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For David



One

Living is moving; time is a live creek bearing changing 
lights. As I move, or as the world moves around me, 
the fullness of what I see shatters – Annie Dillard



No matter how easily I use it to name my relationship 
with Ross I have never been comfortable with the word 
wife to describe my occupation, but here we go again. 
Little else feels familiar about being back here in Calgary, 
Alberta, Canada.

Not for us a suburban vista this time. Outside, the 
untidy three dimensions of the downtown core are being 
licked by snow. A crane’s boom slides across the sky and 
disappears into the flurry. A cityscape silently enveloped 
while I watch, and a delivery of beauty that depends on 
silence, is nothing like the windy storms I am used to, 
where noisy rain-dimpled ocean thrashes white sand.

Which could explain why snow seems to represent 
some quintessential otherness just now, has me feeling my 
strangerhood keenly and as if some kind of nomadism 
were always unfolding in me. Cervantes. Calgary. Places 
on opposite sides of a world. There can’t be many in whose 
lives they meet. I feel like a stitch binding them together, 
a stitch in place.

Being here at all means Ross and I are passing across 
our own footsteps, the way my reflected image passes 
back and forth across the snow-filled windows. It is an 
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image increasingly interrupted and disjointed as I unpack, 
by accumulating reflections of books, notebooks, various 
totems to make us feel at home (photographs, a row of 
mosaic bowls, the ferocious features of a Barong painting 
bought in Bali years ago), a vase of purple tulips, the blue 
back of my laptop (I must remember to call it a notebook 
here), and now a bell-shaped glass standing companionably 
beside the bottle of wine I have just opened.

I consider the last, knowing I am not immune. 
Loneliness could have me slipping down that throat that 
goes on swallowing people whole, swallowing whole 
people. Only I refuse to become any such cliché, so far 
at least, the exercise of small disciplines being how I have 
learned to invent a life out of each new place.

This collection of images is the present tense, I tell 
myself, that woman in the window. The now, the here. 
Get used to it, I instruct her. In the background float too 
many boxes she has yet to unpack. Tomorrow.

Is her birthday.
Reflected in the window this lit-up room is an 

aquarium. I, floating in it, am a fishwife. The stack of 
boxes looms behind me like a container ship emerging out 
of fog. It is still surprising how displeased I was by their 
arrival. As men manoeuvred it all through the door and 
the room became less and less empty, I discovered I like to 
have empty space around me.

Stuff, I think now. Boxes crammed with home, there, 
then, detritus from the immediate and far past mocking 
my discipline and organisation at the other end. All that 
storing, donating, abandoning, all that paring down of 
our lives to what we would need to stand up in. The 
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boxes strike me as unfriendly guests to whom I have an 
obligation, have their hands on their hips, spoil the sense 
of air, light, newness, spaciousness that had begun making 
me feel as if life had been lanced, the feeling that comes 
with starting again.

Not that starting again is ever an uncomplicated 
pleasure, and this time the excitement of transplantation 
is wearing off quickly. Ross leaving so soon has siphoned 
away my sense of adventure, turning it into a particular 
blend of anticipation and worry. He could be flying the 
two hundred or more kilometres from St John’s to a rig 
in the North Atlantic at this very minute. Out there 
helicopters ferry workers back and forth, depositing them 
in rotating batches so the rig can work on and on, draining 
the earth of oil.

I am mindful that every few years Ross is required to 
upgrade his training in how to escape from a drowning 
helicopter, and each time the dreadful possibilities enter 
my head. He makes jokes about the Jesus bolt, so-called 
because it connects a helicopter to its rotor blades and 
hence everything depends on it. I refuse to find them 
funny.

Once again I will do the settling in, with no 
distractions this time but to gaze down on the heads of 
countless strangers going about their lives. The city’s vital 
signs: Stetsons, cowboy boots sticking out like oars, the 
broad shoulders of heavy overcoats, occasionally made 
of luxuriant fur. Fifteen storeys float between me and 
that street, and a sudden unwelcome desire to measure 
the fall tells me I have begun sounding the depths of 
disappointment, need to remind myself not to become 
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that tight-lipped woman again. The thick hush of living 
so high above the traffic has me in danger of self-pity, 
home tugging at my heart.

