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When I hit the bitumen and get that smooth grey rumble going under me everything’s hell different. Like I’m in a fresh new world all slick and flat and easy. Even with the engine working up a howl and the wind flogging in the window the sounds are real soft and pillowy. Civilized I mean. Like you’re still on the earth but you don’t hardly notice it anymore. And that’s hectic. You’d think I never got in a car before. But when you’ve hoofed it like a dirty goat all these weeks and months, when you’ve had the stony slow prickle-up hard country right in your face that long it’s bloody sudden. Some crazy shit, I tell you. Brings on this angel feeling. Like you’re just one arrow of light.


And bugger me, here I am hitting a hundred already and still not even in top gear. On squishy upholstery, with one of them piney tree things jiggling off the mirror. I’m flying. And just sitting on me arse to do it. Off the ground. Out of the dirt. And I’m no kind of beast anymore.


So what does that make me? Someone you won’t see coming, that’s what. Something you can’t hardly imagine.


Say I hit your number, called you up, you’d wonder what the fuck, every one of youse, and your mouth’d go dry. Maybe you’re just some stranger I pocket-dialled. Or one of them shitheads from school I could look for. Any of youse heard my voice now you’d think it was weather. Or a bird screaming. You’d be sweating sand. Like I’m the end of the world.


Well, no need to worry. I don’t forgive you, none of youse, but I’m over all that now. You’re all in the past.


Me phone’s flat anyway. Plugged into the dash, charging or dying, I dunno which. So relax, I’m not calling. Everything’s changed. I’m not what I was. All I am now is a fresh idea fanging north up the highway to where it’s hot and safe and secret. I got someone to collect. In Magnet. She’ll be waiting and ready. Least I hope so.


Fifth gear. It took a few goes to find but I’m there now. With red dirt flashing by. Mulga scrub. Glinty stones. Roadkill crows. The Jeep reeks from all them sloshing jerry cans in the back. But the windows are open and the wind is warm and the stink of petrol beats the smell of blood any day.


All of a sudden I’m hungry. I get the .410 by the neck and heave it over on the back seat. I shove the box of shells away to get at the food and it’s still warm on the tin plate. It’s good and greasy and tastes of smoke. From the first swallow I get a hot charge.


And I drive like that, just under the limit, with a chop in one hand and the wheel in the other. Laughing hard enough to choke. For the first time in me life I know what I want and I have what it takes to get me there. If you never experienced that I feel sorry for you.


But it wasn’t always like this. I been through fire to get here. I seen things and done things and had shit done to me you couldn’t barely credit. So be happy for me. And for fucksake don’t get in my way.









 


The day the old life ended I sat up under the grandstand nursing me bung eye and hating on old Wankbag till the sun went down. Mum always went crook when I called him that behind his back. Captain Wankbag. The Captain. Or just Cap for short. Said that was no way to talk about your father, but it was no odds to me. That bucket of dog sick was a bastard to both of us, I wished he was dead. And right then I was praying for it.


Me hands stunk of meat. I made fists of them, hard and flat as sawed beef shanks. I stared at them till there wasn’t any light left to see them by but it didn’t matter because in me throbbing head I could see a cleaver in one and a boner in the other, feel them there real as money. Sat gripping them imaginary things so long me arms cramped up and I had to come out in the night air before I keeled over again.


It was cooler in the open. Couldn’t see nothing but the lights of town. Some blokes kicked a ball way down the other end in the dark, just voices and hard thumps that gimme the yips. I didn’t know what to do, where to go. Had no money. Some ice would of been good. Like frozen water ice, I mean. For the eye that was half closed over. Fucking hell, it was like something growing out the side of me head.


The sky was blank, I seen more stars when he clocked me, and I started trying to figure the time.


