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On The Road to Yass


I died at the wheel of my car. My faithful Vanessa failed me. For a moment I thought I might make it. The spray from the passing truck momentarily cleared and I saw a chance of avoiding its huge wheels. Then the truck sideswiped Vanessa, smashing her side and scattering my belongings all along the highway

The great truck stopped. The other smaller vehicles in the flow of traffic skidded to the side of the road. Cars halted on both sides of the highway. Angry red lights lit the misty morning. A screech of brakes created a deadly chorus but there were no more pile-ups. I could feel no pain. I was alone dying at Vanessa's wheel.

How well Vanessa had served me. She was my first car. The smiling used car salesman in his shirt and tie said there were only 50 thousand ks on the clock. There was at least another 50 ks in the motor before she needed a re-coke. Whatever a re-coke might be.

Mum didn't want me to buy a car.

" How am I'm going to get to work."

" There's public transport."

" Mum I'm a teacher. I need my mobility."

My Mum was a farmer's wife. She helped with the dairy. She did not want me to follow her example. She wanted me to find my own profession. My Mum was well schooled. She had gone to Sydney Uni before she met Dad.

I taught in country schools. Primary grades before the kids started to test the limits and give their teachers grief. I enjoyed teaching. My kids were exploring the world for the first time. We had a satellite and received pictures from all over the place. We had arranged an exchange with a primary school outside of Portland on the other side of the Pacific.

We were all surprised about how much we had in common. But they got a lot more rain than us. A lot more than we did in the Hastings.

It was Mum who thought I might do better in Yass. She thought I was in a rut. I had been teaching at our small school at Long Flat for nearly four years. Mum thought I could do better down south. At first she suggested Sydney. I didn't like the idea of a big city. Yass was looking for a primary school teacher.

" You can spend your spare time at Canberra. There's nothing here but Port. All Port's good for is sun, sea and sex. You'll be pregnant before your 25."

" I can look after myself."

Still Mum had a point. Port Macquarie was a bit of a dead end. There was nothing there for thinking people to work with. I wanted to branch out. I wanted to see something of how the creative process worked. 

I arranged with Wauchope Motors to service Vanessa. The woman at the reception desk looked down her nose at my 10-year-old Japanese import. But the mechanics were friendly.

" Why do you call her Vanessa?" asked the young man in dirty overalls.

" Have you heard of Vanessa Redgrave?"

" Nope."

" She's a great English actress."

" You mean actor."

" No, actress."

Vanessa was fixed. They oiled and greased all her joints. The young mechanic thought there was a bit play in the steering wheel but he said it was nothing to worry about.

" You expect that kind of thing with a car this age."

The drive down to Sydney was a scary introduction to long distance driving. I found the great trucks, as they passed, had an unsettling habit of sucking you in. On the straight and downhill sections of the highway the trucks roared by leaving Vanessa in a wake of exhaust, road dirt and spray.

The rain might have been a godsend for Sydney, the city was ringed with bush fires, but it made driving conditions difficult.

I overnighted at Goulburn before I drove on to Canberra where I wanted to visit the new National Museum.

What I liked best about the National Museum were the views of Canberra framed by the building's windows. I found the collection confusing. I expected to be inspired by the museum, to feel some stirrings of pride and maybe patriotism. Instead I found things that were shameful. It reminded me of digging into the accumulation of a family's possessions stored in attic trunks. The National Museum was the national attic full of things that in some cases were best forgotten.

I had saved enough money to stay at Olims. They told me it was once a hostel for senior public servants. Those public servants certainly knew how to look after themselves.

It rained all night.

In the morning the roads were awash with local flooding. I thought about staying on but I couldn't afford it. There was a flat waiting for me at Yass. The map showed a shortcut. I sort of regretted it. There were only two lanes and every time a truck passed Vanessa's windscreen was covered with water and dirt.

" Is she still alive?"

" You must be joking mate. Look at her."