Cervantes clings to the Turquoise Coast of Western 
Australia. When I grew up there, looking it up on a 
dubdubdub dot was inconceivable, but now it exists as this 
small string of words I summon to my computer screen: 
‘Cervantes: 245 miles north of Perth. Shire: Dandaragan. 
Pop. 532. Postcode: 6511.’ Whoever made the entry was 
still thinking in miles. At this distance the anachronism 
seems appropriate.

Few people here could relate to our harsh landscape, 
or the plants of the kwongan – acacias and banksias with 
their serrated edges, star-sharp austerity, their spikes, 
the stiff nutty conglomerations clustering on sticks and 
branches, the galactic flowers New Holland honeyeaters 
and honey possums find irresistible. The whole area 
honeyed, honeying, and beekeepers out there harvesting 
flavours from the buzz and hum of the bush. Place of 
grasses, heath, space.

I leave the computer to its planetary screensaver, pick 
up one of my mosaic bowls, move it closer to its partners 
on the unfamiliar shelves – the fiddling of housewifery, 
tiny attentions to the positions of objects and relationships 
between them, size, colour, shape, function, the constantly 
straying and rearranging hands of the homemaker. The 
bowl seems heavier than I remember. Not least, I am 
aware, with time passed since I lined its belly with yellow 
porcelain chips and the tiny gold clay tiles that seem 
awkwardly made now, a clumsy pique assiette effect I would 
resist these days. But I could never part with this work, 
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over which I bled, literally – and I use that word advisedly 
– which could be why I decided on the particular bowls to 
bring with me this time. This one seems suddenly big in 
my hand, and odd that it should be here, can actually have 
arrived in this far-removed room.

Pique assiette, I am reminded, derives from piquer, to 
prick, or irritate, and can mean ‘stolen plate’ in French, 
because the eccentric Raymond Isidore who made the 
process famous in the first half of the twentieth century 
begged, borrowed and stole china to paste onto the 
surfaces of his Chartres home. His neighbours thought 
him mad and his house ridiculous and pronounced him a 
picassiette, abusively, but I like to think Raymond Isidore 
was able to ignore their unneighbourly appraisals of his 
compulsion. He was posthumously vindicated as an artist, 
since the mosaic genre is named after him, and the house, 
now called La Maison Picassiette, is a popular destination 
among aficionados of the mosaic arts.

Ross and I visited there one Sunday morning, only 
to find it closed. Heavy rain and a high dense hedge 
on which I scratched my cheek trying – I still have that 
scar too – made it impossible to see, but I was temperate 
about disappointment by that time, which real loss had 
already taught me I eventually take in my stride. I was 
probably preoccupied with memories of having travelled 
from Australia to Agra years earlier to see the Taj Mahal 
in moonlight and failing, that time because of cloud cover.

There is no stopping cloud. Nor the concertina of 
connections the mind will make at a given moment, a 
thought that strikes me as appropriate, given how pique 
assiette mosaics are called memory ware. These memories 
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of Chartres bring with them sudden insight into how 
unsuccessful my more deliberate pilgrimages have been. 
Life has gone best when I was wandering cooperatively 
along the lines of whatever map happened to be unfurling 
under me. I must do that this time, cooperate with 
circumstances, submit.

Ross and I retreated from the wet Chartres hedge 
to the cathedral, where I knelt on stones that once bore 
the weight of Joan of Arc. It seemed like an awesome 
substitution and was adequate compensation to a woman 
from Cervantes with a penchant for significance. I try to 
remember the small lessons, carry them with me, keep in 
mind how each place inhabits you, makes its way forward 
with you into the present tense.

Replacing the bowl at a more precise distance from its 
companions I consider attachments to things, questions of 
sentimental value, think about how unexpectedly loss and 
damage can flower. Pique assiette mosaics, for example, are a 
mode of recomposition. Like fabric applied to a quilt, pieces 
of a grandmother’s broken cup, say, can be arranged and 
rearranged, each bringing its particular accidental shape to 
the whole and determining form. You take damage and 
convert it into something that will differently endure. You 
take what is old and preserve it. You revel in disparity as 
much as harmony. You transform, reconfigure, complete. 
You line pieces up and follow their flow. Any multiplicity of 
wholes can be dismantled and their parts differently fused. 
You take the past and send it, refashioned, into the future.

