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For my mother, Barbara


The nectarine and curious peach,

Into my hands themselves do reach;

Stumbling on melons, as I pass,

Ensnared with flowers, I fall on grass.

‘Thoughts in a Garden’, Andrew Marvell (1621–1678)



Summer
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Orchard


Mr Wigg had squandered his life. That’s what his son thought. Probably others thought it, too, and maybe they were right. He was neither wealthy nor famous, and the great swathe of property his family once owned had been split up between brothers and sons. He was alone now, which people thought was sad, but he was too old to remarry and lacked the heart.

He leaned on the front verandah railing while the sun came up over the hill, washing everything pink. A moment of tenderness before the heat began to build. Birdsong rushed to fill the space the night left behind. The way Mr Wigg saw it, he’d had a pretty good life: built a home, raised a family. Young folk, who haven’t lived through a war, are slow to learn there’s more to it all than tearing round and round the paddocks trying to make money.

He slid on his hat, which drooped so much around the edges now it limited his field of vision, and stepped down into the garden. There was a little moisture on the grass, enough to dampen the toes of his boots. He wandered through each of the standard rose circles that formed the centrepiece for the front garden, breathing in their perfume. They weren’t what they used to be. Although they still bloomed, the colours were subdued, their size diminished. He managed the pruning, fertilising, watering, and so on – after all, they were not unlike fruit trees with their hips and flowers – but the roses had been his wife’s domain.

It would have been the same if she had been the one left behind; the peaches would have sulked, refusing to give their best. Some of the other trees’ little quirks would have escaped her and they’d have started acting up. Answers to problems that arose – scale or collar rot or fruit failing to set – would not have been immediately apparent, requiring belated consultation of books and other growers.

They had had their separate worlds; hers the roses and flowerbeds, the sunken garden and hedges. She had insisted on pruning those bloody hedges herself, by hand, until she was no longer able to grip the clippers.

The lawns, the orchard and most of the vegetable patch were his. She had learned years ago not to interfere or comment, but accept the resulting fruits with praise, just as he had learned to stand back and admire her rare blooms. His wife did not complain about daily armfuls of oversized zucchini but found new ways to cook and preserve them. After all, it was all good food and should not go to waste.

Some days they would go off to work after breakfast and not see one another until lunch, although only a cooee apart. They would not enter each other’s space unless invited, especially when major work was in progress. As they aged, this occasionally had unfortunate consequences. His wife had lain in the sunken garden for several hours, her arm pinned under a log she had been trying to move from the retaining wall. ‘I knew you would come,’ she had said, quite calm.

Mr Wigg had fallen from his ladder and called out ‘Help!’ – with no response. He’d had to drag himself eight hundred yards through the dirt and around to the rose garden, with what turned out to be a fractured tibia, only to find her singing along to the radio.

Mr Wigg’s orchard was backlit by the low-angled sun, his trees gilt-edged. The grass along the fence was a little long but not yet browned off. It was coming up to that time of year when the trees offered up their reward for the year’s hard labour. The peaches and apricots were bending with fruit, only a few weeks off ripe, and Mr Wigg had already begun plucking off a handful of mulberries as he went past.

The first mouthful of each tree’s fruit held the flavour of the soil, the rain, the air and all of the glorious variables of the four seasons of a particular year. At his age, when you couldn’t afford to look too far ahead, every year’s harvest was a gift. That perfect moment, when he held the weight of the fruit in his hand and raised it to his mouth, somehow still contained all of the expectations of the world.



Mulberries


Mr Wigg worked his way around the circumference of the tree, climbing up and down the ladder. The mulberry’s heart-shaped leaves scratched his face as he worked, but it was cool in their shade and he soon filled the ice-cream container with ripe berries.

They had planted the mulberry when they were first married, nearly sixty years ago now, as the cornerstone of the orchard. Its dark branches extended over the chook yard, dropping ripe fruit for the hens to peck up. It had also spread to spill fruit on the path around to the house, which had made his wife cross every year. He had hosed the stains away each evening to appease her but there were just as many there again the next morning. Now he left the berries where they lay.

