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Dedication
To the yarn-spinners of the Australian bush who filled my
head with their stories when I was a boy. Like those longago story-tellers, Thursday’s Child doesn’t pretend to be
historically correct. He never lets a fact get in the way of a
good yarn!
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PART ONE

Toe in The House Of Foote

I

’ve had an uneasy feeling that I’ve let my ambition run
away from my ability when I resolved to write my life
story for my son, Harry, over there in England. After all, in
my almost-seventy years, I haven’t written anything longer
than my correspondence with Caitlin—just a few pages at
a time and them not often. But for most of those almostseventy years, I’ve been reading the writings of thousands
of men and women: some of them brilliant, some of them
foolish, and some somewhere in between. I must have learned
something I can imitate. I reckon if I stick closely to my tale
in nice short sentences and don’t let myself get carried away
with too many fancy adjectives, I just might make a go of it.
The telling of my earliest years should be made with a
Welsh accent, but it’s beyond my talents to write in anything
but the plainest of English, so you’ll have to imagine the
rumbling lilt of my foster-father Lloyd Foote. He was a
stocky man with short, strong arms bristling with thick sooty
hair, a look of perpetual challenge to the world in his coalblack eyes. He rescued me from certain death when I was
just a babe.
Picture a tiny prospecting settlement in a very inhospitable
landscape, where a hundred or so opal-bemused miners
excavated potholes in a stony ridge in search of an elusive
treasure. Finding the right geological structure, the podge,
was fluky enough, but even then the gems were scattered
thinly, cruelly even, as if by a teasing God to tempt and retempt the search, but rarely to reward it.
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The prospectors bought their mining leases one by one,
built shacks or pitched their tents, and then toiled in the
awful heat of summer and the biting south-westerlies of
winter until death overcame them or failing spirits drove
them away. Many brought wives. Children were born and
died, mostly from typhoid in the summer when the receding
pools in the drainage line—you couldn’t call it a creek—
became contaminated. There was no other source. The adults
survived because they slaked their thirst with tea made from
boiled water.
In the early heady days, the mining field was christened
“Solomon’s Ridge,” a name inspired by that fabulous king.
It had been set in motion by an inquisitive boundary-rider,
who picked up a handful of pretty stones around a waterhole.
Those days had been rich enough for long enough to inspire
a general store and a post office. Lloyd Foote was postmaster
and, in Solomon’s Ridge, sole representative of Her Majesty
Queen Victoria in faraway England. Lloyd and his wife
Gwynneth had emigrated from a damp, grey, chilly valley
in Wales in search of a dry and sunny climate, in the hope
it might forestall their son’s tuberculosis, but it didn’t work
out that way. He died during the voyage out and was buried
at sea. I saw a burial at sea once, but I’ll tell the story of it
later on.
Mr and Mrs Foote and their two little girls were assisted
migrants, their passage paid by the Colonial Government,
which needed people like Lloyd, who could read and write to
run the machinery of government. Lloyd had been a door-todoor village postman in Wales and had made a spectacular
advance by signing an immigration form whereby he
was promoted to the rank of Colonial Postmaster. The
fine print on the government form said he had agreed to
serve wherever they assigned him. Lloyd Foote was sent to
Solomon’s Ridge.
There was a small but sound dwelling connected to
the post office at the rear, and even though the salary was
meagre, it was regular, and the Foote family lacked none
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of the necessities of life. Mrs Gwynneth Foote was used to
thrift; the poverty of her childhood years in a coal-mining
village had taught her skills she simply adapted to her new
circumstances. There was a she-goat for milk, a few hardy
vegetables growing in a protected corner of the yard, and not
one drop of water was consumed without first being boiled
and boiled again in the big iron kettle forever simmering,
winter and summer, at the back of the wood-burning stove.
Lloyd complained that she boiled the life out of the water and
the tea tasted flat, but it was free from the dreaded typhoid.
Mrs Foote had no intention of losing another of her hardborne children.
Solomon’s Ridge was quietly fading into oblivion, like
hundreds of other precious-mineral prospecting-settlements
around Australia. Lloyd and Gwynneth Foote were patient.
They knew sooner or later, Her Majesty would decide to close
her post office and they would be moved on. The important
thing was to do the job well so Lloyd would be promoted to
a more desirable location.
