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To Vida, for the joy passed.
To Oliver, for the joy to come.






CONTENTS 

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



ONE 

Byron Bay, 1956 

Through this thick oozing stench, the town. Not much. A grilled brown mark on the edge of the farmlands, scratched out between the ocean and the rainforest. Buildings huddled together against a road, their backs or sides to the sea. Except the pub. The pub wide open to the elements. Sand on the verandas. The bargirls complaining that their hair is sticky because of the sea salt that blows in. The old blokes straddling the stools, their thongs hooked under the rails, sitting with their backs to the glare. 

The whalers huddle over their beers, don’t speak much. They are out of their butchers’ garments, they’ve rinsed their galoshes of the dark blood and the soft, foamy fat that hardens like gum in the patterns of the soles. 

The afternoon turns lilac and a half moon brightens into focus. The wind picks up and slices through the bar. The smell with it. The bargirls wipe the wisps of hair out of their eyes and wrinkle up their noses. The old men turn to look at the whalers as if they were responsible for this, this easterly. The industry. It’s the way forward, people had said. The stink of cut flesh and guts unfortunately just part and parcel. A small price to secure the future of the town. They’re less sure now, the people. Now that the clothes on their washing lines smell of it, and their fruit and milk taste permanently sour. What choice? they say, clucking their tongues. It was this or the death of us. 

Byron Bay, 1962 

A freak accident, it was one of those things that happen in a split second followed by months of disbelief. The knife, for example. Flinch had only just picked it up a second earlier. A big knife, more like a sickle. He was holding it with both hands. 

It happened on the second last day before the station shut down. Some people mumble that they had it coming. Something like this was inevitable. Nay-saying the hobby of choice in the town by then. At Nate’s funeral, a few of the drive-by tourists huddle together, stare unrelenting at the whalers. As if it’s a usual part of the weekend spectacle. Before the priest has finished the sermon, the whalers are mumbling curses under their breath and a flick knife is pulled from a pocket. 

Death seems bigger in some places. On the flensing floor with its torrents of blood it looms huge and formidable even in the harsh, stinking midday. In the graveyard under the circling grey skies it is smaller, subdued. Nate inside the coffin in his Sunday best lies with his arms crossed over his chest. It’s a makeshift box, the cheapest coffin available, made from what looks like driftwood, or someone’s old veranda boards. Lazy workmanship has left slits through which the worms and the ants will crawl. Nails in the lid already rusted as if sea-worn. 

The priest holds his hand up. Flinch notices the rest of the men are standing with their fists clenched. The priest slaps his Bible shut and nods. The coffin is lowered into the ground. 

Nate in a box that sounds solid, thick with his presence, when the clumps of earth are shovelled over it. Flinch thought it would be sandy earth, fine granules like on the beach, the same soil that is all around the bay, washing up then out to sea and back again with the tides. But here in the graveyard it is more like clay. It sticks to the sides of his only pair of dress shoes. Later, he will scrub it off with an old toothbrush. 

Mumbled prayers and last rites gestures completed with a sigh that echoes the apathy of routine. The priest makes his way towards the out-of-towners, shaking his head, and they all leave soon after. 

The knife that killed Nate could slice through blubber like it was butter. Had already many times. An old knife, but a good one still, kept sharp by the boys on the floor and on the boats. And the blood. Nobody noticed a man bleeding when they were all covered in it; it was on everyone’s hands, on their clothing too, all over their faces. And he didn’t cry out. Not initially. 

They’d brought in the whale, hauled her onto the tray. She was a huge one, swollen with pregnancy, though the gunner couldn’t tell that when he shot her. She’d been heading up the coast to birth. 

The harpoonist had hit her hard, dead-centre, but the head of the weapon hadn’t exploded, so her death was a long and violent one. She’d struggled at first, raged against them, dragging the boat askew more than a few times, streaming a red wake. She had thrashed against the harpoon, the boat pulled along like a dog on a chain. The men on the deck had to hang onto the masts or they would have been flung into the water, worse still onto the whale, been drowned in her fury. Flinch was in the crow’s nest, crouched down inside it, so much sweat behind his knees that it trickled stinging into his jocks. He’d stayed, fingers clinging to the edge, acorns for knuckles that cracked when he tightened his grip, nails worn through nervous chewing to red, wet stumps. Flinch was the whale spotter. It was how he spent his days. 

A struggle like this was a rare thing and Flinch thought they should have known then that this was a catch to be wary of. They don’t battle them like they used to in the old days. No white water, no boats smashed into matches, no ‘thar she blows!’ Just a quick shout from Flinch when he’s spotted them through the binoculars and an easy turn into the path of the whale. The harpoon usually explodes on impact and then death is immediate. Pools of blood stain the surface like oil spill. The men strap the dead whales to the side of the boat by their tails, cutting the flukes off so they don’t act as rudders and slow the boat down. Then a rubber pipe inserted, the air pumped into the body just the same as inflating an inner tube, so that the carcass floats. Makes it easier to drag back to shore. Sharks like abandoned corner-store mongrels steal alongside, hungry for a piece of the kill. Unable to gnaw through blubber, they wait until the whale is dead then attack the lolling tongue, the vulnerable flesh. 

