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Praise for The Passage of Love



‘There is something elegiac about The Passage of Love . . . Miller’s writing has the muscularity of decades-earned craft, spare and unsentimental, probing the sinews of marriage, delineating the arc of love affairs, of struggle and disappointment . . . As the story unfolds, with a melancholy only the facts of life can provide, fiction evaporates, leaving at the end unadorned lines of truth.’


— Irish Times


‘A near masterpiece of autobiographical fiction.’


— Weekend Australian


‘A love letter to the craft of writing . . . A great read, with profound insights into the nature of love and creativity.’


— Australian Financial Review


‘Miller’s story is long, intense, and vital.’


— Australian Book Review


‘A rich addition to the growing shelf of autofiction, from a seasoned storyteller.’


— Kirkus (starred review)






Praise for Coal Creek



‘Told in sinewy, taciturn prose, Coal Creek is a brilliantly realised character piece.’


— The Herald (Glasgow)


‘[Miller’s] most recent novel, Coal Creek, may well be his finest work. It is an astonishing story of love caught up in a savage injustice . . . the novel triumphs through the evocation of the bush as an intimidating wonder ready to test all comers.’


— Eileen Battersby, Irish Times


‘Alex Miller’s Coal Creek is a triumph. If ever there were an example of a novelist simultaneously commanding yet somehow at the mercy of a character’s voice, this is it.’


— Tim Winton, The Australian, Best Books of 2013


‘Miller has been a master of visceral description from as long ago as the first novel he published . . . What might also be considered are the likenesses, more than ever apparent, between his career and that of Patrick White. Each draws deeply on his youthful experience working in the outback. Each writes of the making of art. They are alike adept at acrid comedies of manners.’


— Weekend Australian


‘It’s difficult to shake off the sense that in Coal Creek Miller has struck a kind of grace note in a literary career already lauded for a certain touch of resonant genius. For Coal Creek is that rare, mystifyingly powerful novel that lodges itself, unbidden, deep in the human marrow . . . Miller brings a rare empathy and melodic power to this tale which is, at one level, a timeless tale of friendship and love, betrayal and injustice. At another it is like a ballad to country – timeless, evocative, and unforgettable.’


— West Australian






Praise for Autumn Laing



‘. . . in many respects Miller’s best yet . . . a penetrating and moving examination of long-dead dreams and the ravages of growing old.’


— Times Literary Supplement


‘A beautiful book.’


— Irish Times


‘Such riches. All of Alex Miller’s wisdom and experience—of art, of women and what drives them, of writing, of men and their ambitions—and every mirage and undulation of the Australian landscape are here, transmuted into rare and radiant fiction. An indispensable novel.’


— Australian Book Review


‘That Alex Miller in a seemingly effortless fashion is able to gouge out the innermost recesses of the artistic soul in his latest novel, Autumn Laing, speaks volumes about the command he has of his craft and the insights that a lifetime of wrestling with his own creative impulses has brought. Miller has invested this story of art and passion with his own touch of genius and it is, without question, a triumph of a novel.’


— Canberra Times, Panorama


‘Miller has fun with his cast of characters and humour, while black, ripples through the narrative, leavening Autumn’s more corrosive judgements and insights. Miller engages so fully with his female characters that divisions between the sexes seem to melt away and all stand culpable, vulnerable, human on equal ground. Miller is also adept at taking abstract concepts—about art or society—and securing them in the convincing form of his complex, unpredictable characters and their vivid interior monologues.’


— The Monthly


‘Few writers have Miller’s ability to create tension of this depth out of old timbers such as guilt, jealousy, selfishness, betrayal, passion and vision. Autumn Laing is more than just beautifully crafted. It is inhabited by characters whose reality challenges our own.’


— Saturday Age, Life & Style






Praise for Lovesong



‘With Lovesong, one of our finest novelists has written perhaps his finest book . . . Lovesong explores, with compassionate attentiveness, the essential solitariness of people. Miller’s prose is plain, lucid, yet full of plangent resonance.’


— The Age


‘Miller’s brilliant, moving novel captures exactly that sense of a story-built life—wonderful and terrifying in equal measure, stirring and abysmal, a world in which both heaven and earth remain present, yet stubbornly out of reach.’


— Sunday Age


‘Lovesong is a limpid and elegant study of the psychology of love and intimacy. The characterisation is captivating and the framing metafictional narrative skilfully constructed.’


— Australian Book Review


‘. . . a ravishing, psychologically compelling work from one of our best . . .’


— Courier Mail


‘. . . another triumph: lyrical, soothing and compelling. Miller enriches human fragility with literary beauty . . .’


— Newcastle Herald


‘The intertwining stories are told with gentleness, some humour, some tragedy and much sweetness. Miller is that rare writer who engages the intellect and the emotions simultaneously, with a creeping effect.’


— Bookseller & Publisher


‘With exceptional skill, Miller records the ebb and flow of emotion . . . Lovesong is a poignant tale of infidelity; but it is more than that. It is a manifesto for the novel, a tribute to the human rite of fiction with the novelist officiating.’


— Australian Literary Review






Praise for Landscape of Farewell



‘The latest novel by the Australian master, so admired by other writers, and a work of subtle genius.’


— Sebastian Barry


‘Landscape of Farewell is a triumph.’


— Hilary McPhee


‘Alex Miller is a wonderful writer, one that Australia has been keeping secret from the rest of us for too long.’


— John Banville


‘Landscape of Farewell has a rare level of wisdom and profundity. Few writers since Joseph Conrad have had so fine an appreciation of the equivocations of the individual conscience and their relationship to the long processes of history . . . [It is] a very human story, passionately told.’


— Australian Book Review


‘As readers of his previous novels—The Ancestor Game, Prochownik’s Dream, Journey to the Stone Country—will know, Miller is keenly interested in inner lives. Landscape of Farewell continues his own quest, and in doing so, speaks to his reader at the deepest of levels. He juggles philosophical balls adroitly in prose pitched to an emotional perfection. Every action, every comma, is loaded with meaning. As one expects from the best fiction, the novel transforms the reader’s own inner life. Twice winner of the Miles Franklin Award, it is only a matter of time before Miller wins a Nobel. No Australian has written at this pitch since Patrick White. Indeed, some critics are comparing him with Joseph Conrad.’


— Daily News, New Zealand






Praise for Prochownik’s Dream



‘Assured and intense . . . truly gripping . . . This is a thoroughly engrossing piece of writing about the process of making art, a revelatory transformation in fact.’


— Australian Bookseller & Publisher


‘With this searing, honest and exhilarating study of the inner life of an artist, Alex Miller has created another masterpiece.’


— Good Reading


‘Prochownik’s Dream is an absorbing and satisfying novel, distinguished by Miller’s enviable ability to evoke the appearance and texture of paintings in the often unyielding medium of words.’


— Andrew Riemer, Sydney Morning Herald


‘Miller is a master storyteller.’


— The Monthly


‘A beautiful novel of ideas which never eclipse the characters.’


— The Age






Praise for Journey to the Stone Country



‘The most impressive and satisfying novel of recent years. It gave me all the kinds of pleasure a reader can hope for.’


— Tim Winton


‘A terrific tale of love and redemption that captivates from the first line.’


— Nicholas Shakespeare, author of The Dancer Upstairs


‘Miller’s fiction has a mystifying power that is always far more than the sum of its parts . . . his footsteps—softly, deftly, steadily—take you places you may not have been, and their sound resonates for a long time.’


— Andrea Stretton, Sydney Morning Herald


Praise for Conditions of Faith



‘This is an amazing book. The reader can’t help but offer up a prayerful thank you: Thank you, God, that human beings still have the audacity to write like this.’


— Washington Post


‘I think we shall see few finer or richer novels this year . . . a singular achievement.’


— Andrew Riemer, Australian Book Review


‘A truly significant addition to our literature.’


— The Australian


‘My private acid test of a literary work is whether, having read it, it lingers in my mind afterward. Conditions of Faith fulfils that criterion; I am still thinking about Emily.’


