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Chapter 1
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Timothy Clarence Gleub (TC to his friends) was daydreaming. He was propped two metres up on a ladder, leaning precariously against the framework of his father’s bush-house. The term bush-house was his father’s. It was more a pergola like frame for supporting his prolific Chinese gooseberry vine. It was this very same important vine that Tim should have been pruning, instead of pondering his personal moral principles or life values. He was thinking about his friends from church. The guys were among his best friends, and the girls, well the girls were his focus of thought. They were the distraction that had his mind wondering all over the place.

TC would try to tell you that he was an extrovert. Didn’t he love joking, performing silly skits and being an ideas person? But that was with his ‘mates’, and it was a mask. It was a mask obscuring a person who was always weighing his motives, being reflective. Sometimes torturing himself with unrealistic expectations. He didn’t really talk to girls. He didn’t know what to say. To describe him as shy was an understatement. He was socially inept. What really irked TC was that he had been trapped by his own silly jealousy and infatuation with one of the girls from the group into this weird camping trip, or trek— ‘a horse riding adventure’ is how Phil had facetiously described it. It wasn’t as if he would actually get the nerve to have a conversation, but there was always that tenuous hope, some fleeting possibility, of friendship.

It had all started with six of the girls convincing Zeke, the youth pastor, to organise a horse ride in the Snowy Mountains area. Well, it appealed to Zeke and his new wife Judith, both of whom were obviously born when biblical names were in vogue. So it was organised for the end of the summer break, before most of their studies resumed for the year. The church leadership thought it unwise that the young pastor go alone, so he rang a few of the guys and talked them into going along. Phil told TC and he immediately thought of Shari and how much he liked her. He also knew that Phil and Col were keen on her and to miss out on the seven or eight days of this shared holiday was painful to his jealous nature. Though this was something he might admit to himself, it remained behind the mask. The problem was, TC was not keen on horses. He was torn. He reflected that it was fortuitous that the trip clashed with a two day cricket grand final. He wouldn’t have to decide whether or not to put up with the challenge of horse riding provided the option wasn’t available. He learned that if he went, it couldn’t be ‘just to be there’, horse riding was non-negotiable. 

The fact that he had hoped and expected to play in the final with the local team was, ultimately, good news. His teammates would have felt let down if TC had skipped, as they were all focused on winning the title, and TC was a key member of their bowling attack. Of course, it all hinged on whether they had won the semi-final against the Saints.  They were playing the semi the weekend after he had initially been asked to go on the trek. Compliantly, he said he would go if he wasn’t playing cricket, but he had been sure that they would win through to the final. That had been last weekend. His mind cast back. How did he remember it? No, he couldn’t go over the torturous details. The initial daydream was close to what had happened, but the hyperbole of his performance grew. He would imagine how it should have been...

***
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The second day of the final promised much with TC’s side having posted a competitive one hundred and ninety one runs. It could have been considerably less but for a sound thirty seven not out from TC at the tail end of the innings. He had grinned wryly at his captain who had been instrumental in dropping him down the batting order. However, he stopped short of suggesting that he would have been better suited higher up the batting list. The change had been made under the pretence that he was being ‘saved’ for his bowling. It was ironic then, he thought, that he would have had to bowl straight after batting if his innings hadn’t lasted as long as it did. Because they had made it to the end of the day it would mean a week’s interval before bowling.

TC had shaken his mind clear of the ruminating clutter as he walked steadily to his mark, shiny red new ball in hand. That was all in the past. Now he was readying himself to open the bowling attack. A light south easterly breeze had been forecast, but at that moment it was very still, with the chill barely removed by the watery sunshine. TC stood nervously at the end of his sixteen pace run-up. The batsman was just glancing around at the field, having scribed his batting position on the artificial grass. He spread his feet, tapped the ground with his bat and looked up from his relaxed, confident stance. The umpire lowered his arm and with a quiet voice said, “Play.”

TC strode in purposefully, intent on line and length. His steps gathered pace and he leapt into his delivery stride. The first ball arced just outside the off and was played tentatively back up the pitch. The second ball was left. The third was noticeably quicker, and the surprised batter managed to dead bat the rising seamer away from his body. A few voices murmured encouragement from the field as TC walked back to his mark. He launched into his fourth delivery. The speeding, spearing ball went right through the grimly defending batter and almost shaved the top of off stump and thwacked into the keeper’s gloves. More banter and encouragement followed as the ball was passed back to TC. He examined the red leather projectile. It didn’t have any noticeable scuffs so he couldn’t favour a side to shine. The fifth ball was a fast Yorker that the batsman just dug out at his feet. Now there were cheers of appreciation with the banter. 

