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             Chapter 1

         

         SHE DIDN’T stay long as far as marriages go; a year and ten months. Her note was brief, too: I’m leaving. Don’t know what to say. Love Trudy, and Tom Hope was left injured in a way that seemed certain to kill him.

         He stood at the wooden table in the kitchen reading again and again what she’d written. He thought: It was the rain. He pictured her standing on the verandah in her blue dress and her cardigan while the rain came down day after day from a grey sky. It was raining now, in the middle of the afternoon; not heavily, a subdued drumming on the iron roof.

         He read the note one more time, wishing more words would appear. It was written on the pink notepaper she’d used on special occasions. She’d also left behind a piece of toast from which she’d taken a single bite. The indent preserved the arc of her teeth.

         He kept to the farm for weeks after she’d gone. He knew what would happen if he drove into town—How’s the missus, Tom? from every direction—and he had no answer. He worked in a daze, holding himself together as best he could. Cleared the channels in the orchard, a good five days, then repaired the wire fences of the hill pastures ready for the woollies in spring. Trudy had come with him in her jodhpurs when he walked the fences in the first few months of the marriage. She’d say, ‘Tom-Tom, what do you call that bird, what’s its name?’ He always gave her one or two tools to carry so that she felt useful.

         Sometimes now, in the effort of his work, he thought she was with him still but when he looked around there was nothing; the hills and the apple gums and the currawongs. He had never wept in his life but these days his cheeks were tear-streaked all the time. When he noticed, he would shrug: what did it matter?

         He couldn’t stay on the farm forever. He needed tobacco, sugar, tea. He needed Aspros. He woke with a headache every morning. In town, first one friend then another expressed surprise at his long absence. When he was asked how his wife was faring, he said, ‘Oh, she went on her way.’ He didn’t elaborate. Those who spoke to him were left with the impression of strife, but that was all. If Trudy had left it wouldn’t be a shock. She and Tom had never seemed a very likely couple.

         If he was honest with himself, he still held out hope of Trudy’s return even months after she’d gone. Each morning at the time of the mail delivery he stopped whatever he was doing and looked down the driveway. If Johnny Shields in his red van pulled up at the mailbox on the town road, Tom would blush and close his eyes for a minute then walk down to see if Trudy had written something for him.

         Never a letter, though, not for all his longing, and when he walked back to the house he shook his head at his folly. He thought, I’m meant to be alone.

         He had more reason than Trudy running away to make him believe this. He’d always been awkward with people. He had to remind himself to smile. But in his heart he yearned for people all around him. Only let them not ask him to talk and smile too much. Let them just say, ‘Tom, good to see you,’ and ‘Tom, look in one time and say hello to the kids.’ Animals forgave his unease. The mare he’d bought for Trudy to enjoy obeyed him, never her. His dog, Beau, an old heeler, loved him in the way of dogs. But then, Beau loved everyone.

         
            *

         

         It had been his habit to listen to the radio in the evening, a program of songs that had been popular when he was a boy in the 1940s. When Trudy left, Tom lost his appetite for music and gave up listening. But with an empty Christmas facing him he saw the need to heave himself out of the dumps. He turned on the radio and sat listening in his armchair. Trudy had scorned his forties music. She liked pop music on 3UZ. She danced by herself and made dramatic faces and sang along and giggled. She didn’t expect Tom to join in.

         But it was Trudy’s strange game played with three decks of cards that Tom found himself recalling, seeing so vividly the form of his wife leaning forward on the sofa with her chin resting in her hand and the cards in small heaps all over the low table. He understood suddenly a comment she’d made not so long before she left. She talked a lot when she was playing the game with the cards, such things as ‘Clever girl!’ and ‘Whoops-a-daisy!’ But the comment Tom had just recalled was different. At the time, he’d thought it part of her strange, three-deck game. It wasn’t. It was something intended for him. ‘Another night in paradise,’ she’d said, moving one small pile of cards to the edge of the low table.

         Tom stood up from his armchair and stared straight ahead. Why had it taken him so long to understand? Another night in paradise. He stamped through the house, arms folded tightly over his chest. All the things he might have done to make his wife happy crowded his mind. A record player. Songs that she could choose for herself. A television set on hire purchase. A proper bathtub, not that half-rusted tin thing.

         He ran to the kitchen and found a piece of paper and a black pencil. He wrote in a frenzy a list of the things he would do to make a difference if Trudy should one day come back. When he’d exhausted his initial inspiration he strode up and down the passage trying to think of more items. Whenever a new idea came to mind, he rushed back to the kitchen and added it to the list: 4—Picnics!! 7—Pets cat budgie!! 9—Light fire kitchen first thing!! Outside, Beau ran yelping along the verandah from the back door to the side door, excited by the movement inside the house.

         More items occurred to him over the following days. Tell her about good things she does. Such as what? Like when she doesn’t burn the sausages. And when he’d had that pain in the guts, she’d asked him three times if he was feeling better. Like when she says how are you feeling.