All of which I have done for so long I suspect I think in 
pieces. Easy enough when you take your cues from a past 
smashed to smithereens.
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All this introspection is more than my usual managed 
sense of Ross’s absence. I am used to missing him, having 
accepted long ago that we exist in overlapping lives – his, 
ours, mine, usually in that order. Somewhere along the way 
I learned to imagine my way into the Ross-only strands, 
am aware that in their recent history lie the origins of my 
latest displacement and the various reasons for this mood 
that has me crouching over notions of what life could have 
been like had I been the one doing so much of the leaving.

The poorer, certainly.
This time, I decide, I will make a friend of the woman 

in the window. She can keep me company, teach me to 
stand the embalming cold again. She and I both know she 
is not the only phantom I watch for in this freezing city.

If she were real, perhaps we would be curled up on 
the new, self-indulgently cream linen sofa discussing 
how a feature of any good marriage is what John Keats 
apparently described as ‘one of the most mysterious of 
semi-speculations…that of one Mind’s imagining into 
another’. I might be thinking aloud about how I fancy 
Ross and I are still socketed into each other’s lives because 
we share the gift of being able to imagine our way in. 
Perhaps I would be trying to explain how I come to be 
back here in Calgary, and she might be willing, as a friend 
would be, to listen.

As it is, I cannot remember the last time I enjoyed 
curled-up, girl-talk intimacy with another woman. I turn 
to my journals. Or, as now, murmur occasionally to myself, 
this time in a muffled apartment, my thoughts constantly 
returning to my absent husband. The speculations I fancy 
Keats was talking about are how I make sense of the fact 
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that I am standing in this particular place watching a city 
disappear into winter.

Then I give melodrama the flick.

Just weeks earlier and a desert storm has come and gone. 
The flood that followed is draining down channel country. 
The sodden Queensland desert is hatching insects by 
the millions. The rig lights attract them. This particular 
night, count less moths are incinerating themselves against 
massive wattage, and a nauseating smell of burning 
pervades the place.

The earth outside Ross’s donga is soft with the feathery, 
dusty dead – big brown buggers with black false eyes on 
their wings. Over the whole camp, thousands, and over 
the desert – he couldn’t imagine it really – must be billions. 
The beetles are the worst. Crunching across the teeming 
ground, he can feel his weight killing them with every 
step and there is no way of avoiding it. With the humidity 
as the soaking earth dries out, the conditions are the like 
of which he has never felt, not even in Dubai, where it 
was hotter but hadn’t rained for a year when he was last 
there, a circumstance that seems preferable to working all 
day in saturated 48-degree heat like this.

Over the last week Ross has learned to whip the 
accommodation module door open and closed, but no 
matter how hard he tries the air conditioner is clogging 
up with moths, crickets and beetles that make their way 
in with him. Right now he is exhausted, and clogged or 
not a clunking air conditioner means the room is cooler 
than the outside air, so he slams the door shut behind him, 
hoping for a decent night’s sleep.
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After he’s got started on this report, this bloody final 
report that will mean they want to shoot the messenger: him.

He wakes next morning to dead insects among the 
bedclothes, even in the folds of his pyjamas. The carapace 
of a huge beetle has left scratches on his belly. He swears 
at the walls.

Outside, heat presses up at him again. He is walking on 
steam. The floods are still subsiding and where they have 
ebbed away the land is left puffing.

Instructions on the backs of toilet doors remind 
everyone to drink six litres of water a day and announce 
the enforcement of the buddy system. The men must 
watch each other for signs of dehydration: vagueness, 
disorientation – nothing could be more dangerous on 
a rig floor than losing concentration or consciousness. 
Equipment will wind itself around parts of a man’s body 
and lop them off quick as look at you; a drill pipe left to 
its own devices will flip him out of existence.