Before this, back in the shop, I come to in the bone crate. Woke up arse over and half stupid in that slimy pile of shins and knuckles and chook frames, and for a sec I didn’t know where I was or how I got there. But I copped on soon enough. Where was I? Work of course. And how did I end up poleaxed in a bin? The usual way, that’s how. He wouldn’t give you the sweat off his balls, the old Captain, but when it come to dishing out a bit of biff when you weren’t looking, well, then he was like fucking Santa.


I heard the radio going out front. And that lemony detergent stink was in the air. So it had to be after close-up. And now he’s having to wipe out the trays and slush the floor on his own, the dense prick. Bitches all afternoon about what a lazy bludger I am and then makes sure he can’t get any work out of me when there’s most to be doing. No wonder he’s such a big success in business.


I looked out through me knees and tried to get to me feet, but Christ, that took some doing. Would of made a nice old picture, that. Jaxie Clackton, hardarse the kids run clear of all over the shire. Trying to spaz up out of that greasy nest of bones like a poisoned fly. Talk about laugh. But I done it in the end. Grabbed onto the bench. Pushed off the muck-specky wall. And stood there a mo with me head spinning. Probably gobbing and gawping like a goldfish. And all the time, just the other side of the partition, through the door and the skanky flystrips, the mop’s slopping and the bucket’s getting kicked across the floor, and he’s wheezing and snorting and going on some mumblefuck about how bloody useless I am and how he’s gunna flog some morals into me. And in me mind right then I was already gone. Up the street and shot through clean. But it’s like I was doing everything half speed, pissing off in slow motion. And any second he’s gunna come through the door and get me by the ear and give me a couple more to be going on with. So I told meself to harden up and get a wriggle on, to get me apron undone and kick off them stupid butcher boots. Not real easy, any of that, not with a woozy head and sausage fingers. But I got them off and grabbed me Vans and the skateboard by the back door and sleazed away quiet.


Outside the air was warm and the day nearly done. I peered up the street through the shadows and just to squint that tiniest bit hurt to the living fuck. When I touched me face it felt like a punkin full of razor blades. And I shoulda been relieved I was out and away but I had nowhere to go. All I wanted was a bag of peas on me face and a bed to lay on. But it wouldn’t be safe to go home till Wankbag was fully rummed up. Which took some doing. He was pissed all day at work, that was just him regular. Getting himself totally off his tits, that was a few hours’ hard relaxing. After a shit and maybe a shower. Rip his eye patch off and just sit there in his jocks. His empty socket sucked into a cat’s arse squint. Grab a two-litre bottle of Coke from the fridge, tip half down the sink and fill it back up with Bundaberg rum.


No point me going home till he got his medicine down. He’d stagger round a bit. Park himself here and there. In the shed. Or out the patio looking at the paddocks and the train tracks. Mostly he ended up in that big rocking TV chair passed out blind, lights on, curtains open. Snoring hard enough to rattle the glass. Made it simple to figure when to make your move. Pull up outside in the dark street. Suss him through the window. Watch to see he’s out properly. Then go in the back way. Take your chance in the kitchen. And get to your bedroom fast. Lock the door. Shove the desk in front. And let him sleep it off. Tomorrow’ll be a new day. Which is really the same miserable fucking day all over again. Till then there’s nowhere to go but the footy oval. That’s why I was up there, hiding like a girl. The roadhouse was iffy and the pub was plain trouble so I had to hole up under the grandstand. That was it. And that’s what I done. I took a breath of air and snuck back up under the joists where it was all chip boxes and old frangers and Beam cans.


I waited past dark and then a few hours more. I didn’t dare look at me phone to check the time or see if there was messages, the light’s a dead giveaway, you don’t make that mistake twice. So there was nothing else to do but hang on and guts it out.


