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CHOICES
Emma plunged down the sand hill, holding a floppy white hat on, pushing into the wind.  She had to slow down to pick her way through the drifts of broken shells, the scattered seaweed.  She took off her sandals, and began to stride out along the beach, struggling against the wet sand.  She sobbed briefly; the wind swallowed the sound.  She did not meet the eyes of the few fishermen, standing solidly at the shoreline, with their eskies and fishing stools.  She had the far end of the beach in her sights, and the pile of black rocks that marked it, and she was going to have a walk, there and back again, if it killed her.

‘It’s not fair!’  Had she said that aloud?  ‘It’s not fair!’ again, kicking the sand, ‘How can he hold me to that still!’

She had not read the fine print on the contract; her desperation to be pregnant had eclipsed everything.

She reached the rocks, and stopped, letting a wave drench her, feeling it tugging powerfully round her legs.  She thought of Michelle’s little fingers clinging to her leg like a limpid to a rock.  She’d left her standing in front of the cabin, crying.  Would she have gone back inside to Garry?  Would he take his principle so far as to ignore her?  Even to neglect her altogether?  Her feet were buried now in the wet sand; the tug of the turning tide was urgent. She realised that she could not answer these questions with complete certainty.

His last words repeated painfully in her head, ‘Breaking an agreement is the end of trust, the end of respect.’  Of course, he was right.

Shells glittered around her feet, and she bent and picked a few out.  She was thinking, I’ll give these to him, perhaps, a gesture of something – peacemaking?  Her anger had drained away, and anxiety was beginning to seep into the space it had left.

A different sound cut thinly between the roar of the sea and the wind and made her turn and look up the beach.  A girl had come out of the bush.  Long blond hair and a green bikini.  She was stumbling through the drifts of brown seaweed, calling out, ‘Hey!  Hey there!’  Emma looked; the fishermen were a long way beyond shouting distance.  There was only herself, and this girl coming towards her now urgently.  She could see that the girl had looked for someone, anyone, and that she was now that person.  She felt the tug of the girl’s need.

‘Are you OK?’ she called.  Mother again.

‘It’s my boyfriend!’  The girl was panicky, breathing hard, a pale pretty face dirty with old tears.  Not a day older than fifteen.  ‘I can’t wake him up, and we have to get back to Canberra!’

‘Why won’t he wake up?  Has he been drinking?’ said Emma.

‘It’s not that,’ said the girl, and looked away now, catching her breath.  Emma waited.  Could the day still be retrieved?

‘He injected smack last night,’ the girl said.  ‘I think it was his first time.  He wanted me to, but I don’t do that shit.  I thought we were just going to be smoking weed like we always do.’

‘Is he unconscious?’

‘He’s breathing.  I’ve been trying to wake him for hours.’

The girl had started back, the way she’d come.  She was looking for Emma to follow.  Emma looked back along the beach, still hoping for someone else.  There was no one.

‘I’m supposed to be at a rock festival with my friends,’ the girl called back.  ‘My parents don’t know I even came down to the coast; they’ll kill me if they find out about Steve.’
‘What’s your name?’

‘Jessie.’ 

Emma put the shells in her jeans pocket, and followed her.

As soon as they came over the sand hill, the wind dropped and the temperature rose.  There was a sticky humidity; the sea air was heavy and still among the bush in the afternoon.

A sandy path led to a clearing.  There was a tent, put up in a hurry, all askew.  An old ute, that perhaps used to be orange, was parked some distance away.  The misshapen trunks of the banksias rose through the scrub like a badly painted stage set.  Overhead, their black branches twisted into knots, and their pale green flowers perched weirdly like soft drink cans, catching the light.

Jessie had gone in the tent, and Emma heard her voice rising, with tears in it, ‘Steve, wake up!  We’ve got to go!  I’ve got to get home.  Oh fuck, what am I going to do?’

Anxiety had filled Emma’s stomach now, and risen through her chest, making it hard to breath.  It was a dread of what she would find.

‘Where are you?’ Jessie called.  ‘Please, can’t you come and help?’

She looked at her watch, a delaying tactic really.  
Half an hour! That’s all I want, half an hour for a walk by myself.  How can it possibly be so hard? she had yelled at Garry.  And he had replied with measured certainty.  It’s the principle.  I agreed to you having a baby if you agreed to take total responsibility for it.    
The half hour had by now well and truly passed.  She looked back at the track; she could quite easily slip away, go back to where she had been.

‘I don’t know whether he’s breathing.  I don’t know what to do!’  Jessie’s pleading pulled at her reluctant feet.  She put her head through the tent flap; her hat fell into the dirt. 