The kids used to climb right up to the top of the tree, disappearing into the leaves, to fetch the darkest and fattest fruit. They would return with purple fingers, mouths and feet, like wild creatures, and compare their catch. His wife would cook up a batch of mulberry pies, and churn mulberry ice-cream, and they’d know summer was really upon them.

‘All right,’ she would say, serving up seconds, ‘since we’re having such a purple patch.’ And their son and daughter would giggle over each other at the table, silly with sugar.

Time had passed slowly in those days. They hadn’t been able to imagine the children growing up and moving away, beginning lives of their own.

Mr Wigg popped a particularly fat, dark, berry in his mouth. ‘Good crop this year, Mr Mulberry.’

There was, of course, no reply. It would be fair to say that the mulberry tree was a bit aloof. He was physically set apart from the others – position always determined so much about a tree – and their youthful boasting didn’t interest him much. They might have sought advice from one who had grown for much longer, seen many more seasons, but that is the way of the young, thinking they know it all. The mulberry, too, might have shared his rumbling thoughts on the meaning of bearing fruit year after year, or stories of some of the remarkable things he had seen. Instead he stayed silent, having learned that younger trees lacked the patience to listen.

Mr Wigg left the ladder where it was for tomorrow and took his container inside, scraping his boots off on the back step. The cracks and lines of his hands were deep purple, and he’d managed to squash a berry into the peak of his hat.

He washed up in the laundry, wiping his hands on the scrap of old towel he kept hanging by the sink. It was already hot on the verandah, with a haze building outside. He popped the berries in the fridge and poured himself a glass of cold cordial.

All that thinking about mulberry ice-cream had him fancying a bowl or two. It was too hot to do anything much outside until later, and the churner was still in the pantry somewhere. He gathered together an armload of cream and eggs headed to the kitchen.
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Mr Wigg drove in shrinking circles around the back lawn singing ‘Close to You’ at the top of his lungs, though birds were more inclined to suddenly disappear when he mowed. When he sang, too, for that matter. Late afternoon shadows stretched across the cropped buffalo grass behind him.

They had bought the ride-on when he broke his leg, so his wife could do the mowing. Although she had managed easily, she had been all too happy to give it up again when the leg mended. Cut grass always made her sneeze.

The mower was a marvellous machine, key start and far more manoeuvrable than his old tractor. It even had a roof you could attach to keep off the sun. He lined up his tyres in the last lap’s tracks, sailing around and around as he had so many times before. It was never monotonous in the way of ploughing the paddocks, or the dry, itching task of harvest. His son said he put all his energy in the wrong places, but you had to follow what you enjoyed to some extent.

Mr Wigg had built a little wagon he could attach to the mower to carry prunings and fertiliser: a gardener’s dream. It was fun, too, for pulling the grandkids around in, though they had told him his son did not approve. Worried about his driving, he supposed.

With a satisfying last vroom, he cut the centre out of his lawn circle and lifted the blades. He shifted into top gear and sped down through the open door of the shed to park the machine with a screech.

The sun was setting over yellowing paddocks. He wandered closer to the fence to take a look. The crop was drying off nicely, thick and tall. He unchained the gate, pushed in a few steps, up to his waist in wheat. He snapped off a hairy head to rub between his hands, bent to blow away the chaff, and cradle the grains. Bit one between his teeth. They were good and full, high in protein.

He hadn’t managed to get a top crop off the hundred acres since before the children were born. Things had picked up a little when he and his son had still been running the place – his son had put a lot of work into improving the soil during his first few years – but nothing like this.

Mr Wigg sighed and let the grains drop into the dust. They leased these last paddocks to the neighbours, the O’Briens, for a bit of income: bringing in more in rent than he had ever made cropping them. Those O’Brien boys – a father and his three sons – knew what they were doing, and worked hard. Good people, too. The whole district respected them, didn’t begrudge them a single dollar.

They put his own efforts to shame. ‘Real farmers,’ his son always said, as if he should have been born into that family. His son had given the O’Briens first option on his farm, but they hadn’t been able to get the finance, some problem with the deeds to one of their places.