In me mind I saw him going drink for drink with himself, like he was in some kind of dipshit competition to get written off faster than anyone else in town. Sid Clackton, Bundy rum champion of the world. Captain Wankbag, master butcher, roadkill specialist, drunker than any man alive. Monkton’s finest, what a mighty hero! I imagined the slobby prick frying himself a pan of bangers and yelling at the telly. Look at this fuckwit, shut your mouth, who’s this ugly moll, this is bullshit. On and on. You didn’t even have to be there to hear it. And I thought if only it could all be poison. The rum, the beer, the meat, the bloody air he snorted. If only he could fucking die and leave me be. If there’s a God out there why can’t he do the righty for a change and kill this cunt off once and for all. Because all a person wants is feeling safe. Peace, that’s all I’m after.


Well that’s what I told meself. But that idea got old. Pretty soon what I really wanted was a few bangers of me own. Fucking peace could wait. I was hungry as a shark. And now I thought about it I didn’t want to still be out there at closing time when half the front bar spilled into the park for more. I sure as hell didn’t want to get into it with any goon-drinking darkies or the apprentices from the John Deere. I had no fight left in me, so I figured enough was enough.


I come out from under the old wood grandstand and listened for anyone out there on the oval. But it was quiet. So I stuck the skateboard under me arm and snuck across to the trees round the boundary and stayed under them till there was a streetlight and some bitumen. Then I rolled home the back way.


It was all pretty chill up our street. A couple of windows with tellies flashing in them but nobody outside that I could see, no porch-smoking Paxtons, no Mrs Mahood standing there with the hose the way she does all day.


Our place was dark mostly but I could see light spilling out from the open doors of the shed and I heard the radio going. And I stood there a sec on the drive where the light didn’t reach and tried to steel up for it, figuring better to go in now than have him come and find me standing in front of the fridge. It’s always best to be ready.


I headed for the shed and then I stopped. And I dunno why really. Just peered inside. All I saw was his ute. That shelf against the back wall piled with camping gear. The big globe hanging off the truss with a few moths clattering about it. I thought maybe he was in there tapping a drum of homebrew. But it was a weeknight. And whenever he pulled the pin on a batch the whole street give off the sour reek of beer and he got suddenly popular. It sure as hell wouldn’t be this quiet. Even if it was only him and the copper drinking it, they’d fill the place with all their bloke noise, ya-ya-ya, mate, yeah fark orf, and there wouldn’t be that meaty smell I was whiffing right now. I knew he still took sly beef from blokes passing through and he had a chiller room off the side to keep it all clear of the shop, but the doors were wide open and he wasn’t so thick he’d leave it like this, not even if he was expecting someone. And there was something funny about his ute parked in the shed. From out on the drive I could see the Hilux was way too high in the arse, like the tray was all angled up.


I flipped the board a couple of times and let it fall to the cement to show him I was there. I guess I could of called out something or coughed the way people do but he’d of heard me already. For sure. If he was in there, that is. Odds were he was waiting, foxing, messing with me. Like it’s his fucking hobby, giving a dude a nervous breakdown.


So I went in careful, with the deck of the board like a shield in front.


And I thought, I’m not seeing right. Because of the swollen eye.


Maybe that’s why I didn’t cop on straight away. Because the front wheels of the Hilux were fully off. Both of them was laying flat on the floor, one against the other. The nuts in a pile next to the wheelbrace.


And the hubs. Fuck me, the bare hubs were down hard on the concrete. And the ute was casting a shadow that no light was ever gunna make. A shadow doesn’t search for a drain like that. Shadows don’t have blowflies drowning in them. But I spose for two seconds I let meself think it was just oil. Like he’d dropped the bung out of the sump, too pissed to remember to slide a drain pan under it. From the corner of me good eye I could see the half empty bottle on the bench. No bubbles left in the Coke. Something sucking at the open neck, a wasp maybe.


But I still didn’t really know what I was looking at. Until I crept up past the driver’s side door and peeped over the bonnet and saw his hairy legs and his bare feet stuck out from under the roo bar.


I dropped the skateboard and it scooted away and hit something with a clang and then I saw the high-lift slumped away from the vehicle. It was laying across rags and a tarry puddle on the cement. I saw tracks where some lizard run through the mess on his way out the door. And then it was plain as dog’s balls. I didn’t even get down on me knees and check. Maybe I should of to make sure and take some satisfaction from it, but I already knew the old turd was cactus. And it’s not as if I was crying any tears but it knocked me. I had to lean against the Hilux to keep meself up.


