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The cabin smelt faintly of puke.
Georgie saw the youngman’slips stop moving at the same

instant the engine’snote faltered. She saw himmouth the
words,Youbitch!

Hesuddenly had his hand on one gauge after another as
though his fingers might clear the plane’schoked throat. Then
he gave up and pumpedthe plane higher.

Shefelt him physically leveringthe thingupinsteps, while
the engine sputteredand gagged overhead. He put them into
the gentlest of turns. Georgie began to see the blades of the
propbecoming distinct. And then there was just whistling
quiet and the prop fanned into a lazy windblown turn and
they weregliding.

Jimswivelledin his seat. His face was grey.
Georgie saw the blue strip of water ahead. She saw the

island. So this was the shimmer of recognition. You sawthis
day.Butnot this comic resignation, nor the whistlingempti-
ness ofthe air around you. Somehow it’dalways felt like a
future,not the end.

Sheheardthe pilot talking to himself. Jim breathing deeply.
From behind he had the weatheredneck of a turtle. He began
to writhe in his seat. She was sorry for him.

When the planechokes and goes silent, Foxfeels his gut fall.
He’s killed it.With a shout, with that owlscream he’skilled
themall.

Itturns back towardhim losingaltitude, chasing its shadow
towards the water, towardshim. A breezesprings up. At first
he thinks it’sslipstreambut the whole gulf ruffles around him.
The plane tips down at him, with the wind behind it, as
though it’ssearchinghim out. Greennow,shining. He feels
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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 determina-
tion. 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
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the sound of a human voice. You could feelthe weight of the
motor dragging you down. Spritzing bubbles.Everything
blurry.Ears hurting.

The doorway was just a rectangleof pale blue light now.
Shewatched it as passively as you would aTV or acomputer
screen.Shewas calm, socalm – and thennot calm.

The thudof the plane hitting the bottom kicked the air out
ofher;she felt her last breath run up her chin andacross her
breastsand she saw the shadow coming for her like any
ordinary saurian nightmare. She lashed at it, fought it off
while it clawedat her. Such a hot darkness and so insistent
upon her. It pressed itself furry against her face. She saw red
eyeswithin the black wavering blur. Georgie could feel it
snapping her free fromherself; she sensedherlastawful
unbuckling, the yanking sensation of coming unstuck.

Butair against her lips.Hotter than water. It boiled
throughher teeth and into her throat. It blew her open. It was
like an electrical charge. For a moment she thought she saw
his face in that hoary massbefore her eyes. She felthislips
pressedagainst her. Luther Fox.

Shefelt herself come unglued, felt the grip of his hands
upon her arms. She was floating into that pale blue screen,
into the soft world outside. Georgie Jutland drank his hot
shout and let him swim her up into the rest of her life.
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himself cringingon the water as it shrieks over, towedbyits
ownshadow, close enough to feel in the air around him.Too
steep,too fast.

Beforeit evenhits the water, he’spaddling flat-out. He feels
the seam in his collarbone as he digs towardit. Theplaneis
suddenly a white cataract, a storm.The port wing shears back,
flutters skyward, and the whole machine goes overina cart-
wheel of spray and noise while he paddles.

Alreadythere’sthe flare of a bow wave fromthe directionof
the guide’scamp.Hesmells kerosene and hot metal. Air hisses
fromthe fuselage as it lists and settles.Voices. A khaki shirt
comes up, a man bloody-faced and yelling. Foxalmost runs
him down as he ploughs up against the gulping aircraft.

A door shoots two metres into the air and the entire hull
shudders. Another man swimming.

Foxclaws hiswayalong the ragged wing-stub. It’supside
down,windowssubmerged. With his feet he finds a sill, an
opening, and he hyperventilates as hard and fast as he can
while there’stime. Thefuselage shudders and he soaks his
bones with air. With a final breath he plunges under. He gets
a handhold as the plane tips away. His hair and beard stream
back in the current. His ears pop as he plunges throughthe
milky deep with hiseyes burning and his breath aglow like a
coalin his chest.Youcan do this, he thinks with a bright, mad
flush. Thisis what you do.

Air cheeps fromhisears again.The water vibrates against
his skin as he rushes all the way to the pale sandy seabed.

Georgie hung upside down against her harness with her whole
weight against the clumsy latches into which her fingers could
not fit. Air burbled andboiled somewherein the cabin like
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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
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HELIESWITHHISheadagainstthe deck and does not breathe.
The sky is behind her. She’s real. She’s not real. Theothers
havefaces they don’tseem to own yet.One of them looks as
though he’sstillwaiting to be rescued.