         But one afternoon, in the kitchen for a cuppa, he glanced down at his list on the table and noticed how hard he’d pressed the pencil into the paper. This was mad, wasn’t it, making notes? Tell Beau not to jump up on her. An image formed of Beau listening to him, head cocked.

         Tom smiled and made a mental note on a different list: Don’t be an idiot. Trudy had told him once, smiling, that he was ‘unbalanced’: the way that he’d stick with some problem about the farm for hours, for days, studying the habits of the codling moth until he’d all but indexed the physical and mental processes of the insect. She’d mimicked him perfectly, the way he wandered up and down, arms crossed, head on his chest, mumbling his thoughts. He’d enjoyed the micky-taking. Also Trudy’s low gurgle of laughter at the end of her performance. He would blush, loving what she did with him.

         
            *

         

         In time, Tom came to believe that it was the farm itself that had driven Trudy away, not the lack of a budgie in a cage or a proper bathtub. He thought: If she gives me a second chance we’ll move to the city. The farm had come to him from his bachelor uncle, and, although he liked the work the place gave him, the land was not in his blood. He could easily go back to the city and his old employment in the Tramways workshops. Trudy was a city girl, after all. He’d met her at Luna Park on one of his annual trips to see his sisters in Melbourne. It was no wonder the rain and the mud had worn her out.

         ‘No, to the devil with the blessed farm!’ he said aloud above the roar of the tractor carrying mulch up to the orchard. If only Trudy came back, to the devil with it. In the city they’d have the pictures every week. The first time he took Trudy out was to the pictures, The Guns of Navarone at the Odeon. She’d taken his hand in the dark and held it in both of hers and only three days later was calling him darling. How he wished he could tell her about his new idea of returning to the Tramways and going to the pictures each week!

         But she barely had any family, her father missing up in New South, her mother and sister living with some bible bashers who’d taken them down to Phillip Island. He’d sent two letters to the place she was working when he’d first met her, Foy and Gibson in Bourke Street. No reply. He’d sent the first letter care of the glove and scarf counter, where she was almost in charge, and the second to her friend Val in the cafeteria. Nothing came back.

         Or maybe Trudy would think again and decide to stay at the farm. He’d do that. He’d keep the farm if she wanted. She hadn’t been sick of the farm every minute of the day. Now and then she’d said nice things about living out here under the hills: the sound of the wind in the trees, the song of the maggies, the spring growth in the paddocks. And she hadn’t been sick of him every minute, either.

         One summer morning in her dressing-gown, points of bright light in her eyes, she’d reached across the breakfast table for his hand. ‘Come back to bed.’ Afterwards, she’d kissed his face, his neck, his chest. ‘You’re good at this, Tom. Do you know that? Do you know you’re good at fucking me?’ The word fucking thwarted any possible answer from Tom, even when spoken with gratitude. But at times she had liked him. Loved him? No. Liking was worth something, though.

         
            *

         

         Tom’s sisters drove up from Melbourne to see to him in Patty’s big Ford. He’d been their big brother in their growing-up years but at some point one sister then the other had adopted a protective way of handling him. It was as if their developing experience with men had made them aware that their brother lacked a type of male insistence; often very stupid insistence but maybe necessary. He was solid with men, respected by them, but a woman of a certain sort, they clearly believed, could get away with murder. And Trudy was evidently that sort.

         Listen to Tom in his letters taking all the blame on himself! The sisters had come to the farm with a message: get over her, Tommy love, and move on.

         Tom had only the one strategy for dealing with his sisters when they fussed: he became carefree. Making tea in the kitchen, Patty called over her shoulder, ‘More fool her if she doesn’t want our handsome Tom!’

         Tom said, ‘Probably for the best!’ and smiled as if he were well on top of the situation.

         Claudie said, ‘Her and her crosswords!’ She meant the crosswords in the Sun newspaper that Trudy had pored over, chewing her pencil.

         Patty called cleverly, ‘I’d give her a cross word or two if she turned up now, I can tell you!’ and the three of them laughed.

         When the sisters left for home in the middle of the afternoon, Tom heaved a sigh of relief. But the relief was succeeded by a plunge of sadness. He had said one or two things critical of Trudy for his sisters’ sake and now he felt like a traitor. ‘Damn you for that!’ he said to himself. He added to his second-chance list of ideas this new item, number 34: Don’t blame her for things!!

         
            *

         

         A big south-easterly took a sheet of iron off the dairy roof the day Trudy returned. Tom was up a ladder in the late afternoon hammering the sheet back in place when he saw her. The Melbourne bus must have dropped her off on the town road.

         Everything in the world came to a stop except for Trudy struggling up the drive with her suitcase. It had been raining for a month, just as it had been when she ran off, and it was raining now. The first words that came to Tom when blood returned to his brain were: ‘Thank God!’ He hurtled down the ladder two rungs at a time and strode to meet his wife with all the unused joy of twelve months swelling his heart.

