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I WISH I COULD SEE IT. Mum wrote the other day and said that the grass grew five feet after the rain they had. So thick you couldn’t walk through it. She said they hadn’t seen a sheep for weeks. Probably buried out there somewhere. The river’s up again. First time in twelve years. She said the place is so pretty you wouldn’t recognise it. Dry as a bone, most time, the Maranoa, and the town, perched on its banks, would shimmer in the heat of the summer sun. Everything out there was bleached and sun-dried – wrinkled up like the haze that’d pucker up the gravel roadways. The water came out of the taps at boiling point, steaming and scalding. Red dust drifted into everything.
I wish I could see it now, looking green.
“How I hate the heat,” Mum used to say as she stacked the wood up for the stove before adding, “how I hate this place.”
Then she’d hurl the wheat through the air for the chooks to scurry after. A lot of people said she’d married beneath her. After all, she was a Parton. Her father was one of the biggest squatters in town before he died. She’d married Dad in Brisbane and they’d come back to the town to make a bit of money before they went back to the city. She said she loved Dad then. The war was on and it didn’t seem to matter what the town thought.
Dad was the gun shearer for the western run. They lived in tents, painted the iron furniture orange and laughed a lot in those days – before we came along I guess and they got stuck there.
Dad would say of a weekend when he came home, that when we had enough money, we’d all go to the city to live.
Mum’d ask wearily, “And when will that be?”
And Dad – hurt – used to reply, “Won’t be much longer.”
Mum’d turn away. Dad’d go back to his newspaper. They both knew they’d never go, not with three mouths to feed.
Sometimes Mum’d laugh and say, “Where there’s life there’s hope” and “Maybe old grandfather’ll die soon and we’ll get his place” – proper payment for all the work Dad did on it for nothing.
But Mum’s life was creeping on. Her hopes were now reduced in scale to fit her life in the bush. Most days she’d just hope that it’d rain to settle the dust or that the train’d bring in bananas on Saturday morning.
“I’d do anything for a banana,” she’d say wistfully, “in Brisbane they just fall on the ground and lie there, there’s that many.”
I remember when Dad came home on a Friday night we’d wait on the front veranda in our neatly mother-pot ironed pyjamas, watching for the first lights of the shearers’ cars to come across the plains.
“Here he comes,” we’d shout, “he’s coming across the back flats. We can see his lights. Mum! Mum! He’s coming.”
We’d stand there, jiggling up and down as the first of the lights’d dip down into the gullies and finally turn into the road for home. Dad’d get out of the old utility, kiss Mum on the cheek, squat down and gather us up into his arms.
“How are you?” he’d ask her over the din.
“Fine,” she’d reply, “how are you?”
“Back’s playing up a bit.”
He’d put us down, and while we searched the car for the presents he’d made us out of gum leaves, he’d stand beside Mum to watch us.
“Kids been all right this week?” he’d say.
“Not bad,” Mum’d answer.
We’d breathe a sigh of relief. So she wasn’t going to tell on us after all. Dad’d put us to bed, then he’d settle down to tell us a story, usually of his own invention. Later, he’d kiss each of us on our foreheads, turn out the carbide lights and join Mum for a cup of tea on the front veranda. They’d talk long after we’d fallen asleep.
On Saturday morning, the horn of the Westlander’d sound through the town. Everyone’d rush about in excitement. The town’d smell like Christmas as we’d bustle about doing the shopping for the week. In the afternoon, the men’d go to the pub to lay a few bob on the horses at the Irish Giant’s place. Around teatime, Dad’d come home again, weaving unsteadily up the gravel path to the house.
“Your father has tanglefoot again I see,” Mum’d sigh, “help him up on the couch you kids while I finish getting tea ready.”
After tea we’d get dressed for the pictures. Dad’d hop into the car first and he’d toot the horn just to make Mum all flustered. But she wouldn’t budge out of the house until every hair was in its place, her lipstick on straight, her teeth checked, rouge not too obvious, dress just so, and stocking seams in a perfect line up the back of her leg. She’d ask us anxiously if she looked all right. Then, with a last minute glance, she’d pick up her dilly bag and walk out to the car. Dad’d lean out the window to whistle at her. Mum’d blush. We’d clamber into the back of the ute and cover ourselves carefully with old sheets so that our clothes wouldn’t get dust on them. Mum and Dad’d stay by themselves in the front, and off we’d go to the pictures.
The Maranoa Picture Theatre was the only place in town, apart from Mick’s Café, that had neon lights. We thought it very glamorous. Dad’d buy the tickets while Mum’d smile and chat to the people she knew. Because my mother was a Parton, we never had to worry about getting in early like the other townspeople. Our seats were in the grazier’s section, on permanent reservation. The last three rows in the theatre. No one else was allowed to sit on them, even if we never came. After buying the tickets, Dad’d talk to a few of the men standing around, then we’d enter the theatre to take up our places.
The theatre had canvas walls, a clear sky roof and rows of canvas deck chairs placed in straight lines on the bare wood floors. We had an uninterrupted view of the screen, plus we could see everybody who came in. Mum’d take her fan from her bag, spread it out, then wave it slowly across her face. The theatre’d begin to fill up. People came for miles around to the pictures of a Saturday night.
When they’d arrive, they’d be shown into their seats by Delma, the Methodist Minister’s daughter. She wasn’t allowed to wear make-up, Mum’d said to Dad, because it was against her religion. “Such a pity – she’s so plain too.”
The next three rows up from ours were kept aside for the business people of the town. The respectable people, as Mum called them.
“There goes Sean O’Connor,” she’d whisper, “I see Maura has that new dress on – probably why he put up the meat again last week, trying to pay for it. A pretty penny it cost too.”
Dad’d grunt.
Mum continued, “The bank johnnies have arrived early. I see it didn’t take long for that Lesley to get one. She must be quite desperate by now. Skirt’s too short too.”
Her fan’d swish as she continued her observations, “There’s Mrs McKenzie from Wanderoo – same dress she had on last Saturday – you’d think with their money she could afford to change more often. That girl of hers looks more like a heifer every day, with that red hair and figure – you’d think they’d put her on a diet. Here comes Mrs Maginnes from Childers Close – that husband of hers – he looks like a fish with his mouth gaping open like that. Look at his dirty tie! She still hasn’t managed to teach him how to use a knife and fork properly by the look of it. Money maketh the manners not. Oh good evening, Mrs Maginnes … well thank you, and you?”
Mr Maginnes’d lean over to Dad and say, “Blowflies in the ewes.”
And Dad’d reply with, “I’ll keep an eye open.”
The graziers’d slowly fill up their seats. Further up, past the business people, the next three rows were kept for the shearers and the ordinary people. Delma’d run up and down the aisle with her torch, showing people where to sit.
