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			THE VERY SECRETIVE AND PASSIONATE STELLA MILES FRANKLIN

			 

			A NOVEL

		


		
			
NOTE


		
			For some of us readers in the Northern Hemisphere, Australia remains an exotic and distant land, still a kind of terra incognita.

			 

			For anyone in need of edification, here are a few historical points of reference.

			 

			In 1788, less than a century before Miles Franklin’s birth, the first fleet of British ships reached Sydney Cove, on the southern coast of the Pacific Ocean, and set up a penal colony there. This territory was christened New South Wales and the city of Sydney established as its capital.

			 

			Over the next several decades, the British colonized other parts of the Australian continent, which they considered (and described as being) “empty.” They systematically decimated the aboriginal populations of these lands, which had previously numbered between four hundred thousand and a million individuals. During the 1850s, five other British colonies were established, forming a region they named Victoria after their queen, with the city of Melbourne as its capital. 

			 

			Over the course of the nineteenth century the British established parliaments in each of these colonies, whose members voted on January 1, 1901 to create a federation which was proclaimed the Commonwealth of Australia. 

			 

			Three years later, in 1904, Australian women were granted suffrage throughout all six States of the Federation—sixteen years before American women won the right to vote, and a full twenty-four years before all British women achieved the same. 

			

			 

			Australia remains a part of the British Commonwealth to this day. It is a federal parliamentary constitutional monarchy composed of six states and ten territories. Its government is headed by a Prime Minister. Canberra is its capital, while Sydney is its financial center and most populous city.

			 

			Remember: because the Australian continent is located in the Southern hemisphere, its seasons are the opposite of Europe’s, and so Christmas is celebrated in the summer. 

			 

			Readers wishing to know more about the Australian literary scene in the early twentieth century will find at the end of this book a brief bibliography relating to the world within which Miles Franklin moved; a glossary of main characters; and a photo section.

	
		


		
			

			“Action! Action! Give me action!”
—MILES FRANKLIN, 1901

“I bewilder myself, I’m so complex. 
So how could he who knows me not, be able to unravel me?”
—MILES FRANKLIN, 1947

		 
		


		
			
PRELUDE


			 

			SHADOW OF A DREAM

		 
		


		
			
THE RED-BELLIED SNAKE


	
			The nightmare was always the same, lingering in the 
dawn light of the bedroom, terrifyingly real.	
She’d had the dream for as long as she could remember. It always began with the vivid sight of a huge black snake drifting among the ferns at the water’s edge. The snake stretched to its full length, displaying its new skin with glints of peacock-blue, and a blood-red belly that gleamed amidst the greenery. Its quivering forked tongue flicked in and out of its half-open mouth. 

			The snake did not hiss. There was total silence. No bird calls, not even the flowing sound of the creek. And yet, in her dream, this place had a name: “the river of the singing waters.”

			The snake watched her out of its round eye. She watched it, too. Both of them utterly still. But she wasn’t afraid. She had no sense of danger. No fear of being bitten, anyway. Merely frozen by revulsion and hatred.

			Suddenly, fascination turned to chaos. A bearded man appeared, armed with a club.

			She thought he’d come to save her. That he was running to kill the snake. But she was the one he seized, crushing her against his body. She wanted to scream but no sound came out. She struggled. They fell, thrashing, amid the bracken.

			He pinned her down, gripping her hard there among the boulders and dead trees, nearly suffocating her. He pulled up her skirt. With his knee, he forced her legs apart. She bit him on the chin as hard as she could, the sour taste of his facial hair filling her mouth. Shocked, he loosened his hold on her. She took advantage of the opportunity to scramble to her feet, grabbed the club he’d dropped and brought it down on his head. Once, twice, ten times. Thin rivulets of blood dripped from his beard.

			He got up. She ran. He chased her. She heard him stumble behind her and fall into a hole. A pit dug to catch wallaroos. A trap set by hunters.

			She turned. He’d vanished into the depths of the pit.

			In the ferns, the snake had disappeared, too.

			She always woke up at that point. But after the initial moment of relief, she emerged from sleep with a sense of being intensely unclean. And with the certainty that she had committed a crime. Killed a man.

			The feeling of guilt stayed with her for a long time after that, sometimes even all day, to the point that she avoided sleep for as long as she could the next night, afraid the nightmare would return. She couldn’t confide in her brothers and sisters about it. She couldn’t tell anyone. That would have meant admitting her guilt. Making her shame public. She had to keep the secret, whatever the cost. She’d killed a man whose corpse was rotting somewhere in a pit near a river. But where? As vivid as the setting was, she could never determine where the murder had taken place, nor could she see her victim with any clarity. A beard and a club: that was all she could remember. She had no sense of his age or his height or weight, no memory of any distinctive clothing or smell. Just the ghastly sight of that beard, dripping with blood.

			She knew it was just a bad dream. Still, as soon as she was old enough, she sought answers from the adults around her. Had there been any disappearances in the bush last year or the year before? Or when she was very little?

			“People are always falling off their horses and disappearing in the outback,” her father told her. “Foreigners, men just passing through, strangers. We never even know they were here until we find their bodies at the bottom of some gorge, or their dead horses, crawling with ants. It happens all the time. You should know that better than anyone, all those drovers’ stories you listen to . . .”

			She asked her mother’s younger sisters, who had known her since she was a baby.

			“Aunt Metta, remember when that big black snake coiled around my feet in Grannie’s orchard? I thought it was the cat rubbing against me at first.”

			“How could I forget?! You were only four or five. You were just fascinated by it. It was a red-bellied black snake. Very poisonous.”

			

			“I yelled for you. You grabbed a big stick to kill it, but before you could hit it, it disappeared between my legs without leaving a trace.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			The dream about the murder on the riverbank had begun to happen less often by the time she began thinking up stories and writing cloak-and-dagger novels in her early teens.

			Gradually the image of the bloody beard faded, then disappeared altogether.

			Only the vision of the snake remained, with its forked, flicking tongue.

			 

			“Why has that snake remained with me all my life?” she would ask herself in her final book, a recollection of her childhood. A return to where it all began.

			“Why should that snake have persisted in my consciousness for over thirty years? As I have sat in some great congress in one of the major cities, or in a famous concert hall, or worked amid the din of the Krupp guns on an Eastern battle front, or watched the albatrosses in stormy weather off Cape Agulhas, or fallen asleep in an attic in Bloomsbury, that snake has still been there, stretched out in the ferns beside the creek, motionless except for the darting tongue.

			“And even now, here, having returned to the bush after a lifetime away, why is that snake still lying in the deepest part of my conscience, bloody and unmoving . . .? Why?”

	
	
		


		
			
BOOK ONE


			 

			THE FASCINATING LITTLE WONDER

			1901–1906

 		


		
			
CHAPTER 1 

I FEEL NO CONNECTION TO THE PLACE 
I LIVE IN 
AUGUST 1901–APRIL 1902

 
			Stillwater, a farm in the hamlet of Thornford, near the city of Goulburn, New South Wales, winter 1901–autumn 1902

			 

			Unacceptable! 	
From her place in front of the pile of laundry she was ironing, Mrs. Franklin gazed out the window at Stella, the oldest of her seven children. Stella, her cross to bear. Her daughter was visible from behind, pressed against the fence at the bottom of the slope that led to the barren fields, wide-flung arms resting on the planks of the first enclosure, as if captivated by the immensity of the bush1 beyond the railings. From this distance Stella looked even smaller and thinner, her skirt, which she’d hiked up until it exposed her bare calves; her old straw hat, and the long brown braid that fell to the small of her back all combining to reinforce the impression of extreme youth. Yet for all that she was fully twenty-one years old, and had already been taught a few harsh lessons by life.

			Mrs. Franklin couldn’t stand her any longer. Had she ever been able to, really? Stella caused her nothing but grief. Dear lord, dear lord, what an ego on the child, ever since she was born! And her complete inability to put herself in anyone else’s shoes! The hard truth is that Stella never thinks of anybody but herself. And that constant need to be in the spotlight—to be the center of attention!

			Mrs. Franklin leaned with all her weight on the blouse she was ironing. The coals she’d placed in the iron gave off an awful, charred, oily stink. And the flies, the hundreds of flies, very unusual at this time of year, buzzing around her face. She should try to shoo them away, by shaking her head or stamping her foot, just like the cows outside. The many twisted strips of flypaper hanging from the ceiling, black with insects, some of which were still struggling—they were utterly useless.

