
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




The Mirror — thirty-two award-winning stories
from the Stringybark Short Story Award

 


Edited
by

David Vernon

 


Selected by
Alice Richardson, Jessie Ansons, Dr Rick
Williams and David Vernon

 


Published by Stringybark Publishing

PO Box 464, Hall, ACT 2618, Australia

https://www.stringybarkstories.net

http://www.stringybarkpublishing.com.au

 


 


Smashwords Edition

Copyright: This collection, David Vernon, 2021

Copyright: Individual stories, the authors,
various.

 


These stories are works of fiction and do not relate to
anyone living or dead unless otherwise indicated.

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.
This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If
you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the editor,
judges and the authors of these stories.

 


 


Contents

 


Introduction

 


The Old Dash — John Scholz

Down the Green Road
— Gabrielle Gardner

The Long Way Home
— Leonie Huggins

Remember…
Remember… — Jim Baker

What Name Can I Grab?
— Aline-Mwezi Niyonsenga

Albert by the Creek
— Marian Matta

Night Moves — Zachary Pryor

The Final Fleece
— Angie Carmichael

Badge of Courage
— Robin Storey

The Camellia Garden
— Deborah Huff-Horwood

His Wife's
Voice — Greg Hunt

Nullarbor Home
— T.L. Whalan

Dead Meat —
Marina Deller

Copyright —
Pete Pitman

Seed — Peta
West

The Pioneers — Julia Archer

The Loneliest Creature
in Melbourne — Tasha Gacutan

Her Gift was a Lemon Tree
— Debbie Ragger

The Mirror — Beverly Sweeney

Unsettled —
Chanelle Gosper

Runaways —
Hayley Young

Postmark —
Rosemary Stride

Inner-West Story
— Georgia Monaghan

Birds of a Feather
— Graham D'Elboux

Freight — T.L.
Whalan

Grey — Irene
Sheehan

Taking Tea with Ben
Hall — Jennifer Hoff

Drowning —
Odette Des Forges

Under the Skin
— Jan Prior

Battle Harvest — John Scholz

Ecotone —
Zachary Pryor

Road Trip —
Polly Rose

 


The Stringybark Short
Story Award 2021

About
the Judges

Acknowledgements

Other
titles by David Vernon at Smashwords.com:

 


 



Introduction

— David
Vernon

 


In 2010 I
launched the Stringybark Stories
short story awards to promote short story writing
— a genre that, with the demise of the printed magazine, had
started to wilt. I thought that this was a great shame as writers
need significant skills to create tales that are satisfying for
readers in only a few words. Novel writing requires stamina and
excellent plotting, but short story writing needs absolute command
of language to say what needs to be said, and nothing
more.

In 2010, the
idea for Stringybark Stories
was purely experimental. I think after eleven
successful years the experiment has clearly demonstrated the
appetite for short story writing (and reading) still exists! This
is the thirty-eighth anthology I have published, and it once again
showcases marvellous contemporary writing, not only from Australian
authors but also international ones.

These
anthologies would not exist without the writers, the readers and of
course the judges who put enormous thought into their work. For
this award we received 242 entries and after much consideration
succeeded in whittling down the submissions to the thirty-two short
stories presented to you here. I am sure you will enjoy
them.

Happy
reading!

 


 


David
Vernon

Judge and
Editor

“Stringybark Stories”

 


 


The Old Dash

— John
Scholz

 


Dash barked,
her paws clattering on the wooden windowsill, startling Stella out
of her afternoon torpor. Nose against the
glass, Dash barked again.

“It’s those bloody trespassers, isn’t it girl?” Stella
slammed her book on the little table next to her reading chair,
grabbed her bird-watching binoculars and went out onto the
verandah.

She followed
the four heads bobbing through the trees below her
cottage. She knew where they were headed, and
they didn’t know she knew. Or didn’t care. Typical of young people
these days. The police, those incompetents, didn’t care
either.

She watched
as they climbed through the sagging rusted wire fence at the
end of the track, the way they always
did, even with their bulging backpacks — with a supple youthful
ease that amplified the ache in her seventy-eight-year-old joints.
Dash snuffled asthmatically at her hip, and looked up at her,
wet-eyed.