Walking to the showers is the usual nightmare, and in 
some respects a waste of time, because on the way back 
the mud-sponge underfoot only dirties you up again, and 
the humidity has you sweating again, and the bugs you 
brush off leave pieces of themselves behind. But it is an 
indescribable pleasure to have cool water running over his 
skin, unslicking him, and his hands lathering soap over his 
body return him to it comfortably for this few minutes 
at least, making him think of Lilith and home, where by 
contrast his body is indulged, nurtured, sustained, where 
his sense of his own humanity is retooled, where there is 
the dependable return to how he believes human beings 
are meant to feel – comfortable, well-tuned, loved.
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Every time you went through this kind of physical 
strain – kept working no matter the heat, cold, or any 
other duress – you knew love and learned to value it. At 
least he did. And he would soon be back there, back to 
normal, which seems more like a place than a condition 
just now. Normal: it has physical dimensions and entry 
and exit points. It begins at his and Lilith’s front door…
wherever that may end up being when this is over.

Ross has hoped against hope to be leaving in the 
morning, but the Land Rovers will leave for the airstrip 
before five and there is no way men going out on shift 
change will risk missing a flight, especially for an outsider 
like him. If he doesn’t finish up today, and he won’t, he’ll 
be stuck for another week.

He can hear the disappointment in Lilith’s voice.
‘So what’s the problem this time?’
‘They reckon the well’s drying up, but I can’t see it. 

Something else is going on. It’ll be money, of course. It’s 
been a stinker of a job from the start. Look, I’ll be out of 
here as soon as I can, Lili, but it’ll be next week.’

True to form she cheers him up with a description of 
strawberries meticulously applied to a garden bench she’s 
doing up for someone in the hills. Ross knows the quality 
of his wife’s work – better than she does, he suspects. 
The result is probably some gorgeous representation of 
abundance, a cornucopia laid out for the eye to relish. 
She’s been getting more and more commissions lately, and 
better and better at them.

‘Too precious for words,’ she’s saying, ‘but paid work, 
and you know how I feel about that…’

‘Anything for a dollar?’ An old joke between them.
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‘Clearly.’
Ross is watching a dingo family, mates and a pup, 

hanging around on the edge of camp, thin, rangy creatures 
that have come in out of the desert night, eating insects, 
snapping hopefully up towards the bright lights of the 
hi-tech oasis. From early in their marriage he and Lilith 
have made it a habit to describe to each other what they 
are looking at when talking on the phone like this, so he 
tries to summon up the way the dingoes are melting along 
the lines of a shed, the watchfulness that is evident even 
at this distance.

After they hang up – You. No You. No, your turn…
still, after all these years, a private well-worn routine and 
how he knows she has reached the point of really missing 
him – Ross sits for a minute watching the dingoes led 
even further in by moths they stir up as they run, snapping 
and biting at the air, feeding on the fluttering brown cloud 
rising in front of them. The animals slink and cringe at 
the edges of the light, pretending to be invisible, but they 
come on in nonetheless.

Poor bastards – drought–flood cycle, hard to imagine 
how they’ve survived. Either there was high ground 
somewhere out there or they’ve come a bloody long 
way – probably been on the run for days. They’d have to 
be incredibly hungry to do it, Ross thinks. And that hunger 
shouldn’t be taken lightly, either, not lightly at all, not 
after the awful stuff that happened to the Chamberlains, 
and others since. Dingoes are shy wild creatures and their best 
friends we are not, Ross thinks, walking to his room.

Another week to go, then back to Perth. And then it’s 
over and done with, possibly even his career. He thinks 
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the word with a mental grimace. It might turn out to be 
just as well Lilith isn’t anchored to a job. The only decent 
work he’s hearing about is in Canada and the Middle 
East. The question is not whether he can ask her to go 
through all that again, but whether at their age they have 
a choice.

The day he got back there was no need to ask. Fatigue was 
written all over him.

‘Sorry,’ he said kissing me a tired abrasive kiss. ‘It was 
shave or catch the plane. I caught the plane.’

‘Burke and Wills country?’
‘Yeah, I saw the memorial. How they imagined they’d 

get through out there without dying…It must have taken 
courage, but you have to wonder about their lack of 
humility as well. God, I’m glad to be home. You have no 
idea…’

‘Good,’ I said, knowing he was right.
Later, showered, shaved and slumped in the window 

armchair, ice clinking in a rum and Coke, he told me 
about a deluge of insects, among other things, working his 
way up to confiding that as soon as the job was finished we 
would need to make tough decisions.