			Well might Stella lean against the fence and dream of escape: today was her day to do the laundry. Why hadn’t she gone yet to stir the sheets in the washtub steaming behind the house? And tomorrow would be her cleaning day. And the day after that, her day to bake bread and jar preserves. Except, of course, that she was always proclaiming her hatred of housework, arguing that she’d only drop the dishes and break them, that she wasn’t a “laborer.” What was she, then? An intellectual, perhaps? How could you claim to be anything but a laborer, after all, when you were the daughter of a failed farmer and you’d left school at sixteen? Her loathing of housework, her deliberate clumsiness—they were just another way of setting herself apart. Not that she was work-shy, you had to give her that; there was nothing truly lazy about her. And when she did finally get to work, she could be astonishingly efficient. The faster she completed the hated chores, the better she felt. On the other hand, caring for the animals and the garden—now that, she liked. With plants and animals, her energy was boundless. The flowers that grew around their miserable complex of corrugated metal buildings, the mulberry and eucalyptus trees—they all owed their lives to her devotion. She loved trees, all trees. Not to mention the horses. She could make friends with even the balkiest stallion, and rode like a she-devil.

			But for the rest it was no, always no. Life was a continuous battle with her. About everything. 

			

			So Mrs. Franklin’s thoughts (or Susannah’s, to those who knew her well) went, on an endless loop.

			Even sweaty, in clogs and an apron, you could see that she had been a beautiful woman once. She was still tall and fine-boned, strikingly handsome. The hardships she encountered every day had only heightened her penchant for “propriety.” Destitution had made her meticulous about details. It was her way of surviving. 

			Adversity had creased and weathered her features. And yet, in company, she became once again the gracious lady of the house, warm and welcoming: a reflex left over from her Victorian education, which dictated that appearances must always be upheld. Correctness and modesty in all things. Even, and especially, in poverty. No complaining. Not a single crack in the public façade. 

			But inside, all was bitterness. Even as she flawlessly executed the duties of a perfect housewife, she was mentally reeling off an endless list of grievances, a litany of misfortunes, the blame for which lay almost entirely on the shoulders of one person: her husband.

			To think, he’d been attractive once! But his handsome looks had been a trap. What remained today of the magnificent rider who had snatched her from the plains and swept her away to his immense ranch up-country, a family operation of more than eighty thousand hectares? Nothing remained. Nothing.

			She wished to God she’d never met the man.

			Endlessly, compulsively, she rehashed her husband’s mistakes:

			Why had he fallen out with his brothers?

			Why had he relinquished his share in the family inheritance to them?

			And why had he sold them his cows and horses, claiming that it was no longer profitable enough to raise them in the mountains?

			What terrible judgment!

			And all because he’d wanted to be independent, to spread his own wings. Not that he’d gained wings of any kind since then. Nor even the bare minimum of common sense. If you want to become a dairy farmer, you don’t move to a barren patch of land where the dryness dehydrates and kills your cows!

			He was nothing but a drunk now. The wreckage of a man. The shame of it!

			The shame of being forced to send Stella out to search the pubs and bring him home, unable even to stand up straight in the dust of this godforsaken place. The deprivation, all my children’s sufferings. Our downfall, our ruin—all because of his worthlessness. And yet Stella, who was always so hard with her, still adored him. Protected him. He protected her too, it had to be said, putting her insolence down to her yearning for a good life. But how does that justify her behavior? I’d like a good life myself! Where does she think she got her love of books, if not from me and my parents? The library of Susannah’s childhood home in Talbingo had contained all the classics. And Stella’s passion for music? Susannah had studied the piano from early childhood, able to play Chopin’s waltzes from memory. And she’d been an avid reader, too, knowing entire passages from Shakespeare by heart. And my horse was nothing like that old nag in the stable, but a pureblood named Lord Byron! 

			Well, you didn’t always get what you wanted in life. You had to make concessions. And that was what Stella still didn’t understand. If she persisted in her refusal to marry or find a place as a governess—or even help out around the house—what would Susannah do with her? Being poor meant having to work for other people. 

			She thinks she’s suffered most from how far we’ve come down in the world.

			Mrs. Franklin glanced out the window again at the land stretching away, far beyond her daughter—the parched land Susannah herself had christened Stillwater, because the rain—a distant memory in this unusually dry winter—never soaked into the ground when it fell, collecting in stagnant pools instead. There were no streams here, no rivers. Only mud-filled ponds, at best. 

			Stella hadn’t moved. Waiting for the sunset, Mrs. Franklin supposed, the only sight worth getting excited about out here, always an incandescent red, a fireball slowly consuming the eucalyptus trees on the horizon one by one. Glorious, every time. 

			Unless Stella was watching for something else . . .?

			Susannah was an intuitive enough mother to have noticed that, for the past few months, something had been happening out there among the fences. Or about to happen, perhaps. When questioned about it, Laurel, the baby of the family, had been reluctant to say anything. She’d simply sworn that Stella wasn’t doing anything bad, wasn’t receiving love letters. Letters? So this was about the mail. The postman came three times a week, but the days were varying, unpredictable. He left the mail in an old kerosene can nailed to one of the roadside posts. But that was at the second enclosure, some three miles from the house. And Mrs. Franklin had refused to let Stella take the horse—their last remaining one, itself depleted by old age—to satisfy a whim that would keep perfectly well until Sunday mass. 

			 

			The pile of laundry, impeccably ironed and folded, was tall enough now to block the window, hiding the view.

			Bitter though she might have been, Mrs. Franklin was efficient. There were still the cows to be brought in and milked. The hardest part was rounding them up in the field. The scarcity of water and grass had made them so scrawny and weak that some of them couldn’t even stand anymore. You had to tie a rope around their middles and haul them to their feet—a physically demanding job that fell to the young adults: Stella and the boys.

			It seems to me that after having given birth to seven children, and losing two of them—one a newborn, and the other my dear boy of sixteen—, after suffering through three floods and ten brush fires through livestock disease and economic depression and drought and infestations of harmful insects, I should be able to expect a little help at the very, very least. Oh, I don’t ask for much—just for my eldest daughter to do her share of the housework. Or to bring in a salary by working outside the home. She always insists that she’s tried, that she came home sick with disgust at the dirtiness and ignorance of her employers. And to think—those employers were none other than my sisters-in-law! Such cheek, that girl. Cheek and disobedience—Stella is a master of those, if nothing else. She says she wants to learn a profession that will make her independent. Well, look where independence got her father! She goes on and on about wanting a career . . . about becoming a singer. How can a person misunderstand the world—and herself—so badly? 

			Mrs. Franklin shrugged. It takes more to become a diva like Nellie Melba, my dear, than a deft touch at the piano, a vaguely musical ear, and a pretty voice! Stella, on stage? Short and skinny as she is? Not ugly, really, just . . . plain. So why on earth do all the young men want to marry her, even her own cousins? They don’t know what trouble they’re asking for, the little fools! What can they possibly see in her? It’s a mystery. Is it the way she challenges them? Dares them to outrace the train on horseback? Her boldness impresses them, I suppose—but the truth is, she thinks she’s better than them. She’ll reject them all. Believe me when I tell you, darling: you’re going to end up alone in this godforsaken place, and in the end you’ll take anyone who’ll have you. And then you’ll see what becomes of your precious “career.” 

			She shrugged again. A career! Loose women have careers. Not well-brought-up young ladies. Well-brought-up young ladies are not angry people, like Stella, who is always angry. Well-brought-up young ladies start families. They raise their children. That is the role assigned to us by God. It’s what He wants us to do. But instead of acknowledging this obvious truth and accepting it, Stella brays that keeping half of humanity in slavery isn’t God’s will—or that “God is a fool, like every man in the bush.” Spreading scandal everywhere, with her blasphemy—setting an appalling example of crassness for her brothers and sisters! Fortunately, she hasn’t yet managed to contaminate Linda, whose health is so fragile . . . poor Linda, who admires her so, in spite of Stella’s rejection and jealousy—dear Linda, so lovely and guileless that she can’t even see how much Stella envies her! Now, Linda, with that beautiful physique of hers—Linda could have a career!

			 

			The ironing was finished. Now Mrs. Franklin would see to the sheets Stella had left in the washtub, hang them up to dry, and then make a start on dinner. Seven mouths to feed, on broth and a few potatoes. Yet there would be a tablecloth, and clean napkins, and each place would be properly set, even if it was with chipped plates and knives so dull they didn’t cut anymore.

			She reached for the laundry basket.

			Noticing, abruptly, that the small figure leaning on the fence had vanished, she hurried out to the porch and shouted her daughter’s name. The echo died away with no response. If Stella had disobeyed her again and gone to fetch the mail, Mrs. Franklin would give her a piece of her mind when she came back . . . 

