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A Gentle Man

 

By John Terry Moore

 

As a young gay man growing up in southwest Victoria, Nick Williams leads a charmed life. Life on the family farm gives him a sense of purpose. His supportive parents are loving and affectionate. And his best friend Aaron is always around to help him get out of trouble. But when his father dies a few days before Nick’s eighteenth birthday, it changes the course of Nick’s life.

From rural Australia to India, Nick builds a life as a successful businessman only to watch it crumble in a way he never thought possible. Running from betrayal and heartbreak, Nick returns to the land and people who know him best, but sometimes you have to hit rock bottom to be able to see what was in front of you all along.


To my husband, Russell.
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Author’s Foreword

 

 

WELCOME TO A Gentle Man.

It combines my love of the Australian country and my connection with South Asia through the maternal side of my family.

The overriding message of A Gentle Man is hope.

I share with my publisher the hope that our storytelling not only entertains but influences younger generations, giving them comfort and confidence in a world that is changing rapidly.

Our hope is that LGBTIQA+ people around the world are able to view Australia as a progressive, friendly country with the freedom to be ourselves. That’s not to say we don’t have our share of religious bigotry, far-right politics, and embedded homophobia.

Our hope is that we assert ourselves, protecting our hard-won rights and privileges, and set an example to younger generations, some of whom struggle with their identity. We hear you; we have been there before you, so listen to our story.

 

John Terry Moore


Chapter 1

MY LIFE AS ME

 

 

THE SCHOOL bus lurched along our country “road” as some hopeful dickhead described it, a narrow strip of bitumen broken away at the edges, hardly fit for four-wheel drives, let alone nice cars or even our beat-up old bus. The owner, Clem Smith, was at the wheel today. He reckoned I was ace because I’d replaced the injectors in the big old six-cylinder engine last weekend. I’d explained to him, as a seventeen-nearly-eighteen-year-old farm boy, that he was throwing money out the door because of the fuel he was wasting. Clem’s bus could be seen several kilometers away, the billowing clouds of black smoke looking like a bushfire.

Dad had smiled as I turned our big barn at Brookside, our farm, into a workshop, checking the parts first, then getting to work. An hour or so later I had the new injectors installed, bled the air out of the system, and turned the engine over. There was an almost imperceptible puff of smoke; then she settled down to a beautiful purr at idle, like a Rolls-Royce. Clem was amazed and wanted to pay me heaps, but Dad said it was “community service” for the vital link that Clem provided. I pouted a bit, but Dad slipped fifty in my pocket and told me he was proud of me.

“You’re so kindhearted, Nick,” he said, “such a contrast to your cousins.”

I grinned at him; I knew I was like Mum. She’s a gentle, lovely lady, proudly Anglo--Indian from Mumbai, an amazing mother to my younger sister, Alexandra, and me. Mum still wore beautiful saris in the summer months, but that wasn’t unusual in our area. There were other Indian people in town, several Asian doctors at the hospital, and a large settlement of Sudanese people who had integrated into the community over a long period.

“A far different place to the old days,” Dad said, “when the town was very ‘ocker,’ and unforgiving of anyone who appeared different in any way.”

My best friend was Aaron Murphy from next door—the neighboring farm. He and I’d grown up together. Our birthdays were a few days apart. We were as close as any two blokes could be without rooting each other; the attraction was our friendship. I was gay, he was straight and very possessive, and our families stood around us like a protective shield. We all helped each other—harvesting, shearing, sowing crops—and our fathers held each other upright when they got really pissed, which was quite often.


Chapter 2

ALEXANDRA

 

 

MY SISTER, Alexandra, has always been amazing. Alex and I bonded as kids mainly because we were so close in age, but we also liked each other. Mum and Dad saw the teamwork and loyalty between us and laughed at us as we raised each other! Under those circumstances, and with Mum and Dad encouraging us, we matured way before our time and were regarded as the “know-alls.” Other kids at school would pick on us on a daily basis. Dad suggested we could do with some self-defense training when some of the criticism was beginning to get physical.