“Probably the only excitement she gets all week, poor thing,” Mum’d say. “They don’t get many in at the church, not with her father belting the bottle the way he does.”
The next block of seats was kept for the yahoos, the riff raff and their girlfriends. They were seated a long way up from us, so that we wouldn’t be disturbed by their carryings-on.
“Take no notice of those yahoos,” Mum’d tell us, “they’re just looking for some attention.”
We couldn’t take our eyes off them. Their spurs hit hard on the bare boards, broad brimmed hats curled up at the sides, half-drunk and defiant, they’d squire their women up the aisle.
“Don’t see how any respectable girl could go out with those yahoos,” Mum’d say to Dad.
From where the yahoos’ seats were to where the next seating began, there was a six-foot gap. The old, worn out and patched up chairs were put there. Right up the very front so that if you put your hand out, you could almost touch the screen. Those seats were for the blackfellas. They’d come into the theatre dressed to the nines, starched and polished. As the lights’d dim for the slides, they’d shuffle past, and with their eyes downcast, they’d follow Delma up the front where she’d bob her torch up and down impatiently, waiting for them to sit.
“Don’t see why Charlie Smith and his family have to sit up there,” Dad’d say. “He’s a bloody good mechanic. Bloody English class system.”
“Ssssh!” Mum’d reply, “the Queen will be on in a minute.” She changed the subject, “I wonder where Janette is? She’s late. It’s always such a pleasure to see her – a lovely girl.”
The theatre shifted about impatiently. Just about everyone was here except for Janette.
Everyone adored Janette. Her smile lit up the whole town. She was our movie star – long, shining brown hair loosely waved, creamy skin, large, dark eyes, small and gracious. A lot of people’d wondered why she’d never married.
“She’s no need to,” Mum’d defend. “She’s got plenty of money of her own. She can’t just throw herself away on anybody.”
Her parents owned one of the biggest places outside the town until they died. Now Janette ran it by herself.
“She’s as smart as a whip too,” Dad’d say in admiration and Mum’d add, “It’s amazing how two such plain people as them could produce something so beautiful – no wonder old Johnny looked like a stunned mullet most of the time. I don’t reckon he knew how either.”
Us kids called Janette the shining lady. She was the highlight of our small society. The seal of approval on everything we did. Her just being there seemed to keep the town a living, dancing kind of place.
The tap of high heels on the stairs made everyone turn around. Mum glanced back quickly. “It’s just that Karen. Trust her to try to get some notice by coming in late. Stuck up thing she is too. How the mighty have fallen. Well,” she lowered her voice to Dad, “they can’t hide her condition much longer.”
Dad gave a grunt.
“It’s that football coach,” Mum said. “Threw herself at him. Well, serve her right. I’ve heard she’s not the only one either.”
Dad just grunted again.
“That football coach has caused more trouble than enough,” Mum continued. “No respectable person’d be seen dead with him.”
Dad rummaged round a bit and said he’d met the football coach and he seemed like an ordinary sort of bloke. Mum said it wasn’t what she’d heard. He was wanted by the police in every town he’d been in. “Maintenance, they said.”
“Maybe Janette’s not coming,” Mum’s voice was disappointed, “after all she broke up with young Jimmy not long ago – probably feels that it isn’t right to be seen out in public so soon. Though mind you, I can’t say that I could see what she saw in him.”
“Aaaargh, Jimmy’s not a bad bloke,” Dad replied, “hard worker too.”
“She can’t just throw herself away on the first person who’s a good bloke,” Mum retorted.
Loud giggles rang out behind us. We all turned around again.
“It’s the Page girls, Val and Donna,” Mum told Dad as she turned back to the slides, “getting on too, though God knows how they’ll find anybody living out there, poor cows – Val’s getting quite ratty.”
They came into the theatre, walked straight past the grazier’s section and on up the aisle.
Mum clutched Dad’s arm and hissed frantically, “Look at that! They’re going right up the front where the yahoos are!”
Dad gave a grunt.
“But Neddie’s seats are reserved down here with us,” Mum snapped. “They know that.”
“They have to have a bit of fun. They work like bloody blacks out there,” Dad protested.
“They’re talking to that no good Mackie Mitchell. He’s the one that lives with Gertie, you know, that gin with all those kids.” Mum watched in horror. “That Val is pawing all over him. It looks like she’s enjoying it too.”
“Aaaargh, Mackie’s not a bad bloke,” Dad said. “He’s a bloody good worker.”
“So I’ve heard,” Mum snapped, “and he’s plenty of kids about the place to prove how fast he is.”
Mum sank back in her seat. “Neddie Page’s girls. I never thought I’d live to see the day. Old Nell would turn in her grave. The way she slaved to bring those girls up.”
A great cheer ripped across the theatre as the house lights went down. It was the beginning of the Movietone News. The sound boomed out through the tinny speakers.
“I’ve never liked American accents,” Mum’d whisper to Dad. “They’re so vulgar.”
The news was usually several months old by the time we got it, but it always had a “lovely feature on the Queen”, as old Mrs Tonkin’d say the next day. Dad’d always tease Mum about how beaut the movie queens looked, and we’d scream around saying “ooohwoo woopie doo” and wriggle our hips, pretend to smoke cigarettes and do our best to look like them.
The first feature was usually a cowboy movie. We’d sit glued to the edge of our seats while Dad’d fall asleep. He always fell asleep during the Movietone News. Mum’d nudge him in the ribs but he’d never wake up. So Mum’d keep fanning herself, hoping that nobody’d notice his snoring. He’d wake up with a start at interval and give us each two bob for drinks, ice creams and a small bar of chocolate. It was a real luxury out there so we’d bolt it down before it melted, then slowly lick our fingers. Dad’d buy Mum the same, plus a packet of salted cashews to eat during the second half. We’d go back to our seats after a short scuffle with the other kids and sit with Mum and Dad. Mum grew more restless. “Janette’s still not here,” she was saying when a noise caused her to turn around and pretend she was looking at an old poster on the wall. “Ah, here she comes now.”
Janette floated down the stairs, dressed in red chiffon. The flame colour reflected in the glow of her skin. She smiled and waved to everyone. The theatre sucked in its breath. She’d never looked more beautiful.
Suddenly, Mum gasped. Her face was shocked.
“My God no!” Mum caught her breath, “I don’t believe it! First the Page girls and now this!”
Everyone stared.
“You could’ve knocked me over with a feather,” Mrs Tonkin remarked the next day. “The football coach with Janette. I’d heard of course, been going on for months they say. I just dismissed it as idle gossip.”
“He’s from Sydney you know,” Mum offered.
