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Introduction

Happenstance favoured Manukau Libraries when a short story writing
competition was conceived as its principal project for New Zealand Book
Month 2009. The concept, a competition asking the community to write their
version of a short story preselected by the library, actually developed well
before a suitable story had been found — yet that literary piece was going to
be the single most crucial factor upon which the success of the project hinged.
Did a suitable story even exist?

Through a chance conversation with Manukau Libraries’ Manager Research
Services, J.B. Ringer, | happened upon the story that met all the requirements
of the project. It transpired that Mr Ringer (himself a local lad) had written
‘Watermelon’, a short story set near Manukau which had been published in
the NZ Listener in June 1987. Upon reading it | became excited by key
elements in the story which | knew offered considerable opportunity for
development, adaptation and interpretation by budding storytellers: not the
least being the subtly suppressed malevolent undertones of an uneasy
relationship between a pair of mischievous brothers and the reclusive,
brooding, foreigner.

The original ‘Watermelon’ story exemplifies the masculine driven ‘realist-
humanist’ form of short-story writing which predominated in New Zealand
between the 1960’s and 1980’s. Typical of this style was a strong, socially
realistic setting (often a small town) and character-based narrative (based
upon antagonistic male relationships); the disconnected migrant (vide Frank
Sargeson); the competitive expression of territoriality, anxiety and aggression
amongst men (vide ‘Eleventh Holiday’ by Maurice Gee), and recognisable
practices of masculinity in conflict with the societal and cultural forces of
conformity (vide Owen Marshall). Intentionally, or otherwise, similar themes
were propounded in a large number of entries for this competition.

The judging panel was particularly impressed by the variety of plotting,
back-story and character development offered by the twenty two authors who
entered the competition. Explorations of Nick’s World War Il experience
brought forth such disclosures as his service in the German armed forces (not
the Polish resistance!) and also a friendship he forged with a Kiwi soldier at
the battle of Monte Cassino The lives of the brothers after the ‘watermelon
incident” are disclosed with them assigned a variety of roles as either teacher;
soldier; or policeman, against backgrounds of failed marriages, violence and
criminal behaviour. The attention to detail of certain writers was also
impressive: Nick’s scar, his tool sharpening habit, the infrequency of his
smiling and his departing message to the boys from the original story were
variously and meticulously incorporated into several entries.

In the following pages you will encounter intelligent reimaginings of the
original ‘Watermelon’ story, and in particular the astute crafting of the persona
of ‘Nick’. In Melissa Guyan’s winning entry, ‘After the Melon Heist’, the ‘boys
will be boys’ tomfoolery continues, and another climatic confrontation with



possibly frightful consequences ensues to reveal a major side of Nick’'s
character. Andrea Levarre-Waters (‘Old Nick and the Little Devils’) and Kathy
Sewell (‘Watermelon Saga’) both explore the challenges for the immigrant
Nick in his adopted country as well as revisiting the original incident; in
Andrea’s piece we learn how close to disaster Nick’s wartime experiences
conspired to take him.

This theme is repeated in ‘Nick’ where Peter Rankin also leads us into a
world of burden and loss endured by this solitary man. Similarly, in Linda
Lew’s untitled piece; history and boyish pranks collide with potentially
devastating consequences. Finally, Nicole Wallace’s ‘Laundromat Fatigue’
presents a brooding introspection of family disintegration and personal
tragedy, yet its denouement offers hope for the narrator while paying homage
to the legacy of the prize the boys chased so desperately in the original story.

Manukau Libraries is proud to present this collection of those short stories
judged ‘Best’ in its ‘Watermelon’ competition. | would like to thank all
participants who submitted their work for judgement, including our entrants in
the ‘Book Cover’ and ‘Movie Poster’ categories. Competitions are often cruel
endeavours in which not all talent goes suitably rewarded, but | feel that which
is showcased here has unequivocally deserved its inclusion. | would also like
to thank Manukau Libraries for supporting this initiative, but most of all, my
heartfelt thanks goes to Bruce Ringer, for his generosity in allowing us to use
his original story, and for gifting us characters which will live with many of us
for years to come.

Paul Brown
Manukau Libraries
January 2010



Of watermelons and men

| wrote ‘Watermelon’ some years ago. It was loosely — very loosely — based
on my experiences as a boy growing up near small-town Waiuku. It may also
have been influenced by vague recollections of a story featuring watermelons
published in the Saturday Evening Post some time during the 1950s (my
grandfather kept years of back copies in tidy piles in a cupboard in the
washhouse).

| regarded ‘Watermelon’ at the time | wrote it as a comedy, but I'm
fascinated by Mr Brown'’s and others’ darker perspectives. Whether it bears
the full weight of critical analysis is up to the reader to decide. However, I'm
still fond of it as a story and think it has worn well.

| enjoyed reading all the entries in this competition very much. It's not often
an author has the privilege of seeing his characters through other people’s
eyes. Thanks to Paul Brown for his innovative idea, congratulations to the
winners, and thanks to everyone, both writers and artists, who took part. I'd
like to acknowledge the detective work of an entrant who provided
photographs of the exact location where the watermelon incident allegedly
took place.

Let me add that there was not a real person called Nick. He was (almost)
wholly a figment of my imagination.

And what happened to the old Hillman car, in my view one of the main

characters of the story? Well, three months after getting my driver’s license, |
rolled it, and it had to be completely written off.

Bruce Ringer



The Original Story

‘Watermelon’ by J.B. Ringer

N ick’'s watermelon

patch lay right beside
the road. All that
separated us from the
fruit was a shallow
ditch overhung by
paspalum and three
rusty strands of barbed
wire. We looked at
those melons longingly
as we scuffed past
each hot weekday
afternoon. We yearned
after them, Jack and |,
until the whole
summer’s dust seemed
to settle at the back of
our throats. Only cool,
stolen watermelon flesh
could satisfy that kind
of dryness.

The problem was,
the field lay in full view
of Nick’s bach. And, as
the melons ripened,
Nick always seemed to
be there. Every
evening, every
weekend, he was in his
garden, carrying water,
rustling through the
corn to snap off ripened
cobs, or bending over a
hoe clearing the last
crackling rows of peas.

If he wasn't in the
garden itself, then Nick
would be pottering
about his bach,
hammering away at
something, scraping
the weatherboards

ready for painting,
puttying a window or,
more often, just sitting on
the verandah steps
sharpening tools. He had
a lot of these: three or four
each of spades, hoes and
mattocks. He used to line
them up on the verandah
and sit there for hours
sharpening them, using a
file and a whetstone,
rubbing at the steel with
smooth, careful strokes.

Nick, everyone called
him Nick. You couldn’t
pronounce his real name
—or we didn’t try to. Nick
was Polish. He had fought
in the war, Dad told us,
first against the Russians,
then against the
Germans, and been a
prisoner in between, and
come to New Zealand
afterwards. His part of
Poland had gone to the
Russians; | suppose he

Felt there was nothing
left for him there. Nick
had some medals, Dad
said, but we never saw
them. We made up
stories about how he
got them, killing Nazis,
bloody stories, adding
gory details every time
we told them.

But we didn’t talk
much to Nick, no more
than we could avoid.
We didn’t mind his
accent, all hisses and
splutters. That made us
laugh behind his back.
Out of his hearing, we'd
imitate the way he
spoke, spitting and
chuckling.

It was his eyes that
scared us, black and
expressionless. There
was a white scar too,
that started half-way
down his forehead,
burrowed into the eye-
socket at the corner of
his left eye, and
emerged to throw up a
furrow across his
cheekbone. Curiously,
the eye itself was
unmarked, but it was
dead, | think. Nick
never smiled, at least |
never saw him smile —
only once.