‘We have to face facts.’ He came out with it eventually. 
‘Our best options won’t be in Australia, yet again.’

Ours. Ross was always generous with that small word.

All this is how I come to find myself watching a snowstorm 
while trying to envisage an insect plague and my new, 
unpredictable future in the same breath, seeming to have 
entwined the two in my imagination. Distorting both, no 
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doubt, which begins to show now I am here unpacking 
a shipment in fits and starts in a place that broods with 
times even further past, even more difficult to hang onto, 
or imagine.

The thing is everything that happens, happens 
somewhere, a self-evident fact that strikes me as significant 
and overlooked. Memories insist on staging themselves, so 
events, moments, periods of a life come back with their 
mise en scène. Yes, mise en scène – let me not pretend I’ve 
learned less than I have about ways of seeing the world.

Hence out of my Cervantes girlhood a vague gazebo 
floats. There are fences, trees, paddocks. A corner of 
verandah juts out, from which on a clear day you used 
to be able to glimpse the sea. A scrawny rose garden 
perseveres despite salt winds and sometimes desperate heat. 
Bush tracks wind off into banksia forests beyond which 
there are a Painted Desert, a Pudding Hill, a Kangaroo 
Point and Hangover Bay, which – family joke – we 
used to say my father must have been responsible for 
naming. Cray boats still bob on the sea there. Dolphins 
still flirt with you when you spend time on the jetty. 
In the background of any act of remembering are the 
places, mirage-like, holding events together, as potent as 
cathedrals, mind-henges.

I expect these ruminations are an effect of age making 
me as intrigued by questions of place as time, by how some 
places accrete like mother-of-pearl, hang onto the memory, 
become heavy, nacreous, sometimes sharp-edged, so it can 
hurt a little carrying them around – although I believe 
everything worthwhile comes of the effort. This fact is a 
key to my retrospections.
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Another is the converse reality that life’s big events 
happen anyway, no matter where you are, won’t wait for 
you to feel at home, safe and cosseted. Things can go right 
anywhere. And wrong.

So I can imagine Ross looking at his watch. One thirty, 
say. Outside, the Swan River would be sparkling, wind up. 
Perhaps he expects to see the usual windsurfers scudding 
between Perth and South Perth like bright-winged insects, 
the ferry plodding back and forth from Barrack Street, 
shags shrugging their round shoulders along the river wall.

If he takes a lunch break before the wrap-up he could 
get in a quick walk by going along Riverside Drive and 
cutting back at the Causeway. Even if it isn’t the day out 
there he’s hoping for, it’s got to be better than the sweatbox 
conditions he’s spent the last couple of weeks in, although 
he’d take that over this arid office atmosphere any day. 
When you spend most of your life in them, fluorescence-
filled air-conditioned buildings can seem like a version of 
hell. Right now he’d give anything to be blown about in 
real daylight for half an hour, humidity notwithstanding.

Switching off his machine and stretching, he is 
reminded of his wife’s advice to do this every twenty 
minutes, but the last hour and a half has passed without 
him even looking up. Like everyone else here, his mind 
has been chained to a computer screen well into afternoon. 
Lilith’s right, it is a kind of enslavement, he thinks, looking 
over the mezzanine railing into the pool of workers 
below. Green glass anthill: floor upon floor of blandness, 
bleakness, people engaged in repetitive sitting, standing, 
walking rituals to remind their bodies they are capable of 
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sitting, standing, walking. Something has been lost, he 
decides. Heat, salt, insects seem absolutely more decent 
than all this day in, day out. He grabs his jacket.

For the past eighteen months, whenever he’s in town, 
Ross has occupied an office next to one Walter Reeves, 
who writes jokes and sticks them beneath a poster-sized 
photograph of an obese woman. She is naked with a paper 
bag over her head in some awful parody of Ned Kelly. 
The Wally, as even his mates call him, changes the jokes 
regularly. Passing his desk this day, Ross notices that the 
latest has to do with decapitation.