Georgie looked at the martyredjut of his hipbones, the
twigs in his hair, the lividulcers alldown his thinlegs.The
boatwas moving now.The sea behind them was glossy with
fuel and a final coil of bubbles that twisted on the surface.
The pilot shook. Jim Buckridge held his headin his hands.
The fishing guide worked the tiller and licked his lips as
though lost for words.

Shelooks in fromthe sky. Eyeswide as a fish’s.Real or not,
he should breathe. He feels his lips split ina smile. Soon.
There’splenty of time for that.

Georgie saw his eyes roll back and his hips lift towardher.
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Excerpt from‘The Lifeguard’,fromDrowning
with OthersbyJames Dickey.Reprinted with
permission ofWesleyan UniversityPress.

Onpage 388 LutherFoxquotesfrom‘The Book
ofUrizen’ by WilliamBlake.

Excerpt from‘The North Wind Is TossingIn The
Leaves’. Music/lyrics by John Wheeler/William
G. James (W/C 100%).©1968 Chappell & Co.
Ltd., London/Sydney.

Thelyrics quoted on page 378 are from
‘Nobody’sFault But Mine’byBlind Willie
Johnson.

While all efforts have been made tocontact copy-
right holders of material used in this work, any
oversights will be gladly corrected in future
editions.
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PERMISSIONS

The epigraph is #1695 by Emily Dickinson.
Reprinted by permission of thepublishersand the
Trustees of Amherst College fromThe Poems of
EmilyDickinson, ThomasH. Johnson, ed.,
Cambridge, Mass.: TheBelknap Press of Harvard
University Press, Copyright©1951, 1955,1979
bythe President and FellowsofHarvardCollege.

Thelines quoted from‘My Country’,by
Dorothea MacKellarused with permission of
copyright owners of the Dorothea MacKellar
Estate c/-Curtis Brown (Australia) Pty Ltd.

Linesquoted on pages 244 and 325 are from
‘The Absolute Explains’,byThomas Hardy.

The first poem quoted on page 251 is from‘The
MaldiveShark’, by Herman Melville.

Onpage 251 the excerpt is from‘The Truth the
Dead Know’,fromAllMyPretty OnesbyAnne
Sexton. Copyright 1962 by AnneSexton,©
renewed 1990 by Linda G. Sexton. Reprinted by
permission Houghton Mifflin Company. All
rightsreserved.
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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
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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
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MyGod, he was blue.The bleeding pilot drewhis legs back
in horror andJim Buckridge bellowed. Georgie froze.Shewas
as stuck as she’deverbeen in her life. Luther Foxbegan to
convulse.

Well, said the guide.You’rethe nurse.
Yes, she thought.This is what I do.
Shefell on Luther Fox,pressed her mouth to his and blew.
She’sreal.

DIRTMUSIC

461

B28807_Text 08/09/2009 18:34:15



himself cringingon the water as it shrieks over, towedbyits
ownshadow, close enough to feel in the air around him.Too
steep,too fast.

Beforeit evenhits the water, he’spaddling flat-out. He feels
the seam in his collarbone as he digs towardit. Theplaneis
suddenly a white cataract, a storm.The port wing shears back,
flutters skyward, and the whole machine goes overina cart-
wheel of spray and noise while he paddles.

Alreadythere’sthe flare of a bow wave fromthe directionof
the guide’scamp.Hesmells kerosene and hot metal. Air hisses
fromthe fuselage as it lists and settles.Voices. A khaki shirt
comes up, a man bloody-faced and yelling. Foxalmost runs
him down as he ploughs up against the gulping aircraft.

A door shoots two metres into the air and the entire hull
shudders. Another man swimming.

Foxclaws hiswayalong the ragged wing-stub. It’supside
down,windowssubmerged. With his feet he finds a sill, an
opening, and he hyperventilates as hard and fast as he can
while there’stime. Thefuselage shudders and he soaks his
bones with air. With a final breath he plunges under. He gets
a handhold as the plane tips away. His hair and beard stream
back in the current. His ears pop as he plunges throughthe
milky deep with hiseyes burning and his breath aglow like a
coalin his chest.Youcan do this, he thinks with a bright, mad
flush. Thisis what you do.

Air cheeps fromhisears again.The water vibrates against
his skin as he rushes all the way to the pale sandy seabed.