They were
soon through the fence and into the
scrubby quarry land, flashing in and out of sight as they picked
their way up the steep path, before disappearing into the
blue-green bush. She went to the corner post, rested the binoculars
in the precise spot, aimed at the edge of the cutting, far up at
the old quarry itself, where they would reappear. It was a flat
open area torn into the side of the hill a century ago.

She knew the
place, because not long after cancer took Bert and she’d sold the
vineyard and bought the cottage, she and
Dash had squeezed through the fence and walked up there. True to
her name, and six years younger, Dash had bounded up the steep
shale strewn slope as if it was nothing. Up there, Stella had been
delighted to see many blue wrens living in a bushy thicket at the
bottom of the cliff of stone laid bare by the miners. Nearby in a
clearing she was equally thrilled to discover an exquisite little
pool of clear, deep water, partly shaded by a small gum tree. The
inviting clarity of the water had mesmerized her, and she’d felt
like diving in — till she remembered she was old, and also
trespassing, and they’d scrambled back down the track.

When today’s
trespassers came back into view in that very spot she watched with
rising frustration as they appeared to
set out brightly coloured towels and begin to undress. She hurried
back inside to the phone and hit memory redial.

“Quarry Track. Yes. At the end…
I’ve explained all this before, four times actually.
In the old
quarry. Swimming naked. You can only see them from the corner of my
front verandah. You’ll need to send someone up there. When? Can you
be more precise? Half an hour? Good.”

Fifty-seven
minutes later a police car crept along the narrow dirt road with an
infuriating lack of urgency. She watched the policeman park his car and then try to get through the
fence.

“Hmmph,” she said. “They’ve sent a boy, Dash. That’s how
seriously they take us senior citizens.”

Up at the
quarry the sunbathers sat or lay propped on elbows. They were a
long way away, but through the powerful
binoculars she could make out their bare skin. This time, they’d be
caught red-handed, so to speak.

At
last, the gangly policeman emerged from the
bushes and stood hands on hips facing the group. At one point he
even appeared to wag an accusing finger. The trespassers began
gathering their belongings. Stella patted Dash. “Got them this
time,” she said, and went to put the kettle on.

 


December
delivered a stretch of heat. Vineyards
clothed the vales in patchwork green corduroy, all the way to the
blue gulf. Trees flashed with parrots and finches. Blue wrens
danced on her lawn. The trespassers did not return.

“We can sleep all afternoon undisturbed, Dash,” she said.
“If we want to.”

Two days
before Christmas she sat under the verandah, bird book on her lap and the old blue heeler’s chin resting
on her feet. A pair of wedgetails patrolled high in the blue, mere
dots above the quarry. She studied the track through the gaps in
the trees, got up and went to the corner verandah post, for the
third time, to check the quarry, just in case. Dash began to snore.
Stella nestled back in her chair, closed her eyes, and thought of
the wonderful times she’d had when she was the trespassers’ age.
They hadn’t had all these so-called devices that made people
depressed. No, her generation had made memories outdoors, together,
with real friends, like the wine Bert and she used to make,
sunshine ready for un-bottling in dreams. If only Bert hadn’t been
sterile.

Dash barked.
Stella woke with a start. Dash whined;
nose pointed at the heads bobbing along Quarry Track. A tingle
pitched through Stella’s legs.

The
binoculars shook slightly as she watched the intruders
clamber in their usual way through the
decrepit fence. Six of them. The problem was growing. One seemed to
look in her direction, guiltily, she thought, before they
disappeared into the scrub.

Stella’s
heart pounded, her muscles feeling young and strong.
Alive. “Come on Dash. If you want
something done properly, you have to do it yourself.”

The blue
heeler’s steps were stiff, the rusty
fence more awkward than expected, the wire knocking Stella’s sun
hat off. They struggled up the narrow rocky scrub path, having to
stop and rest several times. Stella could hear voices and laughter.
Swallowing dryly, wiping itchy sweat from beneath her hat, she
waited for Dash to catch up.

