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 The Battle of
McKenzie Street

We'd all heard
of Animal brown. A hood, a 'yobbo' as our principal used to call
them. I'd seen him one day at High School. They came in at
lunchtime and tore up the wide quad between E Block and D Block,
the big grey Dodge laying black threats on to the concrete while
its heavy wheels screamed frustration and boredom at the school, at
the town, at the world. Brown bottles waved out the window, spit
flew, promises of crude sexual fulfilment made the girls in their
short blue skirts blush. Well, some of them, those that didn't wave
and respond with even cruder obscenities.

Animal Brown
was driving, a maniac's grin almost splitting his face, a fuck you
and fuck the world laugh flying out the window along with his
greasy long black hair. You couldn't miss him. He had a glass eye.
It was always looking in the wrong direction. You know, he was one
of those people who made you wonder which eye to look at when you
were talking to them. Then they were gone, the horn sounding down
the street, calling into the distance to inspire all youth to
destructive rebellion, a grey oil smoke cloud hanging in the air
behind them like a visible flatulence.

We'd heard that
Animal Brown was out to get my brother. I don't know why exactly.
He was new in town - he'd only been around since the beginning of
summer - and I think he was out to prove himself. We weren't a gang
and neither were they in the sense of organisation, but wherever we
went they seemed to turn up, as if they could smell a good time a
mile away. And whenever we encountered them, Animal Brown would
hassle my brother, wind him up, use him to show what a hard man he
was.

It was my
brother's car I think that really pissed them off. Christ, what a
beautiful machine! A 1965 Anglia with metallic blue paint, four big
fats on wide wheels, an overhead cam, twin carbs and freeflow
exhaust. Man, did it sound sweet. Grouse. And move! Oath! We'd
wound her up to a hundred and ten down the Kowhai Straits, blew the
door handles off Craig Bennett's old man's Capri. Yeah, I guess it
was the car. It was like a blur they just glimpsed out of the
corners of their eyes, like a piece of distant sky, something
tantalising, just out of reach, a confirmation of all that the
world denied them. Anyway, what I mean is, a cool car was like a
challenge, you couldn't cruise down McKenzie Street on a Friday
night, revving the motor, shouting at girls in front of the fish
and chip shop without them hearing about it.

"Hey Mandy!
Wanna go to a party?"


"Whereabouts?"

"In my pants!
Ha! Ha!"

"Fuckin' grow
up will ya."

"Hop in and
make me grow up."

The next thing
you know there's the grey Dodge behind you, or their mates in the
black Desoto, almost wider than the road, like someone's put a war
monument on wheels. It's right up our arse with so many arms
hanging out the windows you wonder if they're going for a record
like that phone box thing you used to see in old American movies.
So we're off, the Anglia's pipes rattling the shop windows and the
hole-in-the-exhaust Desoto turning angry middle-class eyes on the
youth of today burning up another weekend like it was made of
nothing more than magnesium powder, a flashing firework that glared
for a few seconds into the empty future. Then we're through the
S-bends on two wheels, laughing, and the sound of the wind
screaming through the open window - "Dare you! Dare you!" We
straighten out, we survive, we've lost them. An hour later we're
down the reserve, sitting on a picnic table with cold DB beer
bottles, guzzling, not drinking, the night so black it's like we're
in this vast featureless cavern, its only sound the tearing off of
bottle tops with reckless teeth.

Anyway, we
weren't a gang. There was me, my brother Grant, David, who was my
mate, and Kevin, who was Grant's mate. We hung out together, that
was all. We'd all worked on the car with a lot of help from Kevin's
older brother who was an apprentice mechanic. There was something
about having a car when you were sixteen, well Grant was sixteen. I
was fifteen. Something that made you feel you could go wherever you
pleased, there were no more barriers. If you'd asked me what
defined freedom that's what I would have said - four fat wheels, a
metallic paint job and a hot motor. Maybe Animal Brown felt the
same way, I don't know, but as I said, I guess it was the car.
Maybe it was because it allowed us to cross borders, to invade
their territory, or something. Maybe it made them feel, resent,
that we had money. We didn't, but I guess we had more than them. It
was Animal's mate, Ricky Patterson, who started it all.

