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‘Load, load, load,’ Grandad said.

‘Pardon?’ I said.

‘I’ve got one in the barrel.’

‘You’ve got what?’

He stopped in the middle of the track. I pulled up behind him, thinking he’d seen another goanna. He waved me past.

‘What is it?’

His face contorted.

‘Grandad?’

And then began the most elegant bugle solo a rectal sphincter has ever played. One cat ’n’ dog, two cat ’n’ dog, three seconds of pure farting virtuosity – mostly the one note, except for right at the end when his bum blurted like a toddler.

I applauded. I was ten years old at the time, and I knew quality art.

He bowed.

‘You could be pro,’ I said.

‘Thanks, Merrick,’ he said. ‘I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m not all that fond of cabbage.’

‘Cabbage makes you fart?’

‘Most cruciferous vegetables. Broccoli, brussel sprouts, cauliflower.’

Mental note – eat more cruciferous vegetables.

He stepped past me. I held my breath, then jogged to catch him.

‘Mind you, there are risks,’ he said. ‘Fart gas can be quite volatile.’

‘Serious?’

And later that evening, beside a tidy campfire, he asked for the cigarette lighter he’d let me carry, rolled onto his back and proved it. Twice.

We were men of science.

He became a kid when we were together, and I became a man.

We made a pact that trip – that we’d walk the whole Great South West Walk. Just him and me and our backpacks. All two hundred and fifty clicks of it. Not all at once, obviously. Each summer we’d drive to a new section, walk and fart and drink tea beside quiet campfires.

We almost made it.

It took us eight years.

We had thirty-nine kilometres to go when my grandfather died and my world crumbled.

The two events feel like one in my head. He was sixty-six, which is old but not old enough. He was fit, too – like a wild animal. Taught me how to surf. Nah, that’s not strictly true; we hung out together and I got infected with his love of the ocean.

His heart attack was a slap in the face for everybody he knew, but doubly so for me.

I felt him die.

It was 2:17 p.m. on a Thursday and I was in an English class sixty k’s from his place when I felt him go. I didn’t see his face or hear his voice or anything cinematic. It felt like he’d let go of my hand. I didn’t realise until then that he’d been holding it since I was born.

‘Merrick?’ Julia whispered. ‘You okay?’

I swiped the tears off my face, but they just kept coming.

‘Fuck, man. What is it?’ Byron asked. He slid his chair back. ‘What’s the matter?’

I gathered my gear and excused myself from the classroom. Miss DeWalt followed me into the hall.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked. She seemed genuinely concerned.

I wish I’d said it. I wish I’d trusted myself well enough to let the words fall from my lips.

My grandfather just died.

If I’d said it instead of just letting it leak from my eyes, it would have been proof that I’d felt him go. I could have shared that little miracle. That profound expression of the love we had for each other and the connection we shared.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Pain in the guts.’

A pain in the guts that had lasted six whole months.

*

You’d need to watch the next chapter of my life in time lapse to get any sense of the scale of the decay. My schoolwork developed a slow leak. Byron and Julia had been my study partners since primary school, but they’d recently discovered they had compatible genitalia and were experimenting with a whole lot of tab-A-goes-into-slot-B stuff that made me feel ill when they whispered in class. You know how some friends are like your brothers or sisters? Yeah, well, brothers and sisters shouldn’t bang. That’s wrong. I didn’t realise how much we’d been bouncing off each other until they were bouncing on each other and I was left flapping about in the breeze. Shit timing.

On the eve of two weeks’ study break prior to my final exams – our official muck-up day – Miss DeWalt noticed I’d been riding on my rims.

‘Your practice exams mid-year were better than these, Merrick,’ she grumbled as she returned my work. ‘It’s like you’ve lost your mojo, but we can fix this. I’ll be here every day during the break. Come in on Monday and we’ll go through a couple together.’

I told her I would, but she flashed me a look. In a rare moment of insight, I saw myself through my English teacher’s eyes and I knew she was right. She knew as well as I did that I wouldn’t be in on Monday. I hadn’t missed a day all year, but I felt like a passenger in my own skin, along for the ride but disinterested in the view. I wanted to shirtfront myself, bitchslap my own face until my ears rang. This was not the time to lose my shit.

I needed food.

At lunch, I discovered more evidence of my tragic mental state – lettuce sandwich. At seven this morning it was going to be lettuce, cheese and tomato, but the twins had scoffed the cheese and my finger had gone right through the last tomato.

‘We won’t be there until ten or so,’ Byron said.

‘Pardon?’

He sighed, exasperated. ‘Me and Julia won’t be at Bugo’s until later. Are you even going?’

‘What? Yeah, of course.’

‘You’d better.’

A big sugar ant had taken an interest in the toe of my right boot. It patted the black rubber with long, kinked antennae, delicately, as though my footwear was an ancient temple – one of the wonders of the ant world.

I’ve found it. The Great Boot of Merrick.

Then it snapped out of its reverie and scuttled off like it had left the oven on.

Byron stared through his specs at me, frowning.

‘What?’

‘What’s the matter? Are you stoned?’

‘No.’

‘Well, you should be.’ He spread his arms wide to include the loose crowd of freaks around us. ‘Muck-up day. Last day of classes. Forever.’

He was right; I should have been excited, but a shitty brown cloud of indifference had obscured everything bright. The end of classes should have been sparkling like a disco ball. In less than a month, my exams would be done (for better or worse). I was eighteen and officially an adult. There I was, on the cusp of real metamorphosis, and I couldn’t give a fuck about any of it.

I needed boobs.

‘Where are you going?’ Byron asked.

‘Toilet. I’ll catch you in the auditorium later.’

With the door latched, sitting on the shut toilet lid, I thumbed through page after page of screenshots before anything caught my eye. The video I chose featured twin clean-shaven babes on a trampoline. In slow motion.

Boobs, my old friends.

It wasn’t even really sex, you know? I looked at those beautiful gravity-defying orbs and I was in no danger of developing an inappropriate boner at school.

Is there ever an appropriate boner at school?

It was a visual cup of tea. A meditation on the magic of gender and biology. And boobs.

The main door squeaked and I pocketed my phone, flushed for effect and went to wash my hands. At the urinal, Clint Pearce, in an unbuttoned duck onesie, stared at the smoke alarm in the ceiling as he peed.

If I moved fast enough, we wouldn’t have to…

The tap coughed as I turned it on, spitting a jet of water into the basin, over the rim and onto the crotch of my jeans. I swiped it off, but the damage had been done.

‘Good wank, Merrick?’ Pearce glanced at the front of my pants and a smirk bent the corner of his mouth. ‘Certainly looks like it.’

‘Just water.’

He nodded and buttoned his costume. He washed his fingers, wiped them on his yellow legs and left.

‘Just water,’ I said to the mirror. ‘Just fucking water.’

I scrubbed my fly with paper towel until the friction softened the stain.

*

I found Byron and Julia holding hands near the front of the crowded auditorium. Julia had saved me a seat.

‘Where you been?’ she asked.

I lifted the hem of my T-shirt and flashed the wet spot.

Her nose scrunched. She slapped my arm. ‘Dirty bastard.’

‘Was that the middle tap?’ Byron asked.

I nodded.

‘Got me last week,’ he said.

The auditorium erupted with a raucous wave of applause, cheering and whistling and we turned to see the principal – Mrs Panchford – stumping down the stairs towards the stage. She had a wry smile on her face and was high-fiving kids as she passed. One of the girls jumped out of her seat and hugged her. Panchford hugged her back, kissed her cheek and made her way to the podium. She raised her hand. The applause surged, then faded to a murmur.

‘I feel like a rock star,’ she said into the microphone.

‘You are!’ someone shouted from up the back.

Laughter bubbled.

‘This is one of the best and worst things I do all year,’ she began. ‘Best because the finish line is in sight. You’ve done the real legwork. You’ll all dig deep for the sprint to the finish, and in a few weeks you will be reaping the rewards for all that effort. Worst because we are about to lose you to the big world. Just as you’re becoming decent human beings.’

Panchford spoke about love and she spoke about respect. She dug us into a sniffling hole as she remembered the three students from our cohort who’d died. Simone, the girl who died from cancer when we were in Year Eight. Lucy, who drowned at Nelson Bay last year. And Caleb. She didn’t read from notes; sentences hatched from her mouth and flew – fully formed – over the crowd. She spoke about suicide and it sounded like a rap song or a beat poem for her own child.

When the applause came at the end, the roof almost shed its moorings. Nobody whistled.

‘If I grow up, I want to be Mrs Panchford,’ I shouted over the din.

‘I know, right?’ Julia said. ‘She’s amazeballs. I’m going to miss her.’

Miss her? Not sure about that, but I knew I’d remember her. She was the right balance of scary and interesting, like Mr Clarke, my Grade Two teacher. I couldn’t tell you who I had before or after Mr Clarke, but I remember him because he laughed a lot and took no prisoners and we knew it. Scary and interesting. Like Physics and Chemistry and Advanced Mathematics. Concepts and formulas freaked me out until I understood the logic behind them; then it was like they’d been etched into my cerebral cortex. Is that even part of the brain? Whatever. It was as if I’d known that stuff forever. Panchford was like quadratics, the periodic table and Newton’s laws: fundamental and with me for the long haul.

She was not like English.

*

We were waiting for Byron’s bus.

‘Are you staying at your mum’s or dad’s place at the moment?’ Byron asked me.

‘Mum’s,’ Julia answered. She smiled.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Mum’s.’

‘Will she even let you come tonight?’

‘Tonight?’

‘Bugo’s.’ He sighed. ‘You’re the original nutty professor.’

‘What were we talking about?’ I said.

He shouldered me and we fell silent.

‘Well?’ he eventually said.

‘Well, what?’ I said.

‘For fuck’s sake.’

Julia snorted.

‘Yeah, it’ll be fine. Mum’s no problem at the moment. She’s in a good place. Well, she was when she left this morning. She should be okay. If there are problems, I’ll text.’

‘He’s not coming,’ Byron groaned.

Julia sighed.

Byron looked me in the face. ‘What’s going on?’

I shrugged. ‘Nothing.’

‘Bullshit,’ he said. ‘Old Merrick would have been frothing about the party by now.’

‘I am frothing,’ I said. ‘On the inside.’

He scoffed.

‘Every nerd, every geek, every jock, every muso and every single freaking lost soul is going to be there, man. Except you. All the social bullshit is off. One night only. That’s why it has to be at Bugo’s. Everybody likes her. She is the closest thing we have to a Renaissance Woman, and her parents are cool. And loaded. Have you seen her place? Do you even know where she lives?’

‘I’ve been in her bedroom,’ I said.

Julia scoffed. ‘In primary school.’

‘Have either of you been in her bedroom?’ I asked. ‘No. Of the three of us, I’m the closest to Karleigh Bugden. We’re BFFs. Homies. It’s highly likely she would remember my name.’

Julia stifled a laugh.

‘Maybe remember my surname. One of my names.’

‘Whatever, stud. Just be there. Think of it as an initiation rite. You don’t come, you’ll never be a man.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘You’re a cockhead,’ Byron growled. ‘Have I told you that today already?’

‘Once or twice that I heard,’ Julia said. ‘But I don’t think Merrick was in earshot.’

*

At home. Mum’s place. I was lying on my bed in that graceful window between the time I get home and the time they get home. One hour and seventeen minutes (minimum) of freedom. I invested my time wisely, contemplating the beauty and allure of the female form on my phone and pondering how it was that Julia knew I’d be coming home to my mum’s place. Fifty-fifty guess, I supposed, but she’d said it with assurance and conviction. She knew because we were friends. Had been since the dawn of time. She and Byron were there in every sedimentary layer of my evolution, and in a few weeks our paths would diverge – Julia to university to study engineering, Byron to start his apprenticeship as a mechanic with his old man, and I…yeah, well. Who knew where I’d be resting my head? We had a good cross sample of family arrangements in our friendship triad. Byron lived with both biological parents, Julia lived with her single mum and I was a swinger.

Turns out that it’s possible to asexually propagate a family tree. You rip off the Mum branch and stick it in the new estate in Laguna Court, graft on a social climbing accountant vine (Beancounterus smallpenis) and they go on to produce fruit – that’s sproglets AC and DC, a.k.a. ‘the twins’. Meanwhile, over at the Dad branch, you graft on a vacant hippy chick (Mahlia moonbeamus) and together they produce a crop of their own – moonbeams BC and AD.

I’d been strung between those branches for ten years, swinging in the breeze of my discontent.

*

The twins were setting the table under duress. My stepdad, Ben the beancounter, was scrolling through the music on his old iPod Classic, searching for something to match his mood as he dined. My guess: jazz. Something old and mellow. It was a Friday night and he was on his second wine. Ella Fitzgerald. I could read him like a book.

I was in the kitchen with my mother. She was timing the pasta, I was dressing the Greek salad I’d made.

‘Do you mind if I go out after dinner this evening?’

She stared at her watch, raised one finger. I waited. The little cogs turned and eventually she swung into action, draining the spiral pasta into a colander in the sink and killing the gas under the sauce pot.

‘Party?’

‘Yes.’

‘Will you be drinking?’

‘No.’

‘Where?’

‘Here. In Portland, I mean. Karleigh Bugden’s place in Kinross Drive.’

‘Mitch and Angela’s daughter?’

‘I believe so.’

‘Do they know about the party?’

‘I believe so.’

‘There’ll be alcohol, then.’

‘Of course.’

‘Who else is going?’

‘Everybody. I’m meeting Byron and Julia there.’

‘Oh, are you?’

‘That’s if it’s okay with you guys.’

‘Do we need to set a curfew? You still have your exams to consider.’

I had the sudden desire to smash something inanimate. I breathed through it. ‘Not for two weeks.’

She ladled spirals into a neat line of bowls. She washed the ladle and dried it before using it to distribute the sauce.

‘Ben, could you come in here for a minute, please?’

He poked his head around the partition wall. ‘Yeah?’

‘Merrick wants to go to a party at a house in Kinross Drive after dinner this evening. Do we need to establish a curfew?’

He made a face at me, one that expressed he had no opinion on the matter. He didn’t care, but he knew Mum did so he had to take a stand. ‘Two a.m.?’

Mum sighed.

‘Midnight?’ he said.

‘Midnight,’ Mum echoed. ‘That fair, Merrick?’

‘Fine.’ It would be a miracle if I made it to ten o’clock.

*

I didn’t need to, but I shaved again and managed to make my chin bleed. My only decent shirt (i.e., that I hadn’t worn to school that week) stank of armpit. My cleanest shirt needed ironing, so I wore the Mooks T-shirt Mum bought me after Grandad’s funeral. Had to bite the tag off. It hung like a dress – porno length – over my jeans. XL. I ripped it off, chucked it against the wall and then put it back on again. It was a bloody party. If I left it another ten minutes everybody would be too pissed to notice.

Do the best you can with the tools at hand – Grandad

The best I can? With my neck and face blotchy with razor rash, slutty Mooks dress swishing in the breeze and a handful of gel to bed-up my hair, I called time.

‘You look…nice,’ Mum said. ‘Is that the T-shirt I bought you?’

I nodded and resisted the urge to spin like AD dancing.

‘Bit big,’ Mum said.

I sighed.

‘You’ll probably grow into it over the summer,’ she said. ‘What have you done to your chin?’

‘Nothing. Nicked it shaving.’

Ben clanked a frosty six-pack of Coronas on the kitchen bench.

He stared at me, grinning. ‘They’re for you. For tonight.’

I looked at Mum. She rolled her eyes, and tension – maybe a smile – warped her lips. ‘We discussed it and we think it’s better – safer – if you take your own alcohol.’

‘I…I’ll be fine. Thanks.’

‘Take them,’ Mum said.

‘But…’

‘A celebratory gift,’ Ben said. ‘We know how hard you’ve worked to get this…’

‘Thank you,’ I said, scooping the six-pack under one arm. ‘Home before midnight.’

‘Before you turn into a pumpkin,’ Ben said.

Mum frowned.

‘Cinderella,’ he said. ‘You know, when…’

‘Her coach was a pumpkin,’ Mum said.

‘Whatever.’

I pecked Mum’s cheek and called goodnight to the twins as I strode for the door. They didn’t take their eyes off the TV.

‘Goodnight,’ AC said, monotone.

‘Goodnight,’ DC said.

Mum watched me descend the stairs to the drive. ‘Be careful,’ she said.

I waved. The bottles clinked.

*

I checked my phone as I entered Kinross Drive. Nine thirty-seven. I waded down the middle of the road between the P-plated cars, following the heavy trance beat to its source – number 27. How the hell did I end up here? There was a kind of force field around the place, powered by my own indifference. It’d take a whole bagful of fucks to get through it, and I barely had a fuck to give. I remembered the illuminated stone columns that flanked the front door. I remembered the clear perspex basketball ring that adorned the front of the garage. I didn’t remember the smell of tobacco smoke or the animated crush of voices from the backyard. The side gate had been propped open with a concrete paver. I took a breath and dived in.

A motion-activated spotlight lit me up like a criminal as I walked the narrow path between the house and the standard roses. The backyard glowed blue, the pool lights providing the majority of the illumination. Faces I knew and faces I didn’t watched me pass as I ploughed through the bodies to the verandah. I dodged and weaved like a man on a mission, but I didn’t know where I was going. Until I got there.

‘Merrick!’

It was Bugo, our host. She threw her arms wide and we hugged. She kissed my cheek, her breath warm with coffee.

‘So glad you could make it,’ she bawled over the music.

‘Thanks for inviting me.’

‘Did I even invite you? I don’t think I did.’

‘Well, thanks for leaving your gate open, then.’

She laughed. ‘Here, let me take those for you.’

‘Thanks.’ I handed her the six-pack. ‘You want one?’

‘Maybe later,’ she shouted. ‘Do you?’

‘Maybe later.’

She carried the beers over her head to an impressive ice trough beside the pool bar, and pressed them among the mess of coloured bottles.

‘Don’t put them in there!’ someone shouted, and Bugo flinched.

Clint Pearce fished the beers from the ice with pinched fingers. ‘Whose are these?’

‘Merrick’s.’

‘Could have guessed. Bloody girly beers,’ he said. ‘They’ll contaminate the bourbon.’

Karleigh shouldered him off and put them back on ice. Clint growled. He reached for the Coronas again and Karleigh slapped his hand away. He shoved her playfully into the bar. She recovered and, grinning, ran at him low and hard. Clint dropped the beers, grabbed Karleigh by the waist and hoisted her off the ground. King Kong and Jane. Jane? Whatever. Huge ape-like beast carries defenceless angel-faced babe through party crowd to the rippling empty blue of the in-ground pool. Karleigh squealed, and it cut through the dance music like a ninja sword. Anybody who wasn’t looking already turned to gawp. Clint held her over the edge. The crowd egged him on. Karleigh was smiling, but she was about to pay the ultimate sacrifice for my beer. Well, maybe not the ultimate sacrifice, but a significant price. It wasn’t until then that I realised Karleigh was the reason I’d turned up.

I threaded through the crowd and came up behind Pearce. In a moment of improvisational genius I would live to regret, I grabbed him. I could have grabbed him by the belt loop, but the wide elastic protruding from the top of his designer jeans read Bonds. We were soon bonded by his Bonds and the stitching complained as I wedgied him and towed him clear of the pool. He dropped Karleigh on her feet, still stumbling backwards. He lost balance and I hung on.

I swear, Your Honour, that my actions were intended to lessen Mr Pearce’s impact on the paving.

But you tore a young man’s underwear.

That’s true, Your Honour – to slow his descent.

But you tore a young man’s underwear off.

Not completely, Your Honour.

Is it true that the elastic of said underwear was rent asunder?

Asunder, Your Honour?

Did it part company with the legs of said underwear?

I believe so, Your Honour.

So Mr Pearce’s description of the attack as, and I quote, ‘a fucken intergalactic wedgie that gave me carpet burn on my nuggets’, was accurate?

I believe so.

Your Honour.

Sorry.

The spontaneous applause caught me off guard. Thinking about it later, imagining it from the outside, it would have made a funny YouTube video, you know? There was enough slapstick for it to go viral as part of an instant karma collection, but the squealing and the laughter from the assembled crowd would have seemed disproportionate. They were laughing at the status battle. They saw Pearce – Portland Secondary’s King of Kings, the pinnacle of aristocracy – brought down by an Untouchable. A freckled nobody, invisible to all but a few trained observers.

There would be retribution. This wouldn’t end well.

I let the elastic go. It slapped the T-shirt between Pearce’s shoulder blades, and Pearce, along with half of the onlookers, moaned.

I backed into the crowd and came out on the other side of the pool famous. A very drunk Karen Davidson stopped me to get a selfie together.

Karleigh tracked me down a few minutes later, throwing her arms wide again.

‘My hero,’ she said, and we hugged.

‘Shhh, not so loud,’ I said in her ear. ‘I’m trying to keep a low profile.’

Two hugs. One night. New high score!

‘Chilly in the pool at the moment. Eighteen degrees, I think.’

‘Brr,’ I said, but the surf report had had the ocean temp at fourteen for the last month. Sure, I wear a steamer, but it doesn’t cover my hands or feet. Or head.

She’ll slap your face like a wild bitch at this time of the year, but you’ve got to love her. How else would you know you were alive? – Grandad

Karleigh sat at a wooden pool chair and patted the one next to her. I tried to lift it from lounge mode, but it wouldn’t stay put.

‘Ungh, that must be the broken one,’ she said.

‘No matter.’ I straddled it and sat upright.

‘I’ve been thinking about you this week,’ Karleigh said.

I looked at her sideways.

‘True,’ she said. ‘It must be the end-of-days thing.’

‘Armageddon?’

‘No, the end of school. I was thinking about all the help I’ve had along the way. All the people who took time to explain things for me. You were like that. In primary school. I feel like we haven’t spoken for years but I haven’t forgotten how kind you were.’

‘Oh…That’s…I…’

She shoved my knee. ‘Don’t get all awkward and shit. It’s not a marriage proposal. I just wanted to say thanks.’

‘My pleasure.’

She beamed. ‘See, how hard was that?’

‘Not hard at all, but you were kind to me, too.’

‘How so?’

‘I…I don’t know. You included me. I never felt invisible around you.’

‘Invisible? Merrick? No way.’

I raised my palms to the night sky.

She thought for a minute in silence. It felt like the conversation had ended. She’d said her piece and…

‘Take no notice of Clint. Once hammered, I’ve seen him downing pink Vodka Cruisers.’

I blurted, ‘My stepdad bought the beer. I don’t even drink.’

‘Weirdo,’ she said, and then, right in my ear, ‘Neither do I.’

I sucked air.

‘Don’t tell a soul,’ she hissed.

I zipped my lips. ‘That an ethical decision or a health one?’ She lifted a shoulder. ‘Bit of both. I’m still researching, but at the moment the minuses are way in front. If you don’t drink, why’d your stepdad buy them? Why’d you even bring them?’

I’d forgotten how much of a straight talker she could be. It was all part of that Renaissance Woman thing Byron had alluded to. She wasn’t like the rest.

I had to think about that one. ‘Path of least resistance,’ I said. ‘Ben, that’s my stepdad, and I don’t have much in common. He’s a nice guy, but his musical evolution stopped at eighties pop, he only reads work stuff or Tom Clancy, and he thinks Monty Python is pathetic.’

It was Karleigh’s turn to draw breath. ‘Sacrilege.’

‘I know, right? So I took the beer to shut him up. And then there’s the path of least resistance in terms of party protocol. I come with beers in my arms – even girly beers – and it shows I’m playing the game.’

She nodded. ‘Like in primary school. Put your foot in. It-bit-dog-shit-you-are-not-It.’

‘Exactly. I’ve got my foot in. Who’s It, by the way?’

She slapped my arm. ‘You are.’

‘Man, I always fall for that.’

‘Sucker.’

She fell silent again, but it didn’t feel like she was waiting in the departure lounge. She was reloading.

‘Why not take a stand?’ she asked.

‘That would require a backbone.’

She scoffed. ‘You might be lacking a planet-sized ego, but you don’t seem to be wanting for backbone, Merrick Hilton.’

She remembered both of my names.

‘I have trouble remaining upright some days.’

‘Have you been drinking?’

‘Metaphorically, yes. At the old well.’

She smiled.

‘One of my grandad’s sayings. Drinking at the old well. It means—’

‘Listening to your elders. Getting an education. I know what it means.’

‘Jokes are better if I don’t explain them, aren’t they?’

‘Ah, yes. If they need to be explained, you’ve overestimated your audience.’

‘Sorry for underestimating you.’

‘You pitched it beautifully. I laughed, didn’t I? You have to trust yourself.’

‘I’m not sure laugh is the right word.’

‘Oh, well, I showed outward signs of acknowledging your sophisticated pun.’

‘You did. I should have acknowledged that.’

‘Now you’re explaining the explaining,’ she said. ‘I’m out of here.’

She might have been joking, but I deflated a little. Semantic sparring has a lot going for it – it’s how we intellectuals work out who has the biggest…intellect. But Karleigh’s gambit wasn’t tell me how smart you are. She’d opened with a thankyou.

‘I’m a vegetarian,’ I said.

‘Me too,’ Karleigh said, nonplussed. ‘Your parents?’

I nodded. ‘Mum and Ben are.’

‘Mine are committed carnivores,’ she said. ‘Did you offer that as another example of how you choose the path of least resistance?’

‘It was supposed to sound like I’d taken a stand.’

‘That’s a stand, all right,’ she said, and shoved my knee. ‘Just gammon.’

I wanted her to shove my knee for the rest of the night, but I knew I was on borrowed time. There were seventy or eighty people in her backyard and I’d stolen…

‘That an ethical decision or a health one?’ she asked.

‘I think it’s an emotional response. My mum and Ben are vegetarian on ethical grounds, but my mum is a doctor and hyper-conscious about the health implications of eating too much meat. My dad and his partner, Mahlia, are mostly vegetarian and their stand is an ethical one, too.’

She shuffled closer. ‘Mostly?’

‘Well, my dad grows a lot of food. We have a massive vegie garden, chickens, fish and beehives. We eat eggs and honey and sometimes we eat the fish.’

‘And the chickens?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t. When I was little, maybe eight or nine, I started rearing chickens from eggs. Looking after them until they laid eggs of their own. I sold eggs, and I sold birds for money but nobody wants the roosters. As soon as they started to crow, my dad would take them behind the shed and break their necks.’

‘Eeew,’ Karleigh said. ‘Poor things.’

‘I don’t know if it was painless, but it was quick. And respectful. Dad made me and my brother and sister lay our hands on the birds and thank them out loud for the sacrifice they made. I could never bring myself to eat them. My brother and sister didn’t seem to mind, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of eating something I’d looked after, named and fed by hand.’

She pondered this, nodding. ‘So does that mean you can eat anything if you haven’t known the creature by name?’

‘No. I think that disconnect – the idea that we can eat meat all our lives and never see blood or know warm death – is how, as a species, we’ve ended up so fat and indifferent. It’s the lack of respect for other creatures that’s at the core of our ability to fuck the planet. It’s like—’

Someone shouted Karleigh’s name. She excused herself and I rubbed my face with both hands. Fucken soapbox. It was a party, for Christ’s sake.

‘Here he is!’ Julia sang. ‘Told you he’d make it.’

I stood and she hugged me. I couldn’t remember the last time that happened, but her limbs were loose and her breath smelled volatile. Like, seriously combustible. Eighty per cent proof. Byron dived in to hug me, too, then thought better of it and ended up with his arm over my shoulder.

‘Can’t tell you how stoked I am that you made the effort,’ he slurred.

‘Wouldn’t have missed it,’ I lied.

‘This place is amazing!’ Julia screeched. ‘Whoooohooo!’

‘Merrick!’ bawled another voice, and Shane Peters appeared from the shadows. I’d never heard Shane Peters call me by name. He’d stepped across the cultural divide. Byron had been wrong – the social bullshit was not off. It was never off.

‘Shane,’ I said. ‘What’s up?’

‘Merrick! Check this out!’

I would have needed more than a sniff of Julia’s breath to become insensitive to the plot hatching around me, but I played along. Like when my dad says, ‘Look! Monkey!’ right before he steals a chip from my plate. Always better to pretend you’re surprised than…

I’d barely taken a step when the bodies closed in around me. Cologne, sweat and bourbon breath. Clint and his crew had formed a cordon, shunting me towards the blue-lit water.

I saw the path of least resistance opening before me. Maybe the conversation with Karleigh had steeled my nerves. Maybe I decided to take a stand. Maybe I can’t help it when I know I have an audience.

Two steps and I launched myself – fully clothed – into the pool. Eighteen aquatic summers had allowed me to perfect my explosive entry and I gave it all I had. Knees to my chest; lay back; let it rip. The thud reverberated in my lungs like a depth charge. The cold bit deep but I held my air like a pro. I may have been water deaf, but I could still hear the screams from above. Bubbles escaped my lips as I smiled. I hung there, on the bottom, until the squealing faded and my brain ached from the cold. I surfaced eyes-first like a croc.

‘You stupid arsewipe!’ a girl squealed. ‘Look at my fucken dress! You’re dead.’

‘My hair!’

‘Fucken idiot.’

I paddled to the side and prepared to haul myself out, but a hand locked on my wet hair.

Clint.

He flashed his teeth.

I shook my head, but he didn’t let go.

My scalp hurt. I grabbed his wrist.

His grip grew tighter.

If a shark gets hold of you, panic, and do the first thing that comes into your head – Grandad

I drew my feet up to the wall and pushed with both legs, dragging Clint off balance. He let go of my hair and tumbled into the pool. Laughter and applause buoyed me again and I made a swift exit while Clint honked and panted at the cold. And the humiliation. Again.

More back-slaps and congratulations. Some of them stung with their enthusiasm. My Mooks dress had gone from porno length to prom queen and I knew, with a stage magician’s certainty, that it was time to leave.

Byron had been struck mute with laughter. Was that pool splash or tears on his cheeks?

Julia said, ‘You all right?’ through a smile.

‘Fine,’ I said, ‘but I think my party’s over.’

‘Noooo,’ she bayed. ‘You’re a legend now. You have to stay for your fans. Look around you. They are legion!’

One of my fans, a bearded adult, pressed between the bodies until he found me.

He crossed his arms over his barrel of a chest. ‘The pool’s off limits tonight.’

‘Sorry, Mr Bugden,’ I said.

He looked me in the eyes. ‘You’re Ben and Penny’s boy? Derek?’

‘Merrick.’

He shook his head, his scowl deepening. ‘I think you’d better head home. Get some dry clothes.’

I nodded. ‘Sorry about the mess.’

‘The prospect of cleaning their vomit out of the pool in the morning doesn’t thrill me,’ he grumbled.

Clint Pearce had regrouped. He’d found a towel. Our eyes locked over the heads between us and he moved with intent.

‘Sorry again, Mr Bugden,’ I said. ‘Good luck with…yeah. I’m off.’

I knocked a smoke out of someone’s hand as I picked through the darkest part of the yard, but I didn’t stop to apologise. I waved my hands to trigger the light beside the house and jumped as a body charged after me. Not Clint, but Julia, off-balance and careening. I grabbed her shirt. She latched onto my wrist and ploughed off the path into the rose bed, somehow remaining upright.

‘Thanks,’ she breathed.

Byron caught up with us, squinting against the floodlight. I held my breath, but King Kong didn’t appear.

‘You guys don’t need to leave,’ I said. ‘There is…’

My phone.

I pinched it from my wet pocket and clicked the home button. Nothing. Water dripped from the charging port. It felt hot.

‘Bullshit,’ Byron said. ‘You’re leaving, we’re leaving, hey Julia?’

Julia hesitated. Her eyes seemed to lose focus. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘This party sucks arse, Merrick, just like you said it would.’

She hooked my wet elbow in hers and we strode into the middle of the road like that. Byron shuffled to catch up and hooked my other elbow. For a moment sadness made me heavy. These guys were all I had left.

My phone.

My fucken phone.

The handset would be easy enough to replace, but it would clean out my account to do it. The sixty-three and a half gig of movies and photos saved to the mini SD would probably be okay, too, and if they weren’t, filling another card would be a great holiday project. And then I realised I’d probably lost every text conversation I’d ever had. And all the photos I’d taken since my last download.

Birthdays.

Two Christmases.

Grandad.

The drowned phone was the shit icing on the shit cake of my shit life.

Byron dropped my elbow. ‘Need to piss,’ he breathed.

‘Aww, good on you, Byron!’ Julia screeched. ‘I was fine until you said that.’

‘Not far to my place,’ I said.

‘About five hundred and twelve metres too far,’ Julia squeaked, and danced off into the shadowy gap between a parked car and a big old gum planted on the nature strip. Byron staggered to the opposite side of the road and I heard him sigh with relief. Julia giggled. I walked on, my shoes squelching.

There hadn’t been a fight among my peers at school since the bloody, teary and hairy catfight between Demi Taylor and Martine Holt when we were in Year Nine. The scuffle between Pearce and me wasn’t a fight, but I felt jumpy and wired. It wasn’t a fight, but it was some sort of bullshit power play I didn’t understand, other than considering it another expression of Pearce’s dickness. Maybe he struggled with harmony. Maybe life at Portland Secondary was just too peaceful for him. Now I was thinking like my stepmum, Mahlia, trying to explain and justify our behaviour as if we were toddlers at her daycare centre. Must be something to do with their diet/phase of the moon/life at home. Maybe Pearce was lost, like me?

Lost.

Like me.

When the drunkards caught up again they were hooked together and marching like they were in a three-legged race. Julia had her arm over Byron’s shoulder; he had his hand wedged down the back of her pants. They strode straight past the turn-off.

‘I’ll see you…later,’ I called after them.

‘Come with us,’ Julia shouted.

‘Yeah, dude. Come back to my place.’

‘Nah, I’ve got to…’

‘No ifs or buts or maybes,’ Julia slurred.

‘Well, one butt,’ Byron said, and she yipped.

‘The night is but young, young Merrick, and we need to make our mark.’

Make our mark?

I needed boobs.

I needed boobs but my phone was dead. Must have been after eleven o’clock. The timer on the router at Mum and Ben’s place (installed for my benefit) would have turned it off more than an hour earlier. I kept my school notebook clean as a church and my mini SD reader lived at Dad’s.

‘Wait up.’

*

Byron had half a bottle of vodka stashed in the garage. At the end of our primary school years, Byron’s mum decided she wanted her lounge room back, so the boys moved the pool table into the garage. The cars were displaced to the driveway and the garage grew carpet, a fridge, heating and cooling, an old couch, a TV, gaming consoles and, most recently, a chandelier.

‘Dad found it during the hard rubbish collection last year. It’s a thing of beauty, isn’t it?’

Julia swigged from the bottle and coughed. ‘Thing of beauty? Thing of plastic born in deepest, darkest China during the deepest and darkest nineteen-seventies.’

With my phone dead, we had no party music or anything trance-dance, so we were stuck with Byron’s hard rock and metal which – for once – felt like a perfect fit. We played billiards – won a few, lost a few – and Julia hammered us at Forza on the Xbox. We got one of the dirty Wii controllers to work and she hammered us at bowling, archery and golf, like she always did.

The fizzing in my veins eased and so did my self-pity. I sat in a camp chair just outside the open roller door and watched a slow-moving cloud douse the stars in its path. Byron and Julia dissolved into a mess of limbs on the couch. I realised my Mooks dress and my jeans were almost dry.

I nicked Byron’s old BMX. No helmet. I didn’t say goodbye.

Halfway home, I got my second wind. It was an onshore breeze that held my waves aloft but barely ruffled my hair. It filled my lungs with something that tasted like hope.

Curfew.

The sun would be coming up in a couple of hours.

‘Fuck!’ I shouted at a streetlight, and a dog barked without menace from behind a paling fence. I pedalled hard for a block before I realised the damage had been done hours before. I wanted to text her out of her misery, but I’d already made funeral arrangements for my phone. I stopped. The last thing I felt like for breakfast was a serve of cold and surly mother. What I felt like was a face full of spray as I crouched inside a three-foot barrel. I turned and started the hour and a half ride to my dad’s place, my motorbike and my board. Mum’d cope. I couldn’t think of a more poignant way of letting her know that I was driving this bus.

[image: image]

I pedalled along the roadside for more than an hour without seeing another hominid. The back road to Cape Bridgewater only carried about a hundred cars a day, and none at all between two and four on a Saturday morning. The waxing crescent moon rose, and soon after that the horizon grew milky again – this time with a new day. I’d pulled an all-nighter.

I turned into the driveway just as Cyril – my prized black Australorp rooster – let rip. He failed at the school of cock-a-doodle-doo. His crow was more of a ro-cough-roo. Still, the hens seemed to like him.

The house slept. I took my clothes off in the carport and punched into my wetsuit, tucked my board into its holster and donned my helmet and Blundstones (no socks). I rolled my motorbike – Brunnhilde – along the drive. She started third kick – like she always does – and the three of us (me, my bike, my board) rolled down the hill to the coast and the eye of that new day.

Mitch Benson’s van was the only other vehicle in the car park at Bombers. I spotted him out the back near the point. He was upright, hacking some lazy turns on the face of a glassy two-footer. Nah, lazy wasn’t the right word; easy. He’s about forty years old and he’s been surfing that break his whole life. He’s what Miss DeWalt would call ‘unconsciously competent’ and Grandad referred to as an ‘aquatic mammal’. There’s not a show-pony bone in his body. I think, like the ocean itself, he breathes in sets of five.

I paddled out and we exchanged smiles. For the best part of an hour there were just the two of us out there, taking and leaving waves, paying our respects to the tide and the moon and acknowledging our place in the scheme of things. The surf was nothing to write home about, but we didn’t need to – we were home. At one stage, a seal surfaced in the languid water between us to offer a little encouragement. It bumped over the first swell of a new set, then dived before the second broke on top of it. Mitch waved with two fingers before he rode to shore and I had the entire ocean to myself. Well, aside from the myriad baitfish revealed as the water’s surface tilted, and the mob of gulls on the rocks practising their heavy-metal vocals.

I missed the old bastard. I felt it most between sets when a hush fell over the bay. This was Grandad’s domain, his church and his holy land. This place was his and he was mine. I had to share him with the Moonbeams as they grew up, but I never had to share this. He played with my brother and sister, but he brought me up. Taught me when to listen, to speak my mind and to be silent. Introduced me to the birds that shared the coastline. Showed me how to position myself in life to catch the best wave. He was right there when Mum and Dad’s marriage sank, hugging me like a lifejacket and guiding me to shore. He’d be able to make sense of this shitcake, and sometimes losing him sat on my chest like six tonnes of wipeout.

If you feel like shit, don’t just sit around; make something, praise something, clean something, smash something – Grandad

I rode a couple more, then took the offer of a lift all the way to the shallows. ‘Thanks, ocean!’

I rinsed at the shower beside the car park, stepped sandy into my boots and tugged my helmet over wet hair. Every time my bike coughed to life, I got a little injection of zing. I bought it as a wreck three years ago, pulled it apart, polished every nut and put it back together again. Dad helped. It wasn’t a cheesy father–son Hollywood montage – when I cracked the shits he’d be, like, ‘Have you tried this? Have you tried that? Would you like me to have a go?’ Mostly, he worked on his own projects on the other side of the shed. Chainsaw rebuild. A jewellery box for Mahlia. He welded together a sculpture of a rooster out of offcuts, nuts and bolts, which Sheralyn – our neighbour – sold for him at the market for eighty bucks. Dad and I didn’t talk much. Didn’t have to. The radio did the talking. The first time I got the engine to fire, I felt that Dr Frankenstein buzz. It was alive! I learned to ride by cutting laps up and down the driveway. Mum didn’t even know I had the thing until I parked it on their front lawn. She wanted to see my license, so I showed her. Dad had been right on that score; she lost her shit for a few days. That seems reasonable – teenage son plus motorcycle equals much danger – until you meet her. Brunnhilde’s a Honda CT110, and if you were like the kids at PSC you’d say she’s just a postie bike. But if you were to look through her clever disguise you’d see she’s a winged beast of freedom, hungry for adventure. As I zipped up the hill to Dad’s place, leaning into the corners, the wind chilling my ankles, we – me and Brunnhilde – hatched a plan.

*

I found Dad in the chook pen, collecting eggs.

‘Morning, champ,’ he said, and hugged me with his hands full. ‘How’s the water?’

‘Sublime.’

He huffed. ‘You sound like the old man.’

He’d been saying that a bit lately.

He gave me three eggs to carry. ‘Brekkie?’

‘Mmmm.’

In the kitchen, Mahlia stopped mixing pancake batter to kiss my cheek and wish me good morning. ‘Hope you’re hungry, Big Man,’ she said.

I asked if I could help, and she passed me a fistful of cutlery. I dropped them on the table in a pile and she asked me to feed the sourdough starter, which meant put some flour in the bowl near the sink – the one that smelled like a brewery and bubbled like it was alive. Pancakes meant we were out of Mahlia’s sourdough: the only bread worth eating.