			 

			* * *

			 

			Down the road, to the distant accompaniment of lowing cattle and the laughter of kookaburras, those mysterious birds whose laugh turned somehow dramatic at twilight, Stella stood, holding a package. She was perfectly still, there in front of the open kerosene can that served as their mailbox, turning the package over and over in her hands.

			It had come from Scotland, and the name written on it flooded her with nearly overwhelming emotion. It was addressed to a man. Mr. Miles Franklin.

			Miles. The shameful name of her mother’s family, of the ancestor who had first set foot on the Australian continent in chains. A convict. Stella had chosen it out of bravado, and because it had the advantage of being a male name, which would allow her to exist in the eyes of her correspondents, instead of having her letters dismissed as “feminine” and thrown straight in the wastebasket.

			Judging by the size and weight, the package contained books. She felt the shapes through the paper, counting. Six. Could these be the author copies she’d been told were coming? Caught between excitement, nervousness, and fear, she couldn’t bring herself to tear the wrapping. She didn’t dare. If these really were the books she was expecting, she was holding her dream in her hands. 

			Three years of work.

			The first version of the novel had been written in a single burst, secretly, every night for six months, in the middle of which she’d turned nineteen. The adventures of a teenage girl, hungry for knowledge, intoxicated with freedom, rebelling against the only future offered by the world to people of her sex: marriage and children. The story of a total revolt against the foundations of society.

			How to describe those nights spent dreaming up scenes, creating characters and hearing their conversations in her head? The scratching of her pen in the silence, the fear of waking up Linda and Laurel, who slept in the same room? The terror that Mother might walk in at any moment? Not to mention the desperate need for ink and paper. It was Pa who had provided them to her in secret, several reams he’d bought in town, paid for with the housekeeping money he claimed to have drunk away. Four hundred and eighty handwritten pages, all told, churned out in despair and exhaustion at the end of days spent milking cows and feeding calves and dragging Pa out of local pubs, dead-drunk despite everything. 

			

			But—what now? Who could she ask to review the book, out here in the desolation of the bush?

			Between the ages of seven and ten she’d been tutored at her Franklin uncles’ home by an old Scot she’d adored who was passionately devoted to literature. He had judged Stella to be of rare intelligence, and possessed of extreme writing talent. Mr. Blyth had gone back to Edinburgh years ago, but he’d continued to correspond with Stella and to guide her reading. For almost a decade they’d exchanged long missives discussing the authors he set her to read. She’d sent him her first, tentative attempts at writing, and he’d offered criticism and advice. But it had been some time now since she’d heard from him, her letters going unanswered. This silence was so unlike Mr. Blyth that she feared something had happened to him. And as it turned out, she was right. He was dead. 

			And then, at Stillwater, there had been Miss Gillespie, the teacher who had believed in Stella’s storytelling talent during the girl’s four brief years of formal education. Miss Gillespie, who had read everything Stella wrote out loud to the single class in Thornford’s tiny bush school . . . 

			Stella had consulted Miss Gillespie, in secret. Entrusted her with the treasure of her life, and awaited the verdict. 

			The schoolteacher’s enthusiasm had matched her support and devotion. She had immediately sensed the universality of Stella’s descriptions of poverty on the isolated farms of New South Wales, and of the boredom and despair of a young woman fighting for self-realization in a society hostile to her. An account full of suffering, rage, and humor, all at once. A biting and acerbic work. A masterpiece! Stella must send it immediately to Angus & Robertson, the great Sydney publishing house—publisher of bestsellers!

			Stella could recite from memory every line of the letter she’d written so painstakingly to the publisher’s directors. She hadn’t even known their names, but she’d labored over each line, trying to sound simultaneously cool, detached, and intellectual: 

			 

			Dear Sirs, 

			Herewith a yarn which I have written entitled, “My Brilliant (?) Career,” I would take it very kindly if you would read it & state whether or not it is fit for publication. Nothing great has been attempted, merely a few pictures of Australian life with a little of that mythical commodity love, thrown in for the benefit of young readers, (always keeping in mind should there be readers of any age.) There will be no mistakes in geography, scenery or climate as I write from fact not fancy. The heroine, who tells the story, is a study from life and illustrates the misery of being born out of one’s sphere. 

			Awaiting reply, 

			Faithfully Yrs., etc.

			 

			The reply had arrived by return of post six weeks later: 

			No thank you, not for us.

			 

			Until that moment, Stella hadn’t realized how much the acceptance or refusal of her work truly meant to her. Miss Gillespie’s faith in her had shielded her from doubt. But now, suddenly and brutally, came the pain of rejection—and the mutinous refusal to accept defeat.

			She’d spent the whole winter of her nineteenth year revising the manuscript. Feverish nights of rebuilding, cutting, rewriting.

			By the end of September, the second version was finished. 

			Miss Gillespie had taken it upon herself to make the trip to Sydney—a hundred and twenty-five miles and several changes of train—to deliver the manuscript to The Bulletin, the major newspaper that published novels in serial form.

			From the editor-in-chief, the same response: 

			No thank you, not for us.

			The third version had been sent to the two literary celebrities that Stella and Miss Gillespie had heard of: one copy to the most fearsome of Sydney critics, one Alfred George Stephens, whose weekly column destroyed reputations and struck terror into the hearts of the newly published. And, even more daringly, one copy to that most admired of colonial Australian authors, the bright star and great poet of the bush Henry Lawson, whose ballads and verse were sung and recited by herdsmen and drovers as they kept their nightly vigils. 

			

			This time? Two extreme, and opposite, reactions. 

			Stephens had insisted on Stella’s paying him before he would consent to read anything, enclosing a list of his rates for comments and corrections along with this brief reply. 

			But Lawson, who was about to sail for England, had asked Stella’s permission, her blessing, to take her manuscript with him on the voyage and submit it to his own publishers in the United Kingdom. For, he said, this book—such a true-to-life and unsentimental portrait of an adolescent girl’s struggles to live the way she chose—had given him the shock of his life. From the way he wrote, it was clear that he considered the book a masterpiece. 

			And in London—in London, the miracle had occurred! Henry Lawson had turned the manuscript over to an English literary agent who just happened to be the very best: James Brand Pinker of the Pinker Agency, who represented James Joyce, Henry James, H.G. Wells, and Joseph Conrad. Pinker had negotiated a contract for Stella with Blackwood, the Edinburgh publishing house. 

			Truly a miracle. For now, on this Stillwater evening, the book was here. 

			Stella had chosen the title. But she hadn’t seen the cover, nor had she corrected the final proofs. All she knew was that over there, in Scotland, they had required that certain parts of the book be “softened,” which she had resisted from a distance in the strongest terms. There could be no question of anyone weakening her text by “elevating the register of the language,” as her correspondent had put it. No question of the book’s vehemence being cut down to nothing.

			But how could you stand up to a publisher when you were only twenty, when you’d been living in the bush your whole life—and when you’d been so incredibly lucky as to have your book accepted—and for publication all over the British Empire?

			Package tucked under her arm, Stella jumped into the saddle and galloped homeward. She would give Mother the privilege of opening it. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			“What time do you call this?” snapped Mrs. Franklin, her tone glacial. “You took the horse, I assume? Get out!”

			

			All around the table, faces, weakly illuminated by the oil ceiling lamp, had turned to look at Stella. Her parents sat at the head of the table, flanked by the two boys, Laurel, the youngest; the young apprentice farmhand, and Stella’s empty seat at the foot. Linda, the pretty middle sister, was absent, holidaying with their maternal grandmother in Grannie’s beautiful house, which was remembered with fond nostalgia by the whole family.

			There was a son missing, as well, though Ma hadn’t set a place for him: Mervyn, the eldest boy, taken by typhoid fever at sixteen. That had been eighteen months ago, and nothing could fill the terrible void he’d left, which Stella couldn’t help noticing every time the family gathered for a meal. 

			Four years younger than Stella, Mervyn had been her earliest admirer and an enthusiastic accomplice in her every escapade. He had been there, too, for the writing of the book now under her arm. Like Linda and Laurel, he had kept her secret. 

			She never spoke about him. Not in life; not even in her writings. He remained sealed up in the deepest part of her heart. On Mervyn, the adored little brother who had won every prize at Thornford School, there was nothing but silence. It was quite simply impossible for her to talk about him. Not even with a word or two. 

			But she kept a photo of him, tucked safely between the pages of her diary. A very young man, with shining golden hair. 

			Like their father had had, once. 

			Even though John Maurice Franklin spent most of his time slumped in an armchair these days, beard ill-kempt and shoulders hunched, he retained—like his wife—something of his former beauty. Unlike Mrs. Franklin’s, however, his features had been softened by failure, their harshness gone, his once angular and powerful face and body almost doughy now.