It’s mechanical, technical, a process. Harpoon them, bring them in, slice them up, extract the oil, package the meat onto trays, snap freeze. Flinch had heard that most of the whale meat went to England as pet food, and he used to find it hard to believe that the massive animal dying in front of him would be eaten by someone’s poodle in London a month later. The jaw bones, baleen the colour of sand hanging like a bristly curtain, are saved for museums and biologists, or used as attractions at curio shops up and down the coast. Schoolboys stand in the hollow remains of the open mouths and have their photographs taken. 

This whale played out her last moments in the ocean like some fat old diva, theatrical throes then a sudden unexpected resignation. She had long stopped struggling when they dragged her onto the onshore ramp. Exhausting herself with the battle while still in the deep blue, she had stayed afloat the rest of the way in. She looked dead, though her sides swelled and dropped once or twice very slowly. They had to put hooks into her to get her onto the tray, then back to the meatworks where they could work on her properly. 

She was rolled onto the floor on her side, her belly exposed for the first cut. And Nate, at his end, had taken his carving saw to start on her tail. He was standing over her, right next to her, when she let out a massive groan and with a sweeping blow knocked him straight back into Flinch and they had crashed against the railing. The knife lodged between Nate’s shoulder-blades, slipped into his flesh as if into a sheath. 

He slid off it slowly, his eyes wide and lips pale. He dropped to his knees and stayed propped there as if praying, the blood trickling thickly down his back. 

Flinch cried out loud, he thought he was screaming but he was mouthing the words, like some beached fish, his mouth open and shut. Eventually a sound like a squawk, Nate keeling over onto his face into the sticky pool around the whale. 

The police absolved Flinch of blame straight away and nothing more was said. There were enough witnesses. And Flinch, young Flinch with the one leg shorter than the other, wide-eyed and clumsy and as awkward and soft-hearted as a child, had grown up in this town. Nate was a drifter. Men die in this business, that’s not unusual. It just usually happens at sea. Even the fishermen of the smallest fish drown, knocked overboard by waves, hitting their heads on the way down. Sometimes they wash up, swollen with the water they’ve soaked up, flaky and soft and white, their ears and the soft apple of flesh in their cheeks nibbled by crabs. Other times the whalers and the other fishermen help the local cops look for them. They drag fishnets between the boats. It’s easy when they’re floaters, but not all of them are. 

Nate’s family didn’t make it to his funeral. The priest said he would send a letter to an address they found in his belongings. It wasn’t a complete address. Just the name and postcode of some small town none of them could point to on a map. Under the address there was one word. Eleanor. No last name. No indication of whether she was a wife or a mother or a girlfriend. 

Flinch didn’t realise how little he knew about Nate until he was dead, and then the questions filling his throat rose so often that they grew stale and tasted of bile. They’d spent every night together drinking, indulging Nate’s love of tiny glasses of cold beer, Flinch’s standard of a nip or two of rum. More often than not they were the last to leave, occasionally hurled by management onto the grass across the road, where they’d lie on their backs and philosophise in the way they could only when they were utterly drunk, the connections in their logic loose and flexible, the truths they found startling and profound. Flinch, stumbling back to his bed in the old pastel house, would try to remember those truths until the morning, sing them like a mantra until he fell asleep, but when daylight rolled around they were gone. 

Nate was the first person with whom Flinch had spent any decent amount of time talking. The old stories again and again about the biggest whales, the difficult catches, the harpoonist who was so hung-over one day he blew up a rowboat that had swept loose of its moorings. Comfortable words. Stories worn and traded like old coats. Putting them on after a drink or two and recognising each other in them. 

But these stories give Flinch no comfort now. They are cold and misfit, threadbare without Nate to weave his part. The questions Flinch wants to ask him now are the type the one bored police-rounds reporter asked him after the funeral. 

Who was he? Where did he come from? Why was he here?

And there are the other ones, the ones that have stayed with Flinch, the ones the reporter asked with a glint of malice in his eye and his pen poised, but which Flinch didn’t answer then, and can’t yet. 

You were holding the knife that killed him, weren’t you? Can you live with the guilt? Will you ever forgive yourself, Flinch?



NATE 

The pain first. But it is brief, a second, and then it is something beyond that, a chill that shudders through me so violent I lose control of my bowels and a scream gets stuck in my throat. My body’s confusion at being forced open, at the intrusion of the blade. My brain is in a thick fog until I realise with a jolt, with a perfect clarity that sears straight through me — it is a knife in my back. I have been stabbed and it is the tip of the knife that I feel up against a rib, scraping the bone. 

I feel him behind me, my friend. Flinch is touching me on the shoulder and I am propped up against him, as if I were his puppet, the knife is his hand inside me. The knife exits and I feel it slip through the flesh, through parts of me that have been severed, and I think I land on my knees, at least I’m lower now. I’m staring right at the whale, right into her side, her blue-grey skin, its barnacles and crevices filling up with her blood. 