If he had worked harder, been a better farmer – and father – things might have all turned out differently, but there was no use wishing for what was already gone. Mr Wigg hooked the chain back around the post and over the bolt and made his way back up to the house.



Strawberries and Cream


Mr Wigg opened the oven door for little Lachlan and helped him slide the cake tin onto the middle shelf.

‘Okay, so now we need to set the timer,’ he said. ‘How long did the recipe say?’

‘Twenty-five minutes,’ Lachlan said. He set about turning the dial around, tongue poking out the corner of his mouth.

‘Very good.’

‘That’s a long time.’ Fiona was sitting on the stool, licking cake mixture from the spatula.

‘Long enough to pick some strawberries and whip some cream.’

‘Bags picking the strawberries,’ Lachlan said. His t-shirt, tie-dyed in pink and red, had him looking rather like a squashed strawberry already.

Fiona frowned. ‘You always get to pick things.’

‘Do not.’

‘We can all pick them together,’ said Mr Wigg. He lifted Fiona down from the stool, transferred the spatula to the sink, and wiped her mouth and hands with a damp towel. ‘To the strawberry patch!’

Lachlan ran ahead and grabbed an ice-cream container from the pantry. Fiona leapt off the back step and ran after him, her denim flares flapping.

The children applied the ‘one for me, one for the bucket’ rule very seriously, counting out loud as they plucked off fruit. Mr Wigg followed, picking what they missed from beneath the leaves.

‘They’re real good this year, Poppy,’ Lachlan said.

‘Thank you.’ Mr Wigg smiled. ‘It must have been all that sheep manure you two brought me.’ They had bagged it up from under the shearing shed for pocket money. Lachlan’s idea, apparently, but Fiona had been willing, armed with her mother’s gardening gloves. It was more than he’d ever managed to convince his own children to do when they were small. They had turned up their noses at anything with too much aroma.

Fiona stopped at the end of a row, staring up at the scarecrow as if caught in its gaze. Mr Wigg had used one of his wife’s old blouses this year, something a bit brighter to try to keep the pesky starlings away.

‘Do you miss Grandma?’ she said.

‘I sure do.’

‘Mummy said she died of a broken heart.’

Lachlan threw a strawberry, which barely missed his sister’s head. ‘Fiona!’

She turned, a strand of blonde hair wisping across her face. ‘What?’

Lachlan frowned and shook his head.

‘Your grandmother died of cancer,’ Mr Wigg said. ‘She was sick for a long time.’

‘Oh,’ Fiona said.

‘I think we have plenty of strawberries now,’ Mr Wigg said. ‘Who’s going to help me whip the cream?’
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Mr Wigg washed up while Lachlan dried and Fiona put away what she could reach. The cake cooled on the wire rack.

‘Smells good,’ she said. ‘It makes me hungry.’

‘Not long now, sweetie.’

Lachlan hung up the tea towel. ‘Did you grow strawberries up at the old farm, Poppy?’

‘Sure did,’ he said. ‘The vegetable gardens were out the back of the kitchen and the strawberry patch was right down the bottom, near the road. One time, the cook sent me down to pick the strawberries, only about Fiona’s age I would have been, when a big team of drovers came along. They were pushing a mixed herd of cattle, horses and … ostriches!’

Fiona and Lachlan giggled. ‘Poppy.’

Mr Wigg shrugged. ‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘There must have been two hundred of them, black and white as a newspaper, with their long necks bobbing along like this.’ He stuck his head out and tucked it in.

‘Don’t we have emus, not ostriches?’ Lachlan said.

‘Yes, but ladies used to wear ostrich plumes in their hats; it was all the rage,’ Mr Wigg said. ‘So someone must have been farming them. Anyway, the horses and cattle were acting like it was any other day, and the ostriches were just walking alongside them. They all seemed to be getting along rather well, actually. Chatting about the weather and so on. But one of them fixed its beady eyes on my basket of strawberries and I didn’t dare move. They are quite big close up. Or they seemed so when I was your size, anyway.’

‘Why didn’t they fly away?’ Fiona said.

