Wagga Wagga


Wagga Wagga
Two days before Easter a young man walked into the cafe. He was tall with a forked-legs ungainly gait that was actually the swagger of a shy man and stood at the counter with an almost confrontational air. He acknowledged the proprietor, an attractive woman in her early forties on duty behind the till, with an exploratory smile.
She said: how are you Jack?

He said, long time no see.

He stood with a backward lean which from the deep of the cafe allowed one to see the bald patch in the youthful fur on the top of his head.

In his pocket he played with a bunch of keys.

Give me a special, Meg.

She picked her jeans up at the back and said: tea with that?

Ok. And toast.

Comes with. She shouted to the back: One special!

With a clatter she put onto a tin tray along with a small crock of milk, a small metal teapot in which an infusion was taking place.
Megan said: I hear you’ve been to Oz.

I’ve got a relative out there in Wagga Wagga.

Is that a place?

Abo name.

What, like...

Aborigine.

He smelt the bacon cooking and a feeling of well being rose in him. He exercised his feet in his heavy boots.

What made you go, she said, to Wagga whatever.

Relatives!

O, yeh. Was it a long standing thing? I mean something you wanted to do for a long time? Sit down and I’ll bring your tea.

He didn’t like the questions.

He sat at a window table. The window was big and out there was the sea, variously shaded by the shadows of the few light clouds.

He was hoping they could stick to small talk.

At another table, an old couple – the only other two people in the place – were reading aloud from the menu, the contents of a Majestic breakfast.

Megan put his tea on the table.
What were you doing out there, she said.

I was dagging hoggits. I was a hoggit dagger.

A hoggit dagger in Wagga...

Wagga. Yeh.

What the hell’s a hoggit dagger?

A shout came from the back: Special!

Megan went for it. Jack loved the look of her still youthful buttocks in her jeans. But the demur beauty of her legs and the way they moved made him feel a little sad. 

She came back with his breakfast and put it on his table with a smile. She seemed to be flirting with him.

She said: so what’s this hog thing dagger do?

Jack said: he bites the testicles off the hoggits. They’re small sheep.
O, no! That’s not true! It can’t be!

He put pepper on his breakfast.

Megan, standing before him with raised eyebrows, put her hands in her back pockets.

You have to get your head right in there among the mess. He folded a rasher and put the whole thing in his mouth and chewed mischievously. He was feeling more relaxed. 

You’re having me on!

It was true. He was having her on. He did have relatives in Wagga Wagga but he didn’t go to see them. He didn’t even go to Wagga Wagga. Passed through. He’d actually gone much further into the interior to a place called Menindee near Menindee Lakes on the banks of the Darling River. There were few hogs out there and Jack had certainly never offered his talents to any dagging. He’d worked for six months in the bakehouse in the town producing loaves each new day for the five hundred or so inhabitants. 

He’d arrived in Menindee after hitching a lift on a lumber wagon making a delivery to the small town. That night he’d slept under the stars after preparing himself with a couple of Kookaburra beers and a chapter of Errol Flynn’s My Wicked Wicked Ways. The next morning he stood on the road side where he ate a ‘roo baguette bought in the Darling Bake house, proprietor Ms Honey Osborne. Three hours into his vigil a Ford pickup pulled up and an old maybe one time hog dagger with a white beard and a tight-fitting racing cap told him that there’d be no traffic leaving Menindee on that day and maybe not for many days to come. And so he returned to the Darling bake house where Honey made him a lunch of bird feet in an oriental sauce and invited him to join her in her flourishing enterprise.
He said: I lied. That’s the way they used to do it. Before they mechanised the whole thing.

Megan said: O they used to. But they did do that?

Errol Flynn did it.

Who? 

He swallowed to clear his mouth.

Errol Flynn. A famous film star from, I don’t know, eighty years ago? They still talk about it: how the women used to watch his films with his beautiful mouth that kissed all those stars not knowing where those lips had been. The filth they had been part of.

A shout from the back: Two dinners!

He watched Megan move, pert in her denims. She reminded him of Honey. And he couldn’t help thinking about the other girl. Before he’d left. The tragic one. Honey had been born to take in waifs, turn them into bakers and during the hours when the bread baking and bread selling and the delivery of flour was over, among the honey smells of the risen yeast, into accomplished lovers. And for a moment he imagined Megan, when they’d shut the doors for the evening, luring him into her food store and delivering him of the need that had grown in him since leaving the bake house in Menindee.
Megan went into the back and then returned with the dinners for the old couple, while Jack shovelled in his breakfast. A roast for the old man and a lasagne and chips for the woman. As soon as the plates hit the table the man made a dive for one of her chips as though it were a rite.

Then Megan returned to Jack.

She leaned forward with her hands on the table. He noticed how graceful they were despite her work. Imagined what they might do.

She said: you used to go with Kerry Stodt didn’t you? She lived on Everlasting Hill. Did you hear what happened to her?

No.

Now his breakfasting felt different. The wrong thing to be doing.

No you didn’t know her? You sure?

You got the wrong person.

There was a cold pause. Then she said: Oo, look! A dolphin jumped! Out there. Keep looking. You’ll see it again. Or another.

He kept his head down as she went back behind the counter. He finished the special though it had lost its glamour. He carefully stirred the tea in his pot looking nowhere but at what he was doing. Then he looked out of the window:
What was happening out there became all important.