— Colleen McCulloch






Praise for The Sitters



‘Like Patrick White, Miller uses the painter to portray the ambivalence of art and the artist. In The Sitters is the brooding genius of light. Its presence is made manifest in Miller’s supple, painterly prose which layers words into textured moments.’


— Simon Hughes, Sunday Age


Praise for The Ancestor Game



‘A wonderful novel of stunning intricacy and great beauty.’


— Michael Ondaatje


‘Extraordinary fictional portraits of China and Australia.’


— New York Times Book Review


‘A major new novel of grand design and rich texture, a vast canvas of time and space, its gaze outward yet its vision intimate and intellectually abundant.’


— The Age






Praise for The Tivington Nott



‘The Tivington Nott abounds in symbols to stir the subconscious. It is a rich study of place, both elegant and urgent.’


— The Age


‘An extraordinarily gripping novel.’


— Melbourne Times


‘Altogether brilliant. This man knows his hunting country.’


— Somerset County Gazette


‘In a virtuoso exhibition, Miller’s control never once falters.’


— Canberra Times
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For Stephanie





PART ONE






1



When I drove the twenty kilometres from my home to the prison it was a soft cloudless afternoon such as we often enjoy here before the summer heat arrives. Once I’d left the last houses of the town behind, the road wound through the low hills of the box-ironbark forest. The original native timber of the forest trees was harvested in the nineteenth century to fuel the steam engines of the goldmines that then flourished in the area. In the more than one hundred years since it was felled, the forest has regrown into a modified version of its native form. Each stump of what was once a single tree now supports several trunks, giving the impression of a uniform age to the trees, as if the forest had always been there just as I was seeing it that afternoon, timeless and undisturbed. But for some time, for years, after the tree-fellers left, there must have been a disheartening expanse of bare stumps. It was this image that remained with me as I drove on.


The road emerged from the forest and passed through the old township of Maldon. The modest mid-Victorian buildings on either side of the main street remain much as they were at the time the forest was felled. When goldmining ceased in the early part of the twentieth century, the town, like the forest, was more or less abandoned. Two or three kilometres beyond the town I crested a hill and a view of extensive grasslands opened out in front of me. The treeless savannah was interrupted here and there by the bold forms of rounded hills topped with enormous granite boulders. From a distance these grey, lichen-adorned boulders looked like shaggy prehistoric beasts at rest, the progress of their journey arrested by some mysterious instinct.


A large green sign advertised the prison. I didn’t want to arrive before the scheduled time of my talk, so I didn’t drive into the prison grounds yet but parked in the shade on the side of the road. I could see the prison through the roadside trees: a cluster of new buildings, low and neat, painted a pale shade of green. Until I was invited to speak to the members of the prison book club, I’d thought young male offenders were held there, as in the dreaded borstals of my childhood in London. Among us schoolboys the borstal had a fearsome reputation as a place where brutal older boys and vicious guards would tyrannise us. The idea of the place terrified us. The boys from among our number whose rebellious natures attracted the attention of the authorities and who were sent to borstal, we knew to be lost to us and to the small compass of our lives forever. I had no memory of any boy ever returning. I suppose they did return, or some of them surely did. Others, their temperament of rebellion confirmed by the brutality of the experience, no doubt moved on to prisons for adult men. We knew from an early age that the forces of the law were not for our protection but for the protection of property. And as we and our parents possessed no property that needed protecting, the only times we saw the police in our neighbourhood streets were when they came to arrest one of our fathers, usually on suspicion of stealing someone else’s property that they, the police, had failed to protect. The friendly English bobby was not a feature of our Council estate.


In 1963, when I was a student at the University of Melbourne and was reading the English Romantics and the humanist educators of the Italian Renaissance, the borstal came to my attention once again. Though it was not prescribed reading in any of my courses, it was the Irish writer Brendan Behan’s novel Borstal Boy that left the strongest impression on me during my second year at Melbourne. In Behan’s book, the borstal of my childhood fears was vividly brought to life. The Irish-Catholic connection with Behan was real for my mother, but I never heard her invoke it against her love of England, which she required us to respect. As a boy I knew that my mother’s immediate forebears, and therefore my own, lay in unmarked graves in the yard of the ruined Catholic church at Donoughmore in Kilkenny, and while neither I nor the friends of my childhood ever thought of becoming traitors to the country of our birth, when I read Behan’s book in 1963 I nevertheless saw that in an important respect he had spoken for the subject conditions of my own caste in England, as well as for those of his people in Ireland. Behan’s description of the English doctor before whom he was required to stand naked when he was first admitted to the prison was a reminder to me of those men who were placed in authority over us as children and whose contempt we endured every day. ‘He was a dark man,’ Behan wrote of this prison doctor, ‘not very old, and very hard in an English way that tries to be dignified and a member of a master race that would burn a black man alive.’


It was these memories of my childhood, ghosts of the old shame of knowing myself despised by those in authority over me, that came unbidden into my mind as I sat in the car looking down the hill at the prison buildings. It still troubled me that I had never quite rid myself of these early insecurities. They were faded, to be sure, like tattoos on the arms of old men, but they still possessed the power to unsettle me.


Over to the left of the prison buildings the open grasslands fell away from the crest of the hill into a distant haze. On the far horizon I could just make out the bold forms of Mount Moorookyle, Mount Buninyong, and maybe even as far as Mount Warrenheip, the remains of the volcanic forces that had shaped this land. The grandeur of the setting rendered the prison buildings temporary and out of place.


It was time to go. I drove on and turned in at the prison entrance. I parked in the shade of an old peppermint gum and took from the seat beside me the copy of my book that we were to discuss. I got out and walked across to what looked like the main building. There were no signs or directions. When I checked my watch I saw it was a quarter past four. I was still a few minutes early. The count of prisoners, I’d been told, was taken at ten past four. I was expected at the reception area at twenty minutes past four. My talk with the members of the book club was scheduled to begin at four-thirty. The woman who’d invited me had been precise about these times—she’d bolded them in her email.


As I walked across the deserted car park towards the principal building I was impressed by the blank face presented by the prison to the outside world. There was no bell or handle to the door, but before I could knock it was opened by a woman in her fifties, slim and fit-looking, wearing a crisp summery dress. She looked as if she got up every morning at five and went for a ten-kilometre run along the country roads. Her teeth were even and white. She offered me her hand. ‘Hi, I’m Jill.’ Her grip was cool and firm, her manner not hurried exactly, but businesslike. ‘You found us okay then?’


‘Hi, Jill. You’re pretty conspicuous out here.’


‘Isn’t it a lovely setting?’ She might have been proud of the position of her own home. She stood to one side and I stepped past her through the door. Before closing the door she took a quick look out into the car park, as if she wanted to make certain there was no one with me.


A telephone on the desk behind the counter was making a soft burring sound, like a repeated shudder. She ignored it.


I followed her along a short passage which opened into a space much like a seminar room at one of the new universities. Four tables were arranged into a hollow square, with four chairs behind each of three of the tables, and one chair in the middle of the table at the front of the room. Copies of my back titles lay spread out fanwise on the front table. My books looked vulnerable lying there, something forlorn about this collection of prison library books with their protective plastic coverings—my life’s work! I was sure the opinions of the prisoners were going to be more challenging than the opinions of my regular book-club readers and I was feeling a little anxious.


Through a single narrow strip of window high on the wall facing me across the meeting room the rugged contours of the granite hills were softened in the hazy afternoon sunlight. The land had never looked so lonely or so poignantly beautiful to me as it did through that window just then. This place, obviously, wasn’t the brutal borstal of my childhood fears, but it was still a prison. The feeling of being enclosed and contained was palpable.


A woman of around forty was sitting at the end table facing us. She was making notes in an exercise book, an open copy of my last novel lying on the table beside her. She didn’t look up when we came in but paused to consult the novel, placing her finger on a line of the open page before returning her attention to the exercise book and writing something. Her dark brown hair was cut fashionably short and caught the light as she moved. She was wearing a fresh white blouse with short sleeves, her bare arms evenly tanned. She looked like an attractive middle-class woman. She did not look like my idea of a prisoner, and I did not feel any of that shame at brandishing one’s freedom before the eyes of the captive that Henri de Monfreid speaks of so eloquently in his book La Croisière du Haschich.