Inside was green light, and hot, sick air.  Jessie sat among a pile of crumpled clothes.  The boy Steve lay on his side, with one leg bent up underneath him.  He had jeans on, nothing else.  His spiky blond hair looked incongruous against the grey face, and there was vomit across his cheek and down his shoulder.  Holding herself stiff against the stench, Emma put her face close to his and felt a weak breath.  

‘Steve!’ she said loudly, uselessly, ‘can you hear me?’

‘This is how he’s been since last night,’ Jessie said, ‘he hasn’t moved since he fell over backwards.’

Emma pulled at the leg that was pinned underneath the boy, but his body was like a heap of heavy bags that limply resisted her efforts to arrange it differently.  ‘Help me,’ she said to Jessie, ‘we have to get this leg out.’

Together, they managed to push the boy onto his back, and straighten his leg.  The foot was a dark and frightening purple.

‘We have to get him to hospital,’ Emma said, although she had no idea how this might happen.  Was it she who would have to find a way?

Jessie had fallen back on her heels, and had her hands to her face.  ‘I can’t!’ she moaned, ‘I have to get home!’

‘Steve could die,’ Emma said.  ‘He could lose his foot.’

Her thoughts began to pixilate, no sooner formed than breaking up.  Run back to the cabin and phone for an ambulance?  Take too long, and besides, down which of the dozens of sandy tracks snaking through the bush would she tell the ambulance to come?  Take the old ute outside, and go for help?  He might die while she was gone.

‘Do you have a mobile?’ she asked Jessie.

‘Yes, but we’re out of range here,’ the girl muttered.  She was pulling jeans on, and a T-shirt.

‘Help me get him into the ute,’ she decided, ‘we’ll take him ourselves.’

Jessie passed her the car keys.  She did not look at Emma.  Emma reversed the ute over the blackened banksia roots to the tent.  She took the boy’s shoulders, Jessie his legs.  They half lifted him, half dragged him from the tent.  Jessie dropped his legs.

‘I can’t do it!’ she cried, ‘he’s just too heavy.’

‘Come on,’ Emma urged, ‘you have to, there’s no other way.’  Jessie grabbed the boy’s legs again by his jeans, and they staggered with him to the car.  How were they going to get him in?  Emma leaned his shoulders against her legs, bent double with the effort, tried to think.  She grabbed a towel from the front seat of the ute, and passed it across his chest, and under his arms; then clutching the two ends, heaved and pushed his sagging body into the front seat.  A violent terror threatened to engulf her.  What if he died? Might her interference contribute to his death?  She got into the driver’s seat, and pulled the boy’s head onto her lap.  The intimacy of his face and the spiky hair against her leg shocked her.  Her hands shook on the wheel.

‘Jessie!  What are you doing?  Come on!’  Her impatience jabbed at the edges of hysteria.  The girl was shoving things into a backpack; she went back into the tent and came out holding a hairbrush.  She threw the pack into the back of the ute, then stood at the open passenger door.

‘How am I supposed to fit in?’

‘Just put his legs across you.’

They bumped and rolled down the tracks, Emma wrestling to avoid the drifts of sand at the edges, gripping the steering wheel as if she believed that the tighter she held it the stronger might be the boy’s tenuous grasp on his life.

The boy’s body straddled across them; one leg fell to the floor, one arm hung over Emma’s leg, his head rolled against her thigh.  Jessie sat with the boy’s other leg across her.  She frowned.  She had started brushing her hair, feeling at its stickiness, unweaving the knots.

Out at last on the Prince’s Highway, Emma pushed her foot into the accelerator.  Above eighty kilometres, the ute’s engine made a terrifying, jagged rattle, as if it was full of stones.  Below eighty felt like they would never get there.  First gear didn’t work.  She was fearful of what else might not.  The petrol gauge read empty.

‘We’ll have to get petrol,’ she said.

‘The gauge is broken; we filled up at Bateman’s Bay on the way up.  There’s heaps, trust me.’

‘Jessie, what’s Steve’s other name?’

‘I don’t know, something ic or itch, I can’t pronounce it.’

‘It’ll be on his license, won’t it?’

‘He doesn’t have a license.’

She was stuck behind a horse float.  The horses’ rumps swayed and steadied, swayed and steadied.  The air in the ute was dense with heat, and the sick odour of the boy’s body.  She groped for the window winder and pushed it round.   The window collapsed, and a fierce rush of hot air filled the little space inside.  The smell of the tarmac and the horses came in with it.

‘I’m sure he’ll be alright,’ she said.  Was she speaking to herself or Jessie?

