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for Max Kennedy


‘The lonely man in a strange environment is
naturally fearful.’

– from Stay Alive by Maurice Dunleavy:

An Australian government handbook on

Outback survival.


part one


one

I had never seen so many tattoos. Everybody in Darwin had one. Everybody in this bar had one – including the stripper who was dancing atop a makeshift stage, showing off the Red Admiral butterfly engraved on her left buttock.

I pegged her as a woman around thirty. She was one thin stripper – 99lbs, no chest, twiggy legs. And she looked seriously out of love with life – perhaps because she was paid to let a bunch of toxic bushmen look up her wazoo.

I’d walked into this joint in time to catch the start of her act. It was a big bleak cavern of a place. Behind the bar was a collection of steel refrigerator doors with large handles – the same kind of doors that you’d find in a mortuary. Each door gave way to a six-foot-deep ice-chest crammed with tins of lager, and the barmen all greeted you with the same question – ‘Can of piss?’ – for this was a dump which only served beer.

Directly opposite the bar was a piece of plywood balanced on two tea-chests. As a scratchy recording of ‘Fun, Fun, Fun’ by The Beach Boys blared over a loudspeaker, the stripper hit the stage. She was dressed like a no-taste housewife ready for a day at the beach: a bikini, a wide-brimmed straw hat, dark glasses and a beachball. She used this beachball as a kind of warm-up prop, trying to establish a rapport with her public by tossing it out into the sea of distended abdomens which had crowded around the platform. But her public tossed the ball back and roared at her to get on with the job. Her face tightened into a ‘fuck you’ grimace as off went the hat, off went the shades, off went the bikini top and bottom. Then down she went on her back to begin a series of leg splits. The crowd hooted their approval.

The guy sitting next to me nudged my arm.

‘Know what she puts me in mind of?’ he said. ‘The San Andreas fault.’

‘No shit?’ I said, noticing that the dude had a furry spider tattooed across one bicep. I started making a move for another bar stool, but the guy proffered his hand.

‘Jerry Watts,’ he said. A geek with a blond crew-cut, buck teeth, a moustache in need of fertilizer and that goddamn tattoo. I reluctantly gripped the outstretched paw.

‘Nick Hawthorne.’

‘You from my part of the world, friend?’

‘Yeah, I’m a Yank.’

‘Whereabouts?’

‘Maine.’

‘Fuckin’ Maine-iac, huh?’

‘Something like that.’

‘Me, I’m Motown. Dee-troit. Though I was stationed down in ’Bama before the army shipped me out here. You military, Nick?’

‘Nah, civilian.’

‘The fuck you doin’ up here? Only Americans I ever meet in Darwin are Army.’

‘I’m just passing through.’

‘Where to?’

‘South.’

‘South. Shit, all you can do in Darwin is go south, ’cause this is about as north as it gets round here. Where you tryin’ to head to?’

‘Not sure. Perth, maybe.’

‘Perth, maybe? You know how far Perth is from here?’

‘About two thousand miles.’

‘Damn right it is. And you know what you’re gonna find between here and Perth? Two thousand miles of nothing. And I’m talkin’ serious, four-hours-to-the-next-shithouse nothing. You ever been down that road before?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, hope you got a taste for the weird, ’cause you’re gonna meet a lot of it. And when the going gets weird out there, the weird turn pro. Believe me, I know what I’m saying.’

‘You seem to know a great deal about a great many things.’

‘Guess I do, guess I do. ’Course, I’ve only been there once before, when we were on manoeuvres last year. But I tell you true: I’ve never seen more nothing in my life … Bartender, couple of cold ones here …’

‘I really shouldn’t …’

‘You runnin’ off somewhere?’

‘Not really … It’s just … I only arrived last night and I’m still a bit jet-lagged, so I’m trying to take it easy on the beer.’

‘Hell, another brew or two ain’t gonna kill you.’

Up on stage, the stripper turned her back to the crowd, then crouched down on all fours and stood on her head. The crowd broke into spontaneous applause.

‘Now that’s what I call a scenic view,’ Jerry Watts said. ‘Though if I were her old man, I’d fatten her up a bit, ’cause she’s a little too scrawny for comfort, if you know what I mean.’

I stared into my can of Export and said nothing.

‘You married, Nick?’

‘No.’

‘Never been down the aisle?’

‘Never.’

‘Me, I’ve been down there twice. Once when I was seventeen, then again at twenty-one. Now I’m based in Okinawa, Japan and I got me a cute little Filipina girlfriend. Name of Mamie. And I’m just thinkin’ of marrying Mamie – though every time I come to Darwin for manoeuvres, I keep thinkin’ I should land me one of these Aussie women, ’cause they are the most beautiful ballbusters on the planet. You ever boff one of ’em?’

