Chapter 2 – Sheep and Shooting

After the break for a well-deserved lunch and a long drink of water, they returned to the stock paddock. 

“Right, you drongos, we need to sort this lot out,” said JL, pointing to the mass of sheep in the paddock. He was carrying an old can filled with an oily red mixture. There was a stick poking out of it “I’ll raddle the hoggets so we can sort them later.”

“What is raddle?” asked Charlie.

“And Hoggets, please?” added Sunny.

“This is raddle,” said JL, shaking the tin. “It’s a dye mixed with oil, which is used to mark sheep. The oil is so it doesn’t wash off. When sheep are for the works, we mark them on their noses. The hoggets are the sheep between one and two years old. Lambs are up to a year old, and if it’s older than two years, it’s a mutton.”

“You can tell hoggets by their teeth,” added Matty. “We’ll show you in a bit. First we need these sheep penned.” He whistled to GG, who immediately jumped over the fence. “Open that gate over these,” he pointed.

The dog stayed low as he approached the sheep, which all stood and stared at him. They began pushing each other as he came close, and those closest to the open gate started to stream through. One group decided to go the other way, but GG quickly jumped up and headed them off, so they turned and ran after their fellow flock members.

The pens were much more crowded than the paddock, this meant that the sheep could not escape as easily.

JL passed the raddle to Sunny. “You do the marking,” he said, “All they need is a visible mark across the face. “You,” he pointed to Charlie, “get to help us catch the sheep.”

The four men climbed into the pen, and JL and Matty each grabbed a sheep and easily twisted it so that it was on its backside, with the head leaning against the men’s thighs. The sheep seemed calm in this position, unlike the bleating, milling mass around them. JL forced his fingers into the sides of the sheep’s mouth, opening it.

“Sunny, Charlie, take a look,” the stockman said. “These teeth are missing, so this is a hogget.” He pointed to the incisors at the front of the sheep’s mouth. “Since the damn blueskins took over, we also call hoggets those which have those teeth, as long as the teeth don’t show any wear, just like those damn Kiwis do.” He slipped his fingers out, and the sheep started to chew, as if to remove a bad taste. There was a long-standing rivalry between Australians and New Zealanders, in spite of the fact that many stock workers in Australia were actually Kiwis.

“This one’s a ram, so you can mark him,” he said to Sunny, who solemnly pulled the stick out, and painted a line across the sheep’s face. “Don’t mark any ewes. I want to keep them for breeding.”

They walked over to Matty, who opened his sheep’s mouth, showing yellow teeth, which had abundant signs of wear. “Ya can see the difference in this old lady,” he said. 

“Mark her, too,” said JL. “See her teats? She hasn’t had a lamb this year, so she may be barren. Don’t make those decisions yourself lads. Let me and Matty decide, we’ve had the experience.”

“Now, lets sort some sheep.” With that comment, he walked towards the next sheep, keeping a careful eye behind him. He knew he was in for some fun.

JL wasn’t disappointed. When Charlie leaned over his first sheep to try to twist her over, like he had seen Matty and JL do so effortlessly, he got a shock. The sheep collapsed beneath him, then squirmed out from his arms, giving him a kick below the belt in the process. Charlie collapsed, in surprise and a bit of pain. 

JL grinned, Sunny looked surprised, but Matty wasn’t as restrained.

“Strewth, mate. If you keep doing that, you should wear a box!” Referring to a piece of cricketing protective apparel. 

“When you grab them, you grab their armpit, and pull quickly, or they get away,” was the sage advice from JL. “I remember when Matty first tried, he needed an ice pack,” he added with a grin, which brought a frown from Matty.

“They had a big target,” replied Matty, a bit defensively.

“Tell it to the Sheilas,” responded JL. “Lets get cracking.”

With that, they got to work. JL and Matty grabbed sheep and seemed to have no trouble, and most of the sheep they chose were marked. Charlie was having a lot more difficulty at first, but by mid-afternoon, he was managing to catch and examine a sheep successfully nine times out of ten. Still, only half the sheep he caught were marked.

“We know what to look for,” replied JL, when he raised this point. “We’ll make a jackaroo out of you yet.”

Sunny also had his chance to try, but the slightly built man had a lot more difficulty wrestling the sheep over, so he soon went back to the marking duties.

By mid-afternoon, they had marked over a hundred sheep, enough for one deck of a road-train. They were all hot, sweaty, and covered in the greasy lanolin from the sheep’s fleeces, which made the dust stick to them.

The final job of sorting the raddled sheep into a separate paddock awaited them. This involved sending the sheep down a chute, a long, narrow passage, only wide enough for a single sheep, and so tight that they could not turn around. Further along, the passage split into two, a “Y” shaped arrangement, with a gate which swung backwards and forward, so that the sheep could be sorted. This was when the positioning of the raddle marks became obvious, it enabled the person on the gate to move it as he saw which sheep were going where.