Lloyd was exemplary. He wore his heavy, navy-blue serge
uniform complete with its brass cuff-buttons, fireman’s
braces, the regulation three-sixteenth’s of an inch thick-leather
belt, white shirt and tie, all topped off with the postmaster’s
cap with its gold-trimmed visor and the Imperial Coat of
Arms. He wore it in all weathers, even through the heat of
summer, whenever he made his daily round delivering the
letters and parcels. He sought out addressees individually to
put telegrams in hand, even when it required the skills of a
detective to track down the present alias of the addressee.
Many miners and their women were truant from former lives;
more than a few were, in fact, fugitives. Lloyd treated all with
professional courtesy and discretion. He sent their money
from place to place down the singing wire; he retrieved it up
the same slender conduit that connected Solomon’s Springs
with the great world. It was he who officiated at the burial
services for their poor dead babes, the accidental deaths, the
occasional suicides, and the mothers for whom the travails
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of this world were over. He witnessed their contracts, handed
out mining leases to the hopeful, and signed Lloyd W Foote
JP with a proud flourish.
Here’s where my tale begins, because it was while Lloyd
Foote was on duty as Her Majesty’s Postmaster, that we first
met.
On a hot, but seasonable February afternoon, Lloyd
delivered a letter posted in England and addressed to a
miner and his wife, Mr and Mrs Peter Tobin. Mr Tobin had
been comparatively fortunate when he and his wife had first
arrived in Solomon’s Ridge, successful enough to build quite
a comfortable little two-room dwelling with a verandah at
the back and a modest porch at the front. It even had flyscreens on the doorways and a proper brick chimney. Then a
year or so later, Mrs Tobin gave birth to a child, at the same
time as his luck ran down. Lately they’d been eating rabbit,
living hand-to-mouth, and running up debts at the store
like almost everybody else. Mr and Mrs Tobin were a quiet
couple. Lloyd had rarely spoken to them, but when he did,
their guarded replies were in the more-or-less refined accents
of the “Home Counties.” Mr and Mrs Tobin, like many of
their fellows, had known other lives.
Lloyd undid the rope that secured a rough front gate tied to
the post with a twist of fencing wire for hinges. In accordance
with post office regulations, he blew twice on his whistle
to announce he was about to enter a private property on
official post office business. Fortunately, he was still outside
the fence, because a powerful dingo-brown dog with angry
yellow eyes and impressive canine teeth bounded around
the corner and stood guard on the gravel path, commanding
him to stay out with ferocious barks and snarls. Most miners
had dogs like this guarding their dwellings to deter a casual
thief looking for an easy opal. Lloyd considered using the
old postman’s trick of holding out his cap for the dog to sniff
and then kicking it in the throat while it was thus unsighted,
but after making another assessment of the dog, he changed
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his mind: it was made of sterner stuff. Lloyd blew another
summons on his post office whistle.
Within he could hear a young child crying; bellowing was
a closer description. He thought, What a lusty pair of lungs;
it must be a Welsh boy! The cottage door opened and a thin
woman with a distracted expression emerged. Through the
open door he caught a glimpse of a small child standing up
in his cot with his fat hands gripping the rail and his face
contorted in a furious display of futile anger, the reason
for which had already been forgotten and only the joy of
making a loud noise remained. Lloyd greeted the woman as
Mrs Tobin. She quietened the dog and came to the gate to
receive the letter from his outstretched hand. She looked at
it with a puzzled expression, but did not speak. Lloyd later
remembered the letter well, because its thick manila envelope
looked like an official communication of some kind, and was
addressed in a fine hand, with one of those multi-hyphenated
names, favoured by law firms, inscribed on the back panel.
In later days, he gave himself headaches trying to recall
those hyphenated names, but the memory was blocked. He
could visualise the envelope, the stamps, the franking, and
the copperplate addressing, but never those three names.
The letter bore striking stamps, a new issue since the Footes
had left home, commemorating a great victory somewhere
in Africa. Abigail, their elder daughter, would soon be old
enough to start a stamp collection, so he had asked Mrs Tobin
if she wanted the stamps, and if not, could he please come
by and collect the envelope in a week or so. She assented
with a nod and the trace of a sad smile. You know about the
Irish revolutionary who was supposed to have been hung
on a comma? Well, my life on Earth was decided by Lloyd
Foote’s whimsical notion of starting a stamp collection for
his daughter Abigail.
