Chapter Eleven – Relaxing by the pool

Locally, it could have almost been called the scandal of the century. Not since the King Edward VIII abdication crisis in the thirties or even the Faey invasion and resultant Subjugation of the nineties, had there been one topic which so ignited and inflamed opinions across the entire town.

Linville was a small town.  Before the Subjugation, it had had a population of about three hundred souls, now it had about two hundred.  In such a small population, half the people knew what the other half ate for dinner last night, and gossip spread like wildfire.  And with wildfire, at least someone would try to stamp it out. 

In a small country town when even an emu crossing the road was big news, this was a scandal along the lines of President Bill Clinton and Monika Lewinski type proportions. 

To put it into context, Matty was from an old Australian family, which dated back to the 1840’s.  For people living in a town whose history dated back to about 1900, this was an ancient lineage.  The equivalent in America would be people whose families dated back to the Mayflower, and in England, families who dated back to the Norman Conquest.  

Even a week after the original events, it was still a hot topic of discussion. With the pros and cons, being bisected and dissected, across the pubs, coffee houses, eat outs, sports stadiums, dinner tables and even outside petrol stations of the whole district.  

The news even spread to places such as Esk, Kingaroy, Nanango and even further out past Yarraman. Being from a prominent and well know local family hadn’t helped Matty’s case too much at all.  Outside the coastal cities, communities are small and wildly spread out in Australia, but the lines of gossip are long, so the matter was being discussed over an area of thousands of square miles.

The general consensus was divided into three main points of view. 

The first camp held that Matty had made a huge balls up with his despicable, selfish and immature actions.  In their eyes he’d acted with complete and total dishonour, totally ruining, or at the very best cheapening, the one small chance for Humanity to finally lift up its head with pride. 

To them what he had done was beyond the call of decency, morals, or just plain pride in being an Australian 

Numbered amongst this group, almost to a man, was the entire Linville Cricket Club.  Since that morning, he had been treated as persona non grata by the entire group.  Not once had he received a call from any of his team-mates, and, if on the odd chance he would actually bump in to one of them, they would ignore him or cross the road to avoid him. For someone who really loved the mateship of being in such a special team, this was indeed a bitter pill to swallow.

Not only were his team-mates pissed at him, many of the local women folk were disgusted as well.  Chief amongst them was none other than Aye Nanda san.

Even though she wouldn’t rage or rant, because that went against Jai Yen.  The fact was that his actions had caused a loss of face for himself, and by extension, her as well, since it had taken place in her hotel.  It was enough to earn him the extreme cold shoulder.  The fact he had affronted Nicky, her adopted daughter, as well only made it all the worse.

Matty was all too happy that Nanda hailed from Burma and not somewhere like Japan.  Because he could have all too easily seen her demanding that he to do a ritual Seppuku to assuage his fallen honour. Going so far as to even supply him with a sharp tantō knife and white robes as well. 

Then there was the second camp or view, who held that whilst he hadn’t exactly covered himself in glory, the main point here was that the underdog had triumphed after all. It was victory to be savoured, along with the many other great escapes that prevail in sport. 

It’s almost an Aussie tradition to barrack for the underdog. Cricket, Footy, Aussie rules, even soccer, are replete with stories of how the seemingly outclassed, yet strong of heart, overcome the mighty. The concept of the little Aussie battler holds a strong place in the Australian psyche and heart, even to this very day.

The fact that a lone local boy was able to make good against one of the Faey and a marine at that, was a source of much local pride to this group.  As for the spoils, if he wanted to enjoy the labours of his victory, who were to say otherwise?  If he the good fortune to be able to crack on to her, then they held all the power to him.  Since you would have to missing more than a few roos loose in the top paddock, to throw such a hot babe out of your bed.

Most of the menfolk were counted as part of this camp.  Since as a bloke, you had to put things into perspective.  Even Keith was amongst their numbers, all be it quietly, so as not to rouse the anger of his wife. Matty had not failed to notice the thumbs up and wink Keith had given him behind his wife’s back as he exited the Hotel. 

The final group were those, who didn’t give a shit either way, and were just happy to have something or someone to have a chinwag about over a stubby <beer>.  Most of the shit stirrers were in this camp. 