A very slight smudge from the jamming bat had TC polishing up the unblemished side. Holding the seam vertically, he surged to the bowling crease. The ball nudged almost imperceptibly away and caught a thick edge which flew low between second and third slips down to the fielder at third man. The batsmen scuttled through for a single. TC retrieved his sweater from the umpire, disappointed that the last ball had been scored off.

Trav, the bowler at the other end, also bowled well, but occasional loose balls were dealt with. As the afternoon began to warm up a little, the pattern continued; TC bowled a miserly line and with little luck. A dropped catch in slips, a failed L.B.W. appeal and several near misses were as close as he came to snaring a wicket. Trav was not so precise and after five overs and twenty odd runs, he was replaced. By the time TC had bowled eight overs only six runs had been scored from his bowling, but the other side were none out for forty three. 

TC was reluctant to give up the ball because he was still beating the bat, although he conceded that a bit of a rest would make him sharper in a second spell. The replacement, Johnny Mac, took a wicket from his fifth ball and Jason, the captain, claimed vindication for his bowling change to all who would listen as they gathered around backslapping and waiting for the next man in. TC felt a little aggrieved as the wicket ball had been a miscued long hop that was caught at mid-wicket. That batsman was furious at himself after so patiently building an innings to have it all spoilt by a rush of blood. TC watched him leave still muttering self-complaints.

He marvelled at the serendipitous nature of the game; all his effort seemingly spent for nothing. Still a wicket was a wicket, and this was a team game. Unfortunately, runs came easily after that and the opposition hit the hundred with only one wicket down. Jason brought on some more bowling changes and came on himself bowling his leg spinners.

In his second over he dismissed the number three batter, catching a ball in front of his face that might have killed him if he hadn’t caught it. With two down and their opener starting to score more freely, victory for TC’s team seemed to be slipping away; especially since the captain felt his one wicket earned him several more overs.

At afternoon tea they stood around glumly considering the prospect of being easily beaten after such a successful year. The Saints were two down for one hundred and fifty two. They had eight wickets left and only forty seven runs to make.

As they walked back onto the ground, TC felt the steady breeze that had come up. Jason threw the ball to him.

“Do your best,” he called, “We need a breakthrough.”

TC thought that was an understatement, they needed a rout. He limbered up, bowling a few to Trav at mid-on, stretching and then jogging on the spot. The batsmen were also going through a routine of preparation while he studied the ball and rubbed it hard against his trouser leg to buff up the lingering shine. The breeze was just in the right quarter for his out swinger and he figured that if he ever required it, now was the time.

TC charged in. Normally he would test for movement before altering his line. Instead, he aimed at middle and leg hoping that the ball would curve in the air. With a grunt he let fly. About half way down the ball deviated off course as if drawn by a magnet. Even though it was a quick bowl, it almost appeared to be in slow motion. The number four batsman followed the swing, being drawn into the shot as it veered farther and farther to the off. By the time he realised what he was doing it was too late. Awkwardly reaching about twenty centimetres outside off stump, he nicked the ball toward first slip. The keeper lunged across and caught it before rolling theatrically in front of the other fielders. TC was jubilant inside but refrained from being too boisterous in his appeal. 

The team reacted as if doused with a refreshing splash of water, they gathered around, spurring each other on with renewed hope. The next three deliveries swung hugely and each time the batter followed it, precariously close to catching an edge. The opener, who by now had well over fifty runs, wandered down and spoke to his new batting partner. TC assumed that the logical advice would be to leave the outswinger. Going on this assumption he held the ball cross seam hoping to bowl a fast shooter. TC paused on his mark then started his run up, steadily accelerating to an explosive pivot at the end. The momentum caused him to lurch off balance as he saw that the batsman had realised, too late, that the ball was hurtling toward his stumps. There was a loud clatter of wooden stumps and bails as the middle peg tumbled end over end. A roar of triumph accompanied the impact as TC’s team recognised there was still hope.

Jubilation soon subsided, however, as the opener they called Whitey blazed away at Trav’s bowling. When TC bowled at him he defended stubbornly. Two outswingers were allowed to pass; a zipping effort ball was fended off and the remaining three were safely negotiated. Whitey, the more aggressive of the two, was desperate to get to the other end and face Trav’s replacement. On the third ball a nudge to the leg gave him strike. The next two balls were hit to the fence for four; one a slog to mid-wicket and the second a strong cover drive. On the last ball Whitey cleverly farmed the strike.

