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For Matthew


 

“I’m not here to grant you the extraordinary love you never had for yourself. I’m here, on my own accord, to love you. So that when you stare into my mirror eyes, you may see how extraordinary you are.”

—Kamand Kojouri

 

“If you press me to say why I loved him, I can say no more than it was because he was he, and I was I.”

—Michel de Montaigne


Prologue

David sat in the pew with the Wilson family. He fingered the imitation leather cover of the prayer book—familiar but not. He hadn’t touched one since he’d been confirmed. When the service was over everyone filed outside, the only sounds the creaking of seats and the reedy punctuated notes of the organ ushering them out of the church.

The coffin had preceded them, borne on the shoulders of the Barry boys and four other relatives of the family who had come from out of town. The congregation pooled at the front step of the church in respectful hesitation as arrangements were being made at the hearse. The smell of Brylcreem and mothballs was palpable.

Mrs Wilson stood near his elbow. “Such a waste.” She wiped her eye with a finger wrapped in the corner of a handkerchief and delicately blew her nose. She looked down to the family gathered near the hearse, a woman with her three teenaged children. “Bad enough as it is…”

Her husband shook his head and wiped his mouth, muttered, “Silly bugger,” and stalked off towards the car.

The words echoed in David’s head. Manse Stevens was the second man in the area who had taken control of the last thing he had any say in. Another farm to be sold up for nothing.

At the cemetery David had reached his limit. He slipped away from the crowd moving towards the burial site. He’d never been good with seeing boxes lowered into sharp-edged holes. Instead, he weaved between the streets and alleys of stone until he was standing in front of some brown blocks of polished granite. The tips of his fingers traced the carved letters on one of them, rubbing away any cobwebs and blown dirt. Crouching down, he placed his palm on the bottom corner of the slab. He didn’t know how long he’d been there, his head bowed, when he heard approaching footsteps. He looked up to where Jodie stood at the end of the row. Not meeting his eye, she gestured towards the gate with her hand.

“Heading off…now, if you…”

He rose to his feet. “Yep. All right.”


Chapter One

He’d felt the pull, but there was no pain. Yet. Only the livid blood running through his fingers, dropping to the ground like seed. Grabbing his wrist, he ran back to the cab of the ute, found a rag in the glove box, clutched it in his hand. The fleshy part of his palm just below the thumb was beginning to throb.

He walked back to where the cows were chewing the hay he’d torn apart. Shaking out that last biscuit with his good hand, he found the culprit. A jagged piece of fencing wire. Bastard. Better him than one of his cows.

By the time he’d driven through three sets of gates and juggled numerous gear changes, the pain was like a blade pushing through his palm to his wrist. He consoled himself that in his own experience the smallest wounds often hurt the most.

He ransacked the cupboard under the bathroom sink and found cotton wool and a roll of bandages. No Dettol. Reefing everything out onto the floor, he found a small can of antiseptic spray rolling around the back of the shelf. It was rusted and useless.

Still clutching the dirty rag in his hand, he headed out to the kitchen. He wasn’t much into hard spirits, so the ancient cooking brandy used for his mum’s Christmas cakes would have to do.

Back in the bathroom he slowly pulled away the rag. It grabbed where it had stuck to the wound and fresh carmine welled up through the rusty-brown muck. He turned on the tap and before he had time to think about what was coming, thrust his hand under. It was times like this he realised how limited his repertoire of swear words actually was. Catching him once, his mother had said, “That’s a lovely conjugation, dear, now take it outside before I belt you round the head.”

He could now see the extent of the damage: a gutter of open flesh, torn to a long triangle at the end, black in its depths. He glanced at the brandy bottle. Shit. He hugged it to him and unscrewed the lid. He was about to pour it when he chickened out and took a big slug instead. Then another. Gritting his teeth, he poured the rest into his hand.

Fang lay where he’d been left, staring through the screen door on the front verandah, his head on his paws, his ears pricked. The tan dots above his eyes gave him a perpetually surprised look. An anguished howl roared down the hallway. He lifted his head and waited.