‘Can’t say that I have.’

‘Never boffed an Aussie, never been married … Man, you have led one sheltered life.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘You got a job?’

‘Between ’em.’

‘What you do?’

‘Journalist.’

‘No shit?’

‘No shit.’

‘So what you doing now?’

‘Just travelling around.’

‘Which is why you’re here?’

‘You got it.’

‘Well, you have landed yourself in one crazy fucking place.’

‘That a fact?’

‘Tell you, Darwin is just the best. Great beaches, great bars, great casinos, and plenty of great babes to pump your “nads”.’

The stripper was now on the edge of the stage, grabbing a ten-dollar note from some old guy with three teeth and red rheumy eyes. In exchange for the ten-spot, Grandpa was allowed a quick facial encounter with Madame’s nether regions. The problem was, as soon as he went to work, he got hit with a sneezing fit. A very wet sneezing fit which caught the stripper full blast.

‘Stupid dickhead,’ she screamed and bolted for her dressing-room.

‘Where you goin?’ Grandpa screamed after her. ‘I ain’t got my money’s worth.’

The crowd ate it up. Especially Jerry Watts.

‘Man, I love this town,’ he said, turning back to his new buddy.

But I was already halfway out the door.


two

It was hot. Blast furnace hot, 103° at midnight hot. Hitting the street was like diving into a vat of cotton candy: no air, solid goo. I wanted to about-face and dive back into the air-conditioned bar, but I knew that Jerry Watts would corner me again with a can of piss and treat me to more of his retarded observations on life-and-babes. Got me a cute little Filipina girlfriend name of Mamie. You would, pal. And after Jerry finished his ‘Snatches I Have Known Stories’, Grandpa might just be wheeled out for a repeat performance with the next stripper on show.

Fuck the heat. I’m walking.

Darwin at midnight. Drunks in khaki shorts slalomed down the streets. A quartet of aboriginals with bare feet sat on the pavement, passing around a bottle of Bundaberg rum. The occasional femme de nuit – all hot-pants and peroxide and chapped lips – awaited her next trick in the shadows of a twelve-buck hotel. And every so often, you’d stumble across some member of the local jailbait sorority who’d drunk eight rum and cokes too many and was now losing her lunch in a trash bin.

Man, I love this town. I hated it. Hated it on sight. I’d pulled in yesterday morning off a thirty-six hour flight from Boston via London and Jakarta. After checking into a cheap motel, I’d asked the desk clerk to point me in the direction of downtown.

‘You’re in it,’ he’d said.

Downtown Darwin was a couple of token sky-scrapers, a lot of cheap breezeblock buildings and a main drag that had been turned into a concrete shopping mall. The old town had been blown away during a memorable cyclone on Christmas Day 1974, so everything on show was new, but kind of transient and gimcrack. The bargain-basement school of modern architecture. You squander a day and a half in the air and what’s the payoff? Landing in a sub-tropical suburbia with tit-shows. At least at night the mercury divebombed from a midday high of 120° down to the low three-figures. But night in Darwin was when the crazies came out. Night was when the town belonged to Jerry Watts and Grandpa and …

‘You looking for a party, mate?’

A voice from the dark. I kept walking, but the voice pursued me.

‘I said, you looking for a party?’

I spun around. Behind me, stepping out of a beat-up Holden, was a rail-thin kid around twenty-one. Long stringy hair, a pack of cigarettes rolled up in his T-shirt sleeve, and eyes as glassy as an ice-cube. They were eyes that made you wonder if the kid’s frontal lobe had been tampered with. They were eyes that spelled trouble.

‘I ask a question, I expect a bloody answer,’ the kid said. ‘You want a girl?’

Squeezed into the front passenger seat of the Holden was a woman who weighed around 250lbs. She was readjusting her lipstick in the rearview mirror and puffing on a cigarette at the same time. She had a treble chin and oozed cellulite. Her John could have marketed her with the slogan Can Sleep Two Comfortably.

‘You want her?’ the kid asked again.

‘No thanks,’ I said.

‘I tell you, she’s good. She’s real good. I know she’s good. She’s my wife.’

I turned tail, picking up speed as the kid yelled after me: ‘Fucking Yank wanker … fucking Yank shirt-lifter …’

The perfect end to a perfect evening in Darwin.