Jack and | used to
raid the gardens and
orchards of every farm




within a mile of our
place. We filled our
bellies with green
plums and peaches
and nectarines, with
sour apples, with gritty
peas scooped from the
pod with our teeth. If
there was nothing else,
we stole carrots, wiping
the earth off roughly on
our shirts. But we never
touched anything
belonging to Nick.

Never, that is, until
the summer he cleared
the upper part of his
garden, near the
bridge, and planted
watermelons. That was
the summer we grew
up a bit, or thought we
had, and decided that
Nick was a challenge
we had to face.

Once in a while, in
the afternoon when we
came down the road,
nick wasn't in sight.
Then we’'d stop by the
bridge, lean over the
railings, drop twigs in
the stream, and toss
rocks into the scum on
top of the pools. We
shoved and punched at
each other, wrestled a
bit, pretended to trip
each other on the dusty
planks. All the time we
watched the bach,
trying to work out if
Nick was there. We'd
imagine him peering
from behind the blinds,
or standing hidden in
the shadows of his dark
windows. We knew

we’d have time to cross
the ditch, grab a
watermelon and run, but,
if he was watching, we
wouldn’t have time to get
away.

At intervals, we
mustered up the courage
to try. We persuaded
ourselves that Nick wasn’t
there after all, that he
must have gone fishing or
gone into town. We
moved step by step
towards the ditch, reached
across to grasp a fence-
post, steadies ourselves
ready to jump. But at the
last moment, as the wire
strained and twanged,

one of us would always
call out,

“Watch out! He's
there!”

And we'd scuttle back
to the bridge, melonless,
and drop twigs in the
stream again and
bombard them with
gravel, and swear at each
other.

After a while, we’'d
give up and straggle
home. As we passed
the bach, Nick usually
came out to the front
step, settled himself
down, and sat there
watching us. We'd
wave unwillingly; he’'d
wave back. Or he’'d
come right down to his
gate, lean over it, and
look at us
expressionless as we
went past.

“G’day, Nick!”

“How are you,
boys?”

Once, once only, he
called us over.

“Your mother like
some peaches?”

He held out a paper
bag full of them. | took
it gingerly, almost
dropping it.

Careful!”

“Sorright! Thanks,
Nick!”

“Yeah, thanksalot,
Nick!”

We headed up our
drive, munching, peach
juice dribbling down our
chins, tossing stones
well out of sight into the
bush on either side.
The peaches were
good. But it was
watermelon we really
wanted.

So we planned a
night raid. | took the
alarm-clock to bed and
set it for 2 o’clock. The
pillow muffled its
shrilling, but it was still
loud enough to wake




us. We pulled on some
clothes and slipped out
of the window. We took
a torch, but there was
enough moonlight not
to need it. Making a
wide detour across the
fields, we came at the
watermelon patch from
the back. Yards away,
we could see the fruit
glistening among the
vines. | was about to
hop over the last fence
when Jack suddenly
grabbed my arm.
“Hsshsshhhsht!” We
dropped flat on the
grass. After a few
moments | lifted my
head cautiously. Over
by the plum tree
nearest the patch was
a tall figure outlined by
the moon.

There seemed no
point in not walking
back down the road.

“Out late, boys?”

“Yeah. We've been
after possums.”

We felt pretty silly;
neither of us was
carrying a gun.

“You've got
nothing?” Nick sounded
really concerned.
“That'’s a pity. Hey, help
yourself to some
plums.”

And he strode off
towards the bach.

We took up his offer
of the plums but, even
using the torch, we
couldn’t find more than

half a dozen, and those
were over-ripe.

We had to have the
melons, or one melon at
least. That summer Jack
had been learning to
drive. It might have been
watching Z-Cars that gave
us the idea: we planned a
motorised raid.

One Saturday, Dad
and Mum went out with a
friend in the friend’s car.
They always hid the spare
car keys when they went
out, just in case, but we
knew the place: inside
one of Dad’s shoes in the
wardrobe. Jack got the

old Standard 10 out of the
garage, graunching it only
slightly against the side, in
the usual place. The
Standard could be a bit
temperamental, and Jack
was a bit uncertain about
gear-changes. For
practice, and to make
sure everything was
running smoothly, we took
the car as far as the main
road, then turned back to
the house.

The next few minutes
replay themselves often in
my mind.

This is it! This time!

Jack revs the engine,
we roar down the drive.

Before we are even
out of the trees the
Standard is in third,
lurching and bucking
on the gravel. | keep an
eye on Nick's bach. No
one in sight. The
Standard hits a bump
and my head jerks
around.

“Keep on the road!”
“Shut up!”

Jack is hunched over
the wheel, frowning,
tense. | glance back at
the bach. All of a
sudden Nick is there,
on the verandah,
scrabbling amongst his
tools.

“Nick! Nick’s
coming!”

“We'll make it!”

We are opposite the
melon patch. The car
skids to a halt. | already
have the door open,
and leap out.

| hurdle both ditch
and fence, twisting in
the air as | cross the
wire. Grabbing the
nearest melon — no
time to choose the best
— | wrench it free and
turn for the car. Vines
crunch beneath my
feet. | stumble and drop
the melon. It rolls under
the fence. | crawl after




it, catching my shirt on
a barb, but ripping it
free. | scoop the melon
out of the ditch and,
clutching it to my ribs,
tumble into the car.

Nick is now half-way
across the patch,
shouting, waving a
mattock in the air. We'll
make it! Jack has the
motor-revving. He lets
the clutch out and
slams down the
accelerator. The
Standard leaps forward
— and stalls.

“You little shit!”

Jack, hand on the
key, pumps furiously at
the pedals. The engine
catches, and dies
again.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!”

The fence twangs.
Dropping the melon on
the seat, | fling open
the door and race up
the road. The gravel
pricks at my bare feet.
Way past the bridge,
winded, hearing
nothing behind me, |
stop and turn. The car
is still where it stalled,
in the middle of the
road. Jack is a few
yards from it, half-way
across the bridge,
going as fast as he
can, but with the melon
in his arms.

Just beyond the
bridge, Nick reaches

him. He comes up beside
him, breaking stride. His
arms swing in one smooth
motion back and around,
the mattock coming with
and beyond them in an
arc. The end of its blade
glints. There is a tearing,
a thump, a curious
“splosh”.

Jack is on his knees on
the road. There is red on
his arms and his chest, a
red mess dripping from
him onto the dust. | take a
few involuntary steps
towards him, stop, take a
few more. Melon pulp. Its
pulp smeared all over him,
pieces of green rind are
scattered on the road.

-

Jack is crying and
laughing at the same time,
gurgling at the back of his
throat, trying to say
something. | can't help
myself. | curl up on the
long grass and wildflowers
beside the road, threshing
about, giggling madly. The
fit stops. | get up. My
stomach has gone all

hollow and cold.

Nick is standing
there beside Jack,
mattock in hand,
tapping the blade
gently against his boot.
We look ate ach other,
silent. Dust pricks at
the inside of my nose.
My mouth is dry. | feel
my shoulders shaking.

Then Nick grins. For
the first time ever, | see
Nick grin. We look at
each other a few
moments more. Nick’s
smile fades, he turns
and swings away down
the road. | watch him,
his lean back and legs,
the puffs of dust his
boots make as they
scrape along. Just
beyond the bridge, he
pauses and turns.

“Hey!” he calls. “If
you boys want a
watermelon, you know,
all you have to do is
ask!”