Senior Constable Patterson had driven hell for leather from Yass to be first at the accident scene. His four-wheel drive with its lights flashing and its siren wailing alerted the whole town that something was wrong.

" Another accident on that bloody highway," said a service station cashier to a waiting customer.

" Joe see if you can feel a pulse?"

Joe was Patterson's junior partner. They had worked together at many accident scenes. Joe had expected that the shock of death would eventually wear off but it never did. Each time he looked at a dead driver his stomach turned. He was scared of recognising the dead person. He rarely looked closely. He only looked for the signs of life he was trained to recognise.

" She's dead Mike."

" I can see that. You still need to check just to make sure."

" There's not a mark on her face. She's pretty."

" Get on with it. And start collecting her belongings. See if you can find some ID. I need to sort out this traffic. We're going to need some heavy metal cutters to get her out of there. Have the fire people been called?"

" Yes Mike."

The Nissan lay in a crushed heap on its passenger side. All along the highway Michelle's belongings lay like litter. A broken diary with rain blotched pages making the writing difficult to read, a photograph of her parents with the frame snapped, a busted new piece of luggage with its clothing spilling out and a brown teddy miraculously intact. Suddenly a young woman's life had been turned into a heap of garbage. 

Slowly the truck driver walked towards the police officers.

" Is he right mate?"

" No, she's dead," said senior constable Patterson.

" Ah shit, A woman."

Constable Patterson had already made up his mind. He had seen it too often before. The narrow Yass Road was treacherous at the best of times. In wet weather it was simply an accident waiting to happen.

" Did you hit her mate?"

" No, I don't think so. There are some marks on the tires but nothing that could do this. She must have lost control and hit the post. This road is bloody murder when wet."

" I know. How fast were you going?"

" I reckon I was within the speed limit."

" Do you think the speed limit was right for these conditions?"

" Look you know as well I do that this road isn't built for this kind of traffic."

The rain had changed into a drizzle, a steady drought-relieving wetness that added to the roadside crowd's discomfort as they stood looking at the crumpled heap on the other side of the highway. Two women drivers with umbrellas up stood side by side too shocked to speak.

" We're going to need you for the inquest."

" Shit. The boss isn't going to like that."

" What boss?"

" My missus."

" Aren't you an owner operator?"

" Like everyone else in this bloody business. Tight timetables and small profit margins. You know how it is."

" I'll forget you said that."

My Mum went to the inquest. They held it in Yass at that turn-of-the century courthouse that was done up as a tourist attraction.

Dad went with her. Every one was very sympathetic. The constables offered their condolences. They were reluctant to show mum the accident pictures but she insisted.

" Have you looked closely at these pictures constable?" asked my Mum.

" Of course Mrs Mathey."

" Isn' t there anything there that strikes you as odd?'

" I'm not sure if I know what you mean Mrs Mathey?"

" There are no skid marks to show that Michelle's car was on the wrong side."

" I don't think it was Mrs Mathey."

" Are you telling me that my daughter was driving within the legal limits?"

" Yes I believe she was Mrs Mathey."

" Then why was she killed?"

Constable Patterson was hardened by his workload but when he saw Mrs Mathey's distraught eyes he flinched. In a flash he saw all the lost hope and abandoned plans of a dedicated parent for her only child.

" I'm sorry. It's the road Mrs Mathey. The road."

The inquest was held about six weeks after I died. My Mum's grief had been replaced by anger. She shuffled as she sat in the back of court room. Dad tried to quieten her.

" Constable Patterson is there any reason to think that the truck was responsible for this accident?"

All eyes turned from the coroner to the police officer standing in the witness box.

” In the conditions at the time it is impossible to attribute blame to any particular vehicle."

" Do you think speed was in anyway responsible?"

" No sir I don't."

My mother stirred in her seat.

The next witness was the truck driver. He was a family man with two kids. They lived in Campbelltown outside Sydney. He had burrowed $50,000 from the bank to buy his unit using his three-bedroom house as collateral. I felt sorry for him. He was a small man who looked as if he had been shrunk by the weight of his responsibilities. He was timid and ill at ease.