It was a long
time before they finally emerged into the clearing. Stella
struggled to focus on the six figures
chatting amiably in the shade of a large gum tree by the pool.
Pausing while a wave of dizziness subsided, she squared her
shoulders, and approached.

“Oh hello.” A raven-haired girl in a miniscule pastel bikini
was the first to spot her. “Hi, hello,”
called the others, far too cheerily. The gangly young policeman was
one of them.

“You!”

He smiled
nervously and got to his feet. The
raven-haired girl stood up, taking his hand.

“Your dog, oh look,” called
the policeman, pointing.

Stella turned to see Dash lying
on her side in the blazing sun, the barrel chest shuddering with
stunted grating breaths.

“Dash, no!”

A wave of
heat came from the exhausted dog as Stella tried to kneel over her.
A pastel yellow bikini girl with one of those infernal plastic water bottles that people have to carry
these days in case they die of thirst in five minutes, steadied her
by the elbow. The others gathered around, and she registered for
the first time that they were not actually naked. The young men
wore long pale board shorts and the girls those ridiculously brief
swimming costumes. Stella could smell sunscreen and she stole looks
at their shining perfect skin. In her youth there hadn’t been
sunscreen. Yellow bikini gently lifted Dash’s head while the
constable cupped water into his palm. Dash lapped at it while the
raven-haired girl fanned her with a bright blue and red striped
towel. The constable slid his arms under Dash, and carried her to
the shade of the tall gum tree next to the pool. Another laid out a
damp towel and they gently placed her on it. Dash’s grey tail
wagged, and she licked the constable’s hand.

 


Stella sat in the leafy shade,
chin in her hands, dewy glass of white wine on the flat rock in
front of her. Michael, the policeman, had made a bowl by pushing in
the crown of his hat and Dash now sat comfortably replenished at
her feet.

“So you live nearby?” Samantha asked, pushing a damp curl
from her eyes and nodding over the scrub, the patchwork green
stretching to the sea.

“Yes. The cottage on the side of
the gully.” Stella pointed to the corner of silver roof glinting
through the trees, feeling unusually proud.

“You’re lucky. We come here on our walks, to watch the
birds, get out of the town, have a swim when it’s hot. I’m sure
you’ve seen the wedgetails.
Aquila audax. Eagle audacious.”

Stella
studied the lichen splotched quarry walls. Trees and shrubs had muscled into the cracks and
hollows, bending upward to sun. A pair of small birds, she’d have
to check the species later, alighted on a fissure in the upper
wall, and disappeared behind the rock. High above, the eagles
anchored into the blue.

Samantha gently patted Dash.
“Next time you can walk up with us. If you want to. We’d take turns
carrying Dash up the steepest bits. We always bring drinking water,
snacks, towels, and wine. All you’d need is your
bathers.”

Stella picked
up her wine and sipped its captured
sunshine.

 


 


John Scholz grew up on a
farm on South Australia’s Eyre Peninsula. He has had several
stories published in magazines and great success in many short
story and poetry competitions. He enjoys the short story form as it
provides the challenge of creating meaning in a limited word count.
John lives on the Fleurieu Peninsula where he is a writer and part
time high school English teacher. He has previously been
published in the Stringybark anthologies Behind the Wattles
(2012), The Road Home (2012) and Just Alice
(2020).

 


Down the Green
Road

— Gabrielle Gardner

 


“Dad, what
would happen to me if you died?”

Quinn continues the steady
motion of the stone against the axe head, round and round and
round. His little girl is mesmerised, watching the easy circular
motion of his brown and weathered hand, listening to the raspy
sound. He stops, spits on the stone and applies it to the axe head
once again. The edge is shiny silver and he flicks it like a guitar
string with his thumb, testing. “I’m not goin’ to die, kiddo.”

“But what if
you did? Who would look after me?”

“I’m not about
to die so stop worrying about it.” Round and round and round. He
doesn’t look up. To do so would be to give her question more
credence than he wants it to have. All the same, he guards against
any hint of impatience in his voice.