Jill introduced me to the note-taking woman. She stood up and offered me her hand confidently and looked directly into my eyes. ‘I’ve prepared some questions for you, Mr Crofts.’ She was very serious and might almost have been about to interview me for a job.


I said, ‘Please call me Robert.’


She continued to hold my gaze. I was aware of being assessed, in a way that implied the expectation of something substantial from our meeting. She evidently wished to let me know she was well prepared for her encounter with the author of the book she’d just read. Her name had vanished from my mind the moment Jill uttered it and I regretted not making a conscious note of it.


More women were coming into the room behind us through the door Jill and I had entered by. Jill introduced the women to me one by one and I shook their hands—their names flitting through my mind one after the other like bats whizzing into the night sky from the mouth of a cave. They talked with each other in low voices as they found places for themselves to sit. Once settled, they looked at me with interest. There were eleven of them. Jill took the instructor’s chair at the front table, making our number thirteen in total. Every seat was taken.


Four of the women were Asian, three Chinese and the fourth Japanese. Two of the Chinese women sat close together at the table directly across from me, the older of the two frowning at me as if she didn’t know what to expect from the meeting. When I smiled at her, she looked away and shifted closer to her friend. The Japanese woman sat alone. The third Chinese woman sat immediately to my right, the sleeve of her t-shirt touching my shoulder. The Japanese woman’s features had the closed serenity of a character from Murasaki’s Tale of Genji. She might have been the author of Ise’s line, In longing my soul has ventured forth alone. She gave an impression of being disconnected from the others—an errant spirit from a time long past to which I would never gain access or understanding. Her beauty and her exemplary solitariness. What had all these normal-looking women done to end up in here?


In choosing to sit midway along the table facing the only window, I’d claimed a view of the stony hills. Gnarled and twisted yellow box trees of great age rose from the crevices between the grey humps of the granite boulders. I spotted a pair of wedge-tailed eagles riding the thermals above the nearest hill. No sound from the world outside found its way into the room with us. Mesmerised by the slowly circling pair of eagles above the grey boulders, I realised I’d become momentarily disengaged from what was going on in the room.


The chatter had stopped. It was very quiet. They were waiting.


Jill was holding herself erect, her shoulders back, both hands spread above the table in front of her—the readiness position of a woman with a tight schedule to meet. She had a typed sheet of paper and a copy of my latest book on the table between her hands. When she saw she had my attention she picked up the sheet of paper and began to read what turned out to be a long and rather elaborate introduction of me and my writing. I recognised some of it from an old publicity blurb. She didn’t refer to the women in the room as prisoners, but spoke of them as the women—just as she had avoided the word prison when I arrived and had referred to it as the facility.


I spoke about how the idea for the book had come to me, and then made some general remarks about my approach to writing. I’d been speaking for some time and had paused with the intention of further developing my remarks when the note-taking woman cleared her throat and shifted in her seat.


I looked at her. Everyone looked at her. She said, ‘I’m nearing the end of a seven-year sentence, Mr Crofts. I’ve read all your novels. And I’ve noticed the mothers in your books all have something in common.’ She was nervous, the colour risen to her cheeks. She looked sad and beautiful. I was moved by her plight.


Was she going to tell me I didn’t understand mothers? Her eyes were red with emotion and she had trouble holding my gaze. Her fingers fidgeted with the corners of the pages of her notebook. The other women were watching her, silent and expectant.


‘What sort of thing in common?’ I said.


The note-taking woman placed her hand on the book and looked down at it. ‘The narrator’s deceased mother is an important presence in this story.’ She looked up at me. ‘Wouldn’t you say?’


‘Yes, for sure.’ She wanted me to take her seriously.


‘You could even say,’ she went on, ‘the narrator’s dead mother is the guiding spirit of the whole story.’


‘Morally, I suppose she is.’


She frowned at the book. ‘It’s almost as if he’s writing his story to explain himself to his mother. That’s what I thought.’ She looked at the other women, either hoping for their support or offering them the chance to say something. None of them spoke. She turned to me. ‘I thought he was explaining himself to his mother as a way of explaining himself to himself. Is that right?’


I said, ‘There’s no right or wrong about it really, is there? It’s up to you. We all read our own story, don’t we?’


‘I’ve noticed this presence of absent mothers in several of your books.’ She paused, her gaze steady now on mine. ‘The presence of absent mothers.’ She left it at that for a moment. ‘It’s a theme in your work, wouldn’t you say?’


I was astonished. I’d never been aware of writing about absent mothers. A strange thing happened to me when she said this. My earliest childhood memory came into my mind. This old half-buried memory had always haunted me, a kind of background tremor I could never quite rid myself of. I’d thought of talking to a psychologist about it but never had. Unsettling feelings of guilt and shame were associated with this memory. I didn’t like thinking about it.


The note-taking woman was waiting for me. I wasn’t sure what to say.


‘So can you say something to us about the theme of the absent mother in your books?’ She glanced at Jill, as if she was checking that it was okay for her to persist with this line. Jill was watching me and didn’t say anything.


I caught the faint scream of the eagles.


The note-taking woman, I supposed, must be an absent mother herself. No critic or reader I knew of had ever mentioned absent mothers as a theme in my work. But when I thought about it, as I now did, I saw they were there sure enough. In those books lying on the table in front of Jill there were bad mothers, mothers who gave away their children, absent mothers whose moral influence guided the behaviour of characters throughout their adult years, dead mothers, and no doubt others I couldn’t think of just then. All enshrined in that pile of shabby prison library books. Secretly I loved them all. I was wishing I could remember the note-taking woman’s name. I smiled at her. She didn’t smile back at me. ‘I find what you say very interesting. I mean, I’ve never thought about absent mothers in my books. But you’re right. Now you mention it, I see there are several of them.’


She nodded and took a breath, as if she’d been holding her breath in case I denied her claim or was offended by it. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Crofts. Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything about it.’


‘No! Don’t be sorry. Please. It’s true. I’m glad you did say something.’ I was impressed. ‘I’m grateful to you for pointing it out to me. It takes readers like you to tell us what we’ve really been up to.’


A small uncertain smile of satisfaction crept into her eyes and I began to see that there was a fine tortured grace in her disciplined reserve. She surely knew something I would never know. Her emotions knew it. The hidden pain I would never be called on to endure. The anguish of a mother separated from her children. I was moved by her courage in speaking up and wanted to tell her so. And I also wanted to tell her about my earliest memory. To confess it to her. She’d made a vital connection for me, and I wanted to share my thoughts about it with her. What might she see in this memory that I hadn’t seen? She was the perfect reader for my absent mothers. ‘I’m really grateful. I hope you believe me.’


She gave me a lovely warm smile and looked down at the table, colour coming into her cheeks again.


With the flat of her left hand she covered the book lying open in front of her on the table—she might have been going to swear an oath on it. ‘It’s in at least four of them.’ Her voice was quiet, controlled, her tone confiding, speaking to me now of something intimate to both our lives, something that could cause pain and distress but also wonderment, something hidden and durable beneath the flickering surface of our daily living. ‘If you include the influence of the dead grandmother in your book about your Queensland friends, that would make it five, wouldn’t it?’


‘Probably. I believe you. You’ve obviously thought a lot more about it than I have. I’d like to tell you something that might help explain it. I’m reminded by what you say of my earliest childhood memory. You’ve seen a connection between my writing and this memory that I’ve never been aware of. I’ve never spoken about this memory to anyone, because when I think of it I feel ashamed for my father and what he was forced to do. When I was eighteen months old I was taken by him to a home for children and left there for a week while my mother went into hospital and gave birth to my younger sister.’


I waited. But she said nothing. She was watching me closely, anxious with anticipation of what I was about to reveal—the secret emotions of an abandoned child the very thing she most feared and over which she must have agonised every night of her seven years of imprisoned life, her children growing up without her.