Then I fall I feel I fall for a million miles until my cheek is against the flensing floor and I’m lying in blood, but it is not mine and I tell myself this because surely if it is not mine I will be alright. I tell Flinch ‘I have lived through worse, believe me’ but he is looking at me pale-faced and doesn’t seem to hear. 

Hands on me, someone rolls me onto my side. I see the knife that has fallen from Flinch’s hand and as shadows fall over me and move away the sun catches the blade and it flashes a wicked bright wink at me. He is here still, Flinch, he is next to me. I feel cold, I tell him and he nods and I can see that he is crying. Nothing new. I’ve seen him cry before. Old Flinch a soul too soft for his own good. Easily moved by the most subtle and strange events. Lost children. Red sunsets. Fresh roadkill. God knows. 

A voice tells me that a doctor has been called, the police too. They should call Eleanor, I think. If it’s that serious. 

At the thought of her, fear pulses through me and I try to call to Flinch but my heart is in my mouth like a huge lump of meat and I choke on the taste of it. I can feel my blood being pumped through the vessels in my brain, the cold place in my back where I am severed, the whole mess of my insides leaking out of me like a sack sliced open its contents spilling onto the ground. 

Eleanor, I yell to Flinch, but all that comes out is a gush of thick red blood. Bubbles at the side of my mouth. You have to let Eleanor know!

The pain has numbed but now the fear is enveloping me, weighing me down like a cold wet blanket. I struggle against it, try to wrench free. I am exhausted but I kick and I use my elbows. It is no good, my struggle futile. As soon as I move there are more hands on me and the voices telling me that I must stay still. 

Stay still!

I can tell that they are scared I might die. But I will not stay still and I lunge in Flinch’s direction and that’s when the others block him from my view and take him away. 

Eleanor Eleanor Eleanor Eleanor. 

The memories of her are sucked to the surface like a leech draws blood to the skin. My head feels bloated with them. My entire body, numb just before, is now singing with the thought of her like a string pulled taut. 

I need her and the desire is extreme enough to make me retch. 

And then I see her as if she was before me. Blessed or cursed with an optimism that was ridiculed in our house, and though she quickly learned to hide it from them she shared it with me and her eventual freedom became our secret focus. I am with her under the spiked branches of the lantana bushes in our backyard, where we carved a hiding hole. It took us the three full days of a Labour Day long weekend, with only the carving knife from the kitchen and my pocketknife as our tools. The earth under the bush was hard so we stole blankets from neighbourhood clothes lines and carpeted our dirt floor with them. From the local dump we took some cushions from a flea-ridden couch that had been abandoned there. We itched and scratched like mongrels after every secret meeting in the lantana, but the red welts were worth the temporary escape. Every child hides but some children have more reason to than others. 

The constable is bending over me. He is pallid. Milky and green and damp with sweat. I’ve had a run in or two with him but nothing serious. I know he thinks I’m odd and I guess I am. He’s a good bloke. He probably hasn’t watched too many men die and I know I’m bleeding onto his hands. 

‘The doctor is coming,’ he says when my eyes flicker. ‘Hold on, son.’

God knows I haven’t been much of a son to anybody, but then again I’ve never had much of a father. 

I wonder how long it takes for a man to die. 



TWO 

Byron Bay, 1975 

Now here he is, driving up towards the lighthouse — that white, ocean-side phallus perched on the highest rock on the easternmost point of a continent that is, for the most, parched. Fringed on this side by rainforest, it slides into the ocean on the white sand of ground-down coral reefs. This coastline bulges towards the tropics, its fat man’s belly sagging between the Coral Sea and the Tasman and into the depths of the Pacific. 

The ute is chugging its way up the hillside, farting black smoke and grit from its muffler. Flinch crouches forward over the steering wheel as if the shift in his weight will make a difference to his chances of making it up the winding road. But the old girl spits and dies a groaning, shuddering death and rolls backwards a few metres before he catches her, slams his good foot on the brake and his other onto the wooden block that he’s attached to the clutch with string and masking tape. He lets her roll back onto the thin strip of sand at the side of the road. The rubber pieces of his thongs wet between the toes, slippery with sweat. He skids on his short leg as he gets out to check the engine. 

He has to pound his hip against the bonnet to get it to open. No easy feat for a lopsided man on a hill. The latch jiggles apart and Flinch props the bonnet up with the broomstick handle that he keeps in the tray for the regular occasions on which he has to fiddle with some part of the greasy old engine. His shaggy fringe in his eyes as he leans into the car. 

This wind is roaring around the headland, bellowing with its mouth wide open. Vast, stinging waves of sand ripple up the open stretch of Tallow Beach and gulls stall, flapping, midair. The wind gusts in towards the point, making thin work of the streaky clouds. It has been born in those damp islands to the east, where hurricanes drop in like distant relatives who visit at the same time each year and cause the expected havoc. The wind isn’t up to shredding palm trees when it arrives at the bay, but Flinch can smell the intention on its breath and he hates it anyway. 