WINNING STORY

‘After the melon heist’ by Melissa Guyan

After scaring us
stupid by chasing his
melon down and slicing
it open, Nick had gifted
us a rare smile. Things
were different after
that. We found
ourselves drawn to the
silent man. Our quick
jaunts past his property
became a meander. As
courage grew we made
our way to his porch
steps. We'd sit down
without a word and
listen to the slow
sweep of Nick’s
whetstone gliding over
metal. We’'d watch with
interest until it got
boring then jump to our
feet, wave goodbye
and be off, our chests
puffed with pride at our
brave sojourn.

Some days were
unique. We'd settle our
backsides onto the
dusty steps and begin
our silent observations.
Out of the blue Nick
would suddenly pass
us one of his tools and
a whetstone.

“Help me out, will ya
boys?”

We’d spend the
afternoon with our
tongues poking from
the sides of our mouths
as we carefully copied
Nick’s every move.

On those days he’d
amble through a story. It
would be something about
his childhood in Poland,
something foreign and
hard to comprehend.
We'd nod enthusiastically
as though we knew
completely what it was
like to share a two-
bedroom house with a
family of eight..

Nick’s thick accent
turned words to mulch
that we strained to grasp.
His black eyes would
spark as he retold funny
stories about his siblings,
but then he’d reach his
teen years and his voice
would drift away. It didn’t
take long to figure out that
he must have been at
war.

There was only one
exception and that was
the day Nick mentioned
his best friend, Josef. He
talked about how they
grew up together. The
sound of our steady
strokes disappeared as
our hands stilled to listen.
The story took on shape
and colour as he
described the day he'd
pulled the wounded Josef
out of harm’s way.

“I carried him on my
back for nearly four miles.
| didn’t think I'd make it,
but...” he shrugged and
went silent.

“Is that how you got
those medals? For
saving him?” Jack
blurted. The old fear
clutched my belly as
Nick's head jerked up
and his eyes swirled
with vivid darkness.

“Story’s over... and
don’t you go asking me
about it again. You
hear me?”

Jack’s head bobbed
like a jackhammer. The
silence that followed
was like a black storm
cloud. We didn't stay
long that day and it
took us a good week to
make our way up his
driveway again, but
make our way we did.

That was the day it
happened.

Nick wasn’t on the
porch that afternoon.
We had decided to go
up the drive in spite of
this fact. Jack had the
idea that Nick would be
there soon and we
shouldn’t keep him
waiting. After an age,
we decided that maybe
he was out. That’s
when curiosity pounced
on me like a wild cat
and the seed of an idea
suddenly sprouted into
a full-grown tree, its
roots digging into my
membrane until | could
do nothing but act.




“Do you think he
keeps those medals
inside the house? I'd
love to see one.”

Jack’s eye’s shot
sideways to make sure
| wasn’t kidding. Then
his lips curled north.
Jumping up, he pulled
back the screen door
and gave the handle a
light tap and push. The
door inched open with
a squeak.

“I suppose if he
didn’t want anybody to
go inside, he would
have locked the door.”

| grinned and stood
to my feet. Gulping
down the nerves
creeping up my throat, |
shot Jack a quick look
before lightly pushing
the door wide.

It took a moment for
our eyes to adjust to
the dim light inside. We
stood with our backs
against the wall,
drinking in the sight of
the perfectly placed
furniture. The wooden
windows were slightly
open. The net curtains
fluttered. Light filtered
through the thin
material, creating a soft
glow on the wooden
furniture. | watched the
dust particles dance
around the room.

“Well, should we
look around?”

| nodded mutely and
stepped further into the
front room. | started on
the west wall and ran

my hands along the wide
bookshelf, looking at the
various titles. My
eyebrows twitched with
intrigue and amusement
as | spotted the likes of
Shakespeare crammed
next to Jane Austen and
Bryce Courtney.
The next shelf was

covered with photographs.

| scanned the fading
images and easily made
out Nick’s family. He had
described each member
perfectly.

“Oh wow.”

| turned to see Jack
peering into the draw of
an old writing desk,
Rushing to his side, |
studied the tattered photo
in his hands.

“That must be Nick.” |
pointed at the taller man.
He stood straight and
serious in spite of the
shorter man beside him
pulling a clown face.

“Do you think the other
one’s Josef?”

“Definitely. | bet the
medals are in this desk
somewhere. Keep
looking!”

| bobbed down and
opened the bottom
cupboard, shuffling
through the books and
paper in search of world
war treasures.

Suddenly my heart
lurched into my throat as |
heard the screen door
squeak. We slammed the
doors shut and scrambled
for the open window.

“Oi! Get back here
you little trespassers!”
Nick’s booming voice
was terrifying.

My feet took off as
soon as they touched
earth. Glancing over
my shoulder, | felt my
eyes pop as | watched
Jack stumble and land
in the dust. | slowed my
pace, expecting him to
get up at any moment,
but he stayed in a
crumpled mess on the
ground.

“Jack!” | ran back to
his side and turned him
to face me. His knees
were a bleeding mess.
Gravel was embedded
like glitter into his flesh.

“Come on! Get up!”
My voice squeaked
high. “He’s coming!”

The screen door
screamed a warning as
it was flung open. We
stared in horror as Nick
descended the stairs
with a mattock slung
over his shoulder.

| tried to make
myself remember the
melons, but all | could
see was Nick’s black
eyes and menacing
sneer. We had to run.
We had to run now!

“Get up!”

“My foot” Jack
moaned. | stared down
at his quickly bloating
appendage and tried to
steady my nerves.
Hauling Jack up by his
shirt collar, I flung his




arm over my shoulder
and watched him wince
and hiss as we fumbled
our way down the
drive.

Nick was gaining
fast. His irate growl
made him sound like
an angry Rottweiler.

“Come on Jack!” |
pinched his middle tight
and helped him gain
speed. Tears were
building on his lower
lashes as he bit his lip
and put in a little more
effort.

The road was only a
yard away when a
strong hand slammed
down on my shoulder
and grabbed a handful
of shirt. | let out a
scream as | was jerked
to a halt.

“We're sorry,” |
blubbered. “We were
just looking!”

“Shut your mouth
and come with me.”

He pushed us back
towards the house. |
helped Jack complete
the slow walk of doom.
We stopped at the
base of the stairs, fear
pumping through us in
nauseating waves.
Without a word, Nick
clunked his way up the
steps and held the
screen door open. With
a flick of his mattock he
ordered us inside.

| gulped back the bile in
my throat and ascended
the stairs.

“In there.” Nick pointed
to a white swing door. We
inched our way across the
cold floor. My imagination
took flight and by the time
| entered the kitchen, |
had created several
scenarios. None of them
had a pretty ending.

“Sit.” Nick roughly
pulled a metal chair from
the table. | lowered Jack
into the chair. Nick pulled
out another one, which |
was about to sit on until
he barked, “Not there!”

| jumped back and
watched him lift Jack’s
legs onto the seat. He
leaned closer to inspect
the damage. The mattock
was still in his hands and
the way his fingers jiggled
over the handle made me
wonder if he was about to
lop the limbs off.

“Hold out your hand.” |
felt my breath catch.
Biting my lip, | slowly
obeyed. Grabbing my
wrist with force, he
slapped something into
my palm.

“This is what you get
when you don’t leave a
comrade behind.”

My mouth slipped open
as | slowly unfurled my
fingers to reveal a star
shaped medal
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‘Old Nick and the little devils’ by Andrea Levarre-Waters

‘
N ick’ they all called

him here. ‘What's that
supposed to mean?’ he
would mutter to himself
‘...0ld Nick?' He
wondered whether they
thought he was
Beezlebub the diabe
just because he was a
stranger here and had
an ugly scar. ‘If they
think that is what real
ugliness, real evil, is’,
he mused, ‘then they
are privileged indeed. |
am ‘Lukasz Budnik’
and they can’t even be
bothered trying to
pronounce my name.
It's not so complicated
... I'd like to see how
they would do with old
Bonawentura

Ko odziejska. Now his
name truly was a
mouthful?”