AD and BC were arguing in the lounge.

‘Right,’ Mahlia barked. ‘Turn the TV off now, please. Breakfast is ready.’

I sat in my usual seat, felt my stomach rubbing his little hands together. AD made a guinea pig squeak when she saw me, draped herself over my shoulders and snuggled – briefly – against my neck.

‘Eew. You’re all wet.’

I shook and she squealed again – more piglet than guinea pig this time.

‘Have you been surfing?’ BC asked, as a greeting. ‘Already? You said you would take me.’

‘And I will,’ I said. ‘I promise. Still a bit cold.’

‘I don’t care,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a wetsuit, remember?’

‘Even with a wetsuit, it’s still chilly at this time of year,’ Mahlia offered.

BC slumped into his chair.

Dad squeezed my shoulder and offered me his hand. I shook it, puzzled.

‘Congratulations, Merrick,’ he said, formal as you like.

‘Um, thanks?’

‘Yesterday was the end of classes, wasn’t it?’

‘Indeed,’ I said. ‘Hallelujah.’

‘What, so you’ve finished school already?’ BC whined.

‘Still got exams to do.’

‘Muck-up day?’ Mahlia said. ‘Any legends to share?’

I shook my head. ‘Boring. Oh, but at the party last night I ended up in the pool. My phone drowned.’

I handed it to Dad. He shook it and drips drummed on the floor. He tutted. ‘That’s a bummer.’

‘Can I have it?’ AD asked.

‘It’s dead,’ BC said.

‘I don’t care. I can pretend.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘But I have to get the card out first.’

I gorged myself. Maybe overdid it by two and a half pancakes. The Moonbeams and I did the dishes – we didn’t have to be asked. With my guts full and my hands in the warm water, I started to fade.

‘We’re heading down to the market,’ Dad said. ‘You want to come?’

Brunnhilde’s plan.

‘Thanks, but no,’ I said. ‘I’ve got study vacation for a fortnight and I wondered if you’d be okay with me staying at Mum’s place.’

‘For two whole weeks?’

‘Well, yeah. A few of us are going to work in the library at school.’

‘Of course, mate. Whatever you need.’ He kissed my forehead. ‘Good luck with it.’

‘Ta.’

The other guys didn’t make a fuss – they piled into Dad’s Kombi and I waved them off with the nonchalance of James Bond.

I found boobs.

The SD card from my phone worked fine in my laptop. I pumped up the tunes and ran a honey-skinned slideshow while I packed. Sure, those magnificent mammaries were distracting, but I still got the job done. In my old school backpack I stuffed a couple of T-shirts, some jocks and socks, my head torch, a spare hoodie, my toothbrush and an unopened tube of paste. From the kitchen I collected two full one-point-five-litre bottles of water, two boxes of organic muesli bars, three apples, an orange and a bag of tamari almonds. I emptied my wallet and my cash box onto my desk: $277.55. Most of it was birthday money; the balance was from chook sales. I hadn’t been consciously saving it, but I hadn’t been spending it either. The notes felt freer folded into my back pocket and I tucked the coins in the small zippered compartment on the top of the pack. I shouldered the bag and adjusted the straps. It wasn’t heavy and I’d forgotten how body-formed and comfortable the old beast was. I blew a kiss at the current babe on my laptop screen before ejecting the card and shutting it down. I dropped the card in the cup of pens on my desk and thought about trying to find a spot for my computer in my bag. I held it, staring, for a minute before laying it back down on my desk. I’d have to live without it.

Boobs, too.

And my board.

I zipped it in its bag and planted it on the wall rack Dad had made for it in the shed.

Sleep well, my beauty. I’ll be back before you know it.

I lashed my dirty green canvas bedroll behind the seat of the bike using a length of baling twine, donned socks and emptied the sand out of my Blundstones before stomping them on. Gloves.

*

Byron’s dad, Peter, appeared from behind boxes at the rear of their garage.

‘Hey Merrick! How goes it?’

I ripped my helmet off. ‘Good, Pete. Byron around?’

‘Ha, yeah. They’re watching TV. Sore heads. You seem fine.’

‘I didn’t have much to drink.’

‘Wise man.’

‘My bike okay on the lawn?’

‘Sure, mate. Did your mum catch up with you? She phoned earlier.’

‘Not yet. That’s my next stop. My phone got drowned last night.’

He made a face.

I let myself in the back door. The curtains were drawn in the lounge and it took my eyes a few seconds to adjust. Frozen was playing on the TV.

‘Merrick! Where’d you get to? I texted you.’

‘My phone is dead. Your old BMX is at Dad’s place.’

‘You rode all the way to Bridgy?’ Julia croaked.

‘It’s not that far. Watching Frozen?’

‘Shut up,’ Julia said. ‘It’s a hangover cure.’

‘Doesn’t feel like it’s working,’ Byron said, rubbing his face.

‘Give it time.’ Julia sat up so there was room for me on the couch, too.

‘Nah, I can’t stay. I was supposed to be home at Mum’s place by midnight last night.’

‘Ah,’ Julia said.

‘I lost track of time.’

‘I lost track of space, so you did well,’ Julia said.

‘Good luck with that, man,’ Byron said.

‘She’ll be fine. I’ve been working on my apology speech,’ I said. ‘Is it okay if I leave my bike here for a bit?’

‘Of course,’ Byron said. ‘I don’t think I’ll be sober enough to ride it until tomorrow. Take your time.’

*

Mum’s Merc hunkered alone in the drive. Ben had probably taken the twins to soccer. I realised I’d left my keys in the ignition of the bike. I kicked off my boots at the front door before I tried the handle. Locked. Didn’t mean she wasn’t home. I rang the bell. I couldn’t hear her moving, but I saw her shadow through the frosted glass in the door. The deadlock clanked.

She rolled her eyes.

‘Sorry, Mum. I’m really sorry.’

She let me in, then locked the door behind us, her hands finding their way to her hips.

‘I lost track of time. I ended up in the pool at Karleigh’s place, fully clothed. Not entirely my choice, and it ruined my phone. No clock and no means of communication…’

Her lips drew tight.

The speech was much more convincing in my head. ‘I’m sorry. I should have called.’

‘What’s the point of setting a curfew if you’re going to ignore it anyway?’

‘It wasn’t deliberate and I’m sorry if you were worried.’

She shrugged and headed for the kitchen. ‘I phoned the Bugdens at about one in the morning. Mitch said you’d left with Byron and Julia. I couldn’t get an answer at Byron’s place, and I don’t know Irene well enough to call her in the middle of the night.’

‘You know I can look after myself,’ I said.

‘It’s an issue of respect. Keeping your word.’

‘Then I’m sorry for being disrespectful.’

She scratched her eyebrow, then smoothed the hair flat.

‘Cup of tea?’ I suggested.

She didn’t say yes, but she didn’t say no either, so I busied myself with the kettle.

I sat at the breakfast bar, Mum stood beside the stove. Our teacups steamed.

‘Would have been chilly in the pool,’ Mum said. ‘Were you drunk?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I was avoiding a knobhead.’

She snorted. ‘A knobhead?’

‘First-class. And my phone was in my pocket.’

‘Didn’t think that through.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’m the knobhead.’

She laughed and I felt like shit.

Brunnhilde’s plan.

‘So, I have two weeks to study and I wondered if you’d be okay with me staying at Dad’s.’

‘Two whole weeks?’

‘Yeah. Study then surf. Surf then study.’

‘As long as it doesn’t turn into surf then surf.’

I fingered my chest. ‘Me?’

She smiled properly. ‘Of course, love. Whatever you need.’

*

Whatever I needed, they said.

Well, this was what I needed. Not just the air moving around my body and the sweet grey road to anywhere, but the chance to shed a thousand expectations and jump off the fucking hamster wheel of my life.

Enough already.

Fuck your fucking curfews.

Fuck your bells and timetables.

Fuck your lettuce sandwiches and your dickheads in duck onesies.

Fuck the police.

Actually, the police were fine. I didn’t need to break the law to feel alive. Brunnhilde was registered and roadworthy. I was registered and roadworthy. My head and my helmet complied with safety standards. I didn’t move very fast, but I didn’t have to. I moved in the right direction on the correct side of the road, and half an hour after I collected Brunnhilde from Byron’s I found myself rolling through old forest in the Cobboboonee National Park on tar as smooth as low-tide sand. The world smelled alive and I savoured each breath, feeling my chest and lungs stretch like every inhalation was my first air for the day.

I could get used to this.

Intersections loomed from time to time. I took some and let many roll by. I didn’t have a goal or destination in my mind, but my inner compass seemed to be guiding me inland, and who was I to argue? Inner compass? I sounded like Mahlia, but something changed the moment I left town. As soon as I rolled onto unchartered tarmac, I knew where I was going. Like I was remembering the route rather than exploring it for the first time. Maybe I was stoned on endorphins. Maybe escaping was like the biggest orgasm I’d ever had – but without the mess – and those feel-good hormones were tripping me out. I mean, I still read the road and the waning traffic like my life depended on it (which it did), and my rational mind got busy mathing the shit out of the dials in front of me.

Average speed: seventy-eight kilometres per hour.

Odometer: 76421.

Distance travelled since filling the tank: sixty-seven kilometres.

Fuel consumption: approximately one and a half litres per hundred kilometres.

Tank size: five-point-five litres.

Range: about three hundred and sixty kilometres total, three hundred k’s before refuel.

Odometer at empty: 76721.

Time until empty: three…nearly four hours.

Time? I felt for my phone, had a minor heart attack and remembered I’d left it on AD’s pillow. And that was a good thing. Nay, a great thing.

In some respects, my phone dying precipitated this whole adventure. It had become the chain that enslaved me to my world. Sure, it was the way I kept in touch with the people I loved and it was my primary source of boobs, but it was also how I kept in contact with the people I couldn’t care less about. Clint and I were Facebook friends.

I wondered how long it would be until I was missed. Mum thought I was at Dad’s; Dad thought I was at Mum’s. They didn’t talk much. Byron and Julia were in tight orbit of each other; while I hadn’t been excluded from that orbit, they didn’t need me to function. Nobody needed me, and maybe I liked it like that. At least for that moment, I felt complete even without my phone and everything it represented. The forest air, the hard road and Brunnhilde’s purring were all I needed.

Until I needed a pee.

I found a picnic shelter and a small gravel car park tucked among the trees. The pine table, scarred with lighter burns and black-marker graffiti, seemed like it had been laid out a decade earlier in preparation for my visit. I propped Brunnhilde on her stand, plucked my gloves off by the fingers and arranged them and my helmet on the table before stepping into the undergrowth. A breeze rattled high leaves without a great deal of enthusiasm. Scrubwrens chittered and flitted among the lower branches. The quiet, after Brunnhilde’s song of endurance, seemed sacred. My eyelids felt leaden. I opened a muesli bar as if I were in the cinema: delicately until the rustling got annoying, then desperately, finally biting through the plastic wrap. The bike’s engine ticked. She smelled hot, and why wouldn’t she? That was the smell of bike sweat. We’d ridden a hundred and sixteen kilometres in one hit. It was our longest ride by a factor of four.

A truck rumbled by on the road, and the picnic shelter, table and I all reverberated with its passing. I shook myself awake and got me moving again.

The next hour seemed all downhill. I slowed enough for the bends by backing off the gas. The trees on the roadside became sparse and we exploded into farmland – broad-acre: wheat, canola and sheep. The country flattened further still until the horizon grew as featureless and vast as the ocean. Except for the grain silos. At a distance they looked like highrise flats and civilisation, but closer I could see they didn’t have windows. The town beneath them – Bowl Springs – had shut up shop sometime before I was born. There were a few houses with cars in their dusty driveways, but the Bowl Springs Hotel and the general store had corrugated iron sheets for windows. We rolled into town, and like most people, it seemed, rolled straight out the other side. The main drag ran parallel to the railway, a scrappy, wind-pruned hedge of native shrubs between the two. Where roads crossed the tracks, I could see the rails were shiny, as though they were still in use, but I didn’t see a train. A signpost declared that it was twenty-six kilometres to the next town – Jan Jan – and, after cresting a slight rise, I could see more silos in the distance.

There wasn’t much to see between Bowl Springs and Jan Jan, but I saw it all. The powerlines tracing their serpentine shadows on the road, two kestrels perched identically on the high wires but three k’s apart, and a fifty-strong flock of white cockatoos flying over a field of knee-high wheat like a windblown cloud.

And space.

I didn’t see any tour buses on that road. They were missing out. Looking at nothing turns out to be good medicine for a messy head. The easy strobing rhythm of fence posts and white lines, the deep bass of a good road and the high soaring clouds of forever merged into a kind of visual symphony.

Should have packed headphones. Should have worn some buds under my helmet and hooked them up to…Dad’s old iPod Classic. Like Ben’s, the thing was a freaking dinosaur, but it still did everything it was designed to do. More than half of the songs on it had also been on my phone. If we graphed our musical tastes as a Venn diagram, there would be a pleasing symmetry about it. These are the songs I like, these are the songs Dad likes, and this big heart between them represents the songs we both like. Classical to classic rock, vintage to rap, and world music to metal. We shared a language and a culture around it. It’s where we practised being honest with each other. It’s where we honed being fearless about our opinions.

‘I know you love this, but I think it’s shit.’

‘Fair call. If you have no taste.’

Mum doesn’t like music.

How can you not like music? That’s like saying you don’t like colour. She’s never said it out loud, but the radio in her car is tuned to talkback or it’s off. She tolerates Ben’s dinner music ritual, but under duress: Ben turns it on and, as soon as we are done eating, Mum turns it off. The twins have had headphones since their third Christmas. Maybe it’s not that she doesn’t like music but that she doesn’t like noise. She has an amazing memory, which is useful for a doctor, I’m sure, but it functions best in a vacuum. Her trains of thought are easily derailed. She does one thing at a time and does it with precision and authority. One sideways question and it’s back to square one.

Jan Jan was boarded up like Bowl Springs. The service station had rusty pumps but no hoses or doors. I wasn’t too fussed about the doors, but a working fuel hose would have been a minty joy at that stage. Oil stains on the concrete forecourt had collected brown dust and detritus, giving the place the freckled complexion of neglect. A sun-bleached string of plastic bunting still hung from a rusted gutter and it wasn’t hard to imagine the hope that hung on for so long in these parts.

I broke the speed limit getting out of Jan Jan – seventy-four in a sixty zone – but the only mob who took any notice were the pigeons at the silo. Them and the ghost-town ghosts. The pigeons circled back to their roosts, but the ghosts put up a chase.

There are no guarantees in life. Nothing is permanent.

I imagined the bloke who strung up the bunting – Brent? Yeah, Brent – and I knew he greeted the locals by name. Filled up their tanks and serviced their utes and town cars. He’d finished his apprenticeship a few years before and, as much as he loved working for Thommo in Campbelltown, he knew he had to make his break. He loved a challenge. Opening a workshop in Jan Jan wasn’t a safe bet; in fact, his mum had to convince his dad to guarantor the loan. Dad secured the money as part of a wedding present when Brent married Stacey. She was pregnant when he strung the bunting. He hoped it was a boy. He’d hand the business on.

*

Like most old bikes, Brunnhilde didn’t have a fuel gauge, hence the number crunching. I did the sums again and my best guess reckoned there was a hundred and sixty kilometres until empty. That felt like a long way. It would be dark before she conked out, but I wouldn’t let her run dry. I patted the seat. We’d find fuel. And a place to camp. In a paddock if we had to. A paddock of grain. I don’t trust sheep. It’s a rational fear.

When BC and AD were little, Mahlia had the bold idea to retrofit the bungalow at the back of Dad’s place and turn it into a family daycare centre. She loved being a mum and for a while I hated my stepbrother and stepsister. They got to spend all day with her. Every day. And then other kids started coming. And then Mahlia got a rabbit, a few Sussex chicks and some guinea pigs, and the family daycare turned into a live-in petting zoo. Getting some chicks of my own to look after went some way to easing the pain, but when they adopted an orphaned lamb – a purebred Merino they called Snowy – I lost my shit all over again. His bleating sometimes made the little kids cry too, if they weren’t allowed to pick him up. He smelled like sweet dusty hay and his lips felt like velvet on my fingers. He raced around the bungalow like a puppy and would sometimes spring straight into the air on all four hooves, his tail flicking like a streamer. Sure, sometimes he left little piles of dark marbles on the floor, but so did the kids.

The kids got bigger and so did the animals, including Snowy. Mahlia banned him from coming inside after he dropped one of the paying guests on her face. He had twice the mass of a little kid and four times the acceleration. His fleece made him as soft as a teddy, but his personality began to change. He bullied the other animals and stole kids’ lunches from their hands. In time, Mahlia banned him from the bungalow yard altogether and penned him on the lawn closer to the house. And there he festered like a demonic brat. Horns budded on his head, and by the time AD went to school and Mahlia started scaling back on the daycare, he’d taken to charging anything that moved and lots of things that didn’t – like Mahlia’s Buddha statue and the paling fence. Mahlia took to feeding him from outside his paddock before scampering through to the bungalow. Snowy became a troll.

Snowy’s journey into demented adolescence happened at the same time as my own. The madder he got, the more I enjoyed roughing him around. His horns were hard and blunt, capable of punching a bruise if you weren’t quick, but perfect handles. He couldn’t charge while you held his horns, but he could get worked up. Armed with a bin lid as a shield and a length of plastic pipe, I could make Snowy my bronco to ride, my bull to fight, my dragon to slay.

Until he won.

Not all sheep are dumb. Some are resourceful, strategic and cunning. Snowy learned my moves. He executed a perfect feint – or maybe he stumbled – and I missed catching his horns. He dropped me with a lightning bolt to the thigh and I landed rough, winded. By the time I regained my senses, Snowy had reloaded. Our next contact was head-to-head. That’s how I got the shiner – domestic (animal) violence. And that’s also how Snowy earned his ticket to freedom. Mahlia closed the daycare. She sold Snowy as a working ram. They leased the bungalow to Sheralyn and her partner, Hannah. Last we heard of Snowy, he had a veritable flock of girlfriends and kids of his own. Well, lambs. Lucky bastard.

The sun gathered momentum as the shadows grew. One minute it felt like the day might never end; the next the light had changed colour, and my inner compass clicked from journey to destination. I scanned for a campsite. Remnant patches of bush appeared on the roadside, but none of them looked like home. I slowed for three scraggy thickets before a green and white sign beckoned me on.

Rhys 22.

A few k’s down the track Rhys’s silos came into view and I stopped surveying the bushes for campsites. My inner compass (or maybe my inner dinner gong) urged me on and hope crept in again. Maybe there’d be fuel? Maybe there’d be food? At the very least an abandoned playground to lie down in? Whatever the reality, Rhys would have to be my friend.

My shoulders ached. My lower back heard them whining and joined the chorus. I stood up on the pegs and stretched, the shift of weight enough to quieten the troops. At this angle, the seventy-eight kilometres per hour wind (give or take) inflated my jacket sleeves and set my hood flapping at my neck, and I understood why dogs love the wind. I flipped up my visor when the speed limit dropped to eighty. A fit young woman walking a twitchy terrier smiled and waved as I passed. The dog pulled on its lead, but didn’t bark. I waved back and dropped to my seat.

Rhys was a good friend.

Service station (with hoses, doors and lights), a supermarket with attendant cars, a bakery with pavement tables, a Chinese restaurant, a school and a park with swings and a bum-polished metal slide. And grass.

I rolled through to the change in speed limit, hacked a U-turn and parked at the supermarket. A kid – eight or so – barged through the clear plastic straps on the front of the shop and stopped dead when he saw me.

I hooked my helmet off and roughed my hair.

‘Nice bike,’ the kid said.

‘Thanks, mate.’

He crossed his arms. ‘Red is my favourite colour.’

‘True?’ I realised the boy’s brain was younger than his body. ‘Mine too.’

‘Yeah? Mine too!’

I thought we might be stuck in an endless loop, but he sniffed hard and spat in the gutter. ‘We are having chicken for dinner.’

‘Yum. My favourite,’ I lied.

‘Really? Mine too!’ he said, his voice squeaky with the coincidence of it all. ‘What are you having?’

‘Not sure,’ I said. ‘Have they got some good stuff in there?’

‘Yeah! Come in! There’s good stuff. They’ve got chickens.’

I had my pack off by this stage, rummaging in the top pocket for my…

Wallet.

I’d emptied the cash out on my desk in my bedroom at Dad’s and left my wallet there.

My internal organs shrank, and then I found the fold of cash in my pocket. As my guts reinflated, my trip – my grand impetuous adventure – felt like an undelivered promise.

How far would I get on two hundred and seventy bucks? And my wallet still held my key card, my ID and my driver’s license.

‘You coming?’ the boy asked. ‘They’ve got chickens. I could…’

A middle-aged woman in a bright orange dress shunted her loaded trolley through the plastic straps. She bared her teeth. ‘Get here, Simon,’ she barked. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

‘I’m here,’ Simon said. ‘I’ve been talking to the man with the red motorbike, haven’t I, man?’

The woman’s lips reframed her teeth in a smile. ‘Sorry.’

I shrugged. ‘Simon’s favourite colour.’

She coughed a laugh. ‘Simon’s favourite colour is motorbike, isn’t it, Simmo?’

‘No. Motorbike isn’t a colour, Brenda,’ Simon said, indignant. ‘It’s not. My favourite colour is red. Be back in a minute, Brenda, I have to show this man where the chickens is.’

She grabbed his sleeve. ‘The people in the shop will do that, Simmo. We have to go.’

Simon looked at her hand on his arm, then straight at me. ‘The people in the shop will show you. Me and Brenda have to go, don’t we, Brenda?’

‘We do, Simon. Could you help me with the trolley, love?’

‘Can I push?’

‘You can help.’

I stepped through the clear straps and let them clatter behind me. The girl at the checkout stopped checking to check me out, and the customer she served turned too.

Where were the honky-tonk piano and the faded wooden sign that said Saloon?

I smiled. They smiled back, and the girl continued scanning. The shop had one of the old turnstiles for people and a plastic gate for trolleys. The turnstile shrieked as I pushed through into the fresh produce section. I stopped at a small pile of green bananas to take stock. No wallet. No license meant I’d been riding naked the whole way. If the cops had pulled me over…it didn’t bear thinking about. I had $860 in my account that might as well have been buried in Antarctica. In a locked box.

I inspected a hand of bananas and felt my mouth go dry thinking about eating one. Unripe pieces of shit.

How the hell did I end up here?

All the individual little decisions – to spin shit to my parents, to skip town, blow my study vacation and every left turn, right turn and roll right on through – had seemed liked good ideas at the time. But standing there in that archaeological dig of a town with a handful of unready fruit, I understood what it was like to go mad.

I placed the bananas back on display, grinned at the checkout girl – who returned the smile – and left.

Enough Zen navigation – I needed to ground myself. I understood what Mahlia meant. It was her catchphrase. Whenever one of the kids in her care lost their shit, she’d take them onto the grass and get them to take their shoes off. If that didn’t slow them down, she’d lie on the grass herself and roll around until the kid either joined in or started laughing at her.

I left my bike in front of the supermarket and jogged to the park, ripped off my boots and socks, and curled and uncurled my hairy toes in the greenery. I flopped on my back, arms wide, eyes closed, and listened to Rhys. Big tyres humming on tar. Pigeons cooing in the distance. The ripping fabric of a flock of cockatoos. I breathed in and I breathed out.

It seemed pointless second-guessing my actions. I’d made those decisions – crazy or not – to shake my fucking tree. Something had to give. I’d never wanted for anything, never met an insurmountable challenge, never been outside my comfort zone, and the comfort had become unbearable. It wasn’t like my parents beat me every other day. It wasn’t as though the dickheads at school made my life hell. It wasn’t as if my life was a loveless vacuum.

My life sucked arse.

It droned on and I went through the motions, feigning interest. Maybe it looked like a smile on my face, but I was gritting my teeth. Biting down until nothing had flavour anymore.

I’d left for the sake of my own sanity. And lying on my back in the park, I felt sanity’s wings flapping. Felt her coming home to roost. Felt that if I lay there long enough she’d find a perch and the two of us would melt and become one.

I needed food.

I sat up, hugging my knees.

Two hundred and seventy odd bucks. I could make it last. If the cops pulled me over, I’d be all contrite. Sorry, officer. Own my guilt. Pay the price.

I’d buy some food, sure, but I’d feed Brunnhilde first; if there was any money left over, I’d feed myself. I could go hungry and still get around. If Brunnhilde starved, it would be game over.

Six dollars fifty-four to fill the tank. Not much of an investment for all those hours of wind-whipped freedom. Four point two litres. I thought she’d been running on fumes, but it turned out we had more than a litre to spare.

Brunnhilde’s efficiency went straight to my head. Well, straight to my guts. I pocketed my key and walked back to the Chinese restaurant – the Emerald Dragon. The windows were opaque with grime, but the door chimed and groaned on its hinges.

‘Hello, welcome,’ a woman said from the gloom. The Emerald Dragon herself. ‘Eat in or takeaway?’

Mismatched vintage chairs and unadorned cafe tables crowded the room, the few closest to the dirty windows sporting caddies with crusty soy sauce bottles, chopsticks and cutlery.

‘Takeaway, thanks.’

With a bow, she handed me a single-page laminated menu and punched a button on a CD player behind the counter. The music sounded Chinese, but rendered through twenty-year-old budget speakers and at an obscene volume that made said speakers rattle and distort, it seemed like an effective customer deterrent. The woman watched me, pen in hand. I didn’t have to agonise over the menu – there was only one vegetarian option.

‘Number twenty-six, please.’

‘Vegetarian fried rice? And what else?’

‘Just the rice, thanks.’

She deflated, dropped her pen without writing on her order pad and shuffled to the kitchen. She barked the order, then shuffled back to the counter.

‘Eleven dollar.’

I gave her the money. She opened the till without ringing it up and handed me my change.

‘Ten minute,’ she yelled over the music.

I waited outside. A gap between two abandoned portable buildings – their windows jagged shark mouths – allowed me to witness the sun buckling as evening pushed it through the horizon. My shadow on the shopfront appeared soft and gold-rimmed. Rhys didn’t seem to have an official campground, but there were public toilets at the park. I didn’t need much space.

The woman delivered my meal in a plastic bag, with a plastic smile and some plastic thanks. I returned the grin and power-walked back to the playground.

Must be hard to make a living out here. I felt like apologising to the Emerald Dragon for being such a pathetic customer until I opened the bag and discovered she’d short-changed me – no bamboo chopsticks or bendy plastic fork. I should have packed some cutlery. To avoid another trip to the Emerald Dragon, I washed my hands in the public toilets (should have packed soap), dried them on my shirt and ate with my hands at an aluminium bench seat. The rice hit the spot and eating with my fingers was ten times faster than eating with a fork. Thirty times faster than eating with chopsticks. Load up.

I felt an odd texture on my tongue and spat it into my palm. I fished my head torch from my pack, flicked it on and held it with my teeth to inspect…

Bacon.

Not just one piece, but an obvious scattering. I stood and held the plastic container at arm’s length. I burned and felt the desire to vomit. Vomit back in the container and feed it to the fucking Emerald fucking Dragon.

I snapped the lid back on and dropped it into the bag. If I hadn’t been so hungry, I would have hammer-thrown the lot into the middle of the road. If it hadn’t tasted so good, I would have asked for my money back. I put my head torch on properly and stared at the bag. My struggle wasn’t about the taste of the food – no arguments there. It wasn’t even about the Emerald Dragon’s idea of ‘vegetarian’ – stuff-ups like that happen when we eat out. It felt like a moral dilemma – hunger versus ethics. In the end, the heat faded and I picked and flicked like a fussy zoo monkey then scoffed the rest.

I found some flat ground beside the play equipment and, in less than a minute, had rolled out my bed to claim it. Somewhere on the other side of town, the cockatoos were settling for the night, the silence between their bouts of squawking growing deeper and longer.

There were no lights in the public toilets, so I brushed my teeth by head torch.

‘Hello?’

I bit my tongue. Spat. ‘Yes, hello?’

‘I’m about to lock up.’

I rinsed my brush. ‘Of course.’

Reflective patches on the man’s pants seemed brighter than my torch.

He levelled his own beam at me. ‘Lucky I saw your light,’ he said. ‘You might have been locked in.’

I laughed too loud.

‘Is that your bike?’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘Bomb-proof, the old postie bike, hey?’

‘So they say.’

‘Where you headed?’

‘Not certain. North?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah, well, you can’t camp here.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Against the law.’

‘But it’s a public space.’

‘It’s not a caravan park; it’s a little kids’ playground. We’ve had trouble with vagrants in the past, so the council made it no camping.’

‘Where is the closest place to camp?’

‘Going north, you said?’

‘Well, yes…’

‘About three hours’ drive to Horsham. Good caravan and camping place there.’

‘Three hours?’

His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘If you keep your eyes open about ten k out of town you’ll find a patch of rough bush on the right. It’s called Blakeley’s Swamp, but I think the sign’s gone. Plenty of space out there to set up camp. Fireplace, too.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Can I lock up now?’

I packed my bedroll and the bloke watched me from his ute as I lashed it to the back of Brunnhilde. If I’d been more of a man on a manly bike I would have smoked the tyre as I left, peppering the prick with gravel. Brunnhilde’s not like that. I’m not like that either – I’m all thought, no action.

The headlight on the CT110 was clearly designed for daytime use. Maybe I’d fitted the wrong globe, but even on high beam, the orange glow only seemed to ward off about eight metres of darkness. That meant the ten-k trip to Blakeley’s Swamp took about half an hour. A massive grey kangaroo bounded through the light. I skidded to a halt and fogged the visor with my swearing. Even at my nighttime top speed of fifty-seven k’s per hour, an impact with a roo might have killed us both. Crawling along in second gear, wired, I found a dirt side-road that disappeared among low, flaky-barked mallee gums. I dodged ruts and potholes through to a dusty turning circle with a ring of stones as a fire pit in the centre.

Should have packed matches.

I left the bike idling until I’d fitted my head torch and unrolled my bed for the second time that night. I killed the engine and the silence crowded in. Brunnhilde ticked as she cooled; other than that – nothing. No traffic, no birds, no distant hush of surf. No night creatures, no wind to shake leaves, just nothing. A nothing so deep and impenetrable I thought about putting my helmet back on. I held my breath, heard my heart and then a possum call behind me – a sinister but familiar chuck-chuck-chuck. Claws on bark. A wave of prickly heat washed from my ankles to the crown of my head and I spun to see its eyes reflecting red at the height of a very tall – and slender – man.

My rational mind knew that there were few things on the planet a possum would fear more than a human, but the aloneness and the blanket of quiet had deposited their ice in my intestines.

‘It’s a possum,’ I said to the night. ‘Go and have a proper look.’

The sharks you need to fear are the ones inside your head –Grandad

I got as close as I could without leaving the track, and the possum morphed from a pair of ember eyes to a pink-nosed ball of grey, its body tight with its own fear.

‘Fuck off, you furry bastard!’ I barked, and it fucked off.

Under canvas a few minutes later, my head torch illuminating the grey-green foliage and stars above me, I felt properly alone for the first time in my life. There was nobody under their own canvas on the other side of the fire pit, nobody snoring in the next room, and no hushed TV from the lounge. Just me and whatever the hell was crashing through the undergrowth out there.

Your mind is a horse you ride, Merrick. No one can hold the reins for you – Grandad

But that night my mind wasn’t a horse, it was a sheep; and there were no reins, just slippery horns to grab. My heart slowed to a gallop as I covered my ears against the silence and listened to my breathing.

Okay, so this was what it was like outside your comfort zone.

It got too hot with my head covered, so I tossed off the canvas and heard the possum, an owl, the thump-crunch-thump of a kangaroo or wallaby on the move, and mosquitoes. Covered. Uncovered. Covered. Uncovered. I unzipped my canvas coffin and tied the guy rope to Brunnhilde’s handlebar – the rope held the head end open and allowed me to zip its mesh lining shut. Mosquitoes out, air in.

I didn’t realise I was asleep until car headlights zapped me awake. They stopped. I held my breath. A big engine idled for a full minute before crawling out of the camp again and leaving me in the heaviest dark I could remember.

[image: image]

I must have found the reins sometime during the night. I didn’t realise I’d slept until the monochrome world outside the mesh began to tinkle with birdsong. I pushed my feet into my boots and staggered to the edge of the bush for a pee. I’d survived. The nothing hadn’t eaten me and the new day might have been hatching from inside my belly. I scoffed two muesli bars and downed half a bottle of water. Took me a minute to pack up my bed and another minute to strap it on the bike. Brunnhilde started third kick and the giant eagle of adventure spread its wings again.

*

We rolled north on a smooth road as straight as a pool cue. I added a few of my own curves – from one side of the tar to the other – when the going was clear. The sun rose over blinding fields of golden canola and verdant expanses of grain, the lines and order broken here and there by scruffy patches of the old world.

I munched a warm apple beside a stone monument commemorating soldier settlers. The government gave them land after the war and they turned the old world into the new world. Or they died trying.

I flicked my apple core into a gutter behind the cairn and spied a nasty poo-streaked streamer of toilet paper woven in the grass. Welcome to the new world. I turned my back on it as I refitted my helmet. Some people are feral.

I should have packed toilet paper.

A minute before my own bowels exploded, I parked on the grass beside the public toilets in Horsham. Don’t ask me what the town looked like; I saw little white people on a blue sign and that’s all. I dumped my helmet on the bike seat and tried to walk to the facilities, gave up halfway and ran-hopped with my butt clenched into the first cubicle. The bloke in the next stall coughed and spat – to let me know he was there – but I’d started my trumpet solo by then and I didn’t…well…give a shit.

We try not to talk about it, but I have to admit that I’m fond of toilets. My favourite toilet is at the back of Dad’s shed. It’s a composting toilet, meaning it doesn’t flush, but, before you start gagging at the thought, it’s also the best-smelling toilet in the world. There’s a fan down there somewhere that sucks air – and gas – out of the room. You can’t stink it out. Believe me, I’ve tried. The worst toilet in the world is in Mum’s ensuite. Sometimes, when Ben or one of the twins have set up camp in the main toilet, it’s ensuite or die. It doesn’t vent. The whole room fills with stink. Three days later, the air in there could still kill a budgie. I’d rather use the public facilities in Horsham. Sure, they stank, but it was an omnipresent cooperative stink that didn’t try to be anything else. Nobody left their streamers on display.

My hands washed with industrial squirty soap, a genuine smile on my face, I rejoined the world.

I refilled my water bottles at a tap in the park. Most of the shops were shut, but I bought toilet paper, matches, and a spinach and ricotta filo straight out of the bakery oven. Two spinach and ricotta filos. I ate them at a footpath table and nodded greetings to complete strangers who nodded, waved or stopped to talk about the weather.

‘Reckon we’ll get any rain?’ an old gent asked. He leaned on the back of the empty chair opposite, his lower eyelids slack with age and a confronting red.

‘Not today,’ I said. ‘Nothing but blue sky today.’

He shook his head. ‘The curse of El Niño. How’s the pastry?’

‘Excellent,’ I garbled through a mouthful. I held up two fingers.

‘Two out of ten?’

‘No, this is my second.’

He laughed. ‘Enjoy.’ He shuffled towards the bakery.

‘Thanks.’

And I did.

*

On the highway out of Horsham the exposed earth went from grey to red. From silt to sand. A few crops struggled on and the wild old world seemed subjugated out here – the only trees visible were crowded around farm buildings. What looked like a shimmering dam of milk from a distance turned out to be a flock of corellas working the soil with their long, curved beaks. A few splashed heavenward as I passed, but quickly settled. The scenery changed, but the road stayed the same – a ruler-straight strip of blue-grey hurrying over shallow rises and reluctant to deviate. In the end, just past the silo town of Pimpino, a brown and white sign broke the monotony. Little Desert National Park. Now I was heading somewhere.

The road went from tar to hard-packed gravel a few hundred metres from the intersection, and I slowed to a crawl. Would Brunnhilde be okay on the unsealed road? How would her suspension hold out? Had I lashed my bedroll on tight enough? What if I got a puncture? I shook off those sharky thoughts and gunned it. Bring on the adventure.

The road to the Little Desert may have been gravel but I followed a smooth wheel mark and, aside from the occasional stone pinging off the mudguards, I might have been on tar. Over the next twenty kilometres or so, stunted wattles and sparsely foliaged shrubs began to crowd the edges of the road. Another intersection, another brown and white sign to the Little Desert. Dry Weather Access Only. A few hundred metres from that intersection, the road surface changed again – low hills of red stretched sandy tendrils onto the track.

A drift I couldn’t dodge swallowed the front wheel and I lost control. I dropped Brunnhilde and hit the sand elbow-first. The bike’s engine screamed, back wheel spinning in the air, until I hit the kill switch. I swore into my helmet and rubbed my elbow. No real damage to me and, aside from a twisted mirror, no damage to Brunnhilde either. I straightened her mirror and dusted us both down. She started third kick and we rolled off with a new respect for sand.

Riding to the conditions meant a new top speed around fifty and, while I still had to read the road, I noticed things I hadn’t before. Some of the wattles were in flower and I could smell them, sweet and powdery, through my helmet. I saw tracks – reptiles, birds and what must have been insects – in the sand. The road didn’t get much human traffic. A series of large three-toed footprints meandered down the middle of the track, and I hadn’t finished pondering their author before I met him. Or her. Emu. At the sight of me, he broke into a flappy jog, but didn’t leave the trail straight away. I sped up and closed the gap until his flouncy feathered rump was ten metres in front. His head, held out on a long, grey-stippled neck, darted from side to side and I backed off. He veered into the scrub at speed and vanished amid the wattles.

I kept expecting the track to roll over a rise and reveal a panorama of rippled red dunes – some proper desert – but it never did. Any vantage along the way showed more of the same shrub-studded plains in every direction. I’d refuelled back in Horsham ($3.10) and calculated (using the map on the wall of the service station) that this one tank would get me well over the border into New South Wales, no matter which road I took.

No roads lead to Rome. We’re an island – Grandad

While the desert didn’t look anything like the cartoon sandscapes in my head, it still felt desert-y. It still smelled dry and the high sun hit with a confidence I’d never known at this time of year. I stopped to give the bike a rest and have a drink. With my helmet off, the ringing silence seemed to infect my bones like the church air at Grandad’s funeral. I tried not to be the one to break it. I cursed the raucous zipper on my jacket and the unseemly velcro on my gloves. My plastic water bottle crinkled as I drank, and crunched as I drove it back into my bag. I should have brought a CamelBak. And then, when it was time to move again, I kicked Brunnhilde to life and revelled in the noise. Our noise. The sound of intrepid.

The track through the Little Desert continued to slow us down and keep us honest. The sun disappeared behind bulging white clouds in the late afternoon and the change of lighting conditions made my bum tighten. A little. Time to find a campsite.

A grove of drooping she-oaks marked a change in the landscape. Other than the trees, I couldn’t sense anything different until I crossed another track and rolled up beside some padlocked ranger’s huts – the first sign of habitation since leaving tar – but they were empty. A laminated A4 sheet stapled to the door explained that camping fees were to be paid into an honesty box in the campground. I followed the track in and found a black four-wheel drive with an expanded rooftop tent and a small smoky fire beside it. I couldn’t see any people, but something about the vehicle – the angry roo bars and excessive floodlighting, the bullhorn sticker in the rear window and the Winchester one on the side made me roll on through and out the exit. There’d be other places to camp.

The grove of she-oaks faded in my mirrors and the track resumed its migration north. There were clear patches of red sand every fifty metres or so, and while I didn’t see an honesty box, I didn’t feel dishonest considering the flat sand for comfort.

The sun did its shallow dive over the horizon and the track began twisting and turning as the shadows stretched. I rounded a bend and found my cartoon sand dune – the track barged straight up its considerable slope. There didn’t appear to be a way around the base, even for a skinny and light-footed postie bike. I patted Brunnhilde’s seat, chose first gear and lashed the throttle.

We made it about fifteen metres through the loose sand before her front wheel pitched and my feet left the pegs. I ran and revved and lifted the front clear. Eventually, I had to step off the bike and push. I kept the engine gunning and staggered along beside her as we bumped and ploughed up that rise. The sandy ridge came into view, and in my enthusiasm, I opened her right up. She lurched forward, clanked – loud and ugly – then refused to move. The engine howled but the wheel didn’t spin. I thought I’d bumped her into neutral. I stepped on the gear lever, but it wouldn’t budge. I clicked up and the neutral light came on. First gear again – nothing. Didn’t take long to find the problem – a thin black snake in the sand behind the rear wheel was in fact the chain, and it now had both a head and a tail. Snapped.

I tore my helmet off, wiped the chain through my gloves and inspected the ends. A tiny metal pin had escaped from a link. A pin the size, shape and colour of a broken HB pencil lead. I laid the bike on the sand and unpacked my head torch. I scanned the red ground for half an hour but found nothing. Nothing except sticks. Nothing except bleached bird bones. Nothing except a burgeoning sense of doom. That pin could be anywhere.