We were parked
outside the Karaka picture theatre. That was the name of our town,
forty-one miles from the city. It used to draw the townies in
summer a few years back, parking their Prefects, Zephyrs and
Vauxhalls all the way down Marine Drive, sunbathing, swimming and a
hot-dog and Coke at the takeaways. Then one day they stopped
coming. Don't ask me why. The council dreamt up a slogan -
'Summer's Cracker in Karaka!' Can you believe it? It didn't make
any difference. We had our own name for the place - Crapper, or
just plain Crap. When God created boredom this was the place He had
in mind. Well, that's how we saw it when we were fifteen or
sixteen. At least the picture theatre stayed open. The Majestic -
not that there was anything particularly regal about it, unless you
counted the fact they had the Miss Karaka competition there every
summer.

Anyway, it was
a Friday night outside the picture theatre, in the car park across
the road. We weren't going to the pictures, only spoons actually
went to the pictures. The ones whose Mums and Dads dropped them off
in the Holden station wagon, too young to get their licence, too
young to be out past ten. We were into fronting up to the
bottle-store and passing for twenty, or if that failed getting one
of the older guys to score us two dozen brown bottles of oblivion,
of bravado. And girls. We were into girls, into getting laid.
Getting a root, a screw, a bonk, bang, shag - we had so many words
for it we could have made our own dictionary.

We thought
about it a lot, talked about it even more, but none of us had ever
actually done it, at least I hadn't, and I'm pretty sure the others
weren't having any more luck than I was.

So there we
were, outside the Majestic, watching the girls as they watched us,
seeing and being seen, waiting for the big event, waiting for the
something we all wished would happen, that never did. We were just
sitting in the car cracking jokes and sipping when the Dodge
chugged through the car park, its heavy V8 a war drum throbbing. We
went quiet and sat tight. They stopped. Through the glare of
headlights we could see figures moving, heard raucous laughter,
catcalls to patrons across the road. Then I heard it. A tearing all
along the side of the car. I saw Ricky Patterson walking away. We
leapt out, challenged, the adrenalin beginning to surge. He'd
scratched right along the length of the body, a key, or a
twenty-cent piece. It was a violation, a threat. They were all
standing round the front of the Dodge, waiting to see us move,
waiting, itching for the scrap. Grant walked a few steps towards
them. He was big Grant, carried a lot of weight, his round face
usually had a placid, dreamy look, but his eyes were wide, his
fists clenched. He was totally pissed off. He didn't like to fight
but he loved that car. He pointed a finger at them, at Ricky.

"Keep your
fucking hands off my car cunt!"

"What's the
matter Stanton? Yer wankmobile need a new paint job?" Ricky turned
to his mates and they all laughed in support.

"You'll need a
fucking head transplant if I see you near it again."

"You and whose
army wanker? Yer a poofdah Stanton. You and yer mates all take it
up the arse."

Grant began to
walk towards them, it looked like it was all going to explode,
heads were turning, something was happening, something real. I ran
forward and began pulling Grant back to the car, his nostrils were
flaring and his eyes shone violence back at the Dodge mob. I saw
Animal Brown behind the wheel, jerking his hand up and down, giving
Grant the wanker sign, his thin face and rough teeth wracked into a
grin.

"It's not worth
it," I said. "There's six of them. Don't fucking worry about
it."

"Yeah, sure.
It's only my fucking car. Who fucking cares?"

"Fuck. Don't
take it out on me. I'm pissed off too. We all are. But fuck them,
they're not worth it."

At that moment
the black Desoto hove into view, ploughing into the road as it took
the corner like a dark destroyer leaning into a wave, the air
filled with its sound, the motor, the tyres, the shouts of its
pagan crew, the spraying foam of excited beer and arms and legs out
the window. The horn gave a mournful flourish and they were burning
down McKenzie Street, their one red tail light leering back at us
like a bloodied eye. The grey Dodge filled with bodies and spitting
gravel followed them. I could feel the eyes upon us, the question
bouncing round the small town night. Was that it? Was that the
something? Or were we all still waiting?

There were no
parties to crash that night, no lounge rooms lit with pale red and
green light bulbs, no girls all dancing together in the centre of
the room to the distorted sounds of Sweet pumping out of an
overloaded Pioneer stereo while emptying bottles and cans began to
stand sentinel on tables, mantelpieces and beside chairs, like
small brown, silver and gold statues in a smoke wreathed temple. So
it was down to the reserve again, clutched in our duffle coats
against that all-seeing impenetrable dark, the sound of the river
carrying answers down to the sea, answers we couldn't hear to
questions we couldn't articulate. We had our beers, we had each
other, if we were nowhere it was only because it seemed there was
nowhere to go. We did have one question that needed an answer. What
to do about Animal Brown and his mates?