JL started at this post, but Matty had to take over, because he could see that JL was getting more and more upset, at the thought of losing some of his precious merinos. JL had spent most of his lifetime developing his flock, and had bred them to be perfect for this environment. Many of them he had helped during lambing. He didn’t mind the rams as much, but he had had to also choose a number of older ewes, who could potentially still bear a number of lambs, and further improve his flock.

JL looked over the penned animals morosely. They had been given fodder and plenty of water to calm them, and prepare them for their final journey. “I’m going to come up light,” he said to Matty, casting his expert eye over the sheep. “I’ll need you to bag about a dozen roos tonight, to make up the difference. You can kip in the bunkhouse, after you’ve cleaned up.”

With that they turned away from the pen. Matty took GG, and shut him in an enclosed kennel. He knew that GG could be trusted to stay in the garden back home, but here on a station, the temptation of all those sheep would be too much. Kelpies have been known to spend an entire night herding sheep, from one end of the paddock to the other, exhausting both themselves and the sheep, such was the desire to herd that had been bred into their line.

-- x --

Matty set off with Charlie that evening, in his Ute. He had carefully checked his gun before setting out.

“I bloody hate killing roos, its such a shonky biz. You gottta sneak up on the bastards, spotlight them, get them sighted in the telescopic sight and then pull the trigger. You also have to do a clean head-shot or you’ve wasted your time, and their life. It’s enough to make you heave.” Like many stock workers, Matty didn’t like the kangaroos because they ate the grass which was supposed to be for the farm animals. Indeed, before the Subjugation, there had been a campaign to cull about 400,000 a year to control their numbers. Being forced to do it had changed many minds.

“The worst of it is when you kill a female by mistake, cause they always have a young joey, you have to kill that as well, cause there’s no ways a Joey can survive by itself and anyone who says it can is just bullshiting themselves. Yeah, love having that on my conscience. Still can’t sleep some nights from those dreams. Fucking Faey, its not enough that you make us slaughter our precious merinos, you force us to kill our national symbol for meat as well. No fucking job for a normal person, this just gives me the shits,” added Matty bitterly.

They had switched on the spotlights, as well as the headlights on the Ute. Charlie was standing up, with his upper body through the large skylight in the roof of the cab, panning the spotlights around. Finally, they spotted some kangaroos, by the glow of their eyes. Noticing the roos lazing by some eucalyptus trees in the distance, Matty slowed the Ute to halt and said “Keep the spot on them mate, and lets go.”

With that, he stood up next to Charlie and sighted the first roo with his telescopic sights. It was a male Eastern Grey, probably about 2 meters long and weighing 60 kilos. It was lying under a eucalyptus tree, with several more from its mob around it. Matty breathed in and then let his breath out, and slowly pulled the trigger to kill the creature whose ancestors had been in Australia for millions of years before his own.

After killing six roos, they drove up to them, and heaved the carcasses into a pile on to a tarpaulin in the back of the Ute. Matty checked the pouches of the females, and had to wrench the necks of three joeys. He did this with tears in his eyes. “These don’t have a chance, mate” he explained to Charlie. “That one,” he said, pointing to a young kangaroo, which was looking at them accusingly, “Has a chance, so I’ll give it to him. Odds are, though, he’ll be taken by foxes or dingoes, but that’s better then them going after lambs.” 

They drove for a while longer, and by the end of a couple of hours, had killed another eight kangaroos, plus three wallabies. Once the spotlight was blinding them, they had all been sitting targets, and Matty had quickly killed each one with a single shot to the head. They were both glad that there were no wounded animals to chase down.

“Do we head back now?” asked Charlie, stifling a yawn. He had decided to practice his pitching, rather than taking a nap after the sheep sorting.

“No, now the real work starts,” replied Matty. “We have to gut and dress them, before taking them back.”

They unloaded all the carcasses onto another tarpaulin, and erected a standing frame to the back of the Ute, slotting it into holes at the back. Matty went to the cabin and after packing away his rifle, pulled out several containers. One was clearly a water tank, the others contained other things.

“We start by cleaning up,” said Matty. He pointed to a dispenser. “That’s anti-bacterial stuff, spray it on your hands even if you think you’re clean. Do it again after we deal with each carcass.” He was all business, the usual light-hearted manner gone. He passed a panel to Charlie. “We also wear gloves to prevent contamination. You fill in the paperwork.”

The panel was lit up, showing a form which read “Field Dressing Record.”

Matty started by quickly cutting a slash at the back of the right leg of each roo, wiping the knife between each cut. With that done, they lifted each carcass onto a hook hanging from the frame. Matty carefully examined each, before hanging, making sure that they were fit for consumption. The next thing he did, was decapitate each body, throwing the heads into the back of the Ute.

“Time was, we would just leave the heads, but GG loves to chew them.” He explained to Charlie.

He then quickly slashed open the front of the carcass, and after a twist of the knife near the rectum, a large mass of guts was forced out of the body. Charlie was quite green at this point, and backed away. Matty glanced at him and said, “If you’re gonna chuck a Technicolor snake, do it away from here. You’ll contaminate the meat.”

That was enough to make Charlie rush off, and Matty soon heard the sound of retching from the bushes. “That boy’s gonna have to toughen up,” he thought as he carried on. To his surprise, Charlie returned, and after cleaning up, came to help him move the now prepared carcasses to the racks nearer the cab.