Me head was everywhere and nowhere. I mean, Jesus. But after a bit I started having proper thoughts. Like, the doors are wide open. And by eight in the morning the Cap won’t be at the shop and by nine someone’s gunna want to know why they can’t get a porterhouse and the bag of snags they ordered. I sure as hell wasn’t stopping round to have half the town point the finger at me, saying I come in and caught him when I finally had the jump on him. People knew I had good reason, it was no secret in Monkton how he was and what he done to us. They’ll say I kicked the jack out from under the roo bar and crushed his head like a pig melon. It all points to me.


So I turned round and walked out real careful not to step in anything. Left everything like it was. The radio going with some angry old prick barking stuff meant nothing to me. The lights blazing away.


I went straight for the house up the side path. But I had to stop for a sec. Near the gas bottles. Yacked all over me Vans. Puke the colour of mustard it was. I just kicked them shoes off and kept going.


Dark in the house. I found the switch in the kitchen and when the fridge kicked in I jumped. Christ, the state I was in.


Went into me room, took down me pack from the wardrobe. Looked at the swag but knew it was too big to carry. Pulled hunting clobber from the wardrobe, the camo pants and jacket. Nearly tripped and fell getting the dacks on, I was in such a hurry. Took the pack to the kitchen and filled it with tins and packets and stuff from the fridge. Took the stove lighter. Three boxes of matches. Wrapped it all in tea towels to keep it from clanking.


The big bedroom stunk of him but it still hadn’t quite give up the smell of Mum. Stood in there a mo just looking. Then I got the key that was hid up behind the doorframe. Unlocked the gun safe with it, took out the .243 and two boxes of shells, Winchester 80 grain soft points. Took the binocs as well.


Halfway down the hall I turned round and went in the bathroom. Snatched a bog roll and forgot the toothbrush.


Out in the laundry I found me steelcap boots and yanked them on. Hanging off the trough was his blue singlet, Y-fronts, a striped apron stiff with fat and blood. Just stared at them while I laced me feet in. Like those stinking rags might leap at me on their own, even now.


Then on the washing machine I saw the water bottle he took to work every day. A five-litre Igloo. Figured I’d be needing it. Filled it from the tank outside and tried not to think of his filthy mouth on the spout. I knew there was a coupla camel-packs out in the shed. One of them’d be ten times better than lugging a jug, but I wasn’t going back in there for love or money. Which was a big fucking mistake, I’ll give you the tip, bigger than the toothbrush and it cost me hard the next few weeks. But I topped the Igloo up and the brass tap give a yelp when I shut it off and when I was done I walked round the side of the house, stood under the big old flame tree a minute, getting me breath and me wits, and a roadtrain come by, taking the back way to the servo, hissing and jerking to keep his speed down, all lit up like a ship and reeking of wool on the hoof, and once he was gone I took a good look round, stepped out into the empty street and walked fast as I could.


There was no one at the oval still. Nobody that I could see, anyhow. I cut by the changing sheds and was out into mulga inside two minutes. Just a bit of moon now. Enough to see the shadows of trees and tell what was clear dirt and what was bush.


I reckon it was half an hour before I lost the lights of town. I thought that might be a good feeling but it was lonely. I coulda cried. I mean I was happy, wasn’t I? It was just sudden.


I told meself this was the best day of me life. Figured by morning I’d fucking believe it.









 


Being a cheap bastard is what killed him.


All that brake trouble he was having with the Hilux and he won’t take it up the road to Cec Barton. Reckons he’ll do it himself. Except his trolley jack got flogged back in March along with the compressor and the bunky crossbow. Coons, he said, but really it coulda been anybody.