★

He woke up several hours later on the couch shivering, cradling his bandaged hand to his chest. His hand felt like it had grown to the size of a pumpkin. His head was ready to split open and his throat was sore. Bloody brandy. May as well have eaten Ratsak. He swung his legs to the floor, but his knees gave way and he felt dizzy. After a few deep breaths he made it to the bathroom and took some aspirin. And promptly vomited them into the toilet.

He splashed some water on his face and looked in the mirror. Ugly as. He took a few more deep breaths. “Okay, all right.” He opened the screen door and Fang scrambled to his feet. “Lassie would’ve gone for help by now, you useless mutt.” He leaned down to rub the dog’s head and they got in the ute together.

The forty-kilometre trip took longer than usual as he forced himself to concentrate on the road ahead. He passed the school bus before crossing the Mill Bridge. Not so many kids on that bus these days. Fewer families, fewer kids. More single guys like himself. You couldn’t blame the girls for wanting better jobs in town or moving to the city. His sister had upgraded boarding school for uni and never looked back, and when his dad had died, his mother hadn’t waited long either.

The town of Bruce wasn’t anything pretty to look at. Flat, with the red-roofed houses sprawling out till they ran out of energy. The town was a main street with a hardware store and bus depot at one end and a Woolworths at the other. Dr Jacobs was in a leafy street parallel and behind. Surgery hours would be over, but he felt confident of rousing the old man up. A man his age didn’t get up to too much at the end of the day.

He rolled down the window an inch. Fang settled down in the driver’s seat and watched him as he tried to tuck his shirt in with one hand. He walked under a rose trellis, up a narrow brick path, and knocked on the heavy green door with the lion’s head knocker. Its clatter seemed to echo through the house. He heard a door open and then there was the delicate pulse of classical music.

When the door finally opened, all he could think was, who the fuck are you? Before him stood a thin young man with a high forehead partly covered by an unruly fringe. But what took him aback were the deep-set eyes. Dark blue and compelling.

“Sorry, I was after the doctor.”

“I am the doctor. Dr James. Martin James.” He held out his hand but let it drop when he saw the bandaged hand. “Ah.”

“I’ve never seen anyone but Dr Jacobs my whole life.”

The doctor arched an eyebrow at him, and his thin lips looked like they might smile but didn’t. “Well, he’ll be back in six months if you’d like to wait till then.”

Right. Those dark eyes held his and he felt he was being turned into a private joke somewhere in their depths.

The doctor took in his dusty boots and exhausted features and inclined his head towards the surgery. “You’d better come round the front.” He walked past him and pulled some keys from his pocket. When he realised he wasn’t being followed, he turned back and said, “If you’re willing to take a punt, that is.”

Once in Dr Jacobs’ surgery he relaxed a little. He watched this new man open cabinets and extract bandages, cotton wool, scissors, and bottles. “So, where’s Dr Jacobs?”

“On holiday. I’m covering for six months.”

“Jessie had enough, then?”

The doctor glanced round and smiled. “I guess so.”

Mrs Jacobs was always saying that being married to a country doctor was harder than being one as you never got a holiday. She never seemed to see the irony of saying this to farmers’ wives.

The doctor had taken a seat and pulled a pad towards him. “Sorry, I didn’t get your name?”

“David. David Mulkerin. Property’s out on the Fullerton Road.” He explained what happened to his hand.

The doctor scribbled some notes and put his pen down. “Okay. Let’s take a look.”

He held out his hand, palm up, on the desk between them. With the doctor bending over his hand and gently beginning to unravel the bandage he could look at his face unobserved. Cheekbones to cut bread, as his sister would say. Sandy eyelashes. He felt a second uncomfortable wave of déjà vu since first encountering those eyes. He swallowed it down and tried to focus on what was going on.

Long girlish fingers wove the bandage under and over, under and over.

“Hands like that, you must be a piano player.”

He didn’t look up from his task. “Flute, actually, but only for a short while. Why, do you play?”

Something in his tone made him bristle. “Yeah. Yeah, I do, actually. We’re not all yokels out here, y’know.”

The doctor paused to look up at him. “Is that right.” His smile seemed genuine.