For Miranda it’s all the
response she expects; she knows his limitations. The thought has
popped up a bit in the past, as much past as you can have at nine
years of age, but she hasn’t voiced it till now. She can’t imagine
how the conversation would go if he did address her question
properly but that’s what she wants, eventually. She wants to
know.

She holds the back of her dress
down against her backside and sits down on the top step, then puts
her elbows on her knees, chin in her hands, and watches him. It’s
what she does. It’s Sunday morning, the sun warm on her hair, the
smell of the giant eucalypts perfuming the air. Her feet are bare,
and she’s got him to herself all day.

Behind him on the step there’s a
line of things to be sharpened. He won’t use anything but the
carborundum stone on any of them. It was his father’s and it’s
wearing down in the middle. He turns, pleased with the new silvery
edge of the axe head, and reaches for a whittling knife. “You
should have a hat on Manda.”

“It’s
Miranda. Remember?” she pouts at him and he looks up and
grins. Finally. “So, but what if, Dad? Hey?”

He puts the stone and the knife
aside and shifts up to sit on the step beside her. She shuffles
closer so she can feel him against her side, his solidity. She
loves the Sunday morning stillness in the air, magpies pottering,
heads on the side, listening for worms below the grassy surface.
It’s a good time to talk like this.

“What’s
brought this on, eh? You been havin’ dreams again?”

Miranda lies her head sideways
on her knees and looks up at him. “No.”

“So, what
then? Has something happened?” He’s patient still; shows no sign of
wanting to get back to his sharpening. Neither does he want this to
escalate in importance.

“I dunno. I
just wonder sometimes. There’s just us, Dad.”

“Nah! There’s
old Humph, our best neighbour. He’s not far away. There’s Esther,
she comes all the time, cleans for us. You like her?” He knows this
is not enough and he braces himself for her next question. But she
doesn’t ask it. Instead, she stands quickly, surprising him, and
asks if she can make lemonade. “Sure you can. Be careful cutting
the lemons though. There’s none inside, you’ll have to pick some.
And plenty of sugar, mind. And ice, there’s some in the freezer.”
He’s aware of his own relief.

“Unless you
didn’t fill up the trays like last time,” she says without turning
and disappears inside the house, enjoying her own bossiness. She
has a task to do, and she too is relieved at relinquishing the
subject she raised. It will worry her again but for now she can put
it aside and work at the lemonade, which she knows is not proper
lemonade at all but they both like the idea. Once he added a spoon
of bicarb soda to make it fizz but though it was a bit of fun she
thought it tasted funny.

“What d’ya
reckon?” he’d asked.

“Nah. Maybe
leave it out next time, Dad.” She’d hoped he wouldn’t be
disappointed, but her verdict came down on the side of taste. She
was glad he let her be the judge.

Now she arranges knife, jug, ice
block tray and spoon on the side of the sink then takes herself
outside and around the back of the house where two old bush lemon
trees flourish. Gathering up the front of her dress to serve as a
bag she fills it with lemons and bustles back inside,
business-like, to get on with her new task. She knows it’s best to
keep busy.

The doors she passes through are
twins, narrow swing doors that have been there since the original
house was built, when this valley was first settled. Wood at the
bottom, wooden frames painted white with a panel of ancient,
frosted green glass set into each one at the top. Miranda loves
them. She loves to enter and exit through them and let them swing
shut silently behind her. In the morning the sun shines through,
transforming the floorboards on the other side into a luminous
green pool. One day if she turns quickly enough as she leaves the
house, she just might see… but no, she doesn’t do this anymore.

The kitchen is her least
favourite place, but she couldn’t say why. She rarely lingers there
if she doesn’t have to. There’s an absence there: a sugary, baking
kind of smell that never fills the air anymore, a clattering of
utensils silenced, a swirl of activity now stilled. So, she takes
all her equipment out onto the side porch and works instead at a
little wooden table there, slicing first, then grinding the old
wooden lemon squeezer into the newly cut halves. Juice into the
jug, cold water from the tap and spoon after spoon of white sugar.
Stirring noisily, then dropping the ice-cubes one by one into the
little whirlpool that spins inside the jug. He’s remembered to
refill the ice block trays after all.

