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‌Foreword


Tamarisk Row, my first book of fiction, was first published in 1974. I was already thirty-five years of age at the time, and I had been trying to write such a book since early 1964, ten years before.


The earliest abandoned fragments hardly resemble the published text. Sometimes my projected book had a title quite unlike Tamarisk Row. That title first occurred to me in 1968, and almost at once I was able to foresee the contents of the book and to outline the shape of it. For the first time in five years, I felt confident of completing a work of fiction.


During the five years when I was able to write no more than a few thousand words before giving up, I sometimes supposed I was incapable of writing a book-length work of fiction. I believe nowadays that I was incapable of writing what seemed to me a conventional book of fiction: a novel with a plot, with characters deserving to be called credible, and with numerous passages of direct speech.


As a boy at secondary school, I had had much trouble writing critical essays about novels. Ten years later, as a mature-age student of English at university, I had, if anything, more such trouble. Even after I had seemed to myself to have grasped something of the literary theory then fashionable, that theory remained wholly unrelated to my experiences as a reader of fiction, let alone a would-be writer of it.


I cannot recall having believed, even as a child, that the purpose of reading fiction was to learn about the place commonly called the real world. I seem to have sensed from the first that to read fiction was to make available for myself a new kind of space. In that space, a version of myself was free to move among places and personages the distinguishing features of which were the feelings they caused to arise in me rather than their seeming appearance, much less their possible resemblance to places or persons in the world where I sat reading. I seemed to have sensed also from an early age that some of my experiences as a reader would change me more as a person than would many an event in the world where I sat and read.


The personages that I seemed to move among while I was reading were not only what other readers would have called characters. Often the personage whose presence most awed me would have seemed to me to exist on the far horizon of the place where the fictional events were taking place. (And yet the awesome personage sometimes seemed to loom beside me – we two were looking out from almost the same vantage point.) The awesome personage, as I might have called him or her long ago, I call nowadays the Narrator or the Implied Author, and I still find myself often nowadays as much affected by him or by her as by any fictional character alleged by him or by her to exist.


The notebooks or journals that I kept during the early 1960s include pages of speculation about the way in which I ought to write the latest draft of my first book of fiction. A recurring question was ‘How much should I claim to know?’ Another matter that troubled me was the distance that should lie between myself-as-narrator and the nearest character in the fiction. While I was writing about these matters, I sometimes thought of myself as dithering or as needlessly agonising over a task that I ought to have set about long before. Today, however, I feel somewhat proud of my much younger self, he who might have borrowed his way of writing from any of the authors then fashionable but who would not – could not do so.


I have my own term for the sort of narration that I used in Tamarisk Row. I call it considered narration. It might be said of some works of fiction that they bring to life certain characters. I would hope that the text of Tamarisk Row could be said to have brought to life the fictional personage responsible for it: the narrator through whose mind the text is reflected.


Some persons have supposed that the image on the dust-jacket of the first hard-cover edition of Tamarisk Row shows a part of the planet Earth. In fact, the image is of a part of the surface of a coloured glass marble. It was not my decision to have on the dust-jacket of my first book of fiction an image of a glass object the defining features of which lie within the object. And yet, I believe no image could have been more apt. The text of Tamarisk Row may seem to a hasty reader to be an account of so-called actual events on the surface of a well-known planet, but my hope was always, from the time nearly fifty years ago when I made my first notes, that an appreciative reader of my book would seem to be viewing fictional scenes and personages as though through coloured glass.


The text of the first edition of Tamarisk Row contained several misprints, and these have been corrected for the new edition. As well, the last two sections of the book have been restored to their original positions. ‘The Gold Cup race is run’ is now at the very end, where I had always intended it to be. The editor of the first edition insisted that the book should not end with the account of the race. I, still unpublished, meekly gave way to her.


Over the years, several readers have told me that they consider ‘The Gold Cup race is run’ an example of so-called stream-of-consciousness prose. It is no such thing. What is now the last section of the book consists of five very long compound sentences, each comprising a main clause and numerous subordinate clauses, together with a description of part of a horse-race. These six items are interwoven, so to speak. The first sentence begins; soon afterwards the second sentence begins; later the third begins, and after it the fourth followed by the fifth. Finally, the race-commentary begins. Soon afterwards, the first sentence continues, only to be interrupted by the continuation of the second sentence, followed by the continuation of the third sentence, and so on. In due course, the five sentences come to an end, one after another. The race-commentary, however, does not quite come to an end. The very last words of the book are the words of the race-caller as the field of horses approaches the winning post.


Gerald Murnane, 2007
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‌Tamarisk Row


‌


Clement Killeaton looks at a calendar


On one of the last days of December 1947 a nine-year-old boy named Clement Killeaton and his father, Augustine, look up for the first time at a calendar published by St Columban’s Missionary Society. The first page of the calendar is headed January 1948 and has a picture of Jesus and his parents resting on their journey from Palestine to Egypt. Below the picture, the page is divided by thick black lines into thirty-one yellow squares. Each of the squares is a day all over the plains of northern Victoria and over the city of Bassett where Clement and his parents set out and return home across the orange quartzy gravel of footpaths and the black strips of bitumen in the centres of streets, only seldom remembering that high over a landscape of bright patterns of days the boy-hero of their religion looks out across journeys of people the size of fly-specks across paper the colour of sunlight in years he can never forget.


Bassett hears music from America


While the calendar for 1947 hangs out of sight beneath the new one, Clement Killeaton lifts a sheaf of pages and sees in the yellow squares the familiar shape of late-afternoon sunlight that he crosses to reach Mr Wallace’s corner store. All around the blistered weatherboards of the Wallaces’ shop and attached house are brightly painted signs whose consistent colours and unwavering lines are the work of a people who live far away beyond the blur of dust or haze at the farthest end of Killeaton’s street, in the labyrinthine mansions with peacock-studded lawns that slope down towards dark-blue ponds. There in a room with enormous windows a man with a polka-dotted bow tie broadcasts radio programs to listeners all over the plains of northern Victoria, telling them about America where people are still celebrating the end of the war. He plays for his listeners a record that has just arrived in Australia. The last words of the song are – in the hills of Idaho in the hills of Idaho. While the record is still playing, the man walks to a window through which someone, perhaps an American soldier, once looked out, across a great distance, towards a few faint ridges of the real Idaho. Tears fill the man’s eyes. When the music stops, thousands of people in Bassett and the country for miles around hear him blowing his nose and clearing his throat.