“They need to be spaced, so that they cool quickly,” explained Matty, as he applied tags to each carcass. “We now need to get them to JL’s cold room. “The wallabies are too small to be worth processing for consumption, but a dog’s got to eat too. GG’s never had to eat canned shit in his life.”

Matty never failed to find it ironic, that the one thing the Faey shared unstintingly was all the advantages of their advanced technology and sciences. In the space of the few short years since their arrival, they had completely renovated, refined and transformed the entire scientific and technological base of the entire planet.

Doctors were performing medical procedures daily, that only a few years ago could only be imagined in sci-fi novels. The scourge of cancer was over, as was AIDS and most other diseases. Limbs could be regrown, and serious injuries treated so that after life threatening accidents the patients could be walking around in days, whilst previously they would have had months in a sickbed. Agriculture and Mining had been so totally revolutionised that Earth’s previous endeavours could by comparison only be called primeval.

The most ubiquitous piece of technology was the cell phone. It easily fit in the hand, but because of holographic controls and screens, it no longer needed tiny fingers, or squinting at a small screen to see messages. Another innovation of the Faey was a better version of the good old GPS, called a Universal Location Code, or ULC. A person could literally pinpoint a position on a far off planet, that would take weeks and weeks of travel by Hyper-subspace at Warp ten on the starship Enterprise to get there. With it, by means of a cell phone, one’s position could be located anywhere in the 72 systems of the Faey Empire, as well as the easiest route to any location. To Matty’s mind this was more than a shade of Orwell’s “Big Brother,” however, sometimes it did have its advantages as like right now. Though all in all, Matty couldn’t help but wonder if it was really worth the price they were paying.

Matty picked up his cell phone and ordered it to ring JL. JL’s face soon appeared in the small screen.

“The deed’s done mate,” said Matty.

“Oh, you beauty!” replied JL

“I’m going to stay on, so that I can get a bearing on the fastest route back.”

“Yeah, no worries. The boys are ready with the chiller. So how did it go?”

“Piece of piss, you won’t have to worry about this mob any more... By the way, why exactly can you use this system? Isn’t it military and all that?”

“Nah not really. As a registered practitioner of animal husbandry, I’m entitled to use it as long as I need to. In reality it’s sometimes the only way to keep track of everyone. The old cellphone networks didn’t have coverage here, and the radio doesn’t work all the time with all the gullies around the place. It’s probably one of the few good things that we have from the Faey.” 

“Guess so,” answered Matty, non-committally. 

“Yeah mate, and I’m so sorry. I know how much you really hate doing this shit, but honestly, I’m really up the fucking creek with the latest quota, and I can’t spare anyone,” said JL sadly. “You’re one of the few licensed shooters left around here.”

“Trust me, old man, it’s a hell of a load better than a poke up the arse,” replied Matty with a sly smile. 

“Old? Who the hell are you calling old, you fucking little dipstick! You might think the sun shines out of your arse, but let me tell you, if your brains were gunpowder, you couldn’t blow off your hat! Let me tell you something else you bloody maggot, your mother should have thrown you away and kept the stork!” JL replied with not a little fire. 

Taking the Mickey out of JL was not for the faint hearted, that was sure. However, one had to enjoy the small pleasures of life where one could. 

“You’re such...” 

“JL, sorry to interrupt your riveting dialogue and all that shit, But I’m tired, and want to head back for some shut-eye.” 

Taking a deep breath, JL answered a bit more rationally. “Ok, head on in. We’ll have some cocoa ready for you.” 

“No worries. OK mate, I’m getting off, see ya in a few.” 

Glancing at the time on his phone, he realised that if they arrived within the next half an hour, then he would have time to have a quick wash up at JL’s and make it home by one thirty in the morning. 

He didn’t think the vicar would appreciate it much if he showed up to the service wearing grass stained mole skin blue trousers, his Barmah Sundowner and his by now, quite dirty and dusty long sleeved shirt. 

They headed back to the station, with Charlie visibly nodding off, in spite of the rough track. Matty drove slowly and carefully, not wanting any of the carcasses to be jolted off the rack in the back of his Ute.

The buildings came into view, lit up by the lights, with moths visibly fluttering around them. Pulling up to a stop right next to one of the outbuildings, Matty was surprised to see Sunny and Lennie out there with JL. Lennie was a tall and lanky bloke in his early thirties. He was a born banana-bender from up Ipswich way. During the whole reshuffling of people under the Subjugation, he had the great luck to end up working for JL, and had liked the place so much, that he had married a local girl and settled down. Besides becoming JL’s second hand man, he also doubled as an opening batsman for the local team. 

“G’day, Lennie,” said Matty as he got out of the car.

“G’day, Matty. So, how many did you cull?”

“Fourteen,” replied Matty, “mostly from the north-west paddock.” 

“Good-on-yer-mate, looks you have got heaps of the buggers,” said Lennie enthusiastically, patting Matty on the back.

“Yeah, whatever.” intoned Matty morosely.