It was only a two-block canter to my motel. I jogged into the forecourt, spun around once to make certain the kid wasn’t pursuing me with his freak-show wife, and then made a bee-line for my rented unit. It was adjacent to a swimming pool which featured peeling paint and scummy water. I fumbled with the keys, finally managed to spring the lock, and slammed the door on the night.

The room: a concrete box painted pink, a patterned nylon carpet pockmarked by cigarette burns, a lump-infested bed, a fridge that didn’t work, a pay TV, a geriatric air-conditioner. I’d left the machine on while I was out, but the room was still a Turkish bath. So I stripped off my sweat-soaked clothes, kicked the congealed bundle into a corner, and took refuge in the shower. The water was arctic-cold. It was also a little brown, but I wasn’t complaining. Anything that drowned the Darwin day was all right by me.

The motel towels were as thin as a communion wafer and about as absorbent. I tried to wrap one around my waist, but was defeated by 20lbs of excess flab. So I improvized, fashioning the towel into a makeshift loincloth tied below the hip. In the process, I caught a snapshot glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror. I didn’t like the picture: a thirty-eight-year-old with all the usual signs of midlife negligence. I had a soft, burgeoning belly and a nasty crab-apple of fat beneath my chin. My sandy hair was mottled with grey. There were permanent dark smudges of fatigue below my eyes and a railroad map of lines branching out to my temples. I looked tired, bloated, world-weary.

A cigarette was needed. Before I’d left the States I’d started smoking again after a seven-year hiatus. I was now on two packs of unfiltered Camels a day. My old wheeze had returned. I was coughing up a brown oyster of phlegm every morning. My teeth were turning a nice shade of terracotta. Going back on the smokes was the most positive thing I’d done in years.

My duty-free carton of Camels was by the bed. I fished out a fresh pack, tapped out a weed, lit it with my Zippo, inhaled deeply. Bingo. Instant elation. Why spend a lifetime chasing happiness when the only no-bullshit bliss you ever encounter is fleeting, incidental: a shower after a hot day; a cigarette which tastes so damn good you think you’ve finally bumped into serenity. For a moment or two anyway.

My encounter with serenity was a quickie. It ended when I looked at the map of Australia that I’d left spread out across the bed. That dumbshit map. I’d been seduced by it. Seduced by its possibilities. That map had brought me here. To Darwin. That map had been a serious mistake.

I’d first seen the map in a Boston bookshop. It was a washed-out afternoon in February, very cold, very grey. A few days earlier, I’d walked out of a job on a newspaper in Maine. It was the fourth journalistic gig that I’d abandoned in the past decade. I’d always worked for provincial newspapers – an itinerant hack-for-hire, roaming the eastern seaboard in a battered Volvo. I’d done time in Schenectady, New York; in Scranton, Pennsylvania; in Worcester, Massachusetts: in Augusta, Maine. A string of smalltime journals in a string of smalltime cities. Sometimes my colleagues on these papers wondered why I had this predilection for finding work in battered factory towns; why, after a decade on the journalistic road, I hadn’t tried my luck on some big-time rag in Philly or Boston or even The Apple. But I wasn’t interested in exploring the higher reaches of the journalistic firmament. I liked cruising through the middling stratosphere – because there was never any chance of letting ambition bind me to any one spot. Two years of reporting municipal council meetings, church fêtes, and the occasional teenage pile-up on the Interstate, and I was ready to move on. Which is why, after twenty-eight months on the Augusta Kennebec Journal, I tendered my notice, packed my worldly possessions into the back of my Volvo station wagon, and headed south on I-95.

I was en route to a new job on the Akron Ohio Beacon Journal. But before beginning a two-year stint in the rubber tyre capital of America, I decided to spend a few days drifting through Boston. So I checked into a cheap hotel off Bolyston Street, took the trolley across the Charles to Cambridge, and hit the used bookshops around Harvard Square. I found the map in the first one I walked into. I was browsing through the travel section when I saw a cardboard box crammed with old road maps. Amidst an all-American collection of highway cartography, I stumbled across an anomaly: a 1957 Royal Automobile Club map of Australia. Price: $1.75. I opened it up, spreading it out on the bookshop floor. It was unlike any map I’d ever seen: an island the size of America with only one road crossing its vacant mid-section and one road circumnavigating the entire continent.

A shop assistant stumbled upon me kneeling above Australia.

‘You gonna buy that map or what?’ the shop assistant said.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I’ll buy it.’

I didn’t simply buy the map, I also stopped by the Harvard Co-op and picked up a guide to Australia. Inside there was a more up-to-date map of the country’s thoroughfares – and I was intrigued to discover that there was still only one road bisecting its centre and one hugging its coast. This wasn’t a real country, this was some sort of fictive frontier. The Big Nowhere.

