. As they bumped down the ruts, you could feel his discomfort intensify like an ear-popping change in altitude.

Georgie took a look at him while the dog rose and made a fuss. He was tall, lean, brown from the sun. His hair was short and light brown but bleached by weather at the ends. He had small ears and a boyish face with blue eyes. The outdoors had taken the shine off him but he still had his child’s face. What a wide-eyed thing he must once have been.

He drove to a wide sandy yard surrounded by casuarinas and junked machines, and as he wheeled about to reverse the boat toward an open shed, she saw the unpainted weatherboard house that hunkered on its stumps in a parched field of melons. The dog raked her with its claws on its way through the window and the shamateur got out without a word.

Georgie sat there a moment, uncertain as to how to proceed. The heat was killing. A tap creaked and there was the sudden blurt of an outboard. Bugger this, she thought, getting out.

Before she even got into the shed he was in her path.

There’s shade over there, he said, pointing to the trees across the yard.

I’m fine, she said, pulling on the straw hat which suddenly felt a bit Laura Ashley. Wouldn’t have an aspirin, would you?

Better come over to the house, he said reluctantly.

A few hens bustled out from beneath the verandah as they approached. He paused at an aluminium bin by the step and threw them a handful of pellets.

The kitchen was cool and dim after the blinding yard. It smelled of cooking oil, fried fish. Everything orderly and simple, a woman’s kitchen if ever she saw it.

From the old Arcus fridge he pulled out a bottle of water and poured two glasses. Opened a drawer. Shook out two pills. Georgie thanked him and looked at the label and then at the tablets themselves. Paracetamol. What she felt like was codeine phos. And a tall glass of Margaret River semillon. She drank the pills down with the water, whose metallic chill caused her headache to flare horribly for a moment.

Rainwater, she murmured.

Shit-free, he said.

He led her down the hall a few doors to a big room lined with books.

Cooler here, he said. Just be a few minutes.

Yes. And thank you.

Georgie didn’t move until she heard the screen door clap shut at the other end of the house. The room was walled with jarrah shelves that looked to her like recycled floorboards. And they were real books up there, serious books. George Eliot, Tolstoy, Forster, Waugh, Twain. She saw a fancy collected edition of Joseph Conrad, big quarto volumes of natural history, art books, atlases. On a small table lay a heavy scrapbook of pressed botanical specimens, each leaf and blossom annotated in mauve ink with a calligrapher’s nib. On a sea trunk under the window, beside a sunbleached upright piano, was a stack of yellowing sheet music.

The only wall without books was taken up by a brick fireplace on whose mantelpiece were some old black-and-white photos in cheap frames. A formal wedding shot from, say, the fifties, and two studio portraits of the same pair. Handsome people. The man shorter and more intense. Stacked beside these images was a wad of fading colour snaps of kids swinging in a tyre across a muddy river, babies with chocolate-smeared faces. The shamateur with a kid in the seat of a tractor.

Georgie flicked through till she came upon a shot of a woman in her twenties with ropy blonde plaits which fell across her halter top. She had a glossy complexion and a thick mouth. The way she leaned like that in a doorway, hands in the pockets of her jeans, gave Georgie a jolt. Such lazy, native confidence. Like girls she’d seen on the train on her way to school. Honeys in hybrid uniforms blowing gum and sunning their legs in an effortless sexual arrogance Georgie once associated with state schools. As a teenager she’d grown a crust and tried to be fearsome, but how she envied those girls their slutty self-possession. It stirred men and boys like the smell of food.

The outboards went silent. Georgie lifted the book from the rocking chair and sat down. Keats. Yeah, right. Though she never did read him. Jesus, when was the last time she’d read anything? The family bookworm, her father called her. She tried to read a poem. It went on for pages, dense as her headache. No use.

The back door whacked again. Georgie put the book down, heard another door slam, a tap running. This wasn’t a good idea. Being here. Alone with this bloke so far from the highway. God, she knew better than to get into a situation like this.