Turning to the duo chatting by the cabin of the Ute, where Charlie was talking in an excited voice about the hunt, Lennie yelled at them. “Charlie, Sunny, you lazy poofters, get your arses over here, we have work to do. Now’s not the time to be farting about.” 

With smirks on their faces obviously well used to unique usage of English to be found only in the environs of Australia, the two left the cabin and made their way towards the back. 

Wearing special work gloves, Sammy and Charlie proceeded to carry the prepared carcasses, quite neatly into the chill room. With all the hands available, the Ute was quickly unloaded and washed down, cleaning the blood off it. Matty kept a roo head and a wallaby with him, leaving the others in JL’s cool room.

For some reason, all that Matty was able to feel watching them carry the bloodied carcasses from the back of Ute to hang the chiller, was a strange sense of melancholy. The sight of the long, rectangular room, and the feel of the cold air within made Matty shiver, and he thought of his mate Trev who would soon also be lowered into a long, rectangular grave. He felt a rare empathy for the kangaroos, who had wanted nothing more than to be fed, happy and free and now even that was denied to them. Fuck! He hated this world sometimes. 

The job done, Matty headed for his Ute slowly, and Lennie giving a quick glance, quickly sized up the situation. Motioning silently with his hand to the duo, they said quickly said goodbye and Matty drove off with out a word. As he drove home with GG by his side, the rock still jackaroo was staring into the distance trying to hold back the tears that were already streaming down his face. 

-- x --

After getting home, and sleeping through most of the morning, the next day passed in a blur. Matty to this day was not sure how he did it, he somehow ended up washed, clothed and on time for the service. The service took place at the St. Mary’s Anglican Church, in nearby Kilcoy, since Linville didn’t have a church of its own. The deceased was buried at the small Moore-Linville Cemetery, that was shared by those two communities. Despite being small, it was quite well kept and well maintained.

The service was small but dignified, with most of those who could make it, come to see one of their local sons accompanied properly to his final rest. The local community was small, so everyone knew everyone else. Even those who had disagreements or minor feuds would come together to pay respects to one of their own. 

The funeral possession was slowly and orderly arriving at the proscribed time, which caused more than one local to quip that at least Trev didn’t arrive late for his own funeral. 

With the sounds of the vicar’s prayers interfaced with the heart rending cries of the newly bereaved widow, who had to be physically restrained by her family, the coffin was slowly lowered into the earth. Matty looked on with a unreadable expression on his face. As his absolute truest and oldest friend was being laid to rest, all he could feel was not sadness or tears for he had none now, but an almost unholy anger. Anger that was so hot that it was nigh unquenchable. Those bitches were going to pay. He didn’t know how, but by all that was holy they would!

-- x --

Matty was quite surprised to receive a call from JL the next morning, telling him that he had decided that now would be a great time for shearing some of his flock. “Them bastards in Brisie are only paying me for meat, so I’ll be damned if they get the wool for free!” was how he put it. “Also, bring yer manicure set.”

He had the sheep gathered in, therefore had decided to employ the best pair in the region to get it done. Matty appreciated the gesture for what it was, and told him that he was on his way. He knew that the shearing would not take too long, and they had both noticed the other day, that some of the sheep needed their feet checked. The hooves of sheep would normally wear down as they walked and grazed, but sometimes the wear was uneven. In these cases, the sheep could end up crippled, so the stock men would trim the hooves.

To Matty, there was simply nothing in life as enjoyable as the simple pleasure of working with a sheep dog to herd sheep where you needed them to go. It was for this that the great Australian sheep dog, the kelpie, had been bred, and it was this that they did best.

After working through the morning, and finishing up a little early, Matty had time to run home to get his cricket gear, and be in time for team practice. Due to their small size, they didn’t actually have their own batting nets, cage or pitch and used the one in Esk. In a deal worked out with the local council, they practised on different days than the local team, and used the pitch on alternative weekends, when the other team usually played away games. It worked out well, providing the locals with a weekly game to attend. They all wondered what would happen if the two teams should ever meet.

Arriving before anyone else, he found a good parking place, under the shade of a eucalyptus tree, in which he parked his beat up brown coloured Ute. The oval was quite small as far as ovals go, but was more than adequate for their needs. The old name before the Subjugation used to be “Coominya Cricket Oval,” but afterwards it was re-named for a brave local son. Not willing to live under the Faey after their original arrival, he tried to organise a local resistance, but was soon routed out and shot, as a example for all others. The oval might be small, but it bore its name “Syd Linde Oval” with a quiet pride. The locals had managed to persuade their occupiers that by keeping the lad's name prominent, it would remind people of what could happen if anyone tried to resist the Faey.

The quiet oval was surrounded by a white picket fence. A small viewing pavilion, along with a dressing shed was found along the northern side. There was also an office and garage space for the groundsman to store his equipment. On the southern side of the oval, the batting nets were set up.