There was a brief moment of pleasure as the cool air of the surgery hit his newly exposed skin, but it was soon replaced with the pain of being pressed and stretched.

“Jesus, man. Why didn’t you come in straight away? This will need some serious embroidery. Look at it. It’s already weeping pus. Have you heard of septicaemia?”

“It’s just a cut. I didn’t wanna make a fuss,” he mumbled into his collar while the doctor turned away and rattled metal in a tray.

“You macho types toughing it out.” The doctor sighed and shook his head.

The anaesthetic hurt more than the actual stitches, but he wasn’t going to let on if it killed him. He stared over the doctor’s shoulder, trying to focus on breathing.

“So, where’re you from?”

“Sydney.”

Like it wasn’t obvious. “So, what made you want to come out here then? I hear they pay good money to get doctors out into the country.”

“I did a long stint in casualty at St Vincent’s during my training. Saw a lot of things I wouldn’t wish on anyone. It wears you down after a while.”

“Be around some real people for a change.”

The doctor looked up. “The people I saw in casualty are about as real as they get.”

“I didn’t mean—what I meant is country people are different.”

“They are that.”

He stumbled on, sure he had offended. “I lived in Sydney for a while. Did my degree at New South.”

“We must just have different definitions of what constitutes ‘real’ then.” He pulled a stitch in and it grabbed, drawing a gasp. “Sorry. Nearly done.”

Once he had painted him with antiseptic, rebandaged his hand, and given him a tetanus shot, the doctor made some more notes on his pad. “I’d like to take another look at it next Thursday. You said you’re on a property. How are you going to manage with one hand? Are you married? Do you have family or hired help?”

He opened his mouth and shut it again. The answer was D, none of the above, but if he said this it was bound to encourage interference. It was bad enough having Jodie dropping in all the time.

“Yeah, ah, the neighbours are good.”

The doctor paused in his writing to look at him. He nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. Here’s a script for some painkillers if it gives you any trouble, and here’s another for some antibiotics. Make sure you take the whole script. But I’m warning you, if you start trying to do any heavy work and burst those stitches, next time I’ll whack you in a full cast.”

David looked down at his hand.

“David? I’m serious.”

The doctor followed him out to his ute. “What’s your friend’s name?”

“Fang.”

“A bit vicious, is he?”

“Nah. More likely to fang you to death with his tongue.”

“You sure you’re okay to drive?”

“Yeah. My left does all the work. She’ll be right.”

As he cranked into second, he glanced in the rearview mirror. Dr James was still standing on the nature strip, his arms folded, watching him.


Chapter Two

He squinted into the light and held his watch in front of his face. He let his head collapse back on the pillow. It was already 8:00 a.m. Those painkillers had really knocked him out. Downing them with a few beers may also have helped.

His hand throbbed like a bastard and he stank. He was about to jump under the shower when he remembered. He felt like a right idiot trying to shower with a plastic shopping bag ballooning on his mitt. After nearly castrating himself trying to wrangle his jeans on, he was ready for his next challenge.

Three instant porridges in a bowl were soon whirring around in the microwave while he tapped his spoon on the countertop. He eyed the bananas in his fruit bowl longingly. The porridge was sickly sweet. How do people eat this shit? His mother had always fed them up on salted oats soaked overnight. Then they would have cream skimmed off the day’s milk and a little brown sugar which soon turned to syrup. A starving man couldn’t afford to be fussy, his mother would say, but she had always fed them well.

He took his mug of tea out to the front verandah and sat on the step. So many jobs to do and he was bloody helpless. Feeding his animals was non-negotiable, but he reckoned he could still do that. Even if it did take twice as long. He’d have to call Dan about that fencing job. It would have to wait. He could do his year-end accounts with one hand, he realised glumly. Just thinking about the tide of red numbers awaiting him tightened his gut into a knot. He could spend some time on hold to Telstra. Visit Ethan and haggle over his overdraft again. He could spare a week. Maybe the doctor could take out the stitches next Thursday.