I returned to my hotel room, ordered up a pizza and a six-pack of Schlitz, and spent the evening dallying in the land of Oz. My eye kept fastening on the city of Darwin. Geographically speaking, it was a real back-of-beyond burgh – the High North midpoint for the road that ringed the continent. Due East was a state called Queensland – famed (according to the guidebook) for its fruit plantations, its tropical swelter, its redneck politics – making me think that it must be twinned with Mississippi. Due West, however, you entered a realm of peculiar enchantment.

Imagine travelling for a thousand miles and never encountering any signs of twentieth-century life, the guidebook said. Imagine wide-open country under brilliant cobalt-blue skies, far far away from the cares and pressures of modern-day existence. The 3,000-mile road from Darwin to Perth not only brings you through the heart of the natural wonder that is the West Australian Outback, it also gives you access to the last great wilderness on the planet.

Now I knew that I was being fed a heavy dose of copywriter cant – but I still couldn’t take my eyes off that map. All that space; all that nothing. Sitting in that cheap hotel room – eating a cold slice of pepperoni pizza which leaked grease on to Darwin and environs – it suddenly struck me that I’d never really been anywhere. All right, I’d spent the last fifteen years rambling around the east coast like some sort of journalistic Flying Dutchman – but, bar a week-long trip to London a couple of years ago, I knew nothing of the world beyond I-95. And now, here I was – a guy on the frontier of the Big Four-O – about to get locked into another two-bit job on another two-bit newspaper. In Akron-fucking-Ohio. Where they made Goodyear radials and little else. Two years there would be like overdosing on embalming fluid. Why embrace the lacklustre option yet again? Especially since I had no ties, no commitments. And if I really was the unencumbered dude I fancied myself to be, then wasn’t it time to get off the hack treadmill for a while and disappear into the Great Wide Open?

I ruminated on this question while working my way through that six-of-Schlitz, a pack of Camels, and a couple of late-night movies on TV. Somewhere between a remake of Brief Encounter set in a suburb of Honolulu and a cheap horror flick about giant killer rabbits attacking a National Guard outpost, I blew lunch. An amalgamation of cold pizza, cheap lager, twenty cigarettes and homicidal bunnies pushed my gut over the edge. But while hugging the porcelain, my mind became peculiarly clear. So clear, in fact, that by the time the final cascade of vomit had hit the water, I’d decided that I was en route to the Outback.

And now, sitting in that cheap sweat-box of a room in Darwin, I marvelled at my profound, far-reaching stupidity. I discover an old map in a Boston bookshop and a couple of hours later – while tossing my cookies in some fleabag hotel – I decide to run off to the ass end of Australia. I call my future employers and politely tell them to stuff their job. I put everything I own into storage. I sell my beloved Volvo. I withdraw my life savings of $10,000. I get a visa. I buy a plane ticket. A
day and a half later, I land here. The moral of the story: fall in love with a map and you fuck up your life.

Outside the hotel room, the night sky began to put on a show. First came three heavy-metal claps of thunder. Then there was a quick flash of lightning, followed by rain. A power shower of tropical rain. Ten inches in ten seconds. A deluge so frenzied that it knocked out a power cable near the hotel. It left me sitting alone in the dark. As the monsoon crashed around me, I cheered it on, hoping it might just wash Darwin – and all my mistakes – away.
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As soon as I saw the van, I knew I was going to buy it. It was a classic: a Volkswagen microbus, circa 1970; a true period piece which took me back to my student days – when every counterculture clown bought a cheap van, sprayed it pink and then headed off to commune with the karma of the American road. This VW, on the other hand, looked like it was built to commune with a demilitarized zone, as it had been done up in brown and green camouflage colours. Too bad this wasn’t Saigon 1968, ’cause all this baby needed was a machine-gun nest on the roof and it would’ve been ready to rock-and-roll its way to the Tet Offensive. German engineering meets American depravity. Guten morgen, Vietnam.

The van was parked opposite my hotel. It was one of a dozen or so camping vehicles lining the street – for this was Darwin’s unofficial van market; the place where travel-weary veterans of the Australian road came to sell their wheels to anyone venturing out into the bush. There were standard four-wheel-drive pickups, and trailers hauled by clapped-out Holdens, and even a Bedford van with a lop-sided peace sign daubed on its bonnet. But there was only one VW microbus – and I immediately approached it.

Up close, the camouflage paint-job appeared to be the work of a spastic and one wing was perforated by rust. But the tyres seemed solid and there was a re-assuring spring to the chassis when I
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