“I might’ve guessed,” said Mrs Tonkin. “You can tell them a mile off by their clothes – smart alecked.”
“They say he drugs them before he you-know-what,” Mum hissed.
“No,” gasped Mrs Tonkin, “and he’s so good looking too.”
“In a flashy kind of way,” Mum conceded.
Janette suddenly became aware of the stir she’d caused. Some of the yahoos snickered. Her smile faded and she faltered at the foot of the stairs. The football coach put his arm under her elbow then guided her firmly up the aisle behind Delma.
Delma showed them into their seats, blushing furiously, flustered by all the excitement. A few people booed. The football coach held Janette’s shawl for her while she sat down. We could see her in profile – her chin jutting out, her ramrod back. She stared straight ahead. The theatre let out its breath as people began to mutter amongst themselves.
I thought Mum was going to cry. Her face’d suddenly crumpled. Even Dad looked angry. So did a lot of other people. Mick O’Flynn, who owned the theatre, quickly turned out the lights. Tom and Jerry jumped onto the screen.
The yahoos roared, whistled and yelled, stomping their spurs into the wooden boards. Mick flickered the house lights on and off a couple of times, warning them to be quiet. It had no effect. They kept the noise up. Their girlfriends tried to shut them up while Delma shone her torch over the seats. Several couples sprang apart.
One of the graziers at the back of us got up and said, “Be quiet down the front.”
One of the yahoos answered back, “Come down here and make us, mate.”
The grazier’s wife put a restraining hand on her husband. Furiously, he shook it off.
“I said, you be quiet!” he repeated.
“I said, you be quiet,” mimicked one of the riff raff, taking the mickey out of the grazier’s Oxford accent.
The rest laughed noisily. Then they began to say loudly, “Ssssssh! Ssssssh!”
Several of the jackeroos who’d come in with the grazier stood up beside him. The cartoons had ended.
Mick O’Flynn stormed up the aisle. “Shut up, y’bloody mongrels,” he roared.
“Why dontcha have a go at makin’ us, mate?” drawled one of the yahoos.
Mick walked quickly back down the aisle, saying over his shoulder, “Don’t you try anything, mate, or y’can get out.”
Bing Crosby flittered over the screen. Mum ignored him and grabbed Dad’s arm, “They’re going to start a brawl.”
Dad just gave another grunt. Several more properties stood up with the grazier and began to call for the yahoos to be quiet. One of the jackeroos yelled back in reply to a yahoo, “Yeah mate, we’ll have a go.”
We were agog with an excitement that not even the movie could hope to match.
Mick ran down the aisle again and said, “Not in the middle of Bing bloody Crosby y’ not. Get outside, all of yer.”
Out they trooped – the grazier’s mob, tight-lipped and angry, the yahoos cocky, spoiling for a fight.
“Outside mate,” they said to the football coach as they passed him.
Dad stood up and said, “Think I’ll go outside for a while.”
Mum didn’t answer. Stony-faced, she watched the screen.
Janette was talking rapidly to the football coach, shaking her head. He stood up slowly, shrugged his shoulders, walked past her and down the aisle. No one looked at him. Janette sat, not moving a muscle, all by herself in the row of canvas seats. She looked very small.
Bing Crosby danced and sang across the screen, barely able to be heard over the cat-calling and brawling outside the canvas walls.
When the lights came up, we stood for God Save the Queen. Janette stood too, and then looking neither left nor right, she strode out of the theatre.
Mum told us to mind our own business and to go straight to the car. Not long after, Dad came and got in. The door slammed. Without a word passing between them, Dad drove us home. We never asked Dad what side he was on or who had won.
I think Mum knew, though she never said anything. But Dad and her, they never really smiled at each other anymore.
Mum also said in her letter that they’d shut the Maranoa Picture Theatre down a few weeks ago and that she would miss it. Everybody was going to Roma these days for excitement, and that, you know the old gum tree out the back? Well, it got white ants and Dad had to chop it down. She said she’d miss the sound of the wind rustling through the leaves. And oh, she forgot to mention in her last letter, you remember Janette? You must remember her – the shining lady – though you were still young when her baby died and all that fuss was on because Father Fourex refused to bury it – some Catholic law or something – well, she shot herself the other day. Went out to her parents’ graveside to do it. The loneliness of living out there all by herself must have sent her silly.
Sad, isn’t it? Mum wrote. But she supposed that Janette never really got over the football coach leaving overnight like that. Though, Mum concluded, it just goes to show, that life was pretty funny sometimes, wasn’t it?
I STOOD ON TOP OF THE WATER TANK for hours waiting to kill my brother with the waddy I’d stolen from the sideboard in the lounge room. It’d only taken me a couple of seconds to get my hands on it and shin up the tank stand.
Mum was busy reading the Woman’s Weekly and listening to Mario Lanza on the radio. Mario made her feel close to The City and The Arts, different from the rest of the town. They only listened to Tex Morton and Hank Williams. Mum used to shudder if she ever had to utter the words Tex Morton, or even Chips Rafferty. She only said them when she was defending the Queen in an argument with Dad. Mum hated everything that sounded Australian, including us most times. She’d organised for us to have elocution lessons so we’d stop speaking like children and, in particular, Australian children. Mum didn’t like children much.
Up on the tank-stand I had the element of surprise and the height necessary to deliver a fatal blow. I tucked my left leg behind my right knee the way I’d seen the old blackfellas do when they stood at the waterhole. I held the club as if I too was about to spear the yellabelly that glided in the deep waters below. Even now I can hear the frogs plopping in the water tank behind me
We lived on the wrong side of town. In winter the right side of town, over the railway bridge near the Catholic church, got the warm water. It was frozen by the time we turned a tap on. In the summer we got the boiling water while they got the cool. As I stood there the sun’s rays hit the iron-roofed houses then spilled onto the bush tracks that cut through the clumps of spinifex and mulga. They dappled into the red dust in a dance across the river to the cluster of blackfella humpies at The Mish.
The sun began to fold into the dreamtime of the desert where the orange and white striped figure of the Kadaicha Man waited for the words that would bring him to life. I tried desperately to get him to come to help me. As I looked around for any sign of my brother I silently chanted the songs I’d heard from Lincoln and the other blackfellas at The Mish. They didn’t know I had hidden in the bush to listen to them. I wanted the Kadaicha Man to come and kill my brother. My patched dress puffed out in the light breeze. When I thought about it, I loathed my brother even more than the new baby. I’d been trying to starve it to death for weeks. I drank every bottle of milk Mum put into the cot to feed her. That’s why I’d copped such a hiding this morning.