The Wallaces’ marvellous aviary


Clement opens the door of the grocer’s shop and almost catches Mr Wallace doing something shameful behind a stack of biscuit-tins. The boy buys groceries for his mother and then asks politely may he look at Mr Wallace’s aviary. The man shows him out through the back door. Past the crates of empty soft-drink bottles and the brittle tops of dead spear-grass are the towering walls of fine wire-netting. Behind the wire the dense shrubs and trees are planted in the shape of landscapes from every part of Australia. Hidden among the grasslands and scrub and forests and swamps and deserts are the nests of nearly every species of Australian bird. Somewhere past the dangling black and yellow of regent honeyeaters and the elusive crimson and turquoise of paradise parrots Margaret Wallace, a girl no older than Clement, is building a bower like the satin bowerbird’s – a velvety resting-place enclosing more secrets than any dome-shaped nest of wrens or burrow of pardalotes but open to the sky so that whatever is done within its walls will be remembered as happening by sunlight. But Clement is not able to search for the place. Behind him in the yard Margaret Wallace calls out to him to visit her in her playhouse made of boxes and cardboard. She sits under the sign Old Dutch Cleaner Chases Dirt, cramming into her mouth the lollies she has stolen from her father’s shop. Clement peers through the door into the dim playhouse. He still hopes that one day the two of them will pull down each other’s pants and stare at each other in a secluded place like an aviary. Margaret is more friendly than on other days. She offers him humbugs, musks, and Tarzan jubes. Her hands are brightly stained and sticky with sugar. Clement asks her has she noticed any birds mating and breeding in the aviary lately, but Margaret wants to talk about how soon her parents will have saved enough money to buy a house in a better part of Bassett and get away from their shop.


Clement builds a racecourse


One Saturday morning in 1946 when the unsteady posts and rusted wire-netting of the lean-to back veranda at 42 Leslie Street are buried deep beneath a blue hill of wistaria blossoms, Clement Killeaton walks out through the back door and begins to collect small twigs and chips from all round the yard. When he has gathered a small bundle he takes them to the space between the lavatory and the lilac tree. Kneeling, he uses the sides of his hands to level and smooth the fine dirt and gravel. With a piece of brick he hammers the first of the tiny lengths of wood upright into the hard earth. By lunchtime he has marked out an elliptical shape with two straight sides. After lunch he surrounds this with a second circuit of little posts parallel to the first. Late in the afternoon he searches for a longer, regular piece of wood. He chooses one of several likely pieces and drives it firmly into the ground at one end of the straight sides, between two posts of the inner series. As the shadows of the dense suckers of lilac reach the far side of his cleared space, Clement forms loose dirt into a long low mound beside the straight that is marked by the one taller post. Just before his mother calls him inside for the night he scratches with his fingernails in the hard-packed earth at the edge of his cleared place, shaping the first few yards of a road that will lead from the racecourse under the lilac tree, by way of leisurely loops and confusing junctions, past many unkempt shrubs and through tangles of weeds to the farthest corner where the tamarisks lean. He gouges out something that he thinks at first is a lump of gravel. It proves to be a whole round marble that must have been lying in the ground since before the Killeatons came to live in Leslie Street. While Clement is washing the marble at the gully trap, his mother calls him in for tea. He asks who might have owned the marble. She supposes that some boy who lived there before Clement must have lost it or just left it outside and forgotten it until the rain or the dust came and covered it up for all those years. Clement takes the marble to the kitchen window and holds it up against the setting sun. Far away in the heart of a silvery-white skein that seems to have no beginning and no end is an orange or scarlet glow. Next morning Clement shows the marble to one of the Glasscock boys from next door. The boy says – yes I remember that alley all right – it belongs to Frankie Silverstone the big kid that used to live here before you shifted here – he used to have hundreds of precious alleys and that one was his favourite – if you give it to me I’ll ask my mum where the Silverstones shifted to and post it to Frankie. Clement refuses to hand over the marble, but because he is frightened that Silverstone may hear about it he lets the Glasscock boy choose ten alleys to keep in return for saying no more about the one that turned up in the yard. Clement spends a long time near the lilac tree, wondering which parts of his yard he ought to build his roads across in the hope of turning up more marbles on the way from the racecourse to the tamarisks.


The people beneath the tamarisks live for racing


One hot day after his racecourse has been built, Clement walks across his backyard towards the corner where the tall horny trunks of the tamarisks curve upwards from lumpy boles. On the lee side of the very last tamarisk, Clement conceals one of the farmhouses he has prepared for the owners of racehorses. The people who first settled years ago on that farm chose the row of tamarisks because someone had told them how of all trees that are famous for their hardiness the tamarisk can endure the fiercest heat and the driest desert soils, and how people who are setting out to cross desert country always know that when they have passed the last tamarisks they are entering the most desolate land of all. The lonely place beneath the tamarisks is the farthest of all farms from the racecourse. The husband and wife who live there look up every day at the brittle green spikes that give no shade or the pink wisps of blossom that they sometimes mistake for dust drifting in from the reddish land farther out. They remember how their grandparents, who must have travelled over great distances, stopped at last at a place from which their children and grandchildren could still look further out but only towards a place that they dared not settle in. If the children and grandchildren wanted to go to live in places even lonelier than the land of the tamarisks, they would have to retrace the journeys of their ancestors, hoping to discover pockets of desert or bush that the first travellers did not notice or perhaps a district that they crossed and marked with roads but which has since been neglected or forgotten and lapsed back into a wilderness. On the walls of their lounge-room are coloured photographs of the finishes of races. In one photograph a powerful black stallion thrusts his massive head with gaping nostrils and unseeing eyes out from between a bunch of brown and chestnut geldings. High above a confused mass of coloured silken jackets and caps the right arm of the rider of the black horse is raised in what might be a gesture of triumph. The green silk of the sleeve has fallen away from the man’s frail wrist. Gripped between his knuckles is a thin whip of dark leather that has curled itself backwards into a perfect arc. The writing under the picture explains that Journey’s End, a black horse six years old, was beaten by half a head in the Gold Cup of that year. Late on a summer afternoon the parish priest knocks at the door. Although the day is hot and the house is almost wholly hidden by trees and hedges, the husband and wife are both decently dressed. To show that they have nothing to hide the man lets the priest in at once. The three people soon begin to talk about racing. The married couple tell the priest about the horse named after their property Tamarisk Row. He is the son of the old unlucky stallion Journey’s End and they are training him carefully in secret for this year’s Gold Cup. The priest reminds them that racing is neither good nor bad, that it neither pleases nor angers God to look down and see His children spending all their time and money in planning to win a big race, that racing is only sinful when people are not content with the joy of seeing their horse get up in a close finish but use their winnings for other pleasures like eating and drinking huge meals in expensive hotels and night clubs or undressing their girlfriends or boyfriends in luxurious houses bought from the proceeds of successful plunges. The husband and wife assure the priest that they take their pleasure only from the racing itself. The husband even suggests that a married couple might get more joy from sharing in the ownership of a promising galloper than from any other pleasure of marriage, but the priest thinks that this would be giving to racing more importance than it really has in God’s plan for the world.