The thing that frustrated Matty the most about the whole thing is that no one would listen to his version of events.  That the whole episode had been one huge colossal misunderstanding and nothing had bloody well happened. 

Every single bloody time that he tried to explain, he was greeted with either total refusal to believe his version of events, or a wink-wink, nudge-nudge type response, or even worse, a roll of the eyes and a fake “Bullshit, we think you’re a piece of shit” type of grin. 

It had become so bad, that Matty had finally had become disgusted by the whole situation. Deciding that it was better to hole up on his own, than to suffer this bullshit type of abuse, Matty decided he was just better off staying at home.

Thus he took cover in his house for three days straight.  Not once venturing out to even get the post.  He answered no vid calls, chatted with not one person on civnet nor even going out back unless it was to feed GG or change his water bowl.  He even had his brother take GG for walks so that the dog could get his exercise without Matty meeting anyone.

The only good thing was that he was catching up on his sleep.  After months of nightmares and disturbed sleep, being able to get seven or eight hours sleep straight had been a welcome relief.  The extra sleep and lack of activity would soon put some padding onto his wiry frame.

Truth was, that after three days of this regimen, he was going more stir crazy that even GG was. After all, how many reruns could you watch, even watching last years Rugby league grand final for the third time had lost a little bit of its charm.  Plus, trolling through the local blogs, that basically thought you were a traitor lower than shark shit or just an all round plain fuck up, didn’t do much for his general sense of well being and balance. Nope, it hadn’t been pretty on the LCC’s discussion site.

If his master was finding it tough, then his faithful kelpie was finding it just as hard. The poor dog was absolutely bored out of its mind. He was getting into all types of trouble, everything from digging up the garden, chewing up Matty’s beloved purple Brisbane Broncos throw over, pissing on the plants or just being a plain annoying shit.
Matty was by now well aware, if he didn’t get out soon, then not only would he go stark raving mad, his poor dog would as well. The only question was just where to go?

In all honesty, he didn’t want to go to Brissie, because the last thing he wanted to run into was a Faey, he had more than enough from them for a while.  Anywhere further up the coast was pretty much the same thing. With the influx of interplanetary tourism, Faey were to be found almost bloody anywhere you turned.  Faey tourism had exploded due to the interest generated by the fight with the Trillanes and the mysterious new noble who lead the resurrected, almost mythical, Karrines.  

Faey broadcasters had dusted off old holofilms, documentaries and other historical programs which had mentioned the Karrines and had commissioned a whole slew of new ones, because the new Duke was a mystery, and Faey loved mysteries.  Some of the films dated back several hundred years, and all sorts of stories were circulating, including many about strange initiation rites required to gain the striking face ornament that the Duke wore, and all Karrines had historically worn.

Given the Faey culture, many of the supposed rites were quite erotic, and each viddy star had to make her interpretation more outrageous than the last.  It finally peaked when one starlet was injured filming a scene involving two vulpars, a tub of green slime, the golden “Rod of Karrine power,” a Kizzik and a computer generated Kimdori. 

Faey were arriving in huge numbers and exploring the whole world, with many seeking the secrets of the Karrines in forgotten corners, as well as a rapidly establishing tourist trail connected to those places where Jason had actually been.

Most places in Esk county would be just a repeat of the situation in Linville. If he wanted abuse, he could just turn up at Keith’s Hotel and get all the shit he would ever want. No, he had to find somewhere that would afford him his privacy, yet at the same time be somewhere that GG could get three days of pent up energy out of his system.

Like a flash of lightning, a thought burst into Matty’s head. “You little beauty!” he exclaimed out loud with a triumphant voice.  He had the perfect place, the Linville public swimming pool!

At this time of the day, in fact, at this time of the week, it was totally empty.  With no one there, he could swim, sun bake and read to his heart’s content.  Plus it wasn’t the first time his dog had been in the pool and that was even with a crowd. GG was almost as much a local fixture as Matty, and more than one little nipper had a brilliant time in the pool, if GG was in the mood to play fetch the ball. Which, funnily enough, he usually was. 

With this plan in mind, Matty didn’t waste too much time putting it into action. Going into the kitchen, he opened the fridge and took a few bottles of cold water and a couple of cans of XXXX.  As he was checking what else he had available, his eye lingered over the stubbies of VB hidden at the back.  He shuddered a bit at the memory of the drinking contest.  It would be a while yet before he could face VB without cringing.  He made do with some dog’s eyes <pies>, cold cuts and fruit.  

