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The Goat’s Tether 

 

 

 Mrs. Wood stood at the kitchen sink, her hands wedding ring-deep in soapy 

water, humming a song from her childhood and staring out at the paddock where 

Nanny goat was chewing her way through her rope, again. Sally was supposed to be 

drying the dishes next to her, but really she was picking at her nails. Mrs. Wood knew 

that Sally was annoyed by her tune; it would stick in her head and reel there. Handing 

her daughter another dish, Mrs. Wood began the words, aloud. 

 “Kookaburra sits in the old gum tree. Merry merry king of the bush is he. Laugh, 

Kookaburra, laugh Kookaburra, gay your life must be.” 

 “Am I done, now?” Sally said, pulling at the curls that hung down beside her left 

ear. 

 “Yes, go on,” Mrs. Wood said. She listened as Sally returned to her room, closing 

the door with something just less than a slam. It could just be the hinges, Mrs. Wood 

thought. The house was so old now, ramshackle and sloping, as if it wanted to slide 

down the long hill into the midst of the valley below, to disappear into the bush like an 

animal. Mrs. Wood imagined the prisoners below awakening in their cells to the sound 

of cracking wood and the clank, clank of the sink turning over and over down the hill. 

The guard would organize them later, in rows of eight, to comb through the wreckage 



and pick out pieces worth salvaging. “Burn the rest,” he would say. Mrs. Wood drained 

the water from the sink. 

 “Is Roger home yet?” 

 The voice behind her was so soft, it might have come from her own head. She 

turned to see the American cousin standing in what ought to have been the dining 

room, if they’d ever bought a table for it. 

 “He’s still at work,” Mrs. Wood said, drying her hands slowly on an old apron. 

“He always works late on Fridays. Then he goes down to the supplier at eight, when 

everyone else has gone.” She’s got an odd way of staring at the floor when you speak to 

her, Mrs. Wood thought, watching the girl brush away her dark hair. She was so pale 

and thin, nothing like Sally. But then, she herself was nothing like Sally. None of their 

kids took after her, they all looked like their father, Burt. Tall, with rich tanned skin and 

heavy, dark hair. This American, almost a stranger, looked more like Mrs. Wood than 

anyone else in the family. “Why? Do you want him to take you into town?” she asked. 

 “No,” the American girl answered. “Not today, anyway. I wanted to know if he 

could maybe do it later. This weekend, maybe. If that would be all right.” 

 “It’s no problem,” Mrs. Wood said. “I can take you. I’m going into the green 

grocers anyway. We’ve no more potatoes.” 

 The girl nodded and slid back to her room. Mrs. Wood listened to another door 

half-slam. What did she do in there? It was not as if they had given her anything to 

enjoy in that small room. Mrs. Wood hung the apron back up on its hook and opened 

the front door. The air was cool, and she could feel the beginnings of the rainy season; 

something like the smell of mushrooms and the earth in her garden lingered with the 

wood smoke from the stove. The cicadas had stopped buzzing briefly when she stepped 

out, but resumed again once they were sure of her intentions. 

 “Chik chik chik chik,” they sang. 

 “I’ll just go see to Nanny and that rope,” she told them. 



 She crossed the dirt of the back yard and passed the grey hulking cistern and the 

shed where the fish were kept, Roger’s fish. She paused above the koi in the cement 

pool and scattered some errant flakes of fish food onto the water. The bright yellow and 

orange fish rose to the surface of the water and gasped at the food. “Go on,” she 

whispered. “Go on then. Aren’t you pretty, then, eh? Aren’t you pretty.” The koi 

gurgled and bubbled for her, enjoying the attention. She dangled one finger in the water 

and felt their mouths pass it, like moth wings against her skin. Soon the water in the 

pond would freeze at night and the carp would sit like pale flames in the ice until 

morning, when they would slowly break free. She admired their ability to adapt to the 

frozen nights. “I like you best,” she told them. “You’re not fussy, like those others. Hot 

or cold, you’ll be all right.” The koi shook their tails at her voice and sank back down to 

the bottom of their pool. Roger sold some of them for ornamental gardens in the 

summer. Lucky, she thought, to be appreciated merely for the fire-brightness of your 

skin beneath the cool green of the water, for being unexpected. 

 Nanny was waiting by the gate when she opened it. The old goat pushed at Mrs. 

Wood’s hands gently, looking for a carrot or a turnip. Mrs. Wood turned her palms up 

for Nanny to inspect, and then patted the knobs on the goat’s back. Nanny’s hair 

smelled like the wool jumpers she brought out from storage at the end of the summer. 

