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The wave freeze-framed. A split-second as infinity, a frozen curl of blue: the world turned upside down.

Skip squinted it. Nothing moved. He tapped the monitor. The plasma screen went blank. Skip swore. The broadcast signal had failed because the card in the digital decoder was counterfeit. All the decoder cards on Bali were counterfeit. The barman kneeled under the counter to fiddle with the box.

In the back of the restaurant, a woman screamed.

Aurélie sat on the other side of the counter nursing her beer. While she waited for Skip to get the TV working she examined his art collection that hung around it on the wall. The art works were all the same format because there was only the one size of pre-stretched canvas available in the general store at Seminyak and they had all been painted using the same sized brush in the same standard colours to souvenir the magic of the close of day. All their skies were vermillion and crimson and orange and all the seas were flat to better compliment the light as the sole agent of change. None of the canvases were signed by the artist. Aurélie liked that about them.

The plasma TV flickered. A string of numbers appeared on the screen. Skip grunted and stood up, dusting off his bare knees. He straightened the open collar of his Hawaiian shirt around his pencil neck. The barman was clean now but he would never shake off his junkie’s physique. He eyeballed the screen as the decoder came to blue life and began searching for available channels.

‘Here we go,’ he said, not breaking his stare. ‘Here it comes.’

A second scream erupted from the seated dining area at the back of the restaurant but neither the barman or Aurélie seemed to notice.

The decoder was working again. The library news footage of the Japan tsunami had been replaced by a live feed that showed a thick white cloud masking the towers of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant. The reactor’s cooling system was venting steam. The camera moved as the news helicopter skated above a plain of houses flattened like boxes. A grey and white Siberian husky wandered the streets of Ayukawahama.

Skip stared at the dog, worried.

‘Do you really want to watch this?’

Aurélie said nothing. The abandoned pet barked at the camera.

‘Nah,’ Skip said. ‘No way.’

He flipped to a sports channel. March Madness: Connecticut versus Butler. Butler were not doing well. He muted the TV and turned up the music on the laptop perched on the counter. The song was Gerd’s Vulcan Princess (Sensurreal New Funk Mix). Skip’s Dell Inspiron 600 contained only one three-disc chillout compilation which Aurélie had come to know by heart. Sitting in Skip’s Lounge counting the tracks was as reliable as watching a clock.

Behind her at the back of the restaurant came a third scream followed by the sound of breaking glass. The bridal party had been drinking for at least one and a half cycles of the two-hour thirty-two minute compilation. The woman who got up from the table and approached the bar was a redhead and the alcohol had turned her redder. Her cheeks were pink and her shoulders were freshly freckled. She gripped the counter edge to steady herself. She explained she was awfully sorry but the bride’d had a little accident back there and could they get another glass and could we get another bottle maybe a bottle of sauvignon blanc?

Skip said he was out of sauvignon blanc and the redhead asked how could that be and he explained patiently once more that Bali was an island and the government taxed liquor and every year the taxes went up and hoteliers refused to pay the higher price and the polisi held all the liquor at the airport until eventually a compromise was reached, always for cash.

‘You came at the wrong time of year. You need to come in the high season, or the winter.’

‘So what other wines do you have then? You must have other wines.’

‘White.’

‘Then I’ll settle for white, hon.’

She had lipstick on her teeth when she beamed.

Skip sold the her a seventy-dollar bottle of Australian chardonnay that would have retailed for fifteen in Australia. Exposed to the evening air the bottle broke out in a sweat. Skip wrapped an indigo table napkin around its neck and stood it on a plastic serving tray that was moulded to look like carved wood. The redhead raised her index finger and crooked it like she was tickling a child.

‘And would you mind also bringing us a broom and shovel? One of the girls has dropped a glass.’

‘Sure,’ Skip said and first carried the bottle over to the table, his flip-flops slapping on the boarded floor. The redhead remained at the bar, weaving. She kicked one leg back, triangulating her balance between her small hands and one tiny foot. Her perfume was ylang-ylang and wild cherry. She stared at the game.

‘I don’t know why you’d have a wedding here at this time of year. If it was up to me I’d never come here in the tourist season. I mean the tourist season is the worst. You get all the dregs. The rooms are so damn expensive. And it’s hot enough here already. I don’t know how you stand living here. You do live here, right?’

Aurélie said nothing. The redhead followed her gaze to the wall.

‘That’s quite a collection he’s got there.’

Aurélie sipped her beer. In the back of the room Skip presented the wine to the bridal party and the cheers went up to the roof. The redhead sighed.