Georgie hung upside down against her harness with her whole
weight against the clumsy latches into which her fingers could
not fit. Air burbled andboiled somewherein the cabin like
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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
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HELIESWITHHISheadagainstthe deck and does not breathe.
The sky is behind her. She’s real. She’s not real. Theothers
havefaces they don’tseem to own yet.One of them looks as
though he’sstillwaiting to be rescued.

Georgie looked at the martyredjut of his hipbones, the
twigs in his hair, the lividulcers alldown his thinlegs.The
boatwas moving now.The sea behind them was glossy with
fuel and a final coil of bubbles that twisted on the surface.
The pilot shook. Jim Buckridge held his headin his hands.
The fishing guide worked the tiller and licked his lips as
though lost for words.

Shelooks in fromthe sky. Eyeswide as a fish’s.Real or not,
he should breathe. He feels his lips split ina smile. Soon.
There’splenty of time for that.

Georgie saw his eyes roll back and his hips lift towardher.
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The cabin smelt faintly of puke.
Georgie saw the youngman’slips stop moving at the same

instant the engine’snote faltered. She saw himmouth the
words,Youbitch!

Hesuddenly had his hand on one gauge after another as
though his fingers might clear the plane’schoked throat. Then
he gave up and pumpedthe plane higher.

Shefelt him physically leveringthe thingupinsteps, while
the engine sputteredand gagged overhead. He put them into
the gentlest of turns. Georgie began to see the blades of the
propbecoming distinct. And then there was just whistling
quiet and the prop fanned into a lazy windblown turn and
they weregliding.

Jimswivelledin his seat. His face was grey.
Georgie saw the blue strip of water ahead. She saw the

island. So this was the shimmer of recognition. You sawthis
day.Butnot this comic resignation, nor the whistlingempti-
ness ofthe air around you. Somehow it’dalways felt like a
future,not the end.

Sheheardthe pilot talking to himself. Jim breathing deeply.
From behind he had the weatheredneck of a turtle. He began
to writhe in his seat. She was sorry for him.

When the planechokes and goes silent, Foxfeels his gut fall.
He’s killed it.With a shout, with that owlscream he’skilled
themall.

Itturns back towardhim losingaltitude, chasing its shadow
towards the water, towardshim. A breezesprings up. At first
he thinks it’sslipstreambut the whole gulf ruffles around him.
The plane tips down at him, with the wind behind it, as
though it’ssearchinghim out. Greennow,shining. He feels
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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 determina-
tion. 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
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the sound of a human voice. You could feelthe weight of the
motor dragging you down. Spritzing bubbles.Everything
blurry.Ears hurting.

The doorway was just a rectangleof pale blue light now.
Shewatched it as passively as you would aTV or acomputer
screen.Shewas calm, socalm – and thennot calm.

The thudof the plane hitting the bottom kicked the air out
ofher;she felt her last breath run up her chin andacross her
breastsand she saw the shadow coming for her like any
ordinary saurian nightmare. She lashed at it, fought it off
while it clawedat her. Such a hot darkness and so insistent
upon her. It pressed itself furry against her face. She saw red
eyeswithin the black wavering blur. Georgie could feel it
snapping her free fromherself; she sensedherlastawful
unbuckling, the yanking sensation of coming unstuck.

Butair against her lips.Hotter than water. It boiled
throughher teeth and into her throat. It blew her open. It was
like an electrical charge. For a moment she thought she saw
his face in that hoary massbefore her eyes. She felthislips
pressedagainst her. Luther Fox.

Shefelt herself come unglued, felt the grip of his hands
upon her arms. She was floating into that pale blue screen,
into the soft world outside. Georgie Jutland drank his hot
shout and let him swim her up into the rest of her life.
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banks. Its shadow races across the water behind it. She’s on it.
Georgie is in that plane.

As the shadow comes at him he raises the paddle and
bellows.Hehowlsat the engine whine andpaint dazzle, at the
blur of the prop,at the wings and animal-pissing-stream from
its belly. He howls atits rushing, trailing, fluttering shadow,
and the moment it passes overlike some hateful angel, Foxis
just ahot, raw, hurting sound that’sswallowedin a rush of
wind and noise as though he never was.

As soon as they werefree of the buffeting water Georgie
became conscious of the island which loomed into view
onher side of the plane and at this final sight of it she
felt the same queasy jolt of recognition that she had experi-
enced the veryfirst time. But there was no delight in it
now, notantalizing wonder – just the miserable fact of her
incomprehension.Thereit was, like some bearded, feature-
less head rising, perennially and pointlessly fromthe
water.

From her position in the rear she saw Jim and the pilot turn
their heads in the same moment towardthe other side of the
plane. Theybegan tospeak and Jim gestured vigorously but
the pilot shook hishead. Georgie held her headphones in her
lap.