Flinch has never been good with cars. Never claimed to be one of those men who can slide under a vehicle and reach their hands into its guts and tinker around until an engine bursts to life. He wishes he could have learnt to be handy with a screwdriver but it just never came easy to him as it did to many other boys. When he grew old enough to mow lawns with the stinking, spluttering two-stroke, work the cantankerous washing machine, strike up the outboard motor on his barnacled little dinghy, he would watch bolts rust and smoke stream from cracks and not know how to go about fixing these things. His mother, by that time expert at seeking out the cracks in Flinch, would bemoan the fact that there was not a real man about the house to look after things properly. At first, feeling her manicured nails prying at pieces of him, Flinch tried. He oiled things, got grease in the crevices of his knuckles. Burnt his forearm on the outboard motor when he tried to fix it before it had cooled. Wore that scar like a badge. He made sure his mother could see it when he went to the fridge for butter to soothe it. The first three letters of the motor brand seared into his skin. 

‘Put it away,’ she had said, without looking up. 

Finally, unable to fix the internal mechanics of either his equipment or his relationship with his mother, he gave up trying anything more. 

Flinch has learnt what he’s had to do to keep the ute running for the past few years of its life — a progressively longer list of band-aid solutions to ensure she will get him most places around the bay as long as he doesn’t push her too hard or too long. He calls her Milly and talks to her, urges her up inclines and flatters her into chugging awake on cold mornings. A bottle of fresh water and a big container of oil, both of which he keeps in the tray of the ute along with the broomstick, solve a lot of the problems but he recognises that there’s nothing he can do right now. This is something new. 

The wind dies off for a moment. Sky mumbles something about rain. 

Flinch staggers to the side of the road and pushes himself up on the toes of his good foot so that he can see the ocean over the banksias and scrawny seaside scrub. The sun finds a gap in the clouds and the heat on his back is instant and scorching. The ocean glistens in the afternoon light. There’s a deep gutter fairly close to shore that will be vacuuming surrounding schools of fish and passing them through it with the force of the tide, and he can see the gulls hovering and diving into the black water then flying off, each mouth filled with a shimmering fish. 

Turning his back on the ocean, he returns to the car and leans against the bonnet. The heat of the metal sears the backs of his thighs through his shorts. Crickets whirr in the scrub. The sun like a white noise itself. He slumps against the tyre, shades his eyes like a salute. He could wait hours on this road before somebody passes. And it would take him an hour to walk back to town. Hobble down the hill and limp through the streets to the mechanic’s garage, dragging his bung leg like a parody. Some medieval town fool. 

Or. The black water, the gutter. In his mind an abundance of fish, shiny whiting with golden fins. He feels that itch for the tug of the line on his finger,  anticipates the tease of the catch as the reel spins, the line singing with pleasure. 

The rod is in the back of the ute, wedged under a deflated spare tyre, next to a foul-smelling canvas travel bag. He dislodges the rod and slams the tray door closed with a thump, recoils from the odour, stumbles, almost falls backwards down the hillside behind him. Cusses again at the balance that eludes him even after years of willing himself to stand upright on freshly scrubbed decks. 

Sweat-soaked by now, the rod slippery in his grip, he decides the best way down the incline to the shore is to sit down and slide. He removes his thongs and slips them between his fingers, over the palms of his hands, shoves his reel under his armpit and lowers himself onto the loose gravel of the hillside. He propels himself forward by pushing himself along with his hands. Still muscled in his upper body, the days of hauling his own body weight up to the crow’s nest with the aid of only one good leg have stayed with him. Strong as his nostalgia. 

He leaves his rod and thongs at the base of the hill, concealed in the stiff grey shrubbery, and makes his way to the damp sand. The ocean rough and churned russet from the wind and a gnashing tide. Smooth rocks and shells in the dazzling thousands along the shore. A decorated beach. It’s a moody stretch. One day naked and clean as a fresh white sheet, other days like it’s vomited up the entire contents of its watery belly, stinking dead fish and seaweed, rotting coconuts, lost fishing nets, an entire tree with its root system intact. Mutton birds with broken wings floating on the breakers. 

One thing the short leg is good for — the uneven weight means extra pressure when he puts his right foot down. When he walks barefoot on the damp sand tiny bubbles erupt, reveal the location of ugaris. He finds a couple of big ones, wiggles deeper into the sand until he feels them under his toes, hard and smooth as pebbles. He smashes them on the sand further up the beach. The gulls hear the shells shatter and hover over him. 

As the tide recedes he draws the flesh of the ugaris through the water and waits. He only wants one today and soon enough he sees it, the tiny white head, all gaping mouth and pincers. He is patient. The next wave rolls over and wets him where he squats. And the next. The angry white head flails in the rush of water, stretches out of the sand. When he sees a gap in the breaks, he takes precarious steps towards the worm, moves to the side of it and places the flesh of the ugari almost underneath it, careful not to touch. The worm grips the flesh, ready to drag it below the surface. He waits. There is the split second, as the worm arches for a greater tug on its meal, when it relaxes the hundreds of legs that otherwise act as powerful anchors to the underground. Flinch is quick. In that second, he pinches the worm and pulls it out of the sand. It’s a good one. Thick as Flinch’s little finger and as long as he is tall, knotting into indignant coils and offering a sharp bite to Flinch’s thumb. The perfect bait. 