A small but clean house in town with a substantial corrugated iron building at the rear was where we trained, owned and run by Mr. Teo, a Thai man and a Taekwondo Grand Master, rare outside the capital cities. Inside, the building lost its sterility with a timber floor and all sorts of machinery which served as a gymnasium. At the rear were mats, and this was where Mr. Teo was truly at home and where we learned the basics of Taekwondo. Alex was a stunning natural. I wasn’t, but I enjoyed the lesson so much I decided to invite Aaron along. Ted Murphy, Aaron’s dad, wasn’t keen, so Alex sprang into action. In a sweet, imploring way, she sold the Murphys the character-building aspects of Taekwondo, and by our second lesson, a bemused Aaron was with us. Aaron was at our place more than his own and always hanging with us, so this wasn’t too much of a stretch. We all enjoyed it, but we were the three youngest students by far. Most of the other students were in their late teens onward, with quite a lot of professional people both working out and learning martial arts of some sort as well.

It was around this time I knew I was gay, irrefutably. We’d always been encouraged by our parents to recognize nature in all its forms and variations, and I worked it out for myself. I loved everything about blokes, and I decided to come out to my family, including Aaron and his parents. As far as I was concerned, we were all one family anyway. Aaron and I had been in each other’s lives since birth, and Alexandra tried to fill in the void in Aaron’s life when his own sister passed away. She was spectacularly successful, Aaron often referring to Alex as “Sis.” Both Alex and Aaron were highly protective of me, and while I was mute about anything sexual at school, someone started a rumor because I politely refused an invitation to go out with a girl to the local cinema. Alex was furious. Normally a pleasant, well-spoken young lady, Alex turned into a fishwife when anyone threatened anyone she loved. Aaron was also dangerously quiet, like a volcano on standby.

David Lane was a farmer’s son in his final year at high school, a born bully, and it was easy to establish that he was the rumormonger. He was overweight and had halitosis and the personality of a farm gate: “Always open and squeaking,” Aaron said.

We got the catcalls as we hopped off the school bus. Lane was leading the chant. “Fag-got, fag-got, fag-got, doesn’t like fanny, poofy boy, poof, poof, poofter,” they sang.

I was elbowed by one hopeful, impressed by the Lane family’s net worth (about five properties), so he thought he’d show allegiance to all that lovely money by getting physical. I quietly lifted him off the ground by grabbing his shirt with one hand. His eyes widened, and he muttered, “I’ll get you for that you fuckin’ poofter,” as Aaron, Alex, and I continued on to class.

The three of us waited behind the shelter shed for five minutes before lunch. We knew it was David Lane and his cronies’ favorite place for a cigarette or two out of sight of teachers. As they walked around the corner of the shed, patting their pockets, searching for their cigarettes, Alex spoke up.

“Oh, going to join us in a fag, are we,” she taunted, as Lane ran at her.

She stepped to one side deftly and, using his weight to advantage, threw him on his back on the uneven ground. Then she aimed her nice school shoe and kicked him hard in the balls. He screamed, and his cohorts turned to run. Aaron and I shepherded the others into a corner of the shed.

“Now,” said Alex with authority, and the guy who’d elbowed me that morning pissed himself, the stain spreading all over the front of his nice pants. “If I hear any one of you fucking retards talking about my brother, or anyone else, for that matter, you’ll get a touch of what Mr. Fucking Cunt Face Lane got, understand?”

They all nodded except one who sneered, “Lucky punch.”

My fourteen-nearly-fifteen-year-old sister was tall for her age. She stared at him with distaste and quickly stamped hard on one of his feet. He yelped, bending over in pain as she chopped him under the chin with her fists together, hammering his head backward into the weatherboards of the shelter shed. He went pale and began vomiting.

“Oh, poor darling,” said Alex, “you must have eaten something that’s upset you. And if any of you miserable cunts try wailing to the teachers, Aaron has a recording of your homophobic outburst this morning when we arrived at school. Anyway, who’d believe you’d be so scared of a fourteen-year-old girl? Now fuck off, losers, before we get serious.”


Chapter 3

LIGHTS AND SIRENS

 

 

THERE WERE only about ten of us on the bus that day. Alex was already home, we’d dropped off several kids and were headed toward our properties. Aaron and I sat in the back seats, talking shit as usual but enjoying each other’s company. I could hear something in the distance behind us and the noise was becoming louder.

“What’s that?” I said.

Aaron cocked his head to one side, listening intently. “Sounds like a siren. Actually, more than one.”