Not quite a week later, on the last Thursday of February,
Lloyd walked back from the hungry end of the ridge after
making a delivery to a couple of young fellows who’d pitched
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a tent and pegged out a claim, musing over how long they’d
last before their youthful optimism evaporated. He thought
he might as well use this as an opportunity to detour on his
journey home and collect the stamps, if Mrs Tobin hadn’t
forgotten her promise. Lloyd made a shortcut through an
abandoned property to the rear fence of the Tobin’s yard. The
back door was open, the screen door gauze ripped, and from
inside came the sound of the little Tobin boy bellowing as he
had been on Lloyd’s first visit. When his eyes accustomed
to the shade, he could see the yellow dog pacing around and
around the cot, occasionally attempting to squeeze its head
through the bars. The child was moving from side to side
in the cot to stay as far as possible from the black muzzle
intruding into his sanctuary. The dog appeared to be dragging
a chain attached to its collar, as if it had broken loose from
a kennel.
Out came the postman’s whistle to summon Mrs Tobin.
The black hairs, with just a sprinkling of greys, erected down
the back of his neck; something was plainly wrong. No Mrs
Tobin came, but a leaping, snarling, yellow-eyed beast burst
out through the rip in the screen door by which it had plainly
entered the house. It confronted him, inviting him to step into
the yard and have his throat ripped out. The only small thing
about Lloyd Foote was the distance between the top of his
skull and the soles of his feet. Anybody who knows anything
about the Welsh will know what was going to happen next.
Postmaster Foote was instantly transformed into the Welsh
Warrior, against whom Edward the Longshanks was obliged
to build his chain of massive fortified castles. Did you know
they used to charge into battle naked? Instantly there was
a refrain of “Men of Harlech” on his lips with the phrase
“They shall bite the dust” repeated over and over. Lloyd
Foote had a plan of attack already half-formed in his mind.
Off came the navy serge jacket; shirtsleeves were rolled up
to free the powerful forearms. Not far inside the fence was
the woodpile and on it, partly driven into a billet, the axe,
favoured weapon of the ancient Welsh who’d learned its
might from the terrifying Viking.
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Lloyd needed to distract the hound for a short while. He
planned to swing from an overhanging branch with his blackbristled arm to retrieve that axe. Just then a cat appeared
from the deserted house behind him, saw a gullible human,
and pretended to be friendly in the hope of an edible reward.
Lloyd took the cat by the tail and slung it underarm as far
as he could into the yard; the hound had to choose between
a man outside the perimeter or a cat inside its territory. The
ancient enmity prevailed, and the hound raced toward the cat,
which used up one of its nine lives in the narrowest of escapes
up a scrubby tree. Lloyd returned safely back over the fence
before the dog realised the futility of a non-climbing canine
attempting to reach a treed cat. From then on, it was just a
contest between a man with a strong arm, a cool head, and
a deadly weapon closing in from a position of safety to kill
an instinct-driven animal. By raising his hand high above the
hound’s head, Lloyd lured it into attempting to reach him by
standing upright at the fence and, when the axe struck, the
force of the blow split its yellow skull.
The baby in the cot was the sole inhabitant. He had a few
claw scratches and a small tooth wound on one ankle, but
was otherwise undamaged. Flies swarmed on a putrid nappy.
He was dehydrated, too. Lloyd assumed the small quantity of
water in the kettle hanging over the fire had been boiled, and
soaked his never-used-for-nose-blowing-or-brow-mopping,
clean-every-day white handkerchief from his uniform’s top
pocket and gave it to the baby to suck. He cleaned him up and,
when searching for a clean nappy and a change of pyjamas,
was puzzled to find all those things in a small canvas bag by
the door with a handwritten label saying “for Mrs Halloran”
attached to it.
Mrs Halloran was a very deaf old lady who lived next
door in what had once been a neat little cottage, but was now
neglected. Her husband and two sons worked a mining lease
on another part of the field a good ten miles away and usually
camped out there for a few days before one or another of
them came home for supplies and to check on the welfare
of the old lady. Understandably, there was no answer to his
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knock. A pink envelope addressed to Mrs Halloran was
slipped into the frame of the screen door. It was written in
the same flowery feminine hand as the label on the bag. After
trying a few experimental knocks, just in case her hearing
had miraculously improved, he entered by the back door
calling and knocking on the wooden walls as he went so as
not to alarm her. There she was in her usual place, sitting in
her rocking chair, a pile of mending on her lap, the Lives of
the Saints and her ear trumpet by her side.
Lloyd and Mrs Foote knew the Hallorans well. They
seemed to have the skill or the Irish Luck to make consistently
small finds of the elusive opal, but never a fortune-maker.
In her younger years, when Solomon’s Ridge was more
populous, Mrs Halloran had accepted the role of midwife to
the otherwise unsupported women of the mining community.