         When they met halfway up the drive he wrapped his arms around her, he couldn’t help it. ‘I’ll take this,’ he said and picked up her suitcase. Trudy was sobbing. Even in the rain, face all wet, her tears still showed in their passage down her cheeks.

         ‘Don’t cry, love,’ said Tom, but Trudy’s shoulders continued to heave with the rigour of her weeping.

         Once in the kitchen Tom helped his wife off with her red overcoat and sat her by the warm stove. He brought her a towel for her hair and although she accepted it with a whispered ‘Thank you’, she didn’t use it. She sat with the towel on her lap, sobbing and shaking. Tom stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders. He said, ‘There, love. Don’t cry now.’ Every now and again in her weeping, Trudy struggled out the word ‘Sorry!’ and once managed a little more: ‘Tommy, I’m sorry!’ Tom was looking down on the tangled wet mess of her fair hair. As Trudy sobbed, Tom drew the strands of her hair back from her face with his fingertips. 

         He didn’t presume that Trudy would wish to share their marriage bed that night and was prepared to sleep on the sofa. But no, she insisted that he climb in beside her. She had recovered from her sobbing and something like her old, soft smile had returned. There was nothing wrong with her appetite, either: she ate a huge plate of bubble-and-squeak and, on top of that, a whole tin of peaches with fresh cream. And she’d spent almost an hour in the bathtub before bed once Tom fired up the water heater.

         Trudy wore to bed a pink satin nightdress that Tom had never seen before. It had been her custom, before she ran off, to wear pyjamas at night. Tom was careful not to touch her and only lay still beside her in the dark, smiling at his good fortune. Nor did he ask for explanations. It was Trudy who spoke first, and it was Trudy who drew herself close to him. The soapy smell of his wife could almost have burst Tom’s heart.

         ‘Tom,’ she said, ‘I went a little bit mad.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Tom.

         ‘Do you know what I want? I want to forget all that. I want to forget it forever.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Tom. ‘Forget it forever.’

         ‘I missed you so much, oh so much, darling! Did you miss me like that?’

         ‘Very much,’ said Tom.

         She kissed him. Nothing on earth as soft as her lips, nothing. She stroked his face. If he’d had the words, he would have blessed her for coming back to him.

         She kissed him harder and said, ‘Will you make love to me?’

         ‘Do you want that?’ said Tom. It was something he’d refused to hope for.

         Trudy sat up in bed and lifted her nightdress over her head, lay down again and pressed herself to him.

         ‘Darling man.’ 

         
            *

         

         Tom agonised over the list of ideas. He wanted to show it to Trudy but feared it would seem foolish to her. She was the one with the education, two more years of high school than Tom’s father had thought enough for him. A sophisticated person might consider his list a bit childish—he could see that.

         In the end, though, he decided that he must show her. Her mood on the first two days of her return had been the best he could remember but on days three and four she’d seemed glum. Tom hoped with all his heart that the list would cheer her up again. Even if she laughed at it, wouldn’t that be better than staring up at the hills from the back verandah? She’d laugh, if she did, because the list would make him seem naive, a hillbilly. He wasn’t all that naive, but it was okay if that was how she saw him. He was loyal in his love. And if the list didn’t interest her, he’d ask her if she wanted to go back to the city.

         ‘What’s this?’ she said. She was still in bed but roused herself to accept a breakfast cup of tea and Tom’s six sheets of notepaper. Her bedside light was on. She’d been reading her book and had dozed off. The book lay open and face-up on Tom’s vacant side of the bed. The cover picture showed a young woman with long golden hair shielding her breasts with loose crimson fabric. Two men leaned over her, one at each shoulder. A crusader knight and, as Tom surmised, a sultan.

         ‘Some ideas I had,’ said Tom. He sat on the side of the bed.

         Trudy read slowly, sipping her tea at intervals. She didn’t say anything. Tom managed not to ask her what she thought of the list while she was still reading. When she was away he’d forgotten how pretty she was, how the brown of her eyes caught the light and gleamed. He wanted now to stroke her hair and breathe in the sleepy smell of her skin. He thought, I should’ve shaved.

         Trudy put the list down on the little table beside the bed. ‘Oh, Tom,’ she said. She lay back on her pillow and covered her face with her arm.

         Tom in his dread didn’t move. Then found the courage to stroke his wife’s hair. ‘What is it, Trudes?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong?’

         Eyes covered, she said something that Tom didn’t quite catch.

         ‘What was that?’

         Trudy uncovered her face. Her eyes were wet and glowing. She reached up and took hold of Tom’s shirt just below the neck and kneaded the fabric between two fingers.

         ‘I’m pregnant.’

         ‘Pregnant?’ said Tom.

         ‘Tom, I wouldn’t blame you if you threw me out. I truly wouldn’t. I wouldn’t blame you if you throttled me.’

         As Tom leaned back the air came out of his lungs with a sound like a sigh. It was as if his body couldn’t be sure that it was supposed to keep going. Finally he said, ‘There was someone else?’