Lukasz sometimes
found the young
country he had
beached up in to be a
creepy place. People
would glide past his
little place in silence
and no one seemed to
talk to anyone. Even
the children passed by
like ghostly little
spectres. He'd seen a
lot of hard things in the
war and lost friends,
family — his whole
country really — and
now Lukasz just

wanted to live a simple life
and to be part of a
community again.

He had thought it would
be more like the Old
Country here at the edge
of the world. Sheltered
from the worst that the
world does, surrounded
by nature’s bounty ...
surely everyone would be
as grateful as he was to
embrace peace, he
thought. Instead Lukasz
felt like a prisoner of war
again ... only better fed.
Those boys, those little
devils from down the road,
were always watching
him. Even when he was
just relaxing on the
veranda, sharpening his
tools and feeling the
warmth of the sun slowly
sinking into his bones
Lukasz could feel their
feral eyes upon him.

Lukasz thought he
could see a resentful
hunger in their eyes, and
it always sent a chill
through him. It made him
think of stories he’d heard
about dogs that ate their
dead owner’s bodies as
soon as the dog-food ran
out. He'd put a lot of hard
work in making sure
everything about his tiny
cottage on its postage-
stamp of land was
shipshape and productive.
At this time of year his

treasured garden was
absolutely blooming.
He’d heard about the
boys and their forays
into local gardens and
crops. He considered
them to be locusts; a
pestilence on the land
that devoured
everything they passed
through. Knowing how
much produce they’'d
worked through, on one
occasion Lukasz had
even asked their
mother if they’d been
wormed.

He had always
thought of himself as a
sociable man. “How are
you, boys?” Lukasz
would call out to those
great lumps when they
passed by eying up his
lovely garden. “Grunt,
grunt” the little devil
piggies replied. He
would try to appease
them with small gifts
“for their mother”. He
knew none of it would
ever reach her, but he
hoped that they would
see it as a friendly
gesture. Old men who
live alone can’t be too
careful, he thought.

More than once
Lukasz had heard the
boys asking their
parents about his
medals as the family
walked past. He wasn't
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sure if the little ghouls
wanted to hear bloody
stories or were just
interested in how much
they were worth. Either
way, he was
determined not to
oblige them. He hid the
medals up high on top
of his ceiling rafters,
where he reckoned
they should be safe
from cunning little
hands. He refused to
relive those terrible
days that they were
won in. ‘I suppose |
was attracted to war
stories once too’ he
mused in softer moods,
remembering those
long summer days
before the reality of war
had come marching
down the road and into
his family’s lives.

Lukasz remembered
watching his father
sharpening his old
sabre as he talked
about the Bolshevik
War and passionately
wishing that he could
see some adventure
too. Now Lukasz often
sat on his own veranda
sharpening up his tools
of peace and thinking
of his father and
himself as a boy. It was
a long journey back in
his mind’s eye to
faraway days when
he’d two good eyes
and no idea how messy
war could really be.
After those days his
father’s old sabre had
become his own

talisman for a while ...
until he left it broken in a
ragged soldier even
younger than himself.

Lukasz’s father had
always believed in
gardening by moonlight at
certain phases of its cycle
during the year and
Lukasz like following the
old traditions. It was one
warm night at the height
of the full-moon during the
summer of '63 when those
little devils down the road
really scared Lukasz. He
was out by his fruit trees
thinking about his father
and his ways and taking
pleasure in being the only
person up for miles as he
rhythmically loosened the
hard ground with his
sharp pick. The pick
looked bright and sure in
the clear moonlight and
he felt almost hypnotised
— half-asleep and wide
awake at the same time.

It was a shock when
Lukasz heard scuffled
footsteps along the road
and saw two dark figures
emerge. He was so
startled he almost
chopped off a toe. Lukasz
wasn’'t sure whether to
feel relieved or not when
he saw that it was just
those boys from up the
road again. Probably out
stealing produce again, he
deduced, or “scrumping”
as people seem to
euphemise it these days.
Stealing was stealing
when he was a boy, and
staying out this late only

for the roughest louts.

Lukasz’s heart was
still thumping hard, but
he tried to sound
casual as he called out
to them

“Out late, boys?”

The boys jerked in
surprise and then
resumed their usual
slouch, scuffing their
feet in the dusty road
and sullenly muttering
“Yeah. We've been
after possums.” He
could see that neither
of them carried a gun
or any kind of trap, but
he decided not to
mention it. He was
pleased enough that
they weren'’t carrying
weapons as they
skulked through the
night.

...."You've got
nothing?” he tried to
sympathise, “That’s a
pity”. The boys just
stood there looking at
him with their blank
pimply faces until
Lukasz could feel cold
creeping into the pit of
his stomach.

“Hey, help yourself
to some plums”, he
said in a friendly tone
and backed towards
the safety of his
cottage.

It seemed to take an
age for Lukasz to reach
the door, as the boys
clambered around the
base of his plum tree
stomping on fallen
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fruit and breaking off
small branches in their
haste to devour the last
of the plums. After they
left he stood watching
from behind his
curtains for another
twenty minutes before
he started to feel calm
again. The night was
still bright and lovely,
but he wasn't about to
go out again that night.
Better to stay behind
locked doors for now
he decided.

It wasn't until that
weekend that he saw
them again. Lukasz
was just starting to
doze off after lunch
when he heard tyres
squealing around the
bend and ran out to
see what was
happening. All he could
think was that he
should grab something
to defend himself. So
he scrabbled randomly
in his cache of tools
laid out for their weekly
maintenance.

‘It's those bloody
kids again!” he thought
to himself. Lukasz
could hear one of the
little devils shrilling to
the other “Nick! Nick’s
coming!” as the other
tumbled out of the car
door and pushed his
way into the garden,
trampling everything
with his great feet once
more.

“You little devil!”
Lukasz yelled, running

forward. One of the boys
grabbed a ripening
watermelon and yanked it
roughly from its vine
before pounding back
towards the waiting car.
Lukasz was already
mentally composing a stiff
message to their mother
when he realised that their
car had stalled. He saw
the boys abandoning it in
the middle of the road; the
stolen booty clutched tight
to a bony chest.

Suddenly Lukasz was
right back in the war again
and he thought “No. NO.
You will not take my
Country away from me”.

That's when he swept
the pick into the chest of
the invading soldier. Only
of course it wasn'’t a
soldier, it was just that
little hooligan from down
the road. At that moment
he also thankfully realised
that he wasn't holding the
old cavalry sabre he’'d
always kept by him in
those dark times ... it was
slightly shorter for one
thing!

Lukasz looked into the
astonished boy’s eyes
and almost laughed in
relief. ‘No prison again for
me!’ he thought. He took
in the explosion of pink
pulp and the spreading
dampness further down
the boy’s trousers with an
almost gleeful satisfaction.
Deciding that it was better
to make a masterful exit
than admit his loss of
control, Lukasz started to

turn back to his little
house before any
adults woke up and got
involved.

“Hey!” he called back
casually. “If you boys
want a watermelon,
you know, all you have
to do is ask!”
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‘Watermelon saga (Nick’s story)’ by Kathy Sewell

N ick poured a cuppa

and picked up the old
faded, photo in a
wooden frame. Three
young faces smiled
back, himself, his
brother and his friend
from 1939, Pilecki,
transfixed forever on
brittle paper protected
by glass, ghosts from
his past.