I carried, pushed, dragged and shoved the bike to the top of the dune by the light of my head torch. The afterglow in the west washed the vista with a grim orange light. The track down the opposite side of the dune ducked and weaved through the scrub like a mad emu and disappeared into the flat land half a kilometre distant. Dense prickly grass on the crest of the dune made the prospect of camping there untenable, so Brunnhilde and I gathered our fading courage and headed for the flats at the base of the dune. With gravity on our side, the going seemed a little easier, but it was still far from easy. Even postie bikes weren’t built for pushing through sand.

Should have packed some tools. Should have packed some spares. Should have. Could have. Didn’t. I started steaming, thinking Brunnhilde had let me down. Useless piece of shit. Her chrome headlight surround glinted in the torch, and the guilt barged in. The old postie bike was pretty tough, but not designed for dune work. My fault.

I needed boobs, but there were none. I needed food. Proper food, not just muesli bars and bruised fruit. If I’d given this trip a moment’s thought before I barrelled out the gate, I’d be in a much better place right now.

I found a patch of earth for my bedroll and collected a few parched sticks for a fire. The bright crackling heat chased a bit of the self-pity out of my bones. I toasted a muesli bar on the flames. It tasted smoky, but it made me smile, because it reminded me of Byron’s weird-arsed sandwiches. He’s always offering a bite of his latest creation. Well, it’s a stretch calling them ‘creations’; it’s whatever is on hand with Vegemite – apple and Vegemite (gross), hommus and Vegemite (weird), sprinkles and Vegemite (don’t even go there), or whatever is on hand with peanut butter – raw onion and peanut butter (feral), lemon butter and peanut butter sandwiches (you could live on them, but you wouldn’t want to) celery and peanut butter (quite good). I called him a genius for that one, but Julia said it had been around forever. Wouldn’t know – the twins were allergic to nuts and Mahlia thought it was better to be safe than sorry with other people’s kids about. So no peanut butter in either house.

With dinner complete, there wasn’t much else to do but stare at the fire. Brunnhilde glinted in the glow. Couldn’t be far to the next town. Five k’s? Ten k’s? Pretty easy going on the flats. Quick repair – two-minute job for someone with the right tools. And the adventure could begin again. The broken chain didn’t feel like a disaster, just a setback. All the hours building her in the shed had given me the skills to know the difference.

A breeze through the scrub tickled the fire and pushed the smoke away from me into the undergrowth. The wind felt warm and gentle on my neck, like a breath, as I stretched out on top of my bed. No mosquitoes. No possums. Insects chirring in the distance. I felt my eyes getting crusty with sleep, brushed my teeth, peed and bundled some more twigs on the flames before turning in. The fire became my old-school TV. It was the best movie I’d ever seen. All five minutes of it.
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The desert dawn chorus had none of the wattlebird beak-snapping and squawking of the coast. Just a few squeaking wrens and something I’d never heard before chiming like a tiny bell.

‘Morning.’

Brunnhilde hadn’t repaired herself during the night. I dug a hole to bury my offering (and streamers), sprinkling leaf litter to erase my tracks. I finished one of my bottles of water, scoffed another muesli bar (untoasted) and kicked some sand over the coals. I lashed my bedroll, helmet and backpack on the bike and shoved her out onto the track. The sky was bulging red like a blind pimple before the sun woke. I’d worked up a sweat by then.

The back of my arms and calves burned. My breaths puffed in time with my steps. I’d become a machine – slave to my machine. Great stretches of the track were packed and hard, a few of them with enough incline to allow jumping on board and freewheeling. The downhills were short-lived, though, and the drifts of powdery sand at the bottom were ankle-deep at times, hungry for boots and tyres.

Apple. Almonds. Water. Just enough food and drink to stave off the desperation brewing in my guts.

I heard an engine in the distance. I held my breath. A car. Big car. V8, maybe, labouring. Perhaps the four-wheel drive from the campsite. I didn’t know whether to try and wave them down or run and hide. I could stash Brunnhilde, mark the track, and if they weren’t zombies, I’d ride with them into town. It sounded like it was getting closer. If they were zombies, I’d just lay low. I lifted Brunnhilde onto her stand behind a thicket of fragrant shrub, far enough from the track to be invisible unless you knew what you were looking for. I buried the base of my empty water bottle in a drift on the edge of the track – its blue lid and white label would be all the signpost I’d need to find her again. I stuffed my greasy chain in my backpack and jogged a hundred metres from the planted water bottle. In the distance, the engine barked with effort then groaned. Barked and groaned. The track was hard-going even for a big four-wheel drive. The sound washed across the plain and I couldn’t pinpoint its source. One minute it sounded like it was behind me, the next somewhere in front. I spun circles and tried to jump higher than the scrub but could only see the rounded heads of a thousand stunted bushes. In every direction. The vehicle wasn’t on my track, and before long its broken drone vanished under the white noise of the breeze in the leaves.

If she’d been a person instead of a postie bike and if she’d sprained her ankle instead of breaking a chain, I wouldn’t have left her behind. I wouldn’t have dumped her and run. We would have continued on at her pace. We were in this together.

We found a trudging rhythm, Brunnhilde and I. Hope would build as we pushed up another small rise, then fade again when the view from the top looked just like the dozen before. My right heel felt blistered and I’d put my gloves on to protect the crooks of my thumbs, rubbed raw by the hand-grips. Tolerable discomforts in the scheme of things – I’d started fantasising about Vegemite and sprinkles.

What would my status update look like? Feeling…In the middle of an existential crisis? Good luck finding an emoticon for that. And who’d care? And why should they? Like the rest of the world, I’d struggle on. I wasn’t running for my life in a war zone. I might never eat a muesli bar again, but I wouldn’t starve. I could smell my armpits and it pleased me.

The sun lost its sting and I pushed on, the understanding growing in me that I was about to have another night alone with the dwindling provisions in my pack. I felt the fold of notes in my pocket and longed to exchange them for an egg and lettuce sandwich at the Little Desert Cafe, just over the next rise. While my destination seemed as unclear as ever, I still felt as if I was going the right way. I wondered how close I’d come to civilisation without knowing it, and that wondering transformed into a blanket of grey doubt that fucked with my inner compass. Nothing over the next rise looked like a cafe, but the track we’d been labouring on for more than a day ended in a T-intersection without a sign. The new road that severed the track had been recently graded and formed, the turned gravel flattened by car tracks going in both directions. A hypodermic shot of hope cleared the self-doubt from my guidance system and I hacked left with confidence. This was the way to civilisation. Follow that flashing neon sign, Adventure.

Half a kilometre of easy rolling later, the red-shifted sun pierced a gap in the low dunes and illuminated a bush on the side of the road. I stopped in the last rays, my shadow stark on the bush, and saw a footprint in the sand beside it. A human boot print. And another.

I propped Brunnhilde on her stand and followed the tracks to a flat clearing obscured from the road. The boot prints were fresh, and a small pile of black coals still held some heat. There were two different tread patterns in the open space – work boots and running shoes. And a dog. I held my breath and listened, but the dog and its humans were long gone. The fire might have smouldered all day. I felt like I’d missed a bus, but on the upside, I’d found my camp for the night.

The same delicate blood-warm breeze that had put me to sleep the night before appeared as I lay down. It fiddled with the bright little fire and coerced the smoke off into the shadows. I finished my nuts and savoured my last piece of fruit – a sweet navel orange the size of my fist. Mahlia had probably picked it from the tree behind the bungalow. I tossed the peel into the flames and sucked each segment dry before swallowing. I flopped on my back when I was done. If I learned nothing else from the trip, being reminded of how good an orange can be might make the whole saga worthwhile.
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I took stock the next morning. One litre of water and eleven muesli bars. I contemplated leaving Brunnhilde hidden and flagging down the first car heading my way, but I wouldn’t have to backtrack if the whole bike made it to the doctor’s, and not just her chain. Besides, the roads would get easier to push on from here, wouldn’t they? Packed and rolling again before sunrise, my arms and legs ached but a new day’s ration of hope tempered their complaining. They’d get rest soon enough.

I heard cars. The first one turned out to be a light aircraft and the second the rumbling thunder of a jumbo way up in the slipstream. With little wind to disturb leaves, I heard the insistent drone of a million insects feasting on the nectar of a million flowers. The idea of being alone is an illusion.

I counted back and calculated it to be Tuesday morning. At Mum and Ben’s place, they’d be shepherding the twins from room to room and barking orders, checking watches. Ben would make their breakfasts while Mum would make their lunches. AC and DC would be watching the cartoons and slopping milk, rubbing it into the carpet with their socks. At Dad and Mahlia’s place, AD and BC would have fed the animals before feeding themselves at the table. Mahlia’s yoga breathing would be hissing from the lounge, unless she was doing yoga nidra, in which case her hissing would have turned to rhythmic yoga snoring. Dad might have left early for a sunrise surf. I missed my bed. I missed my board. I missed the promise of laughing with Byron and Julia. I’d forgotten what boobs looked like. I missed the habits of a lifetime.

Maybe I took this trip to force my own hand? Maybe I was challenging those old habits? In a few weeks, when my exams were sealed and delivered and the school doors rattled shut for the last time, I’d have to go hunting through the hard rubbish of my life for a full suite of new habits. Like this trip, pressure about my future escaped in the gap between families.

Before I graduated from primary school, Mum had decided I’d be going to her alma mater, Monash University, and I’d never challenged that assumption. She filled in the application forms and sent them off. If I scored well on my exams, then passed the medical school’s entry exam, she’d put the Biomedical Science degree as my first preference. First step on the decade of study to become Dr Merrick.

Dad’s all for a gap year. Gap decade. He took an apprenticeship with Grandad straight out of school. They built a dozen architect-designed spec homes on the coast through the property boom. The last of them sold for $3.2 million. Dad retired to the veggie patch when I was eleven. He does odd jobs for friends – or maybe he makes friends by doing odd jobs. He teaches joinery at the Men’s Shed on Thursdays. He plays guitar. Dad’s career advice over my entire life amounts to a single sentence.

Have a look around, try a few things, and find something you love – Dad

Unprofessional surfer? Toilet test pilot? Doctor of boobology?

Mid-morning, I spied a single dog print on some uncompacted road grading and then a work boot print, same as the one from the camp. When the road surface changed again – this time to a coarse loose sand, as if the project hadn’t been completed – I found the running shoe track, the work boot and the dog prints. One person (with odd shoes) and one four-legged beastie of the canine persuasion (with matching paws) trotting on the side. Odd shoes? Odd socks, I understood, but odd shoes?

Nature called a few hours later. I ignored her to begin with, then clenched and breathed for fifteen minutes while I hunted for an appropriate hide. I dropped my gloves and danced as I rummaged in my pack for the roll of toilet paper, then sprint-hopped behind a partial screen of low shrubs. I scratched a shallow grave with a stick that kept breaking and narrowly caught the train as it left the station. The relief made my skin crawl. I hooked the roll on a low stub of branch and squatted until my legs went to sleep and I couldn’t squat anymore. I buried my streamers and scattered a few dry leaves and twigs over my diggings.

I heard an engine. I stopped breathing to listen. There it was again. Not an aircraft this time, but a lumpy four-stroke motorcycle, the revs warbling as it negotiated the terrain. I ran to Brunnhilde and listened again. Louder now, approaching from the north. I put my gloves on. I stood behind the bike, then in front. I crossed and uncrossed my arms, and when the bike came into view, I let them hang at my sides. The rider stood on the pegs, resplendent in full racing armour, helmet, goggles and mask. Hydration tube. The engine hesitated when the rider saw me, but didn’t slow for long. The rider assessed the situation in a glance – scruffy gingernut and postie bike on side of road – and decided to get the hell out of there. I waved and the rider lifted a single index finger before hitting the gas and fishtailing up the road. I blinked against flying gravel and when I opened my eyes again I saw a blonde ponytail flipping from the back of the rider’s helmet. Her helmet. In hindsight, the body beneath the armour did seem feminine. If I saw me on the side of the road, I’d be getting the hell out of there, too.

I should have made the effort to flag her down. Should have at least found out where the closest town was, maybe hit her up for some water. She might have had a toolkit. She might have carried me pillion into civilisation. Yeah, and I might have waved my arms and she still might have scrambled. Brunnhilde’s stand creaked as I pushed her into motion.

I would have looked desperate. I’d begun to smell desperate. Some serious helmet hair and body odour combined with a couple of days’ facial fluff, sweat and road grime could make some people appear rugged. In the bike’s mirror, I just looked dirty.

When we were in Year Ten, a long time before she and Byron became an item, Julia told us she could tell which boys in our class were porn-addicted just by looking at them.

At the time, the notion chilled me.

‘Am I a porn addict?’ Byron asked.

‘User, I’d say,’ she said. ‘Not addicted.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘A user can still get off without porn.’

‘What about Merrick?’

I swallowed as she looked in my eyes and scanned my face. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed it again.

‘User,’ she said.

‘How can you tell?’ Byron asked.

‘Eyes,’ she said, matter-of-fact. ‘There’s something desperate about their eyes.’

I laughed it off and the conversation degraded into a quick – and unsubstantiated – survey of our classmates’ porn habits and a candid moment when Julia admitted to being a user.

I tried getting off without vids and discovered I could if I fantasised about porn. I rationalised it by telling myself if I had any real sexual experience at all, I’d be dreaming about that instead. Now, two years later, I still hadn’t collected any real experiences for my wank file and I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been horny about anything other than porn. What if my addiction was the reason I had no real life experience? What if all potential partners – like the woman on the motorbike – could see the desperation? There was one thing worse than death: being considered creepy and desperate.

My self-loathing continued to bloom, sending its spores across the desert. A glossy, odd-shaped stick ahead turned out to be a red-bellied black snake. It left a faint sine-wave in the sand as it melted across the track and into the undergrowth. Flies nagged at my eyes and lips. I drained my last water bottle. As the sun approached its zenith, my patched patience tore and I dropped the bike in a ditch. I needed to piss, and it took all the self-control I had not to piss on the corpse of Brunnhilde. I drilled a bubbling hole in the sand instead. I’d barely zipped up before a gentle and rhythmic rattle caught my ear.

Grandad.

I know how irrational it sounds, but for a split second, the man I saw – approaching on foot from the direction I’d come from – was my grandfather. My heart flooded with a thousand flavours of relief before the gears of logic engaged. This man was basketball tall, a good head taller than Grandad. This man’s full beard of rusty wire and sun-bleached string reached halfway to his belt – Grandad shaved even on the weekends. This man wore spectacles and a wide-brimmed hat so stained with sweat it appeared painted. A curly-coated dog – the same colouring as the old man’s beard – barged out of the scrub and trotted to walk at his heel.

Oh, and did I mention Grandad was dead?

My insane reverie was shattered by the sound of an approaching vehicle. Two vehicles – one from either direction – after hours and hours of nothing. If the old man heard them, he didn’t change his stride.

‘Hello,’ I called, and waved.

The old bloke swung his arm to touch the brim of his hat.

‘You guys are a welcome sight,’ I said.

He may have smiled – his eyes glinted, but all I could see of his mouth was beard. The dog stepped into the drain beside the road to make some space for the cars and the old man followed.

The two cars – a white LandCruiser and a mud-spattered black Pajero – passed within metres of the man, the dog, Brunnhilde and me. Smiles and waves through tinted glass, and they were gone.

The old man’s eyebrows jumped. ‘Convergence,’ he said, and stepped back onto the track. He eyed Brunnhilde lying in the drain, touched the brim of his hat again and walked off.

‘Wait!’

He stopped and turned. He looked me up and down. So did the dog.

‘How far is it to town?’

He shrugged. And stared.

‘Could you spare some water?’

‘A little,’ he said.

I sensed a faint accent, something sunburned but European. He began sloughing bags – a hessian sack from each shoulder and a dirty blue backpack that looked older than me.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I should have flagged down a car.’

He lifted a shoulder. ‘Is your bike broken?’

I nodded. ‘Chain.’

I levered Brunnhilde onto her stand and dragged the greasy chain from my pack.

The old man liberated a bulging silver goon sack from one of his hessian bags. ‘You have a bottle?’

I held it while he poured. The water sloshed brown into the clear plastic.

‘It might look a bit…earthy,’ he said, ‘but think of it as mineral water with extra minerals. Make you strong.’

‘Thank you.’

He filled my bottle to the lip and spilled a little on his shoes – one brown walking boot with a baling twine lace, one orange running shoe.

I sipped the water. Like spring water with actual springs. ‘Cheers,’ I said. ‘I think I stayed in one of your campsites last night.’

‘Oh?’

‘Half a day’s walk back. I recognised your…tracks.’

He lifted his booted foot and shook it. ‘How on earth did you deduce the tracks were mine? Are you a detective, perhaps? Black tracker?’

I balanced the bottle on the bike seat and stuck out my hand. ‘Holmes. You can call me Sherlock.’

He ignored the joke but shook my hand. ‘Sherlock. I’m Victor.’

‘Good to meet you.’

‘Let’s have a look at that chain.’

I handed it to him with pinched fingers, but he grabbed it without fear of getting grubby. His hands were mineral hands. With extra minerals.

‘I see,’ he said, peering at the broken link over his glasses.

‘I got stuck in a dune.’

‘In a desert,’ he said. ‘Odd turn of events.’

‘I thought so, too,’ I said. ‘There’s a crew from Sky News on their way.’

He nodded.

Another joke had turned to dust. ‘Can it be repaired?’

He sucked air. ‘Do I look like a mechanic?’

He dropped to his knees and threaded the broken chain over the small sprocket, then arranged the snapped link so gravity held the ends together on the top of the big sprocket.

His knees cracked as he stood, scowling.

He dug in his pocket and produced a rusted multi-tool that unfolded to make a pair of pointy-nosed pliers. From the top of his weathered backpack he took a rough coil of wire and twisted off a length. He held it between his teeth and went down on one knee. He looped the wire through the link three times before twitching it tight with the pliers and snipping the excess.

I offered him a muesli bar payment and grabbed one for myself. He nibbled it like a mouse. I folded mine and stuffed it in whole.

He withdrew in mock disgust. ‘That’s…efficient.’

‘Part of my stage show.’

He chewed.

Another joke had eaten it.

The dog had taken up position beside Victor’s backpack. He stared – with intent – at the man.

‘Looks like he’s trying to hypnotise you,’ I said.

He broke a crumb off his muesli bar and flicked it at the dog. The morsel vanished in a violent wet snap.

‘That’s…efficient,’ I said.

‘Canine,’ he said.

The dog’s tail raked the sand, but he didn’t take his eyes off Victor’s muesli bar.

‘Indeed.’

I repacked my water bottle and untied my helmet from the bike.

‘Been good to meet you.’ I extended a gloved hand. ‘Thanks for the repair. And the water.’

He shook it once, nodded and let me go.

I smiled into my visor. Brunnhilde started third kick and the dog took a couple of backward steps.

I lifted a thumb then toed her into gear. There’d be no shower of gravel for Victor. I jogged her into motion before easing on the gas.

The wire link held.

It felt a bit like it was on loan from a friend, but we owned the road again.

*

The repaired link made a small click as it rounded one of the sprockets. Click…click…click. A clock tick that worked like a tachometer, keeping a kind rhythm as I babied Brunnhilde through the landscape. Even twelve clicking kilometres per hour seemed better than pushing her, and my head soon adapted to the pace. A pair of green parrots shot low over my bow – close enough that I ducked – and a few kilometres later I came up behind an echidna that curled into a ball on the track as I passed. The low desert scrub grew taller and was replaced by smooth-barked mallee gums, their bony-fingered shadows reaching the full width of the road. Then, just like that, the road ended, cut by a major sealed highway to make another T-intersection. This one had signposts.

To the left: Dimboola 17 Nhill 56

To the right: Ballarat 213 Melbourne 319

And traffic.

In two days I’d forgotten how fast they moved. I waited more than a minute for a break in the stream, then plunged in. Left. I hugged the solid white line on the side like a cyclist, but the wind from a passing semi blew me on to the gravel shoulder and I stayed there, bracing myself when anything bigger than a Volkswagen Beetle barrelled past. One clown in an old black Hyundai wagon laid his horn on as he passed and I may have soiled my pants a little. Another car – a newish white Toyota sedan – slowed to match my speed. The passenger shouted something unintelligible through the open window at me and waved – with his middle finger. I waved back – with all my fingers to begin with – then veered deeper into the verge and parked. Seventeen kilometres of this? Maybe I really had to think like a lone cyclist on this highway – ride the edge, ignore the road hogs in their cages and hope like hell that a passing semi didn’t suck me right off. So to speak. I breathed deep, tightened my chinstrap and rolled Brunnhilde into motion again.

Half a kilometre further on, the sky opened over broadacre farmland again. A dirt track branched off the highway, to the right. An old black-and-white sign declared it an alternative fifteen-kilometre route to Dimboola. The traffic parted and I took the side road. Gravel crunching under my tyres again worked like a sedative, allowing me to slacken my vice-like grip on the handlebar and drop my shoulders. Sheep scattered as I passed, one long-tailed black lamb doing four-footed leaps like Snowy. The track ran parallel to the highway for a few hundred metres then veered right up a long, gentle rise; an ochre line pressed between paddocks grazed to bowling greens. Three-quarters of the way up the slope, the familiar clicking of the chain became a clacking and finally, a resounding clank as it snapped again. I felt it go – like a tendon – but the future didn’t seem as bleak as the last time. I knew how to fix it. We were flanked by fences that could spare a length or two of wire. I’d improvise for tools. I killed the engine, lifted her onto her stand and shed my helmet and gloves.

Victor’s wire had broken and one of the outer plates and a roller from the chain had vanished.

I melted onto my arse on the verge.

A raven alighted on a fence post. ‘Aark,’ it said, regarding me with its blue-grey eyes as though conducting a job interview. ‘Aaark.’

‘That’s a good question,’ I said. ‘To be honest, I have no idea. I could stash the bike and walk back to the highway, hitch into town. Fifteen ks. I could get there after dark even pushing the thing.’

‘Aark.’

‘True,’ I said. ‘Not like I have a fucking curfew, if you’ll excuse the slang.’

The bird said nothing, but I knew it was right. I could drink dirty water and stave off the internal parasites with muesli bars for yet another night. Right then, fifteen kilometres of pushing the bitch felt like an interstellar voyage, even with the potential egg and lettuce sandwich at the other end. I sat there until the bird grew bored and flapped off to peck the eyes out of an unsuspecting lamb. I found my feet, chose a lone tree over the rise and set up my bedroll on top of the twigs and stones in time to watch the sun retire.

As far as sunsets go, it had all the trappings: a cast of good 3D flat-bottomed clouds, a firewheel of gold and red to paint said clouds and an afterglow that faded to the sultry purple of a berry smoothie. I seemed to blink once and, in an act of cosmic sleight of hand, was transported to a state-of-the-art planetarium. Horizon to horizon of frozen fireworks. The breeze had turned all sensual and breath-like again. I didn’t need a fire that night; the occasional lamb bleating in the distance was all the company I needed. An unexplainable sense of calm settled in my bones. I wasn’t alone at all – the scented wind, the considerate applause of the leaves above me and the pin-pricked eternity beyond felt like home.

Home.

Satellites strolled by with a comforting sense of purpose. Shooting stars burned their ephemeral graffiti on the backs of my eyeballs. I imagined myself out to the most distant star and looked back to where I’d come from. Hey, Earth, you tiny fleck of nothing. I looked out from the distant star to another even fainter one. I felt both small and infinite – the watcher and the watched. I couldn’t work out if the universe had become a part of me or I’d become a part of it. My head felt too soft to argue the point. Regardless, it didn’t feel like some grand revelation about my place in it at all; it was a memory made clear by the sum of the evening’s parts.

[image: image]

Sniffing at my ear.

I turtled under the canvas, my heart staccato.

Laughter.

‘Good morning, Sherlock.’

I peeled the material back and saw the snout of the old man’s dog, eyes full of mischief and tail swinging. I held out my hand and it growled without menace, sniffed again and licked my knuckles.

‘What are you guys doing here?’ I croaked. I sat up. Mid-morning.

Victor grabbed a handful of his beard, shrugged.

The dog followed me behind the tree then crawled on its belly under the fence into the paddock. I pissed and farted silently. The dog sniffed the ground, homed in on a pile of sheep pebbles and ate. I looked away.

‘The improvised link didn’t hold,’ Victor said.

‘Got me this far.’

‘Better than pushing him, I suppose.’

‘Her.’

‘I beg your pardon. Her.’

‘Brunnhilde.’

His moustache bent. ‘Of course. Brunnhilde.’

‘Would you like a muesli bar?’

He nodded. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Yes. Thanks.’

He made a small fire right there on the side of the road. He half-filled a blackened billy with mineral water and nestled it over the heart of the flames. In spite of us silently watching it, the billy boiled and he dug worn enamel mugs from his backpack, teabags from a hessian sack. He wiped the insides of the mugs with two fingers and tossed the tea into the boiling water.

‘Milk? Sugar?’

‘Ah, no. Thanks.’

‘That’s a relief. I don’t have any.’

I had four muesli bars left. I gave two to the old man.

He tapped them on the brim of his hat, then jammed them in his pocket.

‘My friends call me Merrick.’

‘Why do they do that?’

‘That’s my name.’

He pinched the wire handle of the billy to check its temperature then plucked it clear and filled our cups on the ground without spilling a drop. He handed me one. I sat on the head end of my bedroll, offered him the foot.

‘Thanks.’

His knees cracked and the dog, back from his sheep-poo breakfast, barged onto the canvas between us, panting.

Victor growled and cradled his mug.

The dog dropped to the sphinx position, then lowered his head onto his paws. Our tea steamed and I realised I’d found another feeling that couldn’t be expressed with an emoticon, with characters that wouldn’t ring true in a selfie. And the tea was good. I understood – with certainty – that this brew was something more than the sum of its parts. Dirty goon sack water cooked on a small smoky fire in a battered old tin billy, flavoured with road-weary tea and served in stained and chipped enamel. I understood that the brew went beyond the cup to include wiry dog and canvas, sheep paddocks, glowing coals and unshowered men.

It tasted like a starlit night on the side of the track to wherever.

‘What did you mean by “convergence”?’ I asked.

‘Sorry?’

‘When we met yesterday, the first thing you said was “convergence”.’

He placed his cup on the ground between his feet and hugged his knees. ‘Standard English definition: when things come together.’

‘It was a bizarre moment.’

He nodded.

‘I hadn’t seen a soul for days and then there we were, all at once.’

‘That’s how the Old Girl underlines things.’

‘The Old Girl?’

‘God. Gaia. The Collective Unconscious. Flying Spaghetti Monster. The Universe. Whatever you’d like to call her.’

‘Okay.’

He drank deeply from his mug and cast the dregs on the coals. He peeled open and nibbled a muesli bar. The dog lifted his head.

‘Why underline that particular moment?’

Victor lifted a shoulder. ‘Sometimes the highlights make sense in retrospect, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes they foreshadow significant events in the narrative of life, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes I think they’re just folds in the tapestry of our experience, there for us to observe or ignore. The choice is ours.’

I sipped my tea.

‘Do you think the people in the cars would have noticed?’ he asked.

I imagined myself as the guy with the crewcut who’d been driving the Pajero. There appeared to be a woman in the passenger seat, maybe kids in the back. Plenty of souls for him to see and hear. ‘Not like I did.’

‘No. It was underlined for you and for me. And for Dog.’

I finished my tea and flicked the drips at the fire, handed the cup to Victor. ‘Thank you. That was magnificent.’

‘No worries,’ he said. ‘The tea was a gift from a French tourist named Antoine. Black and Gold brand, I think. Thank you for the muesli bar. Bars.’

He stowed his gear – everything back in its place – and donned his bags with a practised rhythm.

‘What does the day have in store for you, Sherlock?’

‘Heading for Dimboola. Hope to get Brunnhilde back on the road. Buy some food.’

‘Big day!’ he said.

He stepped – gear rattling – onto the road and the dog took off, his claws rasping on the canvas bedroll. I watched them until they disappeared over the crest of the hill like a sunset.

The old man felt like a Frankenstein’s monster made of memories and dreams. He was nothing like my grandad, yet he fit in the Grandad-shaped hole in my heart. It wasn’t a neat fit, but any neater and it’d be creepy. I didn’t want another grandad.

I cobbled my gear together and lashed it to the bike. I ran Brunnhilde to the top of the hill, but I needn’t have – I could still see them. I sat on the seat and scooted with both legs until gravity got hold and ferried us right to them.

‘Hello,’ I said, extending my hand. ‘I’m Merrick.’

He humoured me with a handshake.

‘Is it okay if we walk with you?’

‘Brunnhilde, yes. You, I’m not so sure.’

‘There’s plenty of road. I won’t be any trouble.’

The silence that followed wasn’t really silence – tyres, boots and paws on gravel and the tiny hypnotic clinking and rubbing coming from the old man’s gear. The man kept a solid pace but there was nothing hurried about his gait – Victor seemed like he was out for a stroll. His long legs and incessant rhythm meant at times I’d have to jog a couple of steps to keep up.

‘Would you like to hang some of your bags on Brunnhilde?’

‘I only carry what I can carry.’

‘How long before you need supplies?’

He pressed his thumbs under the shoulder straps of his backpack – hillbilly braces. ‘I have a week or so’s rations. I can stretch it to two without any pain if I have access to water.’

‘And then what?’

He looked to the ground in front of his feet. ‘Then I go hungry.’

Judging by his wrists – his only skin exposed below the neck – Victor didn’t carry much in the way of fat reserves. I wondered how long he’d last on an empty tank.

‘There’s food everywhere if you’re hungry enough,’ he said. ‘And people, by and large, are generous. I don’t go hungry often.’

I looked at him – really looked at him, maybe for the first time – and it hit me like a winter wipeout: this was Victor’s life.

Victor was homeless.

How had I only just made that connection? The odd shoes should have been a dead giveaway, but he wore them with dignity – maybe even eccentric pride. I’d never met a homeless dude before. He was nothing like the stereotype I’d formed from ten thousand hours of TV.

‘It won’t be any trouble,’ I said. ‘String a sack on either side.’

‘Like a real postie bike, you reckon?’

‘Exactly.’

He stopped and climbed out of his nest of straps. We knotted the handles of his hessian sacks and slung them over the top of my helmet and bedroll so they hung like panniers beside the back wheel. It took a few steps to find my stride again, a little to the side from my previous position, but comfortable enough.

Victor sighed and hoisted his backpack to adjust the shoulder straps. After a few steps he said, ‘I feel naked.’

‘I’m glad you’re not.’

I snorted at my joke. Somebody had to.

We found our rhythm – the old man striding, unburdened, like he was on his way to a roast chicken dinner, and my step…step…step…jog jog jog…step…

‘At the risk of sounding a bit simple, I’ve only just realised that this is your life.’

‘Nothing wrong with sounding simple, Mr Holmes – sorry, Merrick – and I take it as a compliment. Yes, this is my life. I walk. It’s what I do.’ He slapped his pack, gestured to the sacks on the back of the bike. ‘This is everything I own.’

‘Everything?’

‘It started as an experiment to see how much I could live without.’

I surveyed his belongings again with new respect. ‘Everything?’

He nodded.

‘How long have you been walking?’

He looked at his bare wrist, then blinked at the sun. ‘Two, maybe three hours.’

Walked right into that one. I sighed.

‘Thirty-five years,’ he said, with more than a hint of pride. ‘Never taken a lift.’

I almost swallowed my tongue. ‘Serious?’

‘Time has a way of rolling on. Especially when you’re doing something you love.’

I knew that in my bones. Two hours in the surf can pass like two minutes. The last two hours of the day on Thursdays – double English – feel like seven.

‘And before you were walking?’

‘I worked at a university.’

‘Doing what?’

‘In theory, expanding young minds, but in practice toeing the corporate line.’

‘You were a lecturer?’

‘Professor of Economics at Macquarie.’

I’d heard of the school. I had a hunch you didn’t become a professor of economics by accident. Becoming an ex-professor would take effort. Or pain. I felt like I’d been flicking through his diary. Any minute I’d find the last entry and uncover a great personal tragedy or calamity that had shunted Victor onto the road.

Rough surface ahead.

I eased off the gas of our conversation, but Victor had been this way before, who knew how many times.

‘I lost faith in my profession. Just woke up one morning and didn’t recognise myself in the mirror. I had to change or I’d go mad. Maybe I did go mad. Sold my house and my car and started walking. Haven’t found anything better.’

‘You live off your savings?’

‘To begin with, but the money ran out.’

‘So, unemployment benefits?’

‘I don’t have an address. Or a bank account. In the eighties I used to find tools on the side of the road and sell them for a few dollars in town, but not much roadside repair goes on these days. The cars are more reliable and most people pay someone else to service them.’

‘My dad services his own car.’

‘Mechanic?’

‘Nope. Builder.’

‘Would you say he’s a happy man?’

‘Dad? Yeah, I guess so.’

He nodded, his mouth pulled to one side. ‘Autonomy.’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’

He hooked his hands together in front of his chest, monkey grip. ‘Autonomy and happiness are simpatico.’

I’d always thought Dad’s contentment grew from making a shitload of cash and retiring young. Maybe it had more to do with his composting toilet and a shitload of shit. Isn’t that the pinnacle of autonomy – taking responsibility for your own shit?

The man didn’t look homeless in the classic sense – aside from his shoes. His clothes seemed worn but presentable. Sure, he smelled like he needed a shower, but so did I – and I had two homes.

‘I picked up aluminium cans for a while. A day of collecting on my way into a town with recycling facilities would equate to a week’s rice. Or a chocolate bar.’

‘Not anymore?’

He shook his head. ‘Got sick of carting other people’s rubbish. It’s a lot of work for a small return. I started obsessing about cans to the point where I wasn’t really walking anymore; I was collecting cans for a living. Then a homeless guy I met in Broken Hill stole my stash. I didn’t want to be part of that world anymore.’

‘But you have to eat.’

He patted his belly. ‘I eat okay.’

It didn’t add up. No safety net. No income. No great stash of cans. No pocket full of cash that I could see. Yet Victor didn’t consider himself homeless.

Every summer Cape Bridgewater played host to a thousand or so backpackers. Some of them came from Europe to do the Great South West Walk that passed right through the town. They carried their lives on their backs for a couple of weeks, but I’d always assumed they had homes to return to. And jobs. And families. Would they consider themselves homeless? Maybe Victor could make the distinction because he walked. To be homeless, you had to want for a home. Victor sold his.

When he spoke again, his words were library soft. ‘When I gave up collecting cans, I committed to living off the milk of human kindness.’

‘Charity?’

He nodded solemnly. ‘I put my fate in the lap of the Old Girl and she led me to the richest vein of kindness on the planet.’

He slowed and I rolled to a stop beside him. He leaned in and whispered, ‘Grey nomads.’

He slapped his thigh and walked on. I had to jog to catch up.

‘Retired people?’

‘Yep. They’re everywhere. Everywhere the sun shines, anyway. Have you seen them? They’re driving these massive new four-wheel drives towing mobile homes as big as shopping centres complete with air conditioning and muzak. They’re less than a day’s drive from the next shop, but they’re carrying six weeks’ supply of gourmet rations.’

‘You door-knock caravans?’

He scoffed. ‘Hardly. Do I look like a beggar?’

I opened my mouth.

‘Don’t answer that! Let me rephrase. Do I come across as a needful thing?’

A quick reflection on our limited history, and I realised I’d been the needful thing. ‘Probably the opposite.’

He tapped his hat. ‘Thank you. No, I’m a conduit between these lovely people and the land that they’re skimming over. I see a couple sitting under an awning at two in the afternoon and I know they’re set for the night. They have time to talk and time to listen. We tell stories and unpack the mysteries of life. A cup of tea and a piece of cake might lead to biscuits and an assortment of dips and cheese. And if the craic is good, and it often is, dinner may well be served.’

‘You must eat a lot of baked beans.’

‘True, I have. I’m fond of beans, so they’re not a compromise in my view. More often than not it’s plain fare – meat and three vegetables – but every so often I’ll strike gourmet gold. Thai food and stir-fries, spicy potatoes baked in a ground oven…and…oh my…fish! Up north, just the sight of a tinny strapped to the roof of a four-wheel drive makes me salivate.’

Grandad and Nanna June did a trip around Australia the year before she died. I have no doubt that if they’d met Victor, they would have fed him. I remember Nanna June cooking popcorn. I’d just turned four when she died. Man, I could go some popcorn. ‘I think that’s enough talk about food.’

‘Salvation is at hand.’

He pointed along the road. I followed the line of his arm to a place where the sheep paddocks faded to a block of shadowy green.

‘What am I looking at? Dimboola?’

‘Not quite.’

The long stretch of straight road leading to ‘salvation’ was made longer by my large intestine doing a pre-poo judo workout with increasing enthusiasm.

‘You okay?’

‘I…need to use the facilities.’

Victor threw his arms wide. ‘The whole world is your toilet. Will you make it to the trees?’

‘Touch and go.’

‘Then I’ll walk ahead and leave you to your mission. Come, my canine friend.’

I hoisted Brunnhilde onto her stand.

I did a little dance as I unzipped my pack hunting for the…

My breathing stalled when I realised I’d left the entire roll of toilet paper hooked on a convenient low branch at my last nature stop.

I shouted after Victor, my voice squeaky with urgency. ‘Do you have any paper?’

He stopped, but didn’t turn. ‘Pardon?’

‘Toilet paper?’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t believe in the stuff.’

I got the whole idea of living on the fringe of society – at some level that made sense – but felt that to forego toilet paper might be the very fringe of being human.

‘In the pack on the right side of Brunnhilde,’ Victor shouted, still looking down the road, ‘you’ll find a small water bottle with a pop-top. Wash with your right hand, squirt with your left.’

I grabbed the bottle – three-quarters filled with ‘mineral water’ – and hurried to the very edge of the verge. I kicked a hole in the loamy soil with my heel and filled it – rapid fire. The dry grass on the roadside didn’t look anything like toilet paper, and while there were a dozen gross things about using Victor’s toilet bottle to wash myself, the end result was not one of them. I felt euphoric and more than a little satisfied by the experience. More shower clean than toilet clean. And no streamers.

I jogged to catch him.

‘So, which hand do you eat with now?’

I held up my left paw.

‘Very good.’

The dog picked up a scent and trotted along the fence line.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I think I’ll get a bottle like that.’

‘Portable bidet. We’re squeamish about the strangest things.’

The block of green we’d seen earlier turned out to be an orchard. A good ten-acre forest of trees I recognised, spotted with fruit I thought I recognised.

‘Are they…?’ My mouth hung open.

‘The fruit and the colour and the colour of the fruit shall be orange!’ Victor shrugged out of his pack, looked up and down the road. ‘Leave Brunnhilde here,’ he whispered. ‘We won’t be long.’

The orchard had been fenced with five strands of barbed wire. Victor held one strand down with his foot and lifted another strand so I could squeeze through. I did the same for him. He disappeared between the rows of trees and I followed.

He plucked a fruit and bit into the skin. He blinked and spat, then opened his bite mark with a thumbnail.

I twisted a fat, ripe orange free and peeled it in a kind of frenzy. I couldn’t savour a single segment, the bliss of it squirting from the corners of my mouth and running down my chin. I ate another. And another.

‘Hold out the front of your shirt,’ Victor mumbled.

I did as I was told and he loaded me up with ten…eleven…twelve glossy fruit.

‘Isn’t this stealing?’ I asked.

‘Well, technically, yes, but if the farmer was present, I’m sure he would share his…’

Victor froze, his eyes wide, then I heard it too: an engine.

‘Someone is coming! Go!’ he growled.

I scampered – pregnant with oranges – to the fence. Victor held the wire again, but I managed to hook my crotch on a barb.

‘Hurry!’

I tried to unhook myself, then stepped through anyway. My jeans ripped. An orange escaped from my shirt and rolled towards the road.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Victor hissed. ‘Hold the fence!’

Victor stepped through without incident, scooped up the wayward fruit and shoved it in his pocket. He held open one of his sacks and I poured our booty in. In ten seconds, the dog had rejoined us and we were mobile again, just as a tractor appeared from between the trees. Victor waved. The driver waved back.

I smelled guilty.

The tractor stopped and, for a moment, so did my heart. The cabin door flung open and an older man in a hat like Victor’s called across the fence. ‘Afternoon.’

‘Hello there,’ Victor said, his own voice squeaky with guilt.

‘All okay?’

‘Yes, fine, thank you,’ Victor said. ‘Heading for Dimboola for repairs.’

‘Shoot,’ the man said, adjusting his hat. ‘Got a fair walk ahead of you.’

‘Professionals,’ Victor said.

The bloke chuckled. ‘Looks like it. Can I offer you an orange or two for the road?’