Augustine remembers his forefathers


Every afternoon hundreds of years ago a gentle breeze blows misty rain across the many chimneys of the great house whose shape is beginning to fade at last from the silver watch-case in the leather stud-box in Augustine Killeaton’s wardrobe. Augustine’s grandfather arrives in Melbourne from Ireland and travels northwards until he reaches a town where the afternoon sun is an awesome orange colour behind the dust from the goldfields. Drunken Scotsmen and scheming Englishmen trick him out of his money just before he dies in a town the miners are leaving for other places where the veins of gold run more truly. Augustine’s father straightens his back and looks across grey-green paddocks in south-western Victoria and watches Irish rain drifting in from the ocean. He quarries pale sandstone from a coastal hill and builds within sight of the cliffs that are the southern boundary of his farm a large house whose front gable is copied from one wing of the house in Ireland that his father was supposed to have lived in. Augustine Killeaton at the age of twenty-five still lives in the Western District where he was born. He works on his father’s farm on the coast near Kurringbar. He has never tasted strong drink or wanted a girl or been on a racecourse. Each summer when the first north winds arrive he plans a journey in the only direction that has ever attracted him – north across the miles of grazing lands, then past the sheep and wheat districts, and last through the dusty Mallee to the great inland zone that is coloured orange-red on maps. One morning Augustine sets out to see the annual Cup meeting at the Kurringbar racecourse. All the way from his father’s farm to the races he sits tensely in the windy back seat of a neighbour’s motorcar, fingering the leafless trees around the silvery house that his ancestors might have gambled away.


Augustine meets a professional punter


After the Kurringbar Cup has been run, many of the dairy-farmers from outlying districts quietly leave the course to be home in time for the evening milking. Augustine Killeaton stays on at the races. His brothers, who have never been to a race-meeting, have agreed to let him off the milking in return for a shilling each from Augustine’s share of the wages that their father pays them all each month. Augustine’s racing bank for the day is five pounds, all saved from his wages for months past. He makes no effort himself to pick winners, but follows unobtrusively a small group of men from Melbourne. The Kurringbar Cup meeting has attracted many Melbourne stables and their followers, but Augustine has singled out one little band of punters as the smartest of all. He tries to master their trick of whispering a bet to a bookmaker and then melting into the crowd to avoid being noticed, and he admires their way of watching each race impassively while the crowds around them yell and gesticulate. After the last race Augustine has won nearly fifteen pounds, while the Melbourne punters have won hundreds between them. Augustine walks boldly up to the leader of the band and introduces himself. The punter shakes hands coolly and says his name is Len Goodchild. Augustine says – I was wondering Mr Goodchild Len if I could be of any use to you and your friends as an agent at Western District meetings. Goodchild thanks him and says – see me some Saturday at the races in Melbourne. As he walks away, Augustine hears two of Goodchild’s men talking. The men call Goodchild the Master. That night when his brothers ask him about the races, Augustine says – I won a few pounds myself but the Master told me he won a couple of hundred.


Augustine reaches Bassett by way of inland Australia


Augustine visits Melbourne and stands at a discreet distance from Goodchild in the betting ring at Mentone. Goodchild beckons him over and pencils a few faint crosses in Augustine’s racebook. One of the marked horses wins. On the following Saturday Goodchild questions Augustine until he satisfies himself that Augustine is not connected with any other racing men in Melbourne or the Western District. A few days later at a country meeting Goodchild asks Augustine to stay out of the betting ring all day because a man that even Goodchild sometimes takes orders from is going to surprise the bookmakers with a cash plunge and the sight of Goodchild’s men in the ring might give the game away. Augustine realises he is being tested. He stays all day in the bar sipping lemonade. After the races Goodchild offers him a seat in his car. The other men in the car talk of the hundreds they won that day. Augustine admits to them that he won nothing but he knows he is now one of Goodchild’s men. For two years Augustine lives in boarding houses in Melbourne and goes to the races sometimes two or three times a week. About once a month he helps Goodchild to place a commission and the bookmakers accept his bets on credit because they know he is one of Goodchild’s men. At other times he backs the horses that Goodchild assures him are fancied by their connections. On mornings when there are no track gallops to watch, Augustine goes to Mass and communion at St Francis’ church in the city. He spends his evenings alone and tells people he has no time to be interested in women. He knows that Goodchild and at least two others of his men are bachelors who still live with their parents. One day Goodchild introduces Augustine to a beautiful young woman who has just become his fiancée. Augustine goes back to Kurringbar for a few days to make sure that his father and brothers do not need his help on the farm. His brothers are surprised that he has managed to live off the races for two years and save nearly a hundred pounds as well. Augustine travels north. One hot day he approaches a small town in the Victorian Mallee. Dazzling silver-white wheat silos rise out of a lake of heat haze. On the edge of the town is a racecourse. The north wind from the far inland flattens the tawny grass between the white-railed fences. Augustine decides that even if his travels lead to nothing he can at least look forward to a day when he arrives at an unsuspecting town with a horse of his own in the float behind his car and a roll of banknotes in his pocket, and goes home again that evening hundreds of pounds richer. He does not know what the name of the town will be, but the horse will be named Silver Rowan after the most conspicuous tree in the pale dripping garden of a mansion that might have belonged to the Killeaton family. A few years later Augustine returns to Victoria from the north. He crosses twenty or thirty miles of plains scarcely different from those that he has crossed for years past. Then he reaches the city of Bassett. He is still nearly 200 miles from his home in the Western District and he knows no one in Bassett. He sends a telegram to someone in the Riverina district of New South Wales. A week later a three-year-old gelding arrives at the Bassett railway station, consigned to Mr Gus Killeaton. The horse from the north and the man from the Western District walk along the unfamiliar gravel footpaths of Bassett towards the loose-box that Augustine Killeaton has rented from a man recommended by the parish priest of St Boniface’s. Augustine finds a job as assistant farm manager at a mental home and decides to stay in Bassett until his horse wins a race and earns him enough to return home. He registers the horse’s name as Clementia because he is grateful to God for bringing him back alive from the north. He saves the name Silver Rowan for years to come, when he can afford to buy a well-bred yearling from some stud in New South Wales or Queensland. Whenever he looks at Clementia’s golden-brown eyes, Augustine remembers obscure stopping-places on his journey north and counts himself lucky that at least he has a young racehorse to show for all his years away from home.