‘I’ve only got a broken memory of that event. Nothing’s really clear to me. It’s just three fragments. They’ve stayed with me. When you mentioned absent mothers in my books, this memory came vividly into my mind at once. It’s something that must have happened to lots of children in those days, I suppose. While that week lasted, at eighteen months of age I must have been convinced I’d lost my mother forever.’


She put her hand up to her face and wiped at her eyes. When she spoke, it was in little more than a whisper. I had to lean towards her to catch her words. ‘And you still believe your mother betrayed you?’


I realised what I’d done. ‘God, no! No! Definitely not.’ But my denial was too late. ‘I’ve never thought of it like that,’ I said. ‘I loved my mother. I still love her. I thought it must have been my own fault, not my mother’s.’


Neither of us said anything. I hadn’t realised what I was saying. We sat looking into each other’s eyes. We might have been alone in that quiet room. How many children had she been forced to abandon when she came to the prison? What had happened to them? Was there a father at home with them? Or had they gone to foster homes? Were they old enough to have some understanding that it had not been their mother’s wish to desert them? Or did they believe, as she dreaded they would, that they had been abandoned and betrayed by her? Or even worse, in its way, did they think—as I’d thought—that they must have done something to deserve their abandonment? Surely I’d just confirmed her worst fear. Convinced her that her children would always feel abandoned and betrayed, for the rest of their lives, guilty for their own part in it, their memory of the event held deep in a secret place of shame.


What crime could it have been, I wondered, that had landed this woman here for seven years? I couldn’t imagine her committing the sort of crime that would earn her seven years in prison. I thought of my own children and their happy childhoods, grown now to adulthood, the pair of them, without wounds from their pasts to deal with. I realised then that it wasn’t seven years this woman was serving. She was serving a life sentence. She was never going to recover those seven lost years. The loss of those precious years was going to stay with her and with her children till the end of their days, and she knew it, and I’d confirmed her fear of this very consequence. I’d been thoughtlessly honest with her. I had to say something. ‘I greatly admire your courage,’ I said, and felt awkward saying it, conscious that my words were useless to her. I wished I could have addressed her by her name.


She reached up and pushed back her hair with her fingers and she looked at the other women, as if she wished to challenge their silence and their private thoughts, some of them surely absent mothers themselves. Then she closed her notebook and placed it carefully on top of my novel and she folded her hands on the table and looked at me, her emotions once again under control. ‘One of your characters says somewhere, I forget where, that a lifetime isn’t long enough for him to ever forget what has happened to him.’ She paused. ‘Do you think I’ll ever forget this thing that has happened to me?’


My first impulse was to reassure her that it would all pass and be forgotten one day. But I knew she would see through that lie at once and despise me for it. ‘I haven’t even forgotten that week I spent in the children’s home, have I? And that was nothing compared to what’s happened to you. How can we ever forget these things?’


‘It’s not nothing that happened to you, Mr Crofts. Because of what happened to you, your books have helped me to understand what I’ve done.’


Jill tapped the table sharply with her biro. ‘Perhaps someone else would like to ask our author a question?’ When no one spoke she looked at me and smiled, her even white teeth twinkling at me. ‘Perhaps I can ask a question. Can you tell us something about the book you’re working on at the moment? Some of the women are writing books.’


‘I’m not working on a new book.’ My life’s work was lying on the table in front of Jill. That was it. I was tempted to tell her, It’s over. I’m done. There it is in front of you. I smiled. I had my own crisis to manage. I turned to the note-taking woman and stood up. I offered her my hand. She stood and took my hand in hers. I said, ‘Good luck.’


She held my gaze. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.


[image: Illustration]


Walking across to my car from the prison, I heard the eagles scream. I stood and looked up into the sky. But I couldn’t see them against the dazzle of the evening sky. I stood gazing upwards, listening to the melancholy of their cries—it was as if they called for something lost and unattainable, to a companion of the past. I was seeing my stricken friend, the absent mother locked in the prison behind me. I had always taken my liberty for granted and had done so little with it. I looked hard for the eagles but couldn’t find them. Ever since my arrival in Australia on my own as a boy of sixteen, the cry of the eagle had signified my passionate sense of freedom. If I’d ever thought to say what I believed to be the soul of the Australian bush, I would have said, the cry of the eagle. I first heard that strange, lost cry of those great birds when I was working as a stockman on a remote cattle station in the Central Highlands of Queensland. I sat on my horse alone among the wild stone escarpments of that country and watched enthralled as a pair of wedge-tailed eagles soared into the sky above the forest, their pinions locked, circling above me in a slow dance; higher and higher they went, until I could no longer make them out, their screams audible long after they had disappeared from my sight. And then the silence and the distance closing over me, until there was just the creak of my saddle as my horse shifted its weight under me, the two of us more eerily alone in that place than we had been before the eagles’ cries.


When I drove out of the prison car park I was so distracted by what had happened that instead of turning to the right, towards the junction with the main road that would have taken me back to town, I turned left. I’d been driving for some minutes before I realised I was on a road that was unknown to me and I was going the wrong way. I kept going. I was glad to be going the wrong way. The strangeness of it was a relief. Sometimes the wrong way is the right way.


I was driving at a dangerously high speed, the narrow strip of broken and neglected bitumen dancing about in the uncertain evening light. I had no idea where it was leading me, except that it was taking me further away from the town and from my home. I was exhilarated by the speed and the danger and by my anger and the wild scheming in my head of ways I might find to meet the note-taking woman again on her own so that she and I could continue the friendship we had begun. I knew such a meeting was impossible. But still I schemed. Ridiculous and stupid.


The massive trunks of grand old yellow box trees flashed by close to the verges on either side of the car. At this speed I had only to swerve from my line by a fraction and I would collect one of these giants and meet my certain death. I didn’t mind the thought of death. Mine was the indifference to death of the drunk or the despairing lover. I wasn’t in love and I wasn’t drunk, but there was that kind of reeling in my head that we know in both these states. Now, right at this minute, along this unknown road, in the grip of this strange youthful madness, it might be just the right time for me to go. Why not? Death might even be my best option. It wasn’t the first time I’d thought of it. Perhaps there really was no way forward for me from here. Perhaps I really was finished and just had to find the courage to admit it. The observant note-taking woman in the prison had neatly removed my fictional mask and laid it to one side and placed herself close to me. I wanted to see her again. In a strange and contradictory way, she had given me hope. I pushed the accelerator pedal hard to the floor.


As I crested a low rise, the glare of the sun burst into my eyes and I caught a flash of something red ahead of me. A fox was lying curled up in the centre of the road, so still and so perfect it might have fallen asleep there. The fox’s coat had a coppery sheen in the last of the sunlight. It looked to be in the fullness of its vigour; I would not have been surprised to see it jump up and run away. But it was dead. It was all over for the fox. It was lying there alone in the open where it had sought the final companionship of its own warmth at the moment of its solitary death. I slowed to a walking pace and eased the car around the body. It had evidently been struck such a mortal blow that it had been unable to crawl to the side and take cover among the tangle of undergrowth under the box trees. I stopped the car and got out and picked up the body and carried it into the cover at the side of the road and placed it carefully on the ground. And I wept, for the fox, for its beauty, for the woman in prison, and for my own doom. I got back in the car and sat a while till I had recovered and then I drove on at a sedate pace.


I continued along the unfamiliar road well after darkness had enfolded the landscape. I saw no other cars. Eventually I stopped in the middle of the road. It was no good going on forever. Against the blackness of the night the massive scarred trunks of the great trees were thrown into sharp relief by my trembling headlights. I sat there for a long time in the perfect stillness of the night, looking at the trees and thinking about the note-taking woman in her fresh white blouse, her fingernails bitten to the quick, her eyes reddened with emotion as she spoke to me of her terrible fears. I’d almost shared with her my precious three shards of memory of the children’s home. With her I would have broken the silence of that old taboo that had lain on me and on my family all my life. I sat in the car gazing through the windscreen at the ancient trees and I told my memories to the fantasy of her presence. It was a way of keeping alive for myself something of the intimacy between us, becoming for her the voice of one of her abandoned children.