‘Umm.’ Victor looked at me. ‘To be quite honest, we just helped ourselves.’ He plucked a fruit from the bag.

The farmer stared, silent.

‘Sorry,’ I said.

The bloke laughed properly then. ‘Cheeky bastards!’

Victor hissed like a steam train and I remembered to breathe.

‘Between the likes of you chaps and the bloody cockies, it’s a wonder there’s any fruit at all!’ He flicked his hand. ‘Gorn. Piss off!’

‘Right you are,’ Victor said. ‘Thanks for the oranges.’

‘Pleasure,’ the farmer said. ‘Appreciate your honesty.’

*

An hour or so later, after we’d laughed the shame to a juiceless pulp, Victor veered off the road and unlatched a paddock gate. He ushered me through like a doorman at a posh hotel and shut it behind us.

‘Park the bike over here.’

He led me along the fence line between the wire and a knee-high grain crop. Over a slight rise lay a dam ringed with bulrush. Forty or fifty metres across, the water looked like a weak latte. He picked along the edge to a rickety floating platform chained to submerged posts – a summer playground that had seen better days. Victor dropped his pack and perched his hat and glasses on top. He began shedding his clothes.

‘You’ve been here before?’

‘Once or twice,’ he said.

Each item of clothing he removed exposed more moon-pale and hairy body.

I sat.

Tan lines ringed his neck and wrists like jewellery. His skin had begun to slacken with age but his lean limbs retained muscle definition. The dusting of salt-and-pepper hair on his stomach did little to conceal a sculpted six-pack.

Victor looked younger without his shirt on.

Victor didn’t wear underwear.

He tender-footed over the rough earth and leapt among the crusty lumps of waterbird shit on the platform. He hesitated, but just to take a breath. He dived, but the platform moved and he hit the water face first with a slap that made me wince. He disappeared beneath the milk-coffee water and stayed down for ten seconds. Fifteen. He breached some distance from the platform, exhaling like a humpback, blasting spray into the sunlight.

‘Bohhh!’

The water had flattened and darkened his hair and beard until he looked like a wild animal – a man-sized otter with skin so pale that he seemed to fluoresce. He thrashed about on the surface, scrubbing his armpits, face and chest in quick succession. His hands disappeared and he became a floating head, all the washing action now below the waterline.

‘Do you need an official invitation?’ he called.

The dog barged through the reeds, lapping at the water until his feet no longer touched the bottom and he had to paddle.

‘No. I…I’m fine.’

Victor spat a dirty mouthful high into the air, shrugged. The dog swam a tight circle, trotted back up the dam bank and sprayed me as he shook.

I stank. My feet were pale and wrinkled under my socks but the cleanest-looking part of my body. I removed my top and stomped my jeans onto the powdery earth. I rested my fingers on the waistband of my boxers, then rationalised they needed to be washed anyway. I pushed through the reeds beside the pontoon and felt the mud press silky between my toes. Cold water has always been my friend, and I didn’t stop walking until I could dive with confidence. This dam on the outskirts of Dimboola wasn’t the ocean, but she slapped like a bitch anyway. I stayed under – like the old man – until the initial temperature shock faded and my limbs found a bit of dignity. I resurfaced with as much grace as I could muster.

Victor stared. ‘Good?’

I nodded. ‘Sublime.’

And it was. The weightlessness, the cool, the earthy smell of the water all seemed to be working on my road-weary body. Never underestimate the restorative powers of a plunge in a dam. I submerged and roughed my armpits and feet, hair and face, inside and outside my boxers. Victor splashed about a while longer then wide-legged it through the mud, his hairy body glistening.

‘Dog looks comfortable,’ he said.

The mutt had assumed the sphinx position again – right on top of my clothes pile.

‘Gorn. Piss off!’ I growled.

The dog’s tail chopped the dirt. He rested his head on his front paws. I took a breath to shout again, then recognised the futility of it and took the breath under with me. Bubbling and weightless, I felt larger than life. Cosmic. Invincible. Thoughts about school, my families, my future pressed their faces against the windows in my mind but they had no purchase. One shake and they were gone, sloshed clean by that muddy moment.

I could get used to this.

Victor dried himself with a threadbare grey rag, which, in its youth, might have been a white towel. He went about his business like I wasn’t there. Like I’d stumbled into his bathroom. Unrestrained by clothing and fluffed dry with the towel, every hair on his body stood up and it changed his profile. He seemed taller and less angular haloed in hair. He wore the pants he’d taken off, but put on a crumpled olive dress shirt from his pack. I dried myself with my dog-damp T-shirt, pushed my bare feet into my boots and carried my pile of manky clothes to the bike. I found a clean T, long enough to conceal my tackle while I swapped boxer shorts. I dried between my toes with one of my dead socks and found a blister on my right heel.

‘Would you like a bandaid for that?’

He’d been watching.

‘I…No, I think it’ll be fine.’

‘Wouldn’t ride your bike with a flat tyre, would you?’

‘Not if I could help it.’

He looped his pack off one shoulder and swung it in front. He rummaged in the top pocket and produced an aged sticking plaster. He stooped and handed it to me. ‘When you walk for a living, you learn to treasure your feet.’

‘Thanks.’

He peeled another orange as I finished dressing.

‘I think it’s my turn to push,’ he said, eyeing Brunnhilde.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Then I should carry your pack.’

He held my gaze as he sorted that idea through. ‘Fair.’ He held the backpack up while I stepped into the straps. I kept waiting for him to let go and the load to hit, but he appeared in front of me.

‘It’s lighter than I expected.’

‘Light is a relative term,’ he said.

The load rattled as I jiggled and adjusted the straps. It fitted like old boots.

*

The gravel road ended a few kilometres later and we were delivered onto the shoulder of the highway I’d crossed the day before. The speeding cars and thundering grain trucks reminded me of my true size, my mortality and the restless nature of society. The old world had been subdued here to a narrow band of gums sandwiched between the road and a railway running parallel. Aside from these avenues of human activity there were vast paddocks of crops and livestock, serviced by the occasional homestead.

Dimboola 5

On the outskirts of town the houses grew thicker and the paddocks smaller. Victor detoured into a truck parking bay that allowed us to escape the air wash from the passing vehicles.

‘Cup of tea?’ he asked.

I felt torn. We were so close to the town and real food and bike repair and freedom, but a different kind of personified freedom had managed to rock my bike onto her stand and set about collecting kindling from beneath the gums.

I didn’t want to be traffic – I wanted to be trees.

I leaned Victor’s pack against the bike and collected a few sticks to add to the pile. With a kind of practised magic, he set the fire and filled the billy. When the twigs had turned to coals he nestled the burnt can among them and sat.

‘Two cups,’ I said.

‘Sorry?’ His glasses had fogged with steam.

‘Your pack is so light because you’ve streamlined all the things you carry, but you still have two cups.’

He nodded. ‘I think it was Mr Donne who suggested that no man is an island.’

I knew that quote. One of Grandad’s favourites. ‘John Donne?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Well, sometimes that second cup is a life raft. Sometimes it’s a bandaid. A peace offering.’

I knew what he meant. He spoke in poems, but those poems made sense: the second cup represented his relationships with others. Miss DeWalt would be proud.

He made the tea and I drank from his second cup again. I blew on the steam and inspected the scratched and cracked enamel. The second cup was also a chalice for drinking at the old well.

Victor’s waters ran deeper than I thought, and I thanked the Old Girl under my breath for the convergence that brought us together.

With the dregs cast and the fire doused, Victor shouldered his pack and I pushed the bike again. It seemed a lot harder than carrying his load. As a wanderer, I was a rank amateur.

The dog, intimidated by the roaring traffic, picked his way through the fallen branches beneath the trees. I walked behind Victor on the edge of the drain on the right-hand side of the road. We could see the traffic and the traffic could see us for a minute or more before we passed. People waved. Every other driver lifted a couple of fingers off the wheel in greeting. At least I thought they were waving. Yes; a salesman in a sign-written ute waved with both hands, a truck driver tooted a rhythm as he passed and a black-helmeted motorcyclist stood on his pegs and gave us the knucklehead salute – fist to temple. I waved back with increasing enthusiasm, to the point where I almost dropped Brunnhilde. Victor didn’t break his stride. Didn’t nod or touch his hat or even straighten a finger that I could see.

‘You don’t wave?’

His face crumpled. ‘Of course I wave. It’s our first point of contact. I don’t want to encourage them.’

‘Encourage them? What’s wrong with waving?’

‘If I wave, it means I’ve got my shingle out.’

‘Shingle?’

‘Means I’m open for business.’

‘Right.’

An intersection opened in front of us.

‘You walk with the dog beside the railway. I’ll show you what I mean.’

I followed the dog along the side road and rolled the bike onto the service track that ran beside the railway. Soon, Victor and I were walking side by side again with the narrow band of bush between us. I could see him waving at cars. No two waves were the same – he touched the brim of his hat or flicked a couple of fingers or flat-handed like a schoolkid. He threw peace signs and thumbs ups and this theatrical double-handed salute that made a driver pip their horn. And slow down. Next thing I saw the car making a U-turn in the middle of the highway, then another a few hundred metres up the road where there was room to park.

The driver – a clean-shaven man in his forties – was reclining on the front of the car when Victor arrived. I couldn’t hear the conversation, but the body language shouted old friends and they stepped into the belt of trees. Victor leaned his pack on a stump and began collecting sticks. I stood for a while, watching through the branches, then propped the bike on her stand and made room on the seat. The dog picked through the scrub, sniffed greetings, and prostrated himself beside Victor, familiar with this particular turn of events. I peeled and ate an orange and then I peeled and ate another as the men crouched beside the fire, made and shared tea, laughed and spoke in hushed tones. I’d begun to doze when they got to their feet again. Victor tucked his tea paraphernalia away and the men shook hands. Victor and the dog threaded through the trees to me, the man tooted as he drove off.

Victor showed me both his palms. ‘Get to my age and you wave at your own peril.’

We set off again, safe from the waving public on the railway service track towards Dimboola.

Inside the town’s sixty zone it felt as though we set off level-crossing bells as we approached. A slow-moving freight train heading for Adelaide rolled beside us, its payload of forty or fifty carriages clunking out a blues rhythm as they passed. A grain truck and trailer had stopped too close to the boom gates for us to get through. I steered towards the back of the truck, but Victor raised his hand. We’d wait. The train passed, the bells stopped, the boom gates lifted and the truck laboured to life.

‘Convergence,’ I said, as the din faded.

‘Or traffic,’ Victor replied.

Late afternoon. Maybe between four and five o’clock. My hunger had come and gone all day and the coffee smells from the cafe pushed me over the line.

‘Do you want something to eat?’ I asked.

‘Rarely say no to an offer like that,’ Victor said.

I parked the bike and Victor propped his pack against the front wheel, in full sight of a posse of uniformed schoolkids crammed around a single table sipping from takeaway cups.

‘Will our stuff be okay here?’

‘The dog will guard it, won’t you, Dog?’

He followed us to the door of the cafe, then detoured to greet the kids. Kids? What was I thinking? They were fifteen or sixteen at a guess, only a couple of years younger than me.

‘Hi!’ one of the girls shouted.

She waved as I looked up and I waved back. She smiled with big lips.

Yes, our stuff would be okay there – dog or no dog.

Inside the shop, Victor removed his hat and returned the shopkeeper’s greeting. He cut a path to the pie warmer. There wasn’t much left, and what there was had seen better days. Like yesterday.

‘What can I get you?’ I asked.

‘I’m rather partial to a meat pie.’

The girl who served us wouldn’t have been much older than the crew out the front. She couldn’t look me in the eye and she spoke in a whisper, but she got the job done. A pie and sauce for Victor and a vegetarian pastie for me. We ate them outside, standing up beside our gear. The dog seagulled the pastry that fluttered to the ground. Victor gave him a generous chunk of crust, so I felt obliged to do the same. The pastie opened the floodgates and I imagined struggling with an armload of them, eating myself into a stupor. Thankfully, I had other priorities.

I caught the eye of the full-lipped girl who’d said hi.

‘Hey, do you guys know if there’s a motorbike mechanic in town?’

They looked at each other.

‘There’s a mechanic mechanic, like a car mechanic,’ one of the guys said.

‘I don’t think there’s anyone who fixes motorbikes, though,’ another added.

‘Why?’ the girl who greeted us asked. ‘What’s wrong with your bike?’

‘Broken chain.’

A chorus of moans.

‘Might have to go to Horsham.’

‘Really?’ I said. ‘How far is that?’

‘Half-hour. Driving.’

‘Where’s the auto mechanic? He might be able to help.’

Three of them pointed down the road.

‘Up the other end of Lloyd Street. Warner’s,’ the boy said. He looked at his watch. ‘He’d still be open.’

‘Thanks,’ I said.

Victor had already begun untangling his bags from the back of the bike.

‘Thanks for the pie,’ he said.

‘No problem,’ I said, and it felt like the worst of goodbyes. My throat grew tight. I blinked away irrational tears and stuck out my hand. ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘For everything.’

He took my hand, held my gaze for the longest time and said nothing.

‘See ya!’ the girl at the table called out as he and the dog crossed the road. He did a little jig that made his gear rattle and spun on one heel. He saluted and the guys at the table laughed.

‘Fucken nutter,’ one of the guys mumbled, and the others saved me the trouble of shutting him down.

The old bloke walked as if he had a bus to catch. He wasn’t going to be late, but he liked to be early. He didn’t look back.

*

The comforting gabble of commercial radio echoed from the open roller doors of the mechanic’s garage.

‘Hello?’

A tool clunked and a man appeared from beneath the open bonnet of the only vehicle in the workshop, wiping his hands on a rag.

‘Afternoon,’ he said. ‘How can I help?’

‘My chain’s broken,’ I said. I sounded eight rather than eighteen. ‘Wondered if there was anything you could do to help get me back on the road.’

‘Let’s have a look, hey?’

He nodded to a clear patch of concrete and I popped Brunnhilde on her stand. I handed him the rag-covered chain from my backpack.

‘Hmm,’ he said.

He blinked a lot. A lot more than most. Tic.

He dropped onto his knee and inspected the front and rear sprockets.

‘Hmm,’ he said again. ‘Give us a minute.’

He stepped through into the messy office and collected a portable phone. The conversation he had seemed staccato, frank and unintelligible over the sound of the radio, but he returned with an air of confidence in his step.

Blink blink. ‘I just spoke to M—I just spoke to Mick. He said he’d be able to help, but he’s not back until Ffff—He’s not back until Ffff— He won’t be back until later in the week.’

‘Friday?’

‘Yes.’

‘What day is it today?’

‘Wednesday.’ He knelt again and beckoned me down with a finger. ‘Chain’s…okay,’ he said. ‘Probably got a few hundred ks left in her.’

‘Okay.’

‘Real concern. Rrreal concern is this back’s sprock— Real concern is this back sprocket.’

I hadn’t noticed before, but it was obvious when the mechanic showed me – the points of the teeth had worn away. What should have been great white shark looked octogenarian.

‘Mick’s a bit of a postie bike fff— He loves his postie bikes. Reckons he’s got a sprock— Reckons he’s got a spare for you.’

‘Seriously?’

He nodded.

‘And he can fix it Friday?’

‘Yep. I’d s-say s-so.’

‘Chain and sprocket? How much will all that cost?’

He shrugged. ‘Knowing M— Knowing Mick, you’d probably get change from a hun-hundred bucks.’

I grabbed the cash and began counting, but he dismissed me with a wave. ‘Better if you h— Better if you keep that. Keep that until the job— until the job’s done.’

‘Of course,’ I said. I poked the money back into my pocket. That’s not how business works. Do the job, then you get paid. No amount of enthusiasm on my part would get Brunnhilde fixed any quicker. Maybe I didn’t trust myself with the cash. Maybe I was freaked out by the smouldering hole a hundred bucks would blow in my budget.

The mechanic handed me the chain.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m Merrick.’

He held out his hand. ‘Errol.’

We shook.

‘Thanks, Errol, for making the call. For all your help so far.’

He laughed through closed lips. ‘Hah-haven’t done anything. Hah-have you got somewhere to stay? There’s a caravan park on the other side of town. You can leave your bike here if you – if you like.’

I wheeled Brunnhilde to the rear of the workshop. Errol gave me a business card and told me to call or call in on Friday afternoon. I thanked him again and undid my gear. I left my helmet and gloves beside the bike and carried my backpack and bedroll.

I jogged to the cafe with that late-for-a-bus feeling in my guts.

The schoolkids had gone.

Victor was long gone.

But there was a bus. Parked unevenly on the verge opposite the cafe, it might have ferried schoolkids in a previous life. Quite a few of the windows were blacked out. Above the windscreen where it would have displayed destinations it now said Jesus.

*

 ‘Are there any free camping spots in town?’ I asked the twenty-something guy with the moth-eaten beard at the IGA checkout.

He thought for a minute, but continued scanning my supplies. Long-life flatbreads. Plastic plate. Plastic bowl. Pop-top water bottle.

‘There’s the caravan park.’

Aluminium camping cook set. Black & Gold plastic cutlery. Black & Gold salt shaker. Plastic mugs × 2.

‘That wouldn’t be free, though, would it?’

Black & Gold teabags. Black & Gold baked beans × 3. Bandaids. Peanut butter.

‘No. True, that,’ he said. ‘Some people stay at the footy ground. You’re not supposed to, but.’

Six small poppers of long-life chocolate soy milk. Black & Gold rice. Black & Gold mixed nuts.

‘What about the grey nomads?’

‘Oh, they stop at Horseshoe Bend or sometimes at Pink Lake. I think Horseshoe Bend is free.’

Black & Gold milk chocolate. Black & Gold mixed lollies. Black & Gold rolled oats.

‘That’s forty-seven sixty-five,’ he said. ‘Do you have a Community Benefits Card?’

‘Pardon?’

‘Do you have a Community Benefits Card?’ he said again, but it still didn’t register. I’d been distracted by the woman waiting to check out behind me. Not the fine-boned grandma loading the shopping conveyor belt, but the raven-haired Venus resting her long fingers on the handle of the trolley. She watched the old lady dipping into the cart, and I watched her. She looked about my age, but she’d arrived from another time, another place – her headscarf had travelled from a 1960s commune, her dark ankle-length skirt had come with a soft American accent and free Bible to clutch in the 1800s, and I was mesmerised. When any normal person would have turned back to the task at hand, I watched her some more. A rare and beautiful bird. Then she caught my eye and smiled. Her face lit up and it sparked a flame that burned my cheeks.

‘Sir?’ the checkout guy said.

‘Sorry. No Community Benefits Card.’ I gave him a fistful of cash and collected my bags. He counted the change into my palm and I left, but not without stealing another look at the woman.

This time, I returned the smile.

*

I filled my water bottles at the toilets behind the library and found Pink Lake on the town map. Ten k’s north-west, out on the highway. Took a minute to find Horseshoe Bend – six k’s, maybe an hour’s walk south, back into the national park. A tall green-and-gold sign in front of the post office declared that I was 16,470 kilometres from Paris, 2907 from Auckland and 220 from Portland. I felt the buzz of adventure in my fingertips. More than two hundred k’s from where I was supposed to be, broken bike and a few bucks short of destitute.

And loving it.

I sniffed the air and looked down the street. A pine log structure spanned the road and welcomed me back to the Little Desert National Park.

I thought I could smell old dog and old man.

Maybe that was me.

*

The Horseshoe Bend Road followed the Wimmera River – a slow-moving twenty-metre-wide pond of weak tea flanked by rivergums. The sun set red (red sky at night, shepherds’ delight) and I’d just given up on finding the camp in daylight when the bright flash of a new fire caught my eye. The track folded back on itself and there, at its conclusion, I found Victor and the dog. The rest of the broad, flat campground seemed empty.

‘I think I understand the science behind that old saying,’ I said.

I don’t think he heard me approaching, but Victor didn’t flinch, just stared at the burning twigs. The dog grumbled, then swept the dirt with its tail.

‘Which old saying is that?’

‘The red sky at night one.’

‘Shepherds’ delight?’

‘Yeah. Sun sets in the west, weather comes from the southwest. If the sun illuminates the clouds as it’s setting, it means there’s clear sky beyond the horizon. Stable weather coming.’

He nodded once. ‘What about red sky in the morning, shepherds’ warning?’

‘Sun’s coming up on increasing cloud. It’s going to get cloudier as the day goes on.’

His beard bucked with a pout. ‘Interesting theory.’

‘Mind if I share your fire?’

‘Better ask the boss,’ he said, tilting his head at the dog.

I dropped my gear and squatted to pat the mutt. ‘What sayeth thou, wolf of the Little Desert?’

His tail chopped harder and his tongue flagged.

‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

‘Do you think you could posit a scientific rationalisation for tossing salt over your left shoulder if you spill some?’

‘Is that even a thing?’

‘And the black cat? How about walking under ladders and broken mirrors? Oh, and stepping on cracks?’

‘What are you saying? That shepherds’ delight is a folk myth?’

‘Living outdoors for thirty-five years has given me quite a repository of empirical evidence to draw from.’

‘And?’

‘And, it’s bunkum.’

The word made me laugh under my breath. ‘Bunkum?’

‘Well, there are evenings when the weather comes from the north and the sun sets red and it rains. Sometimes the east winds blow for days, kicking up dust storms and driving deluges. Wet, grey mornings would annoy the shepherds more than a pretty sunrise, wouldn’t they?’

‘Shot down.’

‘I’ll wager a muesli bar that it rains tonight.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Choc chip.’

‘You’re on,’ I said. They didn’t call it the Little Desert for nothing. I’d keep the prize as an emergency emergency ration.

He held out his hand and we shook without enthusiasm. The clouds overhead had already begun to clear. Stars blinked to life like distant campfires.

‘Cup of tea?’ I asked.

‘Hey, that’s my line,’ Victor whined.

‘Have you eaten?’

‘Once or twice today.’

I groaned. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Are you offering?’

I rummaged in my pack, then slow-revealed a can of beans.

Victor drew breath. ‘Black and Gold, no less. You have spared no expense.’

‘Yes, but would you like some?’

‘You’re too kind.’

‘Need I remind you of the time you gave me water? Saved my life.’

Victor scoffed. ‘I collected that water from a dam less than a kilometre from where we met.’

‘Oh.’

‘I appreciate the accolade, but I have a suspicion I shortchanged your education.’

‘How so?’

‘Experience is the greatest teacher and in giving you some water I robbed you of the opportunity to experience real thirst. That most fundamental of desires is so easily met in the developed world that we often forget how fragile we are. We grow sappy and complacent, dependant on others to meet our needs.’

‘Being dependant on others isn’t a crime, is it? Where I’m from we call that society.’

‘No, it’s not a crime, and of course we need relationships with others, but, contrary to popular belief, the world is not your mother. She won’t put up with your infantile needs indefinitely. She’s your friend, your host. A little respect goes a long way.’

I’d wandered into the deep end. I floundered there, a can of beans in each hand.

‘All I wanted to say was that feeling dangerous thirst is good. It helps you see a miracle every time you turn on the tap.’

My father’s garden and house at Cape Bridgewater runs on filtered rainwater collected from the roofs. We’d grown up washing in tiny shared baths and three-minute showers. By contrast, my mother is famous for ‘washing off her days’ and can shower and preen for an hour at a time. We lived on the driest continent on the planet, yet my father would be seen as the unusual one. And it wasn’t just water, was it? You had to heat the water. Someone had to deal with the waste. At Dad’s place, the garden beds were irrigated with the used shower water. At Mum’s, it gurgled out of sight and mind. Grey and fragrant, it became someone else’s problem.

‘Beans?’ I asked.

‘Yes, thanks,’ he said.

The lids had ring pulls, but I didn’t notice them until I’d given myself an internal beating for not buying a can opener. I half-peeled the tops and used the rings to lower them among the coals. They began hissing and bubbling straight away. I blinked against the smoke and stirred them a couple of times. I craned them clear with a fork tine through the ring, dusted off the ash and wrapped the tin in a clean sock. I jammed a plastic spoon in the top and handed the can to the old man with a flourish.

‘Service here is world-class,’ he said. ‘Thanks, Merrick.’

‘Pleasure. Bon appétit.’

We ate in relative silence – a breeze caressed the gum trees by the river, the fire popped and the dog panted, expectant. In the end, I dirtied my new bowl to share with the beast. Victor forked in an offering, too, and the dog chased the bowl around the campsite as he licked it clean.

Victor boiled the water. I provided the teabags. And the cups.

‘Do they sell these in pairs?’ Victor asked.

‘No, I bought two.’

The tea had tasted better from his enamel mugs.

I rinsed the cans, the cups and the plastic cutlery in the river and stomped the cans flat with the heel of my boot. The crunches echoed like gunshots.

I tossed them on the ground beside my pack.

Victor was on his feet, peering into the darkness.

‘What is it?’

‘Your can-crushing frightened the dog,’ he said. ‘Took off like the time he discovered the electric fence.’

‘Sorry,’ I said.

‘Why are you apologising to me?’

‘Sorry, Dog,’ I called.

Heavy silence. The words dried up between Victor and me. Fifteen then thirty minutes passed as we listened to distant night birds and ducks splash-landing on the river. Victor fed solid limbs into the fire. He’d collected a pile before I’d arrived – or perhaps someone else had left them behind. They were nothing like the twigs he burned to boil the billy. These things had substance. These things burned bright and hot, turned to coals, then pale ash.

He emptied the contents from one of his hessian sacks – our oranges, a length of rope and a tight roll of dirty yellow foam. From the other sack he collected a fold of heavy clear plastic and a frayed blue tarp. He strung a low rope between two small gums, laid the tarp as a groundsheet and unrolled the foam on top of that. The clear plastic became a bivouac-style shelter over the rope, the corners anchored with smooth river rocks. The fire had begun to fade again as he unzipped his pack and produced an ancient tartan sleeping-bag. He unfolded the bag with disproportionate care to reveal what looked like a black watch box and a coil of wire.

I lit him up with my head torch. ‘Can you see what you’re doing?’

He blinked, then shielded his eyes. ‘I could until you did that.’

‘Sorry.’ I turned the torch off again. ‘What’s that?’

He held the box aloft. ‘My connection to the world at large.’

The wire had an alligator clip at one end. Unfurled, it stretched four metres or so, and Victor stood on his toes to bite the clip to a high branch. The black box also contained an earpiece like something from a vintage hearing aid, connected to the inner workings of the box by a twist of dirty cream wire. He pressed the earpiece into his right ear and fiddled in the box. He stood there, motionless, for a good five minutes, then plucked out the earpiece and offered it to me. ‘Here.’

In the firelight, the earpiece looked like a sample of intimate – and used – medical equipment.

‘It won’t bite,’ he said.

The tip filled my ear canal in a way modern buds never did. If I ignored the thought of sharing the old man’s earwax, it felt comfortable.

‘I can’t hear anything.’

He held a finger to his mouth.

And then, like voices from a dream, I could hear people talking. Radio. A woman and a man laughing and babbling over the top of each other about crazy things they’d seen written on T-shirts. The woman said she’d bought a shirt for her sister in Japan that said Is your mind fine. No question mark. As I strained to listen, the voices grew louder and clearer as if Victor had been messing with the tuning or the volume, but his fingers hadn’t moved.

‘Might need new batteries,’ I said.

‘Doesn’t run on batteries.’

‘But…’

‘Crystal set. Powered by radio waves.’

My skin prickled. ‘Serious?’

He nodded once.

For one reason or another, that felt a bit creepy. The voices faded again, swamped by a wave of classical music that rose out of the faint sea of static like a humpback. Another drift of goosebumps tickled my scalp.

‘When the signal isn’t strong it tends to fade in and out as the radio waves bounce off the atmosphere. Sometimes I find a good signal then realise I’m listening to the local news in Alice Springs, or some chefs arguing about the best fish available at that time of the year on the west coast of Tasmania.’

‘That would be frustrating.’

He lifted a shoulder. ‘I’ve had this since I was a kid. I think over the years I’ve learned to surrender and embrace the eclectic nature of the content. Sometimes even the adverts are in a foreign language and I feel like I’m eavesdropping on another country. Another continent.’

‘International spy.’

‘Yah, from the relative comfort of my own bed.’

I wiped the earwax off on my shirt and handed it back. As far as connections to the world at large go, it seemed tenuous. I thought I’d been brave ditching my phone, but that felt temporary – like I was holding my breath. Victor had taught himself how to breathe underwater.

‘Goodnight,’ he said, and tossed his hat on the foot of his bed. He folded the arms of his glasses and stowed them beside his pack before crawling under the plastic tent, crystal radio in hand. His departure caught me by surprise, as if he’d left mid-sentence. As I brushed my teeth I pondered that the man still needed his space, like everybody else. He might eat and shit and bathe outdoors, but he had a shell to retreat into. I spat and rinsed, with an ear out for the dog, then crawled inside my own canvas shell.

The trees breathed and above them the sky went on forever. The further I got from Cape Bridgewater and Portland, the more fragile the emotional cotton thread that bound me to those places felt. What was once a giant rope of interdependence now felt like a single frayed strand.

That night, the entire universe felt like my home again. For eighteen years I’d been an ant worshipping at the toe of her boot. Sure, that made me an ant, but the simple act of looking around and noticing things had flipped me on my head. The world was massive and it was wide open for me.

I woke later to the sound of voices nearby. I drew the canvas around me, my fingers and toes tingling with adrenaline. Someone – it sounded like a man – coughed, hacked and spat. A car started. I flailed and uncovered my head. I heard the car leave, but I couldn’t see headlights. The silence, and sleep, huddled around me again.
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It rained.

I woke to it pecking at my bedroll and cheeks. I dozed, with the canvas over my head, until the sound of wrinkling plastic cut through.

Victor was packing.

‘Morning,’ I croaked.

He flicked the brim of his hat but said nothing. Dawn still seemed some way off, and I couldn’t see the dog. I stomped into my boots and scuffed off through the damp grass to the trees.

I remembered hearing the people during the night. Was that a dream?

‘There are toilets over there,’ Victor called.

So there were. The thought flashed through my mind that he’d taken offence at me having a slash in public, but that idea seemed way out of character. It wasn’t about him being offended; he was being the ultimate bush host. Not many of my dad’s mates have used the composting toilet beside the shed – he sends them inside. In the back door, first on the left. He knows, like Victor, that the flushing toilet is a beacon of urban modernity. The most basic signpost of civilisation. A lockable door and white porcelain give us the privacy to be primal humans. My pee bounced and splashed off the leaf litter and by the time I’d finished I needed to use the facilities, which turned out to be a nasty long-drop with skid marks inside and streamers outside, no lid, and a broken lock. Should have taken my bidet bottle into the bushes.

On my way back to the camp, I noticed what looked like a glob of human sputum.

It hadn’t been a dream.

‘No sign of the dog?’ I asked.

‘No,’ Victor said. He seemed neither surprised nor disappointed.

‘We could go back to Dimboola. Have a look around.’

‘No, that won’t be necessary.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘He was not my dog,’ Victor snarled. ‘He was never my dog. He just came along for the ride. Followed me home, so to speak. Now, I think he’s had a better offer and I get the chance to practise letting go.’

He busied himself resurrecting the fire, but I didn’t see a bloke practising letting go. I saw heartache under his leathery exterior. I saw grief pressed into the lines on his face. I know what that shit looks like.

‘I’m sorry.’

He moaned. ‘Sorry, sorry, sorry. You have nothing to be sorry about, Merrick. He’s a big dog. He can make up his own mind.’

‘I crushed the cans. I frightened him. I feel responsible.’

He tilted his hat onto the back of his head. His knees cracked as he squatted. ‘You weren’t to know.’

‘Did you know?’

Victor shook his head. ‘It makes me wonder if he’d been abused when he was a puppy. Maybe shot at.’

He sounded like Mahlia, psychoanalysing the behaviour of the daycare kids.

‘Some dogs just don’t like loud noises,’ I said. ‘My uncle had a kelpie that pooed in the lounge whenever it thundered.’

He sniggered. ‘True?’

‘Poo isn’t the right word. Nervous squirts might be a more accurate description.’

‘Okay, okay.’

‘Sorry.’

He flashed me a dagger.

‘Where’s Brunnhilde?’

‘At the garage.’

‘Being repaired?’

‘Tomorrow.’

A flock of fifty or so cockatoos tore up the quiet morning with their screeching. They winged through the campsite just above the trees. I fought the urge to cover my ears.

‘Would you mind if I walked with you again today?’

‘What about your bike?’

‘I’ll head back for it tomorrow.’

He dropped onto a knee, removed his hat and fanned the ash with it. An ember glinted.

Was that a yes?

He held out his hand. ‘I believe you owe me.’

I brushed the beaded raindrops off my backpack and found a muesli bar for Victor and one for myself. The fire had barely survived the rain, but with the help of a few sheets of toilet paper from the facilities and a handful of dry leaves, it smoked then crackled to life. Victor boiled the billy.

‘Did you hear those people come in last night?’ I asked.

Victor nodded. ‘They didn’t stay.’

‘No.’

I cooked some porridge in my new pan. Mahlia had taught me stovetop porridge. I mean, it’s not particle physics, but I needed to develop a feel for it and she was the undisputed porridge champion. Mum, by comparison, made banana porridge from sachets in the microwave. That’s not art.

Oats. A little salt. A little water. I stirred figure eights with a stick until it grew thick. Victor accepted a steaming bowl full and the offer of long-life chocolate milk on top. It felt as if I was serving one of the Moonbeams. He finished the bowl without comment and I greedily accepted the cup of tea he offered. He made it with the same type of teabag using the same water from the same billy, but he served it in his own mugs.

‘The tea is better when you make it.’

‘I didn’t realise you were a connoisseur.’

‘No, it is. I think it’s the cups.’

‘I can’t taste any difference,’ he said, but I knew he was being polite: his dregs wouldn’t have sustained a housefly.

When the sun joined us, it torched the clouds.

‘Shepherds’ warning,’ Victor said.

‘I’ve heard that’s…bunkum.’

He scoffed.

By the time we’d washed and packed, the clouds had parted. Victor jiggled into his pack and shouldered his sacks. I rested my backpack against my legs and played with my hoodie string.

‘Coming?’ he asked.

That was a yes.

‘Thank you, Horseshoe Bend!’ he bellowed.

Grandad used to thank the ocean after a good session. It didn’t make any sense, but I’d picked up the habit.

‘Yeah, thanks, Horseshoe.’

And there, sitting like a puppy-school graduate on the side of the road into the campground, was the dog.

Victor laughed.

I laughed along with him and the dog fell into step beside us.

*

Victor counted on his fingers. ‘I know you have a father. An uncle. Do you have a mother?’

I’d been enjoying the quiet rhythm of our feet on the gravel, but the question felt like too much of an opportunity. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s part of the deal.’

Nothing. Not even a smirk.

A rabbit scrambled across the road. The dog watched it, but didn’t react. Went straight back to sniffing and trotting.

‘Did you see that?’ I asked.

‘Yah. He’s a pacifist. Bit of a disability for a hunting dog.’

He’d asked about my mother. My sarky response probably sounded as though I’d shut the door on the question. Truth be told, I wanted to tear that door off its hinges.

‘I have a mother and a stepfather, a father and a stepmother, a stepbrother and three stepsisters, several laying hens and a rooster named Cyril.’

Victor looked across, eyebrows raised. ‘Quite a flock.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I said. ‘What about you? Family?’

‘My parents both grew up as only children. They were quite old when I was born. Their parents were long gone. I’ve been alone in the world since I turned twenty-four.’

‘They died on your birthday?’

‘My mother, yes. My father died eighteen months before.’

‘That’s inconsiderate,’ I said, and wished I hadn’t.

He sighed. ‘Quite.’

‘Were you close?’

‘As close as you could be in those days, when you lived on opposite sides of the globe. We sent letters. We spoke on the phone. I went back to Norway for a month after my father died to help my mother get her affairs in order. She moved in with friends, played cards most nights and drank a bottle of gin a week, which she’d done since before I was born. No more, no less. She swore that is what kept her healthy.’

‘How did she die?’

‘Brain haemorrhage, they said. Do you know the saying, “blown a foofer valve”?’

I thought that was one of Grandad’s. ‘Yeah. Injure yourself with too much effort.’

‘She died wrestling her friend’s great-grandchildren on the floor of the living room.’

I tried to swallow a laugh, but my lips blurted.

Victor gave an apologetic shrug. ‘It’s true. Blew a foofer valve, age sixty-six. She died laughing.’

‘I could think of worse ways to go.’

Random heart attack, for example.

‘Yah, me too.’

‘Happy birthday.’

‘Thanks.’

*

We were heading north-west, as far as I could tell, but we missed Dimboola. We veered off the Horseshoe Bend Road and followed a farm track sandwiched between fenced paddocks. It wasn’t much more than a pair of sandy wheel ruts, but Victor strode on like he was going home.

‘How do you navigate? I’ve never seen you look at a map and you never stop to think.’

He tapped his temple, but said nothing.

‘It’s a secret?’

‘Not really. I have a thirty-five-year-old map in my head. I’ve walked this particular track more than a dozen times. I have an eidetic memory for country. For landscape. It’s like I’m re-reading my favourite book again and again, but the light has changed, the characters are different and I can never remember how it ends.’

That poem made sense, too. Dad’s mate Raymond is a Gunditjmara man – traditional owners of the country near where we live. His ancestors weren’t nomads – they built houses from stone. They made rock traps in the rivers and farmed eels. Raymond taught me how to make and throw a plywood boomerang when I was ten. He told me about songlines. In the olden days, the Aboriginal people didn’t have maps, not like we know them, anyway. He painted a picture in my mind of a vast overlapping network of tracks that weren’t really tracks. People were guided through the country by the memories preserved in song and folklore, taking their cues from the landscape – these mountain peaks are the body of an ancient lawman, the beating wings of the wild turkey formed those lakes.

‘Is that how you knew how to find water, back in the Little Desert?’

‘Sort of. That and a small blue and white sign that said WP. Water point.’

Wished I’d noticed that.

I remembered, as a ten-year-old, thinking that Raymond’s stories were childish. Little scientist me knew about the water cycle and scoffed – inwardly – at the idea of lakes formed by bird wings.

‘Are there any places you don’t know?’

‘Of course. Inhospitable deserts and salt lakes make up the majority of the country. I know their edges, I know what they smell like, but I’ve never been. The way I travel it’d be hard to stay alive out there. To survive, you’d have to know them in your bones. Indigenous knowledge, you know?’

His coincidental mention of Aboriginal people didn’t go unnoticed. Reading my mind now? It hadn’t been a coincidence – it had been a logical association: Victor navigated the way he did because he travelled on foot and knew the country. Before Europeans invaded, pretending the land was uninhabited, Aboriginal people knew the country and travelled on foot. Some still do. Common morphogenesis, as they say in the textbook.

Out there, in the dusty guts of arid-region agriculture, it was harder to imagine what the world was like back then. Carved by fences and roads and levelled by generations of farming, the old world was almost extinct.

‘Eagle,’ Victor said, squinting skyward.

I shielded my eyes. I knew the shape – wingtips spread like fingers and the diamond tail.

Almost extinct.

Farmland, everywhere I looked. Barbed wire fences and locked gates.

Private property. Keep out.

Somebody owned every square centimetre of it. Somebody got to declare who could stay and who must go.

No fires. No camping. No swimming. No diving. No fishing. No trespassing.

Fuck your fucking signs.

My escape on Brunnhilde wasn’t really an escape – I’d swapped one set of rules for another. The freedom I felt riding through the forest had been an illusion. I’d never be free as an eagle.

‘Cup of tea?’ Victor asked.

He’d spotted a dead wattle for fuel on the side of the track.

‘Marvellous idea.’

We shared from my bag of nuts as the billy boiled. The dog had a fondness for brazil nuts that I didn’t share, so I made a game out of tossing them at his mouth.

Snap.

Victor ate anything. I guessed he had to. A kind of adaptation to his lifestyle. I remembered an art project Miss DeWalt had shown us when we began our discussion of Identity in English. Someone had set up a booth in a Sydney suburb and photographed a thousand local faces and layered them in Photoshop to make a single image – a visual representation of an average person. The results were eerie and familiar. Victor’s diet was like that. He’d eaten at a thousand folding tables. He represented the average roadside diet. He seemed fit and healthy. Maybe the walking compensated for all the beans.

‘Ginger nut?’ He’d liberated an open packet of biscuits with a twist in the top from one of his bags. ‘A woman gave me these just outside Ballarat. They are the perfect travelling biscuit. Indestructible and delicious even when they get a bit stale.’

This one wasn’t stale – I had to gnaw at it with my back teeth. Perhaps they got harder as they matured? Regardless, they made a great tea even better.

‘You seem burdened,’ Victor said.

‘Burdened?’

‘What were you thinking about?’

I shrugged and stared at the fields. There were trees, but they looked lonely. I patted the soil beside my bum. ‘Someone owns this. Someone owns that paddock and those fences. Even the fate of those trees is in somebody’s hands.’ I pointed to the fire. ‘This is probably illegal.’