Mrs. Wood walked along the length of Nanny’s tether to the place where sharp teeth 

had gnawed nearly through the fibers. “Naughty Nanny,” she said. “But where would 

you go if you did get free, you silly old thing? Would you even realize that the rope was 

gone?” Nanny snuffled Mrs. Wood’s pockets hopefully. She obviously found the lack of 

treats impossible to accept. Mrs. Wood decided to bring out the leftover kumara from 

dinner, later. From where they stood, the paddock sloped down slowly, meeting the 

brook and running on from there against the bush, still wild and thick next door. She 

sometimes saw possums there, on the edge of the field, their bodies a rich russet brown 

against the green of the undergrowth. What was it the American girl had said? When 



she had first come to New Zealand, she had thought that the dead possums on the side 

of the road were cats, house cats, because possums in America were large and grey, 

with naked tails like rats. Mrs. Wood shuddered even thinking about that, picturing 

them. The girl had told Mrs. Wood that she had been shocked by the sight of all those 

cats baking on the road side, and she had thought, what sort of country is this? Mrs. 

Wood had smiled.  

 “We have our own possums here. Thousands and thousands of them. If you see 

a black one dead on the road though, it’s very rare. Their skins are so valuable that 

people pick them up and sell the carcasses.” 

 “Oh,” the girl had said. 

 I will have to stop thinking of her as The American, Mrs. Wood told herself. It’s 

silly when she has a name. But to name her was to have accepted her there, and Mrs. 

Wood found it too difficult just now. When Sally had approached her with the idea, a 

cousin who wanted to come here to study, she had thought, yes of course she can come 

if she wants to. But now that she was here, so different from their impressions of 

America, so quiet and so. . . Mrs. Wood hesitated to even think it, it was such a cruel 

thought, but her mind had already voiced it somewhere in the recesses, so she let it 

pass. . .so spider-like. Yes, just like a little brown spider, sitting in the corner and 

watching. You waited for it to move, knowing that it must, knowing that when it did 

you would have to crush it, or trap it and shake it from you outside. 

 Nanny watched as Mrs. Wood untied the rope and then tied it to the tether 

further up, past the worn spot. It was Nanny’s own fault, Mrs. Wood thought, that she 

would have even less rope to move with now. “That’s what you get,” she whispered to 

Nanny’s soft ears, “Silly old girl. That’s what you get for trying to get free.” Nanny had 

lost interest in the whole thing -- she nuzzled the tuft of grass growing at the edge of 

her reach, as if to say, hello, when did you move? By the time Mrs. Wood had walked 



back to the house, the goat was already gnawing on the rope, just at the end, near the 

tether.  

 “Mum,” Sally called from the front door, twisting one of the curls by her ears 

around her finger. She had had very long black curly hair, but had evidently tired of it, 

because one night she had returned late from school with this ridiculous short cut. 

Nothing remained of her long curls except for two strands, one by each ear, that 

tumbled rebelliously whenever she wore one of her velvet hats. Silly girl, thought Mrs. 

Wood. She looks like a Hasidic Jew. “Mum,” Sally called again. 

 “What Sally?” 

 “The goat. She’s doing it again. I swear we’ll have to buy a chain for her or she’ll 

be wandering all over the neighborhood, again. . . Mum? Aren’t you going to do 

anything?” Sally asked as Mrs. Wood slipped past her into the kitchen. 

 “I say let her go, Sally. Let her go off if she wants to. She’ll soon return, if she 

wants us. If not, well, she’s not much real use anymore. She’s all dried up, and her wool 

is terrible. She doesn’t even keep the paddock cropped properly anymore. She’s an ugly 

old thing anyway.” 

 “I’ll tell Roger to get her a chain,” Sally said. 

 “If you want to,” Mrs. Wood resigned herself.  

 From the window in the dining room, beyond the pasture where their two cows 

and their sheep, Rambo lived, she could see the sloping hill and their sometimes-

magnificent view of Auckland. She loved that view, miles of bush, dotted with 

developments and the low white buildings of the prison complex. On a clear night they 

could see the lights on the bridge in Auckland. When she and Roger had married, they 

had come to see the house together. “Oh,” Mrs. Wood had said. “Look at that view. We 

can see absolutely forever.” 

 “And,” Roger had said, using his practical voice, which only differed slightly 

from his normal voice in that it added an edge of condescension, “We can afford it.” 



 “Ah yes,” Mrs. Wood had said sadly, “and we can afford it.” 

 At the time, it had seemed to her like an incredibly stupid reason to buy a house, 

though of course she knew she was wrong.  

 “Well?” Sally’s voice jerked her back to their kitchen. 

 “Well what, dear?”  

