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SQUEALING TOURISTS ARE the bane of Sinclair’s Saturday mornings. Their squeals penetrate his pounding head with the force of a hammer drill. They are even worse than the seagulls. Sinclair stares into the distance, blocking the tourists out, concentrating on the fine line where ocean becomes horizon, hoping to channel the serenity of the sea. He slows the glass bottom boat as it nears the edge of the coral reef. One more hour and he’ll be home. The cacophony mellows to oohs and ahhs broken by occasional whoops as someone spots a coloured fish or a whirl of seaweed. Sinclair’s niggling nervousness begins to melt away. Shortcutting to the little north reef has its dangers. There is always a chance one of the tourists has taken the trip before and knows they are being short-changed. The north reef is less spectacular than the main reef the tourists paid to visit, but, crucially for Sinclair, a quicker trip. He’d gambled on this lot, who’d arrived together by coach and would leave straight after for the hills, getting a whirlwind glimpse of the far north in a five-day tour of Australia. In his more genial moments Sinclair felt sorry for them. Hobart and Port Arthur one day, Melbourne and fairy penguins the next, Sydney Harbour Bridge and Opera House the day after that. Then airborne over the endless terracotta plains to Ayers Rock. No chance of sitting in the shade listening to birdsong or watching a storm transform a dry riverbed into a torrent.


Sinclair puts the motor in neutral when they get near the reef. The tourists wriggle about, pointing out features in the coral to each other, sounding like budgerigars. Suddenly, as if a falcon has swooped on the flock, their chatter becomes screams. Sinclair ignores it. Tourists are excitable, on the hunt for amazing sights, primed to react, cameras ready to shoot. Abruptly, one of the tourists stands up and leaps over the railing onto the glass, and gingerly picks his way along the frame towards the back of the boat. Under hooded brows, Sinclair watches him approach. The man’s eyes are frighteningly wide open, lit with a fiery glint that could be fear or courage. Sinclair takes a slow deep breath, lets it out and puts on a smile.


‘There's a body! A girl, a woman. In the water. In the coral,’ the tourist whispers loudly, as if to avoid worrying the other tourists.


Sinclair curses. Seeing mermaids now, the bloody tourists.


‘She’s staring up at us.’ There’s panic in the tourist’s voice, terror in his eyes. ‘There are woman and children on this boat. You’ve got to do something!’


Sinclair’s head thumps. Just what he needs. Should have stuck to the usual route. All he’d wanted was a quiet morning while his hangover subsided. Now he’s got hysterical tourists, women holding their hands over children’s eyes, men with their arms around the women. He nudges the throttle to edge the boat forward, to put whatever it is out of sight of the tourists, to see what it is for himself, then puts the motor back in neutral and waits for the turbulence to clear.


Blood pumps into his head as he leans over the back of the boat to peer into the water. He retches and swallows the bitter bile as he stares into the empty eye sockets of a plump young woman in a billowing floral dress. Her hair waves around her head medusa-like, and orange clownfish nibble at her ears. Purple anemones lace prettily through her fingers. As he looks, gobsmacked, the boat begins to drift, following the bright blue polythene rope tied around the woman’s waist to a sandbag smashed open on the coral.


Sinclair hauls himself back up. His head reels. He looks at the transfixed tourists. They are waiting for Sinclair to do something. He can’t think of anything to say, so he just shakes his head slowly at the man still standing on the glass. He picks up his binoculars and scans the rich retirees’ houses on the shore, in the hope someone has noticed his plight and is doing something about it. He sees people lounging on sunbeds and pottering in their gardens, and his hopes leap when he finds a man looking right back at him through binoculars. He waves his arm but the man drops the binoculars, turns away and goes inside. Sinclair waits, hoping the man has gone to call the police. It’s the last thing Sinclair wants to do. He’d run a mile rather than talk to the cops. The minutes tick by but the man with the binoculars doesn’t reappear. Sinclair tries to think of anything other than the eyeless woman’s gaze, but he can’t. He’s never going to forget that face.


‘You’ve got to do something!’ The man on the glass sounds hysterical, as if he’s transmitting the fear of the rest of the tourists. Sinclair sighs and pulls his old hand-held compass out of his kit bag to take bearings. He steadies his shaking hands and looks for the landmarks he’s always used to orient himself when he’s at sea. He lines up the break in the forest where the railway line to Toolloola crosses the ridge in the west, then turns north to take a bearing from the little headland that shelters Lawler’s Bay. He pinpoints his position on the chart, and picks up the radio. He coughs to clear his voice, and radioes the police. Then, like the tourists, he waits, gazing silently at the low lying town encircled by lush dark mountains.















Part One
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ANOTHER SLOW SATURDAY. A thick red line down the centre of my big toenail. You know the routine. Swirl the brush in the bottle, dab it gently against the edges to knock off that drop that causes havoc and paint another line either side of the first, then either side of those, until my toenail is a luscious red. Hand steady and breath held for one well-placed wide brushstroke on each of the small toes. First foot done. Lean back in the chair, stretch my leg across the desktop, wiggle my toes. They’re an oasis of beauty amongst the mess on Ed's desk. Stacks of yellowing newspapers piled up against the dirty window. Handwritten scraps of notes adorned with crude drawings of women’s tits. Dusty crumbs under the keys of his old portable typewriter. Grimy phone. Half-finished roll of antacid tablets. Ring pulls chained together. Chocolate bar packets twisted into bows. Greasy hamburger wrappers balled up, ready for Ed to throw at whoever is annoying him, which usually seems to be me.


