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George

 


He had literally just
walked out of police headquarters to Southern Cross Station and
taken the first train for Sale. No plan in mind. Just a memory of
summers as a kid spent at the Point. There was no signal of the
end, no clear warning that said “you have reached the end of your
internal resources. Go no further.” A feeling, a suspicion. A fog.
That enormous, exhausting effort to hold it all together. Nothing
actually holding him to the job, or even to the city. A constructed
persona, an assembled life. But what sort of life had it
become?

Only one or two
people recognised him on the train, and kept their distance. Trains
were so fortunately like that. If you wanted to keep yourself to
yourself then you could. Even if you were a celebrity detective,
sprayed across the media day after day. How had it begun? The hook.
A successful interview: not resisting the temptation to listen to
it later. Admiring looks from some of his colleagues, some of the
younger female members. Yes, it felt good. So you became a
‘talent’ and
the first point of contact for journalists. When they realised you
would answer the phone at 4am, it accelerated. Did he want it to
stop? Too late. But now, at least, it would.

When he first saw
that video, he should have put it away, and asked himself a few
questions about it. But the adrenalin had kicked in, really fast. A
young girl, very dead. A minister located at the scene. How
confident was he that he had the minister? Very. Had footage, even
had sensor readings that put him in a place at a time. A very bad
place, and a very bad time. It was like that: the loop of over
exposure and over confidence.

The old guy in the
seat opposite could not contain himself any longer.

“You’re George
Kostas. The detective.”

“Yes. I
am.”

“I followed your
career with great interest. “

“Thanks. I
try.”

“What brings you to
the Bairnsdale train. A case?”

“No, a trip.
”

“Been this way
before?”

“Used to come here
all the time as a kid. We spent happy summers at the Point. I’m
heading there.”

“Great place. You
fish?”

“A
little.”

“That minister. I was
so pleased when you nailed him.”

“Well it didn’t quite
work out the way I thought it would.”

Never mind the
evidence, George thought. That was the problem, like a lot of
politicians he had been a gold-plated, prize winning arsehole. But
unfortunately it wasn’t just about the character test. The old guy
was momentarily distracted, and George seized the opportunity to
make a trip to the dining car. Only a standup effort, so he had to
balance his food and coffee and stagger back to his seat to consume
it.

They arrived at Sale
Station, the afternoon train. Single platform, single track. Only
three or four trains a day. A few pedestrians set off towards the
shopping centre. A group made their way to the bus to parts further
distant. He hadn’t thought to make any further plans. So here he
was. He sat on the platform seat. As if he was going to take the
next train back. There was scrub opposite the platform, low coastal
scrub, and typical suburban houses just beyond that. Remains of a
worker’s caravan park, long abandoned. He searched his phone and
realised that the bus that had just left connected with another bus
that went all the way to the Point. But it was gone.

The Uber driver had a
grin that looked like he had just won the lottery. He couldn’t
believe his luck. He had never in all the time in Sale had a fare
like this. Sure, he had to drive the 56km back but it was very good
afternoon’s work.

“I
know you. You famous or something?” 

George
grinned.

“Yes.
I’m a
detective.”

The driver looked in
the mirror, then smiled as if recalling a joke.

“You are the guy. The
one that nailed that complete bastard.”

“The minister.
Yes.”

“But I saw it. You
marching him into police headquarters. That was
magnificent.”

George looked out the
window. Yes, it was a moment. But the blowback was quite something.
The driver was adamant.

“You had him. Red
handed. The footage. I saw it.”

“Only one problem. It
was fake. Yes, it looked like he was guilty, but he had enemies and
they had created it.”

“Oh,
right.”

George looked out the
window as they crossed a very long bridge. It was so far down to
the river level. Hard to imagine the water rising up to the level
of the road, but it must if they had built it this high. He tried
to think of other things than the process of flaming out as a
celebrity. He smiled at how silly it was, and how grateful he was
that he finally had the sense to leave it all behind.

“I don’t think I’m
going to miss all of that.”

“You
fish?”

“Sometimes.”

“At the Point,
everyone fishes. It’s why they come. I can’t remember the last time
I saw someone like you down here.”

“Well I fish a bit. Nothing serious though.” He was
exaggerating. Yes, he knew which end of the rod to hold, but that
was about it. 

Now they were turning
left on the long straight road to the Point. Very flat, as it was
perched between the lake side and the ocean side. Just the
occasional side road that lead to the gas pipeline. That was one
reason there were roads here, to maintain that equipment. But the
driver was right, the Point was a recreational fishing location and
in a very real sense he was like a fish out of water. But perhaps
that was an advantage. Not having a purpose here left him free to
wander, free of expectations.