We peered out the back window, and sure enough, there were blue and red flashing lights everywhere. Clem pulled off to one side and stopped, allowing a procession of vehicles to speed past in a hail of loose gravel and wailing sirens. First, a white all-wheel drive wagon with MICA—Mobile Intensive Care Ambulance—Paramedic along the side, followed by an ambulance and a police car at the rear. Clem started the bus again and trod on the pedal because we all wanted to know where the emergency vehicles were headed. We swung around the corner and over the bridge at Mulligan’s Creek, cresting the rise near our homestead, and my heart dropped like a stone. The convoy of lights and sirens were passing our barn and heading toward the back of our property. I knew already Dad was in trouble, and Aaron held my hand, squeezing it for comfort. We jumped out of the bus together and started running. It was clear nobody was at the house, so I gunned up the old Landcruiser tray at the barn and followed the other vehicles. I could feel the tears coursing down my face as Aaron squeezed my leg, trying hard to be strong for me, but the farther we went, the worse the situation seemed.

Dad had warned me many, many times about the track above the creek, because erosion had weakened its foundation. We’d had rain recently, and I knew it’d be soft and unstable. We crested the rise and saw Mum and Alexandra standing there, arms around each other. My gaze drifted to the right, and I saw the wheels of the quad bike covered in mud but upside down. The paramedics were working patiently but without haste, and being a realist at heart, I guessed it was all over for my father. The MICA fellow went over to Mum and Alex as I pulled up alongside. He introduced himself, and held our hands, explaining Dad had been thrown off but then crushed by the roll bar, the very item designed to keep drivers safe. He asked if we could be understanding while the police took photographs. As soon as that was done, they’d take Dad to the hospital. I cuddled Mum and Alex, and Aaron pushed his way in for a group hug, with tears of desperation. He rang his parents, and within minutes the Murphys arrived as the paramedics extricated Dad from the wreckage. They straightened him up, cleaning some of the mud off him as Mum watched on. A wail of anguish arose from my mother as she gripped one of his lifeless hands, echoing her grief, eventually stumbling backward into Mrs. Murphy’s arms. Alex and I were swept up by Aaron, who drove the Landcruiser, followed by Ted and Bernice Murphy with Mum in their four-wheel drive.

The ambulance crept along, followed by the other vehicles, a sad, sorry procession. They hesitated at the gate while Geoff, the MICA bloke, got out and asked Mum if she wanted another viewing. Mum shook her head, and he waved the ambulance on. It quietly turned onto the road and within minutes had vanished from sight.

Tony Fennell, the police sergeant, was also mindful, telling us he’d be back for a statement when Mum was feeling better, and she smiled a wan smile of gratitude. To my surprise Geoff, the MICA man, had put the kettle on, and he sat with us around the table, talking quietly to Mum. From being nearly catatonic, Mum had relaxed somewhat and sipped her tea. A tap at the door and our GP, Graham Deacon, entered and kissed Mum on the cheek, prompting another waterfall of tears. Mrs. Murphy helped Mum shower, and only then did Graham administer a shot to help her sleep. Alex and I went in and held her hands as she drifted off, fighting it a little but giving in to healing sleep before all the shit began again the next day.


Chapter 4

A WAITING GAME

 

 

MY EIGHTEENTH birthday had come and gone while we waited on the coroner. I felt a terrible numbness, as I guess Mum and Alex did as well. The world as we knew it had stopped still. Everything around us reminded us of Dad. We’d sniffle a bit and then get on with what we were doing. Rusty, Dad’s kelpie, was inconsolable. He was the last living thing to see Dad alive, but he still thought Dad would appear from behind the barn and kept watching for him. We sometimes forget how smart animals can be and found ourselves helping this beautiful creature deal with his loss, which seemed to help us do the same.

We all looked out for each other, I talked to Alex a lot about what life would mean without Dad, and she nodded, internalizing everything. Mrs. Murphy spent most of her time at Mum’s side, and Aaron slept with me every night, making sure I felt loved and respected. One day melted into another, but what helped keep me going was the farm. There was always work to be done, and Alex made sure she was around to help. She was only eighteen months younger than me, and at sixteen and a half she was already a smart and mature young person. She knew her way around the farm chores, feeding the chooks, even mowing the lawn around the homestead, quietly nursing her grief but reaching out to Mum and me from time to time. The three of us were in this together, and we thought we were doing well until Uncle Robert, Dad’s brother, arrived.

