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In The Country 

 

The boy stood before her, a new leather bag in each hand. 

‘Hallo Jamie,’ she said but he did not respond, not even a glance. His mother watched 

the exchange anxiously. Behind her, their brand-new car gleamed cobalt-blue amidst the 

gloaming, mustardy light of dusk in the country. 

‘Are you coming in?’ she asked, but the boy’s mother shook her head.  

‘It’s a long drive back,’ she said apologetically, ‘and besides…’ 

‘A clean break.’ She embarrassed them both by finishing the uncomfortable sentence 

for her daughter. 

The younger woman was gone soon after, wrapping her coat against the chill, offering 

the boy a kiss that was duly refused, pulling the car away as fresh tears shimmered in each 

eye. There’s been a lot of tears, her mother surmised, probably too many. Better to solve, 

than to lament.  

She went inside the small stone cottage. The boy was sitting away from the fire, 

staring at his hands. His unpacked bags had been flung carelessly into a corner. 

‘Your room is upstairs,’ she told him briskly. ‘Second left. Your mum’s old bedroom, 

actually.’ 

He didn’t move. 

She walked into the kitchen, turned on the radio. Bach flooded the room. She listened 

for a moment then hummed along, took eggs and milk from the refrigerator, split the eggs 

into a steel bowl and began to whisk. 

‘Scrambled eggs and bacon for tea,’ she called through the doorway. ‘We’ll eat as 

soon as you’ve unpacked.’ 

When she took cutlery into the main room, he was in the same position and the bags 

remained in their corner like naughty pets. An urge to chastise arose in her but she said 

nothing because she thought that some children get talked at too much, then they develop a 

skin like old fruit and with that comes ways of not caring – often against their will. 

Sometimes it was better to be silent. 

She served generous amounts of creamy yellow egg and rinds of bacon, then set the 

plates onto her old oak table. The boy watched her as she sat and ate, and she thought; how 

doleful his eyes are, how wary and waiting to be hurt, like something cornered and desperate. 

Eventually she was startled to hear him say: ‘Where’s the TV?’  

‘There isn’t one,’ she told him. ‘I gave up on it years ago – couldn’t stand the thing. 

All bad news and other people’s miseries.’ 

He went quiet again. His plate of food remained on the table, untouched, cooling. She 

finished her meal, rinsed her plate. 

‘I’ve got work to do,’ she told him. ‘I’ll be through there.’ She pointed to her 

favourite, beautiful room. ‘The bathroom’s behind the kitchen, if you need it.’ 

She left him then and went to her domain. A canvas sat expectantly upon its easel, 

awaiting her attention. It was to be a painting of the valley behind her property but not 

realistic, not photographic. She wanted to experiment with the shades provided by nature, to 

create a sort of mystical haze of colour, not just the valley but a painting which encompassed 
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its every mood – the dash and lift of spring, vaporous winter fogs, flooded streams, rocks 

smeared with peat and lime lichens, sharp rain darting between the fronds of giant ferns. She 

would mix colours and try them in different combinations and shapes, let the painting evolve 

organically, let it breathe in its own air and light and sound, self-create. She did this with all 

of her paintings; then, when they were finished, she stacked them away in a storeroom off the 

barn because there was no more to do but to begin again. It is the making that provides 

pleasure, she thought, not the made. 

The boy was at the door, watching as she mixed swirls on a palette. She beckoned for 

him to enter the room but he stayed where he was, leaning against the jamb, an epiphany of 

tilted silence. 

‘Why am I here?’ he asked. 

She looked across, paused her brush. 

‘What did your mother say?’ 

‘Stuff.’ She could see immediately that she had disappointed him – a question used to 

answer an earlier question constitutes a brush-off. Fair enough, she thought; that was unfair. 

Better the truth; let honesty be thy guide. 

‘Your parents are tired and they need a break,’ she told him, realising what a bald, 

badly-sung cliché it was. 

‘From me.’ This time it was a statement. She licked her lips a little nervously. 

‘They need some time together. Alone.’ 

‘Away from me. Why? I don’t get in the way.’ 

She sighed, tried to catch his eyes more thoroughly but he was focusing on the floor. 

‘No – but while you’re there, they have to … they need some time to … think about 

themselves.’ 