Clementia wins a maiden handicap


Golden balls of dung splash in the dust. A few children stop and stare. Augustine Killeaton, a young man and not yet married, stops and waits while his small black gelding drops his turds in the exercise yard of the Bassett racecourse. Then he bends over and looks into the cracks that have opened in the four flattened spheres. As far as he can see into its bright depths the dung is crisp and fibrous. He reads the dense yellow strands as a sign that the horse is much fitter than even he, the owner-trainer, has suspected. Augustine hands the bridle to his friend Norman Brady who goes on leading the horse quietly round the exercise path. Augustine moves nimbly into the crowd around the bookmakers’ stands. He takes out of his pocket two ten-pound notes, which is all the money he has with him. He asks one of the rails bookmakers for five pounds each way Clementia at 25 to 1. He puts the betting ticket and his remaining note into his pocket and turns towards the saddling paddock. One of the last bookmakers that he passes has Clementia at 33 to 1 win only. Augustine asks for the odds to five pounds. With his change of five pounds in his hand he pushes back into the crowd, looking up at each bookmaker’s board. Smartly-dressed commissioners, many of them from Melbourne stables, keep up a barrage of bets on the short-priced horses. Augustine hears not one bet laid against his own horse. He finds another board showing 33 to 1 win only and hands over his last note. He waits to see the bookmaker wrench the knob beside the name Clementia. When the man turns the horse’s odds down to 16 to 1 Augustine walks proudly away pretending not to notice that a few people are looking curiously at him. He collects the horse and tells Norman Brady that he only had a few bob on him because the odds were so tempting but that he still doesn’t think he’ll stand a chance having his first start in a race against a smart field of maidens, some of them well backed with Melbourne money. In the mounting yard he looks between the huddles of owners and trainers and jockeys for Harold Moy. A voice says – here we are Gus. Augustine turns and sees the little man with Chinese features standing conspicuously alone. Augustine and his jockey stand close together looking silently at Clementia’s legs. Augustine says – you know all about him Harold and his weak legs – I have to try all the time with him in case he breaks down for good – I’ve specked him at bolter’s odds so you’d better ride him right out if he looks like he’s got any sort of a chance – still if he doesn’t go well in the first couple of furlongs drop him right out – there’ll always be some little race up north somewhere that we can save him for one day. Harold says – I’ll look after him Gus – I won’t knock him around. As Augustine hoists him into the saddle Harold whispers – I made my wife have three quid on him at thirty-threes – that’s what some of them were betting you know. Augustine says – I know – I got a little bit of it myself. His hand brushes Harold’s yellow hairless hand and without thinking he squeezes the little man’s fingers and pats his smooth wrist. Harold screws up his eyes and looks out at the straight where some of the other horses are already cantering past. Augustine walks alone through the whispering secretive knots of owners and trainers and out of the yard. He finds a place on the crowded slope overlooking the straight and stares towards the line of trees at the far side of the arid racecourse. The whole of the great bare elliptical course wavers in the heat. A bunch of horses crowds against the barrier strands, and the starter pulls his cord. Several horses wheel or shy and miss the start hopelessly. Augustine deliberately sets the muscles around his mouth and scans the field for a sight of Clementia. He looks first at the stragglers then at the main bunch. Near the middle of the field Clementia’s colours, emerald green, silver-grey hoops, orange cap, catch his eye. The horse is moving at least as freely as any other. The field bunches on the sharp home turn. Clementia’s colours are lost in the ruck. The leader begins to tire. Challengers emerge from the pack. Two horses draw clear. Their riders swing their whips awkwardly and desperately. A confused roar or scream goes up from the crowd as the leaders draw level with the grandstand. Augustine presses his lips together. Absurdly wide on the hard almost grassless track, Clementia feels soft well-watered turf beneath his frail legs. Harold Moy throws himself prostrate in the saddle. His legs twitch frantically behind him. The crowd still screams at the two leaders. Augustine Killeaton does not open his mouth. Clementia passes him, almost up against the outside rail, with little more than the orange cap visible between the heads of the crowd. The leaders pass the post. Clementia is out of sight under the judge’s box. The spectators argue among themselves. No one is sure which horse has won. Some people did not even notice Clementia. A number is hauled up over the judge’s box. The name Clementia travels fitfully through the crowd. The people around Augustine pronounce it wrongly. Augustine strolls calmly back to the mounting yard and leans on the rails of the winner’s stall. The steward has to glance at his racebook to discover Augustine’s name. He calls out – A. C. Killeaton owner trainer isn’t it? Augustine nods. Some of the other owners and trainers look hard at Killeaton. He keeps his eyes on the gate through which the clerk of the course is leading Clementia. Harold Moy in green and silver does not smile. One or two people in the crowd clap briefly. Augustine takes the bridle, and Harold slides down from the saddle. He whispers – I’m sorry Gus sorry – I should have known how good he was – Jesus if only we’d known we could have been set up for life. Harold goes off to the scales. Augustine notices a swelling on the horse’s weakest leg. Clementia limps a little on his way back to the stalls. Norman Brady comes running up. He says – Gus Gus it’s a tragedy – I had thirty bob each way on him – we’ll never get a chance like that again as long as we live. Augustine points to the horse’s leg and says – we mightn’t even get another race out of him. Norman takes the proppy horse back to his stall. Augustine finds the first of his three bookmakers. The clerk takes his ticket and counts out 166 pounds 5 shillings. Augustine stuffs the notes into his trousers pocket and keeps his hand around them. He collects from the other two men and then walks to the galvanised-iron lavatory away from the hum of the crowd. He goes into a cubicle and leans against the door. He counts his money slowly and whispers aloud – 506 pounds 5 shillings. He divides it into two rolls and puts one in each side pocket. He sits down heavily on the toilet seat and starts to make the sign of the cross but instead leans forward and pumps his clenched fists backwards and forwards through the air ahead of him, hissing through his teeth as Harold Moy does when he rides a horse out. He pumps with his hands and jerks his knees until suddenly he sobs just once and a shudder crosses his body. Then he gets to his feet, sets his face into its usual shape, touches the pockets where his money is, and goes outside. That evening, when Augustine and Norman walk the horse down the ramp behind Brady’s truck they find him lame and stumbling. Later Augustine visits the untidy weatherboard house on the edge of Bassett where Jean Glossop lives with her parents. A racehorse snorts and scrapes in its straw in a loose-box beneath pepper trees at one end of a trampled dirty yard beside the house. Joe Glossop and his wife only nod to Augustine when he walks into the kitchen where they sit around their wireless set. Jean Glossop takes Augustine out to sit on the broken cane sofa on the front veranda. He tells her the story of the maiden handicap. He persuades her that they now have more than enough money to get married on, even after he has paid his feed bills for Clementia and a few other odd debts to Norman Brady and a bookmaker here and there. They decide to arrange for their wedding as soon as Jean has finished her instructions in the Catholic faith and been baptised. They walk past the horses’ sheds and into the small paddock which is all of her father’s property. Near a horse trough overhung by faintly rattling kurrajong trees they sit down on short dry grass. Crickets cry not far away. Scattered street lights shine through distant motionless trees. Jean Glossop stretches herself flat on the ground. Augustine half crouches, half lies above her. He has waited for years for an event like this and he cannot believe that these few moments on this unheralded evening may be his best chance yet. There is not time to wonder why it is this night and these few yards of meagre grass rather than one of those many other afternoons on deserted grasslands when he might have made elaborate plans for a triumph that was a fitting reward for all his years of afternoons that came to nothing. The shapes around him threaten to sweep past. When it seems almost too late he throws himself forward and lies like Harold Moy on Clementia, thrusting his hands and knees towards the noise of the crickets. He sees no more of the post as he passes than a blur of white among a throng of his rivals. There is no one to tell him whether or not he has got up to win. He knows that even if he has brought it off he will wonder for years about that other race that was going to bring him all that he could want.