‘True,’ he said, ‘but out here people are thin on the ground.’

‘But if we set up camp, someone would notice.’

‘You stand still at your own peril.’

‘So that’s why you walk? Why you’re always on the move?’

‘It’s a motivating factor, but it doesn’t stalk me. I camp where I camp and if someone asks me to move on, I move on.’

‘You couldn’t live like this in the towns or cities.’

‘You’ve never met a homeless person?’

‘Well, no, but you’re not a homeless person. Are you?’

He bared his yellow teeth in a noiseless laugh. ‘Probably. Dictionary definition, but I don’t think of myself that way. Being a homeless traveller has a long and romanticised tradition in this country. In Europe, I’d be considered a gypsy. In North America, a vagabond. Opportunists, never to be trusted. Here, I’m a living folk hero, celebrated in song.’

I needed to grow a beard. I needed a sweat-stained hat and a billy blackened inside and out by decades of tea. It was hard to pinpoint what I found so enchanting about Victor’s lifestyle. Perhaps it was the rhythm of walking or the minimalist gear or the autonomy. Eagle freedom.

‘How can you be homeless if the entire country is your home?’ I said.

‘Precisely.’

I’d felt like this before – this envy for another man’s life. I did work experience in Year Ten at Gunna’s Surf and Sport, and the owner, Rod, surfed almost every morning before work then spent his days surrounded by amazing gear and people who shared his passion. The guy lived and breathed surf. Ten good steps from the front door of the shop, you could see the bay. He drove a rusty white Toyota van and his tiny home smelled like a beach shack, but the guy was an emotional millionaire. When he smiled, all the sunlight he’d collected on the water came shining out of his eyes. He’d married the hottest woman in Portland – maybe even the state. Looking at her was like looking directly at the sun. She made me lose my words.

‘Aussies love sticking it to the man,’ Victor said, as he emptied his cup. ‘Beholden to none.’

He farted as he stood, but didn’t react.

‘That could be your motto,’ I said. ‘Beholden to none.’

‘That’s an illusion too. I’m not homeless…the whole country is my home. I seem fancy-free, but I have a moral obligation to everyone I meet.’

Took me a minute to dismantle that idea. Moral obligation? Everyone’s a customer.

‘Thanks,’ I said.

He read the sarcasm this time. ‘Not a burden. Obligation. I show you kindness, you show me kindness.’

I huffed. ‘I’m eighteen and I already know it doesn’t always work like that.’

‘Perhaps not, but kindness is a good gambit, no?’ He looked at me, brow raised.

‘What?’

‘You’re eighteen? I’m no good at guessing ages.’

‘How old did you think I was?’

‘I don’t know. Mid-twenties? You have the mind of a philosopher. Did you buy that mind off the internet?’

‘Yes. Direct import from China.’

He flashed his palms. ‘See what I mean?’

‘How do you know about the internet? You’re not a true vagabond.’

‘Ha! I may not have experienced it firsthand, but people talk. They don’t stop talking about it on the radio.’

Disconnected, not isolated. Victor had spent thirty-five years on the road, not under a rock.

‘Shouldn’t you be at school?’

‘Study vacation.’

‘That’s a good line. You should use it often.’

‘It’s the truth.’

‘So, you invest your study time riding your motorcycle into the ground and when it’s broken you invest your study time vagabonding?’

‘Something like that. I needed to clear my head.’

He kicked soil over the remaining coals. ‘Then you’ve made a wise choice.’

The dog sprang around as we packed. When the bags were in place, we walked off together.

‘Mind you,’ Victor said, fifteen minutes later, ‘there are days when thoughts and ideas get stuck in my head as I walk. Multiple kilometres, multiple hours will pass and all of sudden I realise I’ve missed a great chunk of the landscape. My ears and eyes have been open, but I haven’t noticed a thing. Truly lost in my thoughts.’

‘Maybe that’s what clearing my head means? No new input while I process all the shit that has built up.’

‘And you don’t have space for that at your home?’

‘Homes,’ I corrected. ‘I live week-about between Mum’s and Dad’s.’

‘Sounds complicated.’

‘Not really, but there are challenges.’

‘Oh?’

‘Mum’s a doctor.’

‘That goes some way to explaining your intellectual rigour.’

‘Dad’s a retired builder.’

‘Doctor and a builder. Not a clichéd match.’

‘They are polar. I don’t know how they got together long enough to have me.’

‘Maybe having you was reason enough?’

I scoffed. ‘You don’t go out with someone to have a baby.’

‘No? Why not? Seems like the most primal of reasons to go out with someone.’

‘We’re not in the habit of thinking that far in advance.’

‘Not consciously, perhaps.’

‘I was somehow…subconsciously…destined, so my mother and father had to get together, otherwise the universe would have imploded?’

‘That’s one way to look at it. We won’t know any different now, because here you are.’

I spoke about the contrasts between the households, how my mother had a fondness for micromanaging my life and how my father had so much trust in me making the right decisions that he no longer functioned as a father. That I played the role of third parent to the Moonbeams at my dad’s place and my mother sometimes made me feel like a visitor in my own home with all her fussing.

‘In summary,’ I said, ‘I love them all and they shit me to tears.’

‘Sounds exhausting,’ he said.

I hadn’t thought about the energy needed to change gears between houses until he put it into words. I stopped in the middle of the track. Victor and the dog pulled up a few paces later.

‘It is.’

‘I don’t mean to belittle your problems, but you are obviously well loved.’

We walked on.

‘I know that I’m well loved,’ I said. ‘It’s not difficult to imagine a harder life. These are first-world problems, but that doesn’t stop them from doing my fucking head in.’

‘Know thyself.’

‘Pardon?’

‘There’s a popular story – perhaps a myth – that the saying was carved into the forecourt of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. Know thyself. The primary question of existence.’

‘Who am I?’

Victor held out his hands like a game show model presenting a prize: me.

‘So who am I?’

‘Well, I know you as Merrick, a.k.a. Sherlock Holmes, but that’s not who you are.’

‘You’ve been listening to too much foreign radio.’

‘You’re not your body or your mind, you’re a bundle of energy, a slice of the Old Girl trying to get to know herself.’

‘That got deep all of a sudden.’

‘You asked a question, I’m offering an answer.’

‘I beg your pardon. Do go on.’

‘What are people made of?’

‘Mostly water.’

‘Water and various carbon compounds.’

‘Carbon-based life forms.’

‘Yah. What are the water and carbon compounds made of?’

‘Atoms of the various elements. Mostly hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen. Carbon, of course.’

A nod. ‘And what are atoms made of?’

‘Um…a nucleus and electrons. The nucleus is made up of protons and neutrons. Protons and neutrons are made up of quarks and other subatomic particles.’

‘And what are the subatomic particles made up of?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Answer the question.’

‘Energy?’

‘Solid is an illusion. Body is an illusion. Mind is an illusion. All of us, the rocks, the trees, the water, the chocolate chip muesli bar, we’re all just energy whizzing so fast as to appear solid.’

‘I understand the science, but I can’t see…’

He scooped up a rock and held it to his nose before offering it to me. ‘Smell this.’

‘Smells like rock.’

‘Exactly. Even something as solid as a rock is constantly offering atoms to the universe as it decays. Now the rock’s atoms are part of you.’

Mixed with my snot and, ultimately, picked and flicked.

‘You are energy, bound together by energy, rocketing through space on a ball of energy. And like you, the total energy of the universe is greater than the sum of her parts.’

‘The Old Girl.’

‘Whatever you want to call her.’

No new input, I said. That included brain-bending shit about the nature of the cosmos. Especially that. I stared at the back of my hand and imagined looking closer and closer until I felt the same sense of infinity I got from imagining myself at the faintest star.

‘Trees are amazing organisms,’ Victor said, his voice now guarded, as if others were eavesdropping. ‘We don’t have to know the chemistry of photosynthesis to appreciate the beauty of wood. We don’t have to understand the fractionation of petroleum to appreciate nylon. And we don’t have to know anything about anything to appreciate the music made from wood and nylon crafted into a violin.’

‘True.’

He opened his arms to embrace the dusty farmland and the lonely trees. ‘We are the violin music of the universe.’

The dog looked behind us, then I heard it too. A vehicle. A tractor with a flashing orange light on its roof. Victor backed into the fence as it approached and the dog and I sidled next to him. The tractor slowed and the door flung open before it stopped. The driver didn’t leave her seat: a woman wearing a sweaty hat like Victor’s and a blue and white western shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows.

‘You boys lost?’ she asked. She looked about twenty-five.

‘Not really,’ Victor said. ‘Heading for Pink Lake and didn’t want to walk on the highway.’

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Enjoy!’

With that, she slammed the cabin door and set the tractor growling up the road.

‘That was…efficient,’ I said, as the diesel fumes began to fade.

Victor agreed. ‘Not everyone has time for a chat.’

‘We’re heading for Pink Lake?’

‘That general direction, yes. Destinations are overrated.’

‘You don’t believe in goals?’

‘If you lean too much on getting someplace you can miss the journey.’

‘Another good motto going begging.’

‘A bit wordy,’ he said.

‘Nothing wordy about that: Destinations are overrated.’

I knew what he meant. The journey was Brunnhilde’s specialty – I could ride and ride with no destination in mind and be the happiest clown in the circus. To surf is to travel on a wave, but the thought of a destination only enters my mind when I’m heading in. It’s all about the journey. I also understood that my mind had been damaged by Miss DeWalt’s English classes and her constant search for meaning between the lines of every text – I started peeling apart the layers and could see life as a kind of journey, peppered with destinations.

With the final destination of my secondary schooling on the horizon (exams), had I forgotten the journey?

I was thinking about all the help I’ve had along the way. All the people who took time to explain things for me. You were like that. Bugo hadn’t forgotten.

What if adulthood wasn’t all it was cracked up to be and I was missing out on stuff because I couldn’t wait to get there?

What if there was more to sex than Destination Money Shot?

Oh, boobs. Where the hell art thou?

The tractor returned half an hour later. We were on the same track and we gave her room.

She slowed.

Victor and I waved.

She stopped. The door flung open. ‘You boys want some strawberries?’

Victor and I looked at each other, eyes widening. ‘Yes, please,’ the old bloke said.

The woman hooked a shopping bag from beside her seat and leaned out the cab with it.

‘We can decant some into another container,’ Victor said.

She shook the bag. ‘No, these are for you guys. Take the lot.’

I found a handrail and step and hoisted myself to the cab height. Our fingers brushed as I grabbed the handles.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘That’s very kind of you.’

She smiled. ‘Don’t eat them all at once. I can tell you from experience that it won’t be pretty.’

I dropped to the track, laughing, and held the handles open for Victor.

‘Will you look at these beauties!’ he squeaked. ‘Did you grow them yourself?’

‘We’ve got a quarter acre under plastic at the old farm.’

He grabbed a shining crimson globe the size of a golf ball and turned it between his fingers as though he was inspecting a ruby. He pinched the stem and bit the fruit clean off. No mousey nibbles here. He groaned. His pack rattled as he did a jig.

The woman laughed – a deep and well-used chuckle – and it got me going.

Victor chewed and chewed and eventually swallowed. ‘Magnificent!’ He flicked the stem and the dog leapt after it. Victor snatched the handles from me.

‘Hey!’

The woman laughed again as I staggered after him. He made a feint and I caught his sleeve.

‘Come on now, children,’ the woman said. ‘If you can’t share, I’ll take them back.’

Victor begrudgingly opened the bag for me. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Sal. Sally Duncan.’

‘Well, Sal-Sally Duncan, I’m Victor and this is…Sherlock Holmes, and we are deeply appreciative of your kindness.’ He bowed.

She gave a brisk nod and reached for the cabin door. ‘Enjoy.’

*

Dad grows strawberries. Magnificent strawberries. Some get so big that the Moonbeams need to take three bites to finish them off. The strawberries from Sal-Sally Duncan were better than Dad’s. I’d stick one in my mouth and those traitorous thoughts would rise in my guts then get swamped by the bliss of it all. I understood that food, like tea, had a context. Sal-Sally’s strawberries arrived eight months after I’d eaten our last homegrown one. They’d been warmed and sweetened by the same sunlight that warmed and sweetened our day. An unsolicited and serendipitous gift, they’d been flavoured by the wood smoke in my clothes and the open trail. Was this Victor’s Old Girl in action? Everything in the world seemed good.

‘It’s nice out here.’

Victor started, as if he’d forgotten I was there. ‘It is,’ he said. ‘They don’t bring busloads out here to paint the sunsets or take photos, but I know what you mean.’

‘What is it, then?’

‘Sorry?’

‘What is it that makes this place…nice?’

‘Memory,’ he said.

‘I’ve never been here before. Not that I know of. How could I…’

‘Not your memory. The memory of the landscape.’

‘Okay.’

He took a long breath and let it out over four or five steps, as if I’d woken him from a good dream and he had to put his head back together.

‘Have you ever been to a place that has made your skin crawl? Given you the creeps for no apparent reason?’ he asked.

Nothing sprang to mind, but that was the beauty of walking with Victor – there was time to think, time to consider. A few steps later, I remembered a place. Heat prickled on the backs of my arms and neck.

There’s a surf break near Dad’s called Murrell’s, and to get there you have to follow the Great South West Walk right around Bridgewater Bay. You end up on a little sandy track and there’s an old hut out there. Ruins, really, but I can never get past that place quick enough. Looks like a murder scene minus the plastic Police Line Do Not Cross tape. But it’s not just the ruins; it’s something about the bush, the light, the landform. Something.

‘Yeah, I know a place like that.’

His hands became the cups of a scale. ‘Good energy. Not-so-good energy. Sometimes it collects like water in the landscape. Sometimes the aquifers get so full that we mere mortals can sense it.’

‘Okay.’

‘Or maybe you’re just having a good day and it’s coloured your glasses.’

‘I don’t wear…’

There’s one thing better than rose-coloured glasses and that’s rose-coloured eyeballs – Grandad

Grandad’s saying hadn’t made sense until then – rose-coloured glasses are a metaphor for optimism. Rose-coloured eyeballs are the hallmark of the eternal optimist: someone who sees the beauty, always, even in the crap. I felt it again, but I didn’t say anything this time. It is nice out here.

*

 ‘Surveyors aren’t all that inventive when it comes to naming things,’ Victor said.

We’d arrived at Pink Lake. It was a small, shallow salt lake, pinkish in colour. Dried salt crystals crunched underfoot as we walked the edge.

‘Practical, I’d say.’

‘Where’s their sense of romance?’ Victor handed me a weathered ziplock bag. ‘The salt is magnificent. Help yourself.’

He climbed out of his straps and began filling a bag of his own.

‘There’s a species of dragonfly that is bright blue, striped with black,’ he said. ‘Have a guess what the entomologists called it?’

‘I’m crap at these games.’

‘Go on.’

‘Blue-striped black dragonfly?’

He shook his head.

‘Black-striped blue?’

‘Nope. It’s called…’ He held up a finger. ‘Wait for it…’

‘Waiting.’

‘Arrowhead Rockmaster.’

‘Cool name.’ Too cool. If I had a phone, I’d google it.

‘Glad you concur. Should we take a moment to rename this magical place?’

I dropped my bags. The dog waded in, sniffed at the water, but didn’t drink.

‘Sunset Lagoon,’ I offered.

His eyebrows flicked. ‘Not bad.’

‘Bloodstone Pond.’

He slapped his thigh. ‘I thought you said you were crap at these games?’

‘I am. Ogre’s Bath.’

‘Dark. That’s good.’

In the distance a kid squealed, which made the dog bark. It wasn’t a squeal of distress – I could see them on the waterline: a pair of siblings throwing sand at each other.

‘We have visitors,’ the old bloke said. ‘Might go and introduce myself.’

The barefooted kids – aged maybe eight or nine – chased each other to the car park and froze when they saw Victor approaching. The mother – preparing food inside a white Apollo camper – called to them in a foreign language. A truck roared past on the highway, barely a hundred metres distant. The father appeared from behind the van and echoed her calls, then shepherded the kids inside.

He crossed his arms as we approached.

Victor greeted him in their language and the man’s arms fell to his sides, a smile wrinkling his face. They exchanged unintelligible banter for a minute, then shook hands as if they had discovered a family connection. The man, with his hand on Victor’s shoulder, introduced his wife and kids who stared down at us from the camper window.

‘Oh,’ Victor said. ‘Marco, Francesca, this is…Merrick. How’s your Italian, Merrick?’

‘Non-existent, I’m afraid.’

‘That’s okay,’ Marco said. ‘We speak English, too, but not so good.’

We shook hands and the hazel eyes in the van regarded me as though I were a wild animal. The kids spoke in hushed tones with their mother. Victor and Marco laughed.

‘The kids want to know if your hair is real,’ Victor said.

‘There are few peoples with red hair where we come from.’

I dropped my gear and knelt at the step of the van. I mimed that they could pat my hair and the eldest – I couldn’t decide if it was a boy or a girl – reached out. The younger one joined in. They patted and stroked me for a long time, but I didn’t want them to stop. I rattled my tongue in my mouth like a purr and the kids giggled.

I remembered the game and it made me sigh.

Francesca broke the spell by offering us coffee. Victor accepted in Italian and leaned his bags against a tree. Marco deployed a folding table and chairs, but there weren’t enough to go around so I sat on my bedroll and the dog stretched on the ground at my feet. The younger child, emboldened by our game of kitty, refused his camp chair and asked his father if he could sit with me. I made room and something about his proximity and his dirty feet made me feel hollow.

The coffee appeared in small cups – dark, and unapologetically bitter. And welcome. There was something urbane and sophisticated about it. After all the cups of tea, it tasted like another level of civilisation. The family and Victor chatted in Italian mostly, and I let it wash over me like instrumental music, content with just being there.

Victor offered our depleted bag of strawberries, which the kids vacuumed. I felt the last one go as the boy/girl plucked the stem and stuffed it in. Francesca had words to him/her and he/she shrugged before dragging his/her brother to the lake. The dog followed.

‘Be careful down there,’ Victor yelled.

They stopped.

‘The locals call this place Sal-Sally, which means ogre’s bath. Do you know what an ogre is?’

Marco shouted in Italian. The kids gripped each other’s hands in mock terror, but ran to the water anyway. Victor and I traded smirks.

And that evening, as the sun set red over Ogre’s Bath (shepherds’ delight) I had my first home-cooked Italian meal: roadside risotto. I helped Francesca cut tomatoes with a scary-sharp knife she’d brought with her from Italy. Garlic, mushrooms, wine and vegetable stock, steamed on the stove in the van for what felt like four hours. They said grace in Italian, and I fought the desire to open my throat and pour in the entire bowl. It was hotter than surf shop Rod’s wife, which forced me to skim the edges, one delicate forkful at a time.

After dinner, Francesca washed and I dried the dishes. The kids threw savoury biscuits for the dog and taught me an Italian version of paper scissors rock: Morra. We made it our own by declaring that the losers had to do push-ups. That’s how I learned to count to fifteen in Italian.

Francesca washed and dried their feet on the step of the van before bed. They wished us goodnight – in English and Italian – and I took the opportunity to unfurl my bedroll right beside the No Camping sign. I brushed my teeth and watered a random tree in the dark and by the time I returned, the dog had curled up on my canvas.

The cork popped on another bottle of wine.

‘Goodnight…buona notte,’ I said.

Francesca laughed kindly. ‘Sleep well, Merrick.’

I did sleep well, once the traffic on the highway and their laughter died down. The dog snored on the foot of my bed and I felt part of something.

At home in the world.

[image: image]

Starter motor whine, then the rattle of a cold diesel engine. It wasn’t quite light, but the Italians were leaving. I sat up, heart ramming, and waved as I watched them go. Nobody waved back. The dog had gone. No sign of Victor, either. I sat there for a good minute, blinking, discombobulated. An orange had found its way onto the end of my bed.

Had Victor gone with them? Broken his own decree? Without even a goodbye?

I felt hungry, but couldn’t be bothered with a fire. I had raw porridge and chocolate milk. Kind of like muesli without the fruit. I rinsed my bowl at the lake and when I returned, a Parks Victoria ute was idling in the car park. A woman in a badged uniform stood over my gear.

‘Morning,’ I said.

‘Morning. This your stuff?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, you can’t camp here.’ She pointed at the sign.

‘Not camping,’ I lied. ‘Just rolled out for some breakfast.’

‘Right,’ she said, unconvinced. ‘There’s an official campsite on the river.’

‘I’ll be on my way.’

‘Good idea.’

She put her hands on her hips and watched me pack. It was all done in less than a minute.

‘Didn’t happen to see an old bloke…big beard…and a dog on your travels this morning?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘I know who you mean. Victor, isn’t it?’

‘That’s him.’

She nodded across the highway. ‘He’s a few k’s up the River Road. Heading for Jeparit. You’d be well advised to move along, too.’

‘I’m heading for Dimboola,’ I said. ‘Any chance of a lift?’

She scoffed. ‘Against regulations. I trust you’ve got accommodation for the rest of your stay?’

‘Won’t be here long. Just picking up my bike. Being repaired at…’ I fished the weathering card out of my pocket. ‘Warner’s.’

She nodded, disinterested, crossed her arms. ‘Good luck with that.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’ll keep an eye out for you in town.’

‘Okay,’ I said, ignoring the teaspoon of menace in her tone. ‘Maybe we could grab a coffee?’

She huffed and shook her head, but I could see a smile barging at her lips. I wrestled into my pack and shouldered my bedroll.

‘Have a nice day,’ I said, and strolled towards the lake.

‘Dimboola is that way,’ she said, pointing down the highway with both arms.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Just need to use the facilities.’

She threw her hands in the air and went back to her vehicle. I waved, but she didn’t wave back, so my wave deteriorated into a gesture involving a single middle finger.

Fucken arsehole.

Her brake lights flashed and I hurried into the cubicle.

I’d gone to sleep feeling at home in the world; I’d woken up at war and alone. The Swiftly Changing Fortunes of Merrick Hilton. Good title for a stage play, but I wouldn’t pay to see it. Who would? Sounded like agony. I felt pissed off at being dumped, but I hadn’t been dumped, not really. I’d been ghosting Victor – he had no obligation to me. He knew I’d be heading back to Dimboola today. We owed each other nothing. And I’d been asleep when he left.

Would it have been more polite to let me sleep or to wake me to say goodbye?

I crossed the highway to check out River Road. They pulled out all the stops naming that one, too: a single lane of tar with broad sandy shoulders that followed the Wimmera River. I know where to find you, old man.

I walked with the flow of the traffic. Cars and trucks howled past in both directions, intermittent enough that I caught snippets of the dawn chorus between vehicles. The blood cells of industry and community, pumping down the blacktop vein. Or artery. Veins carried deoxygenated blood back to the heart and lungs. Where was the heart? Dimboola? Ballarat? Melbourne? Adelaide? Arteries carried the oxygen-rich blood to the organs and extremities. Dimboola probably counted as an extremity. For those guys we met at the bakery, it probably felt like the heart. My heart felt spread between Cape Bridgewater and Portland – Gunditjmara country. Victor’s heart may have been spread over the whole continent. The planet. Victor’s heart may well have been the cosmos.

By mid-morning, I’d had enough walking. The bandaid had sweated off my blister and I felt every step. The last sign said it was six kilometres to Dimboola, but it felt like six hundred. I moved to the gravel shoulder of the road and stuck out my thumb. Victor mightn’t accept lifts, but I wasn’t Victor. Besides, hitchhiking is another way of living off the milk of human kindness. Maybe more so than wooing tourists and retirees. With hitchhiking, you let the world know you have a need, then it’s up to the driver to make the first move. Sure, the driver may have issues and I might end up dead in a ditch, but that morning a shallow grave felt like an acceptable risk.

An hour passed. I tried everything – facing the traffic and walking backwards, thumb higher, thumb lower, casual index finger pointing at the white line, waving as they passed, two thumbs. Finally, brake lights blinked and a blue Ford Falcon crunched onto the stones fifty metres up the road. I stopped breathing. I ran, my gear rattling like Victor’s, but as I reached the back of the car, the engine bawled, tyres spun and stones pecked at my jeans. The car fishtailed back onto the tarmac, its driver’s middle finger riding a fist above the roofline.

Fucken arsehole.

With my spirits flagging, I propositioned two more cars before a driver parped a tune on his horn. Not a gentle sorry son, maybe next time tune but a good luck with that, sucker! symphony. I stepped over the drain into the bushes and found a suntrap between the fence and a stand of world-weary buloke trees. Invisible from the road, I kindled a fire and boiled some water in my pan for a cup of tea.

I reclined on my bedroll and felt fortified by every sip. I took off my boots and found the wayward bandaid stuck to the inside of my cheesy sock. The blister had burst, the skin now a pale and deflated cell of bubble wrap in an angry red ring. I peeled a new plaster and took my time getting it right, but didn’t put my boots back on straight away. My toes missed the beach. If I’m honest, my whole body missed the beach. But then I got fired up thinking about Brunnhilde and me back on the road later that day. We weren’t riding home – this adventure had a few cups of tea left in her yet.

I crossed the highway and picked along the verge, waving to the oncoming traffic with no agenda to speak of. More than half of the drivers waved back. Yeah, they said to their passengers, we always wave to the wild rangas. My rhythm returned and the kilometres melted away until I could see Dimboola.

An aged white ute with a sun-brown mum at the helm slowed to walking pace on the other side of the road. A ten- or eleven-year-old girl, the woman’s daughter by the looks of it, smiled at me from the passenger seat.

I waved.

‘Do you want a lift?’ the woman asked. ‘Just heading into town. You can ride in the back if you want.’

Probably a kilometre from the mechanics.

I’m not a bloody kelpie.

It would be illegal for sure.

‘Great, thanks,’ I said and scurried over. I pitched my bags into the tray and scissor-kicked in with them. I slapped the roof.

‘Hang on,’ the woman called.

The girl craned her head and stared at me through the glass. I hung out my tongue and barked at a car going the other way. I couldn’t hear a thing from inside the cab, but I saw a pair of amalgam fillings in the back of the girl’s laughing mouth. We bounced into the car park behind the library a few minutes later and the suspension squeaked as I jumped off the back. The girl and her mum got out as I collected my bags.

‘Not much of a trip,’ the woman said.

‘Made up for it with quality,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’

‘If you ever give up walking,’ the girl said, ‘you could come and round up the sheep at our place.’

I barked at her, and wagged my arse. I saluted goodbye and weaved through the back streets to the service station.

Errol was showing a customer headlight bulbs from a rack on his office wall. The customer spoke loudly, as if Errol’s speech impediment had also impaired his hearing. Errol spoke softer to compensate.

Brunnhilde was standing where I’d left her, her broken chain pooled like a loose turd on the concrete.

Disappointment bubbled in my chest, hit the flame in my head and flared as rage.

Fucken useless fucken fuckers. It wasn’t a fucking engine rebuild.

I seethed there for a few minutes while the customer shouted, then ‘Gangnam Style’ came on the workshop radio and the fury fizzled out of me.

Byron’s fault. Had this image in my mind of the die-hard metal fan riding a fucking imaginary racehorse across his garage to this song and it snuffed the rage. By the time the shouty customer left with his packet of bulbs, even the disappointment had faded.

‘G’day, I’m Merrick. Your friend Mick was going to have a go at fixing my postie bike?’

A light snapped on behind Errol’s eyes and I knew Mick had let him down too. ‘S-sorry about that. He was supposed to come in t-today. I’ll give him a ring. B-bear with me.’

‘Sure. No worries.’

It wasn’t a throwaway line – there were no worries.

At some stage, everyone has to make peace with the fact that a lot of life is like eating jelly with chopsticks – Grandad

I made my peace in that moment. The air came into my lungs and the air went out again. The walking and living on the roadside had become a challenge, an adventure. Sure, it wasn’t the random road trip I’d signed up for, but it pumped with opportunities for me to step up. I was wearing my adult threads for maybe the first time in my life. I liked the fit. They made me stand straight. They made me want to drink tea and dance around a campfire under the giant disco ball of the night sky.

Errol pinched his nose a few times before he spoke – the ‘bad news coming’ gesture.

‘M-Mick’s got a sick kid at home at the m-moment.’

‘That’s no good.’

Errol seemed surprised. ‘Yeah. N-no good at all. N-nothing s-serious, but he thinks he won’t get over until M-Monday or T-Tuesday next week.’

*

As humans, we try to find the patterns in things and when we do see a pattern – like my ride had been sabotaged again and I’d have to walk again – the temptation is to blame the Old Girl. Or whatever you want to call her. As a man of science, I can see that our need to explain the patterns and coincidences in the world predisposes us to thoughts about a higher power. We have these thoughts, then we observe another coincidence – like knowing that the old bloke and the dog were camping at Horseshoe Bend – and the higher power theory starts to gain traction in our heads. Unless you’re wired for science. We scientists have an arsenal of tools to ground out weird shit. We have labels like coincidence, statistical anomaly and subconscious deduction.

I may have made the last one up as I turned onto River Road with a bakery lunch still warm in my belly. I’d bought pies for later, too. Three pies. One each.

After I dropped the bike off the first time I’d interviewed the IGA checkout guy, I’d looked at the map and deduced that Victor and the dog would head for Horseshoe Bend. Logical.

A car crawled past and pulled over ahead of me – a beaten yellow HiLux sporting several aerials and about a thousand stickers, including a red P plate. The driver was a ginger-nutted guy like me. He leaned on the tailgate, lit a smoke and nodded as I approached, like he’d been waiting for me.

‘Want a lift, bro?’ he asked

‘Sure, thanks,’ my mouth said before my brain had finished scanning for potential hazards. I dumped my gear in the back and he mashed his smoke butt with his toe then his heel. The cab of his vehicle reeked of air freshener and looked incongruously clean. Jed introduced himself and we shook. He waited until I’d belted up before he started the engine. Man, it was loud, but the bulk of the noise inside came from the sound system. A subwoofer somewhere beneath the seat made my arse cheeks tingle. Trance dance massage.

‘What are you doing tonight?’ Jed roared over the music.

‘Camping. With mates.’ I hoped.

‘There’s a paddock party at China’s. You know China?’

I shook my head.

‘You should come. It’ll go off. Guaranteed. About twenty clicks further up the highway, turn right on McAllister’s Road. You won’t miss it. Where are you camping? I’ll come and pick you up on my way.’

‘Not sure yet.’

He scooped his phone off the dash and tossed it to me. ‘Put your number in. I’ll text you when I’m heading out.’

‘I don’t…My phone died. Got drowned at a party in Portland last weekend.’

‘That’s a bitch. Hope it was worth it.’

I didn’t know what that meant, but I laughed and nodded anyway.

‘Portland? What were you doing down there?’

‘That’s where I live.’

‘Serious?’

Another nod.

‘Do you know a bloke named Clint Pearce?’

My mouth hung open.

He grinned. ‘Are you serious? You know him?’

‘Same year at school.’

‘Fuck me. Small world.’

‘Yeah, Clint…He’s…’

‘A bit of a dick, if you ask me,’ Jed shouted, and I laughed. ‘He’s my cousin. So I’m allowed to say that.’

With a new respect for Jed and his music, I pushed back into the seat and drummed on my thigh. He saw me grooving, cranked it up another notch and smiled.

Jed oozed confidence, but it was the sort of confidence that drew me in. In contrast, Clint just thought he was better than me. He’d been perfecting the sneer since primary school. Jed felt like a good time.

‘How far are you going?’ I shouted.

‘Just outside of Tarranyurk. Maybe twenty minutes away. Where are you guys camping?’

‘Don’t know.’

His brow pinched.

‘My friends are on the River Road. Somewhere.’

‘Sounds like my sort of camping trip. If it happens, it happens, hey?’

‘Exactly. You going to work?’

He nodded, turned the music down a click. ‘Said I’d give a bloke a hand to move some paddock maggots.’

It was my turn to frown.

‘Sheep.’

‘Ah.’

‘Can you ride a motorbike?’

‘Umm…a bit.’

His eyes lit up. ‘Want to give us a hand?’

‘Hell, yeah.’

We bumped fists across the cab and he cranked the music again.


We left the River Road on a dirt track that apparently didn’t deserve a signpost. Another ten minutes of dodging potholes, and Jed pulled into a farmhouse driveway and parked beside an open-fronted machinery shed big enough to house a plane. Multiple planes. A lanky middle-aged bloke with his arm in a sling emerged from the house to greet us. Chained dogs barked.

‘Morning, Pete,’ Jed said, straightening his trucker’s cap. ‘This is my brother, Merrick. Said he’d give us a hand.’

I shook Pete’s left hand awkwardly.

‘Derek, is it?’

‘Merrick,’ I corrected.

‘Sorry, Merrick. I can see the family resemblance. Older or younger?’

‘Older,’ I said.

‘Younger,’ Jed said.

Pete chuckled. ‘Like that, is it?’

‘Jed’s…older than me,’ I said. ‘What happened to your arm?’

‘Busted collarbone. Came a cropper off the tractor. Not much good on the bike at the minute. Appreciate your help.’

‘I bags Kim’s CR,’ Jed said, jogging for the hangar.

‘That’s the dirt bike,’ Pete told me. ‘You’ll be on the CT.’

‘Postie bike?’

‘Yeah, sorry.’

I tried to hide my excitement. ‘Don’t apologise.’

‘Bindi will ride with you.’

Pete let a kelpie off a chain and she scrambled to sniff at my ankles, pissing with excitement. I bent to pat her, but she bolted, yipping like a pup.

I found a full-face helmet without a visor on a crate beside the postie bike and had to rake cobwebs out of it with my fingers.

The dirt bike was loud, made doubly so by the steel walls. Jed didn’t wear a helmet. He gave it heaps, a blast of gravel from the back wheel spraying the iron as he shot into the daylight. The postie bike started third kick. Well, she was Brunnhilde’s sister, who’d expect anything less?

Pete followed us out in an old four-wheel-drive Suzuki ute, driving one-handed, opening and closing gates as required. Bindi, the kelpie, sprang on and off the back of my bike as it pleased her. There was no doubt that it pleased her. We collected sheep. Two hundred and sixty-seven in all, spread over about a thousand acres. Bindi did most of the running around. Pete bellowed commands and whistled from the cab of the ute. Jed and I collected breakaways and flanked the mob as we pushed on to the yards. I called the bike Gertrude. Another good Germanic name for a Japanese bike. She had off-road tyres and seemed more nimble than her sister. I knew the bike and as the day wore on, I realised I knew sheep as well. I knew their moves. When an old curl-horned ram propped and gave me the death stare, I called his bluff. I stood up on the pegs, roared and rode straight at him. Come at me now, Snowy, you woolly fucker. He left a trail of green marbles in his retreat.

It must have been mid-afternoon when Pete closed the gate on the last flick-tailed lamb, the barest grin creasing his cheeks. ‘Thanks, fellas. Will you stay for a bite to eat?’

Jed shrugged and looked at me.

I’d been dreaming of the pies in my pack. ‘I’m vegetarian,’ I said.

‘No problems. So’s the daughter. There’s some leftover risotto.’

‘Sold,’ I said.

Jed had to butter the bread, and he butchered it. The butter was hard and the bread was soft. Their roast lamb sandwiches flashed a bit of meat. The microwaved risotto had a good chilli heat. Tasted like a Mahlia special.

‘Where’s Kim playing this weekend?’ Jed asked through a mouthful.

‘Castlemaine.’

‘That’s a fair trip. Helen go with her?’

‘Yeah. She’s the driver. Trainer. Cheer squad. Mum to cry on if they lose.’

Jed laughed through his nose. ‘Kim plays state league netball,’ he said to me. ‘She’s a gun shooter.’

I blinked. ‘When did netballers start packing weapons?’

Jed stopped chewing. Pete laughed and a lump of bread leapt from his mouth and onto the table.

Jed rolled his eyes. ‘She plays goal shooter. She’s a gun player. You cockhead.’

‘Ah, I see,’ I said, and covered my mouth.

Cockhead? I liked that. We were brothers, after all.

And later, when we pulled up at the intersection of the River Road and the Western Highway, decisions had been made for me.

Jed turned the music down low. ‘No sign of your mates.’

‘Probably set up along the river somewhere.’

He rested on the steering wheel and grinned across at me. ‘Want to come to China’s?’

I didn’t have to think. My life; my rules. ‘Fuck yeah.’

We bumped fists again, then Jed cranked the music and floored it.

*

Jed’s mum and dad managed the caravan park in Dimboola. They were watching the news when we arrived. There wasn’t much formality about the introduction.

‘I found my long-lost brother,’ Jed said.

Frank and Sylvia showed a bit more decorum, muting the TV and standing to shake hands. We didn’t get the chance for small talk. I let go of Sylvia’s warm hand as Jed dragged me by the sleeve deeper into the house.

‘We’re off to China’s,’ he shouted over his shoulder.

‘You and the entire football–netball club,’ Frank called.

Jed passed me a towel from the hall cupboard. ‘The showers are better in the park. You want to borrow a shirt?’

‘I…’

His room contained a roughly made double bed, and posters on the walls featuring motorbikes and utes like his. He slid open the mirror doors of his wardrobe – hanging tops arranged by colour, a set of drawers and a neat rack of shoes. Football boots, runners, thongs and shiny black dress shoes.

‘Your boots are fine, jeans are fine. It’s a fucking bush doof.’ He flicked through his tops like pages in a book. ‘Perfect,’ he said, and chucked me a checked long-sleeved shirt. In red. I’d never worn check. I don’t wear red, it clashes with…

‘Ranga loud and proud, my friend. Loud and proud.’

We showered in adjoining cubicles in the caravan park amenities. I borrowed Jed’s spray deodorant and slapped my neck with his aftershave.

We stopped at the bottle shop.

‘What can I get you?’

‘Nothing, thanks. I’ve got water.’

‘You serious? You don’t drink?’

I shook my head. ‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise. You make me feel like a pisshead, but that’s okay because I am.’ Jed flashed his teeth and left.

His phone chimed from the console while he was in the shop – we shared a ringtone. Well, we used to.

He lowered a whole box of Wild Turkey into the tray and set the ute rocking as he jumped back in.

‘You got a message,’ I said.

He flipped open his battered phone cover and read it in a glance. ‘Cool. Thanks. We’ve got to pick up Amy.’

*

Amy was stunning. She looked like an eccentric model in the headlights – low-cut knee-length silk dress, Doc Martens, denim jacket.

‘Let her sit in the middle,’ Jed said.

She slung a bedroll in the tray and jumped back when I opened the door. She did a double take as she clambered into the cab.

‘Aims, this is my brother, Merrick.’

We shook hands.

‘Yeah, we met the other day,’ Amy said. ‘At the bakery. You were with that old dancing guy and the dog.’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I didn’t recognise you.’

The truth was she was wearing a bit much skin for me to notice anything else.

We had to listen to Amy’s music on the way to China’s. Loud. It sounded just like Jed’s music. I caught snippets of their shouted conversation, but couldn’t make sense of it. I could feel the heat of Amy’s knee resting against my own.

*

China’s shed looked even bigger than Pete’s. The place was pumping. In front of the shed, ringed by fifty or more bodies, burned a massive redgum fire. Jed parked with all the other utes and cars in the paddock and we flapped like moths to that flame. The shed didn’t have any bikes or farm machinery inside, but it did have strobing coloured lights, a disco ball and man-high towers of speakers. I don’t know what sort of crowd I’d expected to find, but the people around the fire weren’t it. I felt overdressed in Jed’s shirt; in fact shirts and shoes were optional. Crazy headwear, though, appeared to be mandatory. There were cosplay freaks, superheroes and drag queens. Muck-up day on acid. They swirled and whirled around us and we fell into their pulsating embrace.

I danced. I danced with Jed and Amy and her mates until my eyelids were sticky with sweat. The music featured pedal guitar and fiddle, soaring harmonies and even the occasional yeehaw, but the beat was trancey and primal. Maybe it was the party’s heart of fire, but there was something tribal about that gathering. They felt like my people.

Amy didn’t drink either. Took me a couple of hours to notice. Sherlock.

‘Dad is an alcoholic,’ she explained. ‘My head is messy enough without it.’

I waited in line for the toilet with her and a couple of her mates – Ping and Woody. The toilets were blue plastic portables, floodlit by lights attached to the wall of China’s shed. Ping’s dancing had turned all hurry up.

‘Paddock might be an option,’ I suggested.

‘Yeah, fuck it,’ Amy said. ‘Let’s go.’

Woody and Ping decided to wait.

Amy looked into the darkness, then back at me. ‘Feel like a walk?’

‘Sure.’

‘Make that a jog.’

We ran between parked cars until the shadows were deep and Amy couldn’t run anymore. I watered a stranger’s tyre.

‘How long have you and Jed been…?’

‘Jed?’ she squeaked. ‘We’re not…’

She emerged from the dark, straightening her dress. ‘We’ve been friends since primary school. We’re not—’

‘No. Fine. Good. I was just wondering.’