Dr Martin James, eh. He stared down the driveway without seeing. He felt foolish now, reacting the way he had. Lots of people had dark-blue eyes. Not like that, they don’t. And mousy-brown hair. Common as muck. What about the cowlick though, eh? But it was more than that. It was just as much his gentle demeanour. The inner quiet he seemed to have. And the small pursing of the lips that dimpled his cheek. Thank god he’d only smiled. If he’d grinned or laughed…the shock of seeing his brother, as a grown man before his eyes, had nearly undone him.

He must have sat there for some time, steeped in morose thoughts, when a plume of dust rose where the driveway pinched into the side of the hill. He blinked and realised his fingers were stiff from strangling the handle of his mug. Fang bolted out from the shed and escorted the Ford Falcon up the drive with sawing barks until it crunched to a stop on the gravel. The barks were replaced with joyful jumping when a woman emerged with some plastic containers.

Jodie and Penelope had been best mates through school, but where his sister had left at the first opportunity, Jodie had stayed on. He watched her approach, her Blundstones making a soothing sound in the loose stones, wondering, as he often did, why she wasn’t married. She was pleasant-enough looking, if a bit plump for a woman on the land, but girls who cooked like her were never begrudged a little extra in the haunch. He stood up as she approached, eyeing the containers.

“What the flipping heck have you done to yourself this time? Doris told Mum you’d busted your hand feeding the cows. One of ’em go for ya, huh?”

“Yeah. I was a bit late with the feed.” He automatically went to take the containers off her, but she swung them away from him.

“There’s a plastic bag on the front seat you could grab.” She kicked open the screen door and disappeared into the house.

Inside, she’d put on a jug and was stowing items in the fridge and freezer. “There’s three serves of Mum’s beef casserole here. You could have pasta with it to make it go further.” She looked at his hand. “Could you manage that?”

He nodded.

“And here’s a carrot cake I made this morning.”

He leaned against the bench, tried to fold his arms, gave up, and took a seat at the table while she fussed around making them tea. Before joining him, she poured the leftover hot water in the sink with a squirt of detergent, threw in his breakfast things, and wiped down the counter.

“So,” she said, sipping her brew and scrutinising him over the top of her cup. “What’s this new doctor like, then?”

He threw back his head and laughed. “Geez. You could’ve at least pretended to be concerned about me before screwing me for information.”

“I’ve just loaded your fridge with food you ungrateful pig. Now, spill.”

“Way too pretty to be your type.”

“Who says I don’t like pretty?”

“Oh, I know the kind of guys you like. Those gorillas that play pool at the Black Rock on Friday nights…vocabularies limited to about thirty words. Yeah. Wild, animalistic sex—”

She slapped his arm hard and pointed her index finger at him. “Next time I’ll bang your bad hand.” She was squashing a smile though. He’d sometimes take her for a night out at the pub where she could meet up with some friends while he did the same. There was a guy from out Gibson way who came in sometimes and he had the hots for her. On those nights she would come and hang around the pool table with David and place her dollar on the side cushion with the others in an effort to avoid him. He couldn’t say he blamed her. The type of guy she could run rings around in her sleep.

They talked a while longer, catching up on gossip. After finishing the washing-up, Jodie took a turn around the house. “Okay,” she said, returning to the kitchen with an armful of clothes and dumping them on the table. “I’ll run these through when I get home. Then I can help you with the evening feed.” She sorted through the items and picked up a scabby pair of jocks. “I was going to say I’d do any repairs—” She waggled her finger through a ragged hole. “—but these aren’t even good enough for a duster.”

“Strewth, Jodie. Leave a man some dignity will you.”

“You’re the one wearing them. I hope you have something better for when you’re on the pick-up. What a turn-on that’d be seeing you strip down to these little numbers.”

He went to swipe them off her, but she was too quick. “Any girls I invite to horizontal folk dance are more interested in what’s in my jocks. How do you think they got shredded in the first place?” He gave her a leery grin, whipping his hand up in time to catch the smelly bundle before it hit his face.

★

“Did you see David?” Jodie’s mother called from the kitchen when she heard the outside door to the laundry open.

“Yeah, he’ll live. Being a one-armed bandit is going to drive him mad, but he’ll be fine.”