He’d been in Sydney, on church business, and couldn’t come home after the accident until three days later because he was “involved in the work of God”—a national conference of church elders.

“I’m so sorry, Sophia,” he said to Mum as he stormed in the kitchen door, “All full of piss and importance” as Aaron whispered.

“Who are you,” he snapped at Aaron.

“I’m Aaron Murphy,” he said, “from next door.”

“Thank you, we have private family business. Please leave.”

“Aaron stays here with us,” I said, and both Mum and Alex nodded their agreement.

“You don’t have any authority, child, and a creature of your persuasion should be hidden from sight at a time like this.”

Mum’s eyes widened in shock and anger; I’d never seen her in a state of such cold determination, ever. “Robert,” she said in a measured tone, so it was obvious to anyone with a smidgeon of common sense she was offended. “Nicholas is now eighteen years of age, so his authority, as you put it, is recognized by the government of Australia. I take it your other remarks are in reference to Nick’s sexuality, which is both none of your business and highly offensive.”

“I agree,” Aaron said. “Not very Christian, Robbie boy. How would you like to hear some stories about your kids? We could keep you entertained for hours. Perhaps you’d better piss off while you’re in front.”

Mum, I knew, would probably ask for the stories about our cousins later and laugh at Uncle Robert’s discomfort, but she had a parting shot. “Aaron is as much a member of our family as we are of his. We can always rely on the Murphy family in times of need, unlike the Williams family, too busy with God and Jesus to do the Christian thing and return home immediately with practical help, comfort, and love.”

The color drained from Uncle Robert’s face as he faced the challenge across the kitchen table. “B-b-but,” he stammered, “I have to organize the funeral. I am the executor of the estate, after all.”

“It’s all been done, with help from Nick, Alexandra, Aaron, and his family, thank you. Three o’clock next Wednesday afternoon, with a private cremation to follow.”

“But there’s been no booking made at the church. I checked.”

“Oh, that would be because it’s being held in the funeral home’s chapel, with a civil celebrant.”

“But you must have it in the church. The Williams family has always been Christian. This is dreadful. Awful.”

I couldn’t stand the bullshit anymore, but I tried to stick to the facts and fuck off Uncle Robert so we could relax for the evening. “Uncle,” I said, “Dad had a codicil added to his funeral instructions about two years ago. He’d had a gutful of the hypocrisy of Christianity about the same time as Mum stopped practicing her faith. So, if you’ve finished, we’d like to eat. I’m starving. Perhaps you’d like to break bread with us after your long trip.”

“No,” he said.

“Fine, we’ll see you on Wednesday.”


Chapter 5

A HAPPY FUNERAL

 

 

DAVID CANNING had married Mum and Dad around twenty years ago and had remained a close friend of the family. He was originally a country person and loved visiting with his husband, Peter. He and Dad, together with Ted Murphy, had a liking for red wine, and their “soirees” in the barn were infamous for their carousing and sore heads the following day. When it came to country matters, the thirty-odd years between Dad and David disappeared instantly; they were like two little boys playing with their toys and talking about all things agricultural. I can remember David on our tractor, baling hay while Peter cooked up a storm in the kitchen. They’d often stay a few days, help us out at harvest time, then return home.

Although in retirement the old fellow didn’t hesitate to help, sharing our grief with his own. When he and Peter returned, the night before the funeral, he read the ceremony for our approval, and we didn’t change a word. He took Mum’s hand and spoke gently to us around the kitchen table. “You know, we can’t do anything more for Trevor other than give him a faithful and respectful farewell tomorrow.” We all nodded like little dolls in a row.

“If I could bring him back, I would, but I can’t. The people I have to concentrate on are you guys, including you, Aaron. You were like another son to him,” he said, “and also your mum and dad. You were all part of his family group, the one that mattered at least. You see, life goes on, and we have to do what your dad would expect us to do—get on with it, move on with our lives while we remember him and his contribution.”

Ted and Bernice Murphy walked in the door, Ted with not one but three bottles of red wine while Bernice brought even more food, the way country people demonstrate support for each other. David talked about a day of celebration tomorrow, not a day of mourning, reminding everyone that’s exactly what Dad would have wanted.