The damage to
the paint job was bad, a thin line of warning across its glittering
blue. Grant was all for smacking Ricky Patterson's head in, but we
all knew what that meant. If we took him on we had to take them
all. David was with Grant. I sometimes think he liked to scrap. He
was tall and solid, a forward in the First Fifteen rugby team at
High School, his fists like rocks on the end of his arms and he
knew how to use them. That left Kevin and me. I was tall and thin.
A weed I suppose, with a rough paint job of acne and scraggy hair.
No fighter. Kevin was the smallest of us all, wiry with it and fit,
not afraid to fight if it came to it, but he agreed with me. It was
better to avoid them. Where the Dodge went the Desoto wasn't far
behind, that meant there would always be more of them than us, we
weren't sure we could take them in a fair fight. So it was left
another unanswered question. The town was too small to avoid them
for good, but I guess we just hoped they'd smash into a lamppost or
get sent to borstal or something. We tried to laugh it off, cast it
into the absorbing black of the empty night, but in the back of our
minds warrior ghosts danced, thrusting spears and shields to mock
our fears.

We didn't have
long to wait. The next week finally gave birth to Friday night and
we were let loose, casting off school uniforms like prisoners
getting a weekend pass, the faded bell-bottom jeans a flag of
freedom. I remember that night like it was cut crystal. Mum and Dad
were on at me to do more study because School Certificate was
coming up. Grant had got three subjects the year before and they
thought I could do better. I didn't give a shit. I wanted to be out
there in the night, strapped into the rally seat of the Anglia,
burning down Marine Drive, hearing the singing of the exhaust
echoing off the houses as we escaped, a cold bottle in my hands
taking my head out of there.

Anyway, it
wasn't much of a night. We scored some beer, cruised round.
Murdered a couple of hours in the hamburger bar, waiting for the
something that never arrived. About ten o'clock we drove to the
Majestic to see if we knew anyone coming out, to see ... I don't
know, to see what was happening. Nothing was. We gave it up and
decided to go to Lookout Hill. It made a change from the reserve
and there might be girls up there, escaping for the night in their
daddy's car, happy to share a beer or if we were really lucky, the
back seat.

We drove down
McKenzie Street and straight into the ambush. The Dodge and Desoto
pulled across the end of the street, blocking our way out. At first
I thought there was a small army of them, spilling out of doors in
grease-stained jeans and hole-pocked T-shirts. Ricky Patterson ran
towards us, a full DB bottle in his hand, raised ready to
throw.

"Stay where you
are or I'll put this through your fucking windscreen!"

"Back up!" I
was shouting. "Back up!"

"It's a full
bottle of beer. It'll go straight through the windscreen." Grant
seemed almost calm, his eyes fixed on the advancing troops.

"It won't," I
said. "I'm telling you it fucking won't! Back up, turn round!"

But he
wouldn't. Wouldn't risk that beautiful car. We sat waiting, the
windows wound up, the doors locked. I counted them. Six of them
against the four of us, I thought with those odds we might have a
chance. Then they seemed to be pushing Animal Brown forward. I
should tell you the legend of Animal Brown, how he got his name.
They reckoned that when he was thirteen he'd got into a fight and
the guy bit his eye out. With one eye missing he took a knife and
stabbed the guy in the balls. He sang soprano after that if you
know what I mean. That was the story anyway. I watched him walk
forward, that mad light in his awkward eyes and then I felt sick, a
real sensation of nausea. He had a heavy length of chain in his
hand. Just when my mind was filled with smashed jaws and spitting
teeth the others all started cajoling Animal Brown to put the chain
back, as if that was going too far even for them, the trouble it
could bring. He looked uncertain, but he turned round and put the
chain back in the Dodge. then he walked bold, swaggering up to
Grant's window. Grant wound down the window.

"Gidday Grant.
How's it goin'?"

"Not bad."

"What're yer up
to?"

"Nothin'
much."

"Bit of a flash
car eh mate?"

"It's all
right."