			At fifty-three, John Maurice—Jim, to his friends—had been defeated by life, and he knew it. He apologized frequently to those around him, humbly and without bitterness. His spouse remained the finest and most valiant of women in his eyes; he made excuses for her mood swings and thanked her every day for maintaining a home for him. She didn’t deserve the fate he’d given her. Forced on her, against her wishes. For despite his efforts to be good-natured and easygoing he could, on occasion, be a tyrant. In his high-spirited periods, when he believed he’d found a way to improve his dismal fortunes, he turned stubborn and pigheaded, dead-set on the idea of the moment, refusing to budge an inch. He wouldn’t listen to anyone at these times and became totally unmanageable; anyone who thought Mrs. Franklin wore the pants in their household would have been mistaken. All major financial decisions were made by John, and John only. His wife had no say in the matter; she was of the weaker sex, after all, and expected to keep to her domestic role. 

			But once John Maurice found himself mired in another hopeless situation, usually even worse than the last, he quickly saw the error of his ways. The thought of blaming his latest failure on circumstance, let alone someone else, never occurred to him. He took full responsibility for his own mediocrity. 

			This combination of moral courage and delusion, of wisdom and irrationality, left his children in a constant state of confusion. Forever caught between forgiveness and contempt, they didn’t know what to think of their father. His weakness exasperated them, but his kindness, his good nature and even integrity—these they could only respect, even if begrudgingly. 

			For John Maurice’s part, he loved his children, and he knew how to show that love. He was capable of empathizing completely with the rebelliousness of his eldest daughter, whose unhappiness he sensed every day. 

			Tonight, however, he deemed it preferable to stay out of the oncoming melee.

			Stella had crossed the room, chin raised defiantly. She hadn’t answered her mother’s question or reacted to her order, merely gone to stand next to her place at the table, her step firm, and set the wrapped parcel down in front of her plate. Then, still without speaking, she’d picked up a knife, cut the knotted twine and slit away the paper, and stood back to let Mother do the rest. 

			Mrs. Franklin didn’t move. 

			“Look!” Stella said, her voice triumphant. 

			“What is it?” asked her brother Tal, aged twelve.

			He lifted away the torn wrapping paper. The cover of Stella’s book appeared, with its illustration: a young girl seen from behind, riding side-saddle on a horse in full gallop, brandishing a long stock whip, a herd of sheep visible in the distance. 

			

			Mrs. Franklin displayed not the slightest flicker of curiosity. Stella plucked a copy from the stack and put it directly in front of her mother, then took another for herself. She was seeing her own book for the first time.

			Deeply moved, she turned it over in her hands. Leafed through it. Inhaled its scent, felt its weight. It was real. It existed. She loved it. She gazed at the cover, reading her nom de plume on the back euphorically. 

			And all the while, Mrs. Franklin sat, stone-faced. Dwelling on Stella’s disobedience, on her having taken out a horse despite her mother’s veto, on the mailbag she’d gone to retrieve. On her being late to dinner. And now this . . . this circus display over a postal delivery!

			Young Tal had seized a copy of the book and was inspecting it. “Who’s ‘Miles Franklin’?” he asked.

			“The author, dummy!” said his older brother Norman.

			“Why’s there a girl riding a horse? Why’s it called My Brilliant Career? What’s her career?”

			The word career finally got a reaction out of Ma. 

			“Another mistake by the postman that’s going to cost us money!” she snapped. 

			She inspected the discarded envelope, adorned with multiple stamps from the other side of the world. 

			“Who’s going to pay to send these back?” 

			Gently, Stella put the book into her hands. 

			“It’s my book, Ma.”

			This astonishing pronouncement was followed by a long silence.

			John Maurice had gotten up and walked around the table to his wife. Standing behind her chair, he pushed his spectacles up his nose and reached for a copy, leafing through the first chapter, then the last, then flipping back to the first. Stella kept her eyes fixed on her father’s face, watching his every expression. 

			He took his time, examining the book thoroughly. Finally he let out a low whistle:

			“And with a preface by Henry Lawson, too!”

			His blue eyes, often so dejected, were sparkling with pride. “Well, my girl! What an honor!”

			At last, Ma deigned to look at the books.

			

			Another silence. 

			She looked up. “Did you know about this?” she hissed, darting a black look at her husband. “How long have the two of you been plotting this obscenity? Were you helping her with it?”

			“A bit. But Stella wrote the book all by herself. I haven’t read it, but if a poet of Henry Lawson’s calibre thought it was worth introducing, it must be extraordinary.”

			“And just how did it reach the desk of a publisher?” Mrs. Franklin turned to Stella. “Who have you let yourself be conned by? It’s only a matter of time before we get a bill that will ruin us completely, I’m sure! I can’t imagine how much it must have cost to print this rubbish? My Brilliant Career, indeed!”

			Like a slap in the face, the tone in which she pronounced those three words tore Stella from her state of bliss. Suddenly, she noticed something she’d missed in the title: the question mark wasn’t there. She’d placed it deliberately between the adjective and the noun: My Brilliant? Career. The question mark added irony. Distance. Doubt. Without it, the book’s title lost its sharp edge, its cruelty—for in the story there was, of course, no brilliance, and no career. Quite the opposite. The absence of that question mark changed the meaning of the whole novel. Stella had insisted to the editor that she believed it necessary, even imperative, that the title be retained exactly as she had written it, punctuation and all. 

			But he had overruled her. She stood motionless, for a moment, stunned. Then:

			“Ma, read it before you judge. Please. Afterward, you can tell me . . . Please.”

			“And that name. Miles. What right do you have to use it?”

			Stella recoiled. 

			Stop begging!

			“My own right!” she shouted. “You christened me Stella Maria Sarah Miles Franklin, let me remind you! It’s my name. I’ll use it however I like.”

			She swept up as many copies as she could reach and stormed out, slamming the door behind her. 

			 

			The night air was dry and strangely warm for late winter. There wasn’t a drop of dew on the ground or a hint of moisture in the trees, despite the mosquitoes. Not even the slightest breeze. 

			Her sobs choked her. Tears of disappointment, of fury. Despair, every bit as intense as her joy had been. 

			She took refuge behind the dairy, her back against the adobe wall. She mustn’t cry. Above all, she must not cry. Instead, she would read the first pages of her book by the light of the full moon. 

			Gnats swarmed, sticking to the book’s edges and binding. What had Henry Lawson written in his preface? Judging by the generosity with which he’d assisted her, surely he’d heaped her with praise . . . 

			But here, another shock. 

			Despite his promises to protect her anonymity, to present her as a male author and even, like she’d wanted, as “a crusty, bald old denizen of the outback,”2 Lawson described her as a rare specimen of the female sex, a true little marvel of nature: the charming, adorable, Miss Franklin! A very young girl, raised in the bush, with nothing in her upbringing to suggest a literary future. 

			Stella found herself seething with indignation. 

			Back to the book. Her solace. Focus on the essential: the content.

			Had that been altered too? Cut to pieces? Truncated?

			She opened the book again, scrutinizing pages at random. What an extraordinary difference between her scribbled manuscript and these printed characters—one belonging to something secret and private, the other to this beautiful, vaguely foreign object. Nothing was recognizable. It was almost as if this wasn’t even the same text.

			She came upon her heroine’s assessment of her father:

			 

			Dick Melvyn of Bruggabrong was not recognizable in Dick Melvyn, dairy farmer and cocky of Possum Gully. The former had been a man worthy of the name. The latter was a slave of drink, careless, even dirty and bedraggled in his personal appearance. He disregarded all manners, and had become far more plebeian and common than the most miserable specimen of humanity around him. The support of his family, yet not its support. The head of his family, yet failing to fulfil the obligations demanded of one in that capacity.

			 

			My god—when Pa read that, would he think it was a description of him?

			What would he think? What would he believe?

			Though she had changed the names of every place, every person . . . 

			But had she, really? She’d given her heroine the last name Melvyn—just one letter away from the first name of her little brother who’d just died, Mervyn. In all honesty, she couldn’t have said whether she’d done that deliberately or not. Stella tried to remember when she’d chosen the name. Had it been before or after the death of their beloved golden boy, whose absence she found so impossible to bear? In calling her protagonist Miss Melvyn, had she been trying to fill the void?

			One thing was certain: none of her family or friends would fail to spot this detail. The story, the situation, the characters—all were closely modeled on reality. 

			And what would they think of this vignette, which cast Pa in such a dreadful light?

			 

			Coming home, often after midnight, with my drunken father talking maudlin conceited nonsense beside me, I developed curious ideas on the fifth commandment.