Her mother muttered something she couldn’t hear and then, “He should come over for dinner tomorrow night.”

Jodie dropped David’s smalls into a bucket with some soap flakes. She added some other socks and dusters that had accumulated in the basket and then headed into the kitchen to put a kettle on.

“So, what does he have to say about the new doctor?” Nellie didn’t look up from the trousers she was repatching.

“Not much. Men never notice anything. Reckons he did a good job on his hand though.”

“Well, that’s good. I’m surprised you haven’t seen him round the hospital yet.”

“He’s been there a few times. Evenings though. I’ll get to meet him when I change to night shift.” She took the steaming kettle out to the laundry.

According to Sarah he was roll-your-tongue-out gorgeous. A bit on the quiet side. And definitely not arrogant, which was unusual enough. Not that she was interested in that way, but some decent eye candy was always appreciated.

She rolled and squeezed the soggy bundles in the bucket, noting with satisfaction the darkening colour of the water. It was weird imagining David stooping to such domestic tasks, but he seemed quite content to “do” for himself. Of course, he always trotted out the old chestnut about there being no single girls around. She was well sick of hearing that. There was a nurse or two she worked with who had made eyes at David at the pub on a Friday night to no effect. Or none they’d been game to share with her, at any rate. She had been relieved, but she still wondered. She was sure one day he’d snap out of it and realise he only had so much time to have a family. It would make all the difference if he had a wife and children to focus on instead of whatever else he mulled over all those nights alone. A narky voice inside her head chipped in that having a family hadn’t interfered with Manse Stevens’ thought train. She paused in her ringing out of a sock. But that was different. He was…older.

She pushed the thought from her mind as she refilled the bucket with clean water. Still, that scene in the cemetery the other day had unsettled her. It had been a rare moment, seeing him vulnerable and serious when he always went out of his way to clown and be the blokiest bloke in the room. It was a never-ending source of frustration for her that even when they were alone it was impossible to get him to be real; his suit of armour was now part of his skin after all these years. Seeing him so still with his forehead pressed to the cold stone made her realise you just never get over these things. It was always there under the surface, a mere thought away. It seemed almost unreal to her given it all happened before she was even born, and maybe even more so, given she herself had never lost any close family, but of course she knew all about it from her mother. She certainly never raised it with David.

★

As promised, Jodie returned around half four with his jocks and socks neatly rolled and folded.

“Cutting it fine. I nearly left without you.”

“Don’t get your pee in a froth. There’s heaps of time.”

He smiled as her black bun bounced towards his bedroom. She’d picked that saying up from him.

They loaded up the hay and David took off down the driveway. Jodie refused to have Fang crawling all over her, so he was standing on the hay, his barking only interrupted when a bump in the road made him lose his balance.

Jodie turned to look behind them and then back at David. “Where are you going?”

“Down to the end paddock. I like to go along by the creek.”

“But there’s all those gates. Round past the dam—”

“I always go this way.”

He felt her frowning at him, but he kept his eyes squarely on the road ahead. After a moment she sighed and turned her face to the road. “Well, if I’d known that I would’ve come a bit earlier, wouldn’t I.”

The light was already murky when they pulled up and the surrounding hills had progressed from purple to black. Tendrils of chill wove through the air and a more solid cold rose from the ground. Fang plonked himself down at a distance, eyes darting everywhere, ready for anything. The last of the cows were ambling up as they got out of the cab.

“Here.” He threw her a pair of gardening gloves.

“What are you going to wear?”

“I’m just dragging them off the tray. You can break them up. There’s a Stanley knife in the glove box.”

They worked in silence, focusing on the task at hand. After scattering the last biscuits, she came and stood with him to watch them eat.

“They’re looking pretty good.”

“Yeah. Got enough hay to last till the end of winter. As long as we get some rain by the end of the month to bring in the new feed, I’ll be right.”

On the drive back they both stared ahead into the beam of the headlights. David flicked on the reverse lights for her to close the gates. In the last stretch up to the house Jodie started rubbing her arms. “I don’t know how you stand it in your house without a fire.”