TC framed a strategy in his mind. The first three balls were outswingers, then a fast effort ball which almost got through. TC steeled himself for the next ball. As he walked back he ran a finger around his collar tugging at his sweat soaked shirt. He gripped the ball, fingers splayed, across the seam. Turning, he took his customary pause on his mark and noticed the keeper and slips, who had recognised his signal, edging closer. Steaming in, he made as if to put everything into another fast ball. With all his strength he rolled his fingers over the ball and catapulted it outside the line of the off stump. The spinning ball gripped and the huge off cutter jagged and kicked back into the unsuspecting opener. Instinctively, he fended the rising projectile away from his chest. The clunk of the ball high on the willow blade signalled the start of its slow loop back up the pitch into TC’s grasping hands.

Five down and only twenty runs to get. The new batsman was clean bowled next ball with an effort delivery that moved back marginally off the upright seam. 

Now the Saints were six down with twenty runs to make. Both sides were tense and the game tightened up. After eking out several runs, a mix up between the two batsmen almost caused a run out. Jason, the spin bowler, had one caught on the boundary. TC was half way through his sixth over of the second spell when he bowled a fast rising first delivery. Miss-timing the attempted pull shot the batsman lobbed the ball up to the mid-on fielder who took an easy catch. With two wickets in hand they only had to make seven runs. The next two balls were fast and out swinging, each one edging near the stumps. Harry came on to bowl at the other end. He bowled quite well and only had four runs scored off his six balls. TC fronted up to what he thought would be the last over. They only had three runs to get with two wickets remaining.

Taking a deep breath, TC ran in rhythmically again. The ball was too scuffed to move much in the air so he concentrated on bowling fast cutters. Lots of groans and gasps followed each false stroke and each near miss. The last ball of the over to the new batsman was a fast Yorker which knocked the middle stump back and the hapless tailender trudged back to the pavilion.

Only one wicket to get and still three runs short. TC was sitting on a six wicket haul with the possibility of seven but hoped the last would fall in Harry’s over because his muscles were tightening. A possible four on the third ball was blocked painfully by the back of the silly mid-on, and they were still only three short. On the last ball an attempted sweep shot from the tail ender caught the edge and flew high to fine leg where TC was waiting. He ran in feeling his legs cramping, he lunged for the catch and got it to hand as he fell to the ground. But as his elbows hit the ground the ball jolted out. It bobbled up. He stretched, and just clasped it in his extended fingers. The cries of jubilation turned to screams. The batsmen, who had turned for the third run, slumped. TC was swamped by celebrating team mates. He was hoisted up, the hero...

***
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That was how he now dreamt it had happened! Putting a more fanciful and dramatic spin onto the story. Wishful thinking... a phrase that probably summed up his life till now. Some of the events were true. In reality, he bowled quite well, took four wickets and was unlucky not to take more. The previous week he had batted for ten minutes to be two not out and genuinely felt he should have batted earlier. The problem was, he had dropped that vital final catch and he did get some stick for that. 

The catch replayed in his mind:

His elbows hit the ground the ball jolted out. The cries of jubilation turned to groans. The batsmen turned for the third run. TC scrambled after the ball and hurled it in shattering the stumps in a line ball decision. The umpire deemed the batsman safe and the two batters ran off the ground shouting joyously. His team mates moaned. So near and yet so far; his bowling had been impeccable, it had kept them in the game, but there was no triumph. No one congratulated him for his effort. Almost to a man their postures and positions bespoke despair.

Filled with disappointment TC collapsed to his knees. He dwelt on what could have been. He had taken four wickets and would have been the hero. But, he was sure, all everyone would remember was the dropped catch that lost the match. He had failed.

Why did good things only happen in the fantasy version? Surely in reality he could hold the catch and become the hero? Maybe he could try again and dream up a hundred runs, slogging the ball to all parts of the ground? But that dropped catch kept interfering with his more glorious fabrications. How could he have done things differently?

TC was still aloft the ladder, frozen in another daydream. ‘So, it had been his choice to become a member of the impending ‘riding adventure’, but somehow he knew that he had been impelled to make the decision by his fixation with Shari. Here he was now, a week later, bemoaning the fact that, not only was he missing his beloved cricket—he’d had a phone call to play in the firsts nonetheless, but he was now committing himself to riding a horse! And past experience with horse riding had scarred him and left him with an acute aversion to riding the beasts. 

He recalled the docile, doe eyed, medium sized bay that had lured him into a false sense of security at the riding school. It had been a few years ago. TC had been fifteen when he tried riding for the first time. The bay—it wasn’t a particularly big horse—had a proclivity for fences, trees and buildings and was determined to scrape him off at every opportunity. A confident instructor told him to reign in the mare more aggressively. What had transpired was an uncontrolled charge down the hill and an embarrassing unsaddling over the head of the braking horse into a muddy ditch’.