‘I’m riding in a taxi with my father through the streets of London,’ I said, telling my story aloud. ‘I’m gripped by a vivid excitement that’s edged with an uncomprehending anxiety. It’s a fine summer day. My nose is pressed against the shuddering window of the cab, London’s crowded streets and views of parks whizzing past outside, inside the exotic smell of the leather seats and the intimately reassuring aroma of my father’s pipe tobacco. The view of London’s streets that sunny day has remained with me as an ideal of what London should look like. It’s a view I’ve never quite managed to recover, though sometimes in Hyde Park on a summer day I’ve sensed the magic of its presence fleetingly, like a half-remembered dream. Although this first fragment is not an unhappy memory, its atmosphere is nevertheless touched with the foreboding that sometimes enters into even our most innocent dreams. I remember the ride in the taxi with a strange clarity that hasn’t faded with the passing of the years. I suppose it is the mystery of the journey’s purpose that accounts for my sense of foreboding—I seem to know in my infant soul that some ill is to befall me at the end of the taxi ride.


‘The second fragment is colourless. A large woman is standing at the top of a short flight of grey stone steps looking down at me. I’m being led up the steps by my father and am holding tightly to his hand. I feel the firm grip of my father’s hand in mine—he will never let me go! The woman at the top of the stairs is wearing a black apron over a long grey dress that reaches to her ankles. She is foreshortened and made even more imposing and heavy than she would have been if we’d been approaching on a level with her. And of course I’m small and my angle is even closer to the ground than that of a grown-up. I’ve no memory of my father letting go of my hand. Just the looming figure of the woman waiting for me at the top of the steps. My mother, in contrast to this massive grey woman, was small and of slight build and often described herself to us as a little mother sparrow. As we go up the steps towards this woman I’m overwhelmed by such a powerful conviction of my guilt that my emotions are brought to a frozen standstill. What terrible crime am I guilty of that has driven my loving father to hand me over to this fearful person? The memory is shrouded in a hopeless feeling of shame and a helpless desire for redemption and forgiveness. Such feelings make no sense to me as an adult, but they persist all the same in their association with this memory.


‘In the third, and final, fragment I’m being punished for the crime against my parents that has made it necessary for them to abandon me. My face is being pushed against the shiny green tiles of a wall in a long corridor that ends in distant blackness. The unnerving sound of my child’s screams fills the air. It is a fragment of terror. I’ve no other memories of the children’s home beyond the shiny green tiles of the wall and my helpless screams. Green tiles have always held a morbid fascination for me. I included a single row of shiny green tiles in my bathroom when I had it renovated some years ago. When I was inspecting his work one morning, the tiler pointed out to me that he’d made a mistake and had set one of the wall tiles crookedly. He said he would correct it. I told him to leave it as it was. “I like to see some little sign of error in things,” I said. Standing naked under the shower in the morning, there is a peculiar satisfaction for me in seeing that crooked green tile. I alone know the meaning of its skew. But I cannot say what that meaning is. It is simply meaning. Seeing the crooked green tile gratifies me.’


I fell silent. I reversed the car and turned around and drove slowly back along the road I’d come by.


I hadn’t been working on a new book since my last book had come out, now more than two years ago. Till then, for more than thirty years, whenever I finished a book, I’d always had another book waiting to be written. I’d been struggling for some time to come to terms with this. The will to write, the need, the desire to do it yet again, they weren’t there anymore—I was the forest of stumps, a dispiriting expanse of emptiness.
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On the Thursday after my visit to the prison I was in upstate New York to deliver a lecture at Vassar College. The weather was unusually warm for October and I decided to stay on in Manhattan for a couple of weeks. I rented an apartment on the Upper East Side and put my life on hold. I told myself I needed a break. And I did need a break. But it was more than that. I was being a coward. At home I would have to confront the fact that I didn’t possess the will or the desire to go on writing. New York’s parks and museums were the perfect distraction, and for two weeks I looked at pictures and at dogs and children playing in the park, and was careful to read only books that I was confident would not unsettle me.


The day before I was due to fly home, I was sitting in the sun on one of the benches overlooking the East River, my back to Carl Schurz Park, reading John Berger’s collection of essays About Looking. I walked to the park and spent an hour there reading and daydreaming most afternoons—practising being an old man in the final years of his decline. I was getting quite good at convincing myself I’d paid my dues and had no further challenges or responsibilities to meet. Contemplating death a little way ahead of me was quite a pleasant thing to do, and I smiled at the thought of it as I watched a young boy floating by on his skateboard—there goes the future. I have no part to play in it. Smile, old man! Just smile.


The park was only two blocks from my apartment and was filled with children and idlers like myself. I liked to watch the dogs in the small dogs’ playground and the children and their parents in the small children’s playground. The big children’s playground was mostly given over to boys shooting for the basket, and the big dogs’ playground was generally given over to arse-sniffing by the biggest dogs and cowering from the not-so-big dogs. I was only half attending to my reading and was pleasantly aware of the warmth of the sun and the yelling of children and the occasional stately passage up the river of a cargo boat when it registered with me that I’d read something of interest on the previous page.


It was as if a standby light blinked in my sleeping brain, reminding me that death had not yet taken full possession of me. I turned back the page and found the passage. It was in Berger’s essay on the Turkish artist Seker Ahmet Pasa’s painting Woodcutter in the Forest. ‘The novel, as Georg Lukács pointed out in his Theory of the Novel, was born of a yearning for what now lay beyond the horizon.’ Here it was! A yearning for what now lay beyond the horizon. A startling reminder to me that it was the empty horizon in a photograph of the Australian outback that had inspired my first great boyhood dream and resulted in my flight from the dreary post-war streets of South London to the limitless expanses of the great Australian outback. The joy of the openness to all possibilities of the empty horizon, after the enclosed stupor of working-class South London after the war. I was sixteen then and consumed with a need to get to the promised land of the outback. That I did get there, and that it was as I had dreamed it would be, seemed then to be a miracle.


Something of that sense of a miracle touched me now through Lukács’s words: A yearning for what now lay beyond the horizon. Not only a yearning for the outback, then, as I’d always thought it to be, but also that other yearning which had inspired my life as a writer. Were the two of them the same impulse after all and not, as I had always thought them to be, distinct and hostile to one another? Were the bush and the city, two antagonists in me whose differences I’d been unable to reconcile, two parts of one whole life? Lukács had made this precious link for me. It was a gift, and although I’d never read his book, sitting on the bench reading his words over again and savouring their meaning, I knew the warm emotion of being in the presence of an old friend, a friend whom I’d not seen for more than half a century and whom I’d long ago thought dead. So he still lives! That was my thought, my feeling. So I still live! I knew at once that I must ask myself the one great unasked question of my life: what was it that I had found over the horizon line of nothingness? Was it, in the end, grace or damnation? And did I have the courage to confront the truth of it?


I felt grateful to Berger for touching me lightly on the shoulder and waking me from my dream of death; for reminding me I was embraced within a circle of kindred spirits; for rekindling in me a yearning to reach for something.


I closed his book, got up from the bench and headed for my regular diner. I sat in the booth I’d occupied for breakfast and my evening meal every day for the past fortnight and ordered a beer and the meatloaf with mushroom gravy. While waiting for my meal to arrive I took my notebook out of my satchel and began to write. I didn’t hesitate. I knew where to begin. Not at the beginning—I had no hand in my beginnings—but at what I had long understood to have been the bottom. For it did not occur to the young man I was then that he was in possession of his liberty, the greatest thing known to humankind, possessed only by a privileged few. The young Robert Crofts took his liberty as much for granted as he did his youth. Was the woman in the prison right when she said, ‘I thought he was explaining himself to his mother as a way of explaining himself to himself’?


And so, after a long and anguished silence, I began to write again, sitting there in that diner in Manhattan.
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After three years in the vast hinterland of the Australian north working alongside the legendary black ringers, Robert Crofts quit his job. When the camp broke up at the end of that mustering season he collected his cheque from the manager and headed for the coast and the city of Townsville. It was over. He was twenty-one and his great and beautiful dream had come to an end. He had not expected the dream to lose its hold, and for the first time in his life a great emptiness was in him. In despair, he wrote a line in pencil on a toilet wall in Townsville: The desert took my soul.