Christ, if only she had her own car. After a few tax-free years in Saudi it wasn’t as though she couldn’t afford one. It was just laziness. For the entire Jeddah posting she’d been forbidden even to drive a bloody car and now here she was still dependent. What kind of passive fog had she subsided into? What a triumph for the mullahs she was, what a rattled scatty thing she’d become.

She went through the kitchen and eased the screen door shut behind her. The dog was delirious to see her again. The truck’s keys were not in the ignition.

SHAME YOU DIDN’T BRING your dog, she says, still breathless.

He just drives. Capstone. Banksia. Tuarts.

Does he have a name?

Fox shakes his head and strives to be nonchalant.

Seagoing dog like that. Should have a name.

He sweats in his jeans, thinking five things at once. She’s having a dig or sniffing around. Yes, it’s a disgrace having a nameless dog but it was never his to name. And it’s no use explaining that the mutt doesn’t come on the boat because it leaps overboard to tackle fish and he’s gaffed the prick twice already. Besides, he doesn’t buy this new tone. She knows more than she’s letting on. That friggin dog.

Had the place long?

Been there all my life, he says.

Great library.

He nods.

Big reader, then?

Yeah, it passes the time.

So tell me, she persists. Tell me who you read.

Fox sighs.

C’mon, she says. It passes the time…Okay, I’ll shut up.

The empty road feels like a tidal race he’s working against, its surface dimpled with mirage-current.

Steinbeck, I’ll bet. And Keats, obviously. What about Conrad? I see you have a set.

Fox squints neutrally.

Never could stand Conrad, she says. Too…strangled, or something. And earnest.

He purses his lips to defend the old Pole. Holds off.

The horror, the horror! she declaims. Is it a bloke-thing, you think?

It stays with you, he murmurs, that’s why.

Fair point, she says with a smile that strikes him as gloating. It’s one thing I remember from school. Mr Kurtz, eh? So you are a fan.

I spose.

What is it? The sea? Manly honour? The heartless heart of nature?

He shrugs.

Well, it seemed like a lot of huffing and puffing to me.

Specially Typhoon.

Ha. So what about women writers?

What about them? asks Fox, a little disoriented. For a year his conversations have been procedural exchanges only. It’s making him giddy.

I mean, do you read them?

You live at White Point?

You’re changing the subject, she says. Yes, I live there.

A teacher.

What makes you think that?

Books.

No.

Fox wonders what dream he’s been in. No teacher can afford a rig like the one she just left on the road. She stinks of lobster money. The sideways knowing look. What possessed him?

Nurse by trade. Oncology, she says. Know what that is?

Yeah. As it happens. Get out and walk, he thinks, ever heard of that?

Sorry.

And your old man’s an exporter or a fisherman.

Ah.

They drive in silence for a while.

I really am sorry, she says. For everything. Just being there. Having to be picked up like this. I know it’s not easy. In your situation.

My situation.

You needn’t worry. I’m not a very loyal fishwife.

Geez, there’s a recommendation, he says, sounding more bitter than he means to.

I see you go out some mornings.

Oh?

And I swim with your dog.

Well, that’s really unfaithful.

My name’s Georgie Jutland, she says turning in her seat toward him.

The name doesn’t ring a bell.

And, look, it’s none of my business or anything but can you imagine what the locals will be like when they catch you? I mean, take up something safer, like bomb disposal.

I don’t think I’m catching your drift, Fox says evenly. You’d swear she can hear the pulse in your throat.

I just can’t see how it’s worth the risk. The law’s one thing, but Jesus.

Fox gives his dumbshit farmboy look and she turns back in her seat and crushes the straw hat across her knees.

Sorry, she murmurs.

Not as sorry as I am, he thinks, wishing he’d settled for the fish and left the abalone for another day. If he’d gotten up on time and stuck to the routine this would never have happened.

 

There followed an hour’s silence in the truck. An entire hour. Paddocks segued into pine plantations then market gardens and finally the hobby farms whose flybitten, shaggy ponies marked the farthest outposts of suburbia. Georgie toughed it out. It was, after all, a ride. Besides, you had to admire the shamateur’s resolve. But it gave her too much time to think, to feel how the morning’s events had robbed her of momentum. A couple of hours ago her mind was full, if not clear. Everything told her to bolt. But now she didn’t know what she was doing. She only knew that love was impossible. It arrived and moved on like weather and it defied pursuit. Not just romance—any kind of love. The emotion itself was promiscuous and not to be trusted. She’d thought all this before and failed to learn from it. The story of her life.