The islandfell by andthe shimmering gulf was gone. Below
themlay the yellowbrokenland.

Georgie looked up to see Jim still speaking. His finger
jabbedthe air near the pilot’scheek and the sinews of his neck
stood out.With downcast eyes the youngpilot spoke to Jim
or to someoneonthe radio. He appearedto be hesitating,
though the plane was still nosing up, seeking altitude.
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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 sport-
fisherman 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,
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himself cringingon the water as it shrieks over, towedbyits
ownshadow, close enough to feel in the air around him.Too
steep,too fast.

Beforeit evenhits the water, he’spaddling flat-out. He feels
the seam in his collarbone as he digs towardit. Theplaneis
suddenly a white cataract, a storm.The port wing shears back,
flutters skyward, and the whole machine goes overina cart-
wheel of spray and noise while he paddles.

Alreadythere’sthe flare of a bow wave fromthe directionof
the guide’scamp.Hesmells kerosene and hot metal. Air hisses
fromthe fuselage as it lists and settles.Voices. A khaki shirt
comes up, a man bloody-faced and yelling. Foxalmost runs
him down as he ploughs up against the gulping aircraft.

A door shoots two metres into the air and the entire hull
shudders. Another man swimming.

Foxclaws hiswayalong the ragged wing-stub. It’supside
down,windowssubmerged. With his feet he finds a sill, an
opening, and he hyperventilates as hard and fast as he can
while there’stime. Thefuselage shudders and he soaks his
bones with air. With a final breath he plunges under. He gets
a handhold as the plane tips away. His hair and beard stream
back in the current. His ears pop as he plunges throughthe
milky deep with hiseyes burning and his breath aglow like a
coalin his chest.Youcan do this, he thinks with a bright, mad
flush. Thisis what you do.

Air cheeps fromhisears again.The water vibrates against
his skin as he rushes all the way to the pale sandy seabed.

Georgie hung upside down against her harness with her whole
weight against the clumsy latches into which her fingers could
not fit. Air burbled andboiled somewherein the cabin like
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altogetherunconvincing.When it hit the water, spray rose in
sheets and the plane feinted and rocked until itslowedand
taxied their way.

Jesus, said Jim. Thislooks promising.

Beforehe leaves his camp for good Foxfinds the tape on the
rock. He’sslept like the dead and got up andprobably passed
it twenty times in the dawn before the first lighthits it and
causes the plastic to flare and shine. He knows everytrack on
it. He knows what kind ofdayit was when he dubbed it, how
the light slanted throughthe library.He’s notthe same
creature.The world itself has changed. He stuffs it intohis
pack, walks down past the boabs and the midden and pushes
the kayak into the shallows.

He’s sore andwearybut he knows he can make this last
effort.There’llbe no more treks now and the knowledge of it
lifts him a little, gives a bit of sting to his paddle stroke. But
the tide is still on the outrun. His progressis slow into the
current. Out across the gulf, beyond the island chain, the high
secretcountrylights up in the morning sun.

Bythe time he draws alongside the big redisland the tide is
slack. Most of the morning is gone. He hopesa breezedoesn’t
get up at noon. He’stiredand stickywith sweat and his eyes
areplayingup again.

When the green plane rises fromthe water he just stops
paddling.Downthe gulf a wayit lumbers up like some fright-
ened marine creaturewhose frogleaps have unaccountably
got itairborne. Sun flashes along its green fuselageand as it
climbs towardhim water spills fromits tail.

He’s in the strait betweenthe island and the mainland.
Adrift now,the paddle heavy across hisknees.The plane
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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 4x4
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
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The cabin smelt faintly of puke.
Georgie saw the youngman’slips stop moving at the same

instant the engine’snote faltered. She saw himmouth the
words,Youbitch!

Hesuddenly had his hand on one gauge after another as
though his fingers might clear the plane’schoked throat. Then
he gave up and pumpedthe plane higher.

Shefelt him physically leveringthe thingupinsteps, while
the engine sputteredand gagged overhead. He put them into
the gentlest of turns. Georgie began to see the blades of the
propbecoming distinct. And then there was just whistling
quiet and the prop fanned into a lazy windblown turn and
they weregliding.

Jimswivelledin his seat. His face was grey.
Georgie saw the blue strip of water ahead. She saw the

island. So this was the shimmer of recognition. You sawthis
day.Butnot this comic resignation, nor the whistlingempti-
ness ofthe air around you. Somehow it’dalways felt like a
future,not the end.