Lachlan laughed. ‘Ostriches can’t fly, stupid. They run.’

‘I knew that,’ she said.

‘Which is faster, Poppy, a horse or an ostrich?’ Lachlan said.

‘Huh. That would be close, I think. Maybe an ostrich,’ he said. ‘Unless it was a racehorse.’

‘Then why didn’t they run away?’ Fiona said.

‘That is a very good question.’ Mr Wigg drained the sink and put the rest of the dishes away. ‘And I don’t know the answer, I’m afraid. Perhaps they were on invisible leashes,’ he said. ‘Lachlan, you can hull the strawberries, then slice each one in half.’ He handed Fiona a clean spatula. ‘You can put on the cream.’

‘Yay,’ she said.

Mr Wigg lifted the sponge onto its side and gently cut it in half with the bread knife. He placed the bottom half on a white plate, cut side up, and the other back on the rack. ‘Off you go,’ he said.

Fiona spread the cream over the cake, wielding the spatula like a trowel. Mr Wigg helped her even it out right to the edges. She lifted the spatula towards her mouth.

‘Ah! Don’t lick it yet,’ he said. ‘We’ve still got to put more on top.’

Lachlan placed the strawberries, one at a time, until it was evenly covered.

‘Very good.’ Mr Wigg lowered the other cake half, the cream gluing it down. ‘And now we just do the same again,’ he said. ‘Only neater.’ He spread the cream and then stood back. ‘You probably don’t remember, but your grandmother made a mean sponge cake. She preferred to use passionfruit instead of strawberries though.’

‘I think strawberries look better,’ Lachlan said. He and Fiona took turns placing strawberries around the cake’s edge.

Mr Wigg smiled. ‘Let’s see how it tastes.’ He cut three large slices, transferred them to plates and handed out forks. They sat at the kitchen table, chewing and nodding. ‘What do you think?’

‘Yum!’ they said in perfect time.

‘It’s lovely and light,’ Mr Wigg said. ‘Not bad at all.’

‘Thank you, Poppy,’ Lachlan said.

The three of them put their forks down and sighed. Fiona picked at the crumbs around her plate. ‘I love cooking,’ she said.

‘Eating, you mean,’ Lachlan said.

Mr Wigg heard the front gate and got up.

‘Daddy!’ Fiona climbed off her chair and ran to the back door. ‘We made sponge cake!’

‘So I see.’ He wiped a smear of cream from her nose.

‘They did most of it themselves,’ Mr Wigg said.

‘Really? Maybe they can start doing the cooking at home.’

Lachlan and Fiona pulled the same ‘like that’s going to happen’ face and Mr Wigg sneaked them a wink.

‘You have to try some,’ Fiona said.

‘We’ve got to keep going, love,’ Mr Wigg’s son said. ‘There’s someone coming back to have another look at the place.’

Fiona’s head dropped.

Mr Wigg put the rest of the cake in a Tupperware container and pressed on the lid. He’d seen the red ute, with its black and white South Australian plates, nosing around the day before, which had given him a strange feeling in his stomach.

‘C’mon,’ Lachlan said. ‘Dad can have some for dessert tonight.’

‘A second look, you say?’ Mr Wigg handed over the container.

‘I’m pretty sure they’re going to make an offer. They want to put in a vineyard.’

‘Grapes? Well …’ Mr Wigg wiggled his toes over the edge of the step, yellow nails curling over their ends again already.

His son signed. ‘I just want it over now, Dad,’ he said. ‘C’mon, kids.’



Peaches


Mr Wigg leaned in the shade of the water tank, arm above his head, admiring his white peach trees: Bendigo Beauties. And beauties they were. Of the three, one had always grown a little larger, in a classic vase shape. Its trunk was dead straight and it held its rough-barked branches out like the strong arms of a friend.

You could prune a tree, influence how it grew, but its own strength and character always played a part. It was genetics, going right back down the line to the first graft.