The dressing shed, or changing room, was surprisingly spacious and modern. A shower room and small room for the physiotherapist were off to the side. On opposite sides of the room were rows of lockers, with each team member having their own. Matty’s locker, number 23, was the first in the row, and cause of many a fight by certain whingers who wanted to bag it for their own. “Fuck them,” smiled Matty to himself. Opening the combination lock, Matty removed his training gear and placed it on the bench in front of him. He then happened up to glance at the locker next to his, number 24. Its door was half open, revealing that it was now empty and its contents gone. That had been Trev’s locker. 

For as long as he could remember, right back to when he was an Ankle biter, almost every team he had been in, Trev had been there as well. Be it footy in the winter, or cricket in the summer. Hell, they even went to “The Tab” together to place a flutter on the Greyhounds. Mind you, he was the one that usually placed the bet and you know what they said - if it was raining palaces he’d be the one hit on the head by a dunny door.

That cheerful thought was soon replaced by one of a more morbid nature, as the loss of his best mate continued to tear a hole in his heart. He was reminded of a bit of verse he had picked up somewhere. This melancholy London - I sometimes imagine that the souls of the lost are compelled to walk through its streets perpetually. One feels them passing like a whiff of air.

“Oh mate!” sighed Matty out loud. Matty too felt he wasn’t alone. He could almost feel his mate there, felt that if he looked hard enough, he would see his face and hear that wicked laugh of his rolling of his tongue.

Not wanting to be left with his morbid thoughts, Matty quickly changed, put on his gear and took his bat, pads, gloves, helmet and water bottle out of his bag or “cricket coffin” as it was know in cricket jargon, and proceeded out the door. He filled up the water bottle by the tap and sink outside the dressing shed. As he walked away, a waiting galah flew up for a drink. The galahs were local pink cockatoos, which often lapped up drips in taps, rather than flying to waterholes. Several other galahs were waiting nearby for their turn at the water, and a second one flew up and started arguing with the one which was hanging under the tap. 

Matty then followed the path that went from the changing rooms to the field. Placing his bat, pads and bottle in the shade near the fence, Matty proceeded to warm up and stretch lightly to prepare himself for the task ahead.

In dribs and drabs, the rest of the usual suspects arrived. JL arrived in his truck, bringing along with him Lennie, Sunny and Charlie. The Team’s wicket keeper, Chris Hartely arrived next, along with him was Michael Love, Billy Brown and Ron Archer. Clinton Perren came next and Joe Daves brought Nicole Curtis, or Nicky as she was known to the lads.

The LCC, or Linville Cricket Club were quite unique in that they were the only side in the whole competition that would let a woman play. The simple reason for this was that she could bat and field very, very well, better than most blokes, she was JL’s niece, and they really didn’t care what anyone else thought about it. More than one other team had lost by underestimating her. The relatively small community also made finding enough people for a full team a struggle as well, even in such a sport-mad country as Australia.

JL doubled as playing captain and coach, and soon had everyone warmed up and running laps around the oval. A real hard-nosed bastard was JL when it came to playing cricket, and he wasn’t nicknamed by the squad “Captain Grumpy” for nothing.

Practice usually consisted of three parts. The first being fielding and catching practice.

Cricket is a really interesting sport, in which you are expected to catch or stop and field a red leather covered, hard cork cricket ball, that can be leaving the bat at a speed in excess of 130 kmph. (80 mph) Not only that, you’re bloody well expected to catch that speeding red bullet with your bare hands. No gloves are allowed, so it’s not a game for the faint hearted. People have been killed playing cricket, which was why those fielding close to the batsman often wear protective headgear. The ball can be coming straight, or it can be spinning, which can cause it to jump out of your hands if you are not prepared.

The second part of training consisted of time in the Nets. The team would split into two, with the batsman padding up and putting on their helmets and batting gloves. They would then proceed to the Nets. The Nets, or the batting cage as it was also known, were oblong shaped, fenced in on three sided by netting, usually running the length of a cricket pitch. At the end of the pitch was the wicket, which consisted of three sticks approximately 71 cm high. The batsman stood in front of these, with bat in hand, and unlike baseball, the cricket bat resting on the ground. The bowlers job is to hit those sticks and get the batsman out, the batsman’s job is to bloody well stop him from doing it.

Since by the rules of the game, a bowler isn’t allowed to bend his elbow when he bowls, he usually takes a big run up, before bowling the ball to generate speed. Thus the team’s bowlers would run in from the open side of the nets and try to get the batsmen out. The bowlers would try to help train the batsman, with certain shots that they felt needed working on, and vice versa. Also, unlike baseball, in cricket the bowler will bounce the ball off the pitch at different angles, speeds and lengths in order to entice the batsman into making a mistake. The batsman can also play up to 13 different types of shot, depending on just where the ball lands and how it pitches.

In professional cricket, new balls are used at the beginning of every match, and as they wear over the game, their characteristics change, making different types of play possible. Since new balls cost over a hundred dollars, amateur players work with old balls.

The mood in the batting nets was understandably quite subdued. The usual banter and display of friendly one-upmanship was noticeably missing from the normally lively batting sessions. It was usually like a mini game with-in a game there in the Nets, with bragging rights at the pub going to the winner. After about forty to fifty minutes the positions were reversed, and the batsman had a crack at the bowlers who had now padded up to bat. 