When it’s ready she collects two
glasses and takes her lemonade out onto the veranda where they’d
had their conversation earlier but he’s not there. Her heart
lurches, like a frog hopping, before she calls out. “Da-ad!”
There’s no answer and she schools herself not to over-react. He’s
around here somewhere. She deposits the jug and glasses on the wide
veranda railing and stands there waiting, bunching up the sides of
her dress in both hands. Scrunch, release, scrunch, release.

For a while now she’s thought
the nervous feeling might be going away. She sleeps through most
nights and hardly ever has the bad dreams. Mostly she can manage
better nowadays if Quinn happens to disappear for a bit,
unexpectedly, as now. He always comes back. She’s learning to talk
sense to herself. It’s a big, rambling property where they live
with no end of places where you could disappear for a while. Even
just looking for something – a rake, a spare pot for a plant, a tin
to scoop the chook feed – could take you out of sight for longer
than anyone might expect.

“How’s that
lemonade comin’ along then, eh?” His voice comes from behind her
and makes her jump. When she turns, he sees the ripple of relief
infusing her face, her shoulders, her hands and he knows they’re
not out of the woods yet. He opens his arms, and she nestles into
his belly, holding him tight, her face against the warmth of his
shirt. There’s a soft, easy wind and birdsong to fill the silence.
He dreads the question that hovers in the air, so far unspoken, but
he knows it’s coming.

Miranda keeps her hold on him
but lifts her face up to meet his gaze.

“Dad, do you
think Mum’s coming home one day soon?”

 


 


Gabrielle Gardner is a Melbourne writer and
Varuna Fellowship recipient with many short stories and
essays published in various journals and anthologies. Her most
recent essay was in The Big Issue, no. 632, about gardening
in lockdown. She is very recently widowed and trying to overcome a
consequent writer’s block. She lives in Eltham, Victoria with two
ageing rescue dogs and blogs at http://gabriellegardner1.blogspot.com
Gabrielle has been published in five previous Stringybark
anthologies: Role of a Lifetime (2014), Standing By
(2016), A Nice Boy (2017), Gift of a Casserole (2018)
and Timber! (2019).

 


 


The Long Way
Home

— Leonie Huggins

 


The sermon was long. Helen timed
it on the watch she had been given for her birthday. Ten plus ten
plus two. Twenty-two minutes! Dad was lucky. He couldn’t come to
church today. He had too much work on the farm. She fidgeted with
the lace-edged collar of her dress and traced her finger over the
small gold crucifix that was recessed into the cover of her missal.
It was hard not to wriggle on the wooden pew. Mum touched her arm
with her gloved hand. “Sit still, darling,” she whispered. “There’s
a good girl.”

Helen lined up proudly with
other members of the congregation to receive communion. It was only
her second time. Mum stood behind her, guiding her to the right
place to kneel in front of the altar rail. Father Norris blessed
her and placed the small dry wafer of bread on her tongue. He
paused momentarily, gazing down, before moving to the next
person.

At last, Father Norris intoned
the final blessing, ‘Dominus vobiscum.’ The Lord be with
you. Helen knew the meaning of the Latin words. Grandad had patted
her head and told her what a clever girl she was when she told him.
He always wanted to learn foreign languages, but he had to leave
school when he finished sixth class and “work like a man.” Grandad
knew lots of things that he liked to teach her. Her favourite was
when they lay on the front lawn and looked up at the stars. He
pointed out the Southern Cross and the big saucepan, the Evening
Star and the Milky Way. They sparkled like jewels. If she was
lucky, they would see a shooting star.

The priest stood on the steps
greeting the parishioners as they left the little weatherboard
church. The intricate gold thread embroidery on his vestments
glittered in the sun. Helen wanted to reach out and touch it but
knew that she mustn’t. To distract herself she read the sign on the
church door. The Church of St Mark. Mass cel-e-brat-ed, she
sounded the word out one syllable at a time, on the fourth
Sunday of every month at 10 am. That meant in the morning.
Confession from 8.30am. She scuffed the powdery red dirt
with the toe of her shoe. Mum liked it when mass was here. It was
closer than the church in town where they went on other
Sundays.