On the wall Ed’s got a collage of sticky-taped phone numbers, betting tickets and snapshots. Ed on a boat, holding aloft a silver fish, the sea bright blue and his teeth dirty yellow, bared in the crooked grimace he uses for a smile. In another pic, in the same sharp light, Ed has a stubby of Queensland’s favourite XXXX beer in one hand and the other is resting on the shoulder of a barrel-shaped bloke with a round, red face and a double chin. In a third pic Ed’s clinking cans with a grinning bloke with mirror sunglasses and a drooping moustache out of the seventies. I recognise that horsey smile, that moustache, those gold rings thick as knuckledusters on his fingers. He’s the bloke who was at the pub with Ed the other night. ‘This is the chick I was telling yer about,’ Ed had slurred, pointing at me, and then he burped loud and long. ‘Woman, Ed, she’s a lovely young woman,’ the toothy bloke had purred, twinkling his eyes at me and grabbing Ed’s shoulder. ‘He’s a bit backward, our Ed,’ the bloke said. ‘Welcome to Hicks Inlet.’ Then he steered Ed away.


Here’s the threesome again, in fancy dress. It’s a professional looking photograph printed in black and white. Ed is dressed as a cop. The bloke from the pub is in a snappy suit with a gangster fedora tipped low over one eye. His arm is around a slender woman wearing a Venetian mask and a low-cut dress. The barrel-shaped bloke with the double chin is beside her, dressed in mayoral regalia. Towering behind them, a tall bloke who looks like he’s in blackface is holding up the end of a rope noosed around his neck, with his tongue out as if he’s being strangled. Gross. Creepy. I can’t imagine the kind of person who thinks that’s funny, or even ok. Who would do that? 


The fancy dress event photo must be one of Alec’s, the FNQ Mail’s part-time wedding and sports photographer. ‘Alec wastes his life taking snapshots of birds. Art, you know,’ Earl, the boss, told me when I first started. ‘Best news photographer I’ve ever seen: fearless, great eye, steady hand. Went up in the trees with the greenies protesting the new road. Got a shot of a crocodile so close you can see where its teeth need cleaning. Wades right into a car crash, shoots the blood and the guts and the vacant gaze of the dead bloke behind the wheel. Shoots stuff that’s so true I can’t print it. And now he won’t do anything but the weddings and sport, for a bit of cash, to support his art. Bloody waste!’ Sometimes Earl goes on and on, but it’s easier to handle than when he just glares at me.


A gecko shoots up from behind Ed’s desk, startling me. It scoots across the wall and hides behind the snapshots. The only motion left in the empty office is the overhead fan and the motes of dust dancing in the gloom of the layout room, known to all as the ‘knacker’s yard’, where I spend my days cutting articles down to size. The motor in the office fridge clanks into operation, loud as a truck. Even in shorts and tank-top I’m stinking hot, and there’s Coke and beer in the fridge. And Charlene’s Mint Slice biscuits too. Charlene’s supposed to be the receptionist or office manager or something, but the only thing I’ve ever seen her actually do is eat Mint Slices. She slowly licks the dark chocolate outer layer while holding the fridge door open, then closes the door and nibbles off the mint layer while the kettle boils, then dips the rest in whatever brew she has in her ‘I’ve Been to Heaven’ Hamilton Island souvenir mug. Badly as I want to eat one of those biscuits Charlene-style, I don’t want to incur her wrath. She barely acknowledges my existence, but that’s better than the outright hostility I get from Ed. So I’ve got to make do with some ice-cubes, with sliding them around my neck, so they coolly dribble down what Vogue calls my décolletage, across my belly, down my shorts. I flick on the radio, hoping for a diversion, and luck out. The Divinyls new hit, ‘I Touch Myself’, is playing and it transports me out of the FNQ Mail office to a much better place. When it finishes, Slim Dusty or Stan someone or other gets the airwaves, singing that tedious song about the bloke who’s good when he’s sober but a pain when he’s full, which Ed drones along with when it’s on. That breaks the mood like a sledgehammer. Off goes the radio. There’s nothing left to do but grab a Coke and start work.

~


Saturday work has two parts: waiting for someone to bring in advertising after the deadline, for which they pay double the usual rate, and reading the Courier to find stuff we could pinch for next week’s papers or that should get a mention in Monday’s FNQ Mail. By Friday afternoon most of Monday’s paper is typeset and laid out, ready to print after Alec puts in the weddings and sport on Sunday. Last week, my first Saturday shift, I carefully read and summarised every major article in the Courier in the same way I’ve been summarising stories off the wire in Sydney for most of my so-called journalism training. On Monday morning Earl, the esteemed editor of the FNQ Mail, flicked through my tidy summaries and flung them frisbee-style in the direction of the bin. He took off his thick bifocals to clean them. He rocked back and forth in his wheelchair, blowing on the lenses and rubbing them with the cloth, staring at me all the while. His mottled brown irises, flecked with hazel, seemed smaller without the glasses. Finally he stopped, put his glasses back on, leaned forward on the desk and spoke slowly, as if talking to a child.


‘You really haven’t grasped this aspect of the job, young lady. Have you ever read the FNQ Mail?’


I nodded.


‘See any national news in it?’


I shook my head.


‘No, no national news at all.’ Earl was in didactic tone, which I’ve learnt is one of his favourites. ‘And it should go without saying that international news doesn’t feature either. In the unlikely event that anyone in this godforsaken place wants to know what’s going on in the world they will read the Courier for themselves. The really keen ones, people like me, lost souls that we are, read The Australian and one of the Sydney or Melbourne broadsheets. We’re a local paper here at the FNQ Mail. Do you get that?’


‘Yep, got it Earl, local paper,’ I ventured. I’d already found out that Earl doesn’t like me to say more than absolutely necessary. Reading back issues hasn’t been clarifying. The front page of the FNQ Mail is likely to have a picture of a grinning bloke holding a big fish and a report on controversies stirred up by a new carpark or camping ground. Inside it’s all about council meetings, car accidents, tourist numbers being up or down, new cane cutting equipment and snap freezers for prawn boats, births, 21st birthdays, weddings and deaths, and sport, of course. It’s the dullest excuse for a newspaper I’ve ever seen.