Charlie and Sunny really proved their worth. Charlie was really seriously bloody quick, a real old time express bowler. Easily able to crank it up to speeds of over 80 mph, yet at the same time retaining the ability to retain a good line, or length, or in layman’s terms, accuracy. This was a great skill in and of itself when one is bowling that quickly. Even though he hadn’t picked up a ball in almost three years, and was seriously out of form, it was quite noticeable that the more he practised, the more the skill returned. That, as well as outstanding ability, had propelled him to play in his County’s first Eleven in the first place. 

Sunny also proved that he retained the skills, attitude and all round class that had made him such a valued member of his team’s bowling attack. With his right handed leg spin, he soon had the ball weaving and turning at almost right angles, confusing and bamboozling even Nicole who was by far their best player off spin bowling. 

This was followed by a cooling down session comprising of stretches and the like. Since no player wanted to carry a niggle or pain into the match, they took both the warms up and cooling down sessions very, very, seriously. The last thing you wanted to do was let the team down by being side lined by an injury. This was critical because they only just had enough people to field a team, with one reserve.

Walking as a group towards the path that led up from the oval to the changing rooms, Matty and the others passed Stan, the main groundsman, who had just driven his small motorised lawn mower out onto the oval, starting to prepare the oval for that weekend’s game. Giving the players a wave, which they returned with a few shouts of “Hallo,” and “G’day,” he turned his attention to ensuring that his oval and the cricket pitch were of the highest quality that everyone had come to expect. Stan had in fact won an award or two, for his custodianship of the oval, and he was justifiably very proud of it. Stan’s pitches almost always played true, making it a pure contest between the bat and the ball. 

Reaching the dressing rooms, the boys said goodbye to Nicky, as there weren’t really any facilities for a woman, so she usually went straight home from practice to clean up. Piling into the changing the room, each member of the squad went to his locker, to remove his now sweat ridden training garb, and grab a towel and enter the showers. 

Slowly the atmosphere of the changing room, returned to normal, that is, to that unusual blend of banter and camaraderie, that is only to be found in a team changing rooms though out the world. As usual there was a lot of banter about some prima donnas, who took more time than needed to perfect their looks. 

Nor did Matty’s woeful fielding escape a spray from certain members of the squad. As a sign of the beginning of acceptance within the squad, neither Charlie nor Sunny entirely escaped it either. Being English in a room of parochial Australians can be tough at times. 

“OK, listen up you dags,” screamed JL out over the general hum and bustle, as most of the now showered squad were dressing and ready to leave. 

The room became quiet to let Captain Grumpy say his piece. 

“Firstly, we wanna welcome Charlie and Sunny to the squad, and say how bloody glad we are to have them here.”

Cheers broke out across the changing room to which Charlie responded with a wave of the hand and Sunny with a bright smile and nod of the head to all. 

“Hopefully, with these boys in the team, we can finally show those fucking nongs a thing or two.” 

“About bloody time,” shouted out Chris Hartely, who besides being the teams wicket keeper was also the vice captain. 

“Too right!” said Matty out loud to the nods and agreement of the entire team. 

LCC’s record against their fierce foes hadn’t been too flash as of late, with more ticks in the ‘L’ for Lost column than the ‘W’ for Win column, and this was something that really disappointed and upset the very proud and usually upbeat mob. 

Sunny gave a knowing look to Charlie to which he replied to with a slight smile and nod. Both understood that unique nature of Australians, that they would not show any mercy or give any quarter on the playing field, not yielding even an inch. Yet the moment the match finished, win or lose, they would to man sit down with their opponents and enjoy a chinwag over a beer or two. 

“Anyway’s,” continued Captain Grumpy “The next practice is on Friday arvo, after work. Plus all yous wankers better show up tonight at the boozer, cause we have to have a team meeting. I don’t want to catch any dimwits,” giving a sharp glance at Clinton, “even thinking about fucking wagging tonight’s meeting!” 

“Look, JL, don’t chuck a wobbly! I said I’ll be there and I shall.” said Clinton quite defensively.

“You’d better,” growled JL. 

“OK, all you dingdongs. Skedaddle out of here and leave me in some peace.” 

“I’ll ring Nicky and tell about her about the meeting.” offered Billy. “Seeing as she isn’t exactly here at the moment.” Billy was the true gentleman of the group.

“Shame about that,” whispered Michael Love with a wink to Joe Daves, who gave a smirk. Nicole was quite a spunk, a fact not lost on many of the randy young blokes in the squad. 

“Thanks, mate. She’s probably at home by now, you can catch her there.”

With that, they bid their goodbyes, and went their separate ways. 

-- x --

If you had to pick one place that exemplified the local version of a communal centre, then The Linville Hotel would be your place. Serving all sectors of the community, be it with their Coffee bar, with the best cappuccinos in the district, or the pub with all the XXXX you could drink. Most of the local business, be it commercial, social or otherwise, was discussed there over a cold beer or hot cappuccino, in the case of the local women. You could get a hot meal there or a take-away, and you had to go to Brisbane to get a Thai meal that was half as good.