Nick looked out the
window. The fertile soil
produced many
varieties of food. Until
recently, it had been
lonely, the vegetables
and fruit were his only
comfort. That was until
the watermelon
incident.

He’d never been
much of a sleeper
preferring to catnap
and blamed it on his
past in the old country,
Poland. That was how
he noticed the strange
attention he was
receiving from two
young boys that lived
down the road. A few
times they'd woken him
from a nap with their
play-fighting by the
bridge or yelling at
each other, “Watch out!
He’s there!” then
running away. Once
awake, Nick spent ours
using a file and

whetstone to carefully
sharpen his tools. It was
not a time to let the mind
wander to the past as it
was a job that needed a
keen eye and
concentration. He didn't
enjoy the quiet as much
these days. Often, he
would talk to his garden
as he dug, planted,
watered and weeded his
vegetables. He talked of
his life in Poland, working
in the resistance
movement and his brother
who died in his arms.

Of course there were
always too many beans,
peas, corn, pumpkins,
carrots and radishes just
to mention a few so he
was lucky the local
shopkeeper was willing to
pay for the continual
supply. One Friday the
shopkeeper arrived in his
old white van to collect a
few boxes of fruit with the
vegetables.

“Watermelons, Nick,
they would earn you
money. Very popular and
hard to get hold of too.
There’s no point in me
buying from the city
market, | would have to
sell at quite a high price to
make a profit.”

“Watermelons,
hmmmm, these | do not
know. | can get seeds,
yes?”

The shopkeeper leaned
out the van window. “My

wife’s going to the
garden centre in town
for a couple of rose
bushes tomorrow. She
won’'t mind grabbing a
packet for you.”

Nick was pleased,
he enjoyed new
challenges. With a glint
in his eyes he strode
up the steps and over
to the crowded
bookcase. He pulled an
old musty book from
the shelf and opened it.
His gnarled finger ran
down the index until he
found melons. There it
was page 64, ‘all you
need to know about
growing melons.’ He
flicked to the page and
found an assortment he
never knew existed.
Halfway down page 65
he saw the heading
‘Watermelon’. The
picture showed a large,
round, green fruit and
an oval dark and light
green striped one.
There was one cut in
half. Nick admired the
moist, pink flesh and
felt impatient at having
to grow his own.
Meanwhile, there was
reading to be done and
a lot of preparation with
seed trays and the
garden.

Days passed and

healthy seedlings were
ready for the garden.
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The boys scuttled past,
Nick waved and they
waved back. A few
times he’d seen them
lean over the fence
watching the melons
grow. Maybe, if they
were willing to help
harvest, he’'d surprise
them.

The following day he
saw the boys and
decided to attempt
conversation. He'd
often watch them
tossing stones into the
stream. They usually
scuttled off when he
came outside. Sure
enough as he strode
down the drive, they
stopped their game and
quick stepped past his
gate.

Nick called out,
waving a bag. “Your
mother like some
peaches?” One of the
boys reached out and
warily took the bag,
thanked him twice and
left him standing alone.
His shoulders slumped
in defeat. Why do these
boys act afraid of me?
What have | done to
make them run away?
He trudged back to the
house and slumped on
the porch. Even the
pride he felt towards
the almost ripe melons
deflated like a nail-
pierced tyre.

He’d thought about
the old days in the
Polish Resistance

Movement. He had been
a young, fearless solder,
indestructible. He had
worked with ‘Hubal’ when
the invasion began,
fighting with defiance to
help save his beloved
Poland from the Germans
and Russians. He was
awarded medals for
destroying German supply
lines and provided
important military
intelligence to their allies
the British. He was sent to
Czortkow when teenagers
tried to free Polish
prisoners of war in
January 1940, and helped
organise aid for many
Jewish people during the
holocaust. Nick had
experienced and
witnessed so much pain,
torture, hunger and lost all
his family. He had many
regrets and harboured
feelings of failure even
today over the defeat of
Poland. So many people
sacrificed so much and
still they lost. Pilecki, a
man Nick called ‘one of
the greatest men he had
ever known,” was one. He
obtained false Jewish
papers and deliberately
allowed the Germans to
capture him. He was
taken to Auschwitz and
even when starving and ill
he managed to relay
important information to
the Polish Government in
exile, they in turn relayed
it to the British. Nick
touched the jagged scar
that ran from his forehead,
down the corner of his eye
and lined his cheek. The

scar was one medal,
he was proud to bear.
Was it this that made
the boys afraid of him?

The next night Nick
couldn’t sleep and the
moon was bright, so he
decided to fill a bucket
with fallen plums for the
neighbour’s pigs. A
rustling sound caught
his attention. A head,
then another popped
up. It was the two boys.

“Out late boys,” he
stated casually.

“Yeah. We've been
after possums.”

Nick wanted to
believe them, but they
were clean, unruffled
and had no traps or
gun. He was tempted
to ask them to help fill
the bucket but, they
shuffled their feet
nervously and kept
looking towards the
road. Instead he told
them to help
themselves to the
plums and after
grabbing a few each,
they fled. He shuffled
towards the house,
shoulders hunched, not
from the weight of the
bucket buy by the
heavy burden of
sadness.

It had taken Nick
many years to trust
people in New Zealand
after he arrived. One
day a neighbour
offered him eggs, then
the shopkeeper offered

15




to buy his fruit and
vegetables. Even
though he never let his
guard down, he soon
realised not all
foreigners were bad.
So why did these two
boys act so scared of
him? Saturday night
Nick retired early after
spending the afternoon
painting the porch. A
ruckus like tanks and
yelling wakes the
young soldier in him.
He's out the door, and
halfway across the
porch swinging his
mattock before he’s
fully awake. At the last
minute he recognised
one of the young boys
and swung at the
melon. The force of the
blow knocked Jack off
his feet and his weight
squished the melon,
drenching his clothes
pink. He sobbed,
giggled nervously and
looked ridiculous. Nick
smiles, damn he felt
good. Both boys stare
and blink. Nick was
smiling, really smiling.
With shoulders back he
strutted across the
bridge. “If you boys
want a watermelon,
you know, all you have
to do is ask!”

The next afternoon
the boys stood
sheepishly on Nick’s
porch. One held the
watermelon from the
car. They’'d come to
apologise.

“For a moment | was

a young soldier again not
old and lonely. But what
you did was wrong.”

They apologised again
and asked if they could
help. A screeching yelp, a
splash and car tyres
spitting gravel caught their
attention. They ran down
the steps and stopped at
the stream. A black puppy
was whining and
scratching at the steep
bank. The boys slid into
the water and grabbed it
by the scruff of the neck.
As they scrambled up
Nick knelt down took it.
The pup cowered in his
arms and whimpered.

“It's alright boy. A warm
drink and rub down will
make you feel better.”

“What sort of person
does this?” the boy asked,
gasping for breath.

“Cowards! If | was
younger | would hunt
them,” Nick grunted.

“We'd help you” the
boys unisoned.

Nick poured warm
water and milk into a bowl
and watched as the pup
lapped, then ran outside,
squatted on the grass and
peed. They laughed as
the puppy came back,
offered Nick its paw and
wagged its tail. Nick gave
the pup a lamb shank and
it disappeared under the
porch gnawed hungrily.

“Are you gunna keep
him?” Jack asked.

“Considering his timing
and choice of dumping, |
think it's fate. He'll stay as
friend and | will call him

Pilecki.”

“What's a Pilecki?”

“Not what, but who!
If you want to know
more, you must visit
again.”

“We will, we like you.
Bet you know lots of
things. Oh by the way,
can we have a
watermelon, please?”

Nick grinned and
nodded.
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It was just starting to

get dark when | saw
the two boys coming
down the road. |
paused in my writing to
look at them before
carrying on.