			 

			She paged feverishly through the book again, her anguish mounting as she realized, horrified, that the mother of her narrator was an unrelentingly venomous presence in every chapter. There was no doubt: she’d raked Ma over the coals, too.

			 

			Mother gave me a list of her worries in private after tea that night. She wished she had never married: not only was her husband a failure, but to all appearances her children would be the same.

			 

			By putting these descriptions of her parents in the mouth of one of her characters, Stella had revealed the most intimate of skeletons in her family’s closet. And as if that betrayal weren’t enough, she’d rejected the very basics of their education—even accused them of immorality. 

			 

			[ . . . ] I fell asleep thinking that parents have a duty to children greater than children to parents, and they who do not fulfil their responsibility in this respect are as bad in their morals as a debauchee, corrupt the community as much as a thief, and are among the ablest underminers of their nation.

			 

			She couldn’t have founded a clearer way of expressing her disdain for the “duty of respect and obedience” Ma was always harping about.

			They were going to think she wished them ill—but in fact it was the contrary! Her book was the complete opposite of an act of revenge. She’d done her best to bear witness to Pa’s integrity, to convey what a magnificent figure of a man he had been, before poverty and the dishonesty of others broke him. And she’d meant to denounce the servitude to which Ma had been condemned as an intelligent and educated woman who would remain a legal minor for life. Stella saw both her parents as prisoners of a hopeless destiny, one that she refused to accept for herself. 

			If she railed against the coarseness and ugliness of their daily life, it was because she was on their side—and on the side of everyone who was weak and oppressed, just as she’d always been!

			Frantically she leafed through the book, searching for the passages that would show her parents that she loved them. Didn’t she write somewhere: “My father [ . . . ] was my hero, confidant, encyclopedia, mate, and even my religion till I was ten.” Until she was ten. And after that . . .?

			After that . . . what terrible things she’d written about the house he had, in his prime, built with his own hands, choosing the most beautiful wood, dreaming of a home as delicate as a music box . . . 

			 

			God forbid that my experiences at Possum Gully should form the only food for my reminiscences of home. I had practically grown up there, but my heart refused absolutely to regard it as home. I hated it then, I hate it now, with its narrowing, stagnant monotony. It has and had not provided me with one solitary fond remembrance—only with dreary, wing-clipping, mind-starving recollections.

			 

			What could this possibly be, if not a reference to Stillwater?

			Stella was jumping from page to page now, realizing with horror the full extent of the damage. 

			How, in reading and editing her manuscript for three years—how had she not seen what she was seeing now?

			She’d agonized night and day over her tale, interrogated herself a thousand times over its construction, the evolution of its characters, the correctness of the dialogues. And yet, somehow, it had never occurred to her that it might be offensive to her loved ones; never imagined their reactions even for a moment, except perhaps to dream of their admiration of her success. The few people who had seen her work—Miss Gillespie, especially—had certainly commented on the brutality and realism of the book, without seeing how her faithfulness to the truth might hurt the ones closest to her. 

			Or had she always been aware of it, deep down? Had she known precisely what she was doing, in refusing to “ruin” her book by softening it, in lingering on reality in such detail?

			In any case, she was becoming aware of the problem for the first time tonight.

			Too late. 

			Every one of her family members had taken their turn in the firing line and, under her critical gaze, had emerged badly damaged. Even Linda, who adored Stella and had always supported her; Linda, whom Stella loved deeply, was described in her book as a sweet little thing with no personality. 

			She had to explain to them all, as soon as possible, that My Brilliant Career wasn’t an autobiography, but a novel. That when writing fiction, you drew on actual facts to create another reality; that you used yourself and others as material, starting from that base and altering it more and more until you’d utterly transformed it. That, at the end of the day, the Melvyns of the novel bore almost no resemblance to the Franklins of real life. 

			

			And she had to make them understand, too, that the narrator of her story wasn’t her. That the characters weren’t real people in their circle. The proof? She—Stella—had never had a love affair like the one Sybylla, her heroine, had with Harold Beecham. Surely they knew that, didn’t they?

			Leaving the spot where she’d taken refuge, she made her way back up the slope to the house, to watch for her parents’ reaction. 

			The sprawling wooden building stood at the summit of a hill. A single-story dwelling, built on a high platform to avoid reptiles and scorpions, with a sloping roof and a veranda, like so many other bush houses scattered among the eucalyptus trees. 

			There were no lamps burning under the loggia, its varnished, pine-paneled ceiling echoing the walls and floors of the house’s interior. The vines and roses Stella had coaxed into growth twined around the loggia’s pillars, giving the long gallery a vague resemblance to a winter garden. John Maurice and Mrs. Franklin often sat out here in the evenings after supper, discussing the day’s hardships. In the spring, this was where they hosted the visitors who came for tea. It was, after the kitchen, the part of the house where the family spent the most time. But tonight? No one. Not even the dog, who ordinarily liked to lie beneath the rocking chair; not even the cats who could usually be found curled on the benches. The only light came from a single sash window, shining from behind its protective screen and curtain. 

			Holed up in their bedroom, the oil lamp’s flame turned up as bright as possible, Ma and Pa were reading.

			 

			* * *

			 

			If Stella had thought the publication of My Brilliant Career would bring her peace, she was in for a rude awakening. That night was probably one of the worst of her whole life. She spent it in agony, her heart aching at the thought of having hurt the people she loved.

			Remorse. Guilt. Regret.

			Yet this was only the beginning of her journey through the desert. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			

			At first light Stella hurried to find her father, who stood shaving in front of the little mirror hung from a pillar on the south side of the loggia. 

			“Well?” she demanded. “Did you finish it?”

			Before he could answer, she rushed on, clumsily:

			“You have to know, Pa—nothing in my novel is about us. None of it. The publishers—they lied to me; they promised me they’d pass the book off as being written by a man. Henry Lawson didn’t keep his promise, but it doesn’t change anything; there are probably thousands of Miss Franklins in Australia! It could be anyone!”

			“‘Anyone’? Surely not, my dear! How could you have expected people to think My Brilliant Career was written by anyone but a young woman? The tone is so real! The voice is so honest! No man in the world, however talented, could have written a novel like yours.”

			“Oh—so you do see that it’s a novel, Pa, don’t you? Just a story?”

			“Of course; what else? But you did a ripping job combining it with real life—”

			“But what did you think of it, Pa?” Stella cried, cutting him off. “Did you like it?”

			“Henry Lawson knew what he was about, helping you,” John Maurice said. “You’ve written a brilliant book.”

			Stella flung her arms around her father’s neck, overcome with gratitude. “Oh, Pa! How good you are! You’re a wonder!”

			He hugged her close. 

			“You’re the wonder, as I’m sure your friend Mr. Lawson would agree.”

			Stella let herself be held, something she rarely did. Since the age of six or seven she’d disliked being touched and avoided physical contact as much as she could.

			It was also true, of course, that the Franklins weren’t the most demonstrative of families. Stella’s grandfather, John Maurice’s father, had never kissed his children even once. When leaving for any extended period, it had been his habit to shake hands with his sons and daughters, even the toddlers. Stella, it seemed, had fallen in line with family tradition—with one difference.

			Unlike the Franklins, she was naturally possessed of an impulsive, affectionate temperament. Until the mysterious change took place at age six, she had been the most loving and effusive of little girls—and it was still true that no one cuddled the puppies more tenderly than Stella. She doted on babies, too, cradling the tiniest and frailest ones with infinite gentleness. But woe betide any adult who hugged her too tightly. 

			Was it the lack of maternal affection that had cooled her passionate nature this way? Or something else?

			In any event, this was the first time in years that Stella had allowed herself to be embraced without pulling away. Her father held her close. She was so happy, so relieved, that he was angry at himself for having reassured her so quickly. For having misled her so completely. 

			He had to warn her. Reign in her new liberated emotions. 

			“You should still expect some . . . difficulties,” he murmured. 

			“From Mother?”

			“Your mother’s an intelligent woman. She’ll appreciate your book’s true value. But not everyone is like her. You’ve written things about religion that are going to upset some people.”

			“Yes . . . I’m sure you weren’t too fond of what my narrator says about God. But it’s she who’s talking, not I!”

			“She or you, it doesn’t matter. You’re allowed to write what your heroine thinks and feels, of course. But you’ll need to prepare yourself. People don’t have much imagination, and they’ll confuse the two of you.”

			“But in Stillwater, you can count the number of people who know how to read on one hand!” Stella flashed. “And anyway, Pa, who cares what the neighbours think? We might as well worry about the mosquitoes’ opinion!”

			“No . . . disdain has never been a virtue, Stella.”

			“But stupidity and narrow-mindedness are?”