 Rambo was cropping the grass peacefully next to one of the big black cows. He 

had a nasty habit of ramming them while they slept and knocking the huge animals 

over with a distressing thud, as if he were a boy out to go cow-tipping for fun. Mrs. 

Wood would have minded more except that she could understand the inclination 

herself. 

 “Well, should I tell Roger to get a chain or not? He won’t do it if you don’t 

approve.” 

 “I’ll ask him, dear,” Mrs. Wood said. 

 “Yes, Mum, do,” Sally said and sailed back to her room, twisting mildly at her 

hair. She did seem to like to boss others around, Mrs. Wood thought. She had taken 

after her father in that way. No one took after Mrs. Wood.  

 

*  *  * 

 

Fishing 

 

 Roger enjoyed the drive home. There was something comforting in the rows of 

trees, casting the summer light through their leaves like water, laying swimming 

patterns on the pavement ahead of his car. He passed the grocery store where his wife 

shopped on Fridays, and the Utopian community where people said the residents 

walked around nude. He turned past the prison at Paremuremu. Outside, Maori 



prisoners jogged in slow circles in the yard. Bloody Maoris, he thought, with no 

particular dislike.  

 The road dropped from pavement to dirt after the prison, and the car jerked over 

the potholes. He could have avoided them easily, he drove the road every day, but he 

liked the sudden, stomach-dropping thud when the wheels went into the gap. He had 

often seen cars with their axles broken in two on the sides of the road, their owners 

staring at their vehicles in absorbed fascination as if they could not believed it. Roger 

chuckled then. Five years he’d driven this road, five years he’d dived into the potholes, 

and all in the same car. It was like a war, really, he thought. A war between himself and 

the central government. He would drive his damn road, right down the center and 

nothing could stop him, even the appallingly bad local highway network. 

 He slid to a stop at the beginning of his own driveway, trailing dust for half a 

kilometer. The gate was shut. Bloody Sally, he thought. It was her job, for heavens sake, 

her only job, to open the gate on her way home from school. Leaving the car running, 

he stepped out and heaved the heavy iron gate forward over the cattle trap, the sound 

of metal on metal making the nerves in his teeth ache. He stormed the car into the 

garage and banged the door down over it. No one was taking the car out again, he 

thought angrily, not until he said so. 

 Mrs. Wood was waiting at the door, holding a dirty apron in her hand, and 

twisting it in that anxious way she had. The dogs, Mac and Ben, stood behind her. They 

no longer bothered to come out to greet him. He frowned at the small, brown figure of 

his wife and pushed past her.  

 “Bloody Sally,” he began, but didn’t bother to finish it. Mac sniffed his shoes and 

then wandered outside. 

 “It was Nanny,” she said. 

 “What, Nanny shut the bloody gate herself?” 



 “No,” Mrs. Wood said, hanging the apron back up by the door and following 

him into the living room. He flopped in his chair, the one he sat in every night, and out 

of one of the pockets of her cardigan she produced a can of beer. He took it, a little 

gratefully, and waited for her to explain. “Nanny’s gnawed through her tether and we 

thought it would be better to shut the gate.” 

 “That’s what the cattle trap’s for,” he said. 

 “It didn’t stop the cows,” Mrs. Wood pointed out. They had not bought the cows 

themselves. The two black cows and the sheep had just wandered into their pasture one 

day several years ago and as no one had come round to claim them, the Woods had 

kept them. 

 Roger said nothing. Talking to his wife about anything tired him out. He had 

married her so late in his life, when he was nearly fifty, and the stress of having to keep 

her company in the evenings was more than he had energy for. He wanted to drink his 

beer and watch the damn telly. She hovered nearby for a moment, then nodded and 

turned back to the kitchen. He watched her stand there, hesitating at the edge of the 

kitchen as if she were unsure of what to do there. Then she turned back to him, her 

mouth slightly open. 

 “I’m going out to see the fish,” he said. 

 She looked at him for a moment, her mouth still open, still wanting to say 

something to him. He always got the impression that she never quite knew what it was 

she meant to tell him, like she was waiting for it to come out of its own accord. 

 “All right,” she said at last. “I’ll make the tea.” 

 He left his beer on the table by the couch and opened the French doors. He could 

go round that way, he thought, and avoid having to squeeze past her in their narrow 

kitchen. She waved from the window, a watery figure through the old glass. He nodded 

and continued on. Rambo looked up for a moment from his eating and snorted. Roger 



hated the idea that he might be an object of derision to a sheep. “Go on then,” he called 

in challenge and then hurried out the pasture gate just in case.  