‘As I told you, someone has to read the Courier on Saturday in case it reports something of importance to the local community. If that happens, Alec can squeeze it in when he does the sport and weddings on Sunday. I can’t make it any clearer than that,’ Earl continued slowly, his hands clasped in front of him on the desk. He inhaled loud and long, leaned back in the chair, then exhaled exhaustedly. ‘So, to recapitulate, you read Saturday’s Courier to get local stuff that might have happened after I went home and everyone else nicked off to the pub on Friday.’


‘Got it, Earl.’


‘And that space I’m holding for the big last minute advertisement that turns up on Saturday, the one that’s going to pay your wages for the week? With luck, Celia from the travel agency will have some late cancellations and tickets she can’t get rid of, but if she doesn’t walk in the door wanting to place an ad, we can’t print with a blank space. So also look for, how shall I put it?’ Earl’s eyes rose to the ceiling. ‘A bit of colour, you know, a spot of poetry, drama, something we can fill that space with. Or another space later in the week, if nothing happens between Tuesday and Thursday, which isn’t unusual. So, read, select, note page and position on page, headline and a key quote.’


‘Got it, Earl.’


‘And type the notes next time. I couldn’t have read that mess even if I’d felt so inclined,’ he growled, gesturing towards the paper fanned out across the floor.


‘Type the notes, keep them short. Got it.’


‘Good girl.’


‘Good girl’ is Earl’s way of saying the discussion is at an end. After that he just goes back to whatever he was doing before he summoned me, without saying thanks, or glad we’ve cleared that up, or any other vacuous nicety you might expect from a boss. After the first couple of times I lost the desire to point out that at twenty-one I’m a fully fledged adult, or to make terse comments about equality in the workplace, in language that would not have enhanced my situation. I was promised three weeks as a real reporter on the FNQ Mail, an opportunity to practise interviewing and writing up somewhere that didn’t really count. When I eagerly agreed I hadn’t realised just how insignificant anyone I interview or anything I write about might be. Not that any actual reporting opportunities have arisen yet. So far my responsibilities haven’t progressed past proofreading, typesetting, layout and reading back issues of the FNQ Mail so I can ‘learn the lay of the land’. I’ve been honing all those skills for the last three years at the Sydney Times, except for reading the FNQ Mail, and that definitely isn’t going to advance my prospective career as an investigative journalist. Two weeks to go. I’ll survive. In his day Earl was a highly respected Walkley Award-winning journalist. He’s a great mate of my boss in Sydney. A good report from Earl will get me over one more hurdle towards becoming a fully fledged journalist back at the Times.

~


I spread the Courier out on the spare desk and wind some paper into the golf-ball typewriter. Here I go.


Page 1 top, headline: Sir Joh B-P ‘Fighting Mad’ After 4 Years of Perjury and Corruption Charges. Jury fails to reach verdict. Quote: Joh says ‘Just tell Queenslanders this: The woods are lovely, dark and deep but I have promises to keep and miles to go before I sleep’.


Page 1, right-side column, headline: New Development. Subhead: Joh joins financially troubled tycoon in new bid to secure $700 million spaceport project.


Joh hasn’t been Premier for four years but he’s still hogging the front page. The old bastard was at the helm of Queensland for 17 years. Some journos have been on the Bjelke-Peterson track for so long they probably don’t know how to get off.


Page 1, bottom, headline: Murderer Commits Suicide After Killing 20 y-o Tourist. 


What do you know? He was from Hicks Inlet! A local! Everyone will want to know. I’ve hit the jackpot. That’s the filler we need.


Quote: The murderer was ‘Average Mr Nice Guy’ from Hicks Inlet, a hard-working chef at local rugby league club, before going on a killing spree on Sunshine Coast beaches. Quote: The murderer bought a high-powered assault rifle from gun dealer in Hicks Inlet a year ago.


Two quotes is one too many, but Earl’s going to want that piece for sure. Space filled. I could stop now and paint the toenails on my other foot, but I’d better skim the rest, just in case. Page 3 has a nice little tidbit about sex video extortion. A bit of colour for Earl. Page 5 and 6 are devoted to the extensive flooding in north Queensland following Cyclone Joy, but there’s already flood news in Monday’s FNQ Mail. It’s a regular item. Damn, look at that, a little piece about the first general strike in Sydney in 65 years, and I’m going to miss it. Skip that too. Not relevant in far north Queensland. That’s it then. No point bothering with the finance and sport pages.


The Home section is comprised of house sales advertisements filled out with articles about home improvement. The headline ‘Your Home Expresses Your Personality!’ makes me laugh. My boyfriend Robbo hasn’t even got a home. He sleeps at ours, or at one of his numerous auntie’s houses, or somewhere upcountry. But he’s got plenty of personality. What about where I live in Surry Hills then? It’s furnished with wonky, mismatched furniture, the walls are cracked, nails jut out of the uneven floorboards, the kitchen cupboard doors don’t close and the gas stove is ancient. It might express the parsimonious personality of our landlord, but it doesn’t express mine or my housemate Noelene’s. The posters on the walls and the loud music are all us, but none of the rest. On the other hand, Mrs Swain’s boarding house, where I’m staying, does seem to express her personality. Mrs Swain is gaunt, with bony shoulders, stick-thin limbs and a little convex belly that protrudes through her beige apron. She’s got thin hair scraped into a tight bun. Her house is sparsely furnished and battened down against the sun with faded brown blinds. The dark hall that stretches the length of the house has closed doors, dung-brown lino and a bleachy odour that oozes out of the bathroom. The only decoration in the lounge room is a framed photograph of the Queen. In fact, thinking about it, Mrs Swain’s personality isn’t only expressed in her home, it’s codified in her long list of Rules for Boarders. My favourite is ‘Visitors may be Entertained on the Verandah during Daylight hours but may NOT enter the House’. There’s only one chair on that verandah. That tells you Mrs Swain’s idea of a joke. On balance the headline has a point.