A matter of inspiration, Walter insists. He believes he’s 
hilarious and tells anyone who’ll listen that in another life 
he would have been a writer of jokes, a stand-up comic, 
but that there’s no money in art these days.

‘Never has been,’ Ross replies pretty much each time, 
Lilith’s defence-of-the-realm speeches always springing 
to mind, but Walter only shrugs, assuming he knows all 
there is to know about The Arts, making him a man with 
more options than most in the mining game.

This time Ross passes the unfortunate pinned-up 
woman with a deep sense of relief that it’ll be one of 
the last. Photography is at the top of a list of things he 
might have done in another life, could still do, which may 
explain why this so offends him. Whenever his thoughts 
travel down this road Ross thinks of the triumvirate, 
the word being a mental genuflection to his family – he 
wouldn’t have swapped life with Lilith and the two girls 
for anything, certainly not any career thing. He can even 
summon up a smidgen of feeling for Walter, whose wife is 
in the process of leaving him, it seems. Although who can 
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blame her. But poor bastard, Ross thinks. Perhaps the man 
isn’t bad, just misguided.

Making his way downstairs, Ross wonders about being 
so misguided himself that he could ever have set his sights 
on this as a way to spend his life, remembers when the 
prospect of working here seemed cutting-edge, hi-tech, 
competitive, the place to be if you wanted to make it. That 
naïve kid is not so lightly dismissed, either, shadows him 
on the escalator, triggers another memory further back, of 
being an undergraduate working on a professor’s research 
project and discovering a downside to having a flair for 
research. There has turned out to be a downside to absolutely 
everything, he reflects, a fact you’d think he’d be used to 
by now.

They were measuring the effects of salt levels on the 
soil down around Lake Grace. Was that it? Christ, there 
was a battle lost. He remembers waking up in a pup tent 
on the dry lake to a sound like rustling tissue. At first he 
could see only the white flats glowing in moonlight, but 
then the surface appeared to be moving and turned out to 
be alive with white spiders, smooth-bodied, thick-legged 
creatures, of which far too many seemed to be scurrying 
around. Next morning he could find no sign, no webs or 
trapdoors. He thought he must have dreamt it – although 
it seemed real enough for him to make sure the tent was 
thoroughly sealed next night, and when the same thing 
happened he was bloody glad to be sleeping on that raised 
cot. So many arachnids, small and ethereal-looking though 
they may be and probably harmless, could make even his 
spine tingle. After that he was restless every night there, 
half-expecting to be borne away while he slept.
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Maybe it was then that the idea of office work entered 
his bloodstream. He’d always been interested in the main 
game, it was true, and security began hanging about in the 
front of his mind once he became a father. Whatever the 
reasons, he never pursued geology in the field, and right 
now it strikes him as regrettable.

Ross shakes off these thoughts, knows he is exactly 
where he placed himself, that it is nonsense to see his 
job as some kind of incarceration, but the idea of a 
tent pitched on a salt lake surface bubbling with white 
spiders going about their moonlit business has him 
shaking his head. Cool night air, nothing like it. The 
bush, solitude, work that really goes somewhere, means 
something – he just can’t seem to rid himself of this 
heavy sense of having taken a wrong turn, has never felt 
so disenchanted.

He should have bought those bloody Poseidon shares 
all those years ago. Well of course he should have; if the 
beginnings had been that different, who knows what 
options he and Lilith might be facing now?

Plunging into the wind tunnel that is St Georges 
Terrace, Ross goes on fending off thoughts of being stuck 
in a sedentary, radioactive life and expected to be grateful 
for it. In his game you are measured at some point in ways 
that go against your own interests. He knows it from 
watching other men and suspects the point is hereabouts 
for him. Age. A few blokes even resort to hair dye.

And contracts die for a lot of reasons. This time the 
simple fact that a well could be drying up would at least 
be a half-decent reason for laying people off in an industry 
where decency increasingly has subdued value. But big 
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dollars are in the mix, as always, and the usual bullies and 
cowboys are treating people more and more contemptibly, 
although it hardly matters at this stage.