“My dearest Anna, |
must stop for a
moment, as | see my
adversaries coming.”

| put my pen down
and, picking up my
sharpening stone, |
went out onto the porch
and began the
pretence of sharpening
the nearest spade, all
the while keeping a
surreptitious eye on
them from under my
brows. My two
adversaries, as |
thought of them, are
two brothers that live in
the village a few
kilometres down the
road. | had this feeling
that they were up to no
good, nothing really
bad mind you, let me
rather say mischief.
They walked past,
shouting “Hi Nick” as
they went, lifting arms
in greeting. Friendly
enough. | replied in the
same vein.

Back at my table |
pick up my pen to
continue writing.

‘Nick’ by Peter Rankin

“They’re not bad boys
really. | know, and all the
neighbours know, that
they pinch fruit off our
trees, but mostly they take
it home to their mum. It's
become a game between
us, me endeavouring to
catch them at it and them
trying to see if they can
get away from it. Their
father, Tom Bachelor,
came to see me at the
local church where | was
fixing the roof to apologise
and offered to pay fro
what they steal. | just
smiled at him and said it
was just a boy thing and if
it got out of hand | would
tell him. He seemed quite
relieved. Sometimes to
tease them and maybe
encourage them at the
game, | give them some
fruit. | feel quite satisfied
when | see the look of
confusion on their faces
and how awkward they
feel when they have to
thank me.”

| stop again and begin
preparing for my evening
meal. Tonight I'm having
vegetable soup made with
all home grown veggies
from my garden, delicately
flavoured with herbs and
spices, which had been
simmering on the stove
for a couple of hours.
Home-made bread fresh
out of the oven would
wipe the bowl clean. |
have found these days

that meat is hard to
digest, so prefer to
leave it off my menu.

| help myself to a
stubbie from the fridge
and go and sit on the
verandabh. It's a kind of
ritual. Every Saturday |
buy a six pack of
stubbies at the store
when | get the other
odds and ends that |
need and every
evening | sit on the
deck before my meal
and have a beer.
Except for Sunday. I'm
not a particularly
religious person. Not
any more, although |
was brought up as a
Catholic by a strict and
devout family. But
when Germany
invaded Poland, and |
was torn from family
and incarcerated in a
concentration camp as
a young man, | could
not understand or
forgive God for what he
had allowed to happen
to me and all our
people. This did not
mean that | renounced
my faith, on the
contrary it made me
stronger mentally to
deal with it. But this |
did in my own way
through tough
discipline and resolve. |
felt that | didn’t need to
go to any special place
to pray.
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As | sit here | let my
mind wander back to
the awful night when
my darling Anna and
our baby daughter
were so ruthlessly
taken from me. | still
have the scars on my
back from the beating |
received for daring to
challenge the soldier
that parted us. But |
guess | was lucky. My
wife and daughter were
dragged away and
loaded onto a truck.
Thomas Polanski had
to witness the same
soldier bayonet his wife
when he resisted. His
last memory was of her
lying in the filth of a
ditch, her arm reaching
out for him, as we were
led away into the
darkness.

Suddenly my
stomach cramps up
and | lean forward and
spew out its contents.
The cramps continue
for a minute or two and
| dry heave until they
subside. | can tell that
my condition is getting
worse. | get up and
pour the remainder of
my beer into the
garden and go inside to
have a drink of water.
My appetite is gone.
Suddenly very tired, |
switch off the stove and
pour the soup into a
container and put it in
the fridge.

It's still early but I get
into bed. | lie here

trying to block out my
thoughts but they won't go
away. | have always had
nightmares but now even
my waking hours are
haunted. It's hot and | toss
and turn trying to sleep
but it's useless. | get up
for another drink. I'm
sweating and my sleeping
shorts are damp and
uncomfortable so | slip on
my jeans and pull my
boots on, not worrying
about the laces. | sit down
at my desk and pick up
my pen.

Before | can put pen to
paper | see something
strange happening in the
distance towards the
village. Lights are coming
slowly along the road
weaving from side to side
like a pair of drunken
sailors with lanterns
finding their way home. |
go outside to see if | can
make more sense of this.
It is closer now and | see
that it is a car, driving very
slowly and erratically. As it
reaches my gate it speeds
up and rushes past. | am
about to go back inside
when | hear a loud clatter
and turn to see it coming
back. This time it stops
right outside my
watermelon patch.

My stomach cramps up
again and my head
pounds. | look up and see
a figure leap out of the
vehicle and jump over the
fence. It's a soldier and he
grabs a baby off the
ground and turns to run.

| hear a great roaring
and realise that it's me
shouting. | grab a
mattock and pound
down the garden. He
sees me and in his
haste he falls over and
as he crawls through
the fence he drops the
baby which rolls out
onto the road. He
scoops it up and jumps
into the car. The driver
revs the engine, drops
the clutch and stalls the
car. The soldier jumps
out of the car and takes
off. I am almost up to
the car. The driver
climbs out clutching the
baby to his chest,
defiance on his face. |
swing the mattock.
Suddenly through the
pain my vision clears. |
see that it's not a
soldier and a baby after
all, but just a boy, Jack,
and a melon. At the last
minute | pull back and
turn the mattock, so
that its flat side hits the
melon. The blow is
strong enough to knock
him to his knees, and
the melon pulp
explodes all over his
face and chest. He
kneels there, head
bent, uttering a
hysterical sob. I'm
aware that his brother
is slowly coming back
towards us. A feeling of
relief comes over me
as the ache in my head
recedes. As | walk
away | turn and give
them a big grin and
say, “If you boys want a
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watermelon, you know,
all you have to do is
ask.”

| am back at my
desk now. “I think |
have made my peace
with my two
antagonists. | feel
better about that. It
always worried me that
I might be some sort of
ogre to them. In a
strange way it has
brought peace to me as
well. 1 will always miss
you. When | look back
and think of how things
could have been, a
great sadness comes
over me. Those wasted
years of the war when
we were separated not
knowing what the
future held. The Red
Cross could not find
any trace of you and
the anguish of not
being able to find you
after the war was
almost too much to
bear. Only my belief
that you were still alive
somewhere kept me
going. Now as | grow
old | realise that with
the fading of the years
so too my hopes that |
will find you must fade.
It eats into me like the
cancer the doctors tell
me is the cause of the
cramps and vomiting. |
know now that soon Il
join you where | think
you must now be and
at last we’ll be together.
Tonight a great feeling
of content has settled
on me and | know | will

no longer have the
nightmares that have
haunted me all these
years. | love you my
darling.”

| put the pen down and
read over what I've
written. Then | fold it and
put it with the other
unposted letters on my
desk.
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It’s those kids again,

Nick mused as he
looked out of the
window facing the
garden. He knew the
two kids from the
neighbourhood were
always after his prized
watermelons. Look,
there they are hanging
by the bridge hoping to
snatch a couple without
noticing. He’d made
sure that the kids saw
him watching them in
the window then
hobbled out of the
house to sit on the
step. He waited
patiently for the kids to
walk past him on their
yet another failed
attempt to grab the
watermelons.

“G’day, Nick!” The
boys greeted him as
they walked past. Even
though those boys sure
were naughty, they
have been taught their
manners well.

“How are you,
boys?” Nick always
asked with a dead
serious expression. He
would never admit it,
but Nick looked forward
to exchanging a few
words with the boys. It
was so fun seeing the
defeated look on their
young stubborn faces

Untitled by Linda Lew

and he knew they’d try
again to get the
watermelons. They
always did.

The days passed slowly
for Nick. He was grateful
for the peaceful and
comfortable life here in
New Zealand compared to
those hard years of death
and despair during the
war. But he’s lonely and
bored. These days other
than the diversions
provided by those boys,
all he had to entertain
himself were reminiscing
about the bygone days,
days before his eye was
ruined.