Turning to the cupboard, he then grabbed his camping kit of knife, spoon and fork.  JL had given him the set for his twelfth birthday, and it still did the job well.  He couldn’t understand people who took plastic knives & forks.  The damn things broke at the slightest pressure, and were often thrown away as litter.  His camping set had been used and abused for years.  The knife was now sharpened along the top as well as having the serrated blade beneath – Matty had done that because it was more useful that way.  The tip was also slightly twisted from the time he had used it as a screwdriver to fix a fuse in his Ute.  He also grabbed his enamelled tin cup and plate and placed them on the counter as well.  They had also seen years of use and abuse.  The enamel was chipped a bit, but it still did the job.

Reaching under the sink, he took out the good old Esky <Australian coolbox>, the answer to every man’s dreams, and placed it on the counter next to the other supplies.  Turning back towards the fridge he opened the freezer and looked for the special cold packs, which he usually left there for this very reason. Cursing, he saw that they weren’t there.   He would have to use the battery.

This particular mid sized model had a place for a leisure battery. You could insert it, and power the small internal freezer, if desired.  Alternatively, a lead could plug into a car’s cigarette lighter.  Truth was, that Matty most times couldn’t be buggered, since with the ice packs and great insulation, it was often more than enough for a day or a weekend.  This was, of course, an old, pre-Subjugation model.  The newer ones had a built-in, replaceable plasma power generator, or PPG.  Matty didn’t really like technology he didn’t understand, and after the explosion at Chesapeake had vowed to avoid devices with PPGs in them wherever possible.  No-one likes sitting next to a potential nuclear bomb.

Since he was going to be spending hours and hours outside, it would be better to go with the freezer. Turning to the hallway, he checked that his leisure battery had a charge.  The battery, though similar in size and weight to a car battery, but was designed differently.  Car batteries were designed to give a massive burst of power, then to be quickly recharged while the engine is running.  Leisure batteries were designed to be discharged much more slowly, over a much longer time.  You still had to recharge them, and they had a limited number of discharge cycles. So it was, in fact, almost an antique item.

Since the Subjugation, the market had been flooded with many cheaper, and even he had to admit, much more efficient, Faey versions of the good old battery.  Not only did their whatyamacallit last longer and work better, it was more environments friendly as well.  The local brands just couldn’t keep up, and one by one, had either folded, gone bankrupt or been bought out by the Faey, who simply repackaged their goods with the original packaging and sold as is. It had been a pretty sad day, when even the famed Energizer bunny had been turned blue to appeal to the growing Faey market. 

The Faey had slowly phased out production of Earth compatible batteries, forcing people to buy Faey equivalents, purely since they could no longer buy the batteries to power their perfectly usable radios, flashlights, cordless drills and other gadgets.  You could buy a “PPG power pack” which clipped onto your old pre-Subjugation equipment, but they looked out of place.

Nevertheless it wasn’t Australian, and Matty, when he could, tried to purchase Australian made goods. Lately that had even expanded to anything made on good old Earth, no matter where it came from.  In his eyes, anything he could do to support the locals was worth it.

There was one Faey item he did make much use of, much as he was loath too. That being their sun tan lotion or skin care product.   They called it “burnheal,” he called it a lifesaver.  Australia in general, and Queensland specially were known to be places of great risk when it comes to skin cancer.

In fact before the Subjugation, at least two out of three Australians were diagnosed with skin cancer by the age of 70, statistically speaking.  It was a pretty big deal.  The source of the problem basically being a terrible UV index, largely due to there being a hole in the ozone layer over the Australian continent.  It led to the slip-slop-slap health advertising campaign, fronted by Sid the Seagull, which encouraged people to slip on a shirt, slop on sunscreen, and slap on a hat when they went outside.

However with the introduction of the Faey Suntan lotion by the Faey medical services, the cases of skin cancer and melanomas had dramatically dropped.  In fact, it had been so successful and revolutionary, it resulted in many more Australians being able to enjoy many outdoor activities, that they would have otherwise been wary of. The number of darkly tanned folks walking around had sky rocketed. The ability to spend hours at the beach without worry or watching or playing cricket for that matter, had proven to be a godsend.  It had actually generated some positive feeling towards the Faey when otherwise little would have existed.