So he cranks the thing up with a high-lift under the roo bar. And any fuckwit can tell you that’s not smart. You never get under a vehicle hanging off one of them widowmakers.


Well there’s no widow. And no one’s crying any tears for him. Not in Monkton, not anywhere in the wide world.


I didn’t think about any of this then. I just went. Got going, kept going. That’s all I was for days, this moving crazy thing. Pushing. Hauling. Going.









 


First two days I stayed right away from the highway, so far back you couldn’t hear it or see it. Kept at it day and night. Angled north whenever I could. Tried to stay out of sight but that’s a mission in the wheatbelt because there’s hardly a tree left out there. Nothing but stubble paddocks far and wide. Everything flat and bare. Shanksing across that country you stick out like a rat on a birthday cake. One time, for an hour or two, I slept under a couple of wandoos in a fence corner. Just wedged in a pile of granite rocks. Daytime it was, and when I woke up there was a bird looking down on me, one black cocky giving me the stink-eye. Like what the fuck are you doing out here?


I was lucky both them days. With the weather specially. Because it was full autumn now and I knew further south people had crops in already. But up this way the rains hadn’t come and no one was seeding yet so there was hardly a bastard out there but me. No machines moving, no vehicles on the side roads. Farmers musta been in town bitching or sat in front of the telly watching footy. Maybe that’s when they get on the nest, these people, I dunno. Anyway I just slipped through boundary lines, kept off the gravel and give driveways and houses a wide berth. Which isn’t so hard in wheat country, out there houses are rare as rocking horse turds.


I went hard, half running if it was safe but the going was ugly. I was hauling too much stuff. It got easier as the water bottle emptied out but that wasn’t gunna help for long, was it?


Second afternoon I pinched some water from a place that looked like no one had lived in for years. There was papers all stuck in the flywire door and toys on the dead lawn. It was the last house and the last farm I seen before the salt country.


Maybe I was being too careful. Could be there was never anyone coming for me. Maybe nobody was interested enough. It was only Captain Wankbag. Everyone knew what a cunt he was. But someone pegs it like that, mashed flat under a car in his own shed, people want to know the how and why and who. And there was me skateboard still in the shed, bogged in all that blood, and me spewed-on shoes on the path and the gun safe open. And who’s the Captain’s bestie? The cop with the gold tooth. Yeah, that fat ranga with the hissy laugh. They were pretty thick them two, and just my luck. Used to hear them out in the shed laughing like poofs over stuff I couldn’t never figure out. Gotta be why he was safe all them years, and not just with the meat neither, I mean bashing the tripe out of Mum week in and week out and walking round town like butter wouldn’t melt in his dirty cakehole. His copper mate, that’s why she never put him in, why she never said nothing.


Used to wish Mum’d just get in the Corolla and drive down to Perth where the cops didn’t know us and the bloodnut couldn’t pull any moves. It’s hardly four hours down the highway. But I knew the city give her the yips and I understand that. Wouldn’t last a minute there meself. Still, she coulda buggered off to Geraldton. Same distance really. That’s a big town and we’re nothing to nobody in Gero. Just drive in there and do him up once and for good. There’s a real police station and a courthouse and all. She coulda got herself a place by the sea, et prawns, got herself free. But she’d of been leaving me with him. On me own. And she knew what that’d mean. Every day she was gone, every day she was safe she’d have that on her head. Even if she didn’t go to the law, even if she just disappeared, she’d know what her safety cost and who’d be paying for it. As it was, I copped it anyway but it mighta been easier to take if she’d run away. Getting the shit kicked out of me woulda been worth something then. Reckon I wouldna blamed her, not even back when I didn’t know what sacrifice meant, what a martyr is. I would of took it. That’s what I tell meself. I wanted her to run, I begged her to and that’s the truth, but then I was glad when she said she couldn’t and that’s true too. I know I was just a kid then but that’s something I gotta live with. I didn’t get her free. I didn’t have the brains. Or the guts.