***
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“Hey!” the call shook TC out of his dream world. He almost lost his balance. His dad stood watching him. “You haven’t done much. I need you to prune all those fruiting canes about six or seven leaves past the fruit so it’ll fatten the fruit.”

“I know, I know Dad,” grumbled TC. He’d been told a half a dozen times how to cut the ‘sacred bough’ and he chafed that he’d made himself a target for a reprimand. He busied himself cutting away the new fuzzy, curling, green shoots for the next half hour and didn’t stop until another call interrupted him.

“Hey! You’ll kill yourself up there. Get down!” His dad sounded agitated. TC had clambered onto the top of the frame and was balancing precariously on a crossbeam using the thin, flimsy branches to steady himself.

“I’m okay Dad. It’s a lot easier this way than moving the ladder every few minutes.”

“You’re crazy. That frame is not as strong as it looks.”

“What’s all the shouting about Dear?” It was his mum, Amanda. She stepped up beside Carl, her husband and clasped his arm affectionately, as she looked up at TC.

“I’m making a tea Tim, you coming down?”

“Not yet Mum; in a few minutes, thanks.”

“All right, well the kettle will be hot. Be careful won’t you?” she looked up with a slight frown of concern on her face.

“Always Mum,” TC replied brightly before wobbling unsteadily and giving himself a fright.

His parents turned and headed off for their afternoon cuppa. He heard the fading conversation.

“The kid’s crazy. He’ll hurt himself,” his dad complained.

“If that’s not the pot calling the kettle black then I don’t know what is. How many times have I seen you standing on top of that thing like some tight rope walker...” 

TC only imagined the rest of the discussion. He smiled to himself at the quaint sayings his mother would use. He tried to mentally compile a list of the most frequent ones; ‘People in glass houses...’ she would say, or, ‘sticks and stones’.... He chuckled softly. She often didn’t finish them, just expecting you to complete the verbal cloze in your head. He told himself he must compile a list with Sam and Brad, his brothers, and they could read them at some family celebration. 

It was almost an hour later that he clambered down, dripping wet and feeling the sting in his eyes from his salty perspiration. The job was finished, but it took longer than the few minutes he’d prophesied.  It was a very warm, humid, early March Friday and he was dehydrated by the heat and exertions of the last few hours. In a few days they would be leaving and he still hadn’t packed. Also, he still had to help out with shopping for supplies and packing a trailer at Zeke and Jude’s place. 

Refreshed at first by a large glass of chilled homemade lemon drink, TC sat with his parents briefly and had some afternoon tea. His brothers Brad and Sam came in and started ribbing him about horse riding, so TC, in no mood for a verbal stoush, left for his shower.

As the almost scalding water relieved the ache in his muscles, TC’s mind drifted again. If he’d held that catch he’d have been the hero. They would have been playing tomorrow. He remembered how Charlie and Trav had dropped around and apologised for the way everyone had zeroed in on the dropped catch.

“The fact is that we wouldn’t have been in the game if it hadn’t been for your bowling,” Charlie confessed.

“Yeah, it was really great,” added Trav.

By the time they had finished massaging his ego TC felt as if they had won the game. That was until the true purpose of their visit came out. They asked him again to front up for the firsts in their final. There was still time to fit him into the team. ‘Not possible,’ he had responded. He was going horse riding. He grinned when he remembered the expression on their faces.

His thoughts somehow flipped to the previous Sunday. Pastor Pete had talked about ‘running the race’ and ‘laying aside every weight’. The words that stuck with him were that ‘Christians were free to live life to the full, but you know you’re not running the race when those around you, who know you, don’t know that you’re even running or who you follow.’ That was what prompted TC to tell his cricket mates that he was camping with his church friends. That surprised them. 

He smiled again. It felt good to take that small step. He realised that cricket had been a weight. Now it could be a part of the race. His reflections spiralled around to speculate about the horse-riding camp. They were all his friends, but now he knew his interests were focussing on Shari. Was it foolhardy to imagine she might be interested in him too?

***
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Chapter 2
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The Young Adults group were crazy and animated that Sunday. Little time was spent on the study as plans were made for their equine jaunt into mountain country. Tim Hellis, a serial clown, read some of the literature advertising the coming trip out loud. They laughed at the travel brochure description: Scenery....most days include a spectacular variety of mountain scenery, brumbies in the wild, limestone gorges, aboriginal sites, mountain stockmen's huts and historical heritage sites. Compared to Zeke’s note of a few weeks previous when he advertised it as a ‘Ride in the Bush’, it showed considerably more sales savvy. A number of comments were made suggesting how Zeke would advertise a variety of holidays. Their examples included—Look around a theme park—for visiting Disneyland; Check out a big gully—for sightseeing in The Grand Canyon and; A warmish boat ride—for a Caribbean cruise.