Father Norris was talking to
Mum. “I’ll stop by your place on my way home. I’ll join you for
lunch.”

Mum’s hand tightened on Helen’s
shoulder. Father Norris had never visited home before, let alone
without warning. Mum would be thinking about what they could eat at
such short notice. Sunday lunch was simple because they were out
all morning for church. Helen was hoping for Kraft cheese on toast,
blistered shiny brown under the grill.

“No need to go
to any trouble. This one can come with me in my car and show me the
way.” Father Norris put his hand under Helen’s chin and smiled down
at her. His fingers were white and slightly oily, like dripping.
She took a step back.

“Our place
easy to find. There’s a sign on the main road, and the house is
only a mile from the front gate. There’s really no need for Helen
to go with you.” Mum’s brow folded in little pleats.

“No, I insist.
It will be nice to have company. I spend a lot of time on the road
by myself. You go ahead and we’ll follow. I’ll just get changed and
lock up. We won’t be far behind.”

Mum wanted to get home to
prepare. She took a couple of steps towards the car, then turned
back. She dropped a kiss on Helen’s forehead. “See you soon,
sweetheart. Be a good girl and do what Father tells you.”

Helen sat on the steps and
watched Mum drive away. She refolded her white socks and tightened
the buckle on one of her black patent shoes. Outside the fence
people called goodbyes and car doors slammed as the last stragglers
departed.

After a long time, Father Norris
came back, dressed in normal clothes. He closed the double wooden
doors and locked them with a big metal key.

He opened the passenger side
door and Helen clambered onto the bench seat. The car was much
nicer than Dad’s. It even had seat belts. The metal buckle was hot
against her leg, and she pushed it away. She felt embarrassed
because she didn’t know how to use it. She watched, but Father
Norris didn’t put his on either. He turned on the ignition and put
the car into gear.

They headed through the village,
past the Blue Bird Café that made the best milkshakes and the
cement wheat silos, side by side like a set of tall, round
canisters. He knew the way. Helen was relieved.

They crossed the railway line
and picked up speed. Helen could see the main road ahead. Without
warning, Father Norris swerved onto the single lane track to the
right, causing Helen to slide into the car door with some force,
arms and legs flailing.

“N…no, Father.
This isn’t the right way.” She pointed. “We need to go on that
road.”

“I thought
we’d go this way, just for a change. Have a bit of an adventure.
How about that?”

Helen knew this track. She’d
been with Dad when he’d picked up deliveries from the sidings that
were dotted every six or seven miles along the railway. Except for
railway workers, it was rarely used. It ran through the scrub
beside the rail line, past Burrong Siding and ended at Wilgatree
Siding, near the road where Mum drove her to school.

Helen’s mouth was dry and her
breath came in little pants, like a puppy on a hot day. It was her
job to get Father Norris home and they were going the wrong way.
She twisted around. The village had disappeared behind a billowing
cloud of orange dust. She took a deep breath and tried again.
“Father, this is the wrong road. It will take much longer than the
other way.”

“But it will
get us there, won’t it? It’s too late to turn back now.” Father
Norris accelerated again, and the car bumped over the corrugated
red soil. Helen clutched the armrest on the door so that she
wouldn’t slide across the bench seat.

“What class
are you in at school?” he asked.

“I’m in third
class. Beverly and John are in my class too. There’s fifteen kids
at my school. That’s good ‘cos if it gets below twelve they might
have to close it.”

“Mr Howell is
your teacher, isn’t he? It’s a big job teaching all those different
age groups. He’s a good man.”

“Yes, Mr
Howell is nice. He lets me read books when I’ve finished my work. I
like reading.”

“What else do
you like?”

“I like riding
my pony. She’s a grey, so she’s called Silver. I’m learning how to
ride over jumps at pony club.” The words spilled out. “I have to go
to piano lessons, but I don’t like them. The teacher hits the back
of my hands when I don’t hold them up properly. Mum makes me
practise
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