My brother had dobbed me in, then Mum had pimped on me to Dad. That’s why he had to die. My brother only did it so Mum would take some notice of him. He hated me as much as I hated him.
We all hated each other because there wasn’t enough of anything to go around. We were always in a fierce fight with each other to try to get what crumbs dropped from Mum’s table.
I could feel myself breathing in the desert air. It had the sweet smell of my brother’s blood on it. He licked his head in and out from under the back veranda like the blue tongue on an old lizard. The light caught on his glasses. I’d used them once to start a fire in the riverbed for some drovers who were too drunk to boil their billies. He’d dobbed on me for that as well. There was a whole pile of dobbing I was going to get him for.
I learned about payback from the blackfellas at The Mish too. It wasn’t the Catholic stuff the nuns preached. It was a kind of natural justice. Well – natural enough for me to do it anyway. I hated my brother for having to take him to school every day as well. My job was to stop the other kids from attacking him.
“Fairy, fairy,” they used to yell at him before they came swinging their sissy-silencing schoolbags at him.
I would stand and fight while he ran home.
I watched him come out from the old pisé house that was our home. Dad had put a veranda around it. When each new kid came, he put up another rammed earth wall and some louvres in to make a new bedroom to accommodate it. My brother looked all around to see if he could spot me. He knew I was there. He knew I’d get him. That’s just the way it was. He did something to me: I got him for it. I did something to him: he got me for it.
The red dirt burned his bare legs so he stood up to look for another place to hide. I held my breath as he made his way over to the tank-stand. I silently unfolded my leg and leaned forward on it. My brother was moving carefully so as not to put his feet in the prints he’d made that morning. The Old People had told us that we must never walk in our own footsteps unless we were ready to face the ghosts of our past. And who would ever want to do that? We walked for miles out in the bush to avoid our former footsteps. When we finally got to school, the nuns used to beat us for listening to the old blackfellas.
I always reckoned the Old People knew more about the ghosts and spirits that dwelled inside the desert than some swollen red-faced Irish woman we could barely understand. They didn’t even have the nous to wear sensible clothing. They broiled from head to foot in black serge in nearly a hundred and thirty degrees of heat. The Sisters of Mercy. Every one of them should have been jailed for life for torture and child abuse. They were more violent than the whole town put together.
One day I told Lincoln that I’d figured out that all the nuns’ spirits went to live in Italy with the Pope when they died.
Lincoln had laughed, “Not much use having a spirit over there when you need them here, ay?”
The blackfellas had the Kadaicha Man who was always there to fix someone who’d done something wrong. From what the nuns said God was a bad-tempered old bugger living in Heaven who’d wipe out whole tribes if someone crossed him, but the Kadaicha Man was selective. He only killed the person responsible. He seemed more reliable than God, and besides, he was a local.
When my brother came closer I gave a blood-curdling yell as I threw myself down from the tank-stand. I tried to kill him with one blow but a cloud of dust blew up when we hit the ground together. It made it hard to see him but it didn’t stop me from trying to smash the waddy into his head. He gouged his fingers into my throat while he yelled out to Mum to come and help him. The next blow I landed only broke his glasses. I was aiming another one when I was plucked up into the air where I came face to face with Dad. I could smell rum so I knew I was in trouble. With nothing to lose I swung a punch at him too.
“I’ll teach you to fight you little bugger,” Dad said as he picked up a sugar bag and stuffed me into it.
I struck out blindly. I had to be able to get him somewhere.
“You can stay there till you learn to behave yourself,” he threatened.
Just to show him I never would I kicked out at what I hoped was his belly.
“They reckon them blackfellas were wild,” I could hear him muttering, “but they’re not a patch on you. We’ll see if this cures you of brawling.”
Stifling hot sugar bag smell suffocated me as he tied a knot in the top of it. I heard my brother pleading with Dad not to be put in the other bag but he too was hooked to the clothesline alongside me.
“The war’s been over for years,” Dad was saying, “but you’d never think so the way you two carry on.”
He grunted as he put the forked stick in the wire to hoist us up in the air. My brother began to scream and yell and plead. I began to plot. My brother started to fit. He always had a fit every time he had contact with Dad. It made Dad sad. The noise brought Mum outside.
“What in God’s name are you doing?” she asked Dad.
I could hear the baby bawling over the top of my brother’s convulsions. She was probably hungry. I had drunk all her milk again hoping by now she would be dead. Dad replied that he was trying to knock some sense into us. He dobbed on me as well, telling Mum that I’d broken my brother’s glasses again and it would be another month before we got some more from the city. Mum told him to let my brother out of the bag at once. I felt the clothesline come down. I could hear Mum lead my brother away. Dad began to poke at me in the bag.
Ah, pigs to you, I thought.
“Maybe she’s dead,” I heard Mattie say. He must’ve climbed over the back fence.
“She’ll be flamin’ dead if she keeps this brawling up,” Dad grunted as he rattled me around in the bag.
I tried to will the Kadaicha Man to come to kill the lot of them so I could run away to The Mish and never come back. Granny was kind to me there. She gave me lots of cuddles and brushed the dirt off my clothes. Her daughters gave me porridge and others put pigtails in my hair.
I heard more kids. They must’ve come over the fence from The Mish with Mattie. They said it was a pretty hot day.
Dad snorted and said I’d come from hell so I’d be used to the heat.
Dad asked them if he should let me out of the bag. I coiled myself up like a spring in the corner of it so I’d be ready to get him, but he was on to me. Dad tipped me upside down and I sprawled out in the burning red dust. I sprang at him desperate to claw him to pieces, but as I only came up to his knees I just managed to scrape the skin off his shins.
“Jesus bloody Christ,” Dad swore as he tried to kick me out of the way.
I rolled over to the cannas that grew on top of the septic tank, trying to find something to kill him with. My orange and white striped cat was hiding there. With all the force my body could muster I threw her at Dad and got him in the face.
“Go on,” I yelled to the Kadaicha Man, “scratch his bloody eyes out!”
Then I turned and ran for my life towards the safety of The Mish.
MUM CONFESSED ONCE SHE HAD ONLY MARRIED Dad because she was sick of working in the lolly shop in the city. She was twenty-six and had no other prospects or proposals. They’d known each other a couple of weeks, and even though he didn’t match her favourite fantasy of being Man of the Year on the front page of a magazine or a movie star, they got married in the city registry office. Besides, she told me, she didn’t want to work anymore or have anyone telling her what to do so when he proposed it seemed like a good idea to accept.
Dad’d lived in the Outback all his life – as far removed from magazines and movies as you could get. He had journeyed on horseback over most of the Inland and had seen the Stone Cities. He’d shown us the caves around our town where the Aboriginal people had stored their children’s toys, mainly skipping ropes, balls and rattles, and the babies’ cradles they’d made.