The Point was by no
means a large town. The petrol station, with a mini-mart right at
edge of town. The RSL down a side road. A single cafe. Of course
the boat ramp, which was really the focus. The driver slowed past
the petrol station, waiting for instructions. But they didn’t come.
Finally the driver had to ask.

“You
have an actual destination?” The route George had specified just
came to the geographic middle of town. But this wasn’t a
concentrated village. The middle was pretty much nothing. Just a
few houses. They stopped. The driver looked worried. Of course he
was going to be paid, all of that was taken care of. But just
dumping someone on the street late in the afternoon didn’t feel
right. Still, he didn’t want to interrogate George.


“No, actually, I
didn’t think. Maybe a hotel?”

“There’s only the RSL
and they don’t take guests. How long you planning on
staying?”

“A while. Weeks
maybe.”

He had just made a
direction. Not a plan. Here he was at the end of the world. But the
driver was working his phone.

“A friend of my
brothers. He has these cabins. We can have a look.”

“Sure.”

So they arrived at
the corner of Warren and Lake. A couple of cabins. Not much to
them. But they were close enough to the lake, and within walking
distance of the solitary cafe.

“Thanks.” George said, and the driver began his long
journey back to Sale. 



Riya

 


The doors at
SuperAnalytica, off Collins Street hesitated a bit, as they always
did. Riya had the coffees in a small cardboard holder that gripped
them tightly. For just one awkward moment it looked as if she would
drop them. The sensor for the sliding door was perhaps expecting
someone taller, requiring her to back off and engage it for the
second time. She carefully made her way down the stairs into the
offices of SuperAnalytica. It was unusual in having the entrance
below street level, and then a small walkway with a security guard.
At the left was the small auditorium that they used for meetings.
SA, as it was known, was one of the key deep learning companies.
Established from a group out of Melbourne University in the late
2020s they had a big profile, and a stellar growth rate. Which had
attracted Riya straight out of her PhD.

The lift took her to
the seventeenth floor, where she was greeted by Ketan. They both
took a coffee and sat in their open office, with a large status
display showing all the systems: green was good, red was bad. Many
charts updating in real time. As now semi-experienced team members
they got a slightly larger open office.

“Ah, coffee.” Ketan
said, smiling

“I think you missed a
turn. Seems to me I’m always doing the fetching and
carrying.”

“Well I’ll do it for
the next 2 days, but I’m pretty sure I haven’t skipped.”

They let it go, and
quietly sipped. The floor to ceiling, full side of the building
windows gave them a broad, skyline type view of the city. At this
time of year (late winter) there were small rain clouds that swept
across the bay. Below them you could see the rain dropping above
the blue-green of the bay. In its way it was quite spectacular. You
could be on the beach in fifteen minutes by catching a tram in
Swanston Street, so there was that.

“How
goes the heartbeat?” Riya asked, referring to the systems being
displayed on the wall. 

“All good. Only a
slight hiccup. One of the bigger models crashed and I had to start
the whole learning system again.”

“Which
one?”

“That one. Mostly
road traffic, I think.”

“It
hasn’t given any trouble before.” 

“Mysteries of the
universe.”

“I’ll grab some logs
and see if it makes sense.”

“Okay.”

It was quiet as they
both attended to whatever needed to be attended to. Until Riya got
a phone call telling her that Max Devonport, the CEO wanted to see
her. She was stunned. Of course she had met him, but only once at
the orientation.

“I’ve received a
summons.” She said to Ketan

“On high?”

“The
highest.”

“Been fiddling expenses, have we?” He laughed. But that was
not really a reason to be summoned by the CEO, 

“No. Of course not.”
She was flustered, and trying to collect her thoughts. But she
could hardly keep him waiting.

“Wish me
luck.”

“You’ll be fine.
Don’t worry.”

Then why did she feel
like a condemned prisoner? But his assistant smiled at her and
ushered her into the office. Large. Very large. Almost half a floor
of office. With two lounges facing each other. He also smiled. Late
40s with just a hint of grey, but clearly super-fit. He was very
tall, with dark hair and glasses. Not quite like his publicity
shots, but close.

“I expect you are
wondering why you are here?”

“A bit.”

“Well it’s a very
delicate matter.”

Now Riya was
really nervous. ‘Delicate’? She searched her
memory of her work performance over the past year. Yes, there were
some occasional mishaps, but on the whole it was pretty good. Which
made this all the more mystifying. He continued.