It was the years
immediately after the war
had ended. Europe was
still reeling from the
devastating effects of the
costly war and Nicodemus
Szewczyk, Polish, aged
23, had just been
released from a camp that
held prisoners of war on
the French-German
border, near Strasbourg.
Nico, as he was called
then, has lost both of his
parents when he was
young and he had no
other close relatives. He
had gone into the war with
no intention of coming
back out alive. Now that
he had survived the war
and learnt that the town
that he had grew up in
had gone to Russia, he

decided to stay in
France. Like all other
European countries at
that time, France was
recovering from the war
and putting all her
efforts into rebuilding
the economy and
infrastructure. Young
men like Nico were
needed desperately to
help with the effort. So
he chose to settle down
in Nancy, a town to the
west of Strasbourg.

As the silhouettes of
the boys disappeared
around the corner, Nick
got up and retreated
slowly back into the
house. These days his
legs were bothering
him a lot, but otherwise
he was still fit as a
horse. At least he liked
to think so. As he
walked past a window,
he saw his reflection.
Those who met him for
the first time could
never hide their
frightened and
fascinated expression
when they set eyes on
his scar. It's a white
scar that started from
his forehead, burrowed
into the eye-socket at
the corner of his left
eye. The eye itself was
unmarked but Nick
hasn’t seen anything
with that eye for more
than 50 years now.
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She had always said
that his black eyes
were like onyxes,
absolutely breath-
taking. Nico had met
the sweet-tongued
Sylvie at the local
café/bar one night after
a hard day’s work at
Jean-Jacques’ farm.
Out of all the men that
were present, she
decided to sit with him
and he couldn’t even
speak decent French.
She had asked him
how old he was, where
he came from and what
he did for a living. Nico
tried to answer all of
her questions in a
heavily-accented
French and said that
she was beautiful.
Sylvie had laughed. It
was her laugh that he
loved the most. Good
natured yet alluring.
The next day when he
was ploughing the
ground in preparation
for sowing seeds, he
had told old man Jean-
Jacques in his broken
French that he had met
a woman named Sylvie
with blonde hair and
blue eyes. Jean-
Jacques shook his
head and said only one
word: “Mariee.” But
Nico hasn’t understood
what it meant.

At sunset, Nick
started watering his
garden. If there was
anything that he learnt
from the time spent on
old Jean-Jacques’

farm, then it was how to
care properly for fruits and
vegetables. People these
days don’t care much
about where their food
comes from, let alone
taking the effort to learn
how to grow their own
vegetable patch and fruits.
He loved the satisfaction
of being able to grow a
successful crop of
tomatoes or plums and
the pleasure of enjoying
the delicious meals that
he could prepare from
using ingredients out of
his own garden.

“Make me that
wonderful dish of yours
with the cabbage, Nee-
co!” Sylvie’s way of
pronouncing Nico’s name
had made him melt. It
hadn’t taken long for him
to fall head over heels in
love with the passionate
Sylvie and he wanted to
give her all that is good in
the world. Every couple of
days, Sylvie would come
to Nico’s house to have
their rendezvous. She had
taught him French and
read him poems that he
hadn’t understood but still
listened to intently
because he had loved her
voice. He had sung Polish
songs for her and cooked
traditional Polish dishes
for her like Golabki, which
were cabbages stuffed
with pork, rice and potato.
On the rare occasion,
Sylvie would bring him to
the town cinema but
generally she preferred to
stay inside. Nico didn’t

mind staying inside, as
long as he was with
her.

The sound of an
engine revving woke
Nick up from his light
sleep. He peeked
outside the window and
saw that the young
brothers had somehow
driven their father’s
Standard and was now
heading towards the
melon patch on the
driveway. The little
buggers! Nick didn’t
know whether to be
impressed by their
audaciousness or
annoyed at being
woken up in the middle
of the night. He
decided that they
needed a good scare to
keep them in line.

He took a mattock
from his assortment of
tools and made his way
towards the melon
patch. By then the
younger one had
grabbed hold of a
watermelon and made
it to the car. He saw the
older brother try to start
up the car but the car
stalled. Nick put on his
most menacing
expression and walked
towards the car as fast
as he could. The older
boy couldn’t stand the
stall any longer and
jumped out with a
watermelon. Nick
caught up to him when
he tripped on the
bridge, swinging the
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mattock and connected
it with the watermelon,
sending pulp, rind and
juices flying
everywhere. The front
of the boy was all red
with melon pulp and he
was laughing with tears
streaming down his
face. Nick couldn’t help
but notice how
strangely similar this
scene is to one in his
memory from years
ago.

“No!” A women'’s
scream rang outside
Nico’s house. He
recognized it as
Sylvie’s voice. He
quickly got up and went
outside to see what
was wrong. Under the
moonlight, Nico saw a
large man with thick
muscles and a slightly
paunchy stomach
holding a scary looking
butcher’s knife coming
towards him and Sylvie
was beside him,
dragging his arm trying
desperately to stop
him. Then it hit him
what Jean-Jacques
had said about Sylvie.
Mariee. Married, Sylvie
couldn’t stop her
jealous husband’s
going towards Nico at
all so she turned to him
and yelled for him to
run. Nico froze. His
mind couldn’t cope with
the fact that Sylvie was
married and made no
attempt to direct his
body into action. When
Sylvie’s husband

reached Nico, with a
heavy grunt, he swung the
butcher’s knife as it came
down at Nico’s face. Then
all Nico could see was a
sea of red and felt a gush
of warm blood washing
down his eyes, nose and
mouth. He thanked God
when a pain beyond
enduring pushed him into
unconsciousness.

Nick snapped out of his
memory and looked down
at the boys. What a mess!
He couldn’t help but grin.
He decided that both him
and the boys has had
enough for the night and
turns around to swing
back down the road. As
Nick breathed in the cool
night air, he thought back
again to that night many
years ago. Jean-Jacques
stopped Sylvie’s husband
before too much damage
was done. He anguished
at having lost his left eye,
yet the anguish wasn’t
nearly as strong as his
heart break to find that
Sylvie had lied to him.
After a few more months
at Jean-Jacques’ farm,
Nico set off for New
Zealand, where it was
said to be peaceful and
her people friendly. When
Nick reached the bridge,
he looked back and saw
that the boys were still
watching him so he called:
“If you boys want a
watermelon, you know all
you have to do is ask!”

22



‘Laundromat fatigue’ by Nicole Wallace

You asked me once

why | walk along the
beach collecting
blanched twisted
pieces of wood that
have been rejected by
the sea, then return
home to build
sculptures, bound with
string, that are so
beautiful, | sell them
effortlessly at a local
market. | can only say
this — it gives me a
sense of peace, a
feeling of addressing
my grievances, you
see.

The path | have
chosen to walk has not
been an easy one and |
feel it has, in a large
part, been shaped by
two incidents — one
over which | had no
control, the other
because of it. The two
events are only
indirectly connected
and yet inextricably
bound; | have a small
scar on my back and
the stain left by a
watermelon on my
heart — a scar is forever
and the juice of the
watermelon is nearly
impossible to remove —
almost.

So reckless am | that
sometimes on the way
to Thames | drive

without a seatbelt. I've
seen the advertisements
showing shrinking
dummies propelled
through car windows and
only thought the smashing
glass was like the
universe exploding in the
Big bang — to deconstruct
and create in the same
instant. Amazing! | am not
afraid, in a way | will it for
myself.