Pillars of dust rose behind dozers and graders scraping out another subdivision. The perimeter walls were already up as were the limestone plinths at the sweeping entry. TUSCAN RISE. Beyond it stretched the treeless plain of terracotta rooftiles.

Georgie checked the contents of her Qantas bag. A single change of clothes. What did that say about resolve? She needed a job, was overdue for a pap smear, could do with a tall glass of something cold.

Emily Dickinson, said the shamateur.

Georgie zipped up the bag. I beg your pardon?

They entered the miserable throughway of Joondalup. It was like a landscaped carpark with all the franchises that passed for civilization.

Woman writer.

There you go, she murmured.

The freeway loomed.

Anywhere is fine, she said. The train station would be good.

Just missed it, he said merging into the stream of traffic. Sorry.

No worries. Anywhere’s good.

Where you headed?

Right in. The Sheraton.

I’m going right in. But you’ll have to give me directions.

To the Sheraton? she asked before she could catch herself.

The look on his face was a mixture of embarrassment and defiance. Never been there, he said. The five-star thing isn’t—

That was rude. I’m sorry. Again.

He shrugged. At a sedate metropolitan speed you could smell Pears shampoo on him.

About that Landcruiser.

I’ll call Beaver in White Point, she said crisply. She caught the smile before he turned aside but she decided not to pursue it. The best she could do now was to leave things be.

 

As he pulls into the hotel setdown, amidst the windtunnel of the business district, the woman waves him on toward the declining ramp of the basement carpark, but he brakes at the crest.

I don’t need to park, he says. Here’s good.

Behind them another car honks.

I’ll buy you a beer, she says. I owe you one.

Thanks but I gotta be somewhere.

Fox slips the truck into reverse but the vehicle behind honks more insistently.

It’s all one-way, she says.

Shit.

 

‘The Girl from Ipanema’, she says, ushering him from the lift.

I know it, he murmurs, face still hot from the shame of being declined service in the bar on account of his attire.

Essential part of the five-star experience.

I’m not really that thirsty, he lies.

Almost as essential as the minibar, she says, rattling the key on its plastic tab. C’mon. It’ll prove I have some manners.

Honestly.

Fox is exhausted by all this, the talk, the sudden proximity, the threat she poses. She hands him the bag while she rifles through her wallet, and he finds himself tramping down a plush corridor. He lags behind her until she slows and they continue shoulder to shoulder. She’s small. She seems unaccountably happy. He just wants to piss off out of here. Thinks of all that fish and abalone sweating on ice in the basement. It’ll keep, he thinks, but is it safe? The muzak is unbearable.

They come to the door she’s looking for and as she leans in to turn the key in the lock Fox notices the curve of her neck. She pushes the door open. He holds her bag out. She smiles. She has an impish face. Shit.

She grabs a fistful of his shirt and drags him inside.

Beer, she says.

Listen, he murmurs, staggering from the momentum, tipping against her.

The door clunks shut.

God, she says, you’re shaking.

No, he says with a laugh. There’s a weird hysteria in his voice that he doesn’t recognize. You bloody idiot, he thinks. You blind fucking idiot.

She kisses him; he stands there and lets it happen while a spasm like a hunger pang shoots through the meat and bones of him, and although he still grips the bag as a barrier between them, he feels her leg against his and her hand firm in his back. The feel of a living body. Like some obscure force of physics. He hears the rasp of denim, the hoarse whisper of it, in this placeless downlit room. The woman swims against him, despite the Qantas bag, and he feels himself coming unstuck.

Don’t, she murmurs.

Fox recoils into the door as if kicked.

I mean…I’m sorry, I meant don’t cry.

He puts a hand to his cheek, realizes and says, Oh.

It’s all right.

No.

Don’t go.