Sheheardthe pilot talking to himself. Jim breathing deeply.
From behind he had the weatheredneck of a turtle. He began
to writhe in his seat. She was sorry for him.

When the planechokes and goes silent, Foxfeels his gut fall.
He’s killed it.With a shout, with that owlscream he’skilled
themall.

Itturns back towardhim losingaltitude, chasing its shadow
towards the water, towardshim. A breezesprings up. At first
he thinks it’sslipstreambut the whole gulf ruffles around him.
The plane tips down at him, with the wind behind it, as
though it’ssearchinghim out. Greennow,shining. He feels
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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 enter-
taining mutinous thoughts. But recently something in her
had leaked away. Vaporized in a moment.
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banks. Its shadow races across the water behind it. She’s on it.
Georgie is in that plane.

As the shadow comes at him he raises the paddle and
bellows.Hehowlsat the engine whine andpaint dazzle, at the
blur of the prop,at the wings and animal-pissing-stream from
its belly. He howls atits rushing, trailing, fluttering shadow,
and the moment it passes overlike some hateful angel, Foxis
just ahot, raw, hurting sound that’sswallowedin a rush of
wind and noise as though he never was.

As soon as they werefree of the buffeting water Georgie
became conscious of the island which loomed into view
onher side of the plane and at this final sight of it she
felt the same queasy jolt of recognition that she had experi-
enced the veryfirst time. But there was no delight in it
now, notantalizing wonder – just the miserable fact of her
incomprehension.Thereit was, like some bearded, feature-
less head rising, perennially and pointlessly fromthe
water.

From her position in the rear she saw Jim and the pilot turn
their heads in the same moment towardthe other side of the
plane. Theybegan tospeak and Jim gestured vigorously but
the pilot shook hishead. Georgie held her headphones in her
lap.

The islandfell by andthe shimmering gulf was gone. Below
themlay the yellowbrokenland.

Georgie looked up to see Jim still speaking. His finger
jabbedthe air near the pilot’scheek and the sinews of his neck
stood out.With downcast eyes the youngpilot spoke to Jim
or to someoneonthe radio. He appearedto be hesitating,
though the plane was still nosing up, seeking altitude.
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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 geri-
atric 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 uni-
versal 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
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altogetherunconvincing.When it hit the water, spray rose in
sheets and the plane feinted and rocked until itslowedand
taxied their way.

Jesus, said Jim. Thislooks promising.

Beforehe leaves his camp for good Foxfinds the tape on the
rock. He’sslept like the dead and got up andprobably passed
it twenty times in the dawn before the first lighthits it and
causes the plastic to flare and shine. He knows everytrack on
it. He knows what kind ofdayit was when he dubbed it, how
the light slanted throughthe library.He’s notthe same
creature.The world itself has changed. He stuffs it intohis
pack, walks down past the boabs and the midden and pushes
the kayak into the shallows.

He’s sore andwearybut he knows he can make this last
effort.There’llbe no more treks now and the knowledge of it
lifts him a little, gives a bit of sting to his paddle stroke. But
the tide is still on the outrun. His progressis slow into the
current. Out across the gulf, beyond the island chain, the high
secretcountrylights up in the morning sun.

Bythe time he draws alongside the big redisland the tide is
slack. Most of the morning is gone. He hopesa breezedoesn’t
get up at noon. He’stiredand stickywith sweat and his eyes
areplayingup again.

When the green plane rises fromthe water he just stops
paddling.Downthe gulf a wayit lumbers up like some fright-
ened marine creaturewhose frogleaps have unaccountably
got itairborne. Sun flashes along its green fuselageand as it
climbs towardhim water spills fromits tail.

He’s in the strait betweenthe island and the mainland.
Adrift now,the paddle heavy across hisknees.The plane
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GEORGIEWOKEWITHASTARTin the gauzy light before dawn.
Jimwas snoring across fromher. Thesky was blankbut for a
solitarystar across the gulf. She lay backto think about the
dreamthat tipped her out of sleep. In it she was on this very
beachwith her back to the seaand something was crunching
acrossthe shells fromthe water’sedge. She couldn’tmove. She
couldn’t turn around. Something had slipped fromthe water
and was coming for her, so slowly,deliberately.Georgie knelt
onthe beach with her fists at her sides. She couldn’tget up to
run. Her skintightened at the presence of a body right close
behind, there was a foul smell and a voice ather ear saying,
Sister,Nurse, thankyou. I thank you.

