Killers – O E Middleton

‘I hope the road’s not like this all the way,’ grumbled the man.

‘It can’t be much further now,’ coaxed the boy.

‘Why haven’t they widened it and sealed it I wonder,’ chimed in the woman.

‘We’d be lucky to find any mussels down here then,’ rejoined the man.  ‘As it is, no doubt only the locals come down here.’

‘Can’t say I’d like to live hereabouts anyway,’ sniffed the woman.  ‘Did you see those ramshackle old houses?’

‘There are plenty of find new cowsheds though,’ joked the man.  ‘Where do you think all our city milk comes from?’

‘Look! What’s that?’ asked the girl, suddenly leaning forward.

‘It’s a hawk!’ cried the boy.

‘Making a meal of something too,’ added the man.

‘The beastly thing!’ shuddered the woman.

As though it were taking up the slack in a trigger, the man’s foot went down on the accelerator.  The car surged forward.  ‘I wonder if I can get him,’ he muttered.

As though they were sighting down a rifle, four pairs of eyes became fixed on the shape at the road’s edge.  Just as it seemed about to be engulfed, the bird raised its head and lifting sudden wings, pulled itself up with uncanny speed.  Spinning tyres ground the carcase of the rabbit into the road.  The escaping bird skimmed the onrushing bonnet, cartwheeled into a blackberry bush.  Three heads craned back, scanning the roadside.

‘It got away!’ cried the girl, swallowing because her throat had gone dry.

‘Oh, the cruel thing!’ shrilled the woman.  ‘Wasn’t that a poor little rabbit?’

‘You got him I think,’ the boy exulted, turning and meeting his father’s gaze in the rear-vision mirror.

‘Yes I got him – but only just.’  The man let out a rush of pent-up breath, slackened his foot on the pedal.  ‘He thought he had time for another mouthful, but our speed fooled him.’

‘Why were such murderous creatures made I wonder?’ sighed the woman.

‘They’re killers all right,’ agreed the man.  ‘Nothing is safe from them.’  He fumbled for a cigarette, fed it into his mouth.  ‘No doubt the hicks around here are too busy milking cows to keep them down.’  He inhaled and blew out some smoke.  ‘Now look at that,’ he went on, nodding at something that had caught his eye.  

Across the paddocks a man in a black singlet was planting a post, steadying it with one hand while he tamped the earth around it with short even strokes from a rammer.

‘Can you beat that!’ gasped the man.  ‘And on a Sunday morning too!  He’s never heard of mechanization, that’s for sure!’ He must be one of the original pioneers.’

‘He’s more like something out of the Stone Age if you ask me,’ tittered the woman.

‘Slow down now,’ urged the boy.  ‘We can’t be far now from that old wharf.’

*********

The harrier awoke to find herself tumbled among dusty leaves.  She smelt blood, remembered the rabbit she had dispatched, the savour of its warm flesh.  She struggled to sit upright, saw the looped threads spilling from her belly, the useless wing.  As though in a dream, she saw the hurtling car, heard again like the crackle of ripe gorse pods, the snapping of bones fragile as the hollow stems of fennel.  Sharper than the rabbit’s, her own blood-scent rose in her nostrils.  As feeling came back, pain began to gnaw, to drag at her.  From time to time, another vehicle passed, making the leaves and grass-blades tremble, ruffling feathers, scattering a fine dust over everything. The sun crawled up over the ragged rim of the bush and glared down at her.  She twisted and turned her head, tearing at turf and the tough vine-stems and by the strength of her jaws and neck, dragged herself into a crouching posture.


The teeming life disturbed by her fall began to venture forth once more and to explore her promising contours.  A column of ants, excited by the reports of scouts, set out to harvest the treasure congealed on leaves and grass-blades, but scenting the richer spoils above, began to swarm over her toes and up her legs.  With deft strokes of her beak, she drove them back, crushed or dashed down whole companies. But more came on and once safe in downy hiding-places on her thighs, began their slow, methodical flensing.


A blowfly, like some bustling land-agent who has got wind of a choice subdivision, bumbled through the bushes in search of her.  Lesser flies followed, intent on their share.  For a time she kept them at bay, but soon they too had staked their claims.


From inborn habit, not from hope, she scanned the sky, seeking the soaring cross-shape of her kind.  Now that she was cut off from it, the air called to her with an insistence she had known only at nesting-time.  Whenever the torments of her predators grew more than she could bear, she drove her beak into the turf, tearing up grass-roots with her curved mandibles, laying waste whole commonwealths in the red- brown earth.


Towards evening when she lay hoarding her failing strength, there were other visitors.  


‘This must be the place!’ cried an eager young voice. ‘There’s the rabbit the chap told us about.  The hawk can’t be far away.’