‘We run interference for each other,’ she said in a stagy whisper.

‘Interference?’

‘We live in a little country town.’

‘Okay.’

‘I like girls.’

‘Ah.’

‘And Jed…yeah.’

Light bulb.

She stared at me.

‘What?’

‘Looks like I owe Jed ten bucks,’ she said, and strode for the shed.

‘Ten bucks?’

‘I could have sworn you were gay.’
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I’d never been drunk, but I knew what it felt like that night. Everybody on the dance ground seemed larger-than-life. The dust rose around us in clouds coloured by the pulsing lights. My limbs moved of their own accord and I felt the beat deep in my sex.

I’m not gay.

I suspected that, but in the absence of any hard data it was just a hypothesis. Men and women of science have got it wrong before. The world was officially flat for a hell of a long time. And the sun obviously moves around the Earth. Jed and Amy’s bet was like the first pictures from space. They’d known me less than a day but they were experts in their respective fields and their observations confirmed my hypothesis.

I’m not gay.

Jed was wearing a jester’s hat with bells on it, a smoke in one hand and a can of Wild Turkey in the other. He was still conscious, but his limbs seemed to be moving to a different rhythm. I gave him ten bucks from my own pocket. He stopped ‘dancing’ and frowned.

‘It’s from Amy,’ I shouted in his ear. ‘You won the bet.’

He looked at the money then looked at me.

Light bulb.

He grinned and slopped his bourbon as he grabbed me in a headlock.

‘I still love you, brother,’ he bawled.

‘I love you too, cockhead.’

He broke the headlock, but didn’t let go. Amy ducked under his other arm. Next thing, Ping and Woody had joined the line and we were kicking our legs like showgirls but with our timing all up the shit.

Dust stuck to the sweat and the sweat stung in my eyes, and still we danced. The bodies on the dance ground thinned as the night wore on, but the music didn’t.

‘Where’s Jed?’ Amy asked.

We found him laid out beside the fire, his face in the dirt. We helped him up, but he couldn’t stand on his own.

‘Beddy-byes time, Jed,’ Amy said, and we manoeuvred him to the car park. Amy steered us straight to Jed’s HiLux through the pitch dark. I couldn’t decide if she had night vision or homing pigeon instincts, but I was glad she was driving our six-legged tricycle.

Amy unfurled his bedroll beside the ute and we’d just zipped Jed in when he found his voice.

‘Piss. Piss. Pissss.’

‘I got this,’ I said.

‘Good,’ Amy said, and collected her own mattress. ‘I have a date.’

‘Hey! Congratulations,’ I said. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Don’t wait up. And don’t leave without me.’

I held Jed while he peed and peed some more. We may not have known each other long, but we’d known each other well. I zipped him back in his bed and waited for him to stop moaning before I went back to the party.

I got my second wind. And my third. I heard my bedroll calling but then the sky started getting light and I danced on with my little crew. Three of us made it right through the night. Me, a fat tattooed guy in a Darth Vader mask who’d lost his shirt, and a lean older woman wearing a bikini top, rainbow tutu and gumboots. She wielded a wizard’s staff with a sheep skull on the top. Her face had been painted with tiger stripes but the dancing and the dirt had made her tiger more of a wombat. We hadn’t spoken, but we weren’t strangers anymore.

Jed appeared, but he wasn’t dancing. His skin seemed a little grey. He had bedroll hair and two fistfuls of food. He thrust one at me. ‘Veggie burger,’ he howled. ‘Egg okay?’

I’d been dreaming of those pies in my pack again and Jed’s gift of breakfast seemed like a miracle. I accepted it with both hands and bowed. I made eye contact with Darth and Tiger Woman, then followed Jed to the ute.

They didn’t talk in the car, but they didn’t have to. Amy hooked up her music but Jed turned it off. He would have still been over the limit, for sure, but he left the paddock without doing any circle work and headed for Dimboola with both hands on the wheel. Amy’s knee rested against mine once more. She didn’t take her eyes off her phone but that smile on her lips seemed to be permanent. We passed Pink Lake and I looked across at Jed. He nodded once and pulled off the highway onto the River Road. He kept the engine running.

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘That was amazing.’

I undid my seatbelt and Amy kissed my cheek.

Jed wound his window down as I collected my stuff.

‘Ah, shit,’ I said. ‘Your shirt.’

‘Keep it, bro,’ Jed grunted. ‘Looks better on you, anyway.’

‘Thanks.’

‘No sweat,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

I went to bump fists but he caught my knuckles and held them.

‘You know where to find me,’ he said. ‘Say hi to Clint.’

I laughed. ‘For sure.’

Amy waved from the passenger’s window as they drove off.

*

For the first kilometre or so along the River Road, I scanned the track for footprints and the horizon for silhouettes, then something clicked and I surrendered. Maybe I was too tired to give a shit. I was no longer looking for the old man and the dog – the rhythm of the walking and the breeze took over. I thought about Chem and Physics. I thought about my families, snow peas and Mathematics. Byron led to thoughts about Julia, which led to Bugo. I thought about English long enough to realise I didn’t want to think about English. The sense that I should be thinking about that shit made me shake it off. Nothing sunk its teeth into my mind. I had the reins. Giddy-up!

One side of the road was mostly paddocks, the other spotted with scraggy gums and tracks that led down to the river. Lots of tracks. There were so many places for a dog and a man to hide.

I heard the sound of claws on bark and spotted a goanna moulded to a trunk above my head height. I stepped off the road for a better look. A metre long and mottled like the bark beneath it, the lizard’s forked tongue flashed in and out as it tasted the air.

I tasted the air too: a hint of wet wood smoke.

Between the goanna’s tree and me, in the centre of a ring of flattened grass, sat the dirt-covered remains of a small fire.

Victor might as well have painted his name on the road in fluoro letters three metres high – that collection of warm coals felt easier to read than my own signature.

Maybe I was Sherlock Holmes? Maybe I was a black tracker? I shivered, in spite of the afternoon sun on my head and chest, and walked on.

See, that was the beauty of science – in ten steps my skin had stopped crawling, I’d shaken my head and the whole uncanny experience had slipped into the chunky strongbox in my mind labelled coincidence.

Sorted.

However, my walk dissolved into a search again. I hunted prints in the coarse gravel, felt hopeful cresting every slight rise and wounded by every unpopulated view. The land here had a sameness to it – bridled farmland with remnant trees – that became hypnotic as the day went on. Somewhere inside my head a battery meter started blinking red.

I’ve found that the easiest way to guard myself against disappointment is to reject hope. I don’t have rose-coloured eyeballs or glasses. Every time a tingle of wishful thinking takes hold, I stop and rationalise it into submission. That’s why, when I got my results for the litany of practice exams I did, I didn’t lose my shit. That’s why, if there is an onshore breeze at home, I don’t get all pissy if the waves aren’t hanging there like paintings when I get to the beach. A surf’s a surf. Smack the hope down and you open yourself up to pleasant surprises.

That’s why, when that thick stand of trees appeared on the horizon, I didn’t start running. As I drew closer and could feel the sense of refuge it radiated, I didn’t start freaking out, I just kept breathing, kept walking and let the idea of destination carry me those last few steps. It looked like a good place to camp. A rough car track stopped in a clearing about a hundred and fifty metres from the road. An empty clearing. A great place to camp. I began circling like a kelpie, hunting for the perfect patch of clear, flat ground. Three more laps and I’d be asleep on my feet. That looks nice…That’s even better. Ah, this one…

A foot track peeled off from the back of the clearing. It would have been invisible an hour later under torchlight, but the low sun seemed to light it like a runway.

Okay, Your Honour, I admit I did jog. A little.

Then what are we to make of the dog’s testimony, and I quote: ‘Merrick arrived at the riverside camp beaded with sweat and panting like he’d been working sheep for nine hours.’?

Slight exaggeration, Your Honour.

Were you sweating?

Well, yes.

Did you pant?

It may have been asthma. In my defence, I had been working sheep.

Just answer the question.

Yes, Your Honour, I did pant.

The dog didn’t bark, just trotted up and pressed its nose to the side of my knee. Victor squatted beside a new fire, his back to me.

‘I bought you a pie,’ I said. ‘It might be a bit old.’

He didn’t flinch.

I jiggled out of my gear and squatted beside him.

His eyes glinted in the firelight. He seemed to pulse, then his beard parted and he filled the campsite with a laugh as warm and bright as the flames. His cackling ignited my own and I felt breathy relief under it.

‘You bought a pie?’ he wheezed.

‘Yeah. Yesterday. They should still be okay.’

‘You bought a pie?’

‘Three. One each,’ I said, nodding to the mutt.

‘About ten seconds before you came thundering down the track, I thought, Yah, I could go a pie.’

I unzipped my pack and extracted and unwrapped my hoodie. The fat from the pastry had bled into the bags, making them semi-transparent. Beef for Victor, beef for the dog, and cauliflower and cheese for me.

‘They’re cold, obviously, but I have sauce.’

‘There’s only one thing better than a hot pie with sauce,’ Victor said, as I handed them out.

‘Cold pie with sauce?’

‘That’s why they call him Sherlock.’

I tore open the bag for the dog and we ate in a slobbering frenzy. Victor and I fed our empty bags into the fire. The dog ate his.

In the afterglow of another red sunset, I explored the sandy edge of the river. I washed my face and hands, tasted it, then stripped and waded out ten metres before the water became deep enough to bathe in. I roughed my hair and my armpits, shivering as the water traced down my spine. Dive. Swim. Scream. Breathe. Eventually, the cold shock eased. I floated on my back as the stars bloomed overhead. Clear night. The moon hadn’t risen and the little guys really got to shine. I found the Southern Cross and used it to decide south – the constellation agreed with my inner compass. I shook and raked most of the water off with my fingers before drying myself with Jed’s shirt and stepping back into my jeans. Jed’s shirt stunk of bush doof and might never be wearable again.

‘Do you have your head torch handy?’ Victor whispered as I returned to camp.

I lifted it from my pack and prepared to throw it to him.

He shook his head. ‘I can feel someone staring at me,’ he breathed. He pointed over his shoulder.

I lit up the trees behind him, but couldn’t see anybody. My heart laboured like I’d sprinted a k, but there was nobody there.

‘Nothing,’ I said, and then I saw the eyes.

They didn’t reflect red, just glinted wet at the limit of the torch. I stepped behind Victor and a face took shape – not a person, but an owl, brown flecked with grey, perched at head height and blinking against the beam.

‘You’re right,’ I said, and Victor stood. ‘Boobook owl, I think. Mopoke.’

‘Hello there, my friend,’ he crooned.

The owl fluffed its feathers, swivelled its head and flew silently into the night.

‘You could feel that?’

‘Yah. I’m not sure that feel is the right word. Maybe sense? No, that makes it sound all mystical and psychic.’

‘And sensing an owl staring at you isn’t mystical and psychic?’

‘I would have said commonplace. Verging on normal.’

I remembered a searing embarrassment narrowly averted by that mystical and psychic sense last year. Dad and Mahlia had gone next door to have dinner with Sheralyn and Hannah. AD and BC were already in bed. I’d retired to my room and was watching a flesh-fest with the sound down, my ears peeled for any movement in the house. With my flagpole unfurled, well on the way to nirvana, I realised I was being watched. I flicked off the screen and tucked myself away before I looked around.

My little brother stood in the doorway, rubbing his eyes. I was sure he was sleepwalking. I was sure my body had obscured the screen and my glory, but I still felt sick. I hadn’t heard a thing.

‘Hey, Blakey, what’s the matter, mate?’

‘There’s a possum in the kitchen,’ he said.

‘Is there? Well, you hop back into bed and I’ll get him something to eat before he leaves.’

He nodded and zombie-dragged back to his room.

Dad and Mahlia came home while I was still in the kitchen.

‘What have you lost?’ Dad asked.

‘Blake said there was a possum in here.’

Mahlia blurted a laugh. ‘I think he may have been dreaming, Big Man.’

‘Just checking.’

I couldn’t even laugh about it the next morning. I didn’t feel mystical or psychic, I felt lucky.

And ashamed.

*

With our bedrolls as backrests, we sat on the earth and stared at the flames, the dog at my feet.

The firewood came from the trees. The trees sucked up the sunlight and carbon from the atmosphere to build their leaves and branches. Burning the dead leaves and branches liberated the sunlight. And the carbon.

Global warming is the bedtime horror story of my generation. Ice caps melt and equatorial islands drown, the reef dies and the country floods and burns. As a man of science, I know humans are part of the problem, and on my bleakest days it feels like we’ve inherited a broken planet. On those days, the best solution has always been boobs. They mightn’t fix the problem, but they fill my mind and leave no…

Victor was trying to talk, but his voice box had stalled. He cleared his throat into his hand and tried again. ‘How did you find us?’

‘I honestly don’t know.’

‘A miracle, then?’

‘Something like that. Were you hiding?’

‘Not from you in particular, no.’

‘Just people. In general.’

‘Uh huh. And yet here you are.’

‘A woman from Parks Vic said she’d seen you heading up the River Road yesterday. I partied with some mates last night and they dropped me off down at the lake this morning. I walked. I spotted a goanna and beside the goanna’s tree I found the remains of one of your fires.’

‘My fires? How was it one of mine?’

‘I don’t know – the size of it, the dirt on top. It was still warm.’

He shook his head.

‘I just kept walking.’

‘How did you know?’ He sat up. ‘How did you know which track to take?’

I lifted my shoulders, held them high for an emphatic second, let them drop. ‘Zen.’

He stroked his beard. ‘Zen?’

‘I sort of clear my head and then it’s like I remember.’

He thought about that for quite some time. ‘And the pies? If you hadn’t found us you would have eaten them yourself?’

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But I bought them with you guys in mind.’

‘And we appreciated them, didn’t we, Dog?’

As if on cue, the mutt snuffled and sighed.

‘My pleasure,’ I said.

And on my best days, when the sun is shining and the ocean is pumping, I know that we’re part of the solution. Maybe every generation has to clean up the previous generation’s shit and build on their successes. In my generation, both my mum’s house and my dad’s place have solar panels installed. The sentinels on the hills around Bridgy and Portland – those mammoth white wind turbines – make some of the locals shake their heads.

Bloody eyesores.

For me, they’re beacons of hope.

‘Do you know about the bar-tailed godwits?’ Victor asked.

‘I think I had one on my first bicycle.’

He didn’t react. Again. And I still hadn’t learned.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Maybe not.’

‘Breeds in Alaska and Siberia and migrates to Australia and New Zealand to avoid the northern winter.’

‘That’s quite a trip.’

‘Yah, you could say that. Almost twelve thousand kilometres. From one favourite habitat to another.’

My witty comebacks dried up.

‘Nonstop.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Eight days and nights on the wing, much of the navigation over featureless ocean. The scientists aren’t sure how they do it, but that doesn’t seem to bother the birds. Maybe they navigate by the stars or an inner compass, or maybe some sort of geomagnetic map in their heads.’

Songlines.

‘Maybe you have some bar-tailed godwits in your family tree,’ Victor suggested.

‘Possible,’ I said, but I should have said probable. Of course we’re related. We evolved on the same rock. We’re made from the same raw material as everything else in the universe. Sure, our common ancestor might have been Stuart the lizard back in the Jurassic period and our families might have eaten one another for ten million generations since, but we are related.

We are all related.

I felt infinity creeping up on me again.

‘You didn’t say goodbye yesterday,’ I said. It came out whinier than I’d hoped.

Victor huffed. ‘I left a note.’

‘Note? I didn’t see any note. The Italians left before I—’

‘You didn’t find an orange on the end of your bed?’

I plucked the orange from my pack, turned it in my hand and began peeling it.

Of course it was from Victor. How else would it have got there?

‘I thought your Sherlock instincts would kick in as soon as you saw it and you’d read it like a note.’

I pretended to read the skin as I peeled. ‘Dear Merrick,’ I said. ‘Oh, quite formal. Dear Merrick, you are a delightful, intelligent and mature human being. It has been a pleasure to walk with you. Bye for now, your friend, Victor.’

‘Something like that, yah.’

‘Isn’t that sweet. Do you really think I’m intelligent and mature?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I was just being polite.’

‘That’s very kind of you. The feeling is mutual.’

‘Oh, you think I’m intelligent and mature?’

‘Well, mature, yes.’

He chuckled.

‘Is it okay that I’m walking with you?’

‘It’s a free country,’ he said, with a shrug.

I exhaled through my teeth. ‘That’s not an answer.’

‘This camp represents the third one we’ve shared. Back-to-back. If we survive the night, we’ll have set a new record.’

For a moment I felt like a little kid with Victor my reluctant babysitter.

‘I don’t mean to be a burden,’ I said.

‘No, it’s not that,’ he mumbled. ‘People come and people go. I’m well practised at one-hour relationships.’

I hadn’t thought about that. The vagabond’s life had certain similarities to a prostitute’s.

‘And your previous record?’

‘Two nights. Once in 1997 and then in 2000. Both lovers.’

I swallowed. The fire popped. More similarities than I wanted to think about. Until that moment, the old man had felt like a walking monk: an ascetic with few needs and even fewer desires. Except the occasional pie. The image of him rump-pumping on the roadside smashed the white porcelain statue I’d been constructing in my mind.

‘I’ve made you uncomfortable,’ Victor said. ‘Is that what they call an overshare? Too much information?’

‘Were they women, your lovers?’

‘Is that important?’

‘I don’t know. Were they?’

‘It was so long ago. It’s hard to—’

‘Yes or no?’

‘I’m messing with you. My lovers have all been women. Consenting adults. Your purity is safe.’

‘What? No…That’s not what…’

He held up his hands. ‘Sorry. Sensitive issue. Change subject. Did you see the sunset tonight? Beautiful, huh?’

We both managed nasal laughs.

‘Stunning,’ I said.

Later, after the fire died and sleep came swinging on my eyelids, I found the words I’d missed.

‘Sorry to make a shitstorm,’ I said.

‘Hmm? No problem. Sorry to cause offence.’

‘Offence is good. Thanks for letting me stay.’

[image: image]

‘Some light reading,’ Victor said, and handed me a copy of Picture he’d scooped up from the verge of the River Road without breaking his stride.

It hadn’t endured the elements for long. I flicked it as we walked – page after glossy page of hot cars and tattooed freaks, boobs in bikinis and boobs out of bikinis.

And stuff.

For a moment, I wanted to pitch the thing back on the roadside, leave it fluttering like a roadkill magpie. It wasn’t the sort of magazine I could enjoy on the school bus or even walking down a B-road.

‘Thanks,’ I said, rolling it tight and shoving it in the centre of my bedroll.

‘Don’t see many like that these days.’

‘All on the internet now.’

‘So I’ve heard. Back in the day, I used to cart them with me. I had eleven at one stage. American Penthouse, Playboy, Hustler and something called Knocked Up and Milky. They were a great way to relax at the end of a long day.’

‘Reading the articles.’

‘Yah, but mostly masturbating to the pictures.’

‘Oh, nasty.’

‘What?’

‘Just…yeah.’

‘Oh, have I offended you again?’ He put his hand over his mouth, eyes wide in mock horror.

‘Fuck off,’ I growled. ‘The majority of the population would be grossed out at the image of you wanking on the side of the road.’

‘Who’s wanking? We were talking about porno magazines. Like the one you just hid in your kit. Hypocrite.’

His voice still had a playful edge, but it felt like a play fight that was about to turn violent.

‘That’s not porn.’

‘Oh? So you wouldn’t mind your stepbrother or your stepsisters reading it, then? Your mother, the doctor, pays your subscription, does she?’

Snap.

‘Do you still have your stash?’

He shook his head and pressed his thumbs under the shoulder straps of his pack. ‘It became a self-perpetuating cycle. A closed loop that artificially inflated my sex drive. I read and I masturbated because I thought that’s what men did.’

‘That is what men do.’

‘No, that’s what boys do. It became a habit that eventually became an addiction and every woman I met became a sex object. I could no longer hear what they were saying. They were just lips and hips and hair sent to tease me.’

A small livestock truck, filled to overflowing with sheep, blasted its horn. Victor waved, but not until it had passed.

‘I have an inkling that’s how predators are cultured.’

I remembered Julia’s observations about the boys in our class and picking me – accurately – as a porn user. I didn’t want to be that transparent, but the guilt didn’t hang with me for long. I only felt ugly for a few days, maybe a week, and then it was business as usual. It didn’t change my habits at all. Nothing much did.

It was Sunday already. More than a week had passed since the party. Since my phone drowned. I felt my pockets from time to time, but I hadn’t pined for it. A week without porn, if you discounted flicking through Picture. A week without porn and, perhaps coincidentally, a week without a wank.

The end of the rolled magazine felt hot.

‘I think we are naturally curious,’ Victor said. ‘One of my students at the university had to get a golf ball removed from his rectum.’

‘No way.’

‘True,’ he said. ‘He didn’t think it through.’

‘That’s not curious, that’s stupid.’

‘In hindsight, perhaps. An experiment gone wrong. Or maybe it was a success because he never needed to try it again. I wondered at the time if he’d cooked up his experiment reading or watching porno.’

‘If he’d been reading or watching porn, he might have known better.’

‘Oh, so it’s an educational medium?’

‘It teaches you stuff about sex that you can’t learn any other way.’

‘Stuff? What stuff?’

‘Positions and…that sort of thing.’

‘Positions? The positions in porno aren’t necessarily good sex; they’re good porno. They are designed to leave nothing to the imagination. If porno was all you had, you might grow up thinking that a man’s penis is his only sexual organ. You might think that sex is always fast and rough and dirty. Sometimes it looks like they don’t want to touch.’

A flock of starlings – maybe a hundred birds – erupted as one from the drain on the opposite side of the road. Their combined wing beats sounded like someone drumming on the iron wall of a shed. They circled as we passed and landed behind us, a chorus of high-pitched trills and churring.

‘Besides,’ Victor said, ‘wouldn’t it be good to discover those positions for yourself?’

I pretended his question was rhetorical. It wouldn’t always be a spectator sport. Would it?

‘After decades of empirical research, I can tell you that porno is about sex, but it’s also about power. More often than not, women are disempowered, used and abused.’

‘Some girls like porn.’

‘I don’t doubt that,’ he said, ‘but you see enough of it and you start to believe that stuff is normal. These women are somebody’s sister or daughter or grandchild. They don’t have pubic hair anymore. They shave and we get this dangerous idea that they are little girls. Where is the love? Where is the tenderness and the laughter? Porno is sex without all the fun stuff.’

‘Are you done?’

‘Almost.’

‘Did you see the sunset last night? Beautiful, huh?’

Victor tilted his face skyward and laughed loudly. ‘Yah, stunning.’

He watched his odd shoes as he walked. I drew the Picture magazine out of my bedroll and left it beside a white post. Didn’t break my stride, but Victor noticed and flashed his eyebrows to high beam.

‘Masturbation is good,’ he said, and I groaned. ‘It is! It’s better to masturbate than have bad sex. You make it your friend and you can claim your power back. No longer a slave to your desires, your hormones and the weight of instinct. Understand your body and what pleases you. Porno is the junk food of sex.’

I stared at the horizon as though I wasn’t listening.

Would it be better to eat junk food, or starve?

I remembered going to McDonald’s in Portland with Byron and Julia one lunchtime. It was a thirty-minute walk from school and we skipped a study period to do it. Even so, we knew we’d be eating while we walked to get back for class. It might have been the time pressure or the uninviting nature of their vegetarian choices (fries, drinks, two types of salad and an apple pie), but I didn’t end up buying any food. Julia offered to share her chips, but it had become an ethical decision by then.

Mahlia had never taken the Moonbeams to Macca’s – Mum had drawn the same line with the twins.

Had our lunch trip been an act of defiance? Had I gone hungry in solidarity with my families?

Did I dump the magazine for Victor, or did I dump it for me?

The road rolled on in an unimaginative line. We’d drifted away from the river and the verge offered few fuel sources, ruling out cups of tea. One foot after another, through farmland with less to offer us than the Little Desert. It began to feel as though we were holding our breaths. In my thirsty, deoxygenated mind, I found a bit of clarity: I’d dumped the magazine for my own sake.

I’d done without porn for almost a week and I hadn’t died. I’d left Picture behind as an act of self-discipline, an effort to further the experiment.

*

An intersection loomed. Dirt B-road meets sealed B-road in a cartoon cross with stop signs and solid white lines. Victor, the dog and I had to stop and wait for a four-wheel-drive utility. And a pigeon. The bird watched us, warily, from the middle of the road. Victor waved to the approaching car. The driver returned the gesture.

The bird didn’t move. Maybe the multiple threats – Victor waving and the ute approaching – confused the little guy, but I knew what was going to happen a full ten seconds before it did.

Convergence.

The bird launched half a second too late and vanished beneath the vehicle. If the driver noticed, he didn’t show it, just held the wave through the intersection, leaving behind a cloud of feathers and a small, still body. I hurried onto the road and crouched to inspect it.

A native bird – a bronzewing pigeon – lay on its side, beak gaping and body shivering. I’d never imagined road trauma being beautiful, but I couldn’t see blood or gore, just this gorgeous creature, its iridescent wing feathers shining purple, green and gold in the sunlight. Its breast feathers were the pale pink of sunset; its small, dark eye appeared calm in its handpainted head.

‘A gift,’ Victor said.

‘What?’

‘Won’t let her sacrifice go to waste.’

‘Is it a girl? How can you tell?’

‘Car coming,’ he said. ‘Bring her over here.’

I cradled her with both hands – her body warm and limp – off the road and onto the verge. I opened my thumbs so Victor could inspect her and she took flight, her powerful wings slapping at my arms and face before she careened into the paddock fence. She rolled on her side and I caught her again.

‘Mostly a guess,’ Victor said, ‘but the girls seem daintier somehow. They taste the same.’

‘No way. You’re not going to eat her.’

‘I’d planned to, until you said that. I’m good at sharing.’

‘But she’s just stunned. She’ll be right in a few minutes.’

He poked her head. It flopped about, unsupported. ‘Her neck is broken. In a few minutes she’ll be cold and hard.’

He took his rusty multi-tool from his pocket – the one he’d used to fix Brunnhilde – and exposed a straight-edged blade.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Helping her on her way,’ he said.

‘No. Wait,’ I said.

Victor rolled his eyes.

‘Let me do it.’

He gave me the knife, and when it came to it, I didn’t hesitate. The knife was sharp and the final cut was easier than I’d imagined. Dark blood ran across my knuckles and dripped on the bare grey earth. The body in my hand twitched, then didn’t.

Victor kicked a shallow hole with the heel of his walking boot. ‘Pop the head in there. I’ll clean her up, if you like.’

The dog sniffed with intent.

I wiped my hands on brittle grass, the dirt, my jeans. I washed them with a little water and wiped again.

The old man cut off her wings and pink feet, then skinned her like undressing a doll. In the end, the bird was gone and in her place was something you might find wrapped in plastic on a refrigerated shelf in the supermarket. I’m no expert, but the pigeon meat seemed darker than shop chicken. The bruising around the spine had been invisible while she still had feathers.

Victor dug through one of his sacks and pulled out a white plastic shopping bag, wrapped the body and pushed the whole lot back into his bag. ‘Hope we find a few sticks before the flies find us.’

My fingers smelled like dirty metal. Blood had dried on the cuticle of my left thumb. I scratched at it with my other thumbnail but couldn’t get it all off. I didn’t go all Lady Macbeth, but I did freak out. A little.

I had blood on my hands.

Metaphor? Sure, but this shit was real. It would have to be illegal somewhere. Somehow. Killing native fauna. Ten thousand dollar fine or six months imprisonment. I carried the bird’s DNA and would be found guilty in a court of law

Please explain how the blood of the victim ended up on your person, Mr Hilton.

Well, Your Honour, it happened as a result of a mercy killing.

You euthanised the victim?

Yes, Your Honour.

And how did you do that?

I…I used a knife, Your Honour.

How did you use the knife, Mr Hilton?

I placed it on the injured party’s neck and applied force.

How much force?

Sufficient.

Sufficient?

Sufficient to end her suffering.

Sufficient, as one eyewitness put it, and I quote, to ‘cut her fucking head clean off’?

Well, yes, Your Honour.

*

The intersection had one signpost. They hadn’t bothered naming the roads, just revealed that three kilometres further would land us in the town of Jeparit.

Halfway there – at a guess – Victor shouldered me and pointed to an open collection of small eucalypts. ‘Cup of tea?’

‘Thought you’d never ask.’

But the fire he built wasn’t his standard tumble of twigs – he found larger branches and when they’d boiled the billy and turned to coals, he poked them aside, laid the body of the pigeon on the ash and flicked coals on top. Within minutes, I could smell it cooking. My mouth watered. I had no control over that. It smelled better than the cruel promise of a Bunnings’ sausage.

We shared nuts and drank tea. I put the nuts in my mouth, chewed and swallowed, but could taste the cooking bird. If an oven timer went off, I didn’t hear it; Victor moved with purpose like he’d heard the ding. He scraped the coals aside to reveal the ashen corpse of the pigeon. Any trace of the vital beauty I’d seen had gone – roasted into submission. This thing, steaming and charred, looked like food.

‘Looks done to me,’ Victor said.

‘You didn’t take the guts out. Shouldn’t you have gutted it first?’

The old man screwed up his face. ‘Seems like a waste with a small bird. Besides, there’s a lot of food in there. Heart, liver, kidneys.’

‘And the alimentary canal.’

‘There are certain members of the party,’ he said, nodding at the dribbling dog, ‘who consider that sort of thing a delicacy.’

‘I’ve seen him eat sheep poo.’

‘Who are we to judge?’

Wielding a pair of sticks like tongs, Victor shook much of the ash off then rested the bird on the plastic bag it had come from. ‘Dig in.’

I held up both my hands. ‘Thanks, but I’ll pass.’

He frowned. ‘Come on, Merrick. You can’t give us pies and expect us not to return the favour.’

‘I’m…I’m actually vegetarian.’

‘Ah,’ he said, and his mouth hung open. ‘But you had a pie?’

‘Cauliflower and cheese.’

He stared at the bird.

‘Why?’ he eventually asked.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s all energy. Seems a bit narrow-minded to kill and eat a carrot but baulk at killing and eating a bird.’

‘We’re all energy, too, apparently.’

‘True.’

‘You like a bit of roast human?’

His nose wrinkled. ‘We have to draw the line somewhere.’

‘It’s that lack of respect for other animals that has allowed us to wreak havoc on the planet.’

‘Couldn’t agree with you more,’ Victor said. ‘I know what the air tastes like at a feedlot. Have you ever walked past a commercial piggery or poultry farm?’

‘No, but I could imagine the smell.’

‘Yah, the smell is disturbing. It’s the sound that tears me apart, though. Hundreds of frightened voices that have never known freedom.’

‘And yet you still eat meat.’

He nodded. ‘It’s not variety that’s the spice of life, it’s hypocrisy.’

‘How so?’

‘Well, like you, I find factory farming disturbing, but unlike you, I can eat this bird without being sentimental. Did we not show this bird respect? All living things must die. The how, when and why is not always negotiable.’

It could have been a Grandad saying, delivered with Grandad’s spare prose and unflinching honesty. It caught me off guard like a silent monster wave breaking on my head. It bounced me off the ocean floor and sent me tumbling. I dropped the heavy shopping bags of sadness I’d been carrying and the shit went everywhere, punching my lungs and leaking from my eyes.

Victor sat up as I melted in front of him, but his expression remained unchanged and he didn’t say a thing.

‘Sorry,’ I blubbered.

He opened his hand as if he were giving me the floor, and it was all the permission I needed. I felt my face crumple and I hid it in my hands, the sobs rising from deep in my guts and crashing messy and primal through my lips. I dripped snot and tears and dribble until the dirt between my feet looked like a modern art canvas.

Grief by Merrick Hilton. Mixed media including bodily fluids and sand.

Being with Victor, I realised, was a lot like being on my own. The conversations I had with my internal Grandad I had out loud with Victor. The grief I had with my internal Grandad, I had out loud with Victor. I knew the difference between the two men, but way down in my molten core they were one and the same.

The archetypal Grandad. My benevolent and practical guide to growing up.

As the storm front passed and my vision began to clear, I felt like my heart had been skinned. It wasn’t a horrible feeling. A layer of limpets and barnacles had come away with the skin, and the blood moved through me with a new sense of purpose and vigour. I pinched, shook and rubbed the last of the mess off my face and looked up to see the old man gnawing at the roast bird, the dog beside him strung out and staring.

‘My apologies,’ I said, and sniffed.

‘That’s quite all right,’ the old bloke breathed.

He offered me the bird.

I took it.

*

We crossed the river on the tar road and finally rocked into Jeparit sometime between three and four o’clock. There weren’t many people about, but a few kids riding bikes gawped at Victor and me. They avoided the dog. The kids might have been wary but the adults said hi – with eye contact. I didn’t know what I looked like, but it would have been hard to ignore my smell. I hadn’t noticed until we were in company. I’d bathed the night before but climbed straight back into my sweaty and road-hardened pants. I’d worn the T-shirt before, too. I became conscious of the narrow line between adventurer and homeless. That must have been the romantic notion Victor had alluded to. He milked it in town, waving and bellowing greetings, pausing when a couple of the good folk of Jeparit took the time to enquire after his health as though he was an uncle they saw at Christmas. The dog and I waited for him at a cafe table in front of the old post office that was now a newsagents and takeaway. The little supermarket and this place were the only shops open on a Sunday. Or a Monday, by the looks of it.

I inspected a laminated menu. It read like a historical document. They were famous for their toasted sandwiches, though they didn’t offer a roadkill pigeon option. I’d been vegetarian for so long that my little meltdown and subsequent meal of wild bird felt like the edge of a very slippery slope. Maybe I’d maintained my vegetarian stand all these years out of habit and family pressure rather than any heartfelt conviction. In that respect, the menu offered a strange sort of reassurance – no carnivorous floodgate had opened. I didn’t have a sudden and insatiable desire for a meat pie.

‘Anything catch your eye?’ Victor asked, leaning his pack against the post office wall.

‘Apparently their toasted sandwiches are renowned.’

‘Indeed?’

‘I’m about to sample their cheese and tomato supreme. Would you like one?’

‘Supreme?’ he echoed as he slid onto the chair. ‘Who could resist that?’

I stood and stared. ‘Was that a yes?’

He spoke monotone, like a robot. ‘Yes. Merrick. That. Would. Be. Wonderful. Thank you.’

‘How hard was that?’

He mopped his brow with the back of his hand, then tugged at the collar of his shirt.

Nine dollars for two sandwiches wasn’t a lot, but it burned to hand the cash to the woman in the headscarf.

‘I feel like you’re sponsoring my journey at the moment,’ Victor said, when I rejoined him. He pinched his hat off his head and, like a budget-minded magician, drew a tightly folded fifty-dollar note from beneath the band.

He offered it to me.

I politely declined. ‘Kindness is a good gambit,’ I said.

‘Says my record-holding travelling companion,’ he said, as he tucked the note away. ‘It’s hardly a gambit.’

‘Then it’s karma.’

‘I like the sound of that.’

‘Do you even believe in karma?’

‘More equitable than the notion of sin.’

‘Sin, meaning you do something bad and God will punish you?’

‘That’s the general idea. Depends on your flavour of God, but there are a few where you can beat your wife to death, say sorry and all is forgiven.’

‘Where do I sign up for that?’

He chuckled. ‘Look for the big crucifix. Keep in mind that there are laws of the land that trump even those dictated by God.’

‘Thankfully.’

The sandwiches arrived on one plate with a garnish of wilted parsley. I pushed the plate to the middle of the table and heard my mum’s voice. Have you washed your hands?

I would have been better off if I hadn’t looked at my palms.

‘Please, help yourself,’ I said. ‘I shall return.’

He didn’t need to be asked a second time.

The toilets in the takeaway were the best-kept secret in Jeparit. Old but clean and functional with soap and hot water. I got carried away and took a moment to dislodge some of the stubborn grime on my face as well. I looked tanned in the mirror – more before my wash than after – and the eleven red hairs on my chin seemed to be growing in the same direction for once.

Beard.

‘I think “supreme” might be a bit of a stretch,’ Victor said. He’d eaten half of the sandwiches, though judging by the wanton expression on the dog’s face, he’d had help.

I sat and made my own assessment.

‘“With relish” might have been more honest.’

*

Jeparit is on the edge of the state’s biggest natural freshwater reservoir – Lake Hindmarsh. At least, that’s what the information sign near the public toilets boasted. Victor might have had some insider knowledge – he filled his water bottles and I followed his lead.

‘Are we heading for the lake?’ I asked.

‘The river,’ Victor said, his tone sombre. ‘Lake’s dry. Has been for years.’

We tracked through town to another campsite on the Wimmera River, and although this site had none of the formality or facilities of Horseshoe Bend, it did have water. Still water, with a rainbow oily film on the surface, it appeared to be a sort of billabong that might be cleansed in a flood – evidently something that hadn’t happened for quite some time.

Sherlock powers activate.

It might not have won any tourism awards, but the place had plenty of flat ground and firewood. Victor dropped his gear without ceremony, like we were in his room and he’d just dragged himself home from school.

‘Cup of tea,’ he said. It wasn’t a question.

I collected wood – a few solid grey branches from beneath a gnarly monster red gum that had crouched on the edge of the billabong since before Victor was born. He made tea and I thanked him for the cup, but we drank in silence.

‘You seem burdened,’ I said.

‘Fair assessment.’

Shot down.

The dead air hung around us like we were stuck in a photograph. Victor eventually shucked the last three drips from his cup onto the coals.

‘What’s on your mind?’ I tried.

‘You can’t feed me forever,’ he said. ‘I’ll start heading for the highway tomorrow.’

‘And people?’

‘And people.’

‘Are you saying…’ The words broke in my mouth before they made it to my lips. ‘Are you saying that I’m not welcome at your camp anymore?’

He frisbeed his hat at his pack and scruffed his hair with both hands. ‘I don’t know what I’m saying.’

‘I don’t want to cramp your style.’

He shook his head. ‘You don’t cramp my style; I just don’t know how my life works if there’s more than one of me.’

‘Probably like it did when we met the Italians at Ogres Bath.’

‘Perhaps,’ he said, but I heard the doubt.

There was an irony in there somewhere – the highway wasn’t big enough for the two of us.

‘What if I walk behind you or on the other side of the road?’

‘I don’t get it,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Why does a young man, some might say a handsome young man, well adjusted, well loved, smart and wise, have any desire to follow me anywhere? Don’t you have friends?’

I stared at the ground for three beats longer than I should have. ‘I have friends.’

A pair of white cockatoos landed in the big red gum. Their shovel-on-concrete screeching made it hard to think. Victor walked off and pissed on the base of a young wattle. He dug deep in his pack and liberated a small purple plastic hand line with a lure already attached.

‘Going fishing?’

‘You are amazing, Sherlock.’

Okay, so it was stating the obvious. Since when has that been a crime worthy of sarcasm? I’d worn out my welcome, but I had no desire to leave.

We held our breath.

It didn’t happen often, but if I got sick of the Moonbeams at Dad’s place, I’d hold my breath for a day or two, then I’d move to Mum’s place. If Mum pissed me off, a few days later I’d be back in the surf and everything would be forgotten. None of us had to stand toe to toe and argue about anything of substance. Living a week-about between my parents meant the heat didn’t get a chance to build. We didn’t get to pressure-test the unconditional nature of our love. Family is supposed to be a fucking kiln, but our door had been open all these years. I felt half-baked and not ready to lose the old man. Again. Sure, Victor might have been a surrogate, but he walked the walk and talked the talk like Grandad. He lived hard and honest and some part of me knew he’d help me make sense of this shitcake. Like Grandad, he had the wisdom and life experience without the agenda. Until his moment of doubt, our relationship had been without conditions. He had given me…

The fish Victor laid on the earth beside the fire gaped and flipped its tail. Thirty centimetres long, it had the rounded gut of an old man who’d loved beer.

‘That’s…efficient,’ I said.

‘Third cast,’ he said.

He took his multi-tool from his pocket and opened the blade. He presented it to me with both hands. ‘Would you like to do the honours?’

The dog sniffed the fish and Victor toed his flank to move him on.

The tail slapped.

Cockatoos screeched.

I took the knife and followed Victor’s instructions.

I gave silent thanks.

*

Crumbed with some flour and Pink Lake salt, Victor fried the fish while I cooked rice. We ate with our left hands, though the wash in Jeparit had left me feeling cleaner than I had in days.

‘No tears this time?’

‘No,’ I said, blood burning in my cheeks. ‘It wasn’t really about the bird.’

He nodded and scraped at a front tooth with his nail.

‘You remind me of my grandfather.’

‘Is that a good thing?’

I took a breath, held it, and tried to let it go without making a sound. ‘Good and bad,’ I said. ‘In equal measure. He died earlier this year. Caught us off guard.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. Were you close?’

I nodded once.