Zeke was in an organising mood. Lists of the required supplies provided by the company running the horse-riding trek were handed out. The guys were assigned the task of loading the cars and the girls volunteered to shop for repellents, snacks and a couple of extra sleeping bags. Poor old TC, being late on the scene, he was going to be shanghaied onto the shopping excursion to purchase some items for the male cohort and, he also suspected, to be a pack mule.

There was some good-natured ribbing from Phil about how much TC loved shopping. That was easier to ignore than some whispering and giggling from the girls directed at him. Stefanie clearly gazed at him as she muttered something to Andi, accompanied by a none-too-secretive chortle. Both girls looked at him grinning. He saw Shari raise her head to look in his direction and nod in agreement with a big smile.  He blushed. As expected, the aggravation he got from showing his embarrassment was ten times worse. 

“Okay guys, focus. Make sure you have enough warm clothes and be on time on Tuesday,” the youth pastor emphasised slowly. “We don’t want to be waiting for some sluggard who can’t get out of bed. Remember, seven a.m. at the church.” There was a general groan. TC glanced at Zeke in appreciation as the subject was changed to reiterating final details.

Zeke continued, “So, we’re taking five vehicles—Brad, Tim Hellis, Phil, Mindy and ours.” The ‘ours’ was referring to Jude and his car. “Make sure you’ve filled up the tanks so we don’t have to stop too often along the way for fuel.”

“Don’t worry we’re going to have plenty of stops,” Jude reassured the girls with a chuckle. “If Zeke had his way, we’d go nonstop the whole three hundred k’s.”

Zeke shrugged innocently as if he had no idea what she was talking about. “Does everyone know who they’re going with?” 

There was a giggle from some of the girls at the double meaning and Zeke gave a less than subtle sigh. “No, I’m serious. Are we all sorted?

TC had hoped to go with his friend Phil, but the machinations of girl-boy relationships interfered with what he had supposed was a straight forward process. Next thing he knew he was allocated with his brother Brad. His sister Amy and her two friends Kat and Zoe would be in the back seat. Theirs was the fullest car and, even though it was a station wagon he knew that some of the bags would have to be distributed in the other cars. Phil had lamely accepted Jo’s suggestion that he take Shari and her as Col would be travelling with him. Jo’s interest in Col suited Phil because of his growing interest in Shari. This precluded TC from joining what had previously been an inseparable trio.

Mindy was taking Andi and Stefanie and Tim Hellis was travelling with Sam Franks and Andy Jordan. Tim was the main reason TC had gained his moniker. Since they were both called Tim, in the early days there had been confusion. Tim Hellis did some research on TC’s name and he found out that he was Timothy Clarence Gleub. After considerable teasing and getting some entertainment for his research efforts he found that ‘Clarry’ didn’t catch on, so he deigned that Timothy Clarence ‘be hereby known as TC’. The name stuck. In truth most people had forgotten the reason he was called TC and he was often asked why.

***
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The next day Brad was changing the oil in his car when TC wandered out to the garage. A medium sized backpack was slung over his shoulder.

“I’ll still be a while bro. Why don’t you borrow Dad’s car?”

“I am. What do you still have to do?”

He grunted, “Uh, just finish this, check the water and tyres and then I have to clean up a bit.”

Just then there was a clatter at the back door and Amy tumbled out clutching her large backpack and two smaller ancillary bags; still brushing damp hair and under the impression that her brother Tim was going to leave without waiting for her.

Flustered, she staggered up to Brad’s car. “You’re still here. I could have dried my hair.”

TC grinned, “Go ahead, but I’m leaving now.” The opportunity to goad his sister was too good to pass. She scrunched her nose at him and dragged her bag to her dad’s Volvo. 

“How much are you taking?” Disbelief was communicated by his inflexion.

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not wearing the same clothes every day like you guys.”

Brad and TC smiled at each other. In the past there was probably some truth to her statement. However, there comes a time in most guys’ lives when they get the hint that it’s antisocial to wear the same clothes for three of four days. Thankfully for Amanda and Amy, the Gleub boys had passed that significant induction into manhood.

TC drove his dad’s car to the church. Amy, keen to meet up with her friends and not wanting to wait for Brad, tagged along, grumbling all the way. The brush and the open window had to remedy what her philistine brother had caused. 