He returns to the scrub where he has hidden his fishing rod. Surfers leave all kinds of things unattended on this beach while they are in the ocean. Some mornings, when the swell is best here, the soft, dry sand is a gallery of surfer paraphernalia. Tubs of wax, shoes, bottles of soft drink, abandoned clothes, thongs, bicycles, boards. But Flinch is precious about his rod. He always hides it somewhere. Under logs. Up trees. 

Flinch settles himself behind the shrubbery, rolls his squirming bait in the sand to allow more grip. He squeezes its head off between his nails. The head is the best bit. If the fish don’t take it, they’re not out there. 

From up the beach, wisps of a conversation and laughter. It’s always been his instinct to hide from strangers, like some ill-treated family mutt. He squats low behind the shrubs, tucks his shrivelled leg beneath him so that he can lie flat and watch. 

A woman and two men walk up the beach towards him, apparently looking for shade. They settle just near him, spread bright sarongs underneath the boughs of an acacia. Without even looking around, they strip down to nothing, and run laughing into the water. The men are fit and lean and young, and they move with the kind of ease that reminds Flinch of horses. The woman last in the water, lithe and brown as a seal. When she dives Flinch can see her buttocks above the water for a second, a bright white flash, like an unripe peach. 

Near the shore, large dumpy water is ricocheting off the sandbar, behind which is the gutter streaming fish. The gulls still crying and cussing overhead. The men catch the waves as they curl under and break and they swim with them to shore, race back for the next set. The woman tries to bodysurf once, but she misses the crucial moment and is dumped by the wave — Flinch sees one foot then the other appear above the rush of white foam — before getting up, spluttering, long hair over her face and a piece of seaweed laced around her throat like a mermaid’s necklace. 

She calls to the men and they wave at her, and she heads in towards the beach. The men seem unconcerned by her nakedness, unfazed by it. How do men become that way, he wonders. He remembers his first and only experience with a naked woman; if anything, the whole incident had left him more curious and confused and excited than before. 
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As with all of Flinch’s poignant moments, he remembers the smell of water. With her it was stale water, the kind left in vases or jars that has turned mouldy with the remnants of seaweed or the stems of dead flowers. Bovine and much larger than he was, when she clutched him to her chest that time his nose had lodged in the crook of her armpit, and he could smell her damp odour and talcum powder, a cocktail which at the time seemed both erotic and needlessly intimate. 

She seemed to be always hiding something, tucking a brown paper bag into her satchel, fingering something in a pocket, concentrating so hard on it that her eyes glazed over. Flinch had recognised her straight away as another outsider, and avoided her. To schoolyard bullies, the only thing more attractive than one freak was two. If you grouped, you inherited the joint playground inadequacies of the entire gang. You weren’t just a cripple then, you were also a nutter, loser, spaz, retard, dago, wog, coon, crybaby. She was teased cruelly in that way only teenagers understand, but she resisted by fondling the things in her pockets, crept off into some place inside herself. Flinch saw her retreat there, and some part of him was envious. 

In his last year at school, there was a dance. Not much by most high school standards. The community hall decorated with tinsel left over from Christmas and lights covered with blue cellophane. The class of 1958 had, predictably, decided on an underwater theme. Dry fishing nets had been borrowed from the local fleet and, still smelling vaguely of the ocean floor, hung around the walls of the room, cardboard fish with shocked expressions woven between the nylon. When Flinch leaned against one, it felt gritty, and grains of sand fell to the floor beneath it. Flinch wore an eye-patch, pinned a cardboard skull and crossbones to his terry-towelling fishing hat, and tied his left leg to a block of wood. 

He spent most of the early part of the evening against a wall sucking on a bottle of lemonade, watching the other kids dance. Then she entered the room. She was wearing a bikini top, massive breasts oozing out from under each cup, and a long silver skirt. Above her waist she wore a leather belt, to the back of which was pinned a cardboard cut-out of a dorsal fin. Flinch could see that she’d taken great care in making it. It was covered with the silver aluminium lids of milk bottles, each shaped and placed like a scale. Flinch estimated that to cover the fin she must have been collecting those lids since the theme had been decided at the beginning of the year. Over two hundred pints of milk had been consumed to decorate it. 

When she stood in the entrance of the hall, the light flooding in around her, Flinch thought she looked like some great sea goddess arisen from the depths. 

It wasn’t long before the other kids started taunting her, laughing and pointing at the layers of flesh folded on top of one another over the waistband of her skirt. Bring out the harpoon! someone cried. The boys made a game of picking the silver caps off her fin and she had spun, her fists clenched, and swiped at them, making contact with two of them. She was on top of a third, beating him around the head, before a teacher managed to drag her off. Flinch had seen her eyes, seen something rise up within her and watched as she had come out of her secret place to defend herself. He was filled with admiration. 