Fox puts his head against the door. She’s a merciful blur now but he turns away even so.

Come here, she whispers kindly. Sit.

He lets himself be steered to the bed. She brings a wad of Kleenex. He mops his face, gets a few breaths.

Oh, God, he murmurs with a shudder and lies back to ease the smarting muscles of his chest.

The woman sits cross-legged on the kingsize bed beside him.

You wanna talk?

No.

He turns, puts his lips against her knee. She unfolds like a wing against him. She has her hands on him. She looks into his face and pulls up his shirt to touch him, kiss his neck, his nipples, his belly. Then she sits up, reefs off her top and falls to him, grinning.

 

Georgie Jutland didn’t know why. She’d started out trying to make amends and now this. Stupid to walk into the bar dressed like that, cut-offs and tennis shoes. The look on the shamateur’s face—like he’d been shot. So vulnerable. Was it then or after, the way he held the bag out like a good boy for his mother?

She pressed him to that great paddock of a bed and felt his heart banging away beneath her hands and his cock trapped against the prow of her pubic bone. She ground slowly against him, saw his blue eyes go sleepy, felt sweat prickle her all over. She felt completely there, within herself, in the acid rash of heat that began to scald her scalp and belly and thighs. She was neither trying now, nor pretending. She felt his fingers in the loops of her shorts, the downward force of him, their legs snarled and snagging. The smell of shampoo. The hot shout in her throat. She fell across him as she came and felt the terrible fluttering of his chest. It was laughter.

The five-star experience, he said.

Didn’t you…make it?

Fraid so.

Then, what? she said, crestfallen.

We have our clothes on.

FOX LIES BACK A MESS. He tries to swim up through pangs of guilt, his unfocused sense of betrayal. But betrayal of whom?

He glances about at the generic furniture of the room, the wood veneer, the floral fabrics, the hulking TV. Probably shouldn’t have laughed.

So how does it feel to be a poacher? she says rising onto one elbow beside him.

Um. Can you repeat the question?

You got away without telling me your name, she says. He likes the straight line of the hair across her eyes.

Lu.

I’m Georgie.

Pleased to meet you.

Very bloody pleased, I hope.

Fox kicks off his elastic-sided boots and looks at her. She’s older than him. No rings. Those shadows beneath her eyes.

I’m trying to figure it out.

What? he murmurs.

Why you do it. Don’t you feel you’re ripping off the sea?

No.

But you’re breaking the law, you admit that.

Why would I admit anything to a stranger?

Well, ouch for that. It’s just that…there are rules. You know, to protect the environment.

You honestly believe that?

Well, yes.

Fox rolls aside, gets up and goes to the window. Out there in the shimmering heat of the city, the river sprawls into Perth Water with its butterfly swarm of spinnakers.

It’s never about the environment, he says hotly. Fisheries law is about protecting all that export money. To save all those rich bastards from themselves. None of them give a shit about the sea.

Those toolboxes on your truck. They’re full of rock lobsters, aren’t they?

No, he says truthfully.

But they’re iceboxes.

I only take what I need, he says. I’m one pair of hands.

Without a licence.

He shrugs and leans against the glass to feel the plangent heat of the outside world boring into his shoulder. She sits up against the bedhead, cross-legged in her shorts, and grabs a few tissues.

So, she says, enlighten me.

You don’t need it.

How d’you know what they think?

I went to school with most of em.

I detect the smell of revenge.

Maybe.

You just like getting away with it.

He smiles despite himself.

Aha.

Got me there.

Let’s have that beer, she says, her green eyes shining. I did promise you. The fridge is there beside you.

He grunts and roots around for two beers. He cops the price list.

Gawd, he blurts, they should be wearin a mask.

Well, you’d know, Lu.

He opens a bottle and passes it to her.

You cried.

Spose so.

What about?

I can’t say.

Can’t or won’t?

Fox gulps his beer. After his homebrew it tastes so thin and industrial.

You’re not what I expected, she murmurs.

I wasn’t expecting anythin.

I must have some perversion that involves Sheratons.

He stares at her.

Geez, she says. You don’t have much small talk.

Out of practice.