She had shared the small tragedies of Solomon’s Ridge with
Lloyd for some years, and it had fostered a certain weary
comradeship between them. With the role of compassionate,
but untutored midwife and nurse, came the inevitable
burden of tending to the dead: sometimes, mothers who
didn’t survive childbirth; sometimes miners killed through
accident; a few infrequent suicides; but most of all the grim
task of preparing and wrapping the corpses of little ones,
including three of her own, for their coffin-less burials in
the graveyard at the foot of the hill. Her husband and sons
were honorary gravediggers. The piled-up earth over the
graves gradually subsided, as its weight pressed the little uncoffined bodies down into the clay until the surface was quite
flat again.
Mrs Halloran greeted Lloyd and, as he handed over the
note, he shouted through the ear trumpet where he’d found
it. She read the note and told him it was from Mrs Tobin
informing her they had been called away urgently to Silver
Hill, the big town a hundred miles away by rail. They were
going to walk to the rail siding at Little Hampton twenty
miles away and catch the train, so they would be leaving at
sundown. They wouldn’t be away for more than a couple of
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days and could she please mind the baby. There was a bag
with his necessities by the door. The note said they had tied
the dog up and supplied it with food and water, so it wouldn’t
bother her. The note had no date, and when Lloyd asked her
how long it had been since she’d opened the front door, she
said she didn’t ever open it. The hallway was full of mining
tools, and she only ever used the back door, so anything left
at the front door would not be found unless one of the men
saw it when he came home. The menfolk hadn’t been home
for days.
The kindly old thing started to fuss about and rouse herself
to carry out her neighbour’s wishes, but Lloyd stopped her.
He didn’t tell her anything about the true state of affairs, just
reassured her Mrs Foote had plenty of time on her hands
and would be happy to mind the little chap until his mother
and father came home. When he asked her the baby’s name,
shouting, “What’s his name?” down the ear trumpet a dozen
times, Mrs Halloran shrugged and told him she had only ever
heard Mrs Tobin call him Thursday’s Child.
Lloyd returned to the Tobin cottage to tidy up. He lifted
the stiffening dog’s body by its broken chain and dropped
it down the pit lavatory at the back of the yard. The cane
washing-basket would serve as a cradle to bear the baby
home. “He came into our home in a basket like baby Moses
from the bullrushes,” my foster-father was fond of telling.

***
My foster-mother Gwynneth had longed for a son to replace
little Lloyd who lay beneath the great ocean, even though it
had been for his sake they’d left the cool green valleys of
Wales to make a new home in this frightful place, trusting a
dry climate to cure his tuberculosis. The Footes were Welsh
Methodists who staunchly held that God determined their
destinies. “Put your hand in the hand of God,” Lloyd would
say, “and He will lead you to the light.” It was more for her
beloved Lloyd’s sake than her own that she craved to carry a
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son to take his name, but even though he could still make her
moan when he hugged her close in the night, they made no
more babies after little Lloyd sank beneath the waves in his
canvas coffin wreathed in chain. For herself she was content
with her girls, Abigail and Caitlin, not yet old enough to be
crushed by the squalor of their surroundings—both healthy
and thriving under her intuitive management. She prayed
every night for Lloyd to be shifted soon to a more agreeable
town before this awful place ground them down.
In a single afternoon, all those introspections were wiped
away by the homecoming of Postmaster Lloyd Foote,
preceded by his wake-the-dead voice calling her name to
herald the approach of something dramatic. “What is his
name?” Gwynneth Foote asked after I was bathed and stuffed
to the gills with fresh goat’s milk and a crust of new-baked
bread. “All I learned from good Mrs Halloran was how Mrs
Tobin called him Thursday’s Child. ‘Thursday’s Child with
far to go’! That’s no proper name for a Christian babe!”
“Let me think on it.” Lloyd solved the naming problem
very quickly, reasoning that, “If his father is Peter Tobin, he
is a first-born son, so he will carry his father’s name, and
because of the manner of his coming into our house, we will
call him Moses as well. He will be Peter Moses Tobin to us,
until his mother and father come to take him home. He’ll be
a little Toe in the house of Foote!”
“How old is it?” asked Abigail. There are plenty of pagan
relics in the spirituality of the Welsh. My birthday, Lloyd
Foote decreed, would be celebrated on the anniversary of
the day he rescued me, saying, “If God hadn’t directed my
footsteps, Peter Moses would certainly have died a horrible
death tonight. God saved him, not Lloyd Foote. It was He
who strengthened my arm against a hound from Hell. The
opposite of death is birth so it’s fitting for us to celebrate his
birthday on this day, the last Thursday of February.”