Augustine becomes a husband and father


Each weekend Augustine takes Jean Glossop to the local presbytery to be instructed in the Catholic faith. In the last week before she is to be baptised he takes Clementia to the Bassett racecourse at daybreak for his first hard gallop since he broke down after his win in the maiden plate. Clementia tries to jump the long wide shadow of a clump of trees at the back of the course and breaks a leg. Augustine runs to the course ranger’s house and brings back a rifle and shoots dead the horse that raced only once for one great win. Harold Moy struggles to unfasten the bridle and saddle from the dead body. Augustine puts one arm around the man’s thin shoulders. Harold says – now we’ll never know what he might have been Gus – what he might have done for us. Augustine says – I’ll take home the bridle and gear at least and keep it hanging in his loose-box – you never know – we might get another one half as good as him one day. After Jean is baptised she tells Augustine she feels as if she has a new body of creamy-yellow silk that no one has ever seen or touched. Before she makes her first confession she tells him she might be going to have a baby after what they did that night when Clementia had just won his race, which was the only time they committed that sin together. He explains to her how they can use each day of their married life to do small penances for their past mistakes and to earn treasures of grace for the future. He plans to have a horse in training always. He will potter around the backyard carrying buckets of oats and forkfuls of straw, whistling softly between his teeth to coax the horse to pee or leaning on railings for hours in the quiet sunshine far from the crowds and the dust of racecourses, knowing that each little task in his backyard is one small step towards another day like Clementia’s day at the Bassett racecourse. He will hang the photograph of Clementia’s win in the lounge-room. Jean has already bought for the bedroom the picture that she loves of Our Lord in red and white robes with his satiny sacred heart bleeding where the thorns made by sins of impurity have pierced it. When they kneel together at the altar-rails on her first communion day he asks God to help him explain to her something about the long journeys that have made his life so different from other men’s and the wide strange places that he may still have to go on looking for even after they are married and he has explored all over her body, and to make her patient and strong enough to live in a cheap rented weatherboard house while her husband waits for a message from the inner circle of professional punters in Melbourne or lays his own careful plans for a fierce plunge at long odds on a distant windy racecourse. A few weeks before their marriage they buy some cheap new furniture for a house that they plan to rent in a newer part of Bassett. There is still plenty left of the hundreds of pounds that Augustine won on Clementia. Augustine has a long talk by telephone with Len Goodchild in Melbourne. He tells Len about the wedding and says what a good thing it would be if he could have a decent win to give him a start as a married man. Len tells him about a horse that his men are going to back in Melbourne. Without worrying Jean about it, Augustine takes a hundred pounds from the bank and puts it on the horse. It leads almost to the post, but a lightly-weighted horse that Augustine himself has seen racing around the Bassett district gets up and beats it. There is still enough money left for Jean and Augustine to spend a week in Melbourne after the wedding. They go to Mass and communion every morning at St Francis’ church. Each of them buys a candle and lights it and sets it among the blazing rows on the brass stand. Jean whispers that now she is a proper Catholic they can go to the same heaven at last. Augustine asks her what she thinks heaven will be like. She says – there’s a huge staircase or a sort of grandstand on a steep hill that shines like brass or gold and after that a wide smooth place like a green carpet where we’ll all wear colours like priests’ vestments. Augustine watches his candle on the blazing ridge. Its flame flickers and falters but somehow keeps going while others that were lit later die down and go out. Outside the church he tells Jean that even his candle gave the others a start and went on to win at long odds. On their last day in Melbourne Jean asks to go to the races just for a day’s fun. She reminds her husband that she has never once been to a race-meeting. Augustine politely refuses to go and explains that the races are a waste of time and money unless you go to back a horse that you know something about or to see your own colours carried in a race. Soon after Clement Killeaton is born his father decides to move to a cheaper rented house. His wife urges him to ask Len Goodchild or his other old friends in Melbourne for a small loan so that they need not leave their comfortable house. Augustine tells her that although he mixes with Goodchild and his men on the racecourse, it may be years before they admit him to their inner circle. These are the men who share his joys and sorrows. Augustine supposes that these men might ask each other for a loan sometimes when things are tough, but he tells his wife she must never talk like that again about loans as if her husband’s racing colleagues are just a bunch of mates dipping into each other’s pockets.


Silver Rowan wins a great race


When Clement Killeaton is five years old his parents visit a doctor in Melbourne to see why they have had no more children. One afternoon while his wife and son are shopping in Melbourne, Augustine visits Len Goodchild and asks the Master to keep an eye out for a horse that Augustine can buy cheaply and race around Bassett. He tells Goodchild he will phone him each week from Bassett to keep in touch like the old days. As soon as he is back in Bassett, Augustine waits until his wife and son are out for the day. He locks the front and back doors of his house and pulls down the blinds against the late afternoon sun. He takes off his shirt and singlet and puts on the green and silver racing colours and takes a whip in his hand. He gathers the pillows from Clement’s bed and the spare bed and heaps them on the double bed where he and his wife sleep. He forms the pillows into the broad powerful back and the rump and withers of a racehorse. He rides his mount out of the barrier with the whip to show it who is master. At almost every stride during the long race he has to urge the horse with his heels and elbows. As they near the turn Augustine glances back and sees the moist green shape of Ireland already far away. The straight leads past a coast of high cliffs in western Victoria. When he looks for the winning post the rider sees instead the raggedly forested hills around Bassett. As soon as the field straightens up he begins to swing his whip with an emphatic rhythm that matches the horse’s galloping action. Again and again he brings it down with all the force of his arm onto his mount’s hindquarters. He hears distinctly among the roars of the crowd the voices of people he once knew. One stride past the post he collapses, gasping and sweating, on the horse’s neck. Someone calls out that Silver Rowan has done it again at last. Someone else says – that’s the same trainer who once had a champion called Clementia but the horse broke down before he had a chance to prove himself. A crowd of thousands looks up at the winning jockey who has just ridden the race of his life but who, as he leads the field back to scale, affects a look of dignified sorrow to suggest that this race has only brought him back to square after many years of narrow unlucky defeats and that the people he wanted most to see his triumph are far away.