‘Was he a wanderer, your grandfather?’

‘Probably the opposite,’ I said. ‘He built houses.’

‘Like your dad?’

‘They worked together.’

He gave his plate to the dog to finish. Cooked bones aren’t good for dogs, are they? This dog munched, crunched and licked as though he didn’t get the email, so I gave him my scraps as well.

‘After my mum and dad separated, Grandad looked after me. Brought me up.’

‘Important job.’

‘Yeah, and then he died.’

‘Inconsiderate.’

I laughed then, just a little punch from my diaphragm, but it dislodged something. ‘I felt him go.’

Victor leaned forward. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I was at school when he died. In English. I started crying for no reason.’

‘Seriously?’ Victor said, and held his forehead. ‘You felt him go?’

‘I felt—’

‘What?’

‘Something.’

‘A gift,’ he said.

I snorted. ‘A gift? Didn’t feel like it at the time.’

Victor jumped to his feet like he’d been bitten. ‘No, I’m sure it didn’t, but think about it…the bond between you was so strong that it didn’t conform to the edicts of conventional science!’

‘And that’s supposed to be a gift?’

‘You saw beyond the veil, Merrick.’

‘What veil?’

‘That flimsy construct of time and space that we all like to lean on.’

‘Oh, the veil we lovingly call reality?’

‘Then how do you explain it?’

‘I don’t. It was coincidence.’

‘Of course it was. You just happened to burst into tears in English like a normal eighteen-year-old boy. Happens all the time.’

‘Not all the time, but I’m sure it’s happened before. English is torture.’

‘You sound religious when you say that.’

I scoffed. ‘How is that religious? It’s the opposite of—’

‘Science is your God. Anything that doesn’t toe the party line is…is bunkum. Or coincidence. Can’t prove it with the tools you have, so it mustn’t exist. Am I right?’

He crouched in front of me, put his hand on my shoulder and stared into my eyes. ‘Am I right? You just happened to know which track to follow to find us. You just happened to stumble upon a fire that you knew was mine. You just happened to buy two meat pies, even though you were…are…vegetarian.’

The fire popped. I looked away. Victor shook my shoulder until I found his eyes again.

‘You don’t have to understand it. You don’t have to predict it or test it or replicate the results. All you’re being asked to do is acknowledge that you don’t have all the answers and perhaps you never will. Repeat after me: There’s more to life than it seems.’

‘There’s more to life than it seems.’

‘Louder. There’s more to life than it seems.’

‘There’s more to life than it seems.’

He patted my shoulder. His knees cracked as he stood.

‘Who’s asking?’

‘You know who’s asking,’ he said, and threw up his hands.

‘Now you sound religious.’

‘Hah! We share a certain sort of madness, it’s true.’

He hooked up his antenna wire after that.

Should have brought a crystal radio set.

[image: image]

I woke to the sound of Victor packing his plastic before dawn. I didn’t say anything – didn’t want to hear the words I knew he’d say – just rolled up my bed and followed him back into Jeparit. He sloughed his gear at the public toilets and I rested mine beside them. He stood, legs apart, at the urinal and nodded a greeting as I entered a cubicle. I locked the door.

‘Wondered if you might like a toasted sandwich for breakfast,’ I called. ‘Farewell meal, if you like.’

Pee drummed on the stainless steel as a reply. We finished our business and met the dog beside our belongings.

He smiled through his beard. ‘I’d like that, thanks.’

The cafe didn’t open until eight. That might have been one hour away, might have been two, but Victor slid into a seat at the picnic table and I sat opposite. The dog propped on the paving between us, looking from Victor to me, hopeful. I patted his head and he butted his cold nose on my wrist. I’d miss him. He had more road sense than my siblings, accepted anything you were willing to share with unbridled appreciation, and did loyalty in a way we humans could only stab at.

‘It’s been good sharing the road with you,’ Victor said. He sounded sleepy.

‘World record,’ I said.

‘Feels like it.’

‘Thanks.’

He chuckled. ‘Not in a bad way. I don’t feel like an eccentric or a madman in your company.’

‘That’s a bonus.’

‘In some respects, sure, but I’m so close to being mad that there is no obligation to take me seriously. I don’t mind that.’

‘If you’re mad, then I’m mad too,’ I said.

He poked out his tongue and rolled his eyes.

I punched my chest with the back of my hand.

‘That’s the thing,’ he said. ‘You’re the maddest person I’ve met in thirty-five years.’

I pretended to mop my eyes. ‘Thank you.’

The cafe opened and we ate our last supper – or breakfast, as it happened. I washed my hands and face again and when I returned, Victor and the dog had gone. I looked around in a panic and spotted them a hundred metres up the highway. They’d stopped and Victor waved. It wasn’t a goodbye but a gigantic scoop of the air that shouted hurry up!

My pack rattled as I ran.

I stuck out my hand. ‘I’m Merrick. Mind if I walk with you guys?’

Victor shook his head and offered me the road.

The whole road.

The flat grey track to wherever.

*

Two dead kangaroos within twenty metres of each other. Long dead, dark-skinned, hairless in patches and open where living bodies don’t normally open. A squadron of blowflies erupted skyward as we approached. I held my breath but somehow managed to taste the decay.

‘Second breakfast?’ I asked.

‘Ah, no. A bit beyond consumption if the foxes and birds are ignoring them.’

‘Have you eaten much roadkill?’

He nodded. ‘There are rules, though. They should be alive or still warm, bleeding or bled out. No flies,’ he said, then leaned in. ‘There’s a bit of leeway with the rules.’

‘Depending on how hungry you are?’

‘Exactly.’

‘What does the menu look like?’

‘Lizards and snakes, cats, cockatoos, sheep, cows, goats. Pigeons.’

My disgust might have leaked out of my face a little.

‘It’s not as bad as all that.’

A truck rumbled past. Victor waved. The driver didn’t.

‘Roads confuse animals. They’ve never had to deal with them before. Though crows and some of the carrion feeders have developed a bit of road sense. Sometimes the animals seem unmarked and surprised in death. Yah, and sometimes it’s the worst sort of gore imaginable. Not so long back we found half a dog, still wearing its collar.’

‘Gross.’

‘Yah. More disturbing than a dead horse or camel. But not quite as challenging as a dead man.’

I stopped. Victor adjusted his hat.

‘Back in the nineties I found a four-wheel drive on its roof. First on the scene. The driver was dead. I could smell the rum on him. There was nothing I could do except hold his hand until someone else arrived.’

‘You held a dead man’s hand?’

‘Yah, it seemed like the kind thing to do.’

Our words dried up after that. It was a moment of silence for the dead that lasted a good kilometre or more.

Victor broke the silence with the words I might associate with him for the rest of my life. ‘Cup of tea?’

‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

‘All in good time, my boy.’

The mini-camp wouldn’t have made much of a postcard – a bare patch of dirt inside a rough circle of spindly shrubs – but it had everything we needed.

A fat Harley decided to overtake a truck just as it passed us. The roar made the dog and me jump, but Victor kept his cool and poured the tea. I could still hear the bike in the distance as he handed me my cup.

‘What happens after death?’

Victor pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Who cares? You’ll be dead when you find out, so it won’t matter.’

I wondered what had happened to his veil of time and space. ‘You don’t believe in an afterlife?’

He grunted, sipped his tea. ‘Bedtime stories for feeble minds. Pick your denomination, pay your subscription and you get unlimited access.’

‘You must have a theory. You have a theory about everything.’

‘Do I?’ He took a sip. ‘I have an inkling that death is like a dreamless sleep you don’t wake up from.’

‘That’s a bit anticlimactic.’

‘Don’t be disheartened. It’s only guesswork. Want me to throw in some harp music and a few virgins?’

‘Yes, please. And unicorns.’

‘Unicorns? Flying horses with narwhal tusks on their foreheads? Never quite understood the attraction.’

‘I just had a chilling thought – perhaps the narwhal tusks are symbolic penises?’

Victor chuckled. ‘Maybe so.’

‘I’ll just stick with the virgins, thanks. And the harp.’

‘Do you have a theory?’

‘I…my dad makes a lot of compost. My bedtime stories about death leaned heavily on the cycle of decomposition and regrowth.’

‘Practical.’

‘Why don’t we compost our loved ones?’

‘I think they’d foul up the mulching machine.’

‘True.’

‘And there’s the whole complication of their teeth turning up in the flowerbed.’

‘Kind of cool, but kind of gross, too.’

‘Probably erring on gross.’

*

The road offered little sanctuary for a wanderer.

Victor found a Coke bottle in the drain. More than half full, the contents looked suspiciously like urine. He cracked the lid and it hissed. He sniffed the contents.

‘You’re not going to drink that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because somebody has used that as a mobile toilet.’

He took a sip.

I gagged. ‘No way.’

‘What? Don’t like Coke?’

‘Not when it’s piss.’

‘It’s not piss. It’s been bleached by the sun. Still tastes the same. Here.’

‘I’ll pass, thanks.’

He finished the bottle, put the lid on and laid it back in the drain. ‘Saved my life on more than one occasion.’

I would have opted for dying.

The verge was narrow and uninviting with its tumble of undergrowth and sparse canopy. The dog worked hard threading his way through the mess to keep up with us as we hugged the edge of the tarmac. I remembered how close the traffic had felt on the bike. I gritted my teeth.

‘Had any close calls?’ I asked between onslaughts.

‘A few,’ Victor said. ‘I carried a bruise for a month after a close encounter with a delivery van’s mirror.’

‘A close encounter of the third kind.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Contact.’

‘Contact all right,’ he said, and rubbed his arm. ‘Driver was on his phone. I figure when my time is up, that’ll be how I go.’

‘Roadkill?’

He nodded. ‘Ever-present danger with this mode of transport. You get used to it. And the noise.’

Half an hour passed before he spoke again. ‘You?’

‘Pardon?’

‘You had any close calls?’

Where do I begin? Sitting in the passenger seat when Mahlia is driving the Kombi is kind of living on the edge.

‘I’ve been hammered pretty hard in the surf.’

‘You’re a surfer?’

‘Just a bit.’

‘Sharks?’

‘I’ve seen two in the…crap…ten years I’ve been serious about it. Freaky big surf and rocks have almost done me in a few times.’

He breathed deep. ‘I miss the ocean.’

‘Me too,’ I said. ‘Me too.’

*

Late morning the highway hooked to the right, but Victor didn’t. He stepped onto another gun barrel-straight gravel track and soon the traffic became a distant roar. The air – and my head – began to clear.

‘Thought you were heading for people?’

‘Feeling lonely? Missing the cars already?’

‘No.’

The dog walked with us again – right down the middle of the track. Three Musketeers.

Victor boiled the billy and I busted out the peanut butter and long-life flatbreads for lunch. The dog got peanut butter stuck to the roof of his mouth. He smacked his lips, licked and shook for a good five minutes.

I rolled sandwiches for Victor, too.

‘So simple, but so good,’ he garbled halfway through his second. ‘Addictive.’

I agreed. ‘Porn for the mouth.’

‘Ugly picture.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Drug, maybe.’

‘Peanut butter?’

‘Yah, killed Elvis.’

‘Elvis is still alive.’

He hiccuped a laugh and swallowed hard. ‘We get addicted to the strangest things.’

‘Pictures of naked women.’

‘Prime example.’

‘Alcohol. Drugs.’

‘The classics. We even get addicted to status.’

‘Status?’

‘Where we fit into society. You’re a high-flyer, you got to keep flying high or you’re a failure.’

Like my mum. Maybe even my stepdad Ben.

‘Not just the high-flyers, though,’ he said. ‘I’m a threat to homeless people.’

‘You?’

‘Yah, there’s competition for the bottom rungs of society too.’

‘Addicted to poverty?’

‘Maybe the lifestyle.’

‘We get addicted to money.’

‘You spotted the elephant in the room, Sherlock. We’ll do crazy things for something shiny. Work sixty hours a week, forget to talk to our loved ones until they become strangers. Try to fill the gap with toys, but it doesn’t work. Bust a foofer valve making a modest pile, then drive ourselves crazy trying to hang on to it. A life jacket made of lead. Can’t afford to think too hard or question your life decisions, because the next bloke is waiting for you to take your eyes off the prize.’

‘So we should all carry what we can carry?’

He held up a hand, bowed his head. ‘Moderation in all things. I know I’m addicted.’

That afternoon, as we hogged the road and strolled in intermittent sunshine, I started to get a handle on why he was addicted.

My thoughts soared off eagle-free.

I admired my mum’s drive, her ambition. I loved my dad’s low-pressure life, forged through years of building other people’s dream homes. When I held them side by side they merged to make a road that looked promising. It led to fuck-knows-where, but I was on it. Had been since forever. One step after another. One moment hand in hand with another moment. In the distance, hazy but real, lay my future. And wherever I ended up, I knew the campsite would be good and the view would be amazing.

‘It’s nice here,’ I said.

Victor clicked his tongue. ‘You have a good eye for country.’

*

We crunched along that gun barrel for the better part of the afternoon. I heard traffic in the distance. We didn’t see another car until the tar of the highway slashed our track like a black knife.

‘I’m stopping here,’ Victor said. ‘Walk on if you want.’

After all the rugged and beautiful landscape we’d plied that afternoon, he’d pitched up right beside the highway on a patch of used and abused gravel signposted as Truck Parking Bay.

The parking bay had room to accommodate us – the only vehicle stationed on its dusty hectare was a bus at the far end, its engine bay open at the back but nobody in sight.

‘There are a few good spots through the trees. Plenty of firewood.’

‘It’s the right price,’ I said.

Victor’s mouth fluttered beneath his moustache – could have been a smile. ‘Indeed.’

He’d been honest about the campsites behind the trees. If you were deaf and therefore unable to hear the runway of vehicles beyond the bushes, and olfactorily challenged and therefore unable to smell the clouds of diesel exhaust, we could have been in the middle of nowhere. I collected wood, then unrolled my bed and shared the canvas with the dog while the billy boiled.

‘I’m off to greet the neighbours,’ Victor said.

The bus. I wasn’t invited.

‘I’ll…we’ll look after the fire then.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Give them my regards.’

‘Will do.’

I made tea – for one – in my own cup and arranged a monster half-burned red gum log as a backrest. The charcoal surface squeaked against my back and I knew it would leave a bit of its black love on my shirt, but it did the job. Like the tea, it was rough and ready. I stared at the embers as the sun set behind grey clouds through the tree line. I stared until I felt it staring back.

Someone was watching me.

I could feel it on my neck, and I fought the urge to spin around. I hadn’t heard a thing and I convinced myself I had the twilight heebie-jeebies.

‘Hello?’ came a voice.

I jumped three feet and may have dashed my last underwear. Scared the shit out of the dog. He grumped and retreated to the bush.

Young woman – ankle-length navy skirt, buttoned shirt, floral headscarf, smile.

I stood and held my chest.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Didn’t mean to frighten you.’

‘No, you didn’t. Well, you did, but that’s okay.’

‘Merrick?’

‘Yes. How did you…?’

‘I just met Victor,’ she said, pointing over her shoulder.

‘You’re in the bus?’

‘Yes, hi.’

I stuck out my hand. ‘I’m Merrick…Obviously.’

She shook it, held eye contact. ‘Felicity.’

My cheeks burned. I’d seen her before. I knew where their bus said they were going.

Jesus.

‘I think I saw you in Dimboola,’ I said. ‘At the supermarket. Last week.’

She nodded, grinning. ‘I knew I’d seen you somewhere. You have a good memory for faces.’

‘Not all faces, just…yeah. Good to officially meet you. Can I offer you tea?’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m afraid it’s just tea. No milk or sugar.’

‘Fine, thank you.’

I slopped the tea, then wiped the cup on my sleeve before handing it to Felicity.

‘Thank you.’

‘I’d offer you a seat but all I have is canvas and burnt log.’

‘I don’t mind.’

I dragged the bedroll along the log and slapped the dust out of it. She flicked her skirt from behind her knees then squatted, landing cross-legged and straight-backed on the mattress without spilling a drop. I crash-landed beside her, also without spilling a drop, until the dog regained his composure and barged between us, knocking my elbow and splashing tea on my lap.

‘Are you right there?’ I asked, and the dog grinned.

Felicity roughed his ears. The dog leaned back into her.

‘What’s your name, boy?’

‘That’s a mystery.’

‘Really?’

We sipped tea. A truck rattled by on the road. Sheep bleated. I felt as if I’d sat down to dinner at a friend’s house, my senses zinging with the promise of food but not knowing if, when or who would say grace.

‘A little music?’ Felicity asked.

‘Music?’

She balanced her cup on the log and flicked up the hem of her skirt to reveal sensible black lace-up shoes and long rainbow socks.

I swallowed. ‘Nice socks.’

‘Thank you. A gift from my mother.’

She rolled the sock towards her ankle to reveal a dark-haired lower leg.

Nice leg.

Between the nice sock and the nice leg was pinned a wooden flute.

She lifted the instrument to her lips, took a breath and left me hanging, holding my own air. The sound, when it did arrive, was less like the pure tone of a bell and more like the wind on another planet – breathy, eerie and unlike anything I’d heard. She played well, naturally, as if the flute was part of her. I found nothing to hang on to in her song, no rhythm or melody I could discern, but every hair follicle on my body stood to conduct the score. Only when I felt light-headed did I realise I was still holding my breath. I gave my body some air, closed my eyes and flew. Off into the evening on the nothing-wings of a night bird. A series of ascending scales buoyed me higher and higher still…

The dog yelped and my eyes sprang open. Felicity didn’t stop. The dog yelped again, pointed his nose to the sky and howled like I’d never heard him howl before. Felicity’s song rattled with a restrained laugh, then she found the note and the piece became a duet. I knew the words to that song. I tilted my head and bayed along. Felicity put down her flute and joined the chorus. I caught her eye and the chorus degraded into a mess of laughter.

I shook my head. ‘Amen.’

‘Amen,’ she echoed.

I shook my head again and stared.

‘What?’ she asked. ‘Do I have dribble on my face? Don’t laugh, it happens when I get right into it sometimes.’

‘Where did you come from?’

She nodded in the direction of the bus.

‘I figured that part out.’

She sighed. ‘I was born and raised on an intentional community in regional New South Wales.’

‘Intentional community?’

‘M.O. Multiple occupancy. Twelve families living and working on one farm, pooling their energy, resources and their wisdom.’

Suddenly Felicity’s nineteenth-century attire (minus the socks) made sense. ‘A religious community?’

She touched her nose, pointed at me. ‘Church, schoolhouse, community hall. You know the Amish?’

‘The religious community in America that shuns technology?’

‘Yes, well, we are their less primitive, less backward-thinking but still technophobic second cousin, twice removed.’

‘I don’t understand. What are you doing here? In a bus?’

‘That’s a long story. I don’t want to move on from small talk until we’re ready.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘We’ve howled together. We’ve graduated from small talk. Go where your heart takes you.’

She laid her long fingers on the back of my hand and the skin fizzed as though a fuse had been lit.

‘Thank you,’ she said, dragging her hand away. ‘I have to get my jacket. I’ll be right back.’

‘I have a spare hoodie,’ I said, and scrambled for my pack. I shook the jacket out and held it by the shoulders while she inserted her arms. I fed the fire while she played with the zip and the hood.

‘It smells nice,’ Felicity said.

She had the front drawn across her nose like a veil. She looked straight at me.

‘Thank you.’

I shoved the dog to the end of the bed and offered Felicity the warm spot where he’d been. I took my seat beside her and our shoulders touched. She shuffled closer, so I did, too. With her legs crossed again, our knees also touched.

For future reference, cotton allows the ready transference of heat.

We drank tea. She told me about the bus – converted into a mobile home by a community member – and she told me about the driver of the bus – her grandmother, Ellen – and explained that they’d been on holidays for a week and were heading for Geelong when the bus stopped and refused to go again. On Wednesday, Felicity had an appointment with the principal of Geelong Grammar before sitting an entrance examination. If she passed, she’d board at the school for her final year.

‘How old are you?’ I asked.

‘I thought we were done with small talk?’

I shouldered her.

She shouldered me back. ‘Seventeen.’

I held up my hand for a high five.

She placed her palm against mine. ‘Amen?’

‘Amen,’ I said. ‘I’m eighteen.’

‘How did you end up camping on the side of the road without a bus?’

I told her about my study vacation, the rambling garden that is my family tree, and Brunnhilde. I told her about finding Victor, finding Victor again…and again…and eating roadkill.

‘A quest,’ she said.

I thought for a moment. ‘I like the sound of that.’

‘It wasn’t supposed to be an allegory – it’s a statement of fact. You’re on a quest, Merrick, whether you’re conscious of it or not.’

‘This isn’t the sixth century. I’m not a knight.’

‘That’s a matter of opinion. You’re Parzival, then. An innocent, on your way to knighthood.’

A strangled cooee made the dog’s ears prick.

‘Oh, that’s Ellen,’ Felicity hissed. ‘I was supposed to invite you for dinner.’

She stood, held out her hand.

‘Are you serious?’

She snapped her fingers. I took her hand and she hauled me to my feet with surprising strength. She didn’t let go. ‘Dog’s invited, too.’

I held Felicity’s hand all the way to the bus.

Somehow, we’d skipped the awkward adolescent phase of being together. Strode straight past the coy smiles and feigned indifference. Before Felicity, that’s all I’d ever known, and fleetingly at best. We took off our shoes in the glow from the door of the bus. The smell of my feet slapped me like the kangaroos we’d found earlier in the day, so I left my socks behind as well. I needn’t have worried – the food smells crowding the bus left no room for foot pong. A full kitchen led through to a table wedged between two bench seats; beyond that, vibrant sarongs hung as a curtain to screen off the beds.

‘Ellen,’ Felicity said, ‘this is Merrick. Merrick, Ellen.’

Ellen shook my hand through an oven mitt. ‘Pleasure,’ she said. ‘Please take a seat. You’re next to Flick. Victor said you’re a vegetarian, so I didn’t give you any meat. Hope that’s okay.’

Felicity frowned and mouthed, ‘Vegetarian?’

I nodded. ‘That’s very considerate of you both.’

Victor had already found his place at the table. He was sitting with his hands in his lap. His hat had vanished and his hair looked as though it had been tended.

Felicity patted the bench seat beside her.

‘Oh, hello,’ Ellen said. ‘This dog with you?’

‘In a manner of speaking, yes,’ Victor said, and winked at me.

‘Ah!’ Ellen growled at the dog. ‘You can have the bone, but you eat outside. No offence intended.’

Victor chuckled. ‘None taken, I’m sure.’

Felicity reached beneath the table, her face contorting with effort. She resurfaced with her flute and rainbow socks, tucking them on the sill behind our seat.

Ellen joined us at the table and held out her hands to Victor and me. ‘A moment of thanks.’

I took her fingers and Felicity held my other hand. She completed the circle with Victor, then hung her head. I hung my head too, and stared at my plate. A full roast meal – minus the meat, which may have been lamb. I hung there, saliva thick in my mouth, but nobody said anything. I gave silent thanks – thanks to the Old Girl for the bounty on the plate, thanks to Ellen for preparing the meal and thanks to Felicity for resting her warm foot on mine and giving me my first ever dinnertime erection.

‘Amen,’ Ellen said, and dropped my hand.

‘Thank you for the meal, Ellen,’ I said.

‘Better to thank me now,’ she said. ‘You might not feel quite as generous once you’ve tasted it.’

Victor laughed, open mouth, which made Ellen smile.

Felicity’s toes stroked my foot and I arched into her touch.

‘Advance payment,’ Victor said.

‘Yes,’ Ellen agreed. ‘Victor thinks he’s found the problem with the bus.’

‘That’s good news,’ Felicity garbled through a mouthful of pumpkin.

‘Would have fixed it this evening, but we ran out of light.’

‘I have faith in you, Victor,’ Ellen said. ‘I asked the Lord for help and here you are. Bang on time. Providence is assured.’

‘Pressure,’ Victor said.

Ellen shrugged. ‘We can always get a ride into town and catch a bus.’

Metal knives and forks, porcelain plates, glasses with water and the food was good. I had to fight back the urge to howl. This is how we get drawn into believing in a higher power. We just happened to stop in this truck bay. They just happened to break down here. Felicity just happened to be seventeen and into roadside rangas. The howl made it out as a moan of delight.

Felicity’s eyes flashed. ‘Good?’

‘Heaven-sent. Am I allowed to say that?’

‘Bit late now,’ Ellen said. ‘But thanks.’

‘Not exactly roadkill,’ Felicity said, ‘but she does a good job, the old crone.’

‘Oi,’ Ellen said. ‘You’re definitely not allowed to say that.’

Felicity washed the dishes, I dried. Victor and Ellen opened a bottle of wine, and melted into their seats like they were set for the night. Something about the tone of their conversation – hushed but emphatic – made them seem like old friends.

Felicity noticed me watching them and smiled. ‘Solving the problems of the world, no doubt.’

‘We are in safe hands then.’

‘Don’t be so sure about that. Ellen’s a radical.’

‘Yeah? Well, Victor doesn’t wear underwear.’

Felicity brought a soapy hand to her face, but her shock was all pretence.

‘The bus isn’t broken at all, is it? This is some sort of black widow thing.’

‘Black widow?’

‘Lure in unsuspecting travellers, leave their withered corpses in the gutter the next morning.’

‘Something like that.’ Her eyes and teeth sparkled. ‘You don’t seem very frightened.’

I shrugged. ‘Bring it on. I can think of worse ways to go.’

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Remember you said that.’

She drained the little sink and stole my tea towel to dry her hands.

‘I think the fire needs tending,’ she said.

‘I…Well, yes. I agree.’

‘Shan’t be a moment.’

She rested her hands on Ellen’s shoulders, whispered right in her ear, then kissed her on the cheek. The old woman took her hand and kissed it. They exchanged a look so rich in subtext it would have needed a pause button and half a page of subtitles for it to make any sense to an outsider like me. Secret women’s business. Felicity slipped through the sarong curtain that separated the sleeping quarters from the dining area, and I took a seat with Victor and Ellen. The old woman’s eyes burned into mine – clear and smiling as though they belonged to someone fifty years younger. Felt like she didn’t need subtitles to understand me.

‘We are…going to tend the fire,’ I said.

‘Indeed,’ Ellen said. ‘Stay warm. The bus will be open should you need repast or respite.’

‘Thank you.’

Victor looked like Mahlia’s Buddha statue – minus about a hundred kilos and the floppy earlobes. Maybe being fed and warm was all he needed to find nirvana. That and the company of another veteran of life.

Felicity returned wearing the same skirt and a heavy black jacket buttoned to the collar. She carried my folded hoodie, laid it on the table. ‘Thanks for the loan.’

‘That’s okay,’ I said. ‘You can hang on to it if you like.’

She shoved her fists into the jacket pockets. ‘It’s not very technicolour, but I have my dream coat now.’

She nodded to the door and I did my best impression of an adult leaving for work, which is hard with a raging hard-on and a heart rate in the hundreds.

The dog snuffled around us as we wrestled with our socks and shoes, sitting tight together on the bottom step. Felicity finished ten seconds before I did and offered me a hand up. I took it. She yanked so hard that I lost my balance and chest-bumped into her. We grappled to stay upright and when the giggling stopped, she was right there, radiant and wet-eyed in the glow from the bus.

You kissed her?

Yes, Your Honour.

Not the other way round?

No, Your Honour.

And how, pray tell, did you come to the conclusion that this was an acceptable course of action if you hadn’t discussed kissing with the woman in question?

The vibe, Your Honour.

The vibe?

Yes, Your Honour, I read the non-verbal cues and the woman’s general demeanour and concluded that I had stumbled upon the perfect moment for my first kiss.

Your first kiss?

Well, with tongue and that, yes, Your Honour.

What do you have to say to the dog’s accusation that she was, and I quote, ‘flashing her arse like a bitch on heat’?

No arse had been flashed, Your Honour. Well, not then, anyway.

*

It might have been twenty minutes, maybe more, before we came up for air.

‘Stoking the fire was a metaphor then?’ I mumbled into her neck.

She shook with laughter, then breathed in my ear. ‘I think that’s open for interpretation.’

We broke our embrace and I collected my discarded hoodie. We held hands and stumble-jogged to the camp. I blew on the waning coals and we – literally – stoked the fire, crunched through the half-dark and collected a pile of wood. We watched the flames gather confidence.

I rested my arm on her shoulder. ‘I love your jacket.’

‘Isn’t it beautiful? A gift from my mother.’

‘She’s generous, your mother.’

‘The best.’ She popped buttons. ‘Feel the lining.’

I threaded my free hand inside her coat and felt the softest fur on my knuckles.

‘Oh, that’s so nice,’ I said. ‘Rabbit?’

‘Minky,’ she said, and hugged my arm.

Skin.

Skin so warm and soft and boob-like that I freaked and snatched my hand away. ‘Sorry.’

She had nothing on under the jacket.

Nothing.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and did up the buttons. ‘I’m new to this game.’

‘Don’t be sorry.’

She stooped to flick a leaf into the fire and my arm fell from her shoulder.

‘Please don’t be sorry. That was…’

‘One step too far.’

‘No. Not at all. Surprise, that’s all. Good surprise. I have no idea what normal is. Is this normal? I want this to be normal.’

Fists in her pockets, she stared at the fire. ‘I don’t know what normal is. I’m the wrong person to ask.’

‘If you’re the wrong person to ask, then I’m not asking the right question. I want to know your normal. Are all the people on your community as confident as you?’

She shook her head. ‘We have plenty of eccentrics, but I’m a black sheep.’

‘Don’t say it like it’s a bad thing.’

She flicked her skirt and sat on the bedroll. I crawled in to sit beside her, shoulders touching.

Felicity drew her knees up to her chest.

‘If it’s any consolation, I love your normal.’

She bumped me with her shoulder. Such a simple thing, but pitch perfect.

‘I feel like we’ve known each other for years,’ I said.

‘Happy anniversary,’ she mumbled.

‘Yes, happy anniversary. Wait, anniversary?’

‘I knew you’d forget.’

‘Just kidding. I bought your gift.’

‘You did?’

I gave her the block of chocolate from the bottom of my pack. Though hard, it felt out of shape under the wrapper. ‘I had them customise it for you.’

She turned the packet in her hands.

‘It’s chocolate,’ I said.

‘I know what it is. I just can’t believe you’d spend all that money on me for our anniversary.’

‘Well, it’s a special one.’

‘What’s so special about seven?’

‘Seven years? We’ve been together seven years?’

‘You had forgotten.’

‘No, it’s just that time moves so fast and when I hear you say it out loud it makes me wonder where those years went. Seven is special because it is our…fourth prime anniversary.’

She grunted with a strangled laugh. ‘Fourth prime. Two, three, five and seven.’

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

‘I thought I’d save it for the kids.’

‘The kids? But…but I bought it for you. I wanted to spoil you. It’s our anniversary, remember?’

She bit and tore at the wrapper like a starving animal, then held the entire block in her hands as if it were gold. Or frankincense. Or myrrh. A few of the squares had melted into one another then hardened again. I broke off a chunk and brought it to her lips. Her mouth dropped open but her eyes never left mine. I put the chocolate between my teeth, pressed my mouth against hers and pushed it through her soft lips with my tongue. She squeaked with surprise then moaned. It was the sort of pleasure sound I’d mute on my computer, an unmistakable and primal noise that seemed to come from the bottom of her lungs. Or deeper. I didn’t want to mute it; I wanted to crank up the volume. It buzzed on my lips and burned straight through to my spinal column.

When that mouth orgasm passed and we managed to peel ourselves apart, the firelight revealed a face full of wonder and an expectant smile.

‘Seeing that it’s our anniversary…’ I said.

‘Mmm.’

‘I wondered if I might feel the lining of your jacket again.’

This time, when she opened the buttons, her hands moved in slow motion.
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Sometime during the night, in the flat water between sets, a magpie began carolling nearby. Quiet. Melodic. Reverential. A full moon masked by a regular carpet of cloud lit up the whole campsite like distant fluorescent tubes. The bird thought dawn had arrived.

I hoped it never did.

Even if this one night was all Felicity and I had, I knew she’d shifted the axis of my world.

‘You smell so good,’ she whispered.

‘Thank you. That cologne is called Unwashed Traveller.’

‘That’s a dumb name,’ she said, and sat up, shedding the canvas. Skin of pale blue marble in the moonlight and a halo of crazy hair. She rubbed my armpit then rubbed her neck and chest. She lay down again, her head on my ribs. ‘Should be called Sexy Beast. I want to bathe in it.’

I knew what she meant, but it was her I could smell. I wouldn’t be washing again. Ever.

‘I can hear your heart,’ she said. She tapped the rhythm on my stomach, her fingers migrating south with each beat.

*

It started raining just before dawn. We hadn’t slept. We pulled the canvas over our heads and baked in our pheromone sauna until the air ran out. Felicity punched into her dream coat and snuck barefoot into the bushes to pee. My jeans were already wet, which made getting dressed a bit of a clown act. I packed my bedroll before it got any wetter. We huddled under the inadequate shelter of my hoodie and stared at the remains of the chocolate. I shook the water off it, tucked it in a shopping bag and handed it to Felicity.

She handed it back.

‘That was our best anniversary yet,’ she said.

‘By a long shot. Even with the rain.’

In the distance, a diesel engine coughed and roared to life.

Felicity deflated a little. ‘That’s the bus.’

We hugged in the rain. She kissed my cheek.

Every relationship, like every living person on the planet and every story, has a beginning, a middle and an end. And when she blew me a tear-sparkly kiss through the window of the bus, I knew that sometimes the beginning, middle and end all happen at once, on top of each other.

Snowman meets the sun.

Fish meets the air.

A hook-up.

This was not one of those times.

*

I should have brought a hat. Should have brought a coat. Even a garbage bag with a head hole cut in it would have been handy. It wasn’t cold, but my hoodie reached saturation in the first fifteen minutes. Water trickled down my face and into my mouth, tasting of campfire and sweat. And Felicity.

The old man and the dog seemed invigorated by the drenching, although I suspected Victor’s eager stride had a bit to do with spending the night in the bus.

We didn’t talk. The rain made the prospect of a cup of tea remote. Cars and trucks hissed past – a single lane of a hundred kilometre per hour fury in either direction. I dug myself a hole replaying the blockbuster of last night over and over, fast-forwarding nothing and leaning on the slow-mo for the good bits.

So much for never showering again.

My hunger felt like self-pity in my guts so I walked and kept walking in the rain until something snapped.

Victor: ‘Here we go. Would you like a cup of tea?’

A cafe hadn’t materialised. If there was a bakery, I couldn’t see it. Ahead, matched zebra road signs flanked a bridge. It had rained for several hours, but the river under the bridge wouldn’t have qualified as a trickle. The bridge itself, however, qualified as a shelter. Victor had to stoop, but it kept the rain off. An aged tumble of driftwood branches from around the base of a pylon constituted kindling and a couple of dead-but-standing wattles on the roadside gave their corpses to warm the billy. I took off my hoodie and T-shirt and wrung them out. I sat on a rock, bare-chested and steaming.

Victor handed me my cup. ‘To your good health,’ he toasted.

‘And yours.’

The hot tea and the respite from the rain softened the funk I’d been wearing like a balaclava.

‘You and Ellen seemed like old friends,’ I said.

‘People mesh like that sometimes.’

I rested my lip on the cup but didn’t drink. ‘So true.’ I could smell my fingers. The rain hadn’t doused her yet.

‘You could have gone with them,’ the old bloke said.

‘Could have, but didn’t.’

‘Know thyself,’ he crooned. ‘I envy your presence of mind.’

‘You’re the first.’

He smiled through his beard. ‘Love has a way of messing with your compass. Monumentally bad decisions have been made in the name of love.’

‘Are you saying that going with Felicity would have been a bad decision?’

‘How would I know that? How would anybody know that? Except you and Felicity, and it might take a lifetime to work it out. All I’m saying is that a lesser man might have dropped everything.’

To be honest, it hadn’t even crossed my mind. It was Felicity who had unmasked my trip as a quest – and she was on a quest of her own. We had to step through an improvised portal just to be together. We had to remember something from a possible future to explain how perfectly baked we felt after a couple of hours of proving. The kiss wasn’t a contract. Our futures, like everybody’s futures, were mostly in the lap of the Old Girl. As far as getting on the bus was concerned, my compass needle – my inner, golden, new and bright compass needle – hadn’t twitched. Felicity hadn’t offered, I hadn’t asked. We were heading in opposite directions. On an island.

My wet clothes steamed by the fire before I dressed again. The rain hadn’t eased. Victor packed. The dog shivered and while the sight of it made me feel cold, it didn’t seem to bother him at all. Without a word, the three of us set out for the road at the same moment. We didn’t shiver while we were walking.

The rain eased as the afternoon wore on in a silent plodding rhythm. The dog had a clear verge to explore and we had small green kilometre signs counting down to R.

Rainbow. I’m sure the irony of calling a town in the dusty corner of the state ‘Rainbow’ was a titillation for visitors, but for the locals – at least on that day – it stood a good chance of living up to its name. Just one ingredient missing. By the time the sun poked through, the rain had cleared and I felt short-changed.

A very large, very new and very black Toyota four-wheel-drive wagon slowed on its approach from Rainbow, did a U-turn, passed us again and parked fifty metres ahead on the opposite side of the road. A man dressed in thongs, black shorts and an Iron Maiden T-shirt sprang from the cab, checked the traffic then jogged across the tar and power-walked towards us.

‘Friend of yours?’ I asked the old man.

Victor peered over the top of his glasses, mouth twisted. ‘Possibly. Perhaps I remind him of his grandfather?’

‘Crazy notion.’

The man moved with a disconcerting sense of purpose, his face stern. He slowed as he approached and his expression lit up like a little kid’s. ‘It’s you, isn’t it?’

‘It’s most certainly me, my friend.’

‘Victor?’

‘It is. I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’

‘It’s me! Carlos!’

Carlos rushed to Victor with his hand out, then drew him into an awkward gear-punching embrace he held long enough for Victor to shoot me a look.

‘Of course. Carlos,’ Victor said. ‘How’s your…wife?’

‘She’s good, mate, she’s good. Thanks to you, mate.’

‘Glad to hear it.’

‘She’s in the car. You have to come and say hello.’

The dog and I hung back a step behind Carlos and Victor as the old man was guided across the road to the Toyota.

Dog and I followed and backed onto the verge.

‘I can’t believe it’s you. I mean, I saw you and said to Bonita, “That’s him! That’s Victor,” and it was. It’s a fucken miracle, mate.’

Carlos tore open the passenger door to reveal an olive-skinned beauty, heavy on the makeup, with meticulously straightened hair.

‘Benny, love, I have someone I’d like you to meet. This is Victor. It’s him! The man who saved our marriage.’

The woman extended a limp hand adorned with crimson fingernails and Victor held it briefly. Very briefly.

‘Pleasure to meet you, Bonita,’ Victor said, and the woman revealed unnaturally white teeth. It wasn’t a smile, exactly, more of a grimace. She’d had plastic surgery.

‘Jump out, love,’ Carlos said. ‘Selfie. Come on.’

Bonita unbuckled her seatbelt. She adjusted her skirt before swinging her long legs out the door. I had a paparazzi glimpse of her underwear as she lowered her pointed heels to the running board of the vehicle, then again as she stepped onto the roadside holding Carlos’s hand. Carlos produced a phone from his pocket. Bonita smoothed her hair.

Carlos threw his arm over Victor’s shoulder. ‘Get in, love, get in.’

She shuffled closer but refused to touch the old man. Carlos held the camera high. His wife pouted.

She inspected the results over Carlos’s shoulder.

‘Fantastic. Fucken unbelievable.’

He spun around and we made eye contact for the first time. For a moment he thought about showing me the photos, then managed to contain his excitement.

‘That’s going straight on Facebook, man,’ he said. ‘This guy is famous. He’s even got his own Facebook page. Check it out. Un-fucking-believable.’

He shook Victor’s hand again and tooted his horn as he drove off.

Victor crossed the road and found his stride. Dog and I fell in beside him.

‘Famous,’ I said.

‘So it seems.’

‘Well, you saved his marriage.’

‘Apparently.’

‘You remember him?’

‘I think I do. Carlos may have been a long-haul truck driver I met a few years ago. If it’s the same guy, then there were a lot of drunken tears that night.’

‘His or yours?’

‘His. All his.’

‘How did you save his marriage?’

Victor’s pack rattled as he shrugged. ‘If he was a truck driver, then I probably gave him the same advice I give a lot of truck drivers.’

‘Oh?’

‘You work too hard. You’re missing out on life.’

That seemed disappointing somehow, like a bit of a nobrainer, but the more I considered it, the more profound it became. Yes, Miss DeWalt, it’s all about context. To someone who works sixty hours a week, Victor could look – and sound – like a monk, someone who, by contrast, never missed a moment of life. Someone whose top speed is walking pace, who watches the world hurtle by with a sort of detached bemusement.