He buys Chinese takeaway for lunch, asks for mono-
free, takes it as good advice when the slip of paper in 
today’s fortune cookie reads: ‘If you want life to be plain 
sailing, don’t get the wind up.’

Later he can only shake his head when a man who 
hasn’t even bothered to change out of gym gear flicks 
a two-dollar coin across a conference table and says to 
someone Ross happens to know has twice the experience 
and has been on the verge of letting this project cost him 
his family, ‘There! That’s what your contribution’s been 
worth, mate.’

Then he walks out, saying over his shoulder, ‘Deal’s 
done.’

In the quiet that follows it feels like they sit listening 
to the sound of each other’s lives ticking away. So that’s 
what it’s been about. He was right. The well hasn’t dried 
up. Things are being set up to move the work offshore. 
Cheaper labour. They’re determined to make it look as if 
they have good reasons for it, that’s all.

Eventually Walter laughs into the heavy pause, 
summing up. ‘This whole fucking job has been a totally 
class act,’ he says to no one in particular. For once they all 
agree with him.

By the end of the day Ross can’t wait to leave the 
building. It’s a kind of claustrophobic panic. With the 
revolving door spinning behind him, finally, he can think 
of a million reasons why he ought to be delighted to be 
turning his back on it all, but knows it won’t be easy. This 



21

is not the first time he’s had no control over what happens 
next, but it’s the first time he can remember knowing that 
what he feels about it is a kind of fear.

A few days later Ross breaks a long, dozy driving silence 
on the way to Cervantes: ‘Nearly home.’

‘Hmm, home.’
The word has begun to bounce: place where one lives 

permanently, as a member of a family or household. I am 
soon chasing what it might mean to us in a month’s time, 
or two; how even if we can never think again in terms 
of permanence, home will always be here. The sources of 
my restlessness are here, in the eloquent wind, folded into 
childhood hours spent on a verandah looking out over 
paddocks, or standing on beaches looking out to sea and 
coming up smack against the horizon. I grew up watching 
suns sink here, wishing, not knowing for what most of the 
time, except it had to do with being elsewhere and at the 
same time never leaving.

My father had a small spread twenty minutes’ drive 
north-east of town – mine being a family in which farms 
are called spreads, although all that is well in the past and 
we became suburban beings long ago. Other branches of 
the family still have spreads scattered from here to way 
down south: Kojonup, Katanning, Albany, Esperance. At 
least, they live in the farming areas that sprawl around 
those big country centres like ocean currents – the Great 
Southern, Plantagenet. Western Australia’s shires are 
huge and throughout them, in small towns that sprouted 
wherever trains stopped to pick up wheat, houses are 
bunched around a main street with a post office, a pub, a 
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couple of shops, a school if you’re lucky. Many of them 
are dying now, but isn’t everything?

With Cervantes the attraction was always the sea. The 
town exists because of cray fishing, clutches the coast with 
small dry claws, its face set against salt winds that hassle 
the fleet, which is why more than twenty minutes inland a 
farmer feels salt in the wind and my father’s was only ever 
a small spread and life disappointed him.

This day, Ross and I head down to the beach first, as 
usual. The sand is heavy underfoot. Passing the tourist 
board depicting a three-masted ship in full sail, I distract 
myself from the physical effort with rote facts like the 
Cervantes hit a reef here on 29 June 1844. I like to imagine 
it – sails flapping against the wind, the clank of metal and 
groan of timber and over it all the whoosh and slap of the 
sea, and all that rigging and canvas slipping under quietly, 
like a drowning child. Then men rowing away from their 
vessel’s terrifying disappearance, thanking their God for 
survival, turning their gazes towards a shore where strange 
limestone fingers seemed to be pointing up at him.

The wreck was located not far from here in 1970. Not 
that I was aware of it, being too busy taking little notice 
of everything but myself, and Ross whom I had not long 
known. It was an American whaling ship, as it happens, 
but Spain, the country stowing away on its name, had 
already been mapped onto the town, so now these are 
the Cervantes Islands sticking out of the Indian Ocean to 
the south, and street names like Seville, Majorca, Madrid 
and Toledo record the accidental, roundabout arrival of a 
mistake on our shore, making the cluster of small houses 
and fishing cottages sound grander than it is.