Ten minutes after she was sent home he found her crying quietly behind the woodworking shed, and half an hour after that he found himself squashed against her, enveloped by the expanse of her naked flesh, tilting his head right back as she bent over to kiss him wetly on the lips. He walked home later with shimmering aluminium scales stuck to his forearms. 
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The naked woman stretches out face down on the sand and Flinch, on his haunches now, rocks forward to peer through a gap in the shrubbery. Her ribs visible, rising almost imperceptibly, damp hair clumped to one side, the soft cushion of her breasts spread against the sand. She’s no local. Flinch, scratching absent-mindedly at the familiar ache in his groin, guesses she’s a leftover from the festival. From one of the hinterland communes. 

The first group of newcomers had wandered into town — sandaled or bare-footed, some cloaked in orange, others in white like high priests or vestal virgins, some bald, some as hairy as apes, beards and hair down to their waists — the same month as the whales had started to appear in numbers again out in the bay. They had set up in and around Nimbin, first, where they had a festival, the beating of drums a pulse throughout the valley for an entire year. Flinch had heard stories of the festival while he was in one of his temporary jobs, at the meatworks. The farmers who dropped off their cattle and pigs for slaughter leaned over the fences of the stockyards, tipped their hats back, wiped their hands on their overalls and had a good chuckle with the butcher. There had been a friendly competition. Aquarians versus locals. A tug of war. The Nimbin team were national champions. District heroes. Farmers’ sons used to shoving bulls around with their bare hands, tossing hay bales into lofts, riding the bucks out of difficult horses. All beef and beer gut. 

The competition had been reported in the local newspaper because it was attended by the Deputy Prime Minister, the man in the black suit demanding progress. He’d been a dairy farmer from around here, once. A fact he liked to remind the voters, the little people, when they complained about the degradation of their land and livelihoods. 

During the tug of war, a tightrope walker had sprung with feline agility onto the taut rope and walked the length of it, as if circus entertainers were nothing out of the ordinary in rural communities. The boys from the Nimbin team had been taken by surprise but despite this, and despite being outnumbered, they had won anyway. There was mud on the faces and clumped in the long hair of the Aquarians, but it all ended in laughter. 

There were other stories, too. Rumours whispered among the ladies chattering and nodding like pigeons outside the church after the Sunday service. Of both men and women walking around topless in broad daylight. Of songs sung at dawn by thousands of people. Drumming that never ceased. Of a midnight concert. A grand piano on a platform in the middle of a cow paddock at night, reflecting a full moon. The pianist pounding out Mozart and Bach and Lennon and Dylan. One farmer claimed to have seen a silent sea of people wandering across his property in the pitch-black of night, candles and lanterns bobbing in the darkness like buoys on the water. People living in the treetops like apes. A woman dying to the sound of a chant that was intended to heal a venomous snake bite. Rasputinesque monks preaching from soapboxes. A jumble of images from tall stories. Flinch could not decipher the fact from the fiction, hence the whole festival became half-myth in his mind. 

Mostly the Aquarians were students, but the ones still here appeared to have forgotten that they were due to return to university courses; pack up their pot, shave off their long hair and apply for jobs at the beginning of the new year. Flinch hears some of the townspeople whisper about them in the grocer’s shop as if their arrival is some unspeakable disease. Hippies, they hiss, in the same tone reserved for when someone’s son has gone to Sydney under the suspicion of being ho-mo-sex-ual. The old biddies love an opportunity to be appalled. This is a town of blokes, loves, darls, fishermen and their wives, battlers, farmers, good decent clean-living folk. On the whole. 

Flinch doesn’t know what they are doing here, why they chose this place. On the main street, planks of wood barricade the windows and doors of shutdown businesses. The weatherboard houses rot in the heat and salt spray, white lace curtains stain brown and yellow. Behind the curtains, the old stayers, peering out through the tears in the lace. But the newcomers seem unaware of the slow disintegration of the town. Perhaps they just don’t care. Or perhaps, Flinch suspects, they are blind to what he sees. A town coloured with memories of what used to be here. 

The woman rolls over and sits up to gather her loose curls into a low knot at the back of her neck. She swivels around to reach for a scarf and Flinch, the backs of his knees sweaty with crouching, slips forward and clutches a branch to catch himself. It breaks off with a loud snap. The woman looks up and catches Flinch’s eye. She smiles and waves at him. Flinch, horrified, scrambles back up the hill on hands and feet like a lame dog. It is only when he reaches the ute that he realises he has left his fishing rod at the base of the hill. His penance for peeping. 



THREE 

Flinch is used to penance. Childhood lashings and countless small moments of rejection have moulded him perfectly for the regret he now bears like a hunchback’s lump. His mother Audrey, fattening his guilt with stories of her own failed attempts at happiness, left him in no doubt that he was the bane of her pitiful life. That he represented everything that went wrong with who she should have been, if only she had been given the chance she believed life owed her. Over the years she had become convinced that the very purpose of Flinch’s existence was to remind her of how pointless life can be when one is pushed hard up against the odds. 

But Flinch has always secretly believed that there was more to it than that. He decided early that there was only one way to find the purpose of his existence, his destiny, and that was to take to the seas. 

Water, after all, has never left Flinch alone. 