         Trudy didn’t say anything. She was watching her husband’s face.

         Tom said, ‘Excuse me.’ He walked out to the verandah and let the screen door slam behind him.

         ‘Dear God!’ he said under his breath. So much was ruined. When his father died it was like this. So much ruined. A healthy man who strode about like a king killed in a week by a sickness that didn’t even have a proper name. Tom looked up at the hills and said again, ‘Dear God!’

         But even in his shock and disappointment he knew there would be no throwing out, much less any throttling.

         He heard her voice behind him.

         She was standing inside the screen door, barely visible in the shadows.

         Tom didn’t speak. Her form became more distinct as his eyes adjusted. He could see the sheen of tears on her face. 

         ‘We’ll work it out,’ she said. ‘Please let’s work it out, Tom? We can, can’t we?’

         
            *

         

         She came with him everywhere, whatever he was doing. This was ‘working it out’. The farm was small enough, a one-man spread, income from the small dairy herd, from the woollies, the fruit, firewood sold in foot-lengths to a merchant in town, and Tom’s own innovation, cherry tomatoes for the cannery. Small enough, but it kept Tom busy. Never a break from the milking, never a break from moving the sheep about. Trudy was there, growing bigger with the baby, whatever the work. She didn’t do much but she kept up a cheerful refrain, sang songs from the radio, Gerry and the Pacemakers, Kathy Kirby, Cliff Richard. Before she started a song, she told Tom the title and the artist.

         Tom was tender with her, more tender in fact than when he’d loved her.

         Late one afternoon Trudy said, out of the blue, ‘Do you want to know about Barrett?’ She was making scones in the kitchen—she’d taught herself to bake a few things recently: the scones, apple turnover, a type of shortbread that didn’t taste like shortbread. Tom was preparing a brown trout he’d taken from the fast stream that ran through the northern end of his property. He was the better cook.

         Trudy had never spoken of the man she’d known in her time away and Tom had never asked. But since she’d raised the matter he thought he should let her speak.

         ‘He’s not a nice man,’ she said. She looked up from the scone dough and gazed away towards the window above the sink. ‘He’s… well, he’s selfish. He only wants what’s good for him.’

         Tom said not a thing and Trudy went back to rolling the scone dough.

         
            *

         

         It was noticed in Hometown, Trudy’s baby—well, naturally. She must be, what—four or five months now? And she’d been back with Tom no more than three months—about that? Or maybe Tom had been seeing her before she came back, wherever she was. Do you think? Anyone with hide enough to ask Tom Hope if his wife’s baby was his, good luck to him, or her. And if it wasn’t, did Tom even know? Bev Cartwright from up on the flood plain, who had been close to Tom’s Uncle Frank, told anyone who raised the matter: ‘Do you think he’s an idiot? Tommy’s an intelligent man.’

         
            *

         

         Eight months into her pregnancy Trudy’s mood changed. She stayed in bed until after eleven each morning and wept often. She said that food tasted like poison to her. Up until seven months or so she had coaxed Tom to make love to her, lying on her side. Now she couldn’t bear him to be close to her and she asked him to sleep on the camp stretcher in the spare room—the room that would become the baby’s in time. She said that the world was full of crooks and liars.

         When Patty visited—and it had taken Tom four months to tell his sisters that his wife had returned—Trudy said, ‘She’s the biggest liar of all.’ Claudie came twice in a fortnight, once at Christmas, and made an effort to be kind and understanding. Trudy said, ‘She hates me. I’ve always had nice teeth and hers are all over the place. You wouldn’t say she was elegant, would you? That awful old cardigan.’

         At times like this, when Trudy was full of bitterness, Tom put it down to fear. She was frightened of her baby. And yet not every frightened mother-to-be was as bad-tempered and ill-mannered as Trudy. He tried to jolly her along, the only strategy at his disposal other than concern. ‘Cheer up, Trudy. The milk’s curdling.’ Gestures of affection—no. He shared the house with her, that was all. He would show the same kindness to a stranger.

         
            *

         

         Whenever Tom drove his wife to see the prenatal nurse in the regional centre a long way beyond Hometown she fidgeted and whimpered the whole journey. Tom had to stop the car any number of times so that she could wee. It was his task to hold his coat up as a screen while Trudy squatted by the car. She always thanked him, and strangely, these were the only times when he still felt close to her; as if he might still love her deep down.

         All this fear of Trudy’s was there in the hospital with her when she gave birth. She screamed blue murder and so annoyed the midwife that she was eventually told to show a bit of gumption. The delivery was straightforward enough despite Trudy’s carry-on (the midwife’s word). Afterwards she had to be ordered to suckle the child, a little boy given the name Peter.

         The midwife said to Tom, ‘I don’t envy you over these next few months, my dear!’