I knew what people thought, but. Jaxie Clackton, that dirty fuckup. He was getting what he deserved. And his mum was just another budgie-brain female too stupid to save herself. The Cap they had to be nice to, to his fat face anyway, especially since the IGA closed. But they had him pegged. Clacktons, we were rubbish. Town like Monkton, one pub, roadhouse, rail silo and twelve streets, half of them empty, small enough everyone heard something and they all had a fucking opinion. But no neighbour ever once come running when Mum needed help. No one called the cops. Not with that great one-eyed pile of shit running amuck. Lots of big opinions in our town but when it come to saving Shirley Clackton there wasn’t a ballsack in the whole shire.


She was the one with guts. Said she stayed for me. And you don’t know what that’s like, how something that good and pure can feel so filthy.


I come to the first little salt lakes so I knew where I was. Picking my way round them pans I had the urge to lay down in all that soft purply-pink samphire. I heard people say you can eat it. Maybe the olden time blackfellas did. Nowadays, them people, all they eat is chicken and chips.


I kept hustling north. The sun come up over one shoulder and went down by the other.


I tried to get me thoughts straight while I went. But there was too many of them. Then for a long time, hours it was, I had no thoughts at all. And when they come back it was like fuzzy radio.


I spose it’s wrong to pray that someone dies. But us Clacktons aren’t churchy people and I never did any praying at all till I had nothing else to go with. I only went to church once or twice and that was pretty crap. Honest, you can see right through those people. Up at Magnet this was, when I was younger, with Auntie Marg and them. She’s no churchier than the rest of us but she goes to a baby sprinkling now and then to suck up to the publican and the nobs in town. We went into the Catholics, not the mission place. She’d never go where there was people like that, the local indigenous. Anyway church was mad. Mumbo-jumbo and ladies in big hats. Everyone following along like trained monkeys. What give me the creeps was seeing how they let the padre put his soft pink priesty hands on the baby. Don’t these cockheads know anything?


No, I got no use for any of that magic shit. Some jokers come to town in a little yellow bus one weekend and walked round chatting us all up in the streets and shops and down the oval. Musta been five of them in a row asked me was I saved. And I laughed in their goony-bird faces. Fuck, they wouldn’t know the half of it. Maybe if they give up their Jesus talk and let me sneak on that bus they could of saved me then and there. Not that I woulda gone, not with me mum to think of, but if they only knew what kind of saving I needed it might of shut their gobs and taught them something.


Nah, I’m not the churching sort but I’ve thought about all the prayers. If that’s what I was doing them years. If wishing and wanting and hoping so hard you sweat bullets and your balls climb up inside you to die is praying, well then I done plenty of it. And got fuck all for the trouble. All that whining and begging in the dark. It’s undignified. Asking something, someone, anything, for a big black anvil to fall from the sky like in the cartoons. Kerang! On Wankbag’s head. Because nothing else was gunna save us. Not unless I topped meself and set Mum free. And I thought of that a coupla times. Course I knew where the guns were, where the key to the safe was. Coulda gone and done exactly that. If I wasn’t such a pussy. I prayed to be brave and I stayed scared. And then when Mum got crook I asked for mercy, to make dying quick and painless for her. But there was no saving and no mercy for Shirley Clackton. And me, the only relief I got was having the feeling flogged outta me by the Cap.


Once Mum was gone and it was just me and him I mostly give up the praying. I figured the only thing left was to kill him or outlast him. And I never had the nerve to blow him away. I thought I could never do something like that. Which just shows you. So that meant outliving him. Then bugger me if a big weight doesn’t land on his head after all. What’s the odds? I dunno if it’s my fault or not. Like maybe the Cap did it on purpose. Could be he was ashamed and lonely or just so fucked up he didn’t know what he was doing.


Or what if someone else did it? I wasn’t the only one in town hated his guts. Whatever, whoever. That high-lift jack, that was me saving and me mercy.