A couple had stopped on the pavement opposite. The woman was carrying a little black pug wrapped in a pink towel. You could see only its head.

Megan said to the old couple: look at that out there. It’s like a baby.

The old man said: there was something yesterday; dogs don’t like being cuddled.

The man with the pug woman had his own pug on a lead. This one was fawn coloured wearing a white coat with an orange trim like a bonsai flat faced race horse. 
Then the man went off leaving the woman as the sole protector of the two pugs.

What are those? What would you call them, do you think?

The old man said: pugs.

Jack drank his tea, determinedly looking only out of the window. It was a strange day. Already late April but, apart from the pug fest, the town was dead.

After a few minutes the man who’d had the one pug on a lead came back with a bag containing chips he’d bought from the chip shop next to the cafe. The woman put the black pug down and Jack saw it had a leg missing. Had one amputated. That brought a thought to mind he didn’t want to have. Things seem to have gone from bad to worse.

Now he’d have to go to the counter to pay. He suddenly felt vulnerable: fearful of the walk he’d have to make. It was crazy. He imagined all eyes would be on him. Judging him as if they had before them a ledger detailing his life’s crimes. The old couple and Megan herself and the cook who’d just come on from the back.

He walked to the counter like a man condemned.

The cook said: long time no see, Jack. After paying Jack began to walk out. He said: see you.

Megan said: see you Jack.

The cook said: yeh, see you Jack.

Walking towards Rock Street from the cafe, he looked up and saw three crosses on the hill. He remembered how they always did this at Easter. Half way down Rock Street he got to the path that would take him up the hill.

Some way up the path he came to a bench in an area that had been cleared of bracken allowing a view of the old quarry and the fish processing plant below. More than a century earlier, maybe around the time Menindee was first settled, a rail track had been built on Rock Street and stone taken along it from the quarry to the harbour area where it was used to build the jetty. Even earlier than that, before quarry and fish factory and even Wagga Wagga, on a starry night in 1704 a distant relative of Jack’s known as Black Howell had led a smuggling party of about a hundred and fifty unloading salt from three barques on the beach. This was a story he’d been told often as a kid. One that had a cautionary sting in the tail. Eight customs officers turned up and confronted the smugglers who became hostile. The officers fired over the heads of the crowd which only increased their anger. Panicked, the officers shot into the crowd and severely injured Black Howell who became a hero for a short season before having to remove himself to an exile in a neighbouring county. From that time on the progeny of Howell became the children of exile as though it were a condition that possessed their blood. And it was certainly something they would have been fools to ignore.
The hill of the cross overlooked the sea and between the crosses and the sea was a cliff. People in the past had jumped off from this point. There is only so much you can take. The crosses and the hellish cliff seemed to share the symbolism of self-sacrifice – a place to do it. He felt a chill catch him in its gyre. After spending a moment at the central cross, as though to insure himself against whatever was to come, he decided he would walk along the cliff top to the next cove. He guessed by the time he got there it would be early afternoon and he could sit there and think about how he would spend the rest of the afternoon and evening before nine o clock when he knew the cafe closed and Megan would be leaving work.

The walk to the cove had been uneventful. A feeling of loneliness had grown in him. When he sat on the rock he had anticipated he had to fight off tears. A wind had risen and blown into his sky storm clouds. A quarter of a mile off a lone kittiwake rode the wind in almost desultory fashion. He watched it as it dipped and rose as though with purpose while its hopelessness seemed obvious to Jack. His planning came to nothing; he would walk back to his caravan which was parked in the yard of the fish factory in the old quarry.

The yard extended into the far reaches of the quarry where the last digging had been done and the quarry face loomed over the yard with a hostile immovability. 
In the yard beyond the area cleaned out for the artics which would carry the shellfish the factory processed were piles of scallop shells reaching high enough to cause an almost monumental effect against the face of the quarry. The shells filled the air with the smell of a used sea which supplemented the smells from the factory including the scoring smell of the pumping steam. At dusk, the effect of the shell piles was to suggest the burial site of some  ancient, aboriginal people. 

Tucked in against the factory wall was Jack’s caravan.

The inside of the caravan was damp. It smelled like the dark halls where mushrooms were growing on a farm he’d visited with Honey across the river from Menindee. She had come up one evening after a few too many Kookaburras with the idea of getting into making mushrooms soup – a favourite among loggers – on an industrial scale. He laid down and pulled a blanket around him but it was no good his thoughts were chaotic and wouldn’t let him rest. He went out into the yard. The machinery was still running. Men and women still working. One woman wearing white overalls smudged with scallop stains and a white cap passed him and said:

Hi.

He said, Hi and watched her as she walked towards the portacabin at the bottom of the yard. He loved the way her overalls clung to her, tight around her buttocks. He wished he could hold her.

When she came back she stopped and said: how come you’ve got this caravan here? There’s people working here would love to shack up in this.

I knew the boss. Mr. Stodt. I’ve been away. He let me have it while I find my feet again.

Then she said: wasn’t it terrible what happened to his daughter.
He looked at her nervously, felt the weight of his arms; the smell of the fish was overpowering.

Then she said: they say that....

He knew what they say but he had learned not to hear to the end a sentence that began like that.

Later, as dusk fell on his monumental dead end, he thought: I shouldn’t have come back. I should have gone further inland. Into the great unknown. Looked for more bake houses; more Honeys to lose myself with. Grown out of that longing for home.
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