At the church, five of the guys milled about under the basketball ring, their bags piled on the edge of the driveway. TC added his pack to the stack and joined in the melee, grasping the ball almost immediately and sinking a two pointer. Amy sat morosely on the side; none of the other girls had arrived yet. She watched as Andy grappled the ball off TC illegally and laid up under the ring. The game was looking more like rugby than basketball. Sam stole the rebound and hurtled away to the other end of the car park and bounced the ball taunting the others to come and get it. The ploy backfired however, as the others sauntered into the building and sought out refreshments.

Amy wandered in and was pleasantly surprised to find Jude in the Youth Pastor’s office.

Jude looked up and gave that delightful smile that she was known for, “Hi Amy, all set for our shopping spree?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” she replied. “What are you doing?”

“Just organising some petty cash for shopping and the trip; Zeke decided to bring the trailer here. He will be here soon and the guys can start loading the cars.”

Both their heads turned to the window as some of the girls arrived.

“Oh good; we should be off soon.”

***

[image: ]


The one mitigating factor that he thought the shopping task offered didn’t eventuate. He had hoped that it would give him an opportunity to strike up a conversation with Shari. Maybe she would recognise his sensitive, supportive side. But Shari didn’t show.

At the tail of the convoy of three cars, he had to put up with Amy and her shrieking friends sharing fashion faux pas with an engaging self-deprecatory humour. TC wouldn’t have minded too much if the shopping trip had adhered to the agenda, but he really started to chafe when he was left loitering outside one fashion store after another. When the largish group, Amy, Kat, Zoe, Andi, Jo, Mindy, Stefanie, Jude and himself, finally made it to the supermarket, he took little time in collecting the items on the list of the guys’ snacks of preference, some batteries and a smattering of other supplies. Backtracking with the trolley, he was a bit frustrated to find the girls still studying goods in the second aisle. Slowly they proceeded along each aisle, regardless of whether there were any relevant items or not. Their trolley was considerably fuller than his already.

Escaping the supermarket was just a short reprieve as the camping store needed a thorough inspection. Along with spending time examining hiking boots and questioning the use of camping paraphernalia, they also purchased some water bottles and sleeping bags. Even then, the lure of clothing shops still managed to waylay the troupe. Sitting at a table outside a donut and coffee stand, Jo, Shari’s sandy haired best friend, started chatting to him. It was just small talk about the clothing store and speculating about the horse-riding trek and whether she should wear jodhpurs or jeans. They were soon joined by Mindy and Andi and he wondered why he had suddenly become so popular.

“How are you coping with our shopping?” Andi asked.

Before he could form some sort of diplomatic reply, Mindy inserted a query. “Is Jo giving you some fashion advice?” 

Again, TC was stymied. Was it a rhetorical question or a dig at him because he rarely, if ever, had spoken to the girls, one on one? 

“Why don’t we grab a coffee while the others finish up in there?” rescued Andi with a slightly crooked smile.

TC was relieved that the chat became more general as they sat sipping lattes and cappuccinos. The rest joined them in the central café area on some adjoining tables. Jo asked how long he’d been into horse riding and he replied that he wasn’t. The inevitable ‘why’ followed. Halfway through his convoluted explanation of pressure from Phil, and his own ill-advised commitment on the basis that he thought he’d be playing cricket anyway, Mindy diverted the conversation. “What course are you doing at uni TC?”

Noticing that Jo, who was munching on a doughnut, wasn’t really listening to his answer anyway, he responded, “Civil and environmental engineering.”

“So, what year are you doing this year?” She looked directly at him and he squirmed a bit, uncomfortably realising there was no male banter to shield him from actually communicating with a girl. TC looked across at Mindy and saw that Andi was also gazing intently, listening for his answer. He gulped, trying to forget all his past ineptitude when talking with girls, aware of the rising warmth in his face. He attempted to feign confidence by returning Mindy’s stare. “I ... I’m in my third year... it’s a four-year course.” His voice wilted as Mindy’s large brown eyes seemed to melt him. He shifted his eyes to Andi. “Assuming I pass everything.” Her green blue eyes showed similar attentiveness as she half smiled and nodded. He knew he should shift attention before his crackling voice seized completely.

His mind raced. “Ah, what courses are you guys doing?” he barely squeaked. It occurred to him that if he struggled to overcome his shyness with these girls, how would he cope with Shari? Though Mindy, Andi, Jo and the others were not unattractive, Shari was almost glamorous. 

Mindy replied first. “I’m doing a teaching degree. This is my second year.” TC nodded. He tried to think of a further question so that he didn’t have to talk about himself, but the ideas eluded him. He turned to Andi. “What about...” he croaked, then he cleared his throat. “What about you Andi?