“I’ll be frank with
you. You are a valued member of our team. Your performance is very
strong. Top 10% in fact. Over the past year, many of our team
members have been poached by Gamma and I don’t want you to be the
next. Have you been approached?”

She laughed. Then
quickly realised that perhaps that wasn’t the right thing to
do.

“No. No. Not at
all.”

Max leaned back in
his chair. Relieved.

“So
what will it take to keep you here?” 

She recovered
quickly.

“More responsibility,
a wider brief.”

“And a pay
rise?”

How much was too
much?

“5%?”

“Done.”

She couldn’t help but
grin all the way back in the elevator. Ketan looked up.

“Can’t have been that
bad.”

“No.”

She recounted the
meeting, and Ketan’s eyes widened.

 


George

 


George woke late. The
light seeping behind the curtain seemed strong: he hunted for his
phone and found it was nearly 10am. When was the last time he had
slept until 10am? His surroundings were all new in the daylight. It
was homely enough - he went out into the lounge room. Classic
holiday house decor. The furniture dated, as if it had been
discarded from someone’s house in the city about a decade ago. Worn
at the edges, but still comfortable.

He was so grateful
there was some basic food. He imagined most occupants were better
prepared. The previous night had been quite something. The owner,
who lived only about a hundred metres away facing the lake, had
been only too willing to rent out the unit. He had a quizzical
smile the whole time, wondering what had brought George here. Of
course he had recognised him, but as was the Point manner had
refrained from cross-examining him. George expected that would come
later.

Like parachuting out
of a plane, it was. Landing on the ground in a foreign country.
George looked at his phone. It was blank of messages. How long
since that had happened? It was quick, going dark. A new phone,
completely empty. No contacts, nothing. He recalled the last
conversation with Alice.

“You sure you don’t
want to give me your new phone number. For emergencies?”

George looked into
the middle distance. Silent.

“I’m going. I’m not
coming back. If it’s really an emergency then leave a message at
the Point. They will pass it on.”

“I meant an emergency
involving you.”

He laughed.
“I’ll just have to manage, won’t
I?”

Just like that. He
thought for a moment of how singular he was now. No real connection
to anything. Discard the baggage.

Only a few footsteps
out the door, and he was at the edge of the lake. This was the
prime real estate at the Point. Shallow, the lake, and quite flat.
Nobody about, so he walked down to the small jetty, and out to the
end. Looked back at the very small town. At his right the caravan
park, and out of sight the RSL. The small food store and the one
cafe. He walked towards it, and found a seat outside, and sat with
his large coffee.

Gradually the town
awoke and went about its business. Most of that involved driving or
walking past this spot. So George got a snapshot of things. So
quiet. So peaceful. He momentarily wondered how necessary absence
was to peace.

His
accommodation owner arrived and introduced himself.
“Mark Jackson”
he sat down opposite George, keen to introduce himself. He was late
40s with pattern baldness, casual clothes. But nobody wore a suit
here.

“I’m
so grateful. To arrive late, without arranging anything.” He
stumbled. 

“No
problem. Stay as long as you like. It’s not a busy time.”


They got to this
stage of the conversation, and George could sense the usual
tension. Clearly Mark knew who he was and was just dying to ask. So
he short-circuited it all.

“I’m
looking to start a new life. Giving up being a detective.”


In the cold light of
day, it sounded so ridiculous. Especially here. What was he going
to do, become a professional fisherman? There were only amateur
fishermen here.

“I
really loved you taking down that prick.” Mark said. Everyone was a
fan. 

“Pity I couldn’t take
him down properly.”

“Yes.”

“I’m just looking to
take some time. I really like it here. We used to come here when I
was a kid.”

“Lots of people like
that. It gets into your blood.”

“About the rental. Is
weekly ok?”

“Stay as long as you
like. Don’t worry about it.”

That minister. The
prick. His expensive suit, that private school look. The privilege.
It hit all the triggers, all the signals. Young girl dies in motel
room, footage emerges of said minister leaving the premises just
after the murder. Looking at it now, it was all so lined up, all so
perfect. The media went crazy. Why had he just not stopped for a
moment, and thought. Why? Back along the shores of the lake, back
to his unit. An almost overwhelming feeling of emptiness swept over
him. But he looked out and saw the first boats pushing out from the
ramp and kept walking.