From Townsville he drifted south, until he arrived in Melbourne, thousands of miles from the Gulf of Carpentaria, where he’d set out, and another world entirely. He had no money, no friends, no family and no connections in Melbourne. He had stopped drifting because he had run out of money and had also run out of Australia. He was at the bottom. There was no further down to go.


He slept the first night wrapped in his swag on a bench in the Malvern railway station, close to where his last lift had dropped him off. He was woken early in the morning by the rattling and screeching of the first suburban trains coming through. He sat up and looked around. His lift had dropped him in the dark and Robert had no idea where he was. The platform was teeming with city people going to work. There was a newspaper in the bin next to his bench. He reached for it and sat wrapped in his old grey blanket and wearing his sheepskin coat and he read the Rooms to Let columns. He set the paper aside on the bench and got up and took a drink of water at the tap on the platform. He gave his face a going-over and dried himself on the sleeve of his jacket. He went back to the bench and tied his things with the bull strap as he always did and he said good morning to the station attendant and showed him the paper and asked for directions to the nearest of the three rooms he’d circled with his pencil.


The station attendant took him out to the gate and he pointed. ‘Go on up here till you get to Dandenong Road. You can’t miss it, son. She’s got double tram tracks running down the centre of her with trees along each side. Alma Road and the house you want is just along to the right.’


Robert thanked him and headed off along the busy street.


He kept the newspaper folded so he could check the address of the house. The streets were full of people and every so often he asked for new directions in case he’d taken a wrong turn. He kept his sheepskin jacket on, but he didn’t put on his hat with Frankie’s fancy plaited band around the crown, as he did not wish to be stared at. The hat he carried in the same hand as the newspaper. The swag he had swung over his shoulder and he held it by the strap. The sun was shining and the morning chill soon wore off and he was sweating in his jacket, but he kept it on for the comfort it gave him of a close and familiar thing, the smell almost the smell of home.


He stood on the footpath in front of the broken gate for some time looking along the driveway at the house. He was checking for signs of dogs before venturing in. The place looked to be abandoned, the garden overgrown with weeds and half-dead shrubs, the foliage wilting and dry, the iron gate swung half off its hinges. It was a mansion out of a story book, old and grey and rundown, with elaborate cast-iron balconies and a tall square tower. The glass was broken in one of the tall downstairs windows, the gap boarded up with a length of ply, stained and warped from exposure to the weather, newspaper stuffed in along the warps to keep out the rain. He went along the drive and rang the bell. The deep porch stank of cat’s piss. No one came to the door, so he rang the bell again.


The door was opened by a fat woman in her mid-fifties. She was short and square, her red hair—the grey growing out along the roots—hooked up in an untidy pile on top of her head and held more or less in place by an elaborate arrangement of combs and pins. The sleeves of her blouse were rolled above her elbows. Her breasts were massive, straining the material of her blouse out the sides of her apron. Robert was glad to see the woman’s apron was clean. His mother had always kept her aprons fresh.


The woman said, ‘So what are you staring at?’ Her accent was Irish.


He apologised for staring and said, ‘I’ve come for the room. I haven’t got the money for the first week’s rent, but I’ll pay you as soon as I get a job.’


‘You will, will you?’ Her thick fleshy lips pushed out, her fat cheeks glowing, tiny rivers of veins like worms crawling under the skin of her nose and her cheeks. Her eyes had a shrewd judging look in them as she examined his clothes and his swag. She said, ‘You think I haven’t heard that one before? Are you going to introduce yourself or do I have to guess who I’m talking to?’


‘I’m Robert Crofts,’ he said.


‘Well, Robert Crofts, are you coming in or are you going to stand there gawping all day?’


He followed her along the dark hall and past the stairs and into a back kitchen. She told him to wash himself at the sink. He set his swag and his hat down behind the door and took off his sheepskin and hung it over the back of a chair and he gave his face and hands a good soaping and dried himself with the piece of damp towel that was hanging there on a rail beside the sink. The faint smell of gas and the white stone sink with little cracks running all around gave him the feeling he had returned to something familiar, a place he’d known or dreamed about a long time ago, and here it was again.


While he was eating the eggs and bacon and the two slices of toast and drinking the black tea, the Irish woman sat across the table from him smoking a cigarette and studying him, not saying anything, her elbows on the pale scrubbed wood, her thick fingers playing with the cigarette packet and the brass lighter she had, swapping them back and forth from one hand to the other, as if it was a nervous habit she had got into to help her think. She kept the cigarette in her mouth, giving it a puff every now and then, screwing up her eyes against the sting of the smoke but not taking the cigarette out from between her lips. She turned aside to blow the ash off the end.


He finished eating and thanked her and set his plate to one side. She leaned across the table and offered him a cigarette from the packet then lit it for him with the brass lighter. She stood up, leaning her fat hands on the table and grunting, butted the remains of her cigarette in the sink and lit a fresh one. ‘Come on!’


She went ahead of him up the stairs, sighing and wheezing. She paused to breathe then opened the door to a room off the first-floor landing. They went in and stood. It was a big room, the air stale and musty, as if it had been closed up and unoccupied for some time. A narrow single bed was pushed against the wall in the far corner over by the window. An upright wardrobe with a mirror door stood along the wall next to the bed, the mirror door swung open. At the end of the bed there stood an easy chair with frayed red upholstery. It looked like a cat had been using it for a scratching post. Beside the chair was a small dark wood table, on it a brass ashtray and an empty milk bottle holding a withered hydrangea. The only other piece of furniture was a straight-backed chair against the far wall over to the right, like a child that has been told to stand in the corner and wait to be forgiven.


Robert and the woman went over and stood by the window and looked down into the garden. Below them a disused tennis court surrounded by a copsing of English elms. The early summer leaves of the elms catching the sun, pale and green and not in their full strength yet, the sunlight shining through them. A memory stirred in Robert of the stone barn on the farm in Somerset where he’d worked before leaving England. They had wintered the bullocks in the old barn, the gypsies setting their camp there in the autumn. A pair of giant elm trees growing out of the hedge by the barn. Trees two hundred years old. A pair of owls nesting in one of their hollows. And the winter morning when Robert went down to feed and bed the bullocks, those two great trees lying on the ground, the sky empty where they had stood, the bank and the hedge torn up where their roots had ripped out of the ground. There had been no wind or storm that night to bring those trees down. They had come down for no reason that he could see and he was greatly impressed. He remembers his thoughts then, spoken aloud in the solitary silence of the trees: ‘Those trees came down because it was their time.’ Big powerful trees like that in their prime, felled by something unearthly and beyond him. He was moved by the sight of them lying in their silence. He went up to them and touched their shattered branches with a feeling of concern and trespass. After he had fed the bullocks, he explored among the freshly exposed red loam where the bank of the hedge had been torn up, opened to the light of day by that wound for the first time since those trees began to grow there. He found a heavy coin and when he rubbed it clean he saw it was gold and was minted in the time of William and Mary. How long had it lain in the dark soil under the elms, waiting to return into the light? He pictured to himself the horseman who had lost it; in his imagination he saw the gold piece glint as it fell from the man’s purse while he was looking away, distracted by a shout from the barn. Robert could have gone on with that story if he’d bothered to. It was a beginning. A little offering he had not taken up. The mystery of the people lying lightly covered in that country, scattered and broken and lost to the present day, just below the surface of things. He had felt it, their presence, and had loved the feeling that his own history was mingled briefly with the secret life of that ancient place. Would anyone ever know he had passed that way?


He’d not seen an elm tree since he left England before his seventeenth birthday. At the sight of the copse in the Irish woman’s garden he felt a touch of nostalgia for the farm and for those magical innocent days of riding second horse to the hunting farmer, old Master Warren, days which had passed in a kind of dream for him. And the thought came into his mind, as he stood beside the Irish woman at the window looking down on the elm copse, that death might come to him as it had come to those two elms by the Norman barn. And it seemed to him to be a terrible possibility that he might exist to no purpose.


When the Irish woman spoke, he was off with these thoughts and he jumped at the sound of her voice.


‘And will this suit your majesty?’ she said.