"Yer a bit of a
wanker aren't yer mate?"

Grant said
nothing, just stared straight ahead.

"I said yer a
bit of a wanker. Right?" Animal Brown was ready. He started
punching Grant through the window. Bang, bang, bang, Grant's head
snapping sideways.

"Close the
window!" I was shouting, but Grant was running on instinct. He
opened the door and knocked Animal Brown backwards. We all piled
out. I thought this was it. But then I began to realise what it was
all about. It was an initiation, a rite of passage for Animal
Brown. He'd used all the words he could against Grant, he could
delay no longer, now he had to make good on his threats or lose
face, that was why he'd brought out the chain, he wanted to
impress. And I saw too that he was afraid, not like we were at that
moment, of physical violence, of pain, he was afraid his chosen
tribe would reject him, he was afraid of being alone. His task was
to beat Grant, to take down the leader of the other tribe to win
his place in his own. When that was done no doubt they'd all set on
the rest of us.

But now the
scrap was happening, it was real. I saw then how much bigger than
Animal Brown Grant was, that Animal Brown was actually quite small.
Grant grabbed him and banged him into the tar seal a couple of
times.

"Had enough
cunt?" Grant was spitting as he shouted. "Is that what you wanted?"
Grant stood up and began walking back to the car. Animal Brown came
after him, rabbit-punching him in the back. Grant turned on him,
clasped him in a bullish embrace and pushed him to the ground
again.

"Just fucking
leave us alone cunt!" Grant pounded him on the tar seal. He got up
and began to walk back to the car, his eyes whirlpools of rage.
Animal Brown came after him once more, less certain, I could see he
was hurt. Grant clasped him, knocked him down, almost as if they
were hugging in affection. Grant banged Animal Brown's head on the
road a few more times.

"Had enough
cunt? Is this what you wanted?" Grant got up and Animal Brown lay
there for a moment. It was all over.

We all stood
there in the street exchanging threats and my fists were clenched,
I was breathing hard, still afraid but waiting for it to happen,
the six of them against the four of us. But it never did. Something
had gone out of them. Seeing Animal Brown beaten seemed to lessen
their resolve, they seemed uncertain. They could see that now the
moment had finally come we weren't so afraid as they'd imagined,
besides which Animal Brown was already hurt. They began to back
off, climbing into their cars and insulting us as if it had been
their victory. The ritual was over. The Dodge and Desoto snarled
into the night, a beer bottle smashing on to the road behind them
as if they were still undaunted, still wild, hard.

We drove the
other way, the adrenalin like a war potion, filling our spinning
minds with a kind of insanity. We all shouted at each other about
what we should and shouldn't have done, but at the same time felt
good that Grant had beaten Animal Brown, felt the sense of our
unity. We drove into the fat black night, anxious to be gone, to be
free. We drove fast, eager to reach the future, even though we knew
we were driving in a circle and the destination was where we
started, the destination was nowhere.

*

At the end of
that year I got six subjects in School Certificate. Don't ask me
how, God knows I never did any study. The marks weren't that great
but I got into the sixth form and did okay there too. Things began
to look a little different, I began to see there might be a way out
of Karaka, there might be a place for me too on that knowledge
train the rich kids caught at the end of school life, that took
them to comfortable places and steady lives. I did the seventh form
and went to university. I did all right, the world began to expand,
billowing out of books and concepts scrawled in blackboard chalk,
taking me to ports of call I'd never imagined.

I went back to
Karaka about once a month, to see my parents, but the place had
lost its hold on me, the circle had broken at last. In my final
year at uni I stopped into the Karaka pub and found Kevin working
there. He and Grant were distant but still friends. We talked about
old times but that wasn't all. I could see into the other bar from
where I was sitting and there was Animal Brown. He looked like a
funeral, his odd eyes lacklustre and staring down at the
beer-stained carpet, staring into a pool of defeat, wondering
whether to jump. I wanted to feel glad, feel a sense of triumph
that he was down and out, but I couldn't, I just felt a sort of
wary pity.

"He comes in
here every day," Kevin said, his tone matter of fact, almost
resigned. "Gets completely wasted and goes home."

I hadn't seen
Animal Brown since my last year at school, but I'd picked up bits
and pieces about him before I went to uni. I found out the truth
about his eye. It seems his old man used to beat him up regularly
when he was a kid, and one day he'd knocked him on to the heater
and it had gouged his eye out. I also found out his real name was
Brian.