Plugging the battery in with a bit of a sigh, he switching it on and the mini freezer sprang into life.  Closing the lid and snapping the clips that held it together securely. He grasped the handles and lowered it to the floor. This particular version even had wheels and an extendable handle, which made transport even easier.

Returning to his room he chucked on his cozzie <swimming costume> over which he put a pair of stubbies <shorts>.  Next he shrugged on a blue singlet which was a sleeveless cotton under shirt usually worn with stubbies.  Next was his beaten up pair of thongs <rubber sandals> the favourite of many a Queenslander.  He actually had a pair of crocs, rather than a cheaper clone, to which he was quite partial.   He also threw in an extra pair of dry under dacks, socks, towel and sunnies <shades> into his Dillybag. On his head he placed his wide brimmed well worn faded white cricket hat.  

He considered taking a book, but decided to take a portable viewer instead.  The viewer was a Faey invention, although human technology had almost been there.  It consisted of a pair of wrap-around shades, which acted as screens for films or telly programs.  It was like viewing a wide screen version of a film, but because it was wrapped around, it was closer to an Imax experience.  A human had built an adapter so that a portable DVD player would play back through them, which made it a human invention in his mind.

He stroked his well-thumbed copy of “The Lord of the Rings.”  He loved the book, but also thought that the films were beauties, and he enjoyed the magnificent scenery and settings.  He hadn’t viewed them for a while, so he decided to indulge himself again.  He also didn’t want to take his precious book where it might get damaged by water.  Paper books were no longer being produced, while electronics could be easily replaced.

Throwing the strap of the Dillybag over his shoulder, he returned to the kitchen. Picking up the handle of the Esky, he gave a whistle for GG.  He headed outside slamming the door behind him.

The stupid bloody dog must have sensed it was going out, because it was dancing around his feet in circles, being a major tripping hazard, and generally getting in the way, GG was so excited to be off.  Without even having to be told, he bolted into the back of the Ute with several excited yips.

“Shut up you stupid bitzer!  If you don’t shut up, I’ll bloody well leave you here!” Shouted Matty out loud, but even he couldn’t hide his smile at his kelpie’s reaction. The only result was to cause GG to bark a couple of times and prance around like a show pony even more.

Throwing the Esky into the back, alongside a still barking GG, Matty went around to the side of the Holden and got in.  Dumping the Dillybag on the spare seat, he switched on the ignition and started the engine.

The actual trip wasn’t more than ten to fifteen minutes from his house. However not wanting to bump into anyone on the way, he took a more circuitous route. Using side streets and dirt tracks, he arrived at the deserted parking lot about twenty five minutes later.

GG clearly recognised the place because he almost hadn’t waited for the Ute to stop completely, before he had sprung off the back at the first possible moment.  He tore down the path to the pool like a hurricane, yipping excitedly to the chance to stretch his legs. He only stopping at the locked gate because he couldn’t go any further, then he raced up back to Matty who by this time, had gotten out with the Dillybag over his shoulder and was unloading the Esky.

“Don’t get your knickers in knot, I’m coming,” called out Matty at the excited dog.  Placing the Eesky on the ground, and extending the handle, he started to follow GG who had proceeded to race down the path yet again.

Arriving at the door, Matty thumbed in the code and entered.  The pool was actually larger than such a small town would normally warrant.  It had been built as a legacy by a bequest from an anonymous donor, although many people suspected that it was someone who had been raised in the town and moved away and made their fortune else.  All attempts to trace who it was had failed, although there was some speculation.

The pool was actually an L shape.  The long side was twenty-five meters long, but only seven and a half meters wide.  This was so that people could build up stamina for long distance swimming.  It was that length, because some of the funding for the pool had come from the Olympic games from 2000.  Full size Olympic pools are fifty meters long, but twenty five meters is the minimum length for training.  The shorter side of the pool was fifteen meters long and ten meters wide.  This was the shallow end, so that kids could learn to swim and generally muck about.  The shallow portion was ninety centimetres deep, the section that was common to both portions was one metre twenty, and the deep section was two metres.  Each of these sections had a slight slope, to help with cleaning and maintenance.  The whole of the short end of the pool was covered by an extendible sun shade.  There were changing rooms and lockers near the entrance, as well as outside showers just by it.