 


Riya

 


It was one of those
rituals she kept up. The group of them had been as they say, so
close. Was it just a twenty-something thing? At the time it had
seemed so essential, so all of everything. They were all graduate
students sharing a very large house in Elsternwick. A bit run down,
the house. They thought of themselves as family, or a new family,
or something like that. To sort of replace the families they had
come from. Riya had gone along with it, although she had a
different relationship with her mother. Her companions mostly came
from wealthier backgrounds, but it was the thing not to make too
much of that. As if they had done the year zero, start afresh. It
was somewhere between a harmless game and cult like thinking. Or
perhaps it was just a rite of passage.

Alistair and Riya
were not close now, not really close then. But Riya had the feeling
that Alistair perhaps invested too much in it now. She struggled to
remember those times, and couldn’t help but contrast it with the
demands of her life now. In any case, she told herself, there was
no harm in a meeting.

“Hi. So good to see
you.” Alistair said. He walked confidently into the small
restaurant just back from the main shopping street. Small, but
stylish. Not crowded, so they could talk. So thin, so angular. Good
looking in a strange sort of way. Riya took notice, then filed it
away under the heading of “interesting, but not
relevant.”

“How
long?” He asked. 

“Five years, I
think.”

“So
we have almost safely transited from 20s to 30s without meeting. A
halfway stop. What are you up to these days?” 

“Nerd central. Not in
a student way, in an industrial way. I heard you went to
Laos?”

“Yes. Aid program.
Tough at first. We go to remote places, put in running water.
Usually for the first time.”

“Sounds really
rewarding.”

“Yes.
”

Which begged the
question. Why had he returned?

“Must be lots of logistical challenges?” 

She felt they were
dodging lots of stuff here. But what do you do? Five years is quite
a long time.

“Yes. That was mostly
my job. Organising everything. You have to grease the wheels, all
that stuff.”

“Must be a bit of a
shock, returning.”

Which brought the
central question in: what was he doing here. Or more to the point:
what was he looking for from Riya? He looked out the window into
the street, as if recalling the view from the same sort of place in
Laos. A dusty strip, the locals. The jungle. The
poverty.

“It’s all a bit of a
cliche really. A visitor comes, reminds you of home. You realise
your parents are getting older.”

She recalled they had
visited at the house. So formal, so obviously rich. Trying so hard
to do the “right thing” when visiting. It was so fetching, and in
another way so deeply sad.

“My mum’s a bit
younger. Not up to that stage yet. She’s
quite chirpy.”

“Oh. That’s great.”
He lightened up a bit. Remembering Riya’s mother. “She was so
terrific when she visited …”

Again his voice
trailed off. He did actually look lost.

“Must be hard to
adjust. Laos to here.”

“You think you can do
it. You try to make allowances. But then you are confronted by it.
Their stupid cars that are the size of houses, the boats that are
the size of houses. Their houses that could accomodate most of a
village in Laos. The endless pursuit of ‘lifestyle’.”

“It
really is a rich country.” 

He paused, again.
Trying to hold back. After all, you don’t just dump all this on
someone you haven’t really kept in touch with. It wasn’t
fair.

“Sorry. You can tell
I’m struggling.”

“Don’t apologise. It
gets to me too. I guess I don’t have as much contact with this sort
of thing now. I’m too busy at work.”

Again there was a
long pause. As he collected himself. Of course it was a rich
country. It was when he left, and now it was even richer. These
were things you had to accept. There was no point in taking issue
with it. You might as well go and argue with the incoming
tide.

As if on cue, a young
couple - early 20s stumbled into the cafe. Laughing and hanging
onto each other, heading for a table near the window. Almost like a
marker, a sign. Alistair and Riya laughed, and silently
acknowledged the passing of time. That they were not the same
people, that time and circumstances were urgently propelling them
onward.

“We must do this
again.”

In that polite way
that actually established the complete opposite of what was
said.

 


George

 


He jerked and woke
himself up. His arm moving across the bed, in motion. It had been
so real, so insistent. He was chasing someone, down a narrow alley.
They had turned hard left, and he had grabbed something to follow.
At first he thought he was back in the apartment, in the city. He
blinked, then saw the light defining the edge of the curtain.
Remembering that here he was, at the Point.

It wasn’t that
simple, was it? Just walking away. It was like he had ghosted
himself. That there was another George back in the city, doing what
he did. Always in his dreams something drew him in, something he
had to do. Someone that needed saving. Something he had to take
responsibility for. He wondered how long those dreams would
linger.

In the dark, he went
to the kitchen, and pushed aside the curtain. First light. It was
still dark, but there was a bright spot on the
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