What else is in today’s bloody Courier? Four pages of pineapple recipes in the cookery section, amazing concoctions from soups to sweets, and a full-page canned pineapple advertisement. The pineapple company probably paid for the recipe pages too, which seems worth drawing to Earl’s attention. If he could get the advertisers of cane-cutting equipment to pay for the articles about said equipment, or for recipes using sugar, it might make him less dependent on the last minute advertisement from the travel agency, and me less likely to have to waste Saturdays hanging around in here. I can’t think of a way to express that in a headline and quote that Earl isn’t going to scoff at, so I draw a pineapple, complete with cross-hatching for the diamond shapes on its skin, and put dancing 3-D dollar signs all around it. Figure that one out, Earl!


Enough. Job done. I slide the notes under Earl’s door and go back to Ed’s desk to paint the toenails on my other foot. Just as I get the first brush stroke on my big toenail, Ed’s phone rings, sharp and shrill, making me jump up again. For a millisecond I wonder if I should break the rule that no one but Ed uses Ed’s phone, then I pick it up.


‘Far North Queensland Mail,’ I say, in my posh journalist voice.


‘Ed?’ says some bloke in a bark.


‘Ed’s not here at present,’ I reply politely. ‘You’ve reached Lou Williams. I’m the duty journalist today. How can I help?’


‘You that new chick Ed’s been going on about?’


‘That’d be me.’ I can hear my western suburbs edge break through my professional poshness and regret it instantly.


‘Ah shit. The sarge told me to tell Ed there’s a dead body coming in to the marina on the police boat any time now. Can you find Ed and let him know? I can’t spend the whole bloody day looking for him.’


‘I’m on it.’ A dead body! A scoop! I’m right in the middle of hot news. It’s so exciting that the phone slips out of my hand onto the nail polish bottle, smashing it. A pool of luscious red oozes across the desktop. Ed is going to kill me. No time to stop and clean it up. Got to get interviews. Whoopee! A proper article! A front page! I stuff a couple of sheets of typing paper and a pen in my bag, fly out the office door and down the stairs and run.
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AT THE MARINA a small crowd is watching the police boat tie up at the mooring. They’re all bent forwards, their heads leaning anxiously towards the police boat and their backs pulling away from it, as if their brains want to know but their instincts are to run away. They have arms around someone else’s shoulders; they hold each other’s elbows and hands. An elderly woman wearing a tennis visor and a shapeless dress with hiking boots turns and walks towards me. I stop her, hold her by the elbow and take her hand in mine, look into her teary eyes and ask what happened.


‘It’s awful, just awful,’ she whispers in an American accent. ‘The poor girl was just lying there in the coral. She was trapped in it, all wrapped up in it. Her eyes were gone. She had these red eyeholes. It felt like she was staring at us through those red holes where her eyes used to be.’ The woman’s eyes rim with tears. ‘The captain wouldn’t do anything. Something’s wrong with him. It was so awful. It just went on and on, just sitting in the boat with the woman below us, coming in and out of view through the glass bottom, and the captain just doing nothing. When the police finally came they didn’t even go into the water. They hauled her in with a long hook like she was a bag of concrete. It was so, so awful…’ She squeezes my hand. ‘I’ve had enough of this bloody country! They promised us paradise and gave us hell. I can’t take any more.’ She sniffs and mops a tear, pulls her hand away, and walks towards the tourist bus.


One cop is on the boat, slowly pushing a stretcher covered with a tarpaulin up towards the dock where another cop is stretching out to grab it. A blue rope trailing down from the tarp catches on something in the boat and drags the tarp away as the cop pushes the stretcher up. The dead woman’s body is being uncovered. First her sandals and plump, tanned legs, then her floral dress, and then her face. Seeing the ragged, red holes where her eyes used to be makes me retch. Jesus and Mary! My hand clamps over my mouth. My stomach convulses horribly and reverberates up to my throat. Bloody hell! I did not expect this. I think I’m going to spew up. I retch again, violently, bend down low and grab my knees tight. I can hear the cops swearing at each other while I stare at the ground, willing my stomach to settle. I’m supposed to be able to handle this. I’m supposed to be the reporter. Do your job Lou, I tell myself over and over, desperate for some inner strength to overcome this wretched convulsion, this physical revulsion that’s brought me down. Straining to stop the retching I straighten up and force myself to look again, keeping my hand tight over my mouth. The cop is still on the boat, holding the stretcher steady with one hand and clenching the end of the tarp in the other. The other cop is still on the dock, sawing at the blue rope, which is tied around the woman’s waist. He’s using a big fishing knife with mean-looking serrations that catch jaggedly on the rope. When he finally cuts through it he throws the rope back into the boat and the other cop throws him the end of the tarp. It’s a relief when he catches it and they pull the tarp tight over the woman’s body. Suddenly conscious of the watching crowd, the cops bark commands for everyone to move away.


I move back with everyone else. At least the retching has abated. I think I’m going to be alright. And as if a fog is lifting I begin to wonder why that rope was around the woman’s waist. Did the cops put the rope around her to pull her up? The American woman said the cops didn’t go in the water. How did they knot the rope around her waist? Or was she tied to something in the coral? Taking a deep breath I head towards the cops, fishing in my bag for my press pass. Start with where, when, who. I can do this. I know I can. One of the cops walks towards me while the other clears the back of the police van to make space for the stretcher which they’ve left lying on the ground. The approaching cop is looking me up and down with a leer, making me wish I was wearing something more appropriate than shorts and a tank-top.