That settled the matter for all time. Called Thursday’s
Child by his mother (no doubt because he had been born
on that day) and rescued and brought into the sanctuary
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of the Foote household on a Thursday, the last Thursday
in February became the day chosen to mark off another
year of my blessings under the grace of God. Thursday’s
Child didn’t completely disappear from the Foote family
vocabulary. It became an epithet used by Abigail, my enemy.
If she called me anything at all, she called me that, her
witch’s way of reminding me that I was an intruder in her
home—a nameless, foundling cast-off. She used to tease me
by using the old nursery rhyme as a skipping chant, over and
over, from Monday to Thursday, but never all the days of the
week. “Monday’s child is fair of face, Tuesday’s child is full
of grace, Wednesday’s child is full of woe, Thursday’s child
has far to go.” She almost did me in, not long after I’d learned
that legs were made for standing and feet for walking. That’s
a story for later.
Lloyd had attempted a discussion with Mrs Halloran
concerning the Tobins, but it didn’t achieve much. Although
he had presumed Mrs Halloran had delivered the baby, she
contradicted him. She said when Mrs Tobin came to term,
she had been taken away in a hired buggy and returned not
less than a month later. “Look at the little chap,” she had
said. “He’s been circumcised. He was delivered in a proper
hospital by a proper doctor!” It only complicated the mystery.
My parents didn’t come to collect me—not the next day,
or the day after, or the next week, or the next month. Local
gossip speculated about an inheritance—perhaps the letter
from the lawyers was advice to that effect. Perhaps they
had time constraints, to be in a certain place by a certain
time, like you read about in Mr Dickens’s novels. Somehow
the maternal bond severed, and my mother lacked the will
to return. They certainly hadn’t returned before the long
hoped-for day when Her Majesty decided to close the post
office at Solomon’s Ridge and promote her diligent servant
to the position of postmaster at Kangamite, a rural town
about four hundred miles to the southeast of Solomon’s
Ridge, but so different in climate, vegetation, and rainfall
that it might have been in another country. The wide Pacific
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Ocean, connector of the tenuous links between the old and
new worlds, was only a twelve-hour trip away by rail to the
Capital City, Sydney, where the famous harbour’s thicket of
masts and spars was giving way to less romantic clusters of
reeking funnels.
Kangamite had prospered as a service town, establishing
itself through the combined ambitions of the pioneer farmers,
who came to plough the red loam and feed their flocks on its
excellent pastures, and the enterprising traders, who supplied
their needs. As the pioneers’ successors settled into the
rhythms of the annual cycle of grain-growing and livestockraising, Kangamite had expanded to meet their needs and to
value-add to their produce through secondary industries. By
the time Lloyd Foote arrived to apply his robust energy to the
prestigious role of postmaster, it was a town of ten thousand
inhabitants, with shady tree-lined streets, six churches, ten
hotels, and a scattering of handsome houses nudging up
against the unpretentious cottages of labourers. The mayor,
Kangamite’s most successful department store owner, was
fond of saying, “If Kangamite hasn’t got it, you don’t need
it!” It was as if the built structures of the town had to keep up
with the grandeur of the post office, which must have looked
incongruous when it had been built a quarter century ago,
fronting what was then an unpaved street replete with puddles
and wheel-ruts in winter and swirling dust mixed with horse
manure in summer. Her Majesty’s Colonial Government had
built dozens of them, all from the same plan, regardless of
whether they faced north, south, east, or west, ignoring the
climatic differences of their sites, each with its clock tower
and its Roman columns. Their purpose was as much to
announce the Imperial presence in solid brick as to provide a
useful function. The postmaster’s residences were designed
by the same London architect, who couldn’t conceive how
his one plan fits all, might not be entirely appropriate for the
Southern Hemisphere, where the shadows are on the south
side—if, in fact, he was aware such peculiarities existed on
Planet Earth. Some windows on the north side to admit a
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little warming sunlight in winter would have been much
appreciated by its inhabitants.
Thereafter, Solomon’s Ridge was known to me only
through the recitation of my early history. I never visited it.
The general store closed immediately after the post office
folded, Mr and Mrs Halloran died, and the sons drifted away.
Soon Solomon’s Ridge was just another of the world’s wornout treasure-sites, its man-made structures ground down by
the grit on the westerly winds, a cluster of tiny graves soon
to be anonymous, as the termites felled their wooden crosses
one by one.