			John Maurice held his daughter away from him, fixing her with his limpid blue gaze. The purity of it filled her with love. 

			“This isn’t a matter of either of those things, Stella. It’s about the generosity the people of Thornford and Goulburn have shown us. Remember—our neighbors were the ones who bought back our equipment and kept it safe for us, when my creditors forced us to auction it off to pay my debts. And they were the ones who gave all that equipment back to us when your grandmother helped us financially so we could start over. True, they might not know anything of the sort of independence you’re longing for—or the power of literature and music for a spirit like yours. But their feelings are just as real as yours—I mean to say, the hurt and humiliation they’re going to feel when they believe you’re criticizing them. Shaming them.”

			“But I’m not, Pa! It’s their passive acceptance of life the way it is—of all our lives—I’m rebelling against. I want fairness, I want abundance, and I want goodness for every single one of us. We have the right to all those things! All of you out here in the bush—all over the world, for that matter—all of you seem perfectly content for ninety percent of the population to die of hunger while the other ten percent get rich! Well, not me. You all accept this world and its sick values without a qualm. I can’t! I ache for the Aborigines we abuse so dreadfully, the Chinese we treat with such scorn—for the old and the poor and the handicapped. I will always stand up for children and animals—you know that! None of that means that I haven’t looked around me and seen the lack of education and refinement and intelligence in the men here—the men you and Ma and Grannie—all of you—want me to marry! Marriage and motherhood . . . there’s no way out for me, just because I had the bad luck to be born a girl. Obeying men, scrubbing floors, making babies; you all tell me that’s the only future I can expect. You’re forbidding me to live. Don’t any of you feel any shame, imposing the ridiculous law that makes a girl a slave to her own family, on the absurd premise that her only value on this earth is as a servant? Well, I can tell you one thing, Pa—I will never serve your neighbors, or the sons of your neighbors, or the fathers of your neighbors! I could never consider any of them a potential husband. Never,” Stella repeated vehemently. “The horror of being subservient to any of those—those creatures—I couldn’t bear it!”

			John Maurice nodded.

			“All right, no need to shout. You do enough of that in your book. But as far as your horror of those ‘creatures,’ well, they’re not going to take kindly to it, and you need to be ready for that. Ready for them to rebel against you. Prepare yourself, Stella. Understand?”

			She nodded, shaken.

			“Now, go and get a few hours’ sleep, my dear. You’ve been up all night, and we’ve got a trying week in store for us.”

			Stella left without a word, but instead of her bedroom she made her way toward the grove of trees she’d planted. Her consolation. Young kurrajongs she protected from the sheep with sturdy barbed wire fences. 

			John Maurice watched his daughter climbing over the fences with a faint sense of anxiety. She looked so vulnerable among the towering mulberry and eucalyptus trees.

			 

			* * *

			 

			Contrary to all expectations, Ma confined herself to a few vague comments on the book. It wasn’t as bad as she’d feared, she said, but she did wonder who on earth would be interested in reading such a story. Those publishers must really have had time and money to burn! But since they weren’t asking for reimbursement, it was their problem. The problem facing the Franklins in this strange winter could be summed up in a single word: drought. 

			How would they keep the livestock alive? How would they survive, themselves?

			And so Ma allowed Stella to give copies of My Brilliant Career to whomever she chose, as long as she did it quickly. One copy went to Stella’s teacher Mae Gillespie; another to Miss Gillespie’s friend Tom Hebblewhite, the editor of the local newspaper, who had helped them with copyediting. A third copy was sent to the tutor who had taught Stella to read when she lived in the highlands with her Franklin uncles, and the fourth was presented to Grannie, her beloved maternal grandmother. The fifth copy went to her sister Linda, who was still holidaying at Grannie’s home. 

			As for the copy Stella planned to give her parents, John Maurice suggested, with his usual kindness, that she write an inscription to Ma . . . and Mrs. Franklin deigned to accept.

			Panic.

			What should she write to Mother in circumstances like these? After countless hesitations, Stella opted for restraint: “To Mrs. J M Franklin, with best love and respectful compliments from the scribbler.”

			This piece of filial devotion accomplished, Ma shut the book away on the highest shelf of the wardrobe, to remain unseen and eventually forgotten. 

			

			Exit the brilliant career.

			Matter closed.

			 

			* * *

			 

			That is, it would have been, if not for the letter Grannie sent to Stillwater. 

			While the old lady admitted that certain passages had made her laugh heartily, she also reproached her daughter for having brought Stella up so poorly. It was unacceptable, she huffed, for a child to have written anything at all without her parents’ knowledge—let alone obscene theories about birth control and the sexual enslavement of wives; not to mention her claims of atheism! Stella’s words were so indecent that Grannie didn’t even dare repeat them. Where had her granddaughter gotten such filthy ideas? In which newspaper, which book, had she found them? Who had corrupted her so dreadfully?

			This incendiary missive accusing the Franklins of incompetence in the education of their children was a declaration of war. 

			 

			In reality, the lack of newspapers—they had been forced to cancel their subscriptions to save money—, the death of their last horse, and the catastrophic drought still ongoing that September, which killed countless livestock, had cut the residents of Stillwater off from the rest of the world. They were unaware of the rumors circulating about them, unaware that Stella’s novel had arrived at Foxall’s, the grocery in the neighboring village that also served as its bookshop, where it was being sold for three shillings and sixpence for the clothbound edition and a shilling less for the version with cardboard covers. Unaware that the book was causing a scandal. 

			Everyone was talking about that pathetic drunk John Maurice, whom his own daughter had dragged through the mud. About the weakness of his wife, who couldn’t make herself respected. Oh, Susannah might give herself airs and play the grand lady, but she was clearly incapable of instilling even the most basic moral values in her children. 

			The rector of the parish’s Wesleyan church had even railed against the author of the sacrilegious book from his pulpit, thundering that the oldest Franklin daughter was damned for having denied the existence of God.

			 

			Ma was the first to hear of the censure being directed at her and her family.

			She had always reigned over a circle of disciples who came to her for a sweet biscuit recipe or advice on the best method for keeping insects away or her technique for embroidering linens. But suddenly, there was no one. No more visits. No more neighbor ladies. She wasn’t alarmed about it until the day the young farmhand came back from Goulburn full of the latest gossip. 

			To hear him tell it, people were talking more about My Brilliant Career than about the drought or the price of wool. Everyone was murmuring in shock that the Franklins had raised a shameless jezebel and universally condemning them for not having been able to control their daughter.

			“Mrs. Smith told Mrs. Starck that she was very sorry for you,” the apprentice reported with relish, “but she said she didn’t dare come to see you because she wouldn’t know what to say. She kept calling you ‘that poor Mrs. Franklin’ and saying how relieved she was that her children wouldn’t be consorting with that monstrous daughter of yours anymore.” 

			 

			“Good riddance!” Stella retorted to each snub. “The Smith girls are marriage-obsessed little fools, and the boys care for nothing but their own biceps!”

			Shrugging off their neighbors’ ire, she concluded, in a letter to Linda, the only member of her family who had expressed her admiration: “At least their mother won’t be coming to regale Ma with her womb troubles anymore. It was so tedious to hear her constant complaining in the kitchen, with Mrs. Stark and the others, about the gynecological woes brought on by their repeated pregnancies and their husbands’ disgusting urges!”

			It was all a show.

			In truth, the disgrace her parents were suffering because of her had shaken her to the core. If Ma had rounded on her with rebukes and lamentations, if she’d cursed and ranted at her, Stella might have known how to defend herself. But, as she always did in times of great crisis, Mother had revealed herself to be possessed of astonishing stoicism.

			She hadn’t uttered a single sharp word—except for one brief but cutting remark aimed at her husband:

			“Look where it gets us when you support her!”

			Otherwise, silence. Her disapproval was total—young girls from good families did not write novels—but she managed to convey her reproach without a word. 

			Even when Uncle George and Aunt Margareth Franklin, believing they recognized themselves in the book’s depiction of ignorant and dirty employers, threatened to cut ties, Ma remained calm, pretending not to hear, though she was well aware, of course, that they had in fact employed Stella as a governess, and that Stella had returned from their household outraged by their stupidity and the squalor in which they lived. 

			Likewise, their relatives in Goulburn and Yarra were seething, all of them having looked for portraits of themselves in the book and believing they’d found them in one character or another. 

			“But I never had any of them in mind, ever!” Stella insisted. “I don’t even know some of them!”

			Ma simply shrugged and went about her business. She had more serious troubles to worry about.