‘Forget me, you mean?’ He was bitter. 

‘No, remember themselves.’ She wasn’t sure it was a good answer but – she 

comforted herself – at least he was talking. 

He said nothing more. She continued to mix paint and dab tiny circles onto the 

canvas, trying to find the right hue. She sensed that he stayed a while, watching her, before 

she heard him padding softly back into the main room. She breathed a little more evenly then, 

let the redolence of the paints intoxicate her, lost herself in the joyful giddiness of creation. 

 

* 

 

It must have been hours later, she reasoned, when she put the palette down, stretched her 

aching back and shoulders then left the easel. In the main room the fire was nearly spent. She 

heaved another log onto its flickering embers then saw the boy, asleep on a couch. It was 

close to the hearth; he must have pulled it across. The pristine sanctity of seeing a child 

asleep made her happy and she went to the cupboard, found a blanket and draped it across his 

furled body. He rustled and turned; in the soft, shuddering glow of flames, his face was 

unblemished porcelain, lips like jubes, eyelids of gossamer. Instinctively she leaned down 

and kissed his forehead. But it was only when she stood to go to bed, that she noticed the 

bags had moved. Though still unpacked, they were now at the foot of the couch, neatly 

paraded against each other. She smiled, tucked his blanket and clicked out the lights. 
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When she awoke it was very early, grey and still. She was pressed down by thick 

covers, familiar within the scent of her warm, lonely cocoon. When she arose, the dawn-cold 

seeped into her; she put a coat over her clothes and went downstairs. In the half-light, she 

could see that the fire was out and the couch was empty. Her eyes swept along the length of 

the couch, saw that the two leather bags were also gone. 

Her first instinct was to try the upstairs bedroom. He might have wanted a proper bed, 

she thought, proper sheets and a soft feather pillow. She went up the curving stone stairs two 

at a time, and pushed open the heavy oak door. 

Nothing. The surface of the bed was as smooth and white as an ice-rink. 

Panic surged. She went along the hallway, looking in each room, then downstairs to 

do the same. She thought he might have been in her painting room but there, everything was 

as she had left it, undisturbed, a smell of turpentine lingering. The kitchen was empty, 

laundry, bathroom – nothing. 

He must have gone outside. 

Cold air scorched her throat. Above her the sky was cloudless, sunrise creeping into 

the impending blueness. She could hear the beginnings of kookaburra song, see the khaki 

leaves and thin silver trunks of a thousand eucalypts. A carpet of glittering frost coated the 

grass, enough to define small footsteps connecting her house with the main gate fifty metres 

away. She breathed deeply then half-ran half-walked to the gate. It was ajar; as she stepped 

through she could see the boy, standing by the roadside, thumb extended, bags at his feet. He 

heard her approach, dropped his hand and turned to face her; she was struck by the greyness 

of his eyes, the mysterious way they were flecked with gold, like the eyes of a barn owl. All-

seeing all-knowing. 

‘I’m going away,’ he told her. There was a childish conviction in his voice. 

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ she said. 

He shrugged, swivelled away from her.  

‘That way no-one will have to think about me,’ he said. ‘Mum and Dad will have each 

other and you can do your paintings alone.’ He shoved his thumb out towards the road, 

stabbing the air hard. 

‘There’s very little traffic,’ she told him. ‘It’s one of the reasons I live here.’ 

He stared at her for a moment. 

‘Okay,’ he said, then picked up his two bags and walked away from her. She let him 

go, three or four steps then she said: ‘Running away?’ 

He stopped, offered a brief nod. 

‘Start running now,’ she said firmly, ‘and you’ll never stop. You’ll be running for the 

rest of your life.’ There it was: the grandmother oracle, fount of all knowledge. She 

shuddered at how convincing she sounded. 

He remained on the road. A shard of fresh sunlight made the bitumen glisten. 

‘You’ll never stop,’ she repeated. And then: ‘It took me a long time … too long.’  