“I’m just doing accounting... second year.” She smiled warmly and TC’s discomfort rose.

“And,” added Mindy, “she’s doing an Applied Mathematics degree... She’s one smart cookie.” Now it was Andi’s turn to squirm. A small dig into Mindy’s ribs seemed to indicate she wasn’t too pleased at her friend’s high praise. TC didn’t know what to say next. Who could understand girls?

“I like maths,” he said lamely.

***
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By the time the shoppers had returned to the church, all the bags had been stowed in cars and a trailer that was to be towed by Zeke. Unfortunately, the spare tents, equipment and swags were in a heap next to the driveway, ready for packing. There was still enough room left in the high-cage trailer for the food and camping supplies and the odds and ends picked up at the camping store. Because the shopping had taken longer than anticipated, most of the girls hived off home leaving TC and Amy looking at the piles of food and gear. They were just starting to load it when Andi came out of the church with Jude. 

“Where’s everyone gone?” Jude queried, peering around the car park.

Andi offered a subdued reply, “They’re heading off to the movies tonight.” 

“You’re joking,” returned Jude. “We’ve got an early start in the morning.”

Andi shrugged and then started handing food items to TC. With the four of them packing, it still took some time to stow it all away. 

Jude thanked them and apologised that they had been left with all the work. She explained that Zeke was away visiting a new family as if it was something she had to apologise for! The guys returned from a local shop all munching on one form of junk food or other. TC trailed them inside and happily joined them for a game of volleyball in the youth hall.  Amy and Andi watched for a while before being asked to join in... one on each side. Later in the evening they had a coffee supper before they all headed home for a comparatively early night for them.
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Chapter 3
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The next morning there were a few late arrivals. The girls, who had watched a romantic comedy the previous night, showed up bleary eyed and were still dribbling in up to an hour late.

Zeke drew them all together and expressed his disappointment about their tardiness, reminding everyone that their behaviour often affects others, and that this trip provided an opportunity to serve others and consider others first. While he was saying these things, he aimed some plaudits at TC, Amy and Andi for staying back to finish packing.

After a short prayer, making petitions for their trip, everybody clambered into the cars. Procession-like they exited the church car park. While the girls giggled and chatted endlessly in the back of the station wagon, TC and Brad made occasional comment on the traffic, the weather and the possible adventures of the next week. The congested traffic of the city freeway soon thinned as the main highway left the urban precinct. Brad teased the girls about getting lost in the bush. He suggested they would struggle to survive. TC smiled in agreement on a few occasions but had no quips to add to his brother’s playful taunting. He was too distracted by the imminent doom of going horse riding. 

Halfway there they all piled into a fast-food outlet. Like a flock of cockatoos, they ate hungrily and communicated noisily. Some of the boys started clowning around before Zeke got their attention and assembled everyone in a corner of the restaurant.

“We’re going to do something different for the second half of the trip... we’re going to play seat lotto!” The announcement was delivered with accentuated mock enthusiasm.

There was a restrained murmur as everyone speculated what that meant.

Zeke continued, “So that we mix our groups up a bit and break down some of the comfy cliques that are forming, we will draw the car groups out of a hat.” Jude handed him her cap upside down and Zeke continued as he signalled for the rising discontent to quieten.

“I have the five driver names here. I’m calling three names for the first two drivers and two names for the remaining three. That means everyone can be moved except for the drivers.” He grinned and Jude gave him an affectionate squeeze.

There was a lull as Zeke built up the tension a little.

“The first driver is Brad Gleub.” He reached into the cap pulling out two pieces of paper, “And travelling with him are...” he looked up and grinned, “Jude Willison, Col Jones and ...” Zeke deftly plucked another name, “Stefanie Smith.” There was an anonymous groan which turned a few heads.

Obviously enjoying himself now, Zeke read the next driver and names. “Travelling with Mindy is TC...” there were some chuckles as the names continued to be drawn, “Shari and lastly Andi...” To combat the rising confusion the young pastor quickly qualified his call, “That’s Andi Cornwall.” This caused some louder chuckles, whispering and some soft punches into TC’s shoulder. TC was a little excited, but he also felt his face colour, as he was made the object of some good-natured teasing.

Zeke took control again and read the other cars out without pausing. “Sam, you’re taking Amy and Jo. Phil you’re taking Andy and Tim, and Kat and Zoe are coming along with me.” He looked over the group and waited for the three boys to stop their high fives. “Okay everybody, let’s head off.”