Come here, she says. And get those jeans off.

 

For a long time afterwards and even while he slept Georgie felt the heat of his body in hers. She liked him; she knew she liked him and yet she couldn’t say why. Here was this weird reverberation still with her. He was fresh somehow, there was something pure about him. And despite her record of impulsive assessments, a string of failures that stretched all the way back into the mire of adolescence, she was certain she would never need to fear him.

She spooned up to him, held him by the belly, and nursed his buttocks in the hollow of her lap. Across his biceps the line of his tan was sharp as a painted mark. Georgie felt his respiration in the pillow, in the kingsize mattress, and her breathing fell into a hypnotic synchrony with his until the whirr of the minibar and the muffled barking of car horns and the aircon hiss receded to leave her consumed by the sensation of his sperm trickling out of her like some implacable process of geology. So slow. Stately, almost. With a cooling trail in its wake, the ghost of itself. Georgie felt her skin trying to absorb it, to drink it before it rolled away for good, and when it did finally spill to the linen beneath her folded thigh, she half-expected to hear a crash, a hiss upon impact. She lay there a while feeling her skin contract and dry. A sadness descended on her, a sense of loss. She took a hand from his belly, slipped it between her legs and brought the damp tips to her mouth. It didn’t feel reckless or even gross. It left her peaceful.

 

When she woke he was lying there with his hands behind his head.

You didn’t call about the Tojo, he murmured.

Oh. Yeah.

You were in a hellova hurry.

Georgie hesitated. I don’t know what I was doing. Leaving, I suppose.

Who is he?

Jim Buckridge.

Fuck!

Yes.

Fuckin fuck.

The shamateur sat up so fast it reefed the sheet off her. She grabbed it back and covered herself.

You should go, she murmured.

Yes.

He got off the bed in the failing light and dressed quickly.

All night in the room she could smell him. Pelicans hung over the freeway like billowing newspapers. She watched the darkness fall with a vodka in her hand. She worked her way through the minibar: miniatures of brandy, bourbon, scotch, liqueurs, champagne. She ate the Toblerone and scarfed the peanuts while strangers fucked on pay-TV. How they shouted and grunted in their perfect bodies. Georgie toasted them and was, now and then, reconciled to how things really were.

AT THE BACK STEP the dog sniffs him a little too fastidiously. The night is hot and salted with stars and on the easterly breeze you can feel the wheatlands of the interior and even the deserts behind them. He goes inside and scrubs at the sink then goes ahead and showers anyway. The water is tepid; he can’t get it cold enough.

Back in the kitchen he makes a meal yet can’t bring himself to sit down and eat it. He walks into the library but the air feels gritty and oppressive and somewhere in the room a moth struggles against a smooth surface, frailing, hidden from view.

He goes out onto the verandah and lights a couple of mosquito coils. The dog comes around the stumps of the house and mounts the steps. The paddocks thrum with cicadas, crickets, birdwings. Up from the creek comes the chirr of frogs. He sits and lowers his head to the battered table, queasy as a man with a hangover. Yes, that’s the feeling, a diffusion of anxiety, disgust and regret.

Jim Buckridge, he thinks. Could it be any worse? Could I be any more stupid? A whole year without even a close call and now this. He thinks of the way she lay there looking at him, studying him while he shucked off his jeans, how she pulled him to her by the cock like a rider leading her horse. Had she been doing nothing else from the moment he pulled over on the highway this morning? Leading him into something? Was it Fox paranoia or was this some kind of set-up? He’d as good as admitted to poaching. But Buckridge and his lackeys wouldn’t bother with a confession. They’d be filling their jerrycans before asking any questions or having someone ask for them. Boats scuppered at their moorings, sheds alight, he’s seen it all.

Had he run today or did she turn him out? It bothers him. That and the fact that he liked her. Smart. In your face. In control yet strung-out somehow.

Fox feels the air chafing at him. He knows what it is, knows the feeling and why. You put up a tent to make a space you can deal with. You know the whole night’s still out there—the land, the sky and every creeping thing—and you understand how thin the fabric is, what a pissy pretence you hold to, but with your tent blown open you feel more exposed than if you’d lain down on your mat beneath the stars. You can’t see what’s coming.