So rebellious am | that
when | see black clouds
hovering, | venture out
without a raincoat. | smile
as the hard rain pelts my
limbs till they feel as
though they are tough
steak being pummelled
into submission by a
tendering tool. | marvel as
the dark spots the rain
drops leave when they fall
on my shirt and the way
they evaporate over a
period of time, leaving no
trace of their existence.
Marvellous! That they
could be present one
moment, absent the next!

With a curious
pleasure, | kill ants that
blemish my bench tops.
With the ruthlessness of
Genghis Khan, | wipe out
entire armies, scrubbing
my benches until they
gleam, clear and clean.
Like Lucrezia Borgia, with
murderous intent, | enjoy
wiping their struggling
bodies away. No one finds

it stranger than me, |
can assure you. | think
this perverse
enjoyment comes from
a sense of
powerlessness in my
own life. Before you
judge me, hear me out
and understand, there
has been too much
judgement in my life
already.

| have a brother,
Jack, who at sixteen
had sinewy limbs, fly-
away hair and skin
plumped by the
occasional bottle of
beer stolen from my
father’s dusty garage
(where it was carefully
hidden from the prying
eyes of our mother).
My brother was one of
two boys whose bodies
were succumbing to
the rough coursing flow
of hormones. Buoyed
by a testosterone high
and yearning for thrills,
a small town couldn’t
satisfy, they stole a
watermelon from a
local property. |
mention the hormones
only because | suspect
that they affected
Jack’s ability to
comprehend the laws
of cause and effect.
And because | like to
think he was, is
blameless — not for
stealing that
watermelon (of that he
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was guilty), but for the
way that his teenage
hi-jinks impacted the
course of my life.

It's a long story and |
know you'll only be
bored by the details but
let me just say that the
watermelon’s pulpy
centre, the soft delicate
flesh so easily
damaged once the
hard skin is pierced, in
many ways resembled
my brother’s own
battered bruised skin,
when my father, worn
down by my mother’s
righteous preaching,
took to him with a belt
in a last desperate
attempt to teach him
right from wrong. |
won’t describe the
aftermath; you would
only strain to ease the
stain from your mind.

My mother took to
her room and studied,
with the fierce
concentration of a
monk, a painting by
Hieronymus Bosch. It
showed the writhing
bodies of sinners
contorted in pain.
When she looked at
those figures she
thought of Jack (this
wasn'’t his first
misdemeanour). In her
eyes he was tarnished,
spattered with sin (like
he was splattered by
the flesh of that
forbidden fruit). Having
lost one child to the
devil, she was not

about to lose another.

You look at me
perplexed — am | losing
you? I'm sorry but some
stories don't fit into a neat
and tidy narrative
structure. With the ferocity
of a hunting lioness she
determined to shield me
from sin and sinners — like
Jack.

Once when | was nine,
| stole a lollipop — toffee
twisted into a circular
rainbow from the local
store. | think it was a
clumsy act of resistance,
ill conceived for sure. |
only said sorry when my
mother took to my bottom
leaving red handprints
that bruised my skin and
seemed to stay forever. |
didn’t feel guilty, only
sorry | had got caught. |
looked at the shopkeeper,
and like an actress, made
contrite eyes. When | said
sorry, | crossed my fingers
behind my back, It was a
foolish action and one
spied by my mother’s
sharp eyes. Vengeance
was hers (on behalf of
Him) and the pain, all
mine. The cut above my
left buttock cut a gorge in
my skin — a valley so deep
that no amount of
scrubbing could remove it.
In that instant the vital
threads that held me and
mother tight were
shredded too.

My life was set to
unravel. From then on |
would not know the

comfort of two soft
arms fastened, like
strong twine, around
me. From that day my
mother had difficulty
meeting my eye.

It was so sad, is so
sad. Looking back |
suspect that those
“loving” arms would
have suffocated me in
the end, but that's with
the benefit of hindsight,
which is a wonderful
thing but holds no
currency for a child
starved of affection and
that child, now an adult,
trying to make sense of
the incomprehensible.

This memory has
stayed with me but she
has long since passed.

| see you are
wondering what this
has to do with my
beach scavenging
hobby and | will get
there but let me finish
my story. What became
of my brother? When
he was 21, he went to
jail for car theft. He
loved joy riding and to
joy ride you needed a
vehicle — no Standard
10 for Jack, episodes
and reruns of Car Z
had been his bread and
butter. He had
ambitions, bigger than
Waiuku, even the cars
he stole communicated
that fact.

When he went to
court, my mother

24




attended. There was a
look of righteousness
and self-importance in
her eyes — she had
seen the future before
it had played out and
had been proven right.
He seemed immune to
her judgement and cast
her an indifferent eye.
When he got out, he
got out — jumped a
yacht to Sydney in '79
to the dark streets, the
playground of shadowy
characters, where he
successfully, or
unsuccessfully as the
case may be,
reinvented himself.

| see now that he did
the wise thing in
washing her away.

| stayed, foolishly
perhaps, and tried to
win her over, to lead a
spotless life, but | was
too imperfect. It took all
my courage and
strength to stay afloat
in her violent tides.

| married once but |
can’t go into it — like
ruined clothes I've put
those memories aside.
My pile of dirty laundry
is large enough
already.

Your history and the
person that you
become are so very
hard to escape. And
watermelon stains are
notoriously stubborn
and not removed easily
by scrubbing. | am

learning to live with mine
— my stains, | mean. And
now if | look carefully
enough, and in a certain
light, those blemishes
sometimes transform
somehow into the shape
of a tight bud about
blossom — not every day
but some days.

Is it any wonder then
that after stormy days |
venture out and carefully
pick up the ocean’s cast-
offs and craft them into
something lovely?
Adversity has taught me
there is beauty in all
things and that even at
that moment when it
seems that any chance to
shine has long since
receded, that every scar,
even the rot on a twisted
stick and the faded
patterns on the chipped
shells spat out by the
punishing waves, can be
woven into a beautiful
sculpture — a symbol of
renewal and resurrection
—held together with yarn
and flax and fashioned by
the nimble fingers of the
artist who cares. | think |
do it to prove the ocean
wrong — to mock Her.

| see a small tear
forming in your eye.
Please don't feel pity for
me. Here’s something to
lift your spirits and
brighten your day. | have
a vegetable garden that |
tend and love. My
greatest pleasure is my
monstrous watermelons,
grotesque in their

proportions. | slice
them with a sharp knife
for the local children,
each piece shaped like
a generous heartfelt
smile. Savour the irony
in that!
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Watermelon - Collected Stories

This publication presents the definitive collection of short-stories selected as

the best overall entries in Manukau Libraries ‘Watermelon’ competition, an
initiative developed to support New Zealand Book Month, 2009.

The competition challenged the community in Manukau to create a short-

story, and/or a book cover, and/or a movie poster, based on the original (and
wonderfull) short-story penned by J. B. Ringer, published in the NZ Listener
(1987).

Contained within this special online ‘book’ is a credible selection of short-

stories; a snapshot showcasing the writing talent residing at grassroots level
within Manukau City: the winning entry, ‘After the Melon Heist’ by Melissa
Guyan, the original story, plus five other noteworthy literary pieces, penned by
Andrea Levarre-Waters, Kathy Sewell, Peter Rankin, Linda Lew and Nicole
Wallace.

The stunning ‘book’ cover was the winning entry in that category, submitted

by Yuyun Huang; Watermelon — Collected Stories also presents a ‘Gallery’
offering a tantalisingly look at the ‘best-of-the-rest’ book cover entries.

Within these pages then awaits the reader an intriguing selection of

inventive narratives, exploring complex and engaging characters, and
something else that has simply become known to those in the know as “The
Watermelon Incident”. Go ahead and treat yourself.
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