‘My daddy wanted boys. All he got was girls. I never understood why he should complain until I got older.’

Aurélie picked her nose. Skip returned to get the brush and pan and slapped back over to the table. On the TV the basketball players were chasing the ball. The redhead blinked.

‘Why’d he change the channel?’

‘There was a stray dog in Ayukawahama.’

‘Oh, you don’t need to worry about a little old dog. He’ll be just fine. Animals are smart. My daddy was a hunter. Animals got away from him all the time. The Coues Whitetail is so good at disappearing they call him the Grey Ghost. You can’t stalk him because his terrain is open, like sheep country. If you want to catch him all you can do is sit and wait. You build a hide out of brush and wrap up, in the sun, in the rain. You can wait for a day. Sitting out under the big sky, the wind rolling across the ground, glassing the hillside a row at a time. When you do finally sight him sometimes all you’ll see is the line of his back or a leg sticking out of the brush. Some hunters like to crawl in a yard at a minute but the Grey Ghost is listening, too: he’ll bolt if he hears a twig snap. You have to take the shot long: two hundred, four hundred yards sometimes, right across the canyon. Nine times out of ten, people miss. Most hunters like a large calibre but I go in light: a 270. Winchester long action, Steiner riflescope. My daddy says a target deserves your best shot.’

She held for applause. Aurélie sipped her beer. After being ignored for another minute the redhead giggled in a way she imagined was charming and staggered back to her friends at the bridal table.

Skip slapped back from the table carrying the broken glass in the pan. He hung the brush on the hook below the counter and carried the dust pan out back. There was a sliding crash as he emptied the broken glass into the bin and the sound of running water and then three bangs as he knocked it dry on the sink and then he brought it back out and hung it under the counter on the same hook as the broom.

The music faded into Baby Mammoth’s Dima. Skip took a fresh glass down off the shelf and started polishing it with the towel, holding it up to examine it against the light.

In 2002 a few streets away in a bar not unlike this one a man had walked into the premises and detonated. The explosives in his back pack separated his head from his body but the blast was only a distraction to drive patrons into the street where a parked van was packed with a second, larger device. The final death toll was in the hundreds. The bombers were arrested and held on the prison island of Kambangan. After their conviction at trial they were sentenced to death but given no date for their execution. When the moment finally came they were taken from their cells in the hours before dawn and driven in trucks to separate locations deep in the jungle. It was so dark in there the firing squads couldn’t locate their targets. The captains had to pin a white ribbon to each prisoner’s chest so their men would have something to shoot at.

Aurélie regarded the painted sunsets. Days in Bali were bright but the nights were always black.

*

The back steps of the bar led straight down to the sand. Aurélie cupped her hands around her eyes to watch the phosphorescence of the breakers crackling in the darkness. The tide was coming in. She put on the earbuds for her broken iPod on walked along the sands with her hands in her pockets. The trail of footprints she left would soon be washed away.

After twenty minutes she came to a road that ran perpendicular to the coast. She walked along it past the five-star hotel with the fan palms on the lawn and the next hotel where staff were smoking cigarettes in the bandstand in the darkness. At the Pila Concern music was playing. The Villa Cresna was sleeping behind the trees. The swimming pool’s pump was whirring in the out house. Aurélie crossed the lawn on the stepping stones to avoid treading on the dry fallen leaves. The huts were dark and the birds were sleeping in the bushes and the air was warm against her skin.

As she approached the rear unit she saw the door was open. She paused on the step to listen before went inside. The room’s light was on but the 15-watt bulb made little difference.

The unit was a single room with a tile floor. On the wall hung a painting of a sunset. Beside the door was a wicker chair. The writing desk was a petite doll’s house design. The double bed was boxed in a jigsaw-cut plywood frame like a four-poster in a staged fairy tale. The mosquito net draped over the bed posts was cobweb-grey under the light bulb. The mattress creaked as the man lying on the bed sat up. His old-fashioned horn-rimmed spectacles were crooked on his face. He took them off and rubbed his eyes and put his eyeglasses back on straight. Philip Mayreader apologised. He had fallen asleep waiting for her. Smallish, blue eyes, sandy hair thinning at the crown. The left side of his face was burned red. His right hand was hooked inside the strap of his messenger bag.

Aurélie put the business card he had handed to her on the writing desk along with her broken iPod and the earbuds. The only other information on the card apart from his name was the name of the company he worked for. Insurance Data International’s offices were in London. It was no surprise Philip Mayreader was jet-lagged after such a long flight.















OEBPS/Images/aurelie2.jpg
AURELIE

i
- AD
Or A