         Trudy didn’t want to leave the hospital even after six days. She complained of intolerable pains in her legs and neck and abdomen. Doctor Kidman gave her painkillers but told Tom privately that his wife was making a mountain out of a molehill. Tom said, ‘But the baby’s okay, is he?’

         Doctor Kidman said, ‘Oh, I suppose so.’ He was probably too old to still be practising, Doctor Kidman. Tom sometimes met him down on the river, fishing with mudeyes and drinking from a silver flask.

         
            *

         

         The hospital couldn’t keep Trudy forever; she was obliged to go home with the baby. The sullen face she wore on the drive back to the farm was the face she kept for the next three years. Her constant complaint, usually muttered, was that she hated the child. It was against Tom’s nature to insist too much on anything but he couldn’t have the child hearing that. He told his wife she must never say such a thing when Peter was awake and listening. 

         The boy didn’t understand the words his mother was using but he must have felt her lack of affection because even at four and five months he looked to Tom for comfort. And Tom took pains throughout his working day to get back to the house regularly. He’d put down the wire-strainer or his shovel or the slasher and stride down to the house to give the boy a few fond words and a hug and make sure he’d been fed and changed. Trudy watched without interest, scratching at the rash that came and went on her arms and shins.

         My life’s gone to the dogs, Tom thought, but the little chap’s coming along.

         At other times, by himself, he thought of what a hit-or-miss business it was being married. Just good luck if it worked out, bad luck if it didn’t. He shared hardly a thing with Trudy—no interests that bound him to her—and yet he had once been head over heels in love with her. Now she only perplexed and worried him. If the little boy couldn’t make her happy, what could?

         He wished Trudy could be a happier person. He wished she would go and find her friend Barrett, if that would do the trick. Only if she took the little boy with her it would upset him badly.

         He tried to calm her by sitting on her bed in the mornings and reading to her from the newspaper. He chose happy stories, or at least stories that had nothing to do with death. Trudy’s greatest interest was in the upcoming execution of Ronald Ryan, who had killed a policeman. He was supposed to hang in February. She said, ‘Hanging’s too good for him. They should chop him to bits with an axe.’ Then she began to cry and something in her relented. ‘I don’t want anyone to hang,’ she said through her tears. ‘I’m sorry I said that. Can you forget what I said, Tom? Can you?’

         Tom said: ‘Of course.’

         
            *

         

         How many meals were shared before Trudy went away again? Hundreds upon hundreds at the cedar kitchen table, very little said, middle loin lamb chops with cauli and peas and mashed potato, grilled trout, rabbit stew with carrots and parsnip, mutton roast on Sundays. Tom fed Peter in the high chair, the little chap with his coal-black hair and plump red cheeks reaching for Tom and not for his mother. Tom called the boy Petey; his mother rarely had a name for the child at all. Although every so often she would suffer a fit of remorse and make more of a fuss over the boy, combing his hair flat to his head and dressing him in a strange little tweed suit her mother and sister had sent from Phillip Island. These fits could last up to half a day but always ended with the child distressed and calling in a high, imploring voice for Tom. And that was the child’s name for the man who was not his father: Tom.

      

   


   
      
         

             Chapter 2

         

         THIS TIME Trudy told her husband face to face. She said Jesus Christ had called her to join her mother and sister down on Phillip Island. Jesus Christ had not called Peter, though; not for the moment.

         It was in the bedroom that Trudy told Tom of the calling. She had stolen out of bed very early to dress and pack a suitcase. When Tom awoke for the cows at four, Trudy was sitting in the kitchen ready to catch the five o’clock bus to the city. She was wearing her maroon hat of soft felt and her green suit and best shoes. Even in the kitchen light she looked pretty, with her make-up on and her chin raised and her hands folded on her lap. She looked relaxed.

         She said, ‘Tom, I can’t stay with you anymore. I can’t stay with Peter anymore. I can’t stay in this house anymore, no not even for one hour more.’

         Then she told Tom about Jesus Christ. She said, ‘I’ll come back for Peter one day when I understand things properly. Oh, Tom, I’m so sorry. Do you see why I must go? Do you?’ 

         Tom had expected that he would feel relief when his wife finally decided to leave him a second time. Instead, a burden of sadness settled on his heart. He looked at Trudy, sitting composed on the bentwood kitchen chair, her hands in her lap and her fair hair grown so long now that it curled over her shoulders. He noticed that she had plucked her eyebrows into perfect arcs.

         He said, ‘Yes, I understand.’ He couldn’t say: ‘You’re going because you’re bored and you have no roots and there is nothing in your heart,’ so he let her believe what she wished.

         The lowing of the cows had just begun, and the clattering of the gate as they banged against it in their insistence.

         Trudy said, ‘I’ll go now.’

         ‘Will you say goodbye to Peter?’ Tom asked her.

         ‘No, I shan’t,’ she said. ‘It will just upset him.’

         ‘Shan’t’ was a word she used now and again.