 

* 

 

Later, as they drank coffee and re-stoked the fire, she told him about running away. She told 

him about being in love and finding out that it was not reciprocal, about sole motherhood and 
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self-dependence, how the city was the loneliest of mankind’s inventions. She remembered her 

trip to the country, the day she had found this place and loved its old stone walls, thick banks 

of lilac wildflowers, the deep green valley behind them. She told him about raising a child – 

his mother – about the pipes freezing in winter, the rattle of silver milk-cans being carried 

along the road, making jam from gooseberries and planting a garden of long sun-coloured 

corn and cherry tomatoes. She told him that she had learned to stop running and that it was 

the single most important thing that anyone could learn. You have teach yourself to be happy 

with who you are, she said, and it sounded trite but she knew it was true anyway. Self-

contentment is a learned state, precious and rare. 

They spent the remainder of the day wrapped in comfortable silence. Occasionally, she 

wondered if he was bored. He said nothing, just read and slept a little, wandered about the cottage and 

touched its walls, the knick-knacks she had accrued. Once he picked up a polished stone, turned it 

over in his fingers, looked at her quizzically. 

‘There’s a creek at the bottom of the valley,’ she explained. ‘When the rains come in spring, it 

runs very fast. I took that stone from the creek.’ 

His brow furrowed. ‘Why?’ 

She looked at the stone again, wondered about the sudden magic that had compelled her to 

pick it up, dry it carefully, place it in the centre of her mantelpiece. 

‘I liked the colours,’ she told him. ‘And the fact that it was so smooth and round. Perfect, I 

suppose, a perfect object.’ 

‘There’s no such thing,’ he said, and she was surprised at how decisively he had spoken. She 

crossed to him and prised the stone from his hands, enjoyed its warmth and the rich ochres. 

‘That depends,’ she said, ‘on how much you look at things.’  

That night he went wordlessly to the bedroom, and she heard him unpacking. When she 

checked on him later he was curled against the wall but the light was still on. She switched it off and 

that was when she heard the sobbing; it was oddly restrained, throaty, like it shouldn’t have been there 

but he didn’t know how to stop it. Tentatively, she sat on the edge of the bed. After a while the sounds 

stopped and the room became quiet and still, like a museum. 

‘I’m fine,’ he said eventually. ‘Don’t worry about me.’ 

Such brittleness, she thought; a voice as easily cracked as ice on a lake. She put her hand out, 

found the lump of his shoulder beneath the blankets, stroked it softly, gently, mechanically.  

‘I’m fine,’ he said again. 

‘Good.’ But she stayed with him a while longer, still stroking his shoulder, waiting for the 

steady breathing of sleep. When it came, she waited a few minutes more then left him, hoping 

fervently that somehow, morning would render a renewal. 

The next day was warmer, and the boy seemed brighter, more interested. After breakfast – he 

was ravenous – they fed the hens and picked some tomatoes. He helped her bottle them and even 

washed up the dishes, swept the floor.  

‘We never do this at home,’ he told her, almost triumphantly. She looked at him, wondering 

what he meant. 

‘There’s a cleaning lady,’ he explained. ‘She comes in twice a week. Mum says it’s more 

convenient.’ 

Mid-morning she heard the buzz of the postman’s motorbike and asked him to run down to 

the gate and collect the mail. He went willingly enough but when he returned she could see that he 

was again downcast. He held out a letter to her; it was from his mother. 

She sat on the couch and read the single page twice. 

‘What does she say?’ he asked.  
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Her voice, when she answered, sounded odd, far away. 

‘Just checking that you’re okay,’ she said. ‘Oh, and they send their love.’ 

He went outside into the sun and stretched like a cat while she sat amidst the wreckage of her 

betrayal. An extra couple of weeks would be wonderful, if you could manage it … Jonathon has a 

meeting in Melbourne then we were hoping to take some time off together and do the Ocean Road … 

maybe a week or so in Adelaide … I’m sure Jamie is enjoying being in the country … all our love … 

‘Can we go for a walk?’ he yelled from outside. ‘Into the valley?’ 

His face peeked back at her, shiny and red from the fresh air. 

‘I’ll get my shoes,’ she told him. 

They crossed over a hill of pungent, wavering grass, picking wildflowers as they went then 

tossing them into the breeze. She showed him the track that led down into the valley. Excited, he ran 

ahead, leaping and skipping with easy agility. It gladdened her that he waited for her where the light 

faded and shrubs turned to trees, grass to leaf mould. They descended together; the path became rocky 

and irregular and at one stage they had to vault a fallen tree, its upturned roots sagging like chopped 

tentacles.  