“I’ve got a bar heater in the main room. Don’t use it much though. I’m tough as.” He flashed a grin at her in the dark.

“Yeah, bet you impressed that new doctor, nearly ready to faint at his feet.”

“He said it was incredible, me dealing with all that pain. Said apart from being a handsome bastard, I must have great pain genes. Said I should donate to a sperm bank in Sydney, you know, do my bit for evolution.”

Jodie burst out laughing. “Crikey, you’re full of it. If anyone told you to go to a sperm bank it would be because you’re a prize bloody wanker.”

“Well, yeah, that too.” They were now standing in front of her car, her open door between them. He gave her a slow punch in the arm. “You’re a gem for helping me out. You don’t have to keep coming over, though, I’ll be okay.”

“You always help Dad out when he needs it. You should come over for dinner tomorrow night. They’d both be glad to see you.”

While Fang was occupied in seeing Jodie off in the time-honoured fashion, David had time to duck to the shed and see about his dog’s dinner, his mouth already watering at the thought of Mrs Wilson’s beef casserole.


Chapter Three

The morning had been a write-off farting around with his computer and sniping at hapless technical support staff saying he had done what they told him to do, and it still wasn’t working. If only he knew someone with teenagers. Perhaps he should ring up the local high school. He tilted his head to rest on the back of his chair and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the ugly piles of paper were still covering his desk; in fact, he was sure they were breeding. As soul-destroying as it was, it had all been a ploy to put off attacking his accounts. In that, it had succeeded a treat.

It was a funny thing. He’d been pretty organised as a uni student. Got his papers in on time; got reasonable marks. He couldn’t afford to muck around like the other guys who were still living at home with their meals taken care of. But papers on educational theory and critical analysis of texts were things he enjoyed. He’d been good at those. But doing his accounts was maths; maths that always seemed to result in negative unhappy answers.

He went out to the living room and squatted in front of his CD rack. Ran his finger down the titles. Nup. Nup. Nup. Yeah, you. Jimmeh. With the Chisel at full bore, he might just be able to get through the afternoon.

Yelling about cheap wine and poor shaving habits, he sorted his dockets into piles and employed whatever bulldog clips he could scrabble up. When he had neat stacks of bank statements, invoices, and saleyard accounts, and he’d flattened out all his crumpled receipts, he went through them again, putting them in date order. By the time he went out to give the CD another go, he was tallying everything up in his cashbook package on the PC, hen-pecking with his left index finger. His accountant would be loving him. A pity his bank manager wasn’t so easily impressed.

Every year he told himself just one more year. Then he’d sell up, go back to teaching. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. There was always a reason to hold off. And now he was like a loser at the gaming table who was sure his next throw would be the winner that made it all good.

Everyone had expected him to take things over when his dad died. Everyone except his mum. She’d had enough by then. You don’t have to do this, she’d said. I’ll just tidy things up for sale, get those young steers ready for market.

If we sell now, we’ll lose money, he’d said. After the first few years, she’d stopped saying anything. She knew it wasn’t about the farm. She was the only one who understood. Penelope, on the other hand, was happy to get stuck into him. He was denying her her inheritance, wasn’t he. And all for what?

“Flame Trees” was one of his favourites. He could belt that out till the cows came home. He printed off a couple of reports for Doug and attached them to the piles of papers before sliding them into some plastic RM Williams bags. He had inwardly winced when he’d seen what he had feared confirmed in black and white…or red, to be more correct. He could already see the look on Doug’s face. Last year he’d made the sour joke that David’s biggest asset would soon be his tax losses. He slapped out some rhythm on the two fat bags as if they were bongo drums, determined to focus on the positive. He hated paperwork and he was now done with the worst of it for another year. Thinking he heard a noise, he paused in his singing and cocked his head. Nup. He was feeling good, even if it had taken him all afternoon and the results were worse than last year.

The desk was now clear except for some stray paper clips and a dirty coffee cup making a long shadow. Any paperwork for the current year had been stacked in an in-tray on the shelf where their sad story could be postponed a bit longer…allowing time for that break in the weather they were all so desperate for. With a bag in each arm, singing “My Baby” at the top of his lungs, he danced jauntily out to the living room. Spinning around on Yeah, he nearly dropped his bags and fell over. On the other side of the screen door Dr Martin James raised his hand in tentative greeting.