 

 

THE HEARSE circled the barn, as planned, coming to a halt at the garden gate, followed by a stretch limousine. The limo door swung open, and we piled inside with the Murphy family. Uncle Robert, Aunt Anne, and our cousins filled the following two vehicles, while David and Peter Canning rode with us.

As we made our way toward town, there were vehicles waiting at farm gates to join the procession. Aaron’s eyes grew huge, as I suppose mine did. There must have been well more than a hundred vehicles now following the hearse.

Regardless of David Canning’s advice, I felt intimidated. The chapel was packed with people, many of whom I’d never even met before, most sitting, some standing at the rear and outside where I could see a large television screen relaying the service. I sat up front with Mum and Alex plus the Murphy family. I was so proud of Mum. She was dignified yet welcoming to everyone, making sure her gratitude for the messages and gifts over the last ten days weren’t overshadowed by her grief. She squeezed my hand, then did the same to Alex. We’d get through this and move on. Aaron reached across and kissed Mum’s hand; he was, as usual, on the same wavelength! Ted and Bernice were right there with us. Grief was no stranger to them; they’d lost their three-year-old daughter to a rare form of leukemia some years ago. After Bernice suffered a series of miscarriages, they stopped trying, and Aaron became an only child. We all understood why Bernice and Ted encouraged Aaron to spend time with us. The truth was he didn’t need much encouragement!

Across the aisle sat Uncle Robert and Auntie Anne with our four cousins. “Look at the brains trust,” Aaron whispered. It was a perfect description, and we all lightened up.

Uncle Robert had a pained expression on his face, clearly not happy with the absence of religious fervor at his brother’s funeral. Aunt Bitchface, as we called her, was even more devout than her husband, and her disapproval was registered in her facial expression. Her nostrils flared on her pointy nose rather like she’d let some gas go and was smelling her own farts.

Richard, their eldest at sixteen years of age, was a chronic masturbator. He shuffled in his seat; it was obvious something was turning him on, as the lump in his trousers wasn’t going away, and he was looking around desperately trying to find something or someone to wank over. Amanda, the next eldest, was well-known to most of the male population of the district. At only fifteen years of age, she’d seduced football teams, the Angler’s Club, even had an up-righter in the church vestry, without her parent’s knowledge of course. Then there was Danny at thirteen and Gillian, twelve, who seemed almost normal compared to their older siblings.

The music was light, some of Dad’s favorite old-fashioned musical-theater tunes. He had a liking for Gilbert and Sullivan, which he shared with David when they were rotten as chops at the bar over in the barn. No dirge- like church music, which can make people weep in the first stanza. We understood David’s strategy; he’d explained people often felt such simple unnecessary guilt when a tragedy happened. Things like not catching up for a long period, a disagreement of some sort, and all the “what if?” scenarios. He fixed that in a few sentences, and I marveled as I watched the old bloke settle everyone down around us. Shoulders relaxed as the tensions ebbed away and a few smiles appeared. Uncle Robert and Aunt Anne sat there like a pair of stunned mullets, clearly their first experience of this type of service. Mum stirred and smiled at me; she felt the positivity in the room. Aaron did also. The guy was so smart. He gave everyone the impression he was the village idiot, but I knew differently.

The mood shifted as David presented “The Man in the Mirror,” a reading which sounded so like Dad. Then came the eulogy, the story of Dad’s life, peppered with as much humor as possible to keep the air of celebration going, defying sadness at all costs. Peter joined his husband at the podium as they spoke jointly of the wonderful times they’d shared with our family, but with a focus on the future, emphasizing that Dad would expect there were many more wonderful times ahead, regardless of his absence. Then it was my turn, with Alex, as we stood together at the podium. We knew the message was simple and clear and important to the end result. Uncle Robert had declined to speak, so we had the floor and presented a simple little poem by Mary Lee Hall we’d found:

 

If I should die and leave you here awhile,

Be not like others, sore undone, who keep

Long vigils by the silent dust and weep.

 

For my sake turn again to life and smile,

Nerving thy heart and trembling hand to do

Something to comfort other hearts than thine.

 

Complete those dear unfinished tasks of mine

And I, perchance, may therein comfort you.

 

Then David did the committal. He reminded everyone that, through genetics, Dad actually lived on through me and Alex. So he was still around, because he was part of us. As long as we were here, Dad was still here.