‘I can hear the creek,’ he said, and she marvelled at the new robustness and anticipation in his 

voice. 

At the bottom of the valley there were shadows and angles of diffused light, olive plants with 

thick protrusions, a dank wet smell and the creek, stagnant in places, gushing in others. The boy 

leaned down and tasted the water, lifted his sleeve then ran his finger-tips along the surface of the 

creek-bed. 

‘What are you doing?’ she asked. 

‘I want my own stone,’ he told her. ‘So I can put it next to yours.’ 

He found one too; it was blue and black, bruised-looking but solid, elliptical. He dried it 

carefully with his shirt and then stowed it inside a jacket pocket. As they returned slowly to the 

cottage, she noticed that he kept checking the pocket, making sure his stone was still there.  

After lunch she left him lying on the couch reading, and she went into her beautiful room to 

work on her painting. The colours on her palette soon mixed into new shades, and – more confident 

now – she began to transfer them to the canvas with long, extravagant, flourishing strokes. The 

painting took form: it was a cornucopia of greens and oranges, luminous yellows and more blues than 

the sky could offer, a dark centre. She became lost in its vibrancy, bewitched, imagining herself 

caught in the whirlpool of colour, spun around wildly until she shrank and diminished to nothingness.  

‘What’s that?’ he asked. 

She jumped, startled. The boy was standing beside her, staring at the splattered canvas. She 

took a pace back, distancing herself from her work. 

‘The valley,’ she told him, wondering why she felt suddenly embarrassed. 

He stared at the painting again with an enormous unfathomable intensity. 

‘That’s not how it looks.’ 

She looked at the swirls, whorls, rolls, swimming shapes, curves, boxes, lines that plumed 

then petered. 

‘No,’ she agreed. ‘That’s not how it looks. For me, that’s how it feels.’ 

She didn’t expect him to understand, so she was pleasantly surprised when he at least nodded. 

He pointed to the dark centre. 

‘What’s this bit?’ 

She considered for a moment. 

‘That,’ she said, ‘is how I felt once when I was alone in the valley and night fell. I couldn’t 

find the track and the wind was making the trees bend and there were animal noises that I didn’t trust. 
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Up until that moment I had loved the valley, but then I learned that it could be dangerous too…and 

that scared me.’ 

She pointed to the dark centre of the canvas. 

‘That’s my fear,’ she said simply. 

He was silent. Outside, she saw, the sun had fallen behind a ragged fringe of trees on the 

distant horizon of hills.  

‘Can I paint?’ he asked her. 

She set him up with his own easel and a thick sheet of cartridge paper to begin with. Initially 

his hand was still; he squished some colours onto a palette but then stared impassively at the white 

sheet for some time. It is the most difficult moment, she thought, the first dab. Breaking the white, 

staining perfection.  

Soon though, he had begun … and then, as he came to understand what he was doing, it 

happened quickly, with all the daring and impetuosity of youth. She was desperate to have a look but 

he had turned his easel away from her and she was equally anxious not to interrupt the flow – there 

was, she knew, nothing more frustrating than that. She watched his face as he painted, saw flickers of 

different emotions catch his eyes like flames in a mirror, but most of all she saw his focus – the job 

had to be done. She tried to concentrate on her own work but it was too difficult; she found herself 

standing with the brush clenched in her fist, watching him intently, supporting his endeavour as best 

she could. 

Finally it was finished. ‘Can I …?’ she began to ask, but he had already turned the easel 

around.  

She saw an explosion of soft bright colours, patternless, random, glorious, all waves and 

baubles of light, dancing from the paper. 

‘What is it?’ she asked. 

‘Here,’ he told her proudly. He was smiling; she could see that his love for what he had 

created was genuine and complete. 

‘It’s lovely,’ she said quietly, meaning it. ‘Like the day-time.’ 

He nodded. 

‘No dark bits,’ he murmured. Then: ‘Can I do some more?’ 

This time she fetched him a proper canvas. He propped it on the easel and began to paint 

immediately, brush swinging freely, mouth bunched with a happy concentration. When she saw that 

he was immersed she returned to her own work, and the silence of their togetherness was only broken 

by an occasional swish of wet paint and the low, sleepy whistling of roosting birds in a country dusk. 