The building was built in 1892, and had originally been built over 25 km south of there. It had gone through a number of changes of name, and been moved four times, before finally arriving in Linville. Over this time, it had even picked up a ghost, called “Woodsey” by the locals, who was fond of rearranging things. Its history was on its walls, with old tools and photos of the area from the earliest settlers, who had been its patrons, to more recent pictures of the owner and his family.

The entire town held Keith in the highest admiration. No one in the entire town, or region for that matter, had a bad word to say about him. Not only was he friendly and courteous, his work ethic was second to none. He might have gotten up with the sparrow’s fart and worked till late at night, yet even if he was working flat out, he would stop and greet you with a nod or smile. In the slower times, he would join you with a schooner in hand. He ran the place with his Burmese wife, a beauty by the name of Nanda. It caused quite a few shockwaves throughout the community when he had married her, but after a while, most of the community accepted her as one of their own, though some dickheads still gave him grief over it from time to time. They had a beautiful seven-year-old daughter by the name Chontae. 

So much was Keith’s watering hole an intrinsic part of the community, that he actually organised many well attended events, such as crab races at Easter, and the picnic races first Saturday in September. The Thursday nights “Publicans Purse” and the Pool Competition were usually packed out events has well. 

Keith also had a big soft spot for the guys of the LCC. Until a few seasons ago, he himself had been an active member of the squad, but a dodgy back and bad hammys had forced him to retire. He tried to show his support by hosting the team meeting at his pub, and when he could, showing up at matches be it Saturday or Sunday, to barrack for the team. 

Matty as usual arrived a little early, and helped Keith set up the tables and chairs for the meeting. The meeting would be taking place in the back half of the bar, almost along the wall, giving them their privacy, yet at the same time letting them enjoy the environment. Sometimes after the meeting, a few blokes would stay to play billiards as well in the pool-room. 

Clinton Perren arrived next, obviously anxious not to have a repeat earbashing from JL on the fact that he had missed the last meeting. After greeting Keith and Matty, he went into the kitchen to bring out the sammies and drinks that Nanda had kindly prepared. Thanking her with a nod and a smile, he made sure to watch her out of the corner of eye, or “catching a perv” as it was known in Australia, for she was a still strikingly beautiful woman.

Placing the sammies and drinks at strategic positions along the pushed-together tables, he found himself a seat, as far away from the one that he knew JL would be using, trying to live up to the old saying of out of sight is out of mind.

Next to arrive was Nicky, dressed in a tight white T-shirt and jeans, that couldn’t help but show off her beautiful face, athletic figure, and more than ample assets. Nicky exemplified many of the characteristics found in Aussie girls, such a unique largeness in personality both in volume and presence, a personal self-strength, love of a good laugh, even a bit of (or completely) outrageous behaviour, accompanied by the fact that they don’t take themselves all that seriously. She also had a serious shook on for Matty, of which Matty was well aware. But as things stood at the moment, with all the shit going on in his life, a sheila was the last thing he needed in his life, especially one who in many ways was a bit like his kid sister, all be it a bloody hot little sister.

“Librarian!” she exclaimed brightly, coming over towards him. 

“Rowdy, how are ya?” he replied with a warm smile. She came over to Matty and give him a hug that went on a tad too long. Matty wasn’t sure if Nicky herself actually realised the depths of her affection or how much she was telegraphing them. Whilst she wasn’t actually an ankle biter, she was a good three or four years younger than he was.

Cricket has a rich tradition of using nicknames, and the LCC was no exception. The squad members often referred to each other by these nicknames as often they used their real names. These nicknames were inspired by events, quirks in personality, or sometimes by almost divine inspiration.

Matty’s nickname was actually a newer one, it was a nod to Matty’s almost compulsive need at times to bury his head in a book. It was one of the few rare places he could find peace and solace for his soul, amongst the heartbreak and emotional debris that had become his life. He also collected old SF books, which he often lent out to his friends and neighbours.

Rowdy needed no explanation. Clinton’s was Raven as in ‘stark raving mad.’ Sunny had already been anointed ‘The Wall’ or great wall of India, and Charlie had been given the moniker of another great fast bowler ‘White Lighting’ or WL for short, and he was more than a bit chuffed by the fact. 

Delicately removing himself from her embrace, Matty took half a step back so as to give them some room and asked, “So, how’s the family, lass?”

“Yeah, fine, though my big brother is trying to grow some face fungus.”

“Fair dinkum?”

“Yeah. Stupid bastard thinks it looks good, I tell you it’s fucking ugly. I told him, but does the stupid dill lissen to me?” A huge look of disgust passing over her pretty face.

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,” replied Matty with a sly smile.

“Fuck off,” replied Rowdy, with a drop of smile. “Where’s the Governor General?” she asked, noticing that he was absent from Matty’s side. In many ways the GG was the team’s mascot, and was accorded special privileges because of it. One of them being that he usually attended the team meeting in the hotel, where no other animal was allowed. He was tremendously spoilt by the whole squad, and especially by Nanda, who was always sneaking him treats on the sly.