‘Dead sheila found in sea,’ the cop barks at me. ‘That’s it, girlie. The whole story. Go home and finish painting your nails.’ He points at my feet, at the red toenails on one foot and a single red stripe on the big toenail of the other. ‘We'll give Ed the details.’


Ed is officially the police roundsman at the FNQ Mail. As far as I can make out that means the cops channel all crime stories Ed’s way and he reports the bare bones of what they tell him.


‘I’m Lou Williams,’ I announce in my posh journalist voice, waving my press pass. ‘I’m the FNQ Mail reporter on duty today. Where was the body found?’


‘In the water. Where do ya reckon?’ The cop has his eyes locked on my tits.


I line up when, who, how, why questions in my head and hold my notebook high to block his line of sight.


‘When was the body found?’


The cop turns away and starts walking towards the cop van. My question hangs in the air. I can hear the tourists being hustled towards their bus. Now what do I do? Catch up with the tourists and try to get an interview, a better description of what they saw? Damn! I should have written down what the American woman said. I should persist with the cop. Hell, I don’t know how to do this, I don’t know what to do. I can’t let the cop give me the brush off. I run to catch up, and move around in front of him, the way journalists do on television.


‘When was the body found, officer?’


‘Six months ago,’ he says sarcastically. ‘When do ya bloody reckon it was found?’


‘Who found it?’ I’m going to ignore the crap. I’ve got to get something out of him.


‘A bunch of tourists on a glass bottom boat got to see something a bit more interesting than coral and pretty fishies.’


The bastard’s not taking me seriously. I want to stomp away, but that’s completely the wrong reaction. I’m about to ask him about the blue rope when he cuts me off.


‘Look, girlie. The interview is over. When we know more we’ll tell Ed,’ he says, and he marches off to help the other cop shove the stretcher into the back of the police van. They slam the doors, get in the front and drive away, leaving me standing there like a shag on a rock.


The tourists are getting on their bus. I make a run for it, to try and catch someone to give me some quotes and some information about where the body was found. When I get there, breathless, the door shuts and the bus pulls away. Oh shit, I’ve really screwed this up. Now what do I do? There’s only one car in the car park, across on the other side. A blonde woman is hugging the steering wheel, and staring at me. A man with a cricket hat pulled down low over his face runs to the passenger door, gets in and gesticulates to the woman. He looks upset, or angry. They might know something. As I run towards them the woman reverses the car away from me, turns and roars out of the car park. Now the car park is empty, the dock is empty, there is no one left, no one but me. I have completely buggered this up. My heart is racing, my legs are shaking, my knees are crumpling and now I really am going to throw up. I slump to the ground and put my head between my knees and try to breathe slowly, feeling the thump of my heart, waiting for it to slow down.

~


I’ve blown it. I’ve got next to nothing. Ed will get the story from the cops without even getting his hands dirty. I have to look at a dead body and put up with shit treatment from the cops and I get nothing. And, girlie! The cop called me girlie. Even he could tell that I had no idea what I was doing. Aagh, this is going to stick in my head forever. Instead of a front-page article I’ve got no interviews, no facts, nothing but the image of the woman’s gaping eyeholes superglued to my mind. This is going to lodge deep, horror and shame intertwined; it’s going to haunt me, taunt me; it’s going to wake me up at night and be the first thing I think of in the mornings. I wedge my head tight between my knees and wrap my arms tight around them. I am not going to cry. I am not.

~


I’ve got to pull myself together. There must be someone around here who saw something. What about the skipper on the glass bottom boat? Where did he go? I look around again, but no one is in sight. The only sounds are the clank of cable on masts and the screech of seagulls. Near the row of empty glass bottom boats bobbing alongside a jetty there’s a ticket office. The skipper might be inside. I get up, shake myself down and set off, but the ticket office is closed up. The timetable pasted on the window says it’s low season. No more glass bottom boat excursions out to the reef until Thursday except by appointment. Shit and double shit!


I’ve got to get back to the office. Someone might come knocking with the last minute advertisement. I can’t miss that too. That would really piss Earl off. My credibility, if I’ve got any left, would be shattered.

~


Back at the office there’s an envelope under the door, with a note from Celia and a list of tickets available for cheap flights over the rainforest and the reef. I put the fan on in the knacker’s yard and get a can of Coke. Mechanically I typeset Celia’s ticket information and paste the text into the advertisement space. It doesn’t help get my mind off my failure to get an interview or stop me from thinking about the dead woman. I have to put together something I can tell Earl. First, write down everything I know. That’s the method Robbo uses to get his clients to recall detail.


Here goes. Glass bottom boat found dead body in the coral. Tourists in boat, at least one American. Two police officers with police boat and van. American tourist reported that the police used a hook to bring the woman’s body to the surface. Young adult, female, floral dress. Eyes missing. Eaten away by fish? Blue rope tied around waist, trailed off to frayed end. Police cut rope off at the waist and threw it into boat. Just seeing those words written down makes me realise that I should have asked the cops about that first. That’s probably where the story is. Answers to the where, when and who questions will be easy to get. The cops wouldn’t have known how and why the woman was lying dead in the coral anyway. The idiots couldn’t even manage to get the stretcher from the boat to the dock without calamity.


Now the right questions start flooding in. If the woman fell from a boat wouldn’t someone have dived in after her? Was she pushed? How did she get stuck in the coral? Who was she with when it happened? If she was alone, where is her boat? Someone would have reported an empty boat floating at sea. Such obvious things to ask, now that it is too late to ask them. I’ll tell Earl about the Mr Average Nice Guy murderer that I read about in the Courier, and how he was down on the Sunshine Coast and that being dead now, he’s not a likely candidate. Even a rookie like me can tell that the woman’s body wasn’t in the water for very long. But I need something more to tell Earl. He’s going to want answers, not questions. What’s he going to want to know? He’s going to ask me who the skipper was on the glass bottom boat, of course. He’s going to ask me what the skipper had to say. And I’m going to have to say that I didn’t see the skipper or his boat. I’m going to have to admit that I have no idea who he was. Earl’s going to point out in his superior way that the skipper was the only local witness on the scene apart from the cops, and that I couldn’t even manage to find out who it was. If only I’d found out that! What was I thinking?