         
            *

         

         Tom didn’t stop to reflect on the great difficulty of caring by himself for a boy of almost three while keeping up with the farm. Before Trudy left he’d tried taking Peter with him whenever it was possible; now he would have to take him everywhere, possible or not. If he’d thought about it for even five minutes he would have seen it was no-go, so it was best not to think about it. At least the shearers had come and gone. He always helped with the shearing, and there’s no time for supervising a small boy with sheep to handle.

         Up the ladder in the orchard, he called down to the boy, ‘Whaddya think?’ And the boy, playing in the grass with his yellow truck, said, ‘Too right!’

         Among the sheep in the hill paddocks, Tom encouraged the boy to trot along beside him. He said, ‘Big fat sheep up here!’ and the boy said, ‘Big buggers!’

         When they found a brown snake toasting in the sun beside the billabong, Tom crouched down to tell the boy how to behave with snakes. ‘You see one, you stop still. Just stop still. And you shout out, “Tom! Big wriggler!” Okay? And I’ll take care of him.’

         It was hardest in the rain. Tom carried the one-man tent he used on fishing trips and set it up for Peter wherever he was working. He said to the boy, ‘Tom’s down there freeing the channels, okay? Listen, now. If you need me, you bang on this billy with this stick, you got that? If you feel lonely, you bang on the billy with the stick. And I’ll come.’

         He couldn’t find a way to keep the boy close for the milking between four-thirty and six in the morning but he was able to recruit Beau for the job. Obediently, but with deep misgivings, Beau sat by the boy’s cot and allowed Peter to reach out and stroke his ears and his nose when he woke at half past five. By six the boy would have worn out his interest in Beau but that couldn’t be helped. Down in the dairy Tom heard him howling out, ‘Tom! Come here, Tom!’ And then, ‘Please, Tom!’

         They read stories twice a day, books from the library in Hometown. At night when Peter was asleep, Tom struggled to keep his own eyes open past nine. But he made sure the fire was set in the stove and that the accounts were up to date. Even exhaustion couldn’t mar the enjoyment he was getting out of life. In bed he lay smiling, recalling pleasing moments from the day.

         He knew Trudy would come and take the boy away one day. The thought always came to him just at the height of his happiness. He chased it away by shaking his head and waving a hand in front of his face.

         
            *

         

         Patty and Claudie raced up from the city when they eventually found out that Trudy was away on her travels again. They found Tom in the shed repairing the manifold on the tractor, Peter nearby tinkering away with an old gearbox from the ute. Patty said, ‘Oh, Tommy, this will never do!’ Tom said it would do very well, and no, Peter would not be going back to the city to be brought up with Claudie’s kids.

         Claudie said, ‘Tom, listen to me. He needs a mother’s touch. It’s all very well playing with car parts but there’s more to raising a child than that.’

         But Tom was firm and his sisters returned to the city without Peter. In the car, Patty said to Claudie, ‘That woman, I’d have her skun! I’d do it myself!’

         ‘Poor Tom,’ said Claudie. ‘If ever a man deserved a proper family.’

         
            *

         

         It was two more years before Trudy was heard from again. A letter arrived in the post with this to say about her new circumstances and her plans for her son:

         
            Dear Tom,

            I apologise to you for letting so much time past before contacting you about Peter. I hope you understand that I have been through a very difficult time since coming to Phillip Island. Tom, I was in a very very unhappy state when I came here but Jesus Christ has found a path for me I am so glad to tell you. It was like being pulled out of a swamp! It was like being taken to a warm dry place.

            Tom, I owe my life to Jesus Christ and I will Follow Him forever in my life from now on. It was like all of the colours in the world had dissappeared and then they came back! But I know I must ask for your Forgiveness, dear Tom. Our Marriage was never meant to be I am afraid I must tell you. I know you loved me like mad and probably you still do. It is so difficult for me to say this dear Tom but I never really loved you. My heart was like a dry paddock where nothing grows but the rain comes and I am Following Jesus Christ with all my soul! Tom, I must have Peter here with me to raise in the Love of Jesus Christ. This is what my Prayers have revealed to me. You saw me at my worse Tom but you would be very amazed to see me now. I am ready to be a Mother to my son in a most Beloved way. I am coming with Mum and Tilly to pick him up on Wednesday 27th this month. I will be most apprecciative if you will have Peter ready for me. Tom I thank you for your kindness, you are a good man, I know that.

            
                

            

            With Christ in my Heart,

Trudy

         

         The hammer blow that is expected, braced for, does no less harm than the one that comes from nowhere. Tom sat at the kitchen table stunned, aching all over. He’d put Peter to bed before allowing himself to study the damage. He thought, She has no right. Then he said aloud, ‘I’ll take off. We’ll go to Queensland.’ He imagined himself making his way in the outback with Peter in tow. He could do it. He was a mechanic and welder and panel beater by trade and he could always find work. If nobody wanted a mechanic, he could find work on a farm, on a station. He could shear, so there was that. There was nothing he couldn’t turn his hand to.