‘We could hack off the legs with my knife,’ said the second voice, ‘and go halves in the bounty from the Country Office.’  


The harrier froze into watchful stillness.  The boys put down their bicycles, began to probe the bushes.


‘There it is!’ cried one, catching sight of her.


‘Holy smoke!’ gasped the other.  ‘Look at those flies!’  He drove them off with his stick, but came no closer.


‘Shivers!’ said the one who had seen her first.  ‘I’m not touching that.  Its guts is coming out.’


‘Pity we hadn’t come sooner,’ agreed the other.  ‘While it was still fresh.’  They withdrew.  The hum of their tyres, the murmur of their voices grew faint, were drowned at last by the myriad tiny voices close at hand.


Evening brought more heavy-tyred vehicles humming, roaring, rushing by, each leaving its cloud of choking dust.  Her head sank once more, the beak agape, the tongue shuttling like a tiny lizard.  At first, nightfall brought a lessening of pain.  By scraping dew from grass and leaves within the orbit of her beak, she eased her fiery thirst.  But soon the full force of the cold felt out the naked nerves.  From time to time throughout the night she was roused by yet another rush and roar and the bush was swept by blinding lights.  A stoat, hard on the heels of a frog, halted her wavering chase and lifting her delicate nose, weighed the merits of this surprising find.  The harrier summoned a harsh cry, clashing her terrible mandibles, and the smouldering eyes sheered off again after easier prey.  A large rat, heavy with young, glided silently from nowhere and began to gnaw the putrifying remnant of the rabbit.  She dragged it under the cover of a neighbouring bush and ate voraciously and noisily a long while.

As though to mock her plight, flocks of black swan on their way to water feeding-places, honked to each other high overhead.  An opossum, his belly full of fruit from some homestead orchard, squeaked the wires of the roadside boundary fence and, skirting the bush in which she lay, trundled across the road.  From their grazing grounds almost a mile away, swamp-hens sent up their piercing earth-bound shrieks.


Near dawn, she was wakened by the lowing of cattle close at hand.  A dairy herd straggled past on its way to milking, picking at the dusty herbage, blowing and lowing as it crept along.  One old cow, pushing her steaming muzzle between the stalks, caught sight of her.  She snorted, tossing her head, but when she had stood a while looking down, thoughtfully went her way.

Not long after, a young cattle dog padded by.  To her alarm he stopped, cocked his leg against the bush, and began to sniff the grass.  Instead of finding her, he stumbled on the opossum’s trail and, bounding off joyfully, nose-to-ground, left the herd to wend its way to the shed.


As the sun began to fleer and grimace at her once more above the bush, the small armies set out again, singing their work-songs.  Showers of dust drenched her anew as first a milk-tanker, then a school bus, came and went.  Swarms of flies, their greed raised to a fine frenzy, returned to gorge on her.  A lone questing wasp, the first of countless others hung over her for a time, measuring her bulk with all her glittering eyes.


A pair of sparrows flew down to bathe in the dust at the roadside, filling the air with their shrill chatter.  First a plump blackbird, then a thrush, swooped overhead.  All she could do was stare up helplessly, like a man trapped in a well.

By late afternoon she lay defeated, neck awry, her carcase racked and twisted.  Sharp voices rushed her yet again, while it was still light.  She raised her head, struck out blindly as the sounds drew near.


‘Holy smoke!’ cried out the first boy.  ‘She’s still alive…’

‘She can’t be,’ quavered the second.  ‘She was dead yesterday – or so we thought.’

‘The poor thing!’ cried the first, closing the knife.

The first stones, flung from too far off, by trembling hands missed altogether.  Only when the braver boy, edging close, gave her a well-aimed blow to the head, was she set free.  Still unsure, he bent forward, another stone poised.  At length he let it fall.

‘Imagine going on living all that time, like that,’ the boy beside him whispered as they turned away.

As he got out of the car that evening the man noticed what seemed to be a leaf, caught in the radiator grille.  He plucked it out, saw that it was a feather and, for a lark, stuck it in the band of his hat.  As he opened the door, he smelt the mussels they were having for tea and smacked his lips.


‘What on earth have you got in your hat?’ the woman demanded, hands on hips.


‘Just a feather.  Doesn’t it suit me?  I say, those mussels smell good!’


As she took his hat, the girl slipped out the feather.  She stood it in a small vase on her dressing-table where the light caught it and brought to life colours that reminded her of earth, blood, and fierce sunlight.  When her mother called her for tea, she answered that she was not hungry, and softly closed the door of her room.  


‘If I were a harrier hawk,’ she said to herself as she lay looking at the feather, ‘I would stay out of the way in wild places among the hills and swamps.’


Much later, when the others had eaten, the woman was surprised to find the child already asleep, the light on, and that awful feather burning in the vase on the dressing table like some pitiless flame.
*******