It has been with him since he was conceived in a grimy clawfoot bathtub in a small guest room above the pub. As soon as he could understand, Audrey let him know that he was an ugly child. He had been squashed in the womb, then bruised on the unforgiving bones of her pelvis as she shoved him out into the world, amidst her screams and a torrent of water that the midwife claimed she’d never before witnessed. His face was red and swollen down one side. He had a black eye. And of course there was the leg. Though its inadequacy was not so pronounced at first, and wouldn’t be until he finally stood up to walk at the age of three. 

All his life, Flinch has lived in a small pastel house near the top of the headland. Little more than a worn weatherboard shack perched above the ocean, a long walk from the town. The house is noticeably lopsided, leaning away from the sea-wind, as if scared to look down over the cliffs due to a fear of heights. It had been owned by the lighthouse keeper. An insomniac, he had stayed awake through the night, dutifully checking the light rotating in the lighthouse, and during the day he had painted the house: azure, then lemon, then violet, then dull orange, then, finally, candy pink. When the lighthouse keeper grew too old to manage his post, Audrey, out of work at the time, had presented herself on his doorstep and told him she would be his carer. She was seven months along,  Flinch sloshing around inside her. The lighthouse keeper, hard-hearted and unmoved by most things, was fearful of God and pregnant women, and didn’t have the stomach to turn her away. 

When the lighthouse keeper died (a broken heart, Audrey sniffed, seeking melodrama, but the boys in the pub said it was too much whisky and excessive masturbation), the pastel house was overlooked by the executor of his will, whether accidentally or on purpose it was not clear, given its derelict condition and the general view that it should be pulled down. The lighthouse keeper’s only relative, a second cousin, had never shown up to stake his claim. So the pastel house became theirs. 

The surrounding cliffs are dotted with temperamental feral white goats that scale the rocks and ridges, teetering precariously above the ocean, eating everything they come across. They wander frequently into Flinch’s backyard, eat the sheets off the washing line and devour whatever they can find in the stinking compost heap. Flinch has an uneasy relationship with them. They have been known to head-butt small children when apple cores or crusts aren’t offered quickly enough for their liking, but will also observe Flinch knowingly from a few metres away and he can’t quite detest them. 

Audrey had allowed the place to stay pink, although gradually the paint flaked, and large patches came off in powdery clumps. By the time Flinch was ten years old, the house looked like an old woman who knew her age and, with a sigh of relief, was letting herself go. 

From the pastel house, Flinch can see the ocean in all directions. When he was young, and had learnt to run in his lopsided way, he would chase the wind down the cliffs towards the ocean, and dive, hoping to be swept up above the sea, the way the gulls were scooped up, effortlessly. It never worked. He once broke his nose, and another time cut himself so deeply above the eye that it bled for days. So he compensated by looking out as far as he could over the ocean. He tried to see all the way south to Sydney and north to Cairns, but had to content himself with counting the ships and yachts that wound their way up around the point, sails bubbling and blistering in the wind. 

From his vantage point, Flinch learnt to read the ocean. He knew that when it bristled like fur on a cat’s back, there was a current that would bring tailer down the strait in July. When it curled like a scorpion’s tail, it made for good surfing at the Wreck and the dolphins would be out playing in the breaks at the headland. When it rolled fatly and looked as if it had the consistency of dough, then you could dive under the water at Wategos Beach and it would be so clear you could see tiny silver fish darting between your fingers. 

Between May and October, the whales came, spraying white water into the air like big old steam trains, rolling over the waves and then disappearing until the next year. The days Flinch spotted the whales were his favourite days. Sometimes, on those days, the ocean seemed to settle right down, as if the slap of the whales’ tails had made it see that rough water simply made no sense. 

Flinch never forgot the pleasure watching them had given him. But when he started whaling, there were days when seeing a whale brought to shore, its slow, thick death, made him feel like a god. Other days, it made him feel smaller than a grain of sand, and as worthless. Often it depended on the length of time on the water. The heat of the sun. The glare alone could make him delirious. Delusions of grandeur rose up from his stomach in much the same way as seasickness. From the same place. 

When he left school at fifteen, he headed down to the jetty to try his luck on the trawlers. He leant against a pylon to watch them come in. The sea teased into a frenzy by a wild wind, the stiff arms of the boom masts asplay, the boats rocking and tipping like drunkards on their way home. The fishermen threw coils of rope as thick as Flinch’s thigh onto the docks. The men swung themselves off the ship with the ease of gymnasts and Flinch, hobbling around them, that one skewed hip raised like a question, tried to catch someone’s eye. Little chance, with caps squashed so hard over brows. He could only just make out the odd glow of a cigarette or an unshaven grey jowl. 

‘Mate?’ he said finally to one of the men crouched over a net, having dismissed ‘sir’ as too formal and ‘excuse me’ as too tentative. 

‘No, son.’

‘What?’ said Flinch. 

‘Not for you, son.’

‘But—’ 

‘No.’

The fisherman stood up. He towered over Flinch, all sinew and gristle. The orange hair of his moustache streaked with grey. Smelling of mint and fish scales and fags. A faded tattoo of a mermaid with exposed breasts on his inner arm. ‘It’s not for you, son.’ Like a growl. 