Atbreakfasttherewas a spent atmosphere, a weariness

452

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 unher-
alded. 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
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already. She realizednowthat she didn’tlike the man and
she was afraid of his need to wrestle virtue fromhimself and
meaning fromthe life around him. He wantedto bring
things to heel somehow and it wasn’tworking.Buthowever
youfelt aboutthat, whatever you thought about him, you
had to pity him now.This morning he had the face of a
man condemned.

Georgie towelled off and dressedandwhen she came out
she felt clean and fresh for about five minutes.

The HF sputteredthe news that the Buccaneer was still on
the river experiencing fuel problems. It would be late.

Georgie watched a manta ray flounce about in the cove
while the guide gatheredup their linen and made coffee.
Sheasked Redabout the next party which wasn’tdue to fly
in for several days. He pointed to his Hunter S.Thompson
collection to indicate how he’dbeen spending the down-
time.

The morning dragged.The conversation, which had been
stilted before, driedup altogether. She resolvedto take a
separate commercial flight fromKununurra. Theplaneout of
herewould bethe last time she’deversharea space withJim
Buckridge. She wonderedwhat it might be like to live inhis
mind, in a world without forgiveness. She thoughtof the Fox
place andof decent coffee she might make forherself there, of
the still flatness of the paddocks and the dry heat of the south.

And finally the plane flashed across the water, green and
beetle shiny.

Ugly bastard, innit, said the guide. I’ll be thinkin of yez.
Looks more like a boat thana plane, Jim said.
The floatplane came in fast to land. It did look like a water-

craft, a sleek hull suspended beneath a single engine, but
it sounded whiny as a powertool. As a conveyanceit was
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Hesoothes his sunburnt limbs with olive oil,rubs it into
his lips.

The book isA Field Guide to the Birds of Australia.It’s too
little, too late. He flicks throughstilts, plovers, sandpipers,
recognizesthe gorgeous Northern Rosella and the Brahminy
Kite, the brolgas and fairy terns. But it’sthe owls that he
lingers over: the Rufous, the Masked which israrer,the Grass
Owl andthe Barking Owl that screams at him some nights.
Those big, ghostly watchers’ faces.The earlike eyes. They
remind you ofa housefulof sleepers, of boobook nights, cool,
mopoking winter nights.

Hefeels her out there now.Heknowsshe’s real. He’ll have
to go in because everypoor tree and turtle, any bird, every
creaturewillend up havingto be her if he stays.

Dark falls.The air quivers. He oils his eyes and feels the
sound inhis throat. Feels everyliving thing, each heating,
cooling form lean in on him. His skin crawls with things that
were and with those pending.They hang there in the steady
note of his song, in his matted hair, in the oil on his cheeks,
and when he opens his eyes the quoll is right by him on the
rock. Its black eyes shine and it carries moonsplashes in its
ruddy fur evenas it withdraws into the dark crevices to watch
him. He feels himself within himself. There’snothing left of
him now but shimmering presence. Thispressingin of things.
Heknowshe lives andthat the world lives inhim. And
for himand beside him. Becauseand despite and regardless
ofhim. A breezeshiversthe fig.The rock swallows the quoll.
Hesings. He’ssung.
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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.
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betweenthe three of them.The men werehungover.They ate
their bacon and eggs without pleasure. Georgie lookedat the
bites andwelts on Jim’s legs with grave disinterest.

Sorryyoudidn’t find your bloke, said Red.
He’ll come in, she said, feeling unaccountably peaceful

about it.Tell him I’ll be at the house, will you? He’ll know
whatyou mean.Youcan bill me for whatever it takes to get
him out in one piece. If you could just be kind tohim. Just
tell him I’ll be at the farm.

Forhow long? said Jim.
Sheshrugged. Just have them all leave us alone.That’s all I

want, Jim. That’sall you need to do to proveanything to
anyone.

Henodded curtly.
Sorryyoudidn’t get what you wanted, she said.
Didyou?

The guide scratched his chin and watched them.The HF
radio squawked his call sign and then his name.The operator’s
voice seemed to bend and stretch within the fuzz of static.The
deHavilland was booked out.Would the Buccaneer be
alright? Red Hopper answeredthat beggars couldn’tbe
choosers but thathe himself would rather walk. Nine o’clock,
said the radio voice. Hopper said, Roger that, and signed off.