Sternie named for a mighty punter


For nearly four years after Silver Rowan’s great win, Augustine spends nearly every Saturday at a race-meeting, sometimes in the Bassett district but more often in Melbourne backing horses that Len Goodchild recommends. From time to time Goodchild says to him – I haven’t forgotten I’m supposed to find you a horse of your own Gus, and Augustine says – all in your own good time Len – I can wait. Then, one afternoon in 1947 Goodchild takes him to the backyard of a strange house in Caulfield and offers to sell him for next to nothing a big ungainly chestnut gelding named Sternie that is still a maiden. Augustine agrees and says he will take the horse back to Bassett, give him a long spell, and then try to win a race with him at some weak northern meeting. Then he asks about the gelding’s history. Goodchild looks round to make sure that they are alone and tells him a little about Mr Sternberg. In a suburb of Melbourne where people walking along the footpaths can only guess what a great blank expanse of windows lies hidden behind the massed foliage of shrubs and trees, lives a Jew named Hyman Sternberg whom Augustine has never met. Augustine has occasionally seen a pudgy man in a crumpled suit talking to Goodchild at the races, but he has never dared to ask Goodchild afterwards whether the pale man was the Jew that they sometimes speak about. Mr Sternberg hardly ever goes to the races. Two or three times a year Augustine hears a whisper among his racing friends that the Jew is coming to back a certain horse. The horse is always a short-priced favourite but the Jew reckons that any price is a good price about a certainty. Someone says that Mr Sternberg hates going to country race-meetings because he feels uncomfortable away from the few miles of suburbs where he travels between his home and the factory that he owns. Only the greatest of certainties tempts him away from Melbourne, and then he sits well away from the windows in the back seat of someone else’s car glancing almost fearfully at the harsh paddocks and scrub that keep slinking past and taking up a position between him and the city. Augustine has spent years getting to know Len Goodchild, but much of the Master’s life is still a mystery. One of the things that Augustine never discovers is just how Goodchild is connected with men like Sternberg. Augustine is sure that the Jew is far more powerful and cunning even than Goodchild but Sternberg belongs to a secret inner part of the racing world where Augustine might never be admitted. The Jew boasts for years that he will never own a racehorse because it is cheaper to back other men’s horses, but at last after a run of successful bets he buys a well-bred yearling. Even before the horse starts in a race Sternberg decides that it is not worth keeping and sells it, not caring in the least that he will never have the pleasure of seeing his own colours carried on a racecourse – a pleasure that thousands of other people cheerfully pay hundreds of pounds to enjoy. The man who buys the horse is an acquaintance of Goodchild, one of what he calls his outer circle, but does not understand how secretive even those men have to be and how closely they must guard their privacy. The new owner thinks it is a good joke to name the horse Sternie after Mr Sternberg. Goodchild does not smile as he tells Augustine how angry Mr Sternberg was to think that even that much of his name would be printed in racebooks for people to stare at, how he cursed the horse and its new owner and said he hoped the vucking mongrel would never win a race, and how so far the curse seems to have worked because the horse Sternie is still a maiden. Augustine laughs and says – there are dozens of small races up north that he could win – curse or no curse. Every morning before daylight he trots the horse behind his bike for a couple of miles. Once a week he takes him to the racecourse and Harold Moy gives him a fast gallop. Every afternoon after work he leads the awkward chestnut for miles through the least-frequented streets around the edges of Bassett. The sun goes down and the inland frost gathers over the city, but Augustine keeps on walking. He plans to give Sternie two races and to get Harold Moy to keep him so far back each time that the northern district bookmakers and punters come to think of Sternie as a hopeless hack that someone races just for the fun of it. A stranger stops to admire the horse Sternie as Augustine leads him back towards Leslie Street. The stranger asks – what’s his name mate? Without stopping, Killeaton says – Silver Rowan.


Augustine has a bad day at Flemington


Early on Saturday morning Clement meets Augustine bringing Sternie through the front gate after his exercise. The boy asks his father – will Sternie have a race today? Augustine says – he’s not ready to start in a race yet – I have to make sure he’s properly fit before I give him his first big race. Then the man hurries inside and puts on his best suit and prepares to go by train to the Melbourne races. On the evening train from Melbourne back to Bassett Augustine sits in a corner of a crowded second-class compartment. He peers through the window at the shapes of the sparse northern forests that gallop past in vying packs and straggling files, still far from home in some interminable race. A half-drunk man talks loudly about his big win at Flemington that day and asks Augustine if he went to the races too. Augustine says – I’m sorry mate but I don’t know the first thing about racing. At the Bassett station Augustine finds a seat in a crowded taxi. A man in the front seat asks to go to Americans’ Gully. The car travels through deserted city streets between cumbrous facades of shops and hotels that were built seventy years before, when Bassett was being hollowed underneath by the tunnels of gold-mines that are now abandoned. Near Americans’ Gully the shapes of mullock heaps blot out whole fields of stars above the rows of old flimsy cottages that were first built for renting to the miners. The passenger opens the front gate and steps straight onto the veranda of his house. The taxi skirts the city by way of the shuttered windows and leaning balconies of Chinatown and then heads vaguely towards Leslie Street through streets where on even unimportant corners there are small squat hotels hardly bigger than the houses around them with only the word BAR glowing faintly green or orange against some covert light bulb to distinguish an occasional window. Killeaton tells the driver to stop in front of a row of small houses that were built with a few feet of front yard so that the clerks and shop assistants and tradesmen who first lived in them might plant a rose or a lilac between the parlour window and the picket fence. He finds his wife sitting by the stove in their kitchen. In his darkened bedroom Clement lies listening. Augustine refuses the meal that his wife has been keeping in the oven, and asks for just a cup of tea. He asks her – what did I tell you on Friday morning was the bet of the day at Flemington? She says – I’m sorry I can’t remember. He says – you must remember – I should have written it down so I could show you now to prove it – anyway you can guess what happened – I started the day off badly but I’d fought my way back almost to square by the second-last race – Goodchild’s men were pouring money on a thing I knew nothing about so of course I had to be with them. It was a good thing beaten if that’s any consolation – well to cut a long story short I had just two quid left to put on Tamburlaine in the last – as I said on Friday morning it was the bet of the day – It won with its ears pricked but I still came away a few pounds down on the day instead of sticking to my own judgement and having a decent win. Mrs Killeaton asks – do you mind telling us how much we owe at the moment? Augustine says – I’m too sick and tired to work it out now. Then he explains that in future he will stay away from the Melbourne races unless he sees one good bet sticking out like Tamburlaine. He will concentrate on getting Sternie fit to win a small local race. The money that he saves by not chasing Goodchild’s tips in Melbourne will make a nice little stake to put on Sternie when he has his first try. Augustine finishes his cup of tea and walks up the passage whistling between his teeth. Clement throws himself around in bed, pretending he has only just woken up. Augustine comes in and asks the boy is he all right. Clement says – I was just wondering what will happen if Sternie never wins a race. Augustine sits on the edge of the bed and tells his son about a racecourse that encompasses all the folds of hills and prospects of plains that the boy has ever seen from high places in Bassett. At its farthest side there is still a horse, obscurely placed near the tail-end of a big field, whose rider has only just begun to urge it forward with tentative thrusts of his arms, and whose owner, if its long run from that seemingly hopeless position brings it home too late after all, will send it around still another course which reaches even farther back, whose far-flung curves and stupendous straights allow even the least likely straggler to come from behind and win, and where a race sometimes takes so long to be decided that many of the crowd who came to watch have left and are far away before the leaders come into view but the truest stayer will always win.