‘How do you know?’ asked Flinch. ‘The leg’s not a problem.’

The fisherman crossed his arms and shook his head. ‘How d’you reckon you’re going to stand up in rough seas and haul a catch on only one good leg?’

‘I’ll manage. The other one doesn’t get in the way.’

‘Sure.’With a smirk and a snort. 

‘Really.’

The fisherman sighed. ‘Persistent little bugger. Alright, you got one day.’

And that was it. Flinch found the element of his destiny. Although he spent that whole first day face over the side of the rollicking trawler, throwing up his breakfast and mumbling small prayers for land. He felt consumed by the sea, that day metallic grey and ripped to shreds by an unseasonably cold tempestuous wind. The wind not strong enough, though, to remove the stench of the fish as they died, the mass of squirming silver bodies as theywere dumped on board. The horror of it. All that accumulated panic in scales and fins. 

‘Comin’ back?’ asked the fisherman, when they deposited him green and shaking on the docks. 

‘See you tomorrow,’ belched Flinch. 

The fisherman turned a raw pink and roared with laughter. ‘Rotten bugger. See you tomorrow. What’s your name, since I’m gonna have to write you in the logbooks?’

‘Flinch,’ replied Flinch. 

‘Flinch, eh? Nickname?’

‘Dunno,’ said Flinch. ‘It’s what my mum calls me, anyway.’

The fisherman didn’t respond, but knew that the boy in front of him wore the name because he looked like a dog about to be slapped. Always blinking and squinting. That leg cowering underneath his torso. 

‘Guess it’ll do then,’ said the fisherman. ‘Flinch.’

Unlike his schoolyard experiences, out on the sea he slotted right in. Instinctively knew not to talk much. When he did, he made the kind of quiet observations that would bring about a smile and a nod from the others. Became known as a good little worker. A battler. It made him feel as if he was a soldier who had been injured during a heroic act rather than the unfortunate recipient of a common enough birth defect. At night, feeling the sway of the ship and the churn of the water while lying in his bed, the room rocking about him, he would reach towards his short leg and pinch his toes. He did this for the same reason he imagined old soldiers fingered the scars of bullets. To remind themselves of who they were. 

When he heard that the whaling station was looking for a new spotter, it seemed an opportunity for promotion, in a way. From small fish to big ones. He’d spent four years on the fishing boats by then, now a permanent shade of red-brown, wrinkled beyond his nineteen years and with the furrowed brow of a man straining under the necessity of hard labour. He presented himself at the station in a new blue shirt, buttoned up to the collar, with a stance he imagined was plucky, chest out and arms hanging out from his sides as if there were apples under his armpits. The captain of the main whaling boat looked him up and down and, seeing the salt-abraded skin of Flinch’s young face and smelling fish even through soap, decided the leg was not important and hired him. 

His first day on the job he spotted more whales than they’d hauled in weeks. When they harpooned the first one it didn’t die immediately. It ploughed straight down dragging the boat bow-first towards the water before the captain wheeled it around. The whale then reared skywards and Flinch saw for the first time but not the last the whale’s lip line in its permanent grin,  the white underside of the lower jaw riveted with dark crevices, its massive unblinking eye looking straight at him. He crouched down in the nest and clung to the mast and when the crew called out to him to praise his keen sight he was pleased that they couldn’t see he was crying. 

Cutting the whale up was worse. After a few months of squatting nauseous and teary in the crow’s nest after each sighting, Flinch grew used to spotting, to the swift shuddering kick of the harpoon as it was shot, the thud of the impact, but he never quite got used to the slaughter onshore. The way every whale looked different was more noticeable once they were out of the water, on their sides, slowly being crushed under their own weight. The lifetime of battle scars, tears and holes in fins and tails, the odd jigsaw pattern of an old shark bite, the broad patches of shining black and white on the bellies. The age of them, the size of them, like ancient monoliths. Occasionally barnacles were stuck to the whales as if they were just big old abandoned ships. Flinch had watched the live molluscs open and close as the whales were sliced up, tiny, hairy mouths, their inner flesh like tongues. Their outrage at their own small deaths. 

After the accident, Flinch found he could remember with an uncanny and disturbing accuracy the minutest details of each whale they’d hauled that year. Still tests himself before he allows sleep to settle upon him at night, recounting each sea outing until that very last one. Every night for the past decade. He has heard of prisoners ofwar trapped in isolation chambers who recited the multiplication table in order to preserve their sanity. This ritual of his is nothing more than that. 

Scared of the curse he must have inherited from Audrey, that cancerous decline of a life via a series of misfortunes, he has never returned to the sea. He figures that water as his destiny is therefore also the element of his inevitable downfall. He can still read the ocean with more accuracy than the local radio station’s weatherman, but he is content to throw a line in from the shore. Gets wet only up to his thighs. More often than not, reels in a flashing silver fish to fry up for his breakfast. 

He listens to the tide times announced nightly on his radio, and feels the same dull yearning usually reserved for lovers long lost. 
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