They took turns to showerdiscreetlybeneath a water-
bag. Themen shaved. Georgie shampooedher hair. She
couldn’t help but think wistfully of how she might have
helped Jim had she known him better all this time. But if
she’d knownhim better would she have stayed? She
doubted it.And she wouldn’thavehad what it took to save
someone like Jim. She’d livedby force of will the same as
him. They’djust cancel each other out the way they had
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Something. I got something, I think.
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FOXDRINKSATHISSTREAMtill he’sready to burst and thenhe
just wallows in the trickle of it. He knows they’vebeenhere.
Someone’skicked the crap out of the place. He doesn’tcare.
She’sthere.It’s her.

Helimps throughthe amorousboabswith the net and
makesa couple of weak throws. He fills the billy with
whiting on the last of the tide. He pulls up some spinifex and
lays it overthe oysteryrocksatthe end ofhiscoveand when
he lights it the stuff flares and crackles.With a few more
sticks thrownover the flames oysters begin toheat up and
spurtand open.When the blaze dies out he blowsthe
embers onto the wet mud and sucks the meat fromthe rock
itself.

Bythe stream he grills whiting and mullet. He peels his
final orange, savours everysegment.

450

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 bilgewater as it pulled out onto the blacktop.

Fuck me sideways, he said aloud. You bloody idiot.
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GEORGIEWOKEWITHASTARTin the gauzy light before dawn.
Jimwas snoring across fromher. Thesky was blankbut for a
solitarystar across the gulf. She lay backto think about the
dreamthat tipped her out of sleep. In it she was on this very
beachwith her back to the seaand something was crunching
acrossthe shells fromthe water’sedge. She couldn’tmove. She
couldn’t turn around. Something had slipped fromthe water
and was coming for her, so slowly,deliberately.Georgie knelt
onthe beach with her fists at her sides. She couldn’tget up to
run. Her skintightened at the presence of a body right close
behind, there was a foul smell and a voice ather ear saying,
Sister,Nurse, thankyou. I thank you.

Atbreakfasttherewas a spent atmosphere, a weariness
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moment, Georgie, you never could. I spose it’sa woman
thing.

Spose away, Jim.
Hebegan tosnore with his feet out andthe insect dome

unzipped.
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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.
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Hesoothes his sunburnt limbs with olive oil,rubs it into
his lips.

The book isA Field Guide to the Birds of Australia.It’s too
little, too late. He flicks throughstilts, plovers, sandpipers,
recognizesthe gorgeous Northern Rosella and the Brahminy
Kite, the brolgas and fairy terns. But it’sthe owls that he
lingers over: the Rufous, the Masked which israrer,the Grass
Owl andthe Barking Owl that screams at him some nights.
Those big, ghostly watchers’ faces.The earlike eyes. They
remind you ofa housefulof sleepers, of boobook nights, cool,
mopoking winter nights.

Hefeels her out there now.Heknowsshe’s real. He’ll have
to go in because everypoor tree and turtle, any bird, every
creaturewillend up havingto be her if he stays.

Dark falls.The air quivers. He oils his eyes and feels the
sound inhis throat. Feels everyliving thing, each heating,
cooling form lean in on him. His skin crawls with things that
were and with those pending.They hang there in the steady
note of his song, in his matted hair, in the oil on his cheeks,
and when he opens his eyes the quoll is right by him on the
rock. Its black eyes shine and it carries moonsplashes in its
ruddy fur evenas it withdraws into the dark crevices to watch
him. He feels himself within himself. There’snothing left of
him now but shimmering presence. Thispressingin of things.
Heknowshe lives andthat the world lives inhim. And
for himand beside him. Becauseand despite and regardless
ofhim. A breezeshiversthe fig.The rock swallows the quoll.
Hesings. He’ssung.
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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
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FOXDRINKSATHISSTREAMtill he’sready to burst and thenhe
just wallows in the trickle of it. He knows they’vebeenhere.
Someone’skicked the crap out of the place. He doesn’tcare.
She’sthere.It’s her.

Helimps throughthe amorousboabswith the net and
makesa couple of weak throws. He fills the billy with
whiting on the last of the tide. He pulls up some spinifex and
lays it overthe oysteryrocksatthe end ofhiscoveand when
he lights it the stuff flares and crackles.With a few more
sticks thrownover the flames oysters begin toheat up and
spurtand open.When the blaze dies out he blowsthe
embers onto the wet mud and sucks the meat fromthe rock
itself.

Bythe stream he grills whiting and mullet. He peels his
final orange, savours everysegment.
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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 profes-
sional 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 stair-
well. 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
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moment, Georgie, you never could. I spose it’sa woman
thing.

Spose away, Jim.
Hebegan tosnore with his feet out andthe insect dome

unzipped.