Anyway, a year
later I was back in Karaka, I was on my way overseas and was
spending a last few days with my parents. I called into the pub and
Kevin was still there. He stood me a couple of farewell drinks and
we talked our way back across the years, back to that night in
McKenzie Street.

"Does Animal
Brown still come in here?" I asked.

"Killed
himself," Kevin said in an even tone. "Left here one day about four
months ago, went home, sat in his car and gassed himself in the
garage."

I just nodded,
absorbing this information, unsure about how I should feel. I
looked at Kevin and he just raised his eyebrows. He didn't say
anything and neither did I. I sipped on my beer and thought back to
that night when we'd been so afraid of Animal Brown and his tribe.
I thought how easily fear could turn to sympathy, I thought of luck
and pain, I thought of the future.

* * *



A Distant Summer’s Day

The summer
stretched out like a long white bone, lying dry and forgotten in
some parched field. The sun cooked the line cracked, dust swirling
ground and everything on the farm suffered from the heat. Inside
the farmhouse Russell lay on his bed and looked at the ceiling.

He was dressed
in red T-shirt and faded blue flared jeans on a slight frame,
almost thin. Dark brown eyes, an angular face, black hair parted on
one side, almost down to his shoulders. He lit up a cigarette and
exhaled. His father would complain about the smoking, said it made
the place smell like a betting agency, a T.A.B.

“Horses and
fags,” he would say. “A waste of bloody money.”

The stereo was
on. Hendrix. Third Stone From The Sun. Russell liked the title. He
imagined flying up above the farm, the countryside, out into black
and seeing the Earth spinning like a blue rock. He leaned over and
flicked ash into the paua-shell ashtray. He had been back from the
city for a week, his university studies completed, and he knew that
sooner rather than later his father would ask him what his plans
were.

“What are you
going to do with your life?” he would say, as if Russell had to
answer at that exact moment, or a chance would slip away, like an
eel you almost caught in the shallow of the river, sliding through
your fingers, darting like black lightning into deep green water,
gone. Russell knew what his father wanted to hear. Russell’s
grandfather had left the farm to his son when he died, now
Russell’s father wanted to hand it on to his only son.

“You can’t go
wrong with a piece of land,” he would say. “If everything else
turns to shit, it’s always there.”

Russell was not
so sure. The land made a claim on you. It had to be kept tamed or
it would revert to its wild ways, sprouting gorse and thistle like
unkempt hair, blackberries with thorns like thousands of teeth,
holding you fast, dragging you down until you were buried in the
earth with the sheep bones and dead car bodies.

His grandfather
had died working on the farm. A heart attack while he was cutting
down an old tree. Russell did not intend to go the same way and a
meeting that morning had given him added hope that a different path
might open before him. He had been in the small town three
kilometres from the farmhouse when at the dairy he had bumped into
Josie Havers.

Josie had been
at school with Russell and she was now resident in the city after
completing a Fine Arts degree, trying to make her way as a painter.
It was a pleasant surprise to come across her and they arranged to
meet that night at the pub. It would be the last chance to get
together as she was heading back to the city the next day.

Though Russell
had not seen Josie for an age, there was a reminder of her upon his
bedroom wall - A copy of the Desiderata; “Go placidly amidst the
noise and haste ...” She had given it to him at his eighteenth
birthday party. He could still recall how she had looked that
night; her hair long and brown, a string of red and green beads
round her neck over her purple tie-dyed T-shirt, her bell-bottomed
jeans emblazoned with patches of cloth flowers, paisley patterns.
Her style seemed incongruous to Russell as he imagined her sitting
on her father’s farm surrounded by sheep-dips and shearing
gangs.

Beneath the
Desiderata was a desk, upon the desk a stack of books and a silver
framed photo of his mother. She was seated by a lake, forever
twenty five, shoulder length wavy dark hair, a smile on the edge of
laughter. Taken just a year before she gave birth to Russell and
died a few weeks later from an unstoppable infection, a
complication from the pregnancy.

Russell’s gaze
shifted from the photo to a little brass incense burner beside it,
also a gift from his eighteenth birthday party. His father also
hated it when he burned incense.

“Smells like a
bloody brothel,” he would say.