The pool area was surrounded by a tall chain link fence, and outside it had been planted with dense prickly shrubs.  This was as much for privacy as any aesthetic reasons.  Towering above the shrubs were ghost gum trees, which provided some additional shade in the morning and late afternoon.

Matty took his stuff to the far side of the pool where the folded lounge chairs and tables where set up.  Even before he had walked half way around the pool, he heard an almighty splash. Turning around he saw his faithful sheep dog had already plunged right in.  His head bouncing up and down as it swam the length and breath of the pool.  For a dog that loved to roll in disgusting things, and had to be dragged under protest to take a bath, GG loved playing in the pool.  Matty only brought him to the pool when he was clean in the first place, and regularly helped with cleaning the pool and changing the filters, so people turned a blind eye to the “no dogs” rule.

Matty continued on his way, till he reached the folded up supplies. He dropped the Cooler and threw his bag on top of it.  Taking a table he unfolded it and took one of the beach umbrellas and shoved it into the hole set aside for that purpose, making sure that it slotted into the base so that it would not blow away. Next, taking a white plastic chair, he placed it next to the table, so he would have somewhere to sit when he needed to eat. He made certain that it would remain in the shade the whole time.  Anything left out in the sun during an Australian summer easily became so hot it could leave burn marks.  The next thing he did was open the lounge chair.  Instead of placing a cushion on it immediately, he took the cushion and left it in the shade near the wall.  That way it would be cooler for him when he eventually wanted to use it.

Matty felt his mood lifting with the fine weather, decent breeze and just great feeling to be out and about. Many of the previous worries and doubts seemed just to fade away in the warm sunlight.

Undressing and dropping his stuff on top of the table, he proceeded to apply liberally the life saving sun lotion. 

He knew that before he started relaxing, there were a few housekeeping duties to do.  Firstly he checked on GG.  The dog had jumped in, swum a bit, and climbed out of the pool, shaking himself enough to spray Matty, even though he was several meters away.  With his dog out of the pool, Matty checked to see what was at the bottom of the pool.  Dead leaves were constantly being blown in, and he could see that the bottom had recently been cleaned, and that there were only a couple of leaves there.  The next thing that Matty did was check the skimmer baskets.  

Pools everywhere attract wildlife.  It’s a large body of water.  In most places it doesn’t much matter, with only dragonflies and insects, as well as occasional birds stopping for a drink, although in some parts of Florida alligators turn up in pools.  Australia is a special case, because there are so many poisonous snakes.  Although it is mostly a dry country, all snakes can swim, and easily get into pools.  Unfortunately, they often cannot get out again.  

Pools are designed to keep themselves clean by circulating water.  The water jets in about a half a meter below the surface, and it comes out through the skimmer baskets at the side of the pool at the surface.  All the floating things on the surface of the pool eventually float towards the skimmer baskets, because that is where the water currents go.  The skimmer baskets are filters, so that leaves and other things are not sucked down into the pumps, potentially damaging them.

The skimmer baskets are also where smaller animals, which cannot get out by themselves end up if they are not rescued.  They are also convenient mini caves for snakes that have entered the pool.  About once a week, there was a snake in the skimmer baskets.  Matty always checked them, because he knew that the kids coming later, after school, would not.  He twisted off the cover of each one, and dumped out the leaves and dead insects he found within them before replacing the covers.  It was clear from the build up, that these had not been checked as often as they should have been, so he made a mental note to come more frequently.  Fortunately there was nothing living in any of the skimmer baskets.

Matty was an experienced enough swimmer to know that you don’t go swimming on a full stomach or not warmed up.  The last thing he needed was a cramp, with not a soul to bail him out, so if he got a cramp, or something worse, he was in deep shit.

This was followed by a light set of warming up exercises and stretches and a quick shower, after which Matty let himself enter the pool.

Like most Queenslanders, Matty was a pretty decent swimmer, even going so far as to have won a few medals way back when he was just a little nipper. So it didn’t take him too long to find his proper rhythm, as he went about completing his set of laps.