“I am the Very Model of a Modern Major General” rang out, completely irrelevant to the proceedings, but Dad had loved it, and it made people happy. As people were asked to stand, they smiled, cried, and laughed. People said afterward it was the first funeral they’d attended where guests applauded the deceased as he left the chapel. They danced along, some singing the lyrics, as we wheeled Dad to the waiting hearse. It was over. Dad would have loved it with everyone feeling positive, calm, and relaxed. I felt arms slip around me with a chin in the crook of my shoulder, Aaron protecting and calming me, and I knew Dad would approve.


Chapter 6

THE DAY AFTER

 

 

I HAD a mixture of tasks ahead of me. Nearly two weeks had elapsed since Dad’s passing, and I needed to complete my projects and submissions necessary to qualify for my Leaving Certificate. But there were about a hundred and twenty late fat lambs that had scoured badly and needed crutching before they went to the local sale yards. Importantly, they didn’t need to lose any condition, so I’d been feeding them some oats to keep them going, in a dry paddock.

I was having breakfast with Mum and Alex when a green Mazda wagon drove up to the back gate. I rolled my eyes. Please, not more stuff to handle when I had so much to do! There was a knock, and in walked Mr. McPherson, one of the teachers from school.

“Thought you could do with a hand, Nick,” he said. “We should be able to knock most of this stuff off today, and then you can concentrate on your farm work.”

I was flabbergasted; surprise number one for the day! Mum made him coffee, and we set to in the dining room. Much of the stuff was oral in nature, so we covered ground quickly. My phone rang, and I excused myself. It was Ted Murphy.

“Aaron and I will help you crutch the lambs tomorrow,” he said. “Just have a nice rest tonight, mate.”

Before breakfast on Saturday morning, I took Rusty, and we drove the lambs to our little shearing shed, penning them under cover. Rusty now shadowed me; he’d almost given up looking for Dad, but he understood who the new boss was, always looking for directions.

I was finishing breakfast when Aaron and Ted arrived. I knew, even at this early stage of life without my father, that I had to plan everything better going forward and realized the combs and cutters hadn’t been ground and sharpened, let alone had I even checked the handpieces. As if he were reading my mind, Aaron had theirs on two pieces of fencing wire, which he rattled at me. “Come on, bitch,” he said pointing to the shearing shed. “I guessed you wouldn’t have time to get set up, so we’ll use ours.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled, and he kissed me on the cheek with Ted and Mum watching and smiling. That was my mate—such a thoughtful and caring human being I sometimes had to pinch myself that I could be so lucky to have a friend as amazing as he was.


Chapter 7

A CAREER BY DEFAULT

 

 

MUM AND I sat at the dining table surrounded by paper. The details of Dad’s last will and testament were straightforward enough—everything was left to Mum as expected, with Uncle Robert to provide “administrative assistance” as executor. What Uncle Robert didn’t know was that Mum had also been named as an executor, so in fact his presence was more of a nuisance than a benefit.

Thanks to Mum and Dad’s management, we only had a small mortgage remaining on the property; and they’d managed to trade overdraft—free for the last two seasons. Ever since we were tiny little kids, Alex and I were included in our parents’ financial affairs, quite deliberately. We could read a balance sheet at ten and nine years of age respectively and were surprised that our fellow students at school had no idea what running a set of books entailed.

Today, Mum was reminiscing. “I was in my final year of accounting at the university when I met your dad,” she said. “I was introduced to this handsome Australian student studying agricultural economics, and it was love at first sight.” She smiled, almost to herself, remembering, pushing away her grief in favor of pleasant memories. “But we have to get on with it, Nick,” she said. “Dad would expect us to manage our assets and dispose of them as we see fit.”

“Dispose?”

“Yes, dear, that has to be our priority, but we have to stay as profitable as we can until everything is sold.”

“Mum,” I snapped, “there’s no need to sell the farm. You know bloody well I can run it with my eyes shut, even in a crook season, and we’re having a good one now, except for Dad of course.” I sniffed, Mum did the same, and we laughed at each other. “What are you winding me up for?” I asked.