I don’t know if I really thought about all this shit while I was hoofing it north. Some of it maybe. It’s hard to remember. There’s gaps. Mostly I was too scared and numb to work stuff out. Them few days there woulda been dogs thinking more than me I reckon. But I did wonder about all this afterwards. Still chewing on it now, tell you the truth. Isn’t that what I’m doing today, still praying, begging her to be there up the highway, hoping she’ll be ready when I call? When you need something, even if it can’t be got, especially if it can’t be got, you ask anyway. So I figure even if you don’t believe any of that crap you’re always praying to something, or someone. Even when you shout at the TV, when you talk to cats and yell at cars. Hell, I’ve pleaded with puddles and stars and piles of rocks. Not exactly ashamed to say it neither.


But praying to get someone killed? Not much philosophy in that.


I knew one thing those first days walking. It was what kept me going after the first panic wore off. That I was it. Last man standing. Still am. Call it a stroke of luck, answered prayer. After a miracle what you end up with is me. Me, motherfuckers!


The eye wasn’t too flash. I kept wanting to tip water on it to cool it off a bit but I couldn’t afford to waste a sip so I kept on, sore and fat-headed, and just looked out me good eye. Kept on north best I could. I didn’t have any clear plan, only getting to Magnet. But that’s three hundred kays from Monkton. Making it there was gunna take some time and I didn’t know how to do it yet. But right then the big thing was cover. I had to find meself some trees. And fast. Once I had bush I could move without being seen. Then there wouldn’t be any hurry. I’d have time to think.


I was always gunna go north. Even if I had no one to go to. South of here it’s all farmland. A few more trees down there where they run sheep and beef, but more people too. Past that it’s the city and there’s no way.


No one ever called me lucky but maybe I am. For one thing, Monkton’s not so far from the goldfields, hardly an hour by car, and maybe that sounds like desert if you don’t know any better because it is pretty rocky, that’s true, but it’s greener than you think. I know some of it, which is another lucky thing, something I can actually thank the Captain for. Because he did give me a few things. Flogged some hardness into me. And I can hunt and butcher. I know some quiet spots to camp too. In the gold country. Outta the way places. Where no one’d think to come looking.


When I come to this big blue line at the end of the day I nearly shit meself. It was like an army of cops waiting out there for me. I give out a little girly squeak and dived down in a ditch, face first. Got meself a mouthful of dirt and a smack in the chops from the waterjug. Just layed there panting and twisting off, trying to figure where I could bolt to. Nothing behind me but bare ground. When I got me breath back I took a peek. And saw what a fucking goose I was. It wasn’t men up there, it was trees. I was that pissed off at meself. But relieved. And in the end you had to laugh.


I took a sip from the Igloo and layed back a minute. Glad as hell and all soft and gooey with it. And then I reckon I dropped off a bit. Because when I come to there was a couple of spinifex pigeons at the edge of the ditch. Checking me out. The sky behind was faint, it was nearly sundown. When I stirred them birds took off with that creaky sound their wings make. Then I got up, pulled meself together and made for the shelter of the trees.


They was jams and gimlets mostly. And kurrajongs. Nothing big. But enough to hide in. They stretched on as far as I could see. I got into them quick and walked until it was dark and I was so tired I thought I might trip and break something. But it was good to be surrounded, closed in. That night I had a fire. You don’t know what a difference a fire makes. You’d think I’d found a house to live in and a shed to park me car in, I was that happy.


I et two cold chops and three baked spuds and the smell of them was on me hands all night, like when you been with a girl. And just thinking that had me turning the phone on. Which was stupid but I was messed up. I was hardly catching one bar of signal now but the light off the screen was nice. There was no messages or missed calls. Nothing on me page, no notifications. And all the texts from her were old. I looked at a coupla photos but that killed me. I had to keep me shit together and save the battery. Most of all I needed to stay smart. It’s one thing to make no calls and stay off GPS. But just switching your phone on you ping a tower somewhere and leave a footprint. Like an idiot. And the cops can probably fiddle your phone remotely anyway, switch your tracking on without you even noticing. I had to leave it off now and stay strong. But by the time I shoved it away me stoked mood was gone.