A cloud wisped over the sun. There was a bit of a build up in the west but not enough to come to anything at this time of year. He’d seen the red ute drive out again today, around morning tea time, so figured there had been a shaking of hands. He hadn’t been able to stomach his own tea, despite an extra teaspoon of sugar and a ginger nut biscuit to dunk in it. The milk was fine; it was him that was all curdled. It wasn’t as if the place was his anymore anyway, but passing out of the family altogether was something he would rather not have lived to see.

Mr Wigg scuffed across the furrows to inspect his peaches, protected by curved leaves drooping in rich, even green. A red blush crept over their cream skin; if the rain held off for another week or so he would have a near perfect crop.

The yellow peach trees behind him had already started up. It had been a mistake to plant them so close together, thinking they’d keep each other company. Now he couldn’t admire the whites without the yellows getting jealous and vice versa. It was funny how those most similar always seemed to have more trouble getting along.

He nursed the weight of a yellow peach in his hand. ‘Magnificent,’ he said. ‘Not long now.’ The yellow peach trees stood a little taller, and stopped whispering insults to the whites. But they all knew the white peach was his favourite fruit. The yellow flesh was much more practical, able to be bucketed inside without bruising and cooked in all manner of ways.

The white was a sensitive creature, easily marked and bruised but brimming with juice and ambrosial flavour. They were best eaten straight from the tree, or, as he had discovered, carried one or two at a time to the privacy of the kitchen. Devouring the pale-fleshed fruit – and showing any sign of pleasure, which was difficult to avoid with sweet juice dripping down your chin – in sight of the other trees incited them to nasty insults about colour and clingstone.

The white peach trees were as delicate as their fruit, their branches would droop, their leaves would curl inwards, and if he didn’t step in – with a stroke to the trunk and reassuring words – they’d begin to drop their fruit, one at a time, onto the hard ground.

[image: image]

That night he dreamt of a whole orchard of white peaches, acres of vase-shaped trees heavy with velveted globes. The soil was russet brown, recently turned over. On top of a soft hill, one particularly magnificent peach presided over the others. Its branches came together in a twisted circle, suggestive of a crown.

The Peach King could see the weather coming from far away and would whisper warnings down the rows to the others, giving them the chance to set themselves against the wind or open their leaves to rain.

When the locust plague came one spring – a terrible screeching swarm consuming anything green in its path – the sky grew dark, and the peaches, flush with tasty spring growth, trembled and whimpered. The Peach King called up an answering cloud of birds to meet the locusts head on, feasting on those who had already feasted enough. And the orchard was saved.

There were stories that the Peach King was a magic tree, older than time. Others said he had once been a great man, ruling over fertile lands and gentle people with a beautiful queen. Whatever the whispers, he was one of them now; his fruit – though a little larger and sweeter – formed just as theirs did.

At dusk they sang in the season. The sun set red behind the Peach King, light fading on the orchard until only his silhouette remained.
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Mr Wigg woke early, the image of the tree still with him. He hurried to get dressed, pulling yesterday’s clothes up off the floor. The magpies were warbling away but the sun was not yet up.

He slid on his boots at the back step and walked out to the orchard in half-light. He squinted at the trees, their leaves rustling; everything was just as he had left it. He smiled. ‘Just as well, I suppose. I couldn’t very well look after any more of you.’

Mr Wigg stopped in front of one of the lemons and fumbled with his zipper. His stream arced feebly and then dribbled away, like everything else he had watched diminish. As a young man, he had taken many things for granted, including his capacity to urinate.

The lemons suffered the indignity, knowing it made for better fruit. For some reason, the other trees seldom raised the issue these days; only the persimmon dared spit ‘toilet tree’ when in a rage. Perhaps they felt embarrassed for an old man, worried he was drying up.

He switched over the tap at the tank, turning the trees’ drippers off and the back hose on, and set to watering his melons by hand. The day raced to begin, the light changing as he moved along the row. He bent, now and then, to pinch off any wizened shoots, or a melon that had shot out from the extremities only to wither and die on the vine.