“Sorry, I called out, but…”

David dumped his paperwork on the lounge and mimed that he needed to turn the music off.

“Sorry about that. Yeah, come in.” He glanced at him sheepishly. “There’s only one way to play Cold Chisel.”

They stood facing each other for a moment. David waved his good hand as if to conjure up some conversation. “So, you…please don’t tell me you drove out all this way to check up on me.”

“No, I had a house call a bit further out. Thought I may as well drop by and see how you were doing. Gratis, of course,” he added quickly.

David grinned. “Thought you might catch me in the act of breaking the rules, eh?” He gestured for the doctor to take a seat. “I don’t know about you, but I think it’s beer o’clock.” He stopped and turned on his way to the kitchen. “Or are you still on duty?”

The doctor shook his head and smiled. “No, I’m done for the day, but I would like to check your hand while I’m here. I’ll have a light beer if you’ve got any.”

When he returned with two bottles hanging between the fingers of his left hand, he found his guest standing behind the lounge with his back to him inspecting his bookshelves. He turned when he heard the bottles land on the coffee table.

“You’ve got some great books here. Have you read them all?”

David passed him a bottle as he sat in the chair adjacent to the lounge. “Yeah, there’s not much to do out here in the evenings.”

The doctor raised his eyebrows and turned back to the shelves. “So, you’ve actually read Ulysses? Isn’t it just a load of gibberish?”

“Nah, mate.” He couldn’t help a small superior smile lifting the corner of his lips. “You’re thinking of Finnegan’s Wake. That’s a pile of tosh.” He took a long swig of beer and smacked his lips. “So, what do you read, doctor, when you’re not…doctoring?”

“Oh, crime thrillers, mostly. Relaxation material.” He stretched his arms out to rest on his knees, his bottle clasped in both hands. “You can call me Martin, you know.” He took a sip of beer and looked around the room. “Ah, the piano.”

David glanced over to the corner of the room, the upright covered in a dust cloth, some photos on the top. He said nothing as Martin walked over to have a closer look, but he thought, nosy bugger, aren’t you. He watched as Martin stooped to get a better look. The largest was his parents’ wedding photo and next to it a formal shot of his sister making her debut. After a crystal bunch of flowers there was another wedding photo, this time his sister’s. They’d been there so long he didn’t even see them any more. His mouth twisted at the irony.

“None of you.”

David shrugged. And none anywhere else either. “There’s a few mirrors in the house.” He applied his bottle to his lips.

Martin also took another mouthful of beer and set his bottle on the table. He sat and clasped his hands in front of him between his knees. The way he was watching him was beginning to make David feel uncomfortable. “Is she younger or older than you?”

“Younger. Lives on the Central Coast. Mum moved out there with her when Dad died.” Before Martin could open his mouth again, he said, “And you? Where’s your family?”

“I have an older brother living in Sydney, married. My father died while I was at uni; Mum hasn’t remarried. I’m the black sheep of the family.”

“Black sheep? You’re a bloody doctor.” He waggled his empty bottle in front of him. “Here, I’ll get us another.”

“I’d better look at your hand before I start on a second,” he called out to the kitchen. “Where’s your bathroom? I’ll just wash my hands.”

“Geez, mate, you’re on light.”

When they’d resumed their positions, David held out his hand over the corner of the coffee table. He held his beer in his other hand as Martin unwound the bandage. What had been fine in Dr Jacobs’ surgery now felt a bit awkward in his own living room. Holding on to his beer made it feel more acceptable, somehow. The hand that firmly held his was soft and cool and he tried not to react as Martin fingered the area around the wound.

“Seems to be healing well.” He ran the back of a nail lightly over the stitches. “We can probably take those out in another week.” He reached for his bag.

As Martin re-dressed his hand, David again found himself examining that face. The man had barely any stubble. Looked like the type who couldn’t grow a beard even if he wanted to. His neck looked like that of a girl.