“I left him with that lazy ass brother of mine back home, he looked a little buggered from all the hard work we’ve been doing these past few days.”

“Fair enough. So Matty, do you think we can really knock over those bastards this time?”

“With Charlie and Sunny on board, I think we are going to be in with a real chance.”

“Good! Cause those bodgy dipsticks really deserve it, plus their captain is really a prick. He’s got tickets on himself!”

“Nah. He’s not that bad a bloke.”

“Well, he hasn’t tried to crack onto you now, has he?” said Rowdy with a look of real disgust on her face.

“Should bloody hope not, The poop chute ain’t my thing.” To which they both burst out laughing. Matty really did have something a soft spot for Nicky. Despite her sometimes sewer mouth, she was quite a funny, intelligent and quite a motivated lass. She was, believe or not an A student in a local university (in fact she was the dux of her class), studying of all things, Engineering. Nicky was living proof that you can’t judge a book by its cover. With her looks and figure, she could easily have made it as a model, but for some strange reason this never quite interested her, though she had done the odd photo shoot here and there, much to the delight of many of the local male populous. Even Matty, who had a geeze, when she asked him for his opinion, admitted that they were very good. 

“I could eat a horse, and chase the jockey,” said Joe Daves or FOT. That particular nickname had been given to him after JL blasted him for shoddy fielding during a match calling him a ‘Fucking Old Tart,’ which had been shorted to FOT and the name had stuck. He made his way to the table and started getting stuck in to the sammies. 

Whilst Matty and Nicky continued to reminisce, JL arrived with the rest of the gang, who quickly seated themselves. JL then turned to the two still schmoozing at the bar, and shouted out with a sly smile. “OK, you love birds, enough, we have a meeting to run.” To which Nicky turned a bright red and Matty responded with a roll of the eyes and a smile and a shrug, and they each found their places on either side of JL. In reality, JL would have been as pleased as punch for his niece to go out with and end up with such a solid bloke as Matty, who would respect her and treat her like a queen. He would proud to welcome such a good bloke into the family. 

After ensuring that the team was set up with drinks, Keith wandered over to the other side of the pub and flipped on the telly. For whatever reason, it opened up to the INN. The sound of the blue skinned spokeswoman speaking Faey filled the Pub, reaching over to even where the team was seated. 

One of the interesting by products about the subjugation had been the implanting of the Faey language in hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of humans that had worked the farms. This was especially necessary in Australia, because workers had been brought together from around the world, to boost the local workforce. Not only was it a means to speak with the Faey, who often refused to speak the local tongue, there was now also a common language with which literally any person from any country or race could communicate with some one else. It was not uncommon to hear even in Brisbane, humans speaking with other humans in Faey.

“Oi, turn that crap off, or at least turn on to a real station! This is Australia mate, here we speak the Queen’s English, not some foreign dog shit!” said Matty out loud to the nods and agreement of the entire team.

“Sorry Matty,” said Keith, as he changed the channel. 

Keith had been one of the lucky ones, his job was deemed vital to the local community, thus he had been spared the indignities of working on a farm. Never the less, the authorities had him travel down to Brisbane to have Faey implanted within him, knowing that he would need the language in order to fit in with the revised and improved “tourism services.” Though what tourists would want to travel to a little town like Linville was still beyond him. Sometimes bureaucracy is fucked up no matter whose it is. 

The team meeting, was a curious affair, part strategic planning session worth of any military high command, part pep session, part group bonding, combined with a totally honest, even brutally honest, self analysis. Each member of the squad stood up in front of the others, and publicly declared their defined their role in the team, be it batsman or bowler, explained what was expected of them, and if they had lived up to those expectations.

Strangely enough, not one person who ran the gauntlet as it was known, was ever castigated or not held in any less than highest regards by the squad. Even if someone was a true FIGJAM (fuck I’m great, just ask me), he wouldn’t last long, if he couldn’t walk the walk, despite talking the talk. Then again, a short talk with JL usually sorted anyone getting too big for his or her boots. The team rallied around those who needed a pat on the shoulder, because they had all been there. 

Even Nicky wasn’t spared the ordeal, and yet by the same token, when it came to discussing and devising tactics, her voice was held as equal to everyone else’s.

After about two hours of intense debate, analysis and plan formation, where the weaknesses and strengths of the opposition were bisected and dissected and plans devised to combat these, be it with the bat or ball, the meeting slowly started to wind down. 

In that more relaxed atmosphere, a great deal of playful banter started out. Clinton was trying to score a date with Nicky, and Joe making of fun of Charlie, stating that he was English bastard, to which he replied that all Australians were picked by England’s finest judges (or in other words they were criminals). Matty tweaking JL about his age to which JL was about to give the offender a real mouthful when the door of the pub started to open. 

Matty, who had his back to the door, felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise as he heard that particular sound of the scraping of metal on metal and heavy step that was forever seared into his memory. Matty didn’t need to turn his head to see what it was, the white face of Nicky across from him was enough to confirm it for him. 