“Looks like they’re still waiting for them to come back,” Dad mused as he put the artefacts carefully back in their places, “have been for years.”
Dad promised Mum that they’d go back to the city as soon as the shearing season finished. He just needed to get a bit more money together. Mum had been born out there but was put in a city school after her mother died. She returned to the bush with Dad, not knowing much about him, his family, the town or the kind of life she would have. However, the town – especially Dad’s family – knew all about her even before she got there.
Dad was a big man then, well over six-foot-two, with black curly hair and bright, inquisitive blue eyes. When he’d laugh, he’d throw his head back like a kookaburra, and when he was in the mood for telling tales, he’d weave a rainbow of words into ribbons of laughter. He was lean and sinewy from years of working as a shearer in nearly every shed in the Outback.
Mum was smaller. She wore stilettos to look taller, and besides, she thought they made her a lady, which was more than she could say about most of the women in the town. She’d delegated to me the job of taking my brother to and from school because she couldn’t walk the two miles on the rough dirt track in her stilettos and she wouldn’t be seen dead without them.
Mum had fair skin, red brown hair, and her green eyes held a rage she kept inside, tight and controlled the way the nuns had taught her. It spat out in bitter sarcasm, critical comments and casual violence. She thought her lack of expressing any emotions other than rage was ladylike, and having appointed herself a lady, she upheld the upper class breeding she’d been told her parents had, but which she’d never known.
It seemed to me that Mum had walked in her own footsteps all her life and had become a tragic ghost of her own past, but back then, my five-year-old feet were marching across to The Mish. They sank into the sandy banks of the River as I climbed up the side to reach the safety of the camp. I put my hand out to grab a bumble tree branch to haul myself over the top. Once I’d dragged myself up, I turned to look back over the river towards the town perched on the edge of the desert.
Most days the only movement on the streets was Bobby. He’d fallen from a horse and it’d kicked his head in. “His brain went a bit soft from the hooves,” Dad explained. Bobby had given himself the job of sweeping the streets. He swept day in and day out despite the heat. The heat had already stilled everything. I squinted into the sun and saw Mattie making his way over to The Mish through the haze. Careful not to scratch myself on the sharp thorns that stuck out from the zigzagging branches of the maypan, I paused to shake them to see if any of its passionfruit was ripe. It wasn’t ready yet. A swarm of half wild dogs came up to sniff around me as I made my way into the camp.
“Hello Pearl,” I called out as I came into the clearing.
Pearl smiled at me as she stirred a kerosene tin full of clothes and soapy water over the open fire.
“Gidday bubby,” she replied, then she looked at me more closely. “How’s your mother today?”
Pearl was Lincoln’s sister and she helped Mum out with the housework and the washing.
“She’s all right,” I told her hastily. I knew from bitter experience whose side Pearl was always on.
“What have you been up to, bubby?” Pearl demanded but I skipped away pretending I hadn’t heard her.
One time my brother wanted to play Ned Kelly. He didn’t want to be just one of Ned’s bushranger gang any more. On winning his appeal to Mum and Pearl, I had to let him be Ned. Mattie, Shortie and me had the trial. Ned was to be hung for shooting Bullymen. My brother stood up on a log while I put a rope around his neck.
“Such is life,” my brother sighed as he uttered Ned’s last words.
I kicked the log out from under him and hung him.
I only ever intended to let my brother play Ned once. He could get his own bushranger. Ned was mine.
Mum and Pearl came running from the house. Pearl grabbed the axe from the wood heap, and at a run sliced through the rope and Mum frantically tried to get my brother to breathe. I stayed all night out in the mulga near The Mish with my cat, but Lincoln found me and told me I had to go home.
“Blackfellas don’t run from a fight,” he said, “though I don’t blame you for trying.”
Pearl must’ve dobbed me in to him as well while she was at it.
As I made my way through The Mish to Lincoln’s place, I greeted the Old People who were camped outside their humpies playing cards while they waited for the young gins to cook their breakfast. One of them had her foot on a cradle and rocked it with her foot.
Mama waruno mara wathuno, she sang softly.
Old Granny gave me a hug. Others patted me as I passed by. The main reason I came over was to get cuddled and to see Lincoln. The only time Mum touched us was when she had to. “It’s ill bred,” she said, “and besides, it gives me the creeps.”
The Mish had thirteen humpies. Six in the first row, six in the second and the Mission house at the back but the missionary had long gone. “The grog got him,” they said. “He went bush.” A couple of emu apple trees, some mistletoes and a bumble tree gave what shade they could. The humpies were either built out of corrugated iron sheeting or flattened kerosene tins. Some walls were made out of advertising billboards that still had their slogans on them. They had dirt floors, which the women swept every day before they sprinkled them with water to keep the dust down. Although I’d never seen rain, I’d been told about it. Like a miracle, water would pour from the sky, they said.
But I didn’t believe them. They were always trying to pull my leg and I was beginning not to trust anything they said. The humpies were built up on a slant to keep the water out in case it ever did rain. Inside, the walls were plastered with newspapers and old magazines from the rubbish dump. It kept the icy winter winds from blowing through. The soil was so sandy on this side of the river that nothing but native trees could grow. There was no water so it had to be carted out at five shillings a drum. The taxis brought the water over and they wanted payment for it even though they just got it from the bore for free. In the summertime everyone slept outside to avoid cooking to death inside.
“You could fry an egg off the sides of these humpies in the summer,” Lincoln told me one time. So we used some emu eggs we’d found to experiment with. They cooked solid on the tin walls in seconds.
I stopped to study a couple of kids who came whizzing past on their home-made billycart.
“What are those wheels like?” I asked them.
The kids used their feet as brakes.
“Pretty good we reckon, ay,” they replied as I went over to them to look the cart over.
“I never thought of using Sunshine milk tins,” I told them.
“They last longer than the others,” one kid volunteered before they were off again.
Lincoln came out of his humpy, “What are you doing here, bubby? I thought you would’ve been in church.”
“No flamin’ fear,” I answered, “we’re going to Grandfather’s for lunch.”
Lincoln squatted down on a log in front of his fire and I sat down beside him.
“My word it’s a long way from here to there,” Lincoln observed as he took my torn dress and dirty face into account. “How you planning on getting there?”
I shrugged, “I mightn’t go – I might live here instead.”
“I see,” Lincoln nodded gravely as he put his billy on the fire to make a cup of tea. “You been fighting with your brother again?”
“Arrrgh,” I replied disgusted. “He asked for it – he’s always dobbing me in about something.”
“Still you can’t go socking him one every time he does that,” Lincoln said as he poked some more sticks on the fire.