“You hardly seem old enough to be a doctor.”

He didn’t look up. “They lower the age limit for country doctors.”

David pulled at his hand. “You’re shitting me.”

“Of course. How old do you think I am?”

“Mid-twenties.”

Martin’s cheek dimpled. “Thirty-two.”

“I’m thirty-six. Some days I look forty-six. Working on a farm’s good like that.”

“And not married.”

David grimaced. “No single women, mate. Haven’t you noticed? Those that finish high school without getting pregnant don’t hang around long. Chasing the money in the bigger towns.” He recalled his comments to Jodie. “So, what’s your excuse? Plenty of girls where you come from. You’d have the nurses throwing themselves at you.”

“Oh yeah. All the time.” His eyes twinkled.

“But nothing stuck.”

Martin shrugged. “High pressure environment. All pretty casual.”

“Hmm. I thought you’d have to be pretty strict about that, being a doctor an’ all.”

Those dark eyes looked straight at him. It was like coming under the teacher’s gaze when you’d just flicked a spit bomb. “I’m exceedingly careful.”

They talked more about restaurants and pubs they knew in common, David enjoying recalling his student days. He’d been about to offer another beer when he noticed the fading light.

“Shit, I’m sorry. Gotta get and feed the cattle before it gets dark. Takes a bit longer with this.” He held up his hand.

“I’ll help you. I’ve got nothing on.”

Martin insisted on loading the ute on his own, so David dragged bales up to the ute while Martin flicked each one onto his knee and from there onto the tray. David smirked to himself. He was going to dirty those nice trousers. But then, they did need some roughing up. And he didn’t seem to mind when Fang jumped in the cab with them.

David glanced to the side. Fang was using Martin’s thigh to stand taller and get a better view of the road. He’ll be getting a pretty good lungful of dog breath, David thought, as his dog panted and moved around with every bump of the road.

“You’ll be just about right to go to the pub tonight smelling of hay and dog. Blend right in.”

Martin laughed.

It was as if someone had poked David in the chest. He focused on the road ahead and said nothing more until they got to the first gate.

Martin spent a lot of the trip looking around and asking questions. How far did his land go? How long had his family owned it? Did he always have to hand feed?

David reeled out the facts like a travel guide, happy to appease his curiosity for all things rural. Happy also to focus on practical things. Real things.

After they’d set out the feed David walked among the animals, counting them up. When he’d done the rounds, Martin was back at the ute brushing straw off his jumper and putting his jacket back on.

“Cold, eh. Not like Sydney.”

“Yeah.”

David watched as he dug in his pocket and pulled out an inhaler that he held up to his mouth.

“You all right?”

“Yep. It’s this cold air. Pollen in the hay doesn’t help either.”

On the trip back, listening to his stomach gurgle, he made a tough decision.

“So, what do you normally eat in the evenings, all on your own?”

“I don’t mind cooking. Maybe some pasta, sometimes a curry or a stir fry. Sometimes cheese on toast. How about you?”

“Oh, you know. Steak and veg. Sausage and veg. Chops and veg. When I’m feeling wild and adventurous, I’ll do a spag bol. But I was gunna say, Jodie’s mum has seen me right with some beef casserole. One serve’ll stretch to two if you give me a hand with putting some pasta on.”

“If you’re sure you don’t mind? I’d enjoy the company.” Martin turned to look at him. “I have a request though.”

David gave him a wary glance as he pulled on the handbrake.

“I’d love you to pull the dust cloth off that piano.”

David held up his bandaged hand with an incredulous look.

“Oh, come on. Just a tinkle. It’ll be fun.”

Leaving Martin with the pasta preparation, David went into the living room and headed towards the piano stool. Lifting its cushioned lid released a waft of oiled wood and musty paper. His more serious collection was in a box somewhere, but there might be something here to keep them amused. He became absorbed in memories flicking through the dog-eared pages, smiling at the pencilled notes of his teacher, when Martin poked his head round the corner.

“Do you have any oil?”







OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
NSP 10

ALICIA THOMPSON
























OEBPS/image0.jpg