My childhood years were contained within the boundaries
of Kangamite Shire, with its red-gum fringed river, the neat
brick postmaster’s cottage with English flowers and Welsh
vegetables, the domestic comforts of a good woman I called
Auntie Gwynneth, and the secure rule of a strong-armed man,
small only in stature, I called Uncle Lloyd. He declared I
should not call them Mother and Father, because I had a mother
and father who might appear any day, and, furthermore, I was
not their adopted son; I was their guest, the infant stranger
God had brought into their family for them to succour and
love, as he put it. The titles Uncle and Aunt were commonly
used in those days for old friends of the family. Most children
in regular households had several of them. I called Abigail
and Caitlin “my sisters”, and my Uncle Lloyd and Auntie
Gwynneth referred to them as “your sisters”. Abigail was
three years older than I, and, just by comparing our stages of
competence, Caitlin was judged my elder by a few months.
How much older was a matter of conjecture. Nobody knew
exactly how old I was, somewhere between one and two when
I entered the Foote family—just whether it was closer to one
than two wasn’t known. I was a long, skinny, blue-eyed baby,
who grew into a lanky child with a mop of badly cut, fair hair,
forever falling over my forehead.
Succoured and loved I surely was, but I was just as surely
chastised for my transgressions, which were many, because
I was a headstrong child. Uncle Lloyd would pronounce
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judgment; unbuckle that thick and wide, post-office-standard,
leather belt, grab me with a hairy hand, drag me across a
chair; and flog me with great accuracy and extraordinary
force on my tender buttocks. Much of my punishment was
deserved, but my elder sister Abigail had, right from the day
I arrived, regarded me as a usurper. She invented tales, and
even committed small acts of sabotage on my behalf, like a
broken window, a trampled plant, a gate left open to admit
the she-goat in to consume the leeks, and would then stand
behind her father’s back watching with a mocking smile
while I was flogged. My peer, Caitlin, ran to the furthest
corner of the yard and blocked her ears whenever Uncle
Lloyd unbuckled the belt. “It’s not you I’m beating, but the
Devil in you. It is him who makes you lie and deceive and
rebel. Confess your guilt and beg God’s forgiveness!”
When I became sexually aware in adolescence, it dawned
on me that Uncle Lloyd was aroused by flogging me. While
I lay in my little bed after a flogging, trying to find a position
to quell my smarting buttocks and conjuring images of the
carriage of my princely father and exquisite mother reining
in at the door to take me away to a life of ease, my ears
might pick up rhythmic bed-creaking sounds I couldn’t
identify, and deep-muttered Welsh language, chortles, gasps,
and stifled moans followed by motionless sleep—the Footes
had copulated. In later years, I found it puzzling why all the
males who had authority over boys wanted to flog them. Boys
who went to the Roman Catholic school said it was worse.
One of their teaching brothers was notorious for the rising
protuberance in his cassock when he caned them.
Through the juvenile years, when my view of the world
was confined within the boundaries of Lloyd Foote’s domain,
Caitlin was my imaginative playmate while ever I restrained
my impetuous nature. If I were boisterous or unintentionally
caused her pain, she would weep quietly and leave me in a
kind of Siberia for a day or two. I soon learned to follow her
lead in play making. Her favourite was a game she invented
after we had learned to read and write with confidence. One
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of us would turn the pages of our pictorial Bible or a picture
book blindfolded, choose an illustration, and then both of us
would make a drawing of some part of the picture and write
a little story about it.
Abigail-the-Witch is in my earliest clear memory of an
event. I suppose I was three and a bit, walking without
stumbling and climbing anything that looked as if the view
might be more interesting from up there. This particular
summer evening Caitlin was in bed with a fever, Uncle Lloyd
and Auntie Gwynneth had answered an urgent call from a
neighbour to come quickly to help lift an old man who’d
fallen downstairs, and Abigail, no more than seven by my
calculation, was in charge of the household. I recall it was
the twilight of a warm summer evening when she took my
hand and led me out into the backyard to pee before putting
me to bed. From quite a distance away on the other side of
the river, a mother, more casual than Auntie Gwynneth, was
attempting to call her children home. She had a high-pitched
lilting voice and it carried, clear and plaintive across the
water. “Come to Mother! Come home to Mother!” Abigail
gave a meaning to her cry. “It’s your mother, Peter. She’s
come back for you.” She unlatched the back gate and led me
along the path and down the bank to the riverside. I hadn’t
ever been so close to running water. “Come to Mother! Come
home to Mother!”
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