“Pigs to him anyway,” I summed the situation up.
Lincoln sighed, “You’ve got to learn to get on with him, bubby, same way we all got to do one day.”
I made some half circles with my toe in the dirt before I could look him in the eye again.
Lincoln was dressed in his best blue serge Sunday suit and he had a row of medals pinned to one breast.
“Where’d you get all those medals from?” I asked, just to change the subject.
“Second World War,” Lincoln replied as he heaved his roly-poly belly around to get his tin of tea. “My father was in the Charge of the Light Brigade so I thought I’d stroll over to have a look at Europe too.”
He grunted as he threw the tea into the billy then took it off the boil, “Thought I’d see what all the fuss was about.”
He gave a laugh. “I’m the only one from this place who’s been to Buckingham Palace. Most of the whitefellas round here just dream about it, but I did it.”
He chuckled again, “And I’m a blackfeller – doing whitefella dreaming.”
I took this in.
“Did you fight with Uncle Darcy?” I asked.
“We went off to the Army together.” He shook some dust out of his pannikin mugs and poured the tea into them. “Then we went our separate ways. He was a good bloke, Darcy. I could think of a million other blokes I’d rather see in a wheelchair than him.”
Lincoln grunted and stared into space for a few moments before he offered me some powdered milk for my tea.
“Milk’s for sissies,” I told him by way of a refusal. “How come Uncle Darcy only got one medal? Are you braver than him?”
Lincoln gave a bit of a grunt. “They reckoned I was brave but I think I was pretty stupid. I got shot at for four years fighting for freedom and I come back here and I can’t even go into the pub for a drink.” He snorted in disgust, “Or vote.”
I tried to make him feel better. “Dad says none of the buggers are worth voting for.”
Lincoln grimaced. “Still I wouldn’t have minded the opportunity.”
He took the lid off his jar of sugar.
“Don’t suppose you have any of this either,” he asked and I shook my head. He stirred three spoons of sugar into his tea before he twisted around to turn on his battery radio. Country music crackled through the air.
Mattie turned up and sat down on the log beside me.
“You’re in for it,” he grunted.
“I’m not speaking to you,” I replied as I turned my back on him. “You’re a big dobber.”
Lincoln made Mattie a cup of tea.
“What are you going to do when your father gets here, bubby?” he enquired after we’d all had a sip of tea.
“He won’t do anything to me,” I growled, “else I’ll get the Kadaicha Man to fix him again.”
Lincoln viewed me gravely, “The Kadaicha Man, ay? Featherfoot. By jingo, you have been busy for a day of rest.” He took another sip of his tea.
“Well bubby,” he drawled, “I hope the Kadaicha Man stuck around. Sounds like you’re going to need him.”
We drank some more tea in silence.
“I’ve been thinking,” I told him, “when I grow up I might be a shearer like you and Dad. Mattie’s father can get us work.”
Mattie nodded in agreement.
Lincoln took this in quite seriously. “Hard yakka shearing. What’ll you do if your back gives out like your father and I get from time to time?”
I had everything covered. “I’ll be a singer like those blokes on the radio. I’ve been practising every day.”
“It’s tough work singing I believe,” Lincoln rummaged in his pockets for his pouch of tobacco, “but you can make good money out of it, so I’ve heard.”
He stuck a rice paper to his bottom lip while he rolled a plug of tobacco around in his hand.
“I could sing when the shearing season’s over,” I told him. “That way I’d be sure to be rich and I could buy you a real house.”
Lincoln smiled to himself.
“Your father’s on his way over,” he remarked as he began to roll a smoke.
I got to my feet, ready to bolt. Mattie was set to follow me but Lincoln grabbed us.
“Now sit down,” he ordered, “the both of you. You can’t run from a fight when one’s on.”
He stuck the cigarette in the side of his mouth, “Where would we all be if we did that, eh?”
As Mattie sat down, I strained to see how far Dad was away from the camp.
“If you want to be one of our mob, then you’d better stay,” Lincoln struck a match off his boot. “We always stand our ground in the face of the enemy. We used to take on the Muruwaris and the Badjis at the drop of a hat in the old days.”
He squinted as he lit his smoke, “You only got to take on your family.” He took a deep draw and chuckled.
“I’m not afraid of them,” I said gruffly and sat down beside Mattie.
Lincoln laughed, “That’s the girl.” Then he looked more serious, “But you’d better look out and stop fighting with your brother. Your mob gets pretty cranky about things like that.” He wet his lips and pulled a bit of paper off them.
“Mum does ’specially,” I agreed. “She says it’s not ladylike.” I chewed things over for a while and decided, “I’d rather grow up here than at home.”
Lincoln gave me a hug then Mattie took my hand. He dropped it again when he heard Dad’s ute stall as it tried to cross the river.
“I bet he’s cursing,” I grinned.
When I stood up I could see the red dog with his neck stuck out the side of the ute while Dad put the bonnet up.
Lincoln looked across the river. “I hope it gets us out to the shearing sheds tonight. It’s a big job.” He took another drag of his cigarette. “The Gov’mint reckons all our kids have got to go to school in town next year. Need plenty of money for that.” He blew the smoke out. “If we object, they’ll send in the Bullymen to make us like they always do.”
I spat in the dirt, “Pigs to them, eh?”
Mattie spat in agreement.
No one liked the local police. “They’re used to break up union meetings too,” Dad had said, “always on the side of the Gov’mint and the graziers. You don’t go to the coppers even if you was on your last legs,” he’d warned me.
“You know what strikes me as funny,” Lincoln continued, “they reckon our mob is dying out, so they want to make what’s left of us whitefellas, but do you want to know something?” He turned to us with a laugh, “We’ve already made every whitefella in this country one of us.”
Mattie and I were agog.
“How’d you do that?” we gasped.
“When the first whitefellas got born here,” Lincoln explained, “they were a blackfeller because they were born in blackfeller country. Just like if you were born in England you’re a Pom. You’re exactly the same as us only you got white skin. And you’re always on the wallaby, moving from place to place. Before the convicts and the Bullymen came here we used to like seeing a boat pull in for a visit. It was always an opportunity for a yarn and a bit of a singalong. But now we get real nervous whenever we see one even looking like coming here,” Lincoln looked mischievous, “same as your mob does and for the same reasons.”
Lincoln laughed until the tears rolled down his cheeks. “The whole flamin’ country’s a mob of blackfellers only they don’t know it.”
His belly wobbled up and down as he slapped his thighs.
“It’s the funniest thing I ever saw,” he stuttered, “God knows what mob you came from, bubby,” he choked out the words, “but I reckon you gave them a run for their money.”