Oh, I wish my first thought was to find the skipper. I wish I didn’t waste time talking to the cops. I wish I didn’t want to be a journalist. I wish I’d never come up here. I wish I was back in Surry Hills, hanging out with Noel, cooking our Saturday night special of gnocchi with thick, oily, tomato sauce, with salad and crusty bread. We’d be drinking cask wine, listening to music, cracking jokes with whoever has turned up for dinner. Robbo might even be there, wrapping his arms around me, teasing me. Today would have gone completely differently if he’d been there. He would have told the cops to treat me properly. He would have tracked down the glass bottom boat skipper straight away. But I’m on my own here. I’ve got to make a plan.


Alec has a pack of emergency smokes in the typesetter drawer and if ever was the time to steal one it’s now. I get a can of beer from the fridge too, pull the ring top and light the cigarette. By the time I’ve finished my second cigarette and most of the beer I’ve got a salvage plan. I’ll let it go for tonight, or I’ll miss dinner at Mrs Swain’s. I’m not going to check out the waterside pubs on a Saturday night, that’s just asking for trouble. Tomorrow I’ll go back to the dock and stay there until I find someone who does know something. I’ll get the skipper’s name, come hell or high water. I’ve got a plan. I put the butts in the can, squash it under my foot and chuck it in the bin under Ed’s desk.

~


Old George, the other regular boarder, is already eating when I get into the dining room at Mrs Swain’s. I sit on my hard wooden chair at the grey formica-topped table, in front of my congealing meal. George gives me a nod. He hears little and speaks less. I don’t even try to make conversation any more, but we share a smile of mutual suffering while I mash the soft little cubes of boiled vegetables into the lumpy potato mash and he hacks at the overcooked chops. The image of the dead girl and her red eyeholes and the rope around her waist bobs around in my mind. I’m going to have to live with that for a while, I know, so I don’t fight it. And when the self-recriminations for having fucked up rise to the surface I remind myself that I’ve got a salvage plan. I’m going to make good on this tomorrow. I push my pineapple ring floating in its pool of melting icecream over to George who smiles in gratitude, and wait politely for him to finish it before heading back to my miserable little room. The kitschy pompoms on the pink shade of the bed light dance when I switch it on. The lamp throws a weak circle of light on the patchwork quilt draped over the narrow bed. The quilt is the only half-way decent thing in the room, and that’s because it’s a mystery, a record of someone’s youth, perhaps even Mrs Swain’s. Amongst the fabric scraps there are gymkhana ribbons and brownie badges, embroidered doilies and cloth seed-bag labels. Every day I look for something new in it. Tonight’s discovery is a soft pink trainer bra with rollo straps. Trainer bra is such a bizarre idea that I get a few moments’ entertainment out of it but it’s hard to keep the gaping eyeholes in the woman’s face out of my mind.


If I was even a bit smart I’d have a bottle of Bundy rum stashed here for times like this. I can’t face going to the pub by myself. The manhood of Hicks Inlet getting drunk on Saturday night is not something I want to investigate. I’ve got to get out of this room though, and the verandah’s solitary wicker chair is the only place to go. George has colonised the lounge room where he watches the tv on full volume. The rapid-fire talk of cheap advertisements for four-wheel drive cars and agricultural chemicals spills onto the verandah, and the bright lights from the screen flicker through the blinds. After the advertisements the flickering lights dull and the sound cuts between bombing and yelling, silence and muttering. An old war movie probably. Over it I can hear the eerie wailing call of the bush stone-curlew. The first few nights I heard it the sound freaked me right out. Alec, the FNQ Mail photographer with the little goatee, showed me pictures of it. Its spindly legs and plain brown body seemed the antithesis of its eerie call. Alec assured me that it’s an amazing, timid bird that I could and should learn to love. Its call is sheer magic, he said, listen with an open mind. I try, I do, but tonight it sounds for all the world like the scream of a woman being killed.


I’ve got to force myself to think positive. Tomorrow I’ll find the skipper. First thing Monday I’ll tell Earl. He’ll have to let me investigate. There must be something in the journalists’ code of ethics that says the reporter on the spot gets the story. I picture myself doing interviews, notebook in hand, getting leads, following them up. I write a front page article. My name is on the byline. The Courier reprints it. When I return to Sydney the trainee journalists are jealous because I got a murder story, and they start respecting me instead of treating me like I’m a copy-taker lost on the wrong floor, and the boss finally gives me some real journalist work. Out of the ignominy of being shunned by the cops and failing to interview any tourists or the boat skipper I create a victory. And the bush stone-curlew starts wailing again, splintering my fantasy. The cops saw me for a pretender, they brushed me off like a speck of sand. I haven’t got what it takes. I’m fooling myself that I can become a journalist. I should be satisfied with having made it out of the western suburbs, with getting from serving in the newspaper office canteen into the typing pool and up to copy-taking. Every step of it took an enormous leap of faith, of self-belief. I’ve done well. It should be enough.


Oh, but I need to talk to someone. Tomorrow I’ll phone Noel. She always cheers me up. I might even be able to get hold of Robbo. He’ll have some ideas. He’ll tell me he’s crazy about me and really sorry he’s too busy to see me and for a change I’ll say it’s me who’s too busy to see him, on account of being more than two thousand kilometres away, which he’s pretty likely not to remember. Although he did lend me his copy of Anna Karenina, to fill my time and broaden my education while I was away, as if that’s what I’m in need of. If only he was here instead.
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THE CRASH OF thunder startles me awake, too early for Sunday. Rain batters on the roof with the ferocity of gods hurling handfuls of yonnies. I pull the quilt over my head and try to go back to sleep but the racket makes that impossible. That and the gouged-out eyes of the dead woman from the sea, which I can’t get out of my mind. 