Russell was
finishing the cigarette when he heard above the stereo the
Landrover grinding up the driveway. The record finished and
outside, the Landrover’s motor died. A few moments later the
bedroom door opened and his father stood there, so tall his
grey-flecked hair was almost touching the lintel. He was big framed
and broad shouldered. His wide hands were like skin covered diaries
that told of toil in dirt-etched lines and cracks. He wore a dark
green shirt and dark brown trousers.

“I thought
you’d still be in town,” his father said.

“No. I came
back about two hours ago.”

“Oh, right. How
many cigarettes have you had? You could cut the air in here with a
knife. I don’t know how you can stand the stink.”

“I don’t notice
it.”

His father
grunted. “Thought you might have called in to Jack Brown’s.”

“The
barber’s?”

“It wouldn’t
hurt to smarten up.”

“Yeah ... maybe
... “ Russell was not going to be drawn into another argument about
his hair.

“Well ... are
you here for tea?“

“Yeah. But I’ll
be going to the pub after.” Russell hesitated. He did not wish to
tell his father he was meeting Josie Havers, but his father might
find out from the neighbours or someone from the pub. “I’m meeting
Josie Havers there. I saw her in town. She’s visiting her
folks.”

“Is that right?
I haven’t seen her since she went down to the city. Wasn’t she
going to be a designer?”

“She went to
art school.” Russell did not feel inclined to add that she was now
a full time painter.

“Oh, right ...
well, say hello for me when you see her. Anyway ... tea’s at six
thirty.”

“Okay.”

“Righto. Well
... “ His father seemed about to say something more, then turned
and walked away. Russell sat and listened to the old house
stretching and flexing in the heat.

*

The air in the
pub was dull, yellow tinged, with the faint odour of Dettol
sanitizer and beer stained carpet. But Russell did not notice how
old and tired the whole place seemed. He was engaged in small talk
with Josie and he felt fascinated by her. She was tall, her brown
hair still long, framing a smooth, oval face. Her eyes were large,
with a lot of mascara. She wore blue jeans, a white muslin top, a
wide, patterned belt, thin copper earrings and she carried a black
handbag.

She seemed in
the familiarity of the pub with her air of individuality like an
envoy from a far flung culture. She seemed at home, but Russell
could tell she would soon return to her new world, even as they
began to talk of old days. Days of crossing the disused dam half
drunk, of staggering up the big peak and seeing the whole world
held dry and shimmering below, of midnight drives in the back of
hotted up Holden utes, the burr of the exhaust tearing open the
night behind them. Travelling fast into the vast abyss of boredom
that opened before them every Friday night. Despite the
claustrophobia of the farm and the two pub town, Russell felt as if
he had been part of something – something that was a celebration of
life, liberty, seeking. He found himself smiling and laughing a
lot, feeling easier than he had all week. When the conversation
turned to what they had done since, he was intrigued to learn of
Josie’s new life as an artist.

“ ... So I only
sold about a third of my pieces at the last exhibition,” she was
saying. “But the gallery owner has faith in me – he likes my style,
or he likes me, I’m not too sure which.” She smiled and sipped at
her drink. “What about you? Any dreams?”

“Not really.
Armed only with my trusty B.A., I face the world alone.”

Josie gave a
half laugh.

“Actually,”
Russell continued. “I think I might head back to the city. An Arts
degree must still be good for something.”

“Well ... if
you do move back, you’d be welcome to crash at our place. It’s a
rough old barn but people are always dropping in. Interesting
people – artists, poets, musicians ... “

Russell smiled.
“Yeah, that’d be sweet.”

Josie opened
her handbag, took out a pen and notebook and began writing. “I’ll
give you the address. If I’m not there when you turn up just
mention my name and it’ll be cool.”

“Thanks Josie.”
She gave him the paper and he folded it carefully and put it in his
pocket. They talked on and Russell retained the sensation of
possibility, as if a fresh world was already humming all around
him.

*

The next
morning, Russell was up early as he was going to be helping to
crutch sheep. When he went into the kitchen his father was cooking
at the stove, clattering pans and knives. Russell sat at the table,
the smell of bacon like a haze in the air. His father brought the
breakfast over. They began to eat.

“I’ve been
thinking,” Russell’s father said. “With you here it might be time
to look at expanding. It wouldn’t break the bank to add more
stock.”