			Never was Susannah Franklin’s self-control more sorely tested than the day a gentleman dressed entirely in black arrived at the house. She’d watched him from a distance, climbing out of his carriage several times to open the successive gates of the enclosures, and now he was in front of the porch, extracting himself from his seat with visible difficulty. He wore a cassock; this was the Goulburn parish priest, spiritual shepherd of the Catholic community! A real surprise. The Franklins didn’t belong to his parish, nor to any Catholic parish in Stillwater; they were Anglicans. 

			This priest, a thin man whose age was impossible to tell, had a reputation for being both an indefatigable gossip and an endless proselytizer, working tirelessly to convert people to the “true faith.” He had a tendency to seek out non-Catholic households and show up uninvited, looking to add one more success to his tally sheet like a dingo-hunter keeping track of his kills.

			When he asked Mrs. Franklin if he could meet the young person who lived under her roof and was causing such scandal everywhere, she knew exactly what he was planning to do. Shocked that a man of the cloth—who wasn’t even of her faith—would go so far as to come to her home to meddle in her affairs, she was about to block him from coming inside, but instead, gathering herself with a supreme effort, she became the gracious hostess she was known for being and invited him into the long gallery for a cup of tea. 

			Then she summoned Stella.

			Knowing the busybody priest was likely to use his interview with Stella as a source of fresh gossip, she took her daughter aside. “Be polite,” she warned her quietly, “extremely polite. Let him talk. Don’t volunteer anything; just answer his questions. And whatever you do, don’t try to debate him. Just listen, and go along with whatever he says. He’s a man of the Church; he knows more about religion than you do. I’ll be right there with you. I won’t leave you alone with him. I’ll make him stop talking if I need to—and if it comes to it, I’ll throw him out.”

			This moment of complicity with Mother, this certainty of her total protection, moved Stella deeply, filling her with an emotion far stronger than what she felt when the frowning priest demanded to know, in a thundering voice, why she hated God. A question to which she replied, in measured tones, that it wasn’t God she hated, but what He did to humans, adding that should God treat people the way He had treated His son, humanity would continue to suffer. 

			She would never forget the brief but powerful feeling of safety that had warmed her whole body at the sight of her mother, back straight at the frankness of her answers, tone composed and step sure, offering a tray of little cakes to the inquisitor and feigning interest in the results of an exorcism in a Sydney parish. 

			“And what about you, dear madam?” enquired the priest unctuously. “What are your feelings on religion?”

			Ma’s eyes flared briefly. She paused for a moment before saying bluntly, as Stella might have done:

			“I feel . . . many things about it. Everything but indifference!”

			The priest almost dropped the teacup he was handing back to her.

			“Do you . . . do you mean to say that you hate God, too?” he stammered, aghast. 

			“On the contrary. We read the Bible regularly, and I’d venture to say we know the Scriptures every bit as well as your parishioners, and probably much better than some of them.”

			“Knowledge isn’t everything, Mrs. Franklin! Indeed, it might be what matters least, to our Lord.”

			“I agree, Father, as it’s true that ‘if I have the gift of prophecy and comprehend all mysteries and all knowledge; if I have all faith so as to move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.’ First letter of Saint Paul to the Corinthians.”

			Taking her mother’s cue, Stella continued: “‘And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these,’” she finished, looking the priest directly in the eye, “‘. . . is charity.’”

			If the Goulburn priest was impressed by the Franklin women, he didn’t show it. He departed unsatisfied, leaving the Anglican miscreants doubled over with laughter—the only real laughter mother and daughter would ever share. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			Mother had become once again the admirable figure Stella remembered from her childhood. A dignified and formidable lady who confronted tempests without flinching, another statue of the Commendatore, upholding the truth. Her dazzlement at her mother’s elegance and strength only intensified Stella’s guilt at having betrayed her. 

			What have I done? Dear God, what was I thinking, to publish that book? She found herself unable to shake her sense of shame. Her work seemed suddenly pathetic, vulgar—not because of the gossip, but because it had humiliated Mother. 

			In showing herself to be so dignified, Stella’s mother forced her to doubt herself. She led her, subtly but surely, to renounce her passion for writing. To hell with My Brilliant Career and its fabric of nastiness and lies!

			In the end, Stella wished she’d never written a word of it. As she would later recall, “I felt the same way poor girls who become mothers outside marriage must feel. The baby exists, but they have no happiness or pleasure in it. The birth brings nothing but tragedy and dishonor.”

			 

			

			* * *

			 

			“Stella, come back to the house!”

			Linda, pretty Linda, was home. She ran through the dust, dodging scrawny clumps of vegetation, shouting at the top of her lungs:

			“Come on, hurry!”

			Stella, who was uprooting a bramble at the bottom of the last enclosure, got to her feet. Hair falling into her eyes, her gloves full of thorns, she gazed at her sister, so beautiful in the blue dress Grannie had given her, her golden tresses shaken loose from their knot by her run. So perfectly lovely, with the face of a Madonna and the figure of a goddess. They were less than eleven months apart in age, but what a difference!

			Jealousy, that ignoble emotion, gnawed at Stella for an instant. No surprise that Ma had always preferred her younger sister. Linda was long-limbed and slender, innately refined. Next to her, Stella, who stood barely five feet tall and whose dark braid fell to her waist, felt like a gnome, a dwarf, ugly as a louse.

			No matter.

			In any event, the gnome had become such a burden to her parents that she owed it to them, she felt, to disappear. 

			There were two possibilities. She could go to America or England—it hardly mattered which—or she could shoot herself in the head with Pa’s rifle. Flight or suicide? For some time now, Stella had been taking morbid pleasure in considering her options.

			Linda had reached her side. “A package just arrived from Mr. Lawson,” she panted. “Sent from England over a month ago. Articles about you! About your book!”

			“I don’t want to hear about Mr. Lawson or my book ever again!” Stella snapped. “Ever! Do you hear me? Never again!”

			“But—the articles are wonderful, Stella!”

			“Stop with your idiotic enthusiasm!” Stella cried. “I can’t bear it!”

			“There’s an amazing review in The Times of London, and others . . . they compare you to Dickens, and Zola! Miss Gillespie stopped by—she left the Sydney papers too—”

			“Stop!” Stella cut her off, putting her hands over her ears. “Please, stop!”

			

			She was shouting now. 

			Linda subsided, surprised. Then, gently, she reached for her sister’s hands and, removing her gloves, set about plucking thorns out of the heavy material. 

			“That critic from The Bulletin you wrote to,” she murmured, pretending to be focused on the glove, “the one who wanted to make you pay him to edit the manuscript before he’d even looked at it . . . ”

			This mention of one of the earliest rejections of her work got a reaction out of Stella. 

			“Alfred George Stephens,” she supplied, not without bitterness.

			“That’s him. AG Stephens. The one who writes that ‘Red Page’ column every week.”

			“He’s a rat.”

			“Maybe, but he’s saying that My Brilliant Career is the greatest Australian novel of all time. A towering achievement in our country’s literature.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			In the kitchen, great excitement reigned. Norman and Tal, Stella’s little brothers, were tearing pages out of newspapers and shouting with laughter. 

			Spread out on the table were not only The Bulletin and The Times, but also The Yorkshire Post, the Daily News, The Glasgow Herald, The Literary World, The Pall Mall Gazette, The Manchester Guardian, and more. The reviewers were unanimous in their admiration of the young author’s powerful and vibrant prose, comparing her—her!—to Charlotte Brontë, and her heroine to Jane Eyre.

			The London Sun had made My Brilliant Career its “Book of the Week,” and The Spectator ranked the passionate writing of the Australian Miles Franklin alongside that of the Russian painter and sculptress Marie Bashkirtseff, whose Journal had just been translated in England. 

			Mother was standing in a corner, very still, reading each review carefully, even the briefest ones. True to form, she made no comment, either positive or negative, on Stella’s being so suddenly and astonishingly covered in glory—but it was clear to everyone that she was taking great enjoyment in having the last laugh. 

			

			 

			The praise being heaped on the eldest Franklin daughter by London and, indeed, the whole British empire, put a swift and complete end to the neighbors’ condemnations. 

			Overnight, Stella the outcast became a local celebrity whom the residents of Goulburn delighted in bragging about, their “hometown girl.” People who had complained about appearing in the novel in September boasted, in December, of having inspired this or that character in My Brilliant Career. And as the ultimate proof of their triumph, the postman informed farmers at other cattle stations that the kerosene can that had served as Stillwater’s mailbox was no longer large enough, that he now had to deliver whole sacks of mail from all over Australia to the Franklins’ front porch himself. 

			Letters by the dozen came to Stella from young women of the bush who had seen themselves in Miles’s heroine. They shared with her the frustrations of their daily lives, asked her to help them with their own writings, sent her photos of themselves and asked for photos of her. 