 At the koi pool he paused. He hated the koi, with their eerie dead-white skin 

caught between the flashes of orange or yellow. He even hated the way they followed 

him around the edge of the pool, gasping at the surface. Like dogs, he thought, and 

looked around furtively for Mac. That corgi was the worst. At least Ben was a real dog, 

an Alsatian. He didn’t care that Sally said Ben had been dropped on his head as a 

puppy and was probably retarded. Better a stupid dog then a smart one. Mac was lying 

under one of the trees in Nanny’s paddock, one just near the gate. Bloody cheek, Roger 

thought, he’s keeping her from running. Just by lying there. Bloody smart little chap, 

that one. For a moment he admired the stocky dog, then remembered how when he had 

first married Mrs. Wood, Mac wouldn’t let him come near her. They’d had to lock him 

outside and even then he had howled and scratched at the door to come in. Sometimes 

Sally would let him back into the house then feign that she hadn’t known Mac would 

bite. “I didn’t mean to, Roger,” she would say, and she was so little then, what could he 

have said? 

 Roger rose from the pool and opened the door to the fish shed. He switched on 

the fluorescent light and waited while it coughed and kicked. At last the light flooded 

the shed and he stepped inside, shutting the door carefully after him. Tanks lined the 

walls, from floor to low ceiling, and most were filled with tropical fish. Roger dealt in 

fish, from a shop on the high street in Auckland. Just below the damned Hare Krishna 

restaurant. Their voices filled his shop with rhythm and though he professed to hate 

them, they were like a fly in his bedroom; once he’d swatted it he missed the buzzing. 

But here the only humming came from the light and the great, slapping bulk of the 

cistern on the other side of the wall. He knelt down by a tank. It held his Jamaican fish, 

little blue flashes, like bits of sky dropped into the water. Fishing out a dead cockroach 

from the top of the tank with his fingers, Roger flicked it into a bin that overflowed with 



empty fish-food packages and the corpses of other drowning victims: moths, flies, and 

cockroaches alike, blanched by their wet graves. 

 He tapped the side of the tank and watched as the fish surfaced in anticipation. 

All his fish were trained in this way. He liked to think that he, Roger Wood, had finally 

put an end to that derisive myth about two-second memories. They knew him, and they 

knew the gentle tap of his fingers against the boundary of their world. He sprinkled the 

food for them, rewarding their faithfulness. They writhed at the surface of the water. 

 “Go on there, sharks, eh? That’s what you are, eh? Sharks. Just little sharks.” 

 He visited each of the others in turn, saving his favorite for last. It waited, heavy 

and black in the darkness of its unlit tank, swimming slowly from one end to the other, 

opening and closing its massive mouth in a slow pattern. Roger tapped the glass and 

felt the disturbed water as the grouper, ancient and battle-scarred, rose to the surface. 

He fished out two feeders from the neighboring tank with a net and tossed them neatly 

into the grouper’s tank. The fish eyed its prey for a moment and then moved, faster 

than Roger would have thought possible, had he not seen it do so every day for years. 

One of the feeders, still adjusting to the new water, had just enough time to turn and 

face its attacker before the great fish swallowed it in one movement of its jaws. That’s 

the way to do it, Roger thought, none of this fussing around, no blood or gore, just one 

smooth movement and the feeder was gone.  Roger loved the grouper, loved it more 

than any other fish, loved it so much he actually put a bit of wire mesh over its tank to 

keep the cockroaches out. Filthy things, cockroaches.  

 Outside, he watched the sun set over the edge of the hill, drawing darkness after 

it. It was cooling now, and he could feel the fall approaching in the sudden stillness of 

the air, like the silence after a death. Roger called to Mac, and to his surprise the little 

dog trotted along beside him, his tongue hanging out one side of his mouth. They used 

the front door this time and Roger felt his wife’s warm body brush against his as he 

passed her at the sink.  



 “Dinner will be ready soon, dear,” she said. 

 “A roast?” he asked. 

 “Yes, and kumara. And ice cream for dessert.” 

 “Lovely,” he said, and returned to his chair. She followed again and took the 

afghan off of the back of the couch. He let her tuck it in around him. When she bent 

over him he could smell the richness of the cooking meat in her clothes and hair.  

 “We’ll go to bed early tonight,” she said, touching his shoulder. 

 “Yes,” he said. “If you like.” 

 “Nanny needs a chain,” she said. “I’m taking. . . Jennifer into town. I can get it if 

you like.” 

 “No need,” he answered and nodded at her. “I’ll pick one up tomorrow.” 

 She turned back to the dinner and he switched on the television with the remote 

control. He could hear her fussing over the vegetables and the sound of music from 

Sally’s room. The beer was warm, but just before his dinner, he never seemed to mind. 
 