Russell found
himself chewing slowly. He swallowed, searched for words.

“I don’t know
Dad. I was thinking ... I might do something with my degree.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well ... “
Russell hesitated, just for a moment, then continued. “I might move
back down to the city.”

“The city?”

“Yeah. I think
there’d be opportunities.”

“Opportunities?
Like what?”

“I don’t know.
I’d have to get there to find out. But ... I’m pretty sure that’s
what I’ll do.”

“I see ...
“

Russell said
nothing more. He could see his father was hurt. His face was set
hard with the effort of appearing unconcerned.

“Well ... “ his
father said at last. “It’s your life.”

Russell said
nothing. His father acted as if he was taking the matter in his
stride, but Russell knew that was not the end of it, that he would
take his resentment and hold it inside, like a hard black coal,
squeezing it until it shattered. For now there was no point in
saying any more. He felt the silence between them, but he would not
step back, when his father laid his claim, he would resist.

*

The shearing
shed was filled with the sound of clattering hooves on slick wood,
the radio blaring, the whirr of the electric shears, the air heavy
with the oil-wool dusky smell of sheep. Russell was taking a break,
a mug of tea in his hand when one of the wool roustabouts came in
from outside and spoke to him as she walked past.

“You old man
says can you give a hand in the number two shed.”

“Okay.” Russell
put down the remains of the tea, stepped out into raw sunshine and
walked across to the other shed. Standing at the entrance to the
shed, for a moment all he could see was a vague darkness. Then the
scene slowly took shape. In one of the pens his father held an old
ewe, in his free hand was a black handled butcher’s knife. He
turned his head and looked at Russell, his eyes grey, cold, deep.
He turned back and with a sure swift stroke, cut the sheep’s
throat. A crimson wash fell across the sheep’s front, it struggled,
but could not escape.

Russell turned
away. He felt his skin turn cold, felt he was going pale, an
unpleasant sensation slowly emanated from the centre of his body,
seeping out to the ends of his fingers. He felt dizzy, white spots
popping at the corners of his eyes. He saw a distant summer’s
day.

 


His father
holding the sheep fast, his rough fingers curled into its springy
wool.

“Hand me the
knife,” he had said.

Russell stood
unmoving, a hot stream of tears running down his young cheeks.

“Come on,” his
father said. “Let’s see you be a man. This lot are only good for
dog tucker. Hand me the knife.”

Russell picked
up the knife, gave it to his father.

“Don’t look
away,” his father said as he butchered the sheep. But Russell
turned and ran, his thin frame shaking with grief, feeling for the
first time that he could hate his father.

 


Russell brought
himself back to the present with a deep breath, the memory turning
to anger. He began walking, with long, determined strides, knew
only that he was walking away from his father. When he reached the
farmhouse, he went straight to his bedroom, dragged his old green
tramping pack out of his wardrobe and began to fill it. He had just
finished, crushing down his clothes when he heard the Landrover
bouncing up the driveway. He was tightening the straps on the pack
when his father came in.

“We’re only
half way finished down there,” his father said. “What the hell’s
going on?”

Russell rounded
on him. “You knew I’d see that. That’s why you called me over to
the number two shed.”

His father’s
mask fell away, the anger within him broke and splintered, his lips
curled back.

“Jesus bloody
Christ !” he spat. “If you can’t stand to see an old ewe
slaughtered you’re better off out of it! You never could stand it.
I should have known you’d never stay on the farm. You’re just like
her, just as bloody pig-headed ... “

His father
trailed off, seemed almost surprised that he had said so much.

“I didn’t kill
her Dad. I lived, and she died. That’s all there is to it.”

“Pah! Bullshit!
It’s not about that.”

“ It was always
about that. How many times did you wish it was me? That I had never
been?”

“Rubbish! Don’t
give me your bloody university malarkey.”

“Whatever ...
anyway, I’m leaving. Now.”

“What are you
talking about? You’ve got to get yourself organised first.” Russell
was not sure, but his father sounded almost anxious.

Russell patted
the pack. “I’ve got everything I need.”

“Well ... where
the hell will you go?”

“Back to the
city. The bus comes through the town at five twenty.”

“And what’ll
you do when you get there?”

“I know a few
places I can stay.” Russell decided once again not to mention
Josie.
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