" Mr Whitrod. Where did you overnight on the day before the accident?"

Ray Whitrod was no fool. He knew what the coroner was getting at.

" Albury your honour."

" You must have left Albury very early to be on this part of the Yass Road before nine am."

" I went to bed early your honour. I left Albury about five am. I had a delivery at Canberra."

" How much time did you allow yourself to get to Canberra?"

" About three hours your honour."

" Was there much traffic?"

" Not at the start but it did get heavier later on."

" Are you familiar with the Yass Road."

" Yes sir I am."

" What do you believe is a safe speed on that highway."

" Depending on conditions. Seventy maybe eighty Ks."

" Is that what you were averaging Mr Whitrod?"

" Yes sir it was."

You could see the sweat on Ray Whitrod's lips. He really didn't want to kill me. He didn't even know me. All he could think of as he stood there before the court was his wife and family. What would happen to them if he lost his license?

The coroner was not prepared to press the matter further. He had a tight schedule. He was working on a paper for a Sydney conference to be given later that week. I think it was paper about road safety. He waved Mr Whitrod aside. My mother was still fidgeting. My father tried to calm her patting her hand gently. But my mother would not be contained.

" Is there something you want to say Mrs Mathey? We are very much aware of your sad loss."

My mother stood. She had never stood in public before. Never before in a room of strangers. My father was worried that she would break down and cry. But not my Mum. Her face was set in concrete. She moved forward towards the raised bench where the coroner sat.

" You don't have to take the stand Mrs Mathey. You can speak from where you are."

My mother stopped. She seemed to be seeking my father's hand. Instead she took her own hand and clasped it in front of her. She was girding herself for the moment when she would speak. Speak out for herself and her only daughter.

" Michelle's life was so cheaply wasted. Rocks must weep with the shame of the lost. This young woman was coming to your town to teach your children. She wasn't speeding. She wasn't a careless driver. Her car had just been serviced. You and these people here need to know that Michelle was a dutiful young woman with great gifts. Her father and I were proud of her. We were pleased when she decided to become a teacher. She saw it as an opportunity to work with young people and encourage them to reach beyond their grasp and find the best within themselves. Our daughter was not one to experiment with the mindless sensations of speed, drugs or sex. She wanted to be in control. Now she is lost in an awful act that no one can account for. No one's to blame. Everyone is guiltless. Let me tell you and the others here that the blood on the Yass Road was not that of some unavoidable road kill. It was not the blood of some unlucky animal trying to get across the road. It was the blood of our daughter, Michelle's blood. I hold everyone here accountable. As long as we and others like us allow our roads to be used beyond their capacity then we are all to blame. We spend millions of dollars erecting great sports stadia and yet we can't build a proper transport system. Why are all these large trucks on our highways? Why do we allow this senseless killing of our innocents and pretend that it is the price of progress? It is time this nonsense was stopped."

Mum walked stiffly back her seat and sat. There was pride as well as sorrow in her step. Her face softened as if she was recalling some fond memory of my childhood.

The coroner gave a nervous smile and adjourned the hearing. The next day he returned a verdict of accidental death. He held no one responsible. I don't know if any one recorded my Mum's speech. There was nothing in the papers. The Yass undertaker did a reasonable job of patching me up and I was sent home to Wauchope. There was quiet ceremony at the Wauchope cemetery.

What do I think? Maybe it wasn't Mr Whitrod's fault. He was a victim of circumstances much like I was. I really wasn't ready for that road. But what choice did I have? I think Mum was right. I can't see why we can't move more of our goods by rail. Those great juggernauts are frightening. It's like reliving some ancient Hindu rite when the faithful used to throw themselves into the path of the god's chariot and were crushed to death by the juggernaut's great wheels.

Remember the next time it could be you.

                                                                End
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