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“Last bookshop 1,000 km.” Marguerite read the sign aloud as it flashed past.

“That’s funny isn’t it? That should really read last servo.”

“Hmmm?” said Steve.

“Last bookshop.”

“Yeah, right,” he mustered up a chuckle though she could see his mind wasn’t really on it.

She sighed and looked out the window again.

Miles and miles of flat, black, bushfire scarred land; scrub bushes regrowing low on the ground with the odd burnt out tree trunk standing like a dark statue from a long-ago civilisation.

As they flashed past another trunk, she thought it looked like a man fallen to his knees with his hands thrown up.

She whispered, “My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,” out the window, quoting Percy Bysshe Shelley.

Not spoken out loud, because she knew Steve was not a big fan of poetry.

He thought she was being uppity, flaunting her middle-class upbringing before him. Showing off.

She watched Ozymandias recede into the distance with the side mirror and corrected herself.

Miles and miles and miles of burnt-out bush.

It made her heart ache, though she couldn’t say what for.

The creatures that once lived there?

The extent of the devastation?

Or that it reminded her of her own life.

Trashed and burned, an empty wasteland of neglected and forgotten dreams. And she was fairly sure it was all because of Steve.

Well, not all Steve, obviously she had a hand in it too.

But somewhere along the line, she’d forgotten who she was.

And a crap tonne of show-offy poetry.

She knew Steve was planning to dump her. And given he’d blown through all her savings; it was only a matter of time.

Weeks if not days.

He probably had a new mark, primed and ready to go.

She knew exactly how it would happen.

One day he’d just move in with the next girl and disappear, leaving her to deal with the fallout; probably superannuation funds stripped bare, loans and credit cards she didn’t know she’d taken out, and overly aggressive debt collectors.

But that was okay.

The day after that, she’d start picking up the pieces, and she’d be glad.

Marguerite vowed she would never allow herself to blindly trust someone like that again.

Weird though that he wanted one last holiday. A trip along the Coral Coast; Perth, Geraldton, Shark Bay, Carnarvon, Exmouth.

Staying at the Cape Range National Park, to look at the gorges and the reef, and then coming home

Aside from being with Steve 24/7, she was having a good time.

Idly she wondered what the last bookshop would be like.

She imagined something like an old wood cabin, half falling down, the boards scoured clean of paint by the strong coastal winds.

Perhaps there was a single petrol bowser out the front, one of those old manual ones that had dinged as the thingy turned in a globe so you could see and hear the petrol pumping.

And they’d have a café, half full of junk with a table or two, selling dry, old pies a week or two old.

More likely it would be someone’s idea of a joke - no one read books any more.

They’d do better selling handicrafts. Allegedly made by natives like they did in America.

Steve slowed the car as he approached a fork in the road.

In the middle of the fork sat a roadhouse.

An oddly charming, more or less modern, red brick construction with a well-maintained parking lot and a grassy area with gas barbecues and picnic settings.

It was fascinatingly at odds with the burnt-out bush surrounding it, and she wanted to go in and check it out, but Steve drove right by it, as if it didn’t exist.

If nothing else, she’d have welcomed a decent shower given they’d been camping for a few days without running water.

She opened her mouth to ask to go back, but as she turned towards him, she saw his jaw tense and decided not.

He’d just ruin it for her anyway.

Maybe on the way back.

After all, they might know a bit more about the Last Bookshop.

Steve drove right through to the village, and then a little further to a parking lot almost on the beach.

Marguerite got out of the car and stretched. The burned-out bush gave way to a stretch of white sandy beach and blue green sea, with actual fish in it, took her breath away.

Absolutely stunning.

She clawed her long hair back from her face, and swept it back up into a pony tail. Freeing her sweaty neck to catch the drying seaweed scented breeze off the ocean.

And a sprinkling of beach sand as well.

Steve was the beachy one of the pair, while she preferred the bush. But aside from the sunburn she was getting, she was glad to be there; somewhere away from the ordinary.

Something about the sun coming at her from all directions was refreshing and invigorating, rather than being shaded by office blocks as she was all day at work.

Or under the shifting shadows of the trees in her garden at home.

Someone nearby laughed, for a moment louder than the seagulls begging for hot chips.

You’d think they’d be bored of chips, wanting something different for a change.

“Go get some cold drinks and I’ll see if there’s a room at the hotel,” he said. 

She nodded and wandered down the street, looking in the windows for drinks.

Next to no time later, someone grabbed her arm firmly; her head whipped round, saw it was Steve carrying the look of thunder.

Reflexively, she looked at her watch to see if she’d taken too long.

“Stupid hotel has no rooms. We have to back up down the highway, somewhere called the Palace Hotel.”

“Oh, we passed it on the way in.”

“Did we? I didn’t see it.”

Marguerite couldn’t imagine how he’d missed it given its size, but he was clearly irritated, so she didn’t say anything.