He chuckled a few more times, but the grin was soon wiped from my face as Dad’s ute rattled into The Mish. Fear kept Mattie gummed to the log. I tried to make myself as small as possible behind Lincoln’s back, hoping Dad wouldn’t see me.
“Gidday Tom,” Lincoln grinned, “how are you?”
They shook hands before Dad squatted on his haunches beside Lincoln.
“Gidday Lincoln. I’ve been better I can tell you.”
“Reckon the ute’ll get us out to the sheds tonight?” Lincoln asked.
“We’ll have The Ringer with us,” Dad said by way of agreement. “He’s pretty good with his hands.”
Lincoln nodded his head up and down. “Got time for a cuppa?”
“I’d better not. I’m late enough as it is. I’ve just come to pick up the girl before we head out to my father’s. You haven’t seen her around here anywhere have you?” Dad enquired with a laugh.
“She’d be pretty hard to spot I reckon, especially out here with all us blackfellers,” Lincoln replied.
Dad tapped me on the head, “Come on, we’d better go.”
“I want to stay here,” I muttered.
“Well you can’t.” Dad got testy, “Now listen, if I thought beltin’ you one would make a difference, I would, but it doesn’t, so I won’t, so let’s call it quits.”
Lincoln turned around to address me.
“Now you can’t ask for any fairer than that,” he said, “seeing your father appears to have copped the worst of it.”
I peeked out from around Lincoln to look at Dad. In the orange iodine paint and white plaster strips that Mum had covered Dad with after my cat got him, the face of the Kadaicha Man glowered back at me.
“You’d better behave yourself, bubby,” Lincoln chuckled, “because you never know who old Featherfoot could be.”
In sheer terror I bolted into the back of the ute with the dog.
A few seconds later, Dad started it up and began to drive out of The Mish.
How long I’d thought of Dad as the Kadaicha Man, I didn’t know. In some ways I’d always seen him as magical, someone who could make coins disappear or get potatoes to pop out from behind my ears. With his giant hands he turned gum leaves into tiny cups and saucers so fairies could drink from them, and with his words he wove ordinary bush people into tales that made them special and funny. I thought the only reason he could find me at The Mish was because he had special powers.
When I looked out over the edge of the ute to see if it was safe, Mattie waved to me, but Lincoln was laughing fit to kill himself as he poked at the ashes in his fire with his stick. Every so often he would stop, look as if he was thinking about something, slap his thighs and howl with laughter again. Mattie joined in with Lincoln.
I had the funny feeling they were laughing at me.
I narrowed my eyes into a scowl. They’d keep.
After all, I had been able to call up the Kadaicha Man – who knew what else I could do?
THE CLOSEST I GOT TO DAD WAS WHEN HE TAUGHT me to read from the racing guide that came in on the train on Saturday mornings. When I got good at it I read the betting slips after he laid out his money at the racetrack when he got too tiddly. In return he gave me a two-bob limit at the Irish Giant’s place. He wanted to teach me how to gamble and lose gracefully like he did.
But I never wanted to lose at anything, gracefully or otherwise. What was the point of playing if you didn’t even try to win? I wanted win at doing whatever there was to do, do it as fast as possible and go on to do the next thing. I was curious about how things worked and why. And I only wanted to win.
“You can always trust the racetrack people,” Mum chattered from her armchair as she puffed on her cigarette, Princess Margaret style.
I seemed to remember the racetrack people always said the only thing you could trust at the track were the horses, but not when they were in a race. I learned that if you could bet on it, it was probably fixed somehow. Sometimes, when Dad was a bit broke, he took me to the track to emu for him. He’d laugh about how he could see me bobbing up and down looking for discarded tickets so he could collect on any winnings. When the show was in town we’d follow the legless African around trying to touch him for good luck. Everyone poking him all the time made him really wild. It had the same effect on the Chinaman.
“I had a choice,” Dad used to tell me after he’d had a few. “I could’ve married your mother or bought a racehorse.” He’d always pause before he said, “I should have bought the bloody racehorse.”
And because a racehorse has got to run, I ran before I could walk. I danced, sang, made up concerts, played tennis, dug holes like bear-pit traps to kill people in, read a book every day, swam like a fish and honed my boxing skills on my brother. When I was told to stop it and behave myself I’d hold my breath until I passed out. Mum would dunk my head in a bucket of water, hit me, shake me, but I still held it. No matter what she did I wouldn’t let it go. No one was going to make me do anything I didn’t want to.
Mum got fed up with me. “You get outside and stay there until you learn to behave yourself.”
“No!” I screamed back, “I’ll do what I like!”
“Behave yourself,” she shouted, “behave yourself! What’s wrong with you that you won’t behave yourself!”
From the time I was small I upset people. I looked wrong. I walked wrong. I talked wrong. I was wrong.
“Don’t open your mouth when we go out,” Mum said brusquely. “You’ve got no tact whatsoever so don’t draw attention to yourself. You’re nothing but an embarrassment!”
She told Dad she nearly had a fit when she ran into the woman whose baby had a harelip because she was sure I would question the woman about it. She was so relieved when I said the woman had a nice baby.
“She’s a bloody handful to raise,” Dad agreed, “a bloody handful. You never know what she’s going to say or do next. She’s a bugger of a kid.”
I hadn’t noticed the baby had a harelip. I used to try to do what they wanted but just when I thought I knew how to do it, they changed the rules and I had to start all over again. Every aspect of me was examined and found wanting. I was skinned alive every day. It was scraped off layer by layer. I went to bed most nights feeling as if I had no skin on. I’d watch the stars through the louvres, pretending I could jump from one to the other as I waited for my cat to come so I had someone to hold me.
“The blackfellas used to be able to tell where the ripe fruit was on the bushes from the stars,” Dad told me one night when he showed me the saucepan and the frying pan floating in the sky. “They were always accurate to within a couple of feet.”
We picked them too – purple blackberries at the end of January, golden passion-fruited maypan in March and brown wild oranges from the bumble tree. We’d bury the emu apples to ripen them and we made goori by hollowing out a paddy-melon and filling it with sugar. The blackfellas had always made their own alcohol and used pituri, especially when they had a meeting – a corroboree. Dad drove a big mob up to the borders when they had a meeting in the early fifties about the bombs the British were testing.
“Typical of the bloody British,” Dad snorted, “poison our land not theirs. What do they think we’re going to do? Go back to England when we can’t grow anythink anymore?”
Shorty made the best goori. We’d stand around while he dug it up, then we’d drink it, falling over on our backs giggling like the drunken birds that ate the fermented fruit from the China flat peach tree. We were only about a foot high but we liked to think we were just like the grown-ups.
“The blackfellas reckon they came from the Dog Star over a hundred thousand years ago and were the first people on earth,” Dad told me one night when we were watching over a thousand stars.