He turned off the tap and gathered a handful of strawberries on his way to the chook yard, reaching down for the tin by the gate. His ladies chattered around his legs, picking at the grain he scattered. They had had a productive night; he had already half-filled the tin with lightly speckled eggs. Mrs Wigg had insisted on giving the chooks movie star names over the years: Scarlett, Brigitte, Marilyn, Sophia, Ingrid, Katharine and so on. It had made things a bit difficult when the family had sat down to eat one of them for Sunday lunch. Mrs Wigg would sniff and wipe her eyes all through the cooking of ‘poor Vivien’, and the children would look doubtfully at the crisp golden skin of the pet they had fed or chased around only the night before, torn between watering mouths and broken hearts.

In the kitchen, two of today’s eggs went straight into a batter as Mr Wigg made delicate pancakes, flipping them in the air with a flourish. He set himself up at the table on the back verandah with lemon, sugar and sliced strawberries and went back for the teapot.

Over a second cup of tea, he turned over a new page in the notebook Mrs Wigg had given him last birthday and took the draftsman’s pencil from his top pocket. He began a rough sketch of the Peach King, trying to remember the exact details of his shape.



Seventh Test Batch


Mr Wigg worked in the kitchen with the fan on flat out and the radio beside him. The seventh Ashes Test was starting in Sydney and Australia’s new captain, Ian Chappell, had won the toss and sent the Poms in to bat.

The third Test at New Year’s had been a washout, abandoned without a ball being bowled. Four matches in the series had been drawn, the only win going to the Poms. This extra Test match, the first in history, was a chance to level the series, although England had already retained the Ashes. Still, Boring Boycott was out injured, and the new Australian bloke, Lillee, was setting the place on fire, so there was every chance of salvaging some pride.

Mr Wigg used a hot mat to open the stove door and threw in another piece of wood. The temperature gauge on the verandah indicated a hundred-plus day but it was far hotter in the kitchen. His son kept saying he should get rid of the wood stove and buy an electric one. And an electric hot water system. Reckoned it was insane cutting wood to keep the stove going to heat the water in the height of summer. He’d miss it in winter though, and the electric oven wouldn’t be as good for bread or baking. Not everything that was new was better.

His son wouldn’t be coming around as much, he supposed, now his place was sold. Though they had still to find a new farm to go to. He’d miss the company, and the help. If there was an upside, it would be that his son would be far too busy for a while to think of all the reasons why Mr Wigg should move into town.

The pot of water had come to the boil. Mr Wigg lowered in a yellow peach with an egg spoon and counted out forty seconds before placing it in the bowl of iced water. He slipped off its skin in one movement, throwing it in the bucket for the chooks, like a crumpled coat. He repeated the process until lines of naked peaches covered the bench, glistening and vulnerable as newborns.

Edrich, replacing Boycott at the top of the order, was off to a slow start and Luckhurst was looking luckless, yet to score. Dougy Walters came in to bowl, fielders crowding all around and Luckhurst was GONE for a duck. One for five.

Mr Wigg smiled as he sliced each peach in half, slipped out the stone and cut them in half again. There was something about beating the Englishman at his own game. He popped the occasional peach quarter in his mouth, savouring the tart sweetness.

By the end of the batch, there was juice running over the edge of the breadboard onto the bench and down the front of the cupboard door. He licked his fingers and wiped his hands on his apron.

Edrich and his new partner, Fletcher, were hanging on, cautious against young Lillee, and O’Keeffe never gave too many runs away. If the Australians could keep up this pressure, another wicket would fall. The commentators were going on about the sacking of the previous captain, Lawry, despite his good form. A captain had to take responsibility for the team’s performance, he supposed, and losing the Ashes was a national tragedy, but it seemed a bit pointless to get rid of one of your best batsmen for the last match of the series.

Mr Wigg bent down to pull the boiler out of the cupboard, used the bench to pull himself back up. The pot was old and full of dings but still did the job. Not that he wouldn’t like one of those fancy new electric Vacola kits. Only took seventy minutes, apparently, and no need for thermometers and the like. Coming out of the first war, and before the days of refrigeration, Fowler’s preservation system had revolutionised Australian kitchens. Not a bad effort for an Englishman.