Now wasn’t the time to be getting “uppity” as he called it.

She took the safe way out and grunted; he could interpret that anyway that took his fancy.

“Let’s go,” he said, and started dragging her back up the street.

By the arm.

Not transferring his grip to her hand.

“You don’t want to see what’s here before we leave?” she asked, a little bit sulkily because they had after all just arrived.

“Nah, it’s late. Let’s go.”

Marguerite wanted to look at her watch again, because she was pretty sure it wasn’t that late.

Though the evenings seemed to stretch out like full days themselves, and the night fell suddenly.

But she meekly followed him back to the car.

It wasn’t worth getting into an argument about that.

Steve had no trouble finding the Palace Hotel this time.

He barely slowed at the entrance and arrived in the central parking lot with a squeal of tires.

He slammed the car door, and stamped his way up the stairs and into the hotel.

With more time to look at it, she could see two arms running down each leg of the Y.

One with petrol bowsers, and the other a small hotel complex; its faded sign reading Palace Hotel.

A café in the centre, with a small general and souvenir store with an enclosed outdoor.

Through elaborate ironwork gates, she could see an enclosed outdoor eating area with a sign declaring it dog-friendly.

Marguerite stopped to pat the ageing Labrador sunning itself on the verandah.

As she waked inside, she was surprised to see a kind of mid-century modern reception area. A sort of glassed-in sun room, conservatory thing with terrazzo floors.

A young red-headed woman standing at the polished red wood reception desk was smiling politely and just starting her spiel.

“Welcome to the Palace Hotel, my name’s Diana. How can I help you today?”

“Room please,” Steve snapped.

Marguerite could see he’d about reached his limit, and crossed her fingers that poor Diana would speed up and get the conversation over and done with before he exploded.

She sat on the edge of a nearby slim, wood framed chair, preparing herself to intervene if necessary.

The dog from the verandah wandered inside and sat beside her, putting his head in her lap.

She looked down at it and started scratching his head. It cocked his head to give her better access behind its ears.

She wasn’t sure exactly what happened next, but suddenly Diana was kneeling before her saying, “excuse me, are you okay?”

She jumped and sat bolt upright, which startled the dog enough to stand up and back away a few paces, then she craned her neck looking left and right for Steve.

“It’s okay, I sent him to the bar with a free coupon.”

“Oh. I... The room. I.”

Diana smiled, and rested a hand on Marguerite’s arm, “are you okay?”

“I.” She took a deep breath and tried again, “I’m fine, thanks for asking.”

Diana looked at Marguerite’s lap where her fingers were tightly woven together.

“I’m not sure that’s entirely true, is it?”

Marguerite looked into Diana’s soft brown eyes and went as still as a rabbit caught in headlights.

“He hasn’t treated you well, has he?”

Marguerite didn’t say a word.

“Your Spidey senses are telling you something’s not quite right, aren’t they?”

Even if she could’ve broken eye contact with Diana, Marguerite couldn’t have said anything.

Even if she’d wanted to.

Diana tucked a fallen lock of hair behind Marguerite’s ear to better see her face, and said “it’s not safe for you here with him, is it?”

Marguerite managed to swallow and look away.

“Wouldn’t you like to visit the bookshop?”

After a long pause, in which Diana said nothing, Marguerite spoke as of she was in a dream. “I would actually. I meant to ask you about that.”

She snapped back into the room, “wait. What do you mean I’m not safe?”

Diana sat back on her heels, “there’s just something about a hunter only another hunter can see.”

Marguerite looked at the dog, and it looked back at her.

It was true.

She’d been walking on eggshells since they’d left, trying not to upset him.

Trying not to give him an excuse.

An excuse to...

She really wasn’t safe.

But.

She didn’t know what to do about it.

And she didn’t think she had the strength to do anything, even if she knew what the best thing to actually do was.

“Why don’t you visit the bookshop? I’m sure that will help clear your mind.”

“I couldn’t possibly drive Steve’s car without his permission.”

“So? Take mine.”

“I really couldn’t.”

“You really could.”

Diana got up, revealing her feet were bare, and walked behind the reception counter, coming back with a set of keys she threw at Marguerite, “it’s the red Valiant Charger in the parking lot.”

Marguerite caught the keys, then twisted her body to look into the lot, and then back at the woman.

“That’s your muscle car?”

She put her hands on her hips, seemingly amused by Marguerite’s reaction, “sure is.”

“But you seem...” she blushed and dropped her head.

Diana laughed, “looks can be deceiving.”

Marguerite grinned, “if you loan me that car I might never come back.”

“Don’t worry about the car, she always finds her way back.” 

Marguerite weighed the keys in her hand.

Aware that Steve wouldn’t be happy when he found out she’d gone out on her own.

Getting in Diana’s car and driving away
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