Outside, the air hung heavy with tropical humidity. Huge cumulus towers billowed over the range to the north. One didn’t need to be prescient to predict some rain that afternoon. Several of them paused to comment on the majestic cathedrals of vapour rising from the dark base to glaring white pillows piled high above. TC glanced appreciatively at the girls he was accompanying. His eyes lingered on Shari. Her natural dark blonde hair was flecked with blonde tips. She wore a white singlet top and jean shorts to cope with the sticky weather. Just then he noticed Mindy and Andi, looking like twins in white youth tee shirts and knee length shorts, smiling conspiratorially before jumping in the car. Shari happily took the back seat with TC when Andi had quickly moved into the front with Mindy, which was how they had already driven to this point. Soon after setting off, Shari started the conversation. “So TC, I hear you’re a bit of a cricket star.”

He went red. “Er, not really, but I do enjoy playing.”

“Oh, don’t be so modest, I heard that you almost won the competition averages. You were the best player for Somerton in the final.”

Now TC was really embarrassed, because he knew he’d managed to lose the game by dropping the catch.

“It’s a team game,” he offered weakly.

“My brother said they wanted you in the firsts, but you said you’d rather go horse riding.”

TC looked at her dancing eyes. “Not exactly; you see I’d committed to go if we lost the semi-final. I didn’t know the firsts wanted me to play until after. I don’t even like horses.”

There was an awkward moment when they all looked at him. Even Mindy glanced around.

Andi spoke, “You’re going on a horse trek and you don’t even like horses?” Her voice conveyed disbelief. “Why are you coming?”

He looked at the girls. He couldn’t tell them he was infatuated with Shari, so he told them the ‘other truth’.

I guess I just assumed when I was asked, that by saying I’d go if I wasn’t in the final, I’d be safe; we were confident of winning.”

Mindy laughed, “Don’t count your chickens, hey?”

“Yeah, something like that,” he conceded.

“So, why don’t you like horses?” asked Andi.

“It’s a long story. Let’s just say my previous experiences have been a little painful.”

Shari looked compassionately at him. “Don’t worry,” she said, grasping his arm playfully, “we’ll help you out. You just have to show them who’s boss.”

“That’s the problem,” TC said forlornly, “I think they already know.” The laughter that followed somehow boosted his spirits and gave him an inkling that he wasn’t totally hopeless when talking to girls.

That was a signal for the girls to share their riding experiences; many of which provided little comfort for an already apprehensive rider. Their stories and laughter warmed TC and he felt he was making some headway in getting to befriend Shari. Both Mindy and Andi also showed more than a passing interest in TC, intrigued that maybe he wasn’t the ‘snobbish’ guy they had portrayed him as. They questioned him about his sports, his studies and his opinions about the youth group, Zeke and Jude and the expectations they were putting on everyone regarding personal Bible study.

It was at this point that Andi sobered their mood by reflecting, “You know, if we really believed, we’d be different. Studying the Bible wouldn’t be a chore; it would be like... life itself.”

Not much was said for a bit. Each person seemed to be mulling over what Andi had said. In truth, TC was also considering his good fortune in being in the company of three lovely girls. Conversation eventually restarted as comment was made about a learner driver, and that became a segue for each of them to share humorous anecdotes about their own learner driving experiences.

***
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By three in the afternoon the convoy of vehicles, led by Zeke’s four wheel drive and trailer, started snaking up through the foothills and up into the high country. After a brief afternoon thunderstorm, the forests were redolent with the smell of eucalyptus. The air had freshened up from the rain and the cooling effect of the higher altitude. 

It was about five pm when they were nearing their destination. TC and Shari were curled up in their respective corners snoozing; Andi talked sporadically with Mindy. Mindy noticed Andi glancing back at TC. “He’s sort of cute isn’t he?” she whispered.

“Uh huh,” responded Andi, looking at his sandy hair tousled across his eyes, “Though I think he’s fixated on Shari judging by the way he looks at her,” she replied softly.

“Which of the boys isn’t?” Mindy sounded a touch resentful. Andi shushed her with a finger to her lips as she heard TC stir.

The lone male passenger peered through his eyelids as he heard the girls in the front snigger at some private joke. He spent a moment admiring Mindy. Her short dark glossy hair and slightly olive complexion along with her large doe like eyes made her quite becoming. She had only recently joined the Young Adults group, being a university friend of Andi. His attention then moved to Andi. She had been around for a little while longer, but was always studying or just in the background with her friends. He realised that his attraction to Shari was a lot to do with the fact that she was quite the extrovert. He had known her for a long time, but had hardly ever talked to her. He had said more to her today than all the other times combined. She always smiled at people. She was talented and often sang at services. He couldn’t help notice her... and she was, undeniably, pretty.
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