I just looked into the fire and tried to stop feeling sorry for meself. It wasn’t cold and there was no mozzies. I was rooted but I was fed and I’d come a good way already. Another day or two and I might be safe.


I slept okay but I had dreams and woke up a lot. There was no wind but the trees creaked and cracked. A coupla times something give off a thud. A roo maybe. Least I hoped so. Every time it happened I sat up with me heart peaking.


Jesus, I told meself, harden the fuck up.


She heard me say that once, Mum. To me little cousin out by the laundry where he was bawling, his knee bleeding a tiny bit. She had that disgusted look on her face. What? I said. I didn’t do nothin.


You’re no better than your father, she said. Listen to you, Jaxie, you sound just like him.


I didn’t talk to her for three days. That’s how fucked off I was.


She was wrong about me. But I was wrong about me too. You tell yourself you’re not the praying type, not the kind who talks to himself or cries for his mum or gets himself torn up over some chick. You’re not that sort of softcock. Not a bully neither. You just like a fight and you always did. But you’re not a psycho, doesn’t matter what they all think. Even if you hate someone’s guts you’re not the killing kind, you’re sure of that. And not even in your weirdest dreams do you think you’re an instrument of God. You dunno what that even means. You’re a kid, you don’t know anything.









 


First light was up when I woke. The dirt was purple. I lit the fire again to warm a tin of pork and beans and then I realized I had no opener and no knife. The opener wasn’t such a biggie, I hardly had any tins anyway, but with no knife I was up shit creek fully. It was a kick in the arse. I couldn’t believe I was that stupid. No camelpack and no knife, what a fuckwit.


I et some noodles dry but they made me hell thirsty so I hoed into me waterjug something shocking. Now I wished I’d gone in that abandoned farmhouse the day before and got meself a blade. There’d of been something left in the kitchen, or even the sheds. And now there wouldn’t be a farmhouse between me and bloody Bali.


When the sun come up I saw there was a billion spiderwebs all shining along the ground and across the dead timber. Like the silver lining people talk about. And I felt maybe I’d be alright. So I got up and going.


Possibly an hour out I come to a little rubbly clearing with a coupla sheets of rusty tin curled up and some twists of wire. Like what was left of some prospecting setup. Trenches and holes and small piles of stones and dirt and one half-collapsed ditch. Didn’t look like anybody got rich digging and poking there. Didn’t look like they tried real hard neither. But I found a bent star picket in all the crap and it was jagged at the butt where some numpty bashed it crooked with a sledgehammer, so I used it to bust into me tins. Et the pork and beans cold. Sitting in a ditch full of bottles. And it tasted pretty decent. I opened up the pineapple chunks and the corned beef and stuck them back in me pack where they wouldn’t spill. I wasn’t about to go carrying a star picket along as a can opener.


But then I pulled them tins out again and emptied the pack and looked over what I had. Besides the beef and pineapple I had four oranges, one onion, another packet of noodles, a lighter, three boxes of matches, two tea towels, a roll of dunny paper and the ammo. I had the glasses round me neck, the waterjug in one hand and the rifle on the strap over me shoulder. It was too much to carry but not nearly enough to keep me alive. I had maybe two litres of water left. And no hat and no knife, what a mong.


I wasn’t so sure about the steelcap boots now. It was staky ground out here but the Vans mighta been easier to walk in. Me feet was sore and me shoulders too but there was no point stopping. I could go a coupla days on the food I had and maybe last a few after that but if I didn’t get a drink tomorrow I was in the deepest shitter ever dug. No getting round it, I had to find a bore or a tank or I was stuffed. The chances of coming across either one wasn’t real flash but if I couldn’t find water I’d have to pack it in and head for the highway, flag down a truck. And then one thing’d lead to another. Any way you cut it from that point it was over.
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