 

Fox wakes to the sound of someone in the kitchen. It’s late morning by the feel of it and the dog hasn’t made a sound. He scrambles out of bed and grabs a pair of shorts, all the time looking for something to defend himself with.

Morning, the woman says, suddenly in the doorway.

Shit!

Only me.

Fox covers himself with the shorts he hasn’t had time to pull on. She’s barefoot in a short black skirt and a sleeveless blouse. She gives him a washed-out grin.

Got any coffee?

You look awful.

Don’t be familiar with me, young man. I require coffee and aspirin.

Again.

Yes. Again.

How…how’d you get here?

Hired a car. Something small and red. As one does.

You know where the kitchen is.

I could only find instant.

You strike me as the instant type.

Oh, cheap. Let me look at you.

No, he says, holding the shorts to his lap.

I’m still a bit pissed. A real citizen wouldn’t have driven.

So, Fox murmurs. Why did you?

See if I imagined you. Mind if I lie down?

She flops onto the narrow bed. Confusing, isn’t it?

Yeah. That’d cover it.

She rolls over and buries her face in his pillow. Sit down, she says.

Fox hesitates, sits on the edge of the bed, his shorts in one hand.

Didn’t sleep, she says, muffled by the pillow. And now it’s so hot.

Fox looks at her. The skirt rides up on her thighs. There’s an old vaccination scar high on her arm. A smear of vermilion lipstick brightens the pillowslip.

You left your dinner out, Lu. Waste of linguini.

The dog’ll get it.

When I’m better will you cook something for me?

When will you be better?

When you’ve touched me.

I’ll make some coffee, he says.

After.

Sleep, he says, watching her lift her head with a smile sliding off her face.

Oh, be a sport.

Geez, how much did you drink?

See, you sound all concerned. Actually I drank everything. It’s less than you’d imagine. For the money.

Fox puts his hand on her leg. She sighs.

What?

Just gloating.

He slips his hand beneath the elastic of her pants. She sprawls a little and murmurs approvingly.

You don’t mind if I just lie here, do you? Tired. And you could do with some initiative-building.

Only if you shut up, he murmurs.

No promises.

Fox slides his hand into her. She feels like hot, wet earth. Her pulse beats in his hand. She lifts against it, enfolding it. She twists on it, muttering, clenching. He climbs onto the bed properly and kneels to her with his hand clasped.

Don’t run away, she says. You don’t have to run away.

He doesn’t mind her talking. It reminds him that she’s real and not something he’s dredged up from longing.

Fox pulls his hand from her with a sound like a gasp and slowly, joint to joint, as he holds her by the hips, they rock in his creaking child’s bed, slippery with sweat, while the dog scratches beneath the window outside.

 

Georgie found him out on the verandah with a split watermelon. It was after midday. He stared at the melon whose seeds, she noticed, ranged in curves.

Is it like reading tea leaves?

He started. Geez, you’re a creeper. Here.

Georgie took the half-melon he offered. She could barely hold it. As she bit into it she thought she could feel the sun still in it and the sugar sent a ripple through her.

I’m used to it out of the fridge, she said, dripping some on her rumpled top. Spose it’s like wine. When it’s cold you only half-taste it. You look sad.

He shrugged.

This sort of compounds things, doesn’t it?

In for a penny—

In for a compound.

He smiled and Georgie felt her hangover lift as though it had only been a mood.

What’re we gonna do? she asked.

It’s hot. How about a swim?

I meant about our…situation.

I know, he said. So what about the swim?

In the river?

The sea, he said.

Well, we can’t go in to White Point.

I know. C’mon. Grab a towel.

 

Georgie quickly knew she’d been optimistic about the demise of her headache. The paddocks were white with heat. The truck rattled and lurched toward the highway and when they got out onto the smooth relief of the blacktop he only drove a few seconds before pulling off onto the other side.

Get the gate, will you? he murmured.

Whose place is this?

You mean you don’t know?

Georgie shrugged. Flies came in through the open door.