It’s too early to phone Noel or Robbo. Too early to go looking for the glass bottom boat skipper. There’s only Anna Karenina but the story is all about Levin now and he’s dull as dishwater and ponderous as Sydney traffic. I plod through the pages until the clanking of plates gives me an excuse to get up. Mrs Swain could have walked out of Tolstoy’s story. Poor old thing that she is, with her mouth frozen in a cartoonist’s down-turned half-circle, and a permanent air of being hard done by. I resolve to be nice to her from now on. She probably suffered some terrible calamity herself; I can relate to that. She just needs someone to cheer her up, and old George isn’t much fun. I catch her in the dining room laying out breakfast and just as I’m about to launch into a cheery ‘good morning’ she turns and looks me up and down sourly.


‘Footwear must be worn in the house, Miss Williams. It’s in the Rules for Boarders,’ she announces, her head tilted back so she can peer down her narrow nose at me.


I shrug like an adolescent, cheeriness dissolved, and go and shuffle my feet into thongs, half hoping to entice Mrs Swain into an argument as to whether or not they fulfil the footwear requirement. When I get back to the dining room she’s gone. The pineapple juice is sugary sweet and tepid but drinkable. I take a couple of slices of cold toast and pineapple jam back to my room to nibble while I read about Anna’s horrible husband. Anna should just up and leave. And so should I. Today I’m going to make up for the failures of yesterday. And first I’m going to phone Noel for a bit of moral support.

~


The rain has moved into the hills, obscuring them in a pall. Steam’s oozing up from the bitumen. My jeans and shirt are an excessive response to yesterday’s tank top and shorts debacle. By the time I get to the empty town centre I feel as if I’ve plunged into a pool of my own sweat. At the post office I feed coins into the phone and dial Noel. The phone rings and rings. I hang up, wait five minutes, in case Noel is asleep, or in the shower, or gone out for milk or the paper, and phone again. Still no answer. I phone Robbo’s work and there’s no one there either. It’s a drag having a boyfriend with no fixed abode. He could be anywhere. The only thing that’s certain is that he’ll be working, busy reading reports, writing notes, debriefing or reassuring whoever he’s defending, lighting up someone else’s world. He’s always working, a lawyer charging on his white horse to save someone from the wrongful clutches of the law. Meanwhile I’ve got nothing to do, nowhere to go, no one to talk to. From my perch on the post office steps, I watch dark clouds massing over the gunmetal grey sea. The palms in Hicks Square are ragged from the winds and the rainswept streets are empty. Where do the tourists go on Sundays?


I haul myself up from the steps and phone Noel one more time. Still no answer. I can’t listen to those repetitive brr-brrs any more. They mock my loneliness. Time to give up, scoop my coins out of the refund tray, and figure out my next move. The heavy clouds are rolling in from the sea, darkening the sky like a scene from a Disney movie, bringing more torrential rain. I hug the wall under the post office verandah while the rain pelts down, shivering despite the humidity. The drains in the street run like rivers. A two-tone Holden Kingswood drives along the far side of Hicks Square, turns slowly towards the post office, and rolls to a stop right in front of me. The driver winds down the window.


‘Want a lift?’ he yells, his voice rough and dirty.


I shake my head, show him my middle finger.


‘Come on, ya want a good time or what?’


I don’t respond to the bastard. He revs the engine, a raw animal growl, then drives around the square twice, slowing down each time he passes me. I’m trying for defiance but my eyes are misting up with tears and my stomach’s a quivering mess. Finally he goes, leaving the square and its streets empty again.


I wish I could phone my dad. I’d love to hear his Irish lilt and be reassured by his reliable faith in my ability to do whatever I set out to do, but my mum always answers the phone. She’s still angry with me for refusing to meet the second-cousin who had flown out specially from Italy, let alone consider marrying him. If I talk to her right now I might even give in, agree to marry the Italian cousin, live in the same street as the family, work in the same factory, spend the weekends cooking and playing with babies. It would be so much easier than this wannabe journalist torture and the on-again off-again relationship with Robbo, who’s always busy fighting some battle or other that’s more important than being with me. But chances are I’d end up like Anna K, imprisoned in domestic drama, miserable every which way. Aagh! I’ve got to stop being such a sook. Come on Lou, get a sense of proportion, Robbo would say if he was here, and he’d punch me lightly on the arm and then he’d wrap me up in a hug. I wonder if that’s why he gave me Anna Karenina. A proxy to help me keep things in proportion.


Patches of blue are breaking through the clouds. The rain has stopped. The bitumen’s a steam bath again. I screwed up yesterday, but today I’ll do better. I’ll find the skipper, or something that will shed light on what happened to the dead woman. I’ll turn it into enough to convince Earl to let me investigate officially. Time to wipe my eyes, pull myself up, square my shoulders, and head for the waterfront.

~


Down at the marina clanking masts shoot hollow sounds across the bay, emphasising the emptiness of the water, the sky, the day. An empty can rattles about in the empty tourist bus park. The only person around is a young bloke in board shorts and rubber boots, hosing down the glass bottom boats. He’s even cute. Broad shoulders and narrow waist. Dark tanned skin. Black hair, straight and thick. Mirror sunglasses. He jumps from one boat to the next with the grace of a dancer, flicking the hose up to move it along the pavement as he goes. He might know the skipper who found the dead woman.


When he jumps ashore from the last boat I take a deep breath and walk up to him. He seems younger close up, late teens perhaps. He kinks the hose to stop the water flow and looks at me.