			To Stella’s chagrin, none of these girls differentiated between her book’s narrator and its author. Again and again, her book was taken for an autobiography. 

			She was happy about her newfound success, of course. The reversal in her fortunes was exhilarating, her triumph satisfying. She was still stunned by it. 

			What had changed, however, was the nature of her unhappiness at home. As the months passed, the constant invasions of their privacy, all the noise and clamor—so contrary to the Franklins’ customary aloofness—had made her feel deeply unsettled. 

			Like her parents, Stella disliked the nosiness and meddling of others, the violation of the family’s private space that came along with her success. If only she had been made rich by it, like the neighbors believed! If only she could have given Ma and Pa some relief by bringing an influx of cash to Stillwater! But James Brand Pinker, of the famous Pinker Agency, while he had found a publisher for her in Scotland, hadn’t bothered about the financial provisions of her contract. 

			The result of this was that, even after multiple reprintings, Stella’s royalties amounted to sixteen pounds, five shillings and sixpence for the year 1902. Hardly anything. Less than she would have earned as a dressmaker’s assistant in Goulburn.

			 

			* * *

			 

			“What would you do if you were me, Miss Gillespie?” Stella asked.

			The schoolteacher took the letter from a dazed Stella’s hand. It had been sent by Andrew Barton Paterson, known as “Banjo” Paterson or, even more familiarly, just “Banjo”—after Henry Lawson, the greatest star of the bush poets. 

			“I’d say, ‘Dear Mr. Paterson, I’m coming to Sydney right away’!”

			Miss Gillespie and her former student were deep in consultation in the schoolyard, which was so isolated that the cowpath was the only road leading to it. It was the afternoon recess; some thirty children of varying ages, all of whom Miss Gillespie had taught in the same one-room schoolhouse for years, were shouting and running around the two women, young Tal keeping an eye on them, hoping Miss Gillespie wouldn’t cut the conversation short and put an end to their games. 

			At age forty-six, Mae Gillespie was a tall, heavy-featured woman with skin made leathery by the sun, but she remained full of energy, her eyes sparkling with intelligence.

			She lived with different local families during the week, spending weekends in a furnished room in Goulburn. Despite her passion for teaching, the school board considered her academically weak. Irish by birth, from a humble family, she hadn’t had much formal schooling herself, and her knowledge of the sciences was nonexistent.

			She spent the majority of her salary on books, newspapers, and reading-room subscriptions. Always extremely well informed about the latest publications, she received deliveries to her Goulburn room of the most cutting-edge essays on Shakespeare and Byron, as well as the fashionable novels of George Moore and George du Maurier, and in reality, Miss Gillespie’s commentaries on the work of Walter Scott, Dickens, and Thackeray were more scholarly than any university course.

			She had been, for Stella, one of those rare and precious teachers that shape a destiny. The student remained bound to her teacher by gratitude, complicity, and enduring affection. Stella considered the older woman her mentor and the person to whom she owed everything. For Miss Gillespie’s part, she had found in “Miles Franklin” the embodiment of all the literary talent she’d always wished to possess herself. 

			Luckily, Mother appreciated Miss Gillespie too. Despite the role the schoolteacher had played in the publication of My Brilliant Career, Mrs. Franklin didn’t look too unkindly on the influence she exercised over Stella. Miss Gillespie even stayed with the family at Stillwater on occasion, Mother calling her “Mae” like most of her students’ parents did. 

			It was also true, however, that Susannah Franklin wouldn’t like the advice Mae was giving her daughter right now. 

			“‘I’m coming to Sydney right away,’” Stella repeated. “You’re joking, right? Do you really think my mother’s going to let me do that?”

			It was like a gift from heaven: Banjo Paterson was the celebrated author of a number of famous ballads about the splendor of Australia’s wide open spaces, including “The Man from Snowy River” and “Waltzing Matilda”—the latter so popular that it had nearly been made the country’s national anthem. His fame among the bushmen extended to the farthest reaches of the outback. He’d covered the Second Boer War as a correspondent for the Sydney Morning Herald and had just returned from China, where he’d reported on the Boxer Rebellion. In addition to all this he was a horseman of legendary talent, winning every race he entered; in fact, it was to his horse, Banjo, that he owed his nickname. And on top of everything else, he was Australia’s most sought-after attorney, whose photo appeared regularly in the society pages.

			“I wrote to him the same way you’d throw a bottle into the ocean,” Stella marveled. 

			“We did the same with that ever so kind Mr. Lawson—and that paid off, to say the least!”

			“But I only wrote to Mr. Paterson to ask his advice on any future contracts I might sign, to keep from getting swindled again.”

			“Well, what does he say?”

			Miss Gillespie made a show of unfolding the letter, the context of which she already knew, and read aloud:

			

			 

			“I would be delighted to help you negotiate your author’s rights; delighted, above all, to enable you to wring the necks of those thieving publishers. But you must come quickly, as I may be leaving Sydney any day now, and if you don’t come soon, you might miss me. And I wouldn’t like it at all if that were to happen.”

			 

			Folding the letter again, Miss Gillespie said, in crisp tones:

			“It seems to me that Mr. Paterson’s invitation is very clear indeed, and that you don’t have much time. Go.”

			It was exactly what Stella had been hoping to hear.

			 

			* * *

			 

			In pitching her travel plans to her parents, Stella kept mum about the possibility of a one-on-one meeting with Banjo Paterson. As luck would have it, another letter, this one bearing an equally propitious invitation, had arrived for her in the next mail delivery. This one came from one Miss Rose Scott, aged fifty-five, founder of the Women’s Literary Society, who hosted a salon in one of Sydney’s most desirable districts. 

			My Brilliant Career had left Miss Scott thunderstruck. The book echoed all her own concerns over the status of young women in Victorian society. In her letter, she called the author “my dear little girl” and invited Stella to stay at her rose-covered cottage. 

			“I don’t doubt that Miss Scott’s a respectable woman, but one doesn’t impose on a lady one has never met!” Ma objected. 

			“This isn’t a holiday, Ma; it’s a business trip. If I don’t meet in person with people who might publish my work, I’ll never earn a penny from my books. And all the publishers in Australia are in Sydney.”

			“The girl’s not wrong,” put in Pa, who had kept well out of the dispute until then. 

			He was enjoying a rare moment of relaxation in his rocking chair, which young Tal had dragged onto the veranda on this pleasant autumn evening. For almost a week Pa had been a spectator of the battle of wills between mother and daughter, with neither willing to give in. The matter promised to end badly. 

			Drawing on his pipe, John Maurice added, with his customary mildness:

			“Anyway, Miles doesn’t need to stay with Miss Scott.”

			It was the first time anyone at Stillwater had called Stella “Miles.” John Maurice knew exactly what he was doing in using his daughter’s nom de plume in front of his wife. All three of them were aware of the significance, in fact. The name was a symbol of freedom. 

			“The widow of an old friend of mine runs a lodging house in Sydney. Miles can spend a week there.”

			These words, which would earn John Maurice the cold shoulder from his wife for some time, sent his daughter into raptures. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			“Dear Miss Franklin,” Banjo Paterson had written in his latest letter, “Would you like to have lunch with me at the ABC Tea Room on Pitt Street at one o’clock on Wednesday afternoon? I’ll wait for you out in front; you can’t miss me. A sad looking person with a very hard face.”

			The reply, hurriedly telegraphed from the Goulburn post office, read:

			“I’ll be there.”

			This meeting at a Sydney restaurant between two strangers, one a mature single man—with a reputation as a womanizer, no less—, the other an unchaperoned virgin, broke every rule of Victorian propriety.

			What young woman of good family, living in the British empire at the dawn of the twentieth century, would have dared to embark so cavalierly on a blind date? Unthinkable. Certain to cause a scandal. Miss Franklin quite clearly couldn’t have cared less. Paterson was delighted. To hell with this buttoned-up society!

			Miles, for her part, could finally exclaim, in the words of My Brilliant Career’s heroine: “What a delightful place the world was!—so accommodating, I felt complete mistress of it. It was like an orange—I merely had to squeeze it and it gave forth sweets plenteously.”

			It was April 8, 1902, the day before she disembarked on the quayside of the teeming capital of New South Wales. 

			

			 

			
				
					1 In Australia the term “bush” is applied to large rural areas that are completely unlike the urban landscape. Today the bush covers almost 400,000 square miles of very sparsely populated land, and contains mainly two types of vegetation: forests, consisting mostly of eucalyptus, and Mediterranean-type brush and shrubbery. 

				

				
					2 The outback lies beyond the bush; covering Australia’s interior. Immense and semi-arid, it is even more sparsely populated than the bush. 
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