Clement fights the son of a bookmaker’s clerk


One morning as Clement Killeaton hurries along McCracken’s Road on his way to St Boniface’s school an old man with a dirty beard rushes out towards him from the doorway of Corcorans’ butcher shop. Clement turns and runs back towards the corner of Leslie Street. Warm urine sprinkles the inside of his thigh. He runs a few yards further and looks back. The old man is not chasing him. The boy walks the rest of the way home with his legs held wide apart. His mother gives him a clean pair of trousers and he sets out again for St Boniface’s. He reaches the school gate with a few minutes to spare. He finds the boys from his grade all playing the game called snatchers. Sometimes they forget about snatchers for weeks on end until one morning before school a boy from Barry Launder’s gang, which rules Clement’s grade, cups his left hand over his cock and balls, runs silently at some boy who is staring in another direction, and with his right hand wrenches the fellow’s balls until he screams and drags himself free. The boy who has been snatched puts his left hand over his smarting privates and runs at some other boy who has not yet realised that snatchers is on again. The boy who started it runs at someone else, and within a few minutes every boy in sight has one hand between his legs to guard himself while he creeps or sidles or dashes without warning towards someone whose left hand has strayed from its place. The game goes on all day. No boy dares to put his left hand on guard while a nun or a lady teacher is watching, but many a boy stands in line and marches into school with a hand poised high on his thigh ready to ward off the dreaded snatch between the legs from behind him, or the sudden attack from the boy in front who may wheel around when the teacher is not looking and snatch boldly in sight of the girls. Even in school the left hands are kept ready for the boy who saunters down the aisle as if to borrow a rubber but in fact to snatch under cover of the desk-tops. This morning a boy named Ronald Fitzgibbon sees Clement walking through the gate and calls out to him – look out for snatchers. Clement puts his left hand up at once and during the few minutes before the bell stays close to Fitzgibbon who seems to be the only boy he can trust not to snatch at him. When the bell rings, Clement is so fond of Ronald that he walks towards the assembly with his free right hand around the other boy’s neck and shoulder in the way that best friends always walk in St Boniface’s schoolground. Clement tells Ronald that he has a secret place under a lilac tree in his backyard and that Ronald can enjoy it too if he likes to visit the Killeatons’ place after school. Then he tells Fitzgibbon how he wet his pants that morning. By now they are standing in line. Just before the nun blows her whistle for silence, Ronald Fitzgibbon turns around and whispers to the boy and girl behind him – pass it on – Killeaton piddled his pants this morning. They giggle and pass it on. The message travels down the line. Clement turns to Ronald Fitzgibbon and punches him hard on the jaw. Fitzgibbon punches Clement twice quickly about the nose and mouth. Clement feels blood flowing out of his nose. He howls loudly and the nun sees him. Some of the girls tell her which two boys were fighting. She promises to strap both boys as soon as everyone is inside and morning prayers are over. She tells another boy to take Clement to the taps and hold a wet hankie over his nose. At the taps the boy teases Clement about his wet pants. He puts his hand between Clement’s legs. Clement fights him off, and the boy says – I wasn’t snatching – I was only trying to feel the wet piddle. That night Clement tells his father that he has had a fight with the Fitzgibbon boy and lost. A few nights later Augustine says to his son – I’ve been making inquiries and it turns out that your mate Ronnie Fitzgibbon is the son of Jim Fitzgibbon the man who works for Horrie Attrill the big bookmaker – Mr Fitzgibbon and I had a good laugh together when I told him about your fight – I want you to shake hands like a man with little Ronnie when you see him tomorrow – you should know by now that all bookmakers and their men are our enemies but there’s no harm in you inviting the boy home after school to play some afternoon as long as you never speak to him about racing or our horse Sternie or the racing men in Melbourne that you might hear me talking about sometimes.


Clement races the State-school boys


Clement’s mother makes it a rule that the boy must be home from school by four o’clock every day. In the late afternoon, long after he has changed into his old patched pants and gone out into the yard to play until tea-time, Clement still sees groups of children dawdling along Leslie Street on their way home from school. The children stand staring into any yard where someone may have devised a game that lasts for more than a few minutes. The biggest boy from one straggling group unfastens the Killeatons’ front gate and comes in to see what it is that keeps Clement contented for so long behind his cypress hedge. The others follow the boy through the gate. Margaret Wallace remains leaning on the front gate. One of the boys is her brother. Clement persuades the boys to call the worn dirt track around his house a racecourse for horses or men and the panel of greenish-gold glass in his front door that glows with late sunlight the winning post. He lines the boys up beside him and asks the girl standing beside Margaret to clap her hands and start the field on a race of twenty laps. Clement calls to the girls to keep a count of the laps and judge the finish, but they do not answer. The bigger boys sprint from the start and vie for the lead. They swing on the blistered posts of the veranda and tear off branches of twigs from bushes to stop themselves veering off the little circuit of their course. Clement drops far behind them, breathing easily and conserving his strength. He soon loses sight of the boys ahead. As he passes Margaret and the other girls he glances at their faces. They look with pity or contempt at the tail-ender. Clement still runs deliberately slowly. After two or three laps the girls are ready to give up watching the race. Clement tightens the muscles of his face and pumps his arms harder. He believes he is starting to gain on the leaders, who are still out of sight ahead. The girls suddenly seem interested again as they notice the outsider making his long slow run. Their faces show first sympathy and then admiration as Clement gains a few more yards during the next few laps. Soon afterwards the reckless leaders hurtle off the track and into the thick front hedge where they wrestle and tumble and laugh among the dust and dead twigs. Clement sets out on another lap but they order him to stop. One boy asks what the prize would have been anyway if they had bothered to keep going. Clement turns his back so the girls will not hear and whispers that he thought the winner might have been allowed to go down with one of the girls to the big drain under the McCracken’s Road bridge on the way home from school next day and look at or touch or play with or tickle those white shapes of skin that he is sure the boys are always looking for on all their rambling walks after school among the dull front fences and pebbly footpaths. A boy tells Clement that that prize is no good because he and his gang have been coming home along the creek and through that drain for years now. The others are already tired of the Killeatons’ yard. They peer out through the fence into Leslie Street. As they are all leaving, Clement calls Margaret Wallace back into the corner between the hedge and the fence. He makes a sign that he hopes will tell her he is still waiting every afternoon for her to come with him into some shady corner where they can pull down each other’s pants. She tries to kick him in the shins and then runs off to catch up with the others. Clement is relieved to see that at least she does not tell them what he wants to do with her.


Clement conceals Tamarisk Row


Clement takes a week to establish a farmhouse and stables in every sheltered nook and neglected corner of his backyard. Then he spends several days collecting small stones of distinctive shapes and colours. To each farm he allots a certain number of stones. Every Wednesday and Sunday he reads the Sporting Globe newspaper after his father has finished it and chooses from it attractive names for horses. He writes names such as Gold Watch, Night Life, The Trapper, Icene, Scaramouche, Hiatus, Orthodox, and Rubantine in the back pages of an old exercise book. His mother discovers him writing names and snatches away his book and the racing paper. She tells him to stop playing racing games for good and to go outside and smash up the racecourse behind the lavatory and never to mention racing again to his father. He walks around the backyard, carefully concealing the farms and their stables and scraping with his bare feet to wipe out all trace of the roads that once connected those places to the racecourse. He takes the greatest care to hide the spacious house and the tree-lined paddocks in the corner beneath the ragged tamarisks. He pulls up the lines of tiny stakes around the racecourse but leaves for anyone to see the smooth paths of its straights and curves. His mother finds him loitering around the lilac tree and says she will buy him a packet of seeds so he can plant a little flower garden and water it himself where he tried to build an old racecourse. On a lonely road that is almost obscured by trees the priest stops to talk to the owner of Tamarisk Row. The priest says – I’ve decided that perhaps you shouldn’t think about racing so much for a while – how about you and your wife forgetting about that big race you’re always trying to win and ask God to give you a baby instead – and then when your little boy is growing up you can let him watch you training your horse and racing will be just good fun whether you win a big race or not.