Jim Buckridge.

You’re kidding, she said.

Don’t dawdle.

It was more a firebreak than a track. They swayed and jounced uphill in four-wheel drive along a fenceline between grasstrees and acacia scrub.

This is the northern tip, said Lu. Most of this end was never cleared. Goes right through to the coast.

I thought the farm was long gone.

The original place, yeah. They sold in stages to some developer. This end still hasn’t settled.

Is…is it safe?

There’s a house another kay or so south. Got a manager in but the place’s in limbo. He’ll be inside watching the cricket, don’t worry.

Georgie held on, absorbing this news until the sand of the trail turned white. They slalomed up the back of a dune and came drifting down onto a hard pan of beach behind a scrubby headland. He just got out and walked into the surf while she sat there watching. The sea was still smooth in the offshore breeze and in the calm beyond the breakers where he lay it was sandy green. It was too hot to sit in the cab so she stripped off and scuttled down to join him.

This strikes me as somewhat reckless, she said, hearing the attempt at irony transmit as prissiness.

He spouted water, lay on his back.

You enjoy it too much, she said. What’s the history here?

Just neighbours, you know.

A feud, I take it.

Nah.

What then?

My old man. He wasn’t the deferential type.

All that stuff in your house. You were married?

He shook his head.

The kids’ stuff, all the photos.

Lu rolled over and stroked away. He was good in the water. Georgie looked back at the truck on the beach and the wild scrubby country that ran down to it as far as you could see. She wondered what else she didn’t know about Jim Buckridge. She was sober now and jittery. She stood on the sandy bottom and waited for him to turn back to shore. The melons, the fruit stand, they rang a bell but she couldn’t think of the connection. He swam back and dived. He surfaced beside her with his eyes open.

My family, he said. There was an accident.

Jesus, she blurted. You’re that family? The musicians, she thought. The rollover.

As they stood there the sea changed colour and the wind died. Within a few moments the first cool breath of the southerly was upon them.

I don’t know what to say.

You’ll think of something, he said.

Georgie remembered the party at Gilligan’s, one of those rare occasions when she’d bothered. The keg hissing on the verandah. The groom’s father rolling his eyes at the endless delay. The band, the bloody band. Someone rigging up a stereo in the meantime. The beery vibe rising, the celebration going on regardless. The bride throwing someone through an asbestos wall. Coloured lights raining onto the yard amidst all that laughter. Just White Pointers running amok. She remembered Yogi ostentatiously taking a call. Shoeless in flares. Sidling off with the keys to the ambulance. And then, so much later, on their way out, with Gilligan and his bride gone and the first real fights brewing, the news rolling up the lawn. The musos. Right in their own bloody driveway. In a ute. Three of them dead and one of the kids critical. People sat around on cars to drink and speculate. Jim took her by the hand and was silent all the way home.

C’mon, said the shamateur. Time to go.

 

I never heard you play, she says, still towelling off from the shower. People say you were good. The three of you.

Fox slides the omelette onto her plate and proceeds to wash the few dishes on the sink.

Don’t keep shrugging like that, she says. It’s infuriating.

I didn’t notice, he says.

You rolled down the shutters, Lu.

Sorry, he says unapologetic.

I’ve crossed the line, then?

Fox catches himself smiling, thinks: Lady, you’re all over the place, you’ve never seen a boundary in your life.

I guess I should go?

Eat your omelette.

Yes, Dad.

Tell me about his kids.

Jim’s? she says only pausing a moment from loading her fork. Nine and eleven. Boys. Nice kids, really.

Really.

I’ve…been very fond of them.

So you’re the one after Debbie.

Yes. That’s me.

Ever want any of your own?

Georgie Jutland chews for a while and swallows. No.

Fox wipes his hands.

My sisters, she says, had all the babies. It looked to me like accessorizing. I’m the wild aunty.

With stepchildren.

Exactly.

Fox looks at her. Even fresh from the sea and a shower she looks spent, as though she should go to bed with a fan until tomorrow. Despite the sweet, tousled hair there’s a wound-up look to her that gives you the idea she’s forgotten how to rest.
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