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Chapter Three

A Short History of Theo Leaving.

A Short History of Theo Leaving (i)

 For  three nights I dreamed of the farm where the magpies sang. The first night I was watching a violent storm through the kitchen window. We used to love watching storms as children, but in the dream Theo was out in it and I couldn’t make him come in. Suddenly the whole verandah and back section of the house came crashing down and he was nowhere to be seen. 

The second night the dream was a home-made video starring my two sisters and myself. We were mucking about in the back yard at the farm-house which is now derelict. We were shooting the video for our mother, but I realised she wouldn’t want to see how broken-down the house is now.  She would want to remember it the way it was.

The third night Theo and I were standing near the wood-heap looking down across the farm towards the back paddock. It was very grassy and green from all the rain, but the fence had been shifted by the new owners and the cow yard and shed were gone. I sobbed with a terrible grief that the evidence of my childhood there was disappearing forever.

‘Are you thinking of when you were a little kid?’ Theo asked.

A Short History of Theo Leaving (ii)  

 Kit came to see me with an announcement to make.  It was after the winter kite-flying in Byron Bay and before the hot humid summer. Kit was as big as a heavy-weight boxer and walked with a limp after falling through a ceiling he’d been building. I don’t know that you could call falling through a ceiling a little thing but that was the way it worked for Kit - he had been an actor and between acting jobs, a builder, but he gave up both and was now studying to be a lawyer. I could tell by the conciliatory tone Kit adopted that the announcement was a major one and one I wouldn’t like.

'I want to leave the Mountains. I think Melbourne might be good.'

 I thought at first he was discussing possibilities, asking me what I thought, but he had already decided. He intended to take Theo nearly halfway across Australia, more than a thousand kilometres away.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘I want to make a fresh start,’ he said.

 ‘But you’ve done that already. You’ve started your life again. You’re almost qualified as a lawyer already. You don’t have to go to the other end of the country.

‘No-one will know about Dina there. They’ll just meet me and take me as I am. I don’t want to be “poor Kit whose wife had a brain haemorrhage and died” for the rest of my life.’

 ‘What about Theo though?’ My heart started to beat harder. My body was always such a traitor; it gave me away every time.

‘He’ll be fine. I’ll look out for him.’

‘But will you? You already get so immersed in your study or whatever you’re doing, you don’t notice how he is. He has to go to after school care every day because you’re studying and he hates it.’ I knew I had leapt over a boundary but I’d been gathering to make the leap for a while. I sat neatly on my lounge, trying to find the right place to put my hands. Do they go along the arms of the chair or on your lap when you think you know better than someone else how to bring up their own child and you’re going to tell them so? I folded them under my chest then quickly unfolded them and put one on my knee and one on the arm of the chair. A deep breath. 

 ‘He never has any friends around either. And he never goes to any friends’ places. Kids need someone to make arrangements for them, ‘phone up other kid’s mothers, drop them off at each other’s place. You’re always studying; none of the other parents know who you are. They need to know who you are so they can arrange visits with you.’

 I kept my eyes on Kit, waiting for the moment he would explode. I would see it in his eyes first and in the muscles around his mouth. There was more to say, and worse. ‘And Theo is picked on every day at school. He’s become a victim. I’ve seen him turn an ordinary game into a problem, even with the kids next door when he’s at my place. Then he gets like a cornered animal. The other kids just zero in on him - they have an instinct for it. They need to see he has someone who will stick up for him. And he needs to feel sure of himself. If you did something with him, bike-riding or something, he’d feel more confident. It really makes a difference with boys. They would stop hurting him.’

I was way outside the bounds of friendship by now and my heart banged with the risk of it.  The skin on my face had tightened, felt smooth and hard like a mask. But I went on and on, making my speech, because I’d already broken the taboo against telling people what to do with their kids and there was no point in backing out now. 

‘That’s it then.’ I said in the end. ‘You can throw me out now.’ A weak smile.

 ‘I know,’ Kit said.

What ? He was supposed to argue with me, defend himself.

‘I know I’ve let him down.’ 

‘He was supposed to tell me to mind my own business. 

‘Things will be different now. In Melbourne.’

The force of my accusations dissipated as if they had hit something completely absorbent. The room echoed a little with the harsh sound of my voice but that was all. 

‘What about Theo and me?’ I said finally.

 ‘You guys can talk on the ‘phone. He can come and visit at the end of the year.’

‘It won’t be the same.’

‘No, it won’t be the same.’

That was it. I had kissed his wriggling two-year-old tummy as I buttoned his shirt; he had made me a crooked blue papier-mâché bowl at school for Mother’s Day; I’d changed his sheets in the night when he’d thrown up all over them after too much blue-iced birthday cake; he’d held my hand every time he crossed the road; I’d yelled at him for nagging me all the way home from the fireworks and said he should be grateful I’d taken him at all on a cold night; he’d brushed my hair into funny styles as I sat on the back step; I’d bought him sets of space Lego; he told me how the other kids had him cornered in the playground at school; we had cuddled on the lounge watching television and he’d gone to sleep in my arms a hundred times. 

What were we going to do now?

A Short History of Theo Leaving (iii)  

The morning Theo was leaving, he climbed into bed with me as he always used to when he was little. He was ten years old, near the end of childhood. Kit had already gone to Melbourne to look for a house so Theo had stayed the whole summer holidays with Antony and me and Mani.

 ‘Here’s a bear hug, I said and I gave him a tight engulfing hug almost squeezing the breath out of him. He giggled and puffed, pretending he had been squashed to death.

 ‘What about a baby hug?’ he asked.

I gave him a soft little cuddle and murmured nonsense endearment

‘And a father hug?’

I gave him a big firm hug, similar to the bear hug but accompanied by deep, gruff ‘My boy,’ exclamations which made him laugh. Then there was a short silence.

‘And a mother hug?’ His voice was shy, his throat vibrating slightly as if the unsayable history we shared was caught there like a moth under a curtain.

My pulse beat with his. We had stepped a long way into each other’s hearts. There was no going back.

 I cuddled him tenderly, kissing the top of his head. ‘My darling boy.’ 

A Short History of Theo Leaving (iv)

It cycles through my mind. The last scene, undramatic, anticlimactic. 

At the airport he was sturdy, no-nonsense. He had a backpack with toys and pencils for the plane. The steward introduced himself to me and to Theo.

‘Time to say good-bye,’  the steward said and looked away as we had one last uncomfortable hug. Theo’s body was already straining to be gone. The steward, the one with the story in his eyes took Theo’s hand and looked at me understandingly. As they disappeared through the departure gate, I heard Theo say, ‘I’m going to see my Dad.’ Or something like that.

I was sturdy, no-nonsense as I walked away. Seven years.