‘So am I,’ said Jessie.  ‘He just needs a long time to sleep it off.’  

‘Jessie, he’s unconscious.’

‘What’s the matter with his foot?’

‘He was lying on it all night, and the circulation was cut off.’

‘We didn’t even finish up doing anything,’ Jessie said.  Did she mean sex?

‘Could you call a number for me?’ Emma said.

Jessie pulled out her mobile.  ‘Shit,’ she said, ‘the battery’s flat.’

The metal bridge over the Clyde River loomed ahead, like a giant fortification.  The traffic was heavy now, and Emma had to slow down through a series of cranking, desperate gear changes that threatened to stop the car altogether.  

‘Two more minutes,’ she breathed.

Then she was swinging round to the emergency entrance of the hospital.  The ute shuddered to a stop, and Emma wrenched the door open and leapt out.

‘Stay with him while I go and get someone,’ she said to Jessie, who was staring around her at the old hospital as if she had woken from a dream.

She ran inside.

‘I’ve got a young man in the car, he’s unconscious,’ she said to the nurse.  She was trying to sound measured, calm; she was the grown up, after all.  A shuddering relief swelled over her, and she struggled to keep the sobs out of her voice.  ‘Heroin overdose...his foot...still breathing..’  A stretcher was wheeled out to the car, a nurse sat her down, and a cup of tea was pressed into her hands.  She was being looked after, so she let herself cry.

‘If I could just get some more details.’  The nurse was back with the paperwork.

She blew her nose.  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but it would be better if you asked Jessie, really.’

‘Who’s Jessie?’

‘His girlfriend.  The girl who’s with him.’

‘There’s no one with him.’

‘Yes,’ she insisted, putting down the tea, struggling up.  ‘The girl in the car; pretty, long blond hair.’  

The nurse stared.  Emma ran out.  The ute still stood with both doors open.  She looked in the back; the backpack wasn’t there.  
She went back inside and told the story to the nurse.  Dull phrases.  It was important to get the facts right, there were so few of them.  The anxiety had drained away, leaving her dazed.

‘I didn’t know what to do.’  Pathetic sounding, she had known, really.  It was the part where she had hesitated, where for a second, slipping away through the banksias had seemed like an option.  This was the part she cried for.

‘You did the right thing,’ said the nurse, touching her hand.

‘I need to ring my husband.’  The nurse led her into a small room, with bags and white gowns and a mirror, and a phone.

‘Garry?’

‘This had better be good.’

‘Is Michelle OK?’

‘As well as you might expect.’

‘I’m at Bateman’s Bay Hospital.  I found a boy in the bush who had OD’d.  I had to help, his girlfriend was hopeless.  I had to drive him here.’

‘Unbelievable.’  A pause.  ‘Well, shit happens.  Are you OK?’

‘Yes, I’m alright.  But the boy, Steve, he’s not, he’s not alright.’

‘Well, you can leave him to the medical people now.  I’ll come and get you.’

‘No, I must stay.’

‘Why?  Emma, I’m sorry about what I said, about it being the end if you didn’t take Michelle with you.  It was a rhetorical point.’

Sometimes, she thought, rhetoric resonates too deeply to ignore.

‘But I have to stay,’ she said.  ‘There’s no ID, his girlfriend has gone, the police have been called.’

‘The police? Look, you don’t need to be involved in this any more.  You’ve done your bit.  Let me come and get you.’

‘But I am involved in it,’ she said.  ‘He needs me, there’s no one else, until they locate his parents.’

‘Don’t you think that your own daughter needs you more than this...this...’  His voice was angry again now.

‘But Michelle has you,’ she said, ‘for now,’ and she reached forwards and put the receiver back gently.

Back in the Emergency room, she found the nurse.

‘Is there any chance I could sit with him?’ she asked.

‘Of course,’ said the nurse.  ‘We’re waiting for the specialist to come and look at his foot.  You can stay with him until we transfer him’

‘Where is he going?’ she asked.

‘Intensive Care, or Sydney if he needs surgery.’

There he was on the hospital bed, a drip up now, and an oxygen mask, a nurse cutting off his jeans with large scissors.  Emma studied his face, wanting it to become familiar.  Childhood had come back into it; he looked no older than the girl.  There were still traces of vomit on his cheek.  She felt in her pocket for a hankie, and the shells fell out, all of them broken.  She licked the hankie and wiped his cheek, and then she took his hand in both of hers.  Would he know that it was a stranger who held it?

So she sat, holding his hand, waiting, while the day ended, and the pink and grey puffs of cloud spilled across the sky, and the Clyde River slid darkly towards the sea.  
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