Without thinking at all, but wanting to please her, he said, ‘It’s wonderful.’


She snorted. ‘Wonderful, is it?’ She looked at him, considering. ‘You’re an odd one.’ She shook out another cigarette from the packet. He took it and thanked her.


‘You’ll be all right up here, son,’ she said. ‘The bathroom’s down the hall. There’s plenty of hot water. Don’t be afraid to use it.’ At the door she turned around. ‘Breakfast’s from six till eight.’


After the door closed behind her he took off his boots, got the ashtray from the table and lay down on the bed. He held the ashtray against his stomach and smoked the second cigarette. The last time he had slept in a real bed was in the stockmen’s quarters on Augustus Downs station, far away in the Gulf of Carpentaria. He thought about Frankie and their last camp, when the muster was over and they were back at the homestead and separated, him in the men’s quarters and Frankie out in the family camp with the women and children. The day before Robert flew out to the coast, the two friends met up by the river on neutral ground. They sat side by side high up on the bank, smoking and looking over the waterhole. There was a sign of the coming wet season in the air. They could smell the gidgee trees, which they called stinking wattle, as the leaves gave off a stink like a septic tank when there was humidity in the air. They kept still and quiet, the two of them sitting on the high bank, waiting until the freshwater crocs came creeping out of the water again to sun themselves. When the crocs had arranged themselves on the far bank—there must have been a couple of hundred of them—Frankie threw the stone he held ready in his hand. When the stone hit the water the crocs were gone in a furious flash of threshing and tumbling, panicked to get into the seething water. The smell coming up to the young men, the stale animal stink of the stagnant water at the end of the dry, the crocs swarming with hardly room to move around and nowhere to get away to from each other. Hundreds of them crowded up together and shitting in that green sludge of the dying river.


Frankie said, ‘So what are you going to do now, old mate?’


Robert did not answer his friend at once.


Frankie picked up another stone and lobbed it into the water.


Robert said, ‘Well, I’ll go to Townsville and see what’s happening out there on the coast.’ He felt guilty saying it. Frankie could not offer to go with him and he could not invite him to, even if they had both wished for it. Frankie resented not having the freedom of a white man. The two of them had talked about it often. Frankie and the other black stockmen were on their own tribal country out there. They were the kings of the Leichhardt River, but they had no birth certificates and could not travel without a permit from the police, and they were not able to get a permit from the police but only some sarcastic response if they ever asked for one. Robert was paid four pounds ten shillings a day while the black stockmen were not paid anything for their work. Frankie had told him their pay was supposed to be held in trust for them at a rate of four pounds ten shillings a week. ‘We never see it,’ he said. He turned aside and spat. He was bitter. Frankie and the other young men felt the humiliation of it keenly, but the older men said nothing about it. Robert had known nothing of how things stood with them and was shocked to learn these things from his friend. In his ignorance, he had believed that in Australia everyone was free to come and go as they chose. To learn that this was not so troubled him and made him thoughtful. ‘Maybe you could just ignore the rules and come out to the coast with me anyway.’


They were two young men of the same age and Frankie was as interested to know Robert’s story as Robert was to know his. Frankie said, ‘I would like to go and see England for myself one day.’ His resentment and anger burned inside him that he was not free to make such a journey. Robert was silent. It was a fearful thing to think Frankie was not a free man and he feared that with the passage of time his friend would become a man of anger and hatred. The hate was already there, the helpless bitterness of it.


The moment was awkward for them both and they were silent for some time. Robert had seen the way Frankie looked at the eagle and the wild dog and how he admired the solitariness of those creatures, and he saw something of himself in Frankie and had learned to love his friend and to admire him. They sat in the burning silence together up on the river bank, each knowing they would never meet again once Robert caught that plane out to the coast.


It was at this moment, and without a word, that Frankie took off his hat and passed it to Robert. Robert took off his own hat and handed it to Frankie. Neither spoke. Their hats were to them as a badge is to a soldier, or a flag. Frankie’s hat had a fine plaited band around the crown. Robert had watched him make it one time at a lunch camp. They were sitting in the thin shade of some red ash trees and Frankie had his legs stuck out in front of him and he worked the fine grasses and creepers he’d been plucking from the bushes they rode past during the morning, making a nice little collection for the hatband he had in mind. He was like a scrub bird collecting for its nest. He knew just what to take and he took things Robert did not even see. Robert admired the plaited hatband and Frankie showed him how it was done. They had laughed together at the clumsy results of Robert’s efforts.


Robert lay a while longer on the bed thinking of that life he had left behind and wondering what lay ahead of him. He butted the last of the landlady’s second cigarette and got up off the bed. He set his swag on the bed and undid the strap and laid everything out. It was all he owned lying there on that boarding house bed. There was nothing else, except the saddle and gear that he’d needed out in the cattle camps. He had given his saddle to Frankie. Seeing those few things lying on the bed, he knew he would never be going back to Frankie’s country. It was done. He did not know why. But knew himself to be more alone in that boarding house room in Melbourne just then than he had ever been before in his entire life. He was there to no purpose that he could see.


There was a brass hook behind the door. He hung his leggings and spurs and Frankie’s hat on the hook. As he was putting up Frankie’s hat he held it to his face and sniffed the inside of it. They were both there, the deep smell of their sweat mingled together, Frankie’s dry and sharp with a touch of cinnamon, Robert’s own a little sweeter to his idea of it. He smiled thinking of it and how the distinctive smell of their sweat was something they got so used to they stopped being aware of it.


He hung up the hat and went back to the bed and unfolded the two spare shirts and another pair of moleskins. The red paisley silk scarf his mother gave him the day he left home. He shook it out and held it up against the light from the window. It was a sudden gift which she brought out of her bag at St Pancras station as they were about to embrace for the last time. She didn’t speak but handed it to him. There was in that scarf still something of his parting from his mother. He set it beside his sewing gear, the needles and awls and hole punches for working leather and repairing the gear, the scarred ball of hard wax and the bobbin of twine. He could feel these things in his hands and was not ready to toss them out just yet. His clothes were stiff with dirt and sweat and when he shook the moleskins out he smelled the camp and the cooking fire and the horses.


He wondered then if having his freedom was such a great thing after all. Maybe he would have been better off bound as Frankie was bound, to his piece of country and his people. Frankie might not be free and equal before the law as he was, but he belonged in a way Robert knew he never could belong. Standing there in that musty old room, thinking these thoughts and looking at his things laid out on the bed, Robert felt as if the purpose of his life had come to an end. There was a nervous alertness in him, a tension that made him pause at the sound of a door closing downstairs, then a man’s voice calling, the sound of hurried footsteps on the stairs. Maybe this disturbance was meant for him. Maybe there would be a message from someone. But the silence fell again.


The wardrobe had a narrow hanging space and two drawers. When he swung the door he saw himself in the mirror, his hair long and all over the place, his cheeks unshaved, his eyes reddened with a startled look in them. He had not realised how beaten down he was looking and was surprised now that the Irish woman had not turned him away from her door. The inside of the wardrobe gave off the smell of some old familiar place or thing that he could not name, a smell from childhood with the mystery of adults in it. It was too remote to pin a particular image to. He folded the paisley scarf and set it in the top drawer and thought of his mother giving it to him on the platform at St Pancras station. It struck him for the first time that it had been a strange gift from her, and he wondered what she had been thinking as she handed it to him that day. He had never worn it. It had always seemed too fine a thing to wear and he did not understand his mother’s meaning in giving it to him, unless she had imagined her son looking like John Wayne in the Australian wild west of her imagination. So it had kept something of the question that lay between the two of them, mother and son, and was to lie between them till her death. And then on into the bigger silence after her death. That silk scarf a talisman concerning some meaning or duty he did not see but would no doubt come to see one day. That was how he thought of it. A portent of something that was yet to unfold in his life. He laid his palm on it. The silk was warm to his touch. Silk, keeping its own warmth.


He left everything else out to be washed.