‘What’s on your Facebook page?’ I asked.

He shrugged. ‘Never actually seen it. A woman in Toowoomba set it up a couple of years ago. I blame it for my life getting messy.’

I bit down on a laugh. ‘Messy?’

‘Yah. Getting famous.’

‘Can I have your autograph?’

‘No. Selfies. Everybody wants their picture with Victor the highwayman.’

‘The highwayman?’

‘Yah, I know. I didn’t coin the name, obviously. I have no control over any of it. And everybody wants to give me things. Food, clothes, money.’

‘Sounds horrible.’

Victor stumbled into me. I lost my balance and had to dance around the dog to stay upright.

His eyes were smiling. ‘Sorry, Merrick. So sorry.’

‘Look out, Dog, it’s the highwayman.’

‘You see my predicament. I didn’t think Facebook was that important.’

‘It’s not.’

Only took a week of abstinence for me to work that out. Clint Pearce and I were Facebook friends because watching his feeble mind in action somehow enriched my world. Page after page of loose-witted comments and dick jokes that added up to nothing, and yet I never blocked him from my newsfeed because being smarter than Clint Pearce and shaking my head at his inanity pumped up my ego. I knew more about the world than Clint ever would, and yet, I realised, I knew nothing about the world. Those books on the floor of my room were a measure of all that I’d learned. I was a big fish in an itty-bitty pond. A week of walking and sleeping on the roadside had revealed just how large the pond of the human condition is, and Victor, the crusty philosopher, knew these waters better than anyone. Well, anyone living.

*

Rainbow had a rainbow: a brightly painted arc of steel erected under date palms at one end of a narrow barbecue park. It also had a bakery, which had closed before we arrived. The IGA offered more joy. I bought a loaf of Black & Gold bread and twelve sausages for Victor and the dog. They’d been marked down to three dollars because they expired on the seventeenth, whenever that was. I bought myself an aluminium tray of creamy scalloped potatoes. They’d been cooked once, only needed reheating. I didn’t have an oven, but we did have a barbecue. If all else failed, I’d eat them cold.

I had a hundred and thirty bucks left. And some coins. That would be enough to pay for Brunnhilde’s chain, wouldn’t it? I – very briefly – considered taking the potatoes back.

Victor and the dog stood with a group of twelvies on bikes and scooters in front of the IGA. The kids lounged on their toys, hands in pockets or draped over handlebars, except for one who’d leaned his bike on a verandah post and squatted to give the dog some love.

‘So he’s not your dog?’ the boy asked.

‘Not really, no,’ Victor said. ‘But we are definitely his humans, aren’t we, Merrick?’

All eyes turned on me. ‘Certainly feels like it. I bought sausages.’

Victor rubbed his hands together. ‘If you’d like to join us, gentlemen, dinner is about to be served.’

They made room. We scooped up our gear and headed to the rainbow park. They followed us down.

Nothing says Welcome to our town better than a free barbecue. There is intent built into every one. Put up all the rainbows and palm trees you like, but a place to cook your lunch or dinner is an invitation into the town kitchen, to stand by the hearth, break bread, soak up their generosity. The barbecue beside the metal rainbow in Rainbow shone polished stainless steel. It had been cleaned so well that for a moment I thought it must be new. I pressed the button, a light came on and as the hotplate heated it smelled like a thousand cremated sausages. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell. I laid my foil tray on one half of the plate and arranged the sausages on the other. The boys talked and did little tricks on their scooters and bikes. The potatoes warmed through to bubbling in the time it took the sausages to blacken up. Armed with a plastic fork and a slice of bread, I served the old man and the dog and two of the boys before constructing a scalloped potato sandwich. The dog necked the bread in a single chomp but had to lick the sausage around on the ground until it turned cool enough to gnaw – mouth agape, fangs flashing.

‘That was a bit cruel,’ one of the boys said.

‘I didn’t think. Sorry, Dog.’

His tail scanned.

‘See,’ Victor said, his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘No hard feelings.’

A car horn tooted.

The boy dropped his sausage and they left as a pack, at speed, without goodbyes.

I realised what I’d been eating halfway through my second potato sandwich and had a sudden longing for one of my mum’s salads. Carrot, cucumber, capsicum and tomato with a few baby spinach leaves. Everything chopped to the same size and dressed with balsamic vinegar and olive oil.

The steam went out of me and I felt like I hadn’t slept for…days. I gave the rest of the sandwich to Dog and slumped at a table while they had their fill.

‘Is there anywhere to camp?’ I asked.

‘I know a place.’

‘Is it far?’

He shook his head. ‘Unless I have to carry you.’

‘Would you mind?’

‘Not at all. Climb aboard.’

I waved him off. ‘Too much effort.’

A muddy yellow road on the edge of town led us to a balding cricket oval – with facilities. Shrubs and low trees lined the oval, as though the field had been carved out of the bush. Wheel marks threaded through the plants and old fire pits. The thought of coming to watch the cricket and being able to boil the billy pleased my sleep-hungry mind.

Victor held his grace to the end, placing his bags in a formal row while mine hit the ground like garbage. I fumbled with the black straps on my bedroll in the near-dark until my bowels came knocking.

I collected my head torch and pointed back the way we’d come.

‘Right you are,’ Victor said. ‘Enjoy.’

The toilets were corrugated iron inside and out, dusty and unused, but functional in all the ways that mattered.

Toilet paper.

Dead beetles floated in the bowl of the toilet in the gents. I did my thing then flushed them all away.

Like my clothes, my bedroll was damp, but unlike my clothes, it didn’t smell like campfire and the dog – it smelled like Felicity. I crawled in and dragged the canvas over my head, breathing deep and tasting the memory of her. I felt a stirring in my jeans but had neither the strength or dexterity to make anything of it.
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It felt as if I’d been out for all of two minutes when clawing at the canvas woke me with a fright. Possum attack. I burrowed deeper but the scratching continued, paired with an urgent yelp.

Dog.

I flipped back the cover. ‘Fuck off!’

He skipped away and I wormed into my cocoon again. I had time for one sigh before the digging started anew.

The sting went out of me. This time, when I showed my face, I felt for his head, scratched his ears and slapped his flank.

‘Here, you sleep on the end, mate.’

I patted the canvas. He pressed his cold nose to my cheek.

‘I love you, too, but I’ve got to sleep.’

Yelp. Yelp! Bark, bark, bark.

‘What the…’

I dug around for my head torch and lit him up. His eyes flashed green.

Bark bark.

‘What the fuck, man?’

Bark bark.

I scanned the camp. Victor’s line of gear remained untouched, his hat perched on top. He’d collected a pile of billy twigs.

‘Victor?’

The silence felt like water in my ears.

A distant thump and scuffle.

‘It’s okay, mate. He’s just gone to the…’

A scream of pain. A human, adult, male bellow that burned through the camp and burned me. I ran, in my socks, towards the toilet block.

A violent crash, another scream. Torchlight blazed the grass outside the door and disappeared. I heard the sound of ripping fabric.

‘Lie still,’ thundered a man’s voice, loud enough to make the roof ring in sympathy.

Beneath it all – whimpering. The sound of abject fear.

My socked feet made little noise on the floor. A bloody handprint had been smeared along the wall and another marred the edge of the sink.

Victor lay facedown in the corner. One man sat on his shoulders, another pinned his feet. They blinded me with their head torches.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ I bawled. ‘Get off him!’

The men looked at each other, then the one holding Victor’s feet stood up. He moved like an animal, a predator, though this documentary had no slow-motion footage.

Flight response. I flew out the door, hurdled a wire paddock fence and ran hard for the porch light on a house over the road. I heard the wire behind me squeak and felt the gravel biting through my socks. I’d entered the driveway before he made contact, dragging me to the ground by my hoodie. I covered my face, but the man punched through the gap. A firework of pain exploded in my head. Sledge blow after relentless sledge blow pummelled my mouth and ears until all I had was pain. I curled into a ball. The punching stopped. Kicking began. Arms. Shins. Shins.

‘What’s going on here?’ came the shrill voice of an old woman. ‘Gorn. Get orf!’

And just like that, the war ended.

‘You filthy faggot,’ the man roared. ‘Tell your fag mates that this is what happens when you show up here. Keep your filthy fucking hands away from our kids.’

Running feet. Car doors slammed. Wheels spun on gravel. Silence.

‘Hello?’ came the woman’s voice again. ‘Are you okay?’

I unfurled like a slater bug, rolled onto my hands and knees.

‘Do you want me to phone an ambulance? The police?’

I spat blood on the pale stones of her driveway, felt the odd shape of my bottom lip with my tongue.

Victor.

I took a breath and held it as I got to my feet. Nothing broken, except my head torch. The porch light revealed scattered batteries and the open shell where they used to live. I collected the pieces and put it back together as I crossed the road. The ‘on’ button didn’t work, but I slapped it and it flashed.

Floodlights couldn’t have chased all the horror out of the toilet scene. Victor lay motionless and twisted in a puddle of vomit and blood. His shirt had torn to reveal bruised ribs. His gore-spattered glasses rested against the pipe beneath the sink.

I fell to my knees. ‘Victor?’

My head torch died and I slapped it until it broke open and batteries scattered in the dark. The old man grunted.

‘Victor? It’s Merrick. Are you okay? Can you talk? Say something.’

I found his foot and he flinched.

‘It’s okay. It’s me.’

I patted his leg, his back, his shoulder. His limbs dragged wet through the muck.

‘Let me help you. Come on, sit up.’

I gripped his thumb and held it tight until he’d settled with his back against the wall. He didn’t let go.

‘Talk to me.’

The air stuttered in and out of his mouth, then his body began to pulse with sobs. I held his hand to my chest and sat beside him. He cried. Loud, hard and long, it didn’t sound like physical pain. He howled and rocked. I patted his back and my own tears flowed in silence. In time, the hurricane passed and left him sniffing and shivering in its wake. I helped him to his feet and we left that reeking mess at a hobble.

I sat him down on my bed. The moon battled with the clouds to see what was going on. The dog butted him with his nose until Victor lifted his arm. The mutt settled against him, making him wince.

I gave him water. His hands shook. He rinsed and spat, then drank the lot.

The night flashed red and blue as a police car drove beside the oval. I sprang to my feet.

‘Where are you going?’ Victor croaked.

‘You need help. We need help.’

‘No,’ Victor said, and coughed. ‘It’s fine. I’ll be fine.’

I pressed between the bushes and came out waving, in range of their headlights. The car burbled to a stop beside me.

Doors opened and closed. Torchlight brighter than the headlights blinded me.

‘Everything okay, mate?’ a voice asked from behind the lights.

I shook my head. ‘We were attacked. My friend’s been hurt.’

‘You don’t look too flash yourself. Where’s your friend now?’

Under torchlight, Victor was the stuff of nightmares. A cut above his right eye had bled tears across his cheek. His left eye had turned purple and swollen shut. His lower lip had been split right open and oozed blood into his beard.

The policemen looked him over and took it in turns to ask questions about his health.

‘Dizzy at all?’

Victor shook his head faintly.

‘Can you stand, Victor?’

They helped him to his feet.

‘How about we give you and Merrick a lift to the hospital and get you cleaned up?’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ Victor grumbled.

‘Not necessary, but it won’t do any harm, will it?’

The old bloke surrendered and we left the dog to guard our gear.

*

The Rainbow hospital hummed. Not with activity, but with the industrial murmur and whistle of old air conditioners. The police left us in the care of nurses. The shower felt like the betrayal of an unspoken pact with Felicity, though the water ran brown for quite some time. Dried and dressed in a hospital gown and slippers, I waited – and faded – in a room of my own. I sat on the bed. A TV hung from the ceiling and I stared at its black screen until I felt as though my eyes were broken roller doors I’d been tasked with holding open. I fell asleep sitting up. I must have. When the doctor crunched through the door, I flailed as though my face had been slapped.

She apologised, then went about her cool-handed business. Look at me. Breathe in. And out. She found a bruise on my back I couldn’t see in the bathroom and decided my lip needed a stitch inside.

‘How’s Victor?’

‘Taken a beating,’ she said. ‘Stitch over his eye. Few in his lip. He has a couple of cracked ribs and he’ll be sore for a while, but I expect he’ll fully recover.’

The anaesthetic needle pinched. I felt nothing of the stitch.

‘I think you can stay here for tonight. I’ll see how you’re going in the morning. Get some rest.’

People came and went during the night but they didn’t ask anything of me until the doctor returned before dawn. She inspected my mouth, my eyes and my bruised back. ‘You’re good to go, Merrick. A nurse will be along soon with some paperwork and your clothes.’

‘How’s Victor?’ My lip had swollen during the night and his name came out Bictor.

‘Against our best advice, he checked himself out about half an hour ago.’

By the time the nurse arrived with my clothes in a bag, I’d taken to pacing like a wild thing in a cage. My clothes had been washed and dried. Maybe they’d had to for fear of stinking the joint out. I filled out her paperwork. I left before breakfast.

*

The walk back to the campsite led me right through the centre of town. There were people about. I felt them watching me. I drew my hood up and kept my eyes down.

Fucken arseholes.

*

A dog-shaped hollow had been pressed into the canvas of my bedroll, but the dog, Victor and his gear had gone.

I collected the remains of my head torch from the floor of the toilet. The blood smears had dried and turned dark. A blowfly butted at the frosted window above the urinal. In the sunlight of a new day, with the birds raucous outside, the toilet no longer looked like a crime scene. All the pain and the violence had been reduced to a few stains.

And Victor’s bloodied glasses.

I sniffed the breeze before I left the camp. No dog smells, no old man. I wondered if they’d showered him and washed his clothes, too. I wondered if that little bit of civilisation might be enough to put me off his scent forever.

The Hopetoun Road shot north from Rainbow and drew parallel with the railway again. At my first opportunity, I traded the road traffic for the refuge of the train tracks. A faint service trail followed the line of rough ballast and steel, and I scanned the hard earth for the tracks I knew I’d find. I got so enamoured with my search that I missed the spot where the highway and the railway diverged. They must have – the road beyond the feeble line of trees had turned to dirt. I took out Victor’s glasses and cleaned them with the hem of my shirt. Some of the blood spatters had dried hard and required a combination of thumbnail scraping and spit to clean them off. I straightened the bent arm and when I’d finished they looked presentable. Wearable, even. Like a police dog, I sniffed the glass. They didn’t smell like Victor. There wasn’t even a hint of warm, unwashed body. They smelled metallic. Clinical.

Should I follow the highway, as Victor said he would, or should I stick to the railway? The Old Girl seemed to be saying railway, but who could tell? Maybe he’d gone back into town? Maybe he’d gone south? My arms hung loose by my sides as I scanned the horizon. Three hundred and sixty degree panorama. Distant grain silos, paddocks, more paddocks, a scattering of grey sheep with their heads down and their backs flat. I resisted the urge to tongue the stitch in my swollen lip. The mystery, the weirdness, the eccentricity that had drawn me to the old man had lost its shine. No amount of scrubbing with the hem of my shirt would bring it back. He’d left no orange or warm coals. I was no Sherlock Holmes, no black tracker. I’d run out of steam. Couldn’t be bothered with the national game of hide-and-seek I’d accidentally subscribed to.

I took a breath and my ribs grabbed.

I kindled a fire beside the railway and made some tea. I leaned on my bound bedroll and listened to the world going about its business. Magpies, in full voice, declaring their territory. Somewhere in the distance a large flock of corellas conversed, their party-hooter squawks softened to melody by the air between us. And, overhead, a trio of ducks, their wings a faintly whistling blur as they speared north at full-tilt like…an arrow.

I smiled as I packed my gear. I’d chosen to read the ducks literally – an arrow to the north. Whether they led me to Victor and the dog was of little consequence. I wasn’t done with this journey. This quest. There was no way I was going to let a couple of misguided arsewipes rattle my cage. Sharks didn’t stop me surfing. The world became mine again. That’s what I told myself, over and over again.

The silos belonged to Albacutya – a railway siding with a row of grain tanks on legs, the sentinel concrete monsters and a big empty shed. Pigeons clapped about the top of the silos, the only sign of life in the whole town. Was town even the right word? I found no reason to stop. The emptiness made the place feel a bit creepy, like being at school during the holidays. I soldiered on.

A short distance from Albacutya the road lost its northerly ambitions, bent right and became a ridge of desiccated grass between a pair of sandy wheel ruts. I found a dog print, and another. They looked a bit small to belong to anybody I knew, but they followed the wheel tracks for a hundred metres before vanishing into the clumpy grass on the roadside. I followed them up a sharp dune into parched neck-high scrubland that seemed to plateau before falling away.

The sight robbed me of my breath.

I’d been so intent following the trail that I hadn’t noticed the world as I knew it came to an abrupt end at the foot of the dune. Flat, featureless and barren earth burned in the sunlight, all the way to a heat-blurred infinity. It called to me, that desert, drew me in like the ocean. Something about its vastness made me hungry for its embrace. It had no place to hide its secrets. I knew that if I walked out there, I’d be alone. Alone in the truest sense of the word. No chance encounters, no love and no violence. I bound a bundle of sticks with some twine and scuttled to the edge of the vegetation, stood there like a little kid frightened to get wet. A warm breeze whispered at my ears, and while she didn’t call my name, I heard her – the Old Girl.

I stepped off into that forever as though I’d found a pathway to the moon.

I walked straight and true, marched like a robot soldier until the place I’d come from vanished in the heat haze behind me. I found a mussel shell. Not a fossil, but something old and sun-bleached. Another. I spotted a lump like an old army helmet that turned out to be a turtle shell and I knew that the desert under my feet was a dry lake bed. Not a salt lake, but some time in the very recent past filled with stuff to drink and teeming with life.

Without bearing, and perhaps a little unhinged by the experience, I shut my eyes and spun on the spot, faster and faster until the earth came up to meet me. I rolled out of my gear, flopped on my back and stared at the pale-blue sky while my brain sloshed about in my skull.

‘Whooohooo!’

As my head found its moorings again, the manic elation I’d felt a moment before dropped into an abyss as silent and bleak as a funeral.

Grandad’s funeral.

He hadn’t looked as if he was asleep; he’d looked dead.

The memories and the grief just kept coming. Where was the link to unsubscribe from this shit? The tears crawled over my temples like flies and hid in the hair above my ears. They arrived uninvited – as they had in English – without fanfare or melodrama, rain falling upstream somewhere and trickling from my eyes to fill the lake bed.

If we are all energy, then who’s to say that Grandad wasn’t still part of me? We’d breathed the same air – I remembered the smell of his skin. Some of his atoms must have become my atoms along the way. Before he died, whenever he was at his place and I was at mine, I didn’t think of him as dead – we were just apart. I remembered the things he said and the stuff he taught me. The old fart lives on. Sure, if he was with me he’d be able to show me how to cut up the shitcake of my life so it made some sort of sense, but it’s my life.

I’m done paddling for you, you’re going to have to paddle yourself – Grandad

I remembered feeling pissed off at him for never doing what I wanted to do. I remembered dragging my board up the beach in a seven-year-old’s huff and sulking while the magic of the day continued without me. I wanted to surf. I remembered getting too hot to sulk, dragging my board back down the beach and catching a wave. My own wave. Grandad didn’t cheer, but he did smile.

The bastard.

Now I found myself alone on a dry lake bed, paddling for myself in a bigger and more symbolic ocean, and I could feel him smiling. As the sun set, a triumphant and radiant ball of gold, I didn’t feel alone.

Alone.

All one.

The crazy happy/sads gave way to an unfamiliar awe. Squatting beside my pin-prick of a fire, I gave silent thanks for the twists of fate/coincidences/Old Girl that led me to this moment. I breathed in and I breathed out. I gave silent thanks for the people I loved and those who loved me. My father, my mother, Mahlia and Ben, my brother Blake and my sisters Angela, Ava and Danica, Byron and Julia, Victor and Felicity. Grandad. We weren’t held together by some frayed cotton filament. The connection was wireless and I had five bars of signal. I felt part of them and they were part of me. I breathed in and I breathed out. I gave silent thanks to the ground at my feet and the infinity above. They were part of me and I felt part of them.

Alone.

All one.

I cooked up a meal of rice and damp chocolate – don’t mock what you haven’t tried. On my back on canvas, fingers laced behind my head, I watched the greatest show on earth. So. Much. Sky. The breeze had died and the silence felt complete. I breathed in and I breathed out, gently, to avoid disturbing the perfect balance of the cosmos. Satellites strolled into the deep shadow of the Earth and disappeared. Shooting stars burned their trails behind my eyes, one every couple of minutes. Like a grand finale to the evening, a meteorite broke apart as it entered the atmosphere. I heard its fragmented tail coughing and buzzing before guttering like a dying candle. It had burned so bright I could see the replay when I closed my eyes.
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The new day had begun its watercolour work in the east when I woke. There were still stars – millions of them. I found my bearings using the Southern Cross (thanks, Grandad), and marvelled at the vanity of Australia for claiming a star system as its own. Flags and money and tattooed skin. Ah, hello, they treasure its guidance in New Zealand, South America and Africa, too (thanks Grandad).

Sometime during the night my mind had reset.

Control-alt-delete. Do you really want to restart? You’ll lose any unsaved information.

Fuck yeah.

I’d never felt quite as exposed performing my morning ablutions as I did that day. I shoved my jeans to my ankles and peed – bare-arsed – like a kindergarten kid. I washed, made and ate porridge, packed and bore south with the same sort of conviction that had carried me away from there.

Heading home.

I had work to do. I dusted off my Physics in my head – Einstein’s special relativity and photonics – as the sun gained strength and height at my left shoulder. I began to doubt my sense of direction, propped and made tea with the last of my twigs, then stepped out again. Less than a minute later the tree line that marked the edge of the lake appeared through the haze. Mathematics – calculus and stats. I forged up the dune through the scrub and discovered a car track. I could see the grain silos of Albacutya vaulting proud above the otherwise humble landscape. Chemistry – galvanic cells and chemical collision theory.

A small goanna – handpainted in the colours of the earth at my feet – sauntered across the track ahead. I jogged to get a closer look before it escaped into the scrub, but it had gone. I smelled smoke. I stood on my toes and sniffed. Nothing. In the sand, at the point of my right foot I found a boot print. And another. A dog’s paw print. A running shoe tread. I rattle-jogged from one clear print to the next. They were heading south, like I was. With my heart jolting in my chest, I gathered momentum until the tracks disappeared. I backed up and spotted a scattering of fine twigs that seemed out of place, which led to the discovery of a narrow gap between the wall of head-high bush. The tracks continued through the scrub, now powdered with disturbed leaves and fine sticks. The dog growled as I burst into a clearing, then yipped a greeting and bounded over for a pat.

Victor lay on his back on his foam mattress, fingers woven on his chest, hat covering his face. A single twig smoked in the blackened dish of a billy fire.

‘I found your glasses,’ I said.

Nothing.

I stood and stared for a long time. His chest was definitely moving, wasn’t it? I broke a few twigs, coughed.

Nothing.

I rubbed some dry leaves to a pulp and breathed the fire back to life. I used Victor’s billy but my water and teabags.

‘Made you a brew.’

‘Thank you,’ he grumbled. He rolled to his side before struggling into a seated position.

‘He lives,’ I said.

He shook his head slowly.

His face looked terrible in the sunlight. His bruised eye had begun to open again, but his brow and cheek had turned yellow. The industrial-strength bandaid on his lip had a bloody spot in its centre; the one above his eye did too.

I gave him his cup. He touched the brim of his hat.

We sipped – awkwardly – from the corners of our mouths, slopped tea and laughed.

Victor shook his head again. ‘How the bloody hell did you find us this time, Sherlock?’

‘Goanna. Again.’

He huffed. ‘I’ll have words with that lizard.’

‘Is he like your totem animal or something?’

‘That would be news to me. Maybe he’s your totem animal.’

‘Okay.’

He pointed at me. ‘That’s your tell.’

‘My tell?’

‘Whenever you hear something that doesn’t fit with your view of the world, you say “okay”.’

‘Do I?’

‘Yah.’

‘Okay.’

He chuckled.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Few stitches, few broken ribs. If I live until the end of the week, I’ll be happy.’

‘What happened?’

‘You were there,’ he snarled.

‘Random act of violence?’

‘Violent, yah, but not random. Someone saw us talking to the kids.’

‘Since when is that a punishable crime?’

‘We are obviously paedophiles come to prey on their young.’

‘Which century are we living in?’

‘I don’t think much has changed since we lived in caves.’

‘I’m pretty sure there are laws these days to discourage you from beating up people who talk to your kids. In a public place. In broad daylight.’

‘The law’s not much use if your kid is raped or dead.’

‘Oh, so they beat the shit out of you…out of us…just in case.’

He closed his good eye, hung his head.

‘We should have made a statement,’ I said.

‘Perhaps,’ Victor said. ‘But I feel safer out here. There are different rules for vagabonds.’

‘Have you been beaten up before?’

‘Yah. A few times.’

I felt sick. I didn’t want to be part of that world. I gave up on my cup of tea, pitching three-quarters of it into the bush over my shoulder.

‘This one would have been the worst, I have no doubt.’

‘Would have?’

‘If you hadn’t turned up when you did. Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me; thank the dog. He woke me.’

‘True? Well, thank you, Dog, and thank you, Merrick. Sherlock. You’re both very kind.’

I gave him his glasses and he put them on with fumbling enthusiasm. He looked less like the undead, more like Victor.

‘What now?’ I asked.

‘I think I’ll lie here and lick my wounds for a few days. Don’t want to frighten the good folks any more than I already do. You?’

‘I’m going to pick up my bike.’

‘She’s ready then, Brunnhilde?’

‘I hope so.’

‘And the adventure continues.’

‘Indeed. I’m heading home.’

‘Oh? Home?’

‘Home.’

I packed the last of my stuff, crouched and hugged the dog properly. He panted in my ear and I chose to hear it as a goodbye.

Victor used my shoulder to get to his feet, stuck out his hand.

I shook it.

‘It has been a pleasure to travel with you, my friend,’ Victor said, his good eye glossy behind his glasses.

‘The pleasure has been all mine, Victor. I wish you a safe journey.’

He dropped my hand, but I didn’t leave. I threw my arms wide. His bruised mouth opened in a smile and he stepped into my hug. He smelled of hospital-grade disinfectant, and beneath that, wood smoke and wild man.

He wiped his nose as we parted. ‘I wasn’t too sure about the hug,’ he said. ‘Lot of paedophiles about.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Almost forgot.’ He took a muesli bar from his pocket and zipped it in the top of my pack. ‘In case of emergency.’

I donned my gear. We didn’t speak again, but I waved as I left the campsite and Victor lifted his hat.

*

The Old Girl pulled out all stops for me on the way home. I stuck out my thumb as soon as I rejoined the highway and the first car that passed stopped in the middle of the road to wait for me. That was Dan – middle-aged farmer in a middle-aged ute heading for Dimboola. Liked a chat. I heard more words in the car with Dan than I had in the entire previous week. Grain prices, weather, teenage daughters, prostate checks and the parmigiana at the Victoria Hotel.

He talked and I stared out the window. It was like someone hit rewind on my adventure. All that walking, all that country, all that experience flashed by in the space of an hour in the passenger seat.

He stopped for fuel at Warner’s – right next to the mechanics. I shook his meaty hand and thanked him (and the Old Girl) for picking me up. And dropping me off.

There were two cars in the workshop. Errol’s legs protruded from beneath a white Falcon. He hadn’t heard me enter over the jabber of the radio and I had no desire to give him a bruised head or a heart attack, so I waited.

I could see Brunnhilde in the corner, her chain shiny and intact. The whole bike looked shiny. Was that a smile I could see on her headlight? My helmet and gloves balanced on her seat and I couldn’t wait a moment longer.

‘Hello?’ I called.

There was a dull thunk of flesh on metal, followed by a sharp grunt and the sound of a tool clattering to concrete. Errol rolled from beneath the vehicle, greasy hand on his forehead.

‘Hiya, Errol. I’m Merrick. I’ve come for my bike.’

New sprocket, new chain: $132.50. I gagged. I dumped my remaining cash on the counter and came up $2.50 short.

‘That’s f-fine, mate. D-don’t worry ab-out it.’

But I did worry. I found the balance in the top zip pocket of my pack and added it to the pile.

‘S-sorry it took s-so long.’

‘Not an inconvenience at all. Thank you.’

I shook his greasy hand without hesitation.

*

I spent my last coins filling the tank. I laced my gear to the back and followed the highway, hunkered against the white line with cars and trucks overtaking me as though I wasn’t moving at all. A signpost just before Horsham caught my eye. Coleraine. I knew my way home from there; at least I thought I did. With the traffic now rural and occasional, I opened her up and fell in love with the sound of the wind, the open road and purring Brunnhilde all over again.

I had to remind myself to drop my shoulders and unclench my jaw.

Going home wasn’t supposed to be like this, was it?

Almost Blake’s birthday. He’d be six next month. I’d have to get something for Angela as well and give it to her on the sly. That means Ava and Danika would be seven in December. They smelled like caramel milk when they were babies.

The kilometres rolled through on the odometer. Best guess, I had about a hundred k’s left in the tank when I arrived in Coleraine. I wasn’t so sure about my own tank – I’d been hungry for hours and I needed a piss and a drink, but I couldn’t stop. The sign on the Condah Road said it was ninety-six kilometres to Portland. Touch and go. It’d be dark by then. I crouched behind the bars to reduce my wind resistance and urged Brunnhilde over every rise.

‘Come on. Go, go, go.’

With sunset still half an hour away, I rode from pasture into old pine plantations. I could see my headlight sparking up the reflectors. I didn’t see the wallaby until it was too late.

Convergence.

It chose the exact moment of my passing to cross the road. I hit both brakes hard – too hard. A reflex response. The wheels locked in quick succession. The tyres squeaked on the tar, then we were sideways and grinding. The front wheel clipped the wallaby’s tail. The bike and I slid over the gravel verge and into the grassy drain with a crunch. My breath fogged the visor as I fumbled for the kill switch. I tasted blood.

The bike had come to rest on its side, pinning my leg. The exhaust pipe was burning my knee.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’

I kicked myself clear and scrambled to my feet. I flipped open the visor and heard the wallaby crashing off through the pines. My jeans still felt hot but my leg hadn’t been burned. The near-death experience had left me with a grazed ankle. Hadn’t even broken the skin. I took off my gloves and helmet – the blood in my mouth had come from my lip. I wheeled Brunnhilde to the roadside and rocked her onto her stand. Chrome had rubbed off the side of the engine bar where it had met the road. The foot peg had bent. I kicked it with my heel a couple of times and straightened it. I retied my pack and bedroll and she was good to go.

I wasn’t.

A car passed – and tooted – as I peed on a pine tree. I waved, shivering with relief. I set a smoky fire, boiled some water in my pan and found Victor’s beaten muesli bar in the top of my pack. It was already open. I peeled off the wrapper anyway and revealed a tightly folded fifty-dollar note.

The cheeky bastard.

I breathed in and I breathed out. I drank tea and I ate. Slowly, the rush left me. I could have camped there on a bed of sweet pine needles, but home called from over the range and I heard it in my bones. I packed in the last of the twilight and Brunnhilde started second kick.

‘Steady, girl,’ I said, patting the tank. Wide-eyed and wired, we crawled out of the forest and back into pasture. Sixty kilometres per hour. Not walking pace, but not far off it. I didn’t have to slow down for the lights of Portland, except when they were red, of course. I thought about filling the tank with Victor’s fifty, but I didn’t. I thought about riding to Mum and Ben’s, but I didn’t. Sixty dropped to fifty on the Bridgewater Road, and then, at the bottom of our hill, Brunnhilde dropped to zero.

Empty.

I hooked my gloves and helmet on top of my luggage and pushed her the last two kilometres.

Dad’s place glowed. Enough light spilled from the kitchen window that I could see to park Brunnhilde. Inside, I heard Dad growl like a monster. Angela squealed and they both laughed. For a second, my hand hovered over the back door knob. Then I entered as though I’d just stepped out to lock up the chickens.

Mahlia sat at the kitchen table, a mug cradled in her hands. ‘Oh, hello, stranger,’ she said. She plonked down her cup and hugged me. ‘Long time no see.’

I melted into her.

Home.

The sheer relief in the smell of her and the warmth of her embrace undid me. I grabbed on tight and sobbed like a baby.

‘Oh, love,’ she said. ‘You okay?’

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Missed you, that’s all.’

‘Missed you, too, Big Man.’

She rocked me and shushed, patted my back and held me until the mini typhoon passed. I rubbed my eyes on my sleeve.

‘Okay?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Been a big couple of weeks.’

‘Maaate!’ Dad said, and scooped me into another hug. I kissed his bristly cheek and he kissed mine, loud, and lifted me off the ground. Then the Moonbeams were there, wrapped around my waist and threatening to topple me.

‘Poo,’ Angela said. ‘You stink.’

‘Sure it’s me?’ I said. ‘I reckon it’s you.’

‘It’s you,’ she said.

‘Definitely you,’ Blake said. ‘You smell like a zombie.’

I slouched and moaned, my fingers curled. They squealed and hit the hallway running.

‘Good on you,’ Mahlia said, and punched my arm as she shuffled past.

Dad gave a little whistle, then nodded at the back door. He led me to the garage and flicked on the lights. A glossy surfboard was perched on a pair of sawhorses.

I knew that board.

‘You do this?’ I asked, running my hand over the perfect finish. It looked new.

‘Bit of spit and polish.’

‘Nice job.’

‘Thanks.’ Dad hung his arm over my shoulder. ‘He wanted you to have it.’

I looked at him, my vision foggy with tears. He nodded, kissed my cheek, and then his arm fell away.

I crouched and laid both hands on the fibreglass. Might have looked new, but it still smelled like Grandad.

‘Your mum called this morning.’

‘Oh?’

‘Said she’s upgraded her phone and you can have her old one if you want.’

‘Awesome. Great. That’ll save a few bucks.’

‘She asked how your study was going.’

‘Ah.’

‘Told her you were battling away.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Normally she can see straight through my bullshit. I think I might have pulled this one off.’

I stood. We locked eyes and hung there for a long time.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Needed to clear my head.’

His eyes flashed. ‘So I’ve spent the afternoon…not exactly shitting bricks, but let’s say mildly concerned for your wellbeing. For all I knew you’d been AWOL for the last week and a bit. Don’t get me wrong, I know you’re a capable bloke. I know you can look after yourself, but if you didn’t turn up, I wouldn’t know where to start looking. Your bike was gone. Made me feel a bit sick that you felt like you needed to cover your tracks.’

‘Sorry,’ I said, again.

‘No, mate, no. I’m not having a go at you. You’re big enough and ugly enough to make your own decisions. Just felt like we’ve drifted apart a bit since Dad died. You’ve been working so hard all year and your schoolwork is well beyond my feeble brain, so I’ve been trying to keep out of your way. Sorry.’

I stroked Grandad’s board. My board. ‘We could blame the grieving process.’

Dad snorted. ‘Yeah, that’s probably not far from the truth.’

He crossed and uncrossed his arms in my peripheral vision.

‘Are we good?’ I asked.

‘Of course, of course. You’ll probably have to square up with your mother at some stage. That’s your burden.’

‘Thanks.’

He dragged me into a hug to seal the deal. ‘Where’d you end up?’

‘That’s quite a saga.’

He rubbed his hands. ‘Cuppa?’

[image: image]

Hanging my bedroll over the clothesline the following morning, a small square of blue and silver plastic fluttered into the garden. Mahlia looked at it and did a double-take before I could pick it up.

Condom packet.

‘Whoops!’ she said.

My whole head burned as I pushed the rubbish into my pocket. I might never be able to look my stepmother in the eyes again.

Mahlia had other ideas. ‘Oi,’ she called, then, when I didn’t look up, ‘Oi, Merrick?’

She grinned. ‘No shame,’ she whispered. ‘It’s all good.’

Yeah, it was all good, but she didn’t need to know that.

I tried to throw the thing out later, but it had gained a sort of sentimental value, like a manky souvenir.

I did eventually chuck it, dug it deep into the rubbish bin in the kitchen. A souvenir is supposed to bring back the memories – those memories would never leave.

*

Mum’s lips seemed to vanish when I told her the truth about my trip. I skipped a few of the less pertinent details and triggered her doctor reflexes by showing her my stitch. I thanked her for her old phone and promised that the time I had left before the English exam on Monday would be all study.

*

That wasn’t entirely true.

Dear Felicity,

I don’t know your last name. I have no address for you, but I still have to write.

Having no actual experience with love, I’m going to assume that howling plays a significant role in the early stages of every relationship. I’m also convinced that all long-term partnerships must start somewhere and that a beginning like ours would be wasted if it weren’t shared with our grandchildren. I’m aware of how presumptuous that sounds – some grandchildren might be offended by howling grandparents – but they should know by now that our normal is not a normal normal.

Regardless, I hope your future is as bright as your socks.

Love and other meaningful coincidences,

Merrick

I sent it to Geelong Grammar boarding house and went back to my books.

*

When Monday morning came around, I breathed in and I breathed out.

We met at the school auditorium. Byron and Julia took turns to hug me. It was even weirder in daylight and when they were sober, but I went with it.

‘You look different,’ Byron said.

‘It’s the beard,’ Julia suggested. ‘I like it.’

She scratched my chin as if I were a pet lamb. I leaned into it.

‘Get a room,’ Byron whined, and they let us inside for the English exam.

My head didn’t explode.

That’s not to say it didn’t hurt, but I’d discovered the higher purpose of exams. They are there to test your comprehension and your capacity to think on your feet, but underneath that they are assessing how willing you are to play the game. Me, I had my doubts about the very nature of the game, but I wouldn’t let on. I read the questions and I knew without reservation what they wanted me to say, so I said it. Again and again. Miss DeWalt would be proud. In truth, I was acting straight. I gave it every gram of seriousness in my toolbox, but my heart wasn’t in it. My heart had found its wings on a dusty old lake bed and was currently circling the globe looking for places to share its kindness. Kindness is a good gambit, after all.

*

I acted straight in every exam. I acted straight with the final goodbyes. I even acted straight at Bugo’s after-exam party at the Royal.

That was me in the corner with the full glass of beer.

‘What did you learn?’ Bugo asked as a greeting.

‘Hard to say,’ I said.

‘Come on.’

She gave me time to think, just stood there, watching.

‘To be the best possible version of yourself can sometimes involve compromise.’

‘Inner compromise?’

‘Yeah, and that destinations are overrated.’

She laughed aloud at that one.

‘And that the universe is infinitely more complex than the sum of its individual parts.’

She kissed my cheek. ‘You’re a fucking nutter.’

‘Thanks.’

Clint was slow-blink pissed by the time he found me. He shook my hand and wouldn’t let go.

‘I met your cousin,’ I shouted in his ear.

He frowned. ‘Which one?’

‘Jed.’

He dropped my hand as if I’d zapped him, his face mashed with disgust.

‘Fucken ranga faggot.’

‘Okay.’

‘Youse were made for each other.’

‘Top bloke.’

*

The gates closed on school and opened to the rest of my life. As a symbolic gesture, I reformatted the hard drive on my laptop. And that SD card. The real thing trumps digital every time.

Victor Wolff.

I didn’t know his surname, either, but I found him on Facebook. His ‘Victor Wolff – The Highwayman’ page, managed by someone named Beatrice Fielder, had 1542 members. I had sixty-five friends. So, yeah, he’s famous, in relative terms. I found the picture of Carlos and his trophy bride from October. There’d been six posts on Victor’s page since then. Plotted on a map, they followed the Murray River east. Last contact had been ten days earlier in the Barmah Forest near Echuca.

My feet itched.

I walked.

I didn’t go hunting for Victor up on the border, I did the last leg of the Great South West Walk with Blakey and Dad.

And Grandad.

‘Load, load, load,’ I said.

‘Load what?’ Blake asked.

‘Means he’s got one in the barrel,’ Dad said, and we exchanged a smile.

‘The barrel?’

‘He’s going to blow!’ Dad bawled, and dragged Blakey past.

I propped on the track and gave it all I had.

*

Thirteen years of schooling added up to 97.5. Not enough for medicine first round, but enough to smother me with confusing – and exciting – options.

I chose the surf.

*

A windy day in mid-December, Blake and I were waiting on messy one-footers down near the cafe.

Blake was lying on my old board, shivering and staring over his shoulder at the incoming set.

‘Don’t think about it too much,’ I said. ‘As soon as you feel like you’re moving, stand up.’

I did sound like Grandad.

Poor little bastard’s teeth chattered in spite of his wetsuit and the prickling sunshine, but it had him.

It had him like it had had me.

*

And then in February, after a month of full-time work with Rod at Gunna’s, I got home to Dad’s and a hand-addressed envelope in the mail. Totally old school. Blake and Angela crowded around as I opened it.

A photograph. A young woman, resplendent in a powder blue Geelong Grammar blazer, cheeky grin on her cheeky face. On the back, a sketch of a love heart and a single letter.

F.
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