‘Looking for a boat ride? They’re not running. It’s low season,’ he says, flicking water at a seagull. It flies up with an offended squawk and returns to ground at a safer distance.


‘I know that,’ I say assertively, trying to sound authoritative. ‘I’m looking for the skipper of the boat that found the dead woman yesterday.’


‘A glass bottom boat found a dead woman? Where?’ There’s half a laugh in the way he says it.


‘In the sea.’ Bloody hell, of course in the sea, it’s a boat! ‘They found her body in the sea. In the coral.’ I’m the journalist here. Why is he doing the interview? Why do I lose control of these things so fast?


‘A body in the coral? A mermaid?’ He’s still got that bit of a smile on his face, as if he’s amused.


‘A mermaid! Seriously? A woman, a dead woman. Found in the coral. That’s what they told me,’ I say, probably a bit too aggressively. ‘I was here. Yesterday lunchtime. Police brought the body ashore. I saw her. I want to talk to the skipper.’ If he doesn’t know about it, why doesn’t he just say so, instead of trying to put me off? Does he know something he’s not telling me? ‘She was about your age maybe, bit older perhaps.’ I can’t tell how old he is, but it kind of matters to know if I’m older than him, especially because he seems to think I’m talking hogwash. 


‘Let me get this straight,’ he says with that half laugh in his voice. ‘You’re looking for the skipper of a glass bottom boat that found a dead woman in the coral? That’s what you’re saying?’ he asks, studying me closely, the way cops do in Darlinghurst when they think you’re stoned. He’s looking me up and down. I can see myself in his sunglasses and feel myself pulling my stomach muscles in, my shoulders back. I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans to keep them still and follow his gaze down. Bright red toe nails on one foot, on the other a single red stripe on the big toe nail. That’s how the cop looked at me, but without that half smile. I really should have finished my nails.


‘You travelling?’ he asks, gently, as if he’s decided I’m in need of help. ‘On your way up to Lawless?’


‘Lawless?’


‘Lawler’s Cove. Hippie paradise. You on your way up there?’


'No, I’m not travelling.’ Especially not to a hippie paradise. I’m trying to sound calm, cool and collected. ‘I’m doing a stint at the FNQ Mail.’


‘The Mail? What do you do? Secretary or something?’


‘I’m an investigative journalist, trainee. Lou Williams.’ I hold out my hand, feeling excruciatingly unconvincing. He pushes his sunglasses up onto his head, and, despite the incredulous look in his eyes, he shakes my hand firmly.


‘Chris Mazzolini, yacht master,’ he says, laughing, his eyes dancing.


‘Pleased to meet you, Chris.’ I don’t know what a yacht master is but I doubt that a yacht master needs a Sunday job washing down glass bottom boats. He’s much too young for such a fancy sounding job anyway.


‘So, Hicks Inlet’s got a girl journalist.’ He shoots another spray of water at seagulls, with a wide grin on his face. ‘A girl journalist looking for the skipper of a boat that found a dead woman.’


Chris is laughing at me, but it doesn’t make me angry the way it would have if it had been Ed or the cops. It must have something to do with him seeming younger than me, or it might be his smile, which makes little wrinkles fan out from his eyes and the sharp edges of his face soften. Or perhaps it’s because he’s a bit like my little brother.


‘Thought you might have come on one of those yachts,’ he says, teasing.


Why not? My serious journalism line isn’t working. Might as well play along. So far it’s my only chance at finding out who the glass bottom boat skipper was.


‘Yeah, right! That’s my yacht, the pretty blue one,’ I say, pointing with one arm while I shade my eyes with the other like a ship’s captain looking for whales. I probably don’t sound convincing. My knowledge of sailing consists of enviously watching them going up and down Sydney Harbour and taking copy from reporters covering the crazy yacht races to Tasmania.


‘Very cool.’ Chris grins again. ‘Belonged to Ted Watson, that yacht, last I knew,’ he says. ‘You win it off him in a card game?’


He’s better at repartee than me. Most people are. The best I can come up with is a shrug.


‘Got me. Not really my yacht at all.’


‘You sail?’


‘No, never.’


‘Want to try it?’


‘You’re really a yacht skipper?’ I’m trying for that incredulous tone he was using with me.


‘That’s the plan. Getting hours up to qualify,’ he says proudly.


That sounds more plausible. He’s a trainee, like me.


‘So I’ll be helping you out if I come for a ride?’


‘I guess you could look at it that way,’ Chris says, grinning again, shooting water at another seagull.


‘OK, you’re on.’ I might as well call his bluff. He’s got to confess to making it up pretty soon. At least I really am a trainee journo. 


‘Just got to pack this stuff up. Give me ten minutes,’ Chris says, looping the hose and heading to the back of the ticket office.


‘Sure. I’ll have a look around.’ And with a bit of luck I’ll find someone who knows something about the glass bottom boat skipper, and that’ll save me from finding out what the boat-washer’s story really is.


Near the ticket office there are a couple of shops selling sailing kit and hardware, both closed. Along the inlet pontoons with fancy-looking yachts tied up to them stretch into the water. The yachts get smaller and less impressive the further I walk down the inlet, with the worst looking ones at the end. Beyond that there’s just the wide, muddy inlet, marshland and flies. I don’t see a soul. This is so exasperating! I just don’t know where to start looking for the glass bottom boat skipper. I am useless at this. All things considered, Chris is the best bet I’ve got. He must know people who work on the boats. Perhaps if I get to know him a bit he might be able to tell me something that will help. And hanging around with him has got to be better than spending Sunday alone. I’ll lose my marbles if I’ve only got myself for company.


When I get back to the glass bottom boats all the cleaning stuff has been cleared away. Chris, looking fresh in a checked shirt, is leaning against the wall of the ticket office. He greets me with that wrinkle-eyed smile which I
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