He slid the drawer back in and closed the wardrobe door and he walked across to the window. The wardrobe shook behind him, the floor uneven and the boards loose, the mirror door swinging open again. He struggled with the window and managed to get it up a few inches before it stuck again. The roar of the city rushed in and a small breeze carried the leafy smell of the garden into the room, a smell laced with exhaust fumes. He leaned down and looked through the narrow opening. A smart little green car was parked on the gravel at the far edge of the elm copse.





4



Two older men were seated at the kitchen table eating eggs and bacon and drinking tea when he went down in the morning. It was not the Irish woman but another woman, darker and more silent, who was in the kitchen. The men greeted him and he told them he was looking for work. They said they had just come off the night shift on the bottle line at the Abbotsford Brewery and he was welcome to go in with them that evening and the foreman would be sure to put him on. ‘The night shift always has places for starters,’ one of them said and they both laughed.


That night he went to the brewery with the men. The foreman had a clipboard and shouted his questions at Robert above the rattling and grinding of the returned bottle line. Robert yelled back his name and the foreman pointed to the line and told him to get over to it. Robert stood shoulder to shoulder with other men on a raised platform receiving the crates of empty bottles. They set the bottles upside down onto the constantly moving conveyor belt that carried them into the washing plant. Standing there plucking the empty bottles six or eight at a time from the crates and flicking them upside down onto the line had a knack to it. Robert mastered this trick in an hour and after that it was nothing but repetition hour after hour throughout the night without a pause or change in the pace of it.


Carlton & United brewery trucks were backed up to the unloading ramp, their trays stacked high with thousands of crates of empty bottles. Work went on at an urgent pace, as if there was a terrible hurry to get it done. The machine set the pace. As soon as one truck was emptied another truck backed in and took its place. When the unloading fell behind, there was a bank-up and the foreman and drivers started yelling and swearing at each other. The empty bottles of one night shift were identical to the empty bottles of the previous night and might well have been exactly the same bottles going round and round in an endless circle from the brewery to the bottle shops and drinkers in the city and back to the line again to be washed and refilled with beer.


The same bottles night after night. Millions of them.


Robert stood at his station on the line all through the long nights, the dark and the clatter and the warm stench of fermenting beer from the great vats and the shouts of the men and the hurrying demand of the ever-advancing line. He was half stupefied with it by the time the shift ended in the grey dawn and he was released from the grip of the machine.


In the chill early hours of the morning on the sixth night he stepped down from the line and walked away. He said nothing, just collected his jacket and the cash owed him. He walked out into the night past the waiting trucks with their loads of empties and went on through the dark streets with a feeling of lightness and liberation. Then the thought came to him that as a boy he had made the leap and claimed his freedom; now here he was, out of work and living with a bunch of single men who had no plans for their lives but simply to exist from week to week on their pay packets, their minds lit up by the chance of backing a winner once in a while. And as he walked those dark streets he saw that he was to be counted among men such as these. The weight of it stirred in him like an old curse come back to life.


He kept walking till he came to the bank of a river. He stood looking down at the black surge of water and he wondered how long it would take to drown. A man walking his dog along the river path said good morning and Robert came out of his despair and said good morning back to the man. He walked on and thought then of his mother and father and their belief in him. In foreseeing the leap he must make to liberate himself, it had never been his aim to betray or to forswear his origins, but to transcend the poverty of his situation and to seek a grander destiny for himself elsewhere. When it came to the point, the boys at school who had claimed to share his dream had fallen silent and had accepted their fate, like the men in the boarding house. He was on his own again.


He walked back to the boarding house and had a shower and put on a clean shirt. Then he walked into the city and called in at the government employment office. They sent him to the Myer store. He stood in line and waited. Standing in that line he knew himself to be among the people living at the margins of society in this city and he had no answer to the question of how he was to move from those margins to a place where his life might have a more noble purpose. He knew no one he could speak to about what was in his mind. He was glad of one thing only: that Frankie had not been free to follow his lead and suffer this humiliation.


He was given a job as a probationary day cleaner on the confectionary floor and was sent to the cleaners’ room to see the foreman and to get a uniform. The job was weekdays and Saturday mornings. Sweeping the floor. That was it.


He went in next morning and opened his locker and changed into his uniform and he picked up his broom for the day and he pushed that broom around and told the people, ‘Mind the broom, please,’ and they got out of his way. That’s all it was.


[image: Illustration]


On Saturday afternoon he went into the grandly proportioned room on the ground floor of the boarding house and had a look around. It must have been one of the principal reception rooms in earlier times, reserved now for the single men as a common room. There were old armchairs and couches and several tables. The place stank of stale beer and tobacco and men’s sweat. Four men were sitting up at a table drinking beer and playing cards. The races were on the radio, the voice of the race caller competing with the noise from a black-and-white television set propped on a pile of old encyclopaedias in front of a black marble fireplace.


Robert said good day and the men nodded and greeted him and went on with their game. The two men from the bottle line weren’t there. He went over to one of the tall French doors with elegant arched fanlights. Beyond the glass was a broad verandah with tessellated paving. The small coloured tiles of the paving were broken and lifted in places by damp and tree roots. Lofty decorative iron columns ended in elaborate arched cast-iron work, supporting a second-storey verandah above, making of the lower verandah a covered promenade. Guests must once have felt invited to step out on spring evenings to take the air. Standing at the window looking out onto the verandah, Robert saw it as a place for romantic meetings between well-dressed ladies and gentlemen.


From where he was standing he could see the neglected garden with its elm copse over to the right beyond the broken tiles of the verandah. From this low angle he might have been looking into a leafy forest. It was a European view and unlike anything he’d seen on the great cattle stations of the north. He turned around from the window and watched the men playing cards. His fear of their fate hung on him like a smell.
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He swept the floor each day. He was like a man with a disease, the thing progressing step by step inside him. Sweeping that floor strewn with lolly wrappers and other rubbish that people had discarded. He existed inside his bulb of silence. Pushing that wide broom around he knew, with a deep intuition of its approach, that something final and bad was going to come out of his anger and frustration and that he would not have the power to oppose it. Wide awake at midnight in his narrow bed in the corner of his room, the band around his head tightened its grip. Wide awake, he lay waiting for the crack in his skull that would bring this thing to its end.


He was walking down Swanston Street to catch his regular tram back to the boarding house when he could go no further. The crowds of people hurrying home to make the most of the weekend pushed past him. He had been standing there for some time when he saw he was in front of the window of an art supplier’s shop. He must have walked past that shop every day since he started working at Myer but had never noticed it before. He stood now looking in at the lovingly arranged display of pencils and paper and paints and sketching pads and all the other wonderful things that were familiar to him from his childhood painting days with his father. After his father returned home from the war he took Robert out into the Kentish countryside every weekend. Father and son spent their summer days and evenings drawing and painting together. They spoke very little to each other during those times, and never of the war. They spoke only of art. Their love for each other then was perfect, a harmony between them they had never known before and were never to know again. Robert stood looking in the window of the art shop thinking back over those days with his dad, and he wondered why he had never tried to make another drawing ever again after he left home.


He went into the shop. He knew what to ask for. He watched the man behind the counter wrap the sticks of ochre pastel and half-dozen sticks of charcoal and the sketching pad and the two 110B pencils. Watching the man wrap the things with care in brown paper and tie them into a small package with string, Robert saw how the man’s respect for the task spoke of his love of these things, and Robert felt touched by the fine world of that respect for things that he had shared with his father. The man handed Robert the package and smiled at him. He said, ‘Good luck, son.’ Robert would have liked to shake the man’s hand but the man did not offer it and Robert was too shy to offer his own.


In his room back at the boarding house Robert rescued the solitary hard-backed chair from its isolation in the far corner and he sat at the low table in front of the window. With the ochre pastels he began to frame a drawing on the first sheet of the sketching pad. An hour went by, silent except for the light hissing of the pastel against the grain of the paper. He was working up an image of a naked man, building the muscular figure up layer on layer with the ochre pastel against a charcoal background that grew darker and more dense towards the base of the picture, until at the very bottom it was so dark it resembled a swirling black mist rising from below and obscuring the man’s lower legs and feet. The red ochre man was fighting down this dark threat rising up to engulf him. Robert was lost in the task.
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