DIRTMUSIC
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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 living-

room 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
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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 abscon-
ders 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 remark-
able 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
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in the door. Thecold air tingles on his legs while he pulls off
his pack and stuffs it with bacon rashers, apples, oranges, a
whole lettuce.

Atone end of the camp is a nook partitioned by a sand-
stone pillar. Theguide’s lair. A bed. A few steel boxes. A plastic
tub of clothes. Above the bed, ina rock niche, beside some
candles and a shaving mug, is a toothbrush whose scruffy
bristles lie awry,like canegrass in which some beast has been
sprawling. Foxfeels the coatings of fat and fur on his teeth.
Hehas to have it. But as he reaches for it he gets a glimpse of
himself in the shaving mirror and stopsdead. His hair is a
dirtyspinifex snarl and when he steps back involuntarily he
sees the colourless rag of his shirt. He looks more closely at
the scabs and scales of his brow,atthe festering beard and
those wet, redeyes, and he feels himself searching out his own
face in these features with a desperation that soils the pleasure
ofall the food in his belly and the feeling he’shad that this
could be it, the day he might come in out of the bush and
make peace. But this.Youcan’tcome in as thisthing.

Hehears the outboard motor and wheels around, knocking
the mirror fromthe rock. It falls to the bed, bounces, and
settles back, leaving a crescent of light on the sandstone
overhang. Foxsnatches up a shirt and some elastic-waisted
shortsand blunders throughthe camp for his pack. Fromthe
kitchen bench he grabs a bottle of olive oil.The guide boat
spurtsfrombehind the rocky promontoryand wheels into the
cove while Foxcrouches,stuffs the pack closed, pulls iton. At
the last moment, as he bolts for the darkness of the cave and
the shaft up to the ridge, he filches a book fromthe ledge and
goes like hell.
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Fifty bloody pounds of buckethead.
Itwas abeaut, she conceded.
Georgie, it was a horse!
Just a fish, said Jim. And she didn’tland it.
Youwould’vegivenyour left nut,said Red. Mate, I

would’vegivenme left nut only it’salreadybin given.
Georgie didn’tmind the loss of the fish, in fact she was glad

ofit. Something like that you wanted to share. For the rest of
your life you’d needsomeone with whom you could bring it
to mind with nothing more thana raisedeyebrow.Thatthing
shining there, like something between you.

The men got drunk.
Shethought about the tape she’dleft back in the lee of the

archipelago. It was a compilation he’dmade himself, various
blues players youngand old.Mississippi FredMcDowell,
SonHouse, Ry Cooder, Bonnie Raitt, DaveHole, Keb Mo,
BenHarper, Kelly Joe Phelps. It featuredthe whining bottle-
neck style she’dcome to love.The more she listened the more
she was convinced that this was as close as an instrument got
to the human voice. Notas brilliant as the violin nor as
mournfully richas the cello. It was something humbler. No
graces, no airs. It was as roughand plain asthe voice of a
cryingchild.

Would he see it?Would he understand?
The moon got up like a broken biscuit.

Shewoke to the sound of Jim falling into his swag. He was
hammered.

Trouble with you is you can’tbide your time, he said. Even
with the friggin fish you screwit up. You can never pick your
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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.
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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 shama-
teur 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.
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GEORGIEHELDTHECOLDbottle to her forehead while
the fishing guide laughed. He restedhis freckly arms on the
kitchen bench. He shook his headtill his cap fell into the sink
and his ears went crimson.

He’s playingwith us, said Jim.
Maybe we’re playin with ourselves, Redmurmured, still

grinning.
Georgie maintained what composure she could. All dayher

spirits had beensinking.The heat and Jim’s darkening mood
sapped her. Only moments before, she’darrivedflat, and now
her hopes wereupagain andherhead and heart were
pounding.

Atleast we haven’t imagined him, she said with feeling.
Sowhatnow? Jim asked.
Well, you know the bloke. It’syourcall. He’seither pissed

ONTHERADIOPEOPLEfromAboriginal communities
hundredsofkilometres apart made travel arrangements and
checked onthe whereabouts of variousindividuals.Their
exchangeswere hesitant, repetitious, meandering, and their
voices high.Therewere long, potent silences. At the close of
one communication, newscame fromKununurrathat a
plane might be available forCoronation Gulf in the
morning. Probably.Definitely.

RedHopper turnedthe set down and opened abeer.
Looks likeleftovers, he said.
Fine with me, said Georgie.
The guide began to laugh.
What? she asked.
Thatbarra was twenty-fivekilosor I’m a wanker.
Well, you said it, mutteredJim.
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