Fletcher cracked a four over mid-wicket, dragging the commentators’ attention back to the match. One for twenty-eight and drinks. Mr Wigg practised the shot with the wooden spoon. There was nothing like the sound of leather on willow, especially when it was you who had played a top shot. When you knew it was good right off the bat and didn’t bother running, just watched it fly to the boundary.

Mr Wigg threw a couple of peaches into a saucepan with sugar and water. You could just use water with the jars, but the syrup produced a richer result. Outside, the lawn was bleached white, heat haze rising off the path. Not a bird in sight. They would be in the shade somewhere, beaks open. He stirred the syrup mixture a little, waited for it to come to the boil. Fletcher came back from drinks still thirsty and hit another four; he was putting Edrich to shame, already overtaking his score.

Mr Wigg rinsed out his wide-necked Fowler jars, dried them and placed them on the bench. He packed peach quarters into each jar, leaving as little air as possible, before moving on to the next: his own little production line.

Edrich was finally out, after more than two hours, for a meagre thirty, leaving England at two for sixty. Mr Wigg poured syrup into the jars, stopping about an inch from the top. One jar was left a little short; he’d eat those first.

Mr Wigg dropped the saucepan in the sink, licked spilled syrup from his hand, and set the rubber rings on the jars’ necks. It took longer than it should have, his hands shaking too much to line them up. The lids were more cooperative, and he secured them with their shrugging shoulder-shaped clips.

He filled the boiler with water and set it on the stovetop, stopping to hear Fletcher go, caught Stackpole, bowled Dell.

He placed the jars into the water, one by one: individual pressure cookers.

‘Dolly’ D’Oliveira was next in. Poor bloke hadn’t been out of the news since making the team. Born in South Africa, he was a fine all-rounder but couldn’t play in his own national team because he was of mixed race – in this day and age. So he’d had to move to England.

Mr Wigg popped on the boiler lid and rummaged around in the third draw for the thermometer. The jars needed to heat up to 98 degrees over an hour to be properly cooked and sterilised.

Dolly took a single to get off the mark, earning him generous applause. Despite good form, he hadn’t been selected for England’s tour of South Africa, the British cricket board pandering to the South African Government, the press reckoned. Then, at the last minute, one of the squad – Cartwright from memory – had to pull out and the selectors called in Dolly to replace him. Well, then it was all on. The Prime Minister of South Africa opposed Dolly’s selection. And, in protest, England cancelled the tour.

BOWLED. Dell had knocked down Dolly’s stumps. Four for sixty-nine and lunch. The poor bloke’s luck wasn’t improving.

Mr Wigg sat down at the table to write labels for his peaches. He had contemplated calling them ‘Seventh Test Peaches’ but that probably wouldn’t mean anything to anyone else. He might even forget himself in a year or two. ‘February, 1971’ was dull but no doubt more practical.

Mrs Wigg hadn’t been able to abide cricket. She feigned not to understand the rules and ranted about how much time he wasted listening to it; that was before the days of televised matches. Mostly he had it on while he was doing other work, so her objections had seemed a little unfair. In later years she had sometimes done her knitting and so on in front of the television. ‘ To keep you company,’ she said. Funnily enough, her interest in doing so appeared to peak when young O’Keeffe was bowling. He cut a pretty fine figure in his whites.

Mr Wigg checked the water temperature, slid the boiler off the hottest part of the stove, and left the lid off. He set about cleaning up. Somehow, he had managed to get peach syrup and juice on just about every surface.

By the time he had finished mopping the floor, the players were due back from lunch. Mr Wigg cut two thick pieces of fresh bread, buttered them, and sliced one of the tomatoes he had picked only this morning. He sprinkled over a little salt and fetched a beer from the second fridge, poured it into a glass and carried it and his plate into the lounge room.

The sudden cool goosebumped his forearms. He turned on the television and fiddled with the picture, getting it right just in time to see Hampshire go, caught Marsh, bowled Lillee, which had a certain ring to it. Five for ninety-eight. Mr Wigg set himself up in front of the air conditioner to enjoy the rest of the day’s play.
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A novel that celebrates
the small things in life
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