The old blackfellas always reckoned the British got it wrong. The blackfellas walked out into the world from here. They didn’t walk in from anywhere. Lincoln told us once that some people had come down from the Dog Star to tell them how to weather a big dry – it was the biggest dry the earth had ever seen. The Dog Star People showed them how to harvest and store grain and seeds; each mob was given an animal and a bit of the earth to look after. If they did what the Dog Star People told them, then they’d stay alive. Soon enough some mobs got fed up with not being able to spear a ’roo or hunt for anything so they decided they would anyway. After they’d knocked down some ’roos and other things they lit a fire and were soon in the middle of a big feed. The Dog Star People saw them at it and decided they weren’t worth two bob so they walked away. After the mob had filled themselves up they realised the Dog Star People had gone. They felt a bit sick and sorry about what they had done so they decided to track them down – tell them that they’d behave themselves in future.
They saw the Dog Star People walk over to a big grey ghost gum and go inside it. The long thin grey tree began to shake and rumble, then fire shot out from the bottom of it as it slowly began to rise in the air. The noise flattened everything around it and the earth was scorched black. The grey gum flew up into the air and went back to the Dog Star. The mobs around had a corroboree and decided that they would keep on doing what the Dog Star People had told them in the hope they would come back one day. That’s why there were the Rock Mob that looked after the rocks, the Dingo Mob looked after the dingo, and all the others whose job it was to make sure the earth and everything that lived in it was looked after properly so there was always plenty to go round.
“It wasn’t hard for the whitefellas to beat us when they first came here,” Lincoln observed. “The drought had finished most of us off. There was hardly any of us left.”
“You’re just a blackfella who had a bit of a fright,” an old ginnie told me.
Everyone in the camp rolled around with laughter.
“You’re one of us,” they said, “y’colour ran in the wet.”
I tried sneaking out one night to see if I could find something by the stars but I fell down one of the bear traps I’d made to kill my brother. I used to dig a big hole, cover it with branches and dirt, then try to lure my brother over.
“Come and get me,” I’d tantalise until he got so angry he came after me despite knowing there was quite probably a pitfall.
I had awful difficulty trying to be a blackfella when I was a kid. I kept practising because I wanted to be one when I grew up. A white blackfella.
“A wadjinni,” the old ginnies called me.
“You became one of us,” they laughed. “We never became one of you. You will always be one of us no matter where you are from.”
But Mum and the rest of Menzies mob kept trying to be different from anyone who was born here. They lived their lives dreaming they were somebody else from somewhere else and one day, someday, they really would be both.
They all behaved as if they were forced to live in a cheap motel as refugees in a foreign land they could trash at will while they waited for their castles in Europe to become vacant. One day they would be welcomed back from this backwards exile they were born in and lived in all their lives to a place they’d never seen that they called “home”.
The Remittance Men, the Remos, who lived from pay packet to pay packet sent to them by their aristocratic families on the proviso that they never came back to England, thought they were crazy. They considered their lives in the Outback to be a paradise – freedom. It was thought peculiar to see our country that way. England and, of course, Heaven were the only desires you could have. We were taught that there’s a better place somewhere else, sight unseen. It was what people thought. No one lived where they were.
Mum envied the Menzies mob’s escape artist trickery and their taxpayer-funded trips to Wimbledon and Lords. She fingered the articles and their photographs in the Women’s Weekly. No matter how hard she tried to talk like an aristocrat she couldn’t quite get away from the fact she lived in a town so small it wasn’t even on the map and she was married to a shearer – one who was a law unto himself.
But I had finally done something right in her eyes. I had won a free trip to the city.
Dad parked the ute outside the railway station. Because I was dressed up, he let me sit inside the cabin with him. He lifted me out and put me on the ground. My small black patent leather shoes, white socks and little legs trudged behind him across the chocolate chip earth that had not seen rain for donkey’s years. I hoped to God no one would see me in a dress. We walked up the stairs and onto the railway station platform.
The last time I was here was to act as the cockatoo for Dad and Uncle Rhodie and the others. They were mailing the new policeman back to the Commissioner of Police in the city.
He had come to town and began to throw his weight around by enforcing the law and immediately put out everyone he came across. He’d pinched a few people for driving without a licence, tried to shut the hotel opposite the police station down, and generally caused a terrible ruckus in the town. The final straw for Dad and Uncle Rhodie was when the copper had jailed one of Mum’s cousins. She had been on a bender for three days and was on her way back home to her kids when he pulled her over.
“Do you know who I am?” she asked haughtily.
“Yair,” the copper replied, “you’re a drunk who’s a bloody nuisance behind a wheel.”
He put her in the lockup and the whole town turned out to stare at her. Our jail only had one cell and Mum’s cousin was hanging onto the bars yelling at all and sundry to get her out. Mum had run down with the bail. The copper refused to give her the car back and she had to wait with us until her husband arrived to take her home.
That had torn it for Dad and the others. They grabbed the new copper, hog-tied him then threw him in the back of the ute with me. I kept a lookout for any other law enforcement that might turn up to set him loose. When they got to the railway station they wrote a note to the Police Commissioner and stuck it on the copper, then they put him on the train.
“That’ll teach them to tell us what to do,” they said before they went back to the pub to celebrate their victory.
I stood in the back of the ute with the dog and waited for Dad to come back.
The platform looked huge. The nuns had put our names into a hat and mine was drawn out. I was to go to the city and report back to the school what it was like. All we knew about the city was never to trust anyone who came from it.
“The whole box and dice of them are liars, cheats and thieves, and worse,” Dad added darkly, “politicians.”
Mum’s voice quivered in anxious disappointment, “I can’t wait to go back there. They’re not like that at all.”
In my Sunday best, complete with hat, bag, gloves and mutton and pickle sandwiches wrapped in rainbow wax paper inside a brown paper bag, I waited with Dad until the train finished smothering us in black smoke and making hissing belching noises. Everyone choked from the coal dust. The city was twenty hours away. After the smoke cleared Dad lifted me up the stairs and told me to go down to my seat, sit down and behave myself. I was dwarfed in a large seat at the window, still clutching my bag and sandwiches.
Dad ran along the platform to wave goodbye.
“Behave yourself,” he called out, “behave yourself.”
Suddenly he disappeared in the dark and we roared over the railway bridge past The Mish.
I had been told that they’d had rain in the city. I’d never seen rain and our only pictures of the ocean were in black and white photographs. Our water came out of a bore – fired up by the volcanos that burned under the ground. We all smelled like rotten eggs no matter how much of the baby’s talcum powder we used to cover it. You could always smell people who came from the bush: bore water.
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