         Before he did anything so un-Tom-like as throwing himself into a melodrama, he made an appointment with Dave Maine in Shepparton, the solicitor who’d handled his uncle’s will, a good chap who knew his way about. He had to take Peter with him and the little bloke sat in a chair in Dave Maine’s waiting room with a picture book and a packet of jellybeans. Dave, in the tie he always wore loose and a dark grey suit with a slept-in look, told Tom that he didn’t have a leg to stand on.

         ‘You’re not the father, old chap. She’s the mother. The court will give him to her.’

         ‘After she’s been away for years?’

         ‘Doesn’t matter. If you could prove some great moral turpitude, maybe. But she’s shacked up with Jesus, so you tell me. The court wouldn’t even give you visiting rights. You could work out something informal, that’s a chance. Where’s she taking him?’

         ‘Phillip Island,’ said Tom.

         ‘Phillip Island? Fuck me. Miles away! You’re rooted, Tom. Sorry.’

         Other strategies occurred to him. He could see Trudy and her mother and sister off the property at the point of a gun. He could be away in town on the day they arrived. He looked at the boy full of pain as the days went by. It was only a week before Peter was due to start school and Tom had purchased his uniform and books, told him what school was all about, shown him the building in High Street. Tom had said, ‘I’ll drive you to school in the mornings and pick you up in the afternoon. You’ll like it. Lots of kids to play with. Lots of stuff to learn.’

         ‘What about the milking?’ Peter had said, for he’d been helping with the milking in recent months. ‘Tom can’t do all the milking by hisself.’ It was his habit to speak of Tom in the third person at certain times.

         ‘I’ll have to cope, won’t I? School’s important.’

         He started a letter to Trudy saying that Peter was ill and that she’d have to wait for a couple of months. But he didn’t send it. He thought for the hundredth time of Dave Maine’s words: ‘She’s the mother. The court will give him to her.’ And he saw that the game was up. Even if he took off for Queensland, they’d find him eventually.

         
            *

         

         Three days before Trudy was due to pick Peter up, Tom took him down to the river to fish. This was the boy’s favourite thing, fishing for the small rainbow trout at the confluence of the creek and the river where the water rattled over the small round stones. He’d developed a handy way with the rod, Peter. As small as he was, he could still get some decent loft on his cast and he knew how to flick the bale back over the line at just the right moment and draw the line in at a speed that kept his lure off the riverbed. When a trout took his lure, he knew to play it at the right tension and keep the tip of his rod up. He couldn’t net a trout while still holding the rod, not yet, but he was pretty good all the same.

         This day, Tom let him catch three little trout before giving him the news about his mother. One of the trout was a brown, a bit bigger than the rainbows. Catching a brown was a prize. The rainbows were maybe more beautiful with their mottled colouring but the brown trout were stronger and fought harder and their hatred for the person on the other end of the line was obvious.

         The boy made a small pool in the shallows of the river using rocks as a wall and in the pool the dead trout kept fresh. It was necessary to check every fifteen minutes or so to make sure that yabbies hadn’t invaded the pool to pick at the trout. It was not unknown for a big yabby to drag a small trout back into the current of the river and make off with it. Building the wall of stones that hemmed off the current of the river was something that gave the boy as much pleasure as catching the trout.

         Tom said, ‘The thing is, old fellow, your mum’s coming up in a few days’ time. You know who I mean, don’t you?’

         ‘Trudy.’

         ‘Trudy, yeah. And she wants to take you back with her, wants you to go and live with her.’

         The boy looked puzzled. But he didn’t say anything. Instead he dashed to his pool to check for yabbies. Tom walked down to him and put his hand on the crown of his head.

         ‘Bit of a bugger, isn’t it?’ he said.

         The boy said something too soft to carry.

         ‘What’s that?’ said Tom.

         ‘I can’t,’ said the boy.

         ‘You can’t?’

         ‘I can’t,’ the boy said again. He’d begun to cry.

         Tom crouched down, his hand now on the boy’s shoulder. In the rock pool two small yabbies were making towards the eyes of the brown trout. Tom picked them up and tossed them into the current.

         ‘Peter, it’s not what I want,’ he said. ‘She’s your mum, you see. It’s not what I want.’

         Tiny squeaking sounds were coming from the boy attempting to stifle his tears.

         ‘I can’t,’ he managed to say again. Then he reached into the pool, seized the brown trout and threw it out into the river.

         
            *

         

         Tom had Peter ready at eight in the morning, everything packed in a small suitcase and two cardboard boxes. The three lengths of the boy’s split-cane fishing rod were tied together with twine. His Ambidex reel with its ball-bearing spool was wrapped inside one of Tom’s socks and packed in the suitcase.

         It was going to be a warm day, the sky an intense blue from horizon to horizon. At this time of a day that was bound to get hot, Beau would normally be pestering Tom for an early dip in the dam. But he looked at Tom and the boy standing around at the front of the house and went to hide under an old Humber Tom had up on blocks beneath the cypresses.