GG by this time had jumped in again and scrambled out of the pool to shake himself dry and was following Matty back and forth as he swam from one end to the other of the long end of the pool. He was always trying to be waiting for his master before Matty turned and went in the opposite direction.  GG never seemed to tire of this game.

Panting heavily as he finished the last lap. Matty wearily dragged his tired body out of the pool, cursing himself as he did, at his obvious lack of fitness. Though to be fair, all in all he was in pretty good shape. To play cricket and footy in the winter he had to be, it was just that those sports didn’t have the demands that swimming had.

Grabbing the towel, that lay hung over the handle of the lounge chair, he dried him self down, and set about feeding himself from the supplies that he had brought.  He finished one of his pies and the cold cuts, along with a beer and the fruit.  He decided to save the second pie for later.  While he was eating, GG lay in a sodden heap at his feet.  The dog knew better than to try begging while his master was at a table.  If it had been a picnic at ground level, all bets were off though.

Having finished, Matty headed off to properly disposed of all the rubbish, into the specially marked bins. These were located conveniently at the entrance of the pool. He made double sure to close the lids tightly, so as not attract even more flies than were already there.  Unsecured bins also attracted mice, rats, and feral foxes and cats.  The rats and mice attracted snakes in turn, and a brown snake could easily kill a child.

Returning to the eating area, he found a by now totally buggered GG laying next to the lounge chair, spread out on his side, fast asleep.  There was also a distinct absence of his second meat pie.  “Bloody bandit!” said Matty affectionately, shaking his head at the dog’s actions.  “Still, I should have known better than to leave any food near you before I went away.”

The dog was baking in the comfortable heat of the warm summer sun. “ Not a bad idea, that”, though a weary Matty as he lay down on the lounge chair, placed the cricket hat over his face to shield it from the glare and promptly feel asleep. 

He wasn’t sure exactly how long he slept there, but he awoke to find himself refreshed and feeling quite a bit peckish. Noticing that GG was still resting, (and taking into account, the old adage of letting sleeping dogs lie), Matty tip toed quietly up to the table where the Esky and Dillybag lay.

Rummaging in the Esky, he removed some more fruit and bottled water and from the Dillybag he removed his portable DVD player and viewer.

Returning to the lounge chair, he made himself comfortable. Placing the by now dry towel under his head as a pillow. He placed the fruit next to him on his side and the water bottle, with its cooler cover, in easy reach, on the floor 

Glancing down at the viewer, he gave a bit of a sigh and a sad shake of his head. It had actually been a birthday pressie he had once received from Nicky, just a few years back.

One of the things that bothered him the most about the whole mess, was the affect it had on his relationship with Nicky.  He couldn’t count the times he had emailed, texted, left messages, rang on the telephone, banged on her door or even waited outside the gates of her Uni, trying to explain, but to no avail. She just wouldn’t listen.

He had even tried to enlist Keith, asking him to have a word with her on the side, but that hadn’t gone down very well either.  She hadn’t listened to him either, and had even gone so far as to warn Keith in no uncertain terms if he brought it up again, she would tell Aya Nanda san.  That was a threat that Keith couldn’t easily ignore, for having his wife pissed at him, was the last thing he or anyone else for that matter needed. 

From experience, he knew the only thing left for him to do, was to wait for Nicky to cool down. Nicky was a bit of hothead and when she got this upset, there was little precious that he or anyone else could do.  All his attempts to talk to her had achieved was to keep reminding her of why she was so angry.  To be fair, when she did eventually calm down, she would be objective enough to see things rationally (for a woman that is), and would admit, that she had been might have been a bit hasty in flying of the handle so easily.

There had been times in the past, when he had done something to anger her almost this badly. Yet even in those times, they had eventually mended their bridges and this is what he hoped in this case as well.

With yet another sigh, he plugged in his ear phones.  Sitting back as the cranked up music kicked in, Matty was soon lost in Frodo and Sam’s travails in Middle Earth.

He was so engrossed in his reading, that he failed to notice the approach of a hovercar, with its loud engine hum, as it drew close up the otherwise deserted road.  Not even the sound of the single car, pulling into empty parking lot was enough to cause him to stir. Nor did he hear the opening and slamming close of the doors or the sound of feet coming down the path. He also failed to hear the excited voices as well.  Voices speaking in Faey that is…..