“I need to know if this is what you want from life, Nick. Once you commit yourself to this place, your career choices are limited. I’d hoped you’d go to university, maybe do law or economics—you’re strong in both arts and science subjects, which is unusual—move on to a profession that doesn’t have the inherent risks of poor seasons, natural disasters, fluctuating markets, and worse, fluctuating prices.”

I looked at her with fondness. “Mum, I want to be a farmer, period. I want to be in a business partnership with you and Alex. For the next while, however, I want to work part-time for Mr. Fleming at Evergreen Machinery and attend night school, so I have diesel technician qualifications as a backup, just in case everything goes to hell in a handbasket. You never know what’s around the corner.”

“Talking about what’s round the corner, here comes your Uncle Robert,” Mum said. “Okay, let’s stick to our strategy.”

Uncle Robert strode into the room in his normal manner, and with his normal lack of manners. “Sophia how are you?” he said in his best Sunday voice.

“We’re actually doing quite well, thank you, Robert. Much better than anyone expected.”

Before Uncle Robert had a chance to further ignore me, I said in a well-modulated and very firm voice, “And I’m also very well indeed, thank you, Uncle Robert. Much better than you expected I might be and thank you for asking! I was watching your face during Dad’s service, and I actually thought you looked pleased that Dad was getting exactly what he wanted, a happy funeral.”

The look of sheer enjoyment on my mother’s face gave way to a more somber expression as Uncle Robert snarled at me. “I don’t acknowledge rudeness, particularly coming from the younger generations, and particularly from you as a degenerate. Sophia,” he said, “might I have some private time with you?”

“Of course, Robert, as long as Nick is present.”

“What I have to say has nothing to do with him.”

“It has everything to do with Nick,” Mum said. “The partnership agreement between us has been drawn up and simply awaits our signature,” she lied. “When Alexandra turns eighteen next year, she will also be included, at Nick’s request.”

“But the property must be sold as soon as possible, and such a partnership would only complicate matters.”

“The property isn’t for sale, Robert.” Mum smiled. “We’re having a wonderful season, and there’s no reason to sell at the moment.”

“But I’ve listed the property for sale with Richards and Company in my role as executor.”

“Then, Robert, you should get it unlisted as quickly as possible, because I’m also an executor, and a sale is out of the question.”

“I’ve seen no evidence of that.”

“What date is your copy of Dad’s will?” I asked helpfully.

Uncle Robert looked at me with pure hatred in his eyes. He glanced downward, sighed, and said, “October 3, 2014.”

“Aah, the later one with the nonreligious codicil was January 13, 2016. That’s when Mum was also made an executor.” I smiled.

“We’ll call you, Robert, if we need assistance,” Mum said. “We do appreciate your concern.”

“Well, if you want to sell this place, I’d take it off your hands to help you out.”

“That’s very Christian of you, Uncle Robert,” I said as he turned and stomped out the door.


Chapter 8

A FARMER’S LIFE

 

 

AT NEARLY two years since Dad’s passing, I think there was an element of surprise from neighbors and friends at how well we were managing. Brookside was almost totally flat country with good deep volcanic soil, and after talking with Mum and Alex, I approached a new company setting up on our side of town to process canola oil. I’d grown a trial plot in the vegetable garden, read up on everything, and was ready to go. Except we’d have to make an upfront investment of around two hundred thousand dollars in equipment.

Then they gave us an offer we simply couldn’t refuse—we could lease a seed drill and harvester for the season, then evaluate the program post-harvest. Hopefully our experience would lead to other growers joining up.

I sowed the crop in dry ground, and as I backed the drill into the barn, it began to rain. Perfect timing—the autumn break arrived with constant gentle rain on warm ground. Within days there was an even strike, a green carpet from one fence to the other. If this worked and the income was right, cropping would form part of Brookside’s income permanently, and we could reduce our reliance on beef, fat lambs, and wool.

 

 

ALEX AND I made sure Mum had a night out once a week. Sometimes Aaron came along, and sometimes Ted and Bernice, or Bernie as she was known to the family. We’d have a nice meal, maybe play the pokies, breaking the monotony of farm life. Mum had friends in Geelong, Victoria’s largest regional center, only an hour away. We encouraged her to drive up, even spend the night and relax with her mates, several of whom came from Mumbai, her birthplace.

Friday and Saturday nights Aaron and I would go into town, usually to one of the pubs where there was some music.
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