         A little after ten in the morning a red Volkswagen turned into the drive from the highway. Tom had left the main gate open. The Volkswagen pulled up at the second gate and Trudy stepped out from the passenger seat. The other two figures in the car remained where they were as Trudy opened the gate and walked to the front verandah, where Tom and her son were waiting. Her hair was cut short and she was thinner than at any time Tom had known her. She was wearing a green belted dress that had something of the look of a uniform. She walked with her arms crossed below her breasts. A silver crucifix hung at her throat.

         ‘Hello, Peter. Hello, Tom.’

         She stepped up onto the verandah, then knelt down and put her arms around her son. She said, ‘I’ve missed you so much.’ When she stood and put her arms around Tom his nostrils filled with the aroma of lavender soap. She said to Tom, ‘I have something for you.’ She reached into a small pocket in her dress and brought out a tiny parcel of purple tissue paper. She unfolded the parcel to reveal a small gold crucifix on a fine chain. ‘I hope you will think about wearing this, Tom. To show that you forgive me.’

         Tom made no move to accept the crucifix but he allowed Trudy to slip it and the purple tissue paper into the side pocket of his suit coat. He had dressed himself in his good clothes for the handover.

         Tom said quietly, dipping his head close to Trudy, ‘It’s cruel to do this, Trudy. You left Peter behind. He only had me. I love him like he was my own flesh and blood. And Trudy, he doesn’t want to go. You only have to look at him.’

         ‘Oh, Tom,’ said Trudy, ‘you just don’t understand. Tom, Peter will live in a house full of love. Tilly’s children will wrap him up in love. This is just a farm, Tom. A lonely, lonely farm. On the island Peter will have children his own age and a proper school, a blessed school. We can’t be selfish with children, Tom.’

         ‘I’d like to come down and see him,’ said Tom. ‘Once a month, something like that.’

         Trudy shook her head so readily that she must have been expecting the request. ‘Oh no, Tom. I don’t think that would be a good idea. No.’

         Trudy’s sister and mother had stepped out of the red Volkswagen and were now standing one each side of the car. They wore identical spectacles with oversized lenses and identical broad smiles, as if this were the happiest day of the year.

         Tom carried the two cardboard cartons, the fishing rod and the suitcase down to the car in one load. He lifted the boy up and gave him a fierce hug. ‘Well, old fellow. You write to me, won’t you? You find the time to post me a letter, won’t you?’

         The boy nodded in a defeated way and allowed Tom to pull the front passenger seat forward and pop him onto the back seat. Trudy climbed into the back seat beside her son. Trudy’s mother took the front passenger seat and Tilly the driver’s seat. The boot at the front of the car was raised. Tom packed in the suitcase, the boxes and the fishing rod.

         Then the car wouldn’t start. The engine turned over and came briefly to life but one of the plugs wasn’t sparking. Tom knew what the trouble was. He said, ‘Better let me take a look.’ He was ignored.

         Trudy’s mother said, ‘It always does this.’ She turned the ignition key again and again. Peter looked out of the window at his father with something like hope in his eyes.

         Tom said again, ‘Better let me take a look.’ He lifted the engine bonnet at the back then went down to the shed for his socket wrenches. When he returned to the car some sort of silent tussle was going on in the back seat—Peter trying to get out and Trudy restraining him, all of this wordlessly.

         Tom said, ‘He can help me.’

         Trudy released her grip on her son and stared fiercely away from where Tom was standing. The boy scrambled into the front of the car and over his grandmother. Tom opened the passenger-side door for him. Tilly and Trudy’s mother maintained their broad smiles.

         Tom opened his socket set and told Peter the size socket he required. The boy took the socket from its place in the set, fitted it to the wrench and handed it to Tom.

         ‘Got a dirty old plug here,’ said Tom. He removed the plug he suspected of causing the trouble and cleaned it up with a thin strip of emery cloth. He let Peter replace the plug and tighten it and fit the distributor lead.

         ‘Give it a go,’ Tom said to Tilly.

         The engine kicked over and roared to life.

         Tilly climbed out of the passenger seat so that Peter could climb into the back seat again. But the boy flopped down on the grass like a dog that doesn’t want to do what it knows it will finally be forced to do, and Tom had to lift him up and return him to his mother. He kept up the same playing-dead trick on the back seat, lying hunched up and facing away from Trudy.

         Instead of turning the car around Tilly backed it slowly all the way down the drive. At the highway, she got the car facing in the right direction by fits and starts, and then it was gone. Swallowed up by the dip on the city-bound side of the highway just past Tom’s gate, then screened from his view by the poplars along his front fence.

         Tom sat on the front verandah and rolled a Capstan. He kept glancing up, hoping foolishly for the red car to reappear. His insides ached so badly that he couldn’t even bother with the relief of a smoke and he crushed the cigarette after two puffs. He picked up his socket set, locked the lid and walked down to the shed. Beau, still worried, followed at a respectful distance.
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