Clement visits the Riordans’ palatial home


On a Saturday morning late in 1947 Augustine takes Clement for a walk to the home of Stan Riordan, half a mile away on the edge of Bassett. After his father has gone inside to talk to Stan in his carpeted office, Clement wanders across a courtyard of flagstones on the cool southern side of the big stone house. Creepers with green leaves like drooping silk ribbons cover the trellis high above him. He enters a fernery with walls of damp logs and searches for a hidden doorway among the trembling fronds and the rigid pale-green spikes as dense as sheaves and behind the cascades of dark feathery stuff that spill down from hanging wire baskets. Outside the fernery he discovers behind a palisade of tall irises a fishpond overlaid with water-lilies. A green lattice tufted with moss bars his way and he turns back. He finds at last a path to the front garden, which is hidden from the road by a towering hedge of cypresses, green with a golden sheen all down it. An abrupt colonnade of pillars fluted with granular cream-coloured plaster draws him towards the front doors of the house. They are double doors with great panels of flawless glass and nothing visible behind them but the abundant folds and flounces of pale satin draperies. From behind him on the lawn come the sounds of girls’ voices. He walks down resilient laneways between tall shrubs until he finds Therese Riordan, about twelve years old, and another girl of about the same age whom he does not know. The two girls are playing a game with small red and orange berries. They take no notice of Clement. Sometimes as they stand up to reach for more berries or fling themselves down on the deep cushion of buffalo grass Therese Riordan’s skirt slips up high above her knees. When she is busy counting her berries she does not bother to pull it down to cover her thighs. Clement walks quickly round her but her pants are well hidden. The other girl guesses what Clement is looking for and reaches across to pull down Therese’s skirt. Clement asks the name of their game, and Therese answers – how many eggs in the bush today. The other girl invites him to play it with them but he finds the rules too confusing to learn. They tell him to go away and come back when he can play properly. He finds his father and Stan Riordan talking earnestly together. Before they see the boy approaching they agree that Stan will lend Augustine fifty pounds and won’t be in a hurry to get it back. Stan says – I’m genuinely surprised that you’re in so deep with your bookmakers Gus and I wish you’d have come to me earlier about it – I always thought you were doing well with the information you got from that chap Goodchild and his team at Caulfield. Augustine sees Clement standing in the spacious shade of a loquat tree. He lowers his voice and says – they’re having a lean trot at the moment Stan but they’re still my best chance of getting out of trouble again. Augustine leads Clement down the front path past Therese and her friend who are looking down to discover how much of Therese’s thigh the boy might have seen. Even before the boy and his father are outside the front gate the girls are playing with the berries again, hiding them behind their backs, guessing how many there are, prising open each other’s fists to see them again, and laughing quietly about the true meaning of the handfuls of glossy red and gold fruits.


Clement and Augustine talk about marbles


One Saturday afternoon Augustine stays for a long time in one of his fowl sheds. Clement looks for him to ask why he is not listening to the Melbourne races. He finds his father sitting with one of his purebred Rhode Island Red pullets in his lap. Augustine stares vaguely ahead while he gropes with one hand between the bird’s legs. If he can fit three fingers between the pelvic bones it is a sign that the pullet will soon begin to lay. When Clement asks him about the races he explains that he is thinking of giving up betting altogether and just keeping Sternie in training as a hobby. Clement tells how his mother has forbidden him to keep a racecourse behind the lilac tree. He asks his father may he start building one again because it is lonely in the backyard without some sort of racing each Saturday to train for. Augustine says – it might be an idea if you just played with your marbles behind the lilac – you could call the marbles men and race them in heats of the Stawell Gift – there isn’t as much gambling on foot-running as horses and your mother mightn’t be so upset if she sees you. Clement tells him about the strange marble that was buried under the racecourse and asks whether the boy Silverstone could have run races with his marbles when he lived there years ago. Augustine says he doesn’t think so because not many boys nowadays are interested in professional running although a few years back you would often see a young chap marking out a track for starting practice in his backyard.


Tamarisk Row is narrowly beaten


Clement takes his jar of coloured marbles to the place between the lilac tree and the lavatory where his racecourse once stood. He arranges a dozen marbles in a ragged line at the place where the six-furlongs barrier used to be. If his mother had not told him to destroy his racecourse he would have been able to close his eyes and push the marbles carefully around the track with his fingers to decide the Handicap Maiden Plate at a small inland town. But now that the fences of twigs are gone there is only a patch of gravelly Bassett soil to stare at while the story of the Maiden Plate unfolds. The owner of the property that lies out of sight beneath the far cloudy tamarisks fastens the door of the float behind his utility truck and kisses his wife goodbye. He reminds her that she has promised to walk around naked for an hour after Mass tomorrow if Tamarisk Row wins the Handicap Maiden Plate at a small town many miles inland. She smiles and says she will offer up a prayer for their horse when she hears from the wireless that the barrier is down. The man drives carefully for hours across plains and through infrequent towns. At noon he parks his truck and float in the shade of some untidy trees near the curve of white rails on the turn out of a straight. He meets his best friend who has travelled many miles to the course from another direction and gives him a thick roll of notes to put on Tamarisk Row. As the field walks out onto the track for the Maiden Plate the owner of Tamarisk Row sees how each set of coloured silks has been designed by the horse’s owner and his wife or girlfriend to tell the story of their lives, to remind people of the hardships they once endured before they met each other and went to live among comfortable paddocks, or to hint at the peculiar pleasures that they enjoy after their horse wins a race. He looks proudly at the single pink stripe, pale and pure like his wife’s naked skin, that is protected on all sides by the wide dark-orange of the shadeless soil in the districts he has travelled during all the years since he was a boy among the gravel streets of Bassett, then at the sleeves and cap of acidic light-green, the colour of the unvisited places that he and his wife will discover in heaven after they die in the state of grace or that they see past the corners of their farm when they stand on their veranda in the late afternoon and half-close their eyes, remembering the under-sides of leaves in corners of the backyards where they first wondered where they might be standing one day in the late afternoon after they had found a person to love and go naked with. As the barrier strands go down he notices how one owner’s defiant purple is contradicted by a colour that grudgingly admits that he will probably never find after all the contentment that he once sought so eagerly. Another man’s wife has used their colours to boast unashamedly that she enjoys naked games and mating in sunlit places even more than her husband likes touching and kissing and grasping her. One man’s discreet colours say simply that for most of his life he has had no friend or wife but that he would feel a sort of lonely satisfaction if ever his horse came home ahead of the strident reds and flaunted blues. Tamarisk Row is forced back almost to last as the closely grouped field rushes to the first turn. His owner watches undismayed as the black colt, galloping with long easy strides, drops well behind the leading bunch in the back straight. He grows a little alarmed as the leaders approach the turn with Tamarisk Row still many lengths back. The lead changes and changes again while the black horse is still out of sight somewhere in the middle of the field. Between the brilliant sashes that boast of pleasures and the diamonds and stripes that tell of memories or hopes, a streak of light-green appears at last. Tamarisk Row’s jockey tries frantically to find a clear passage for the horse that is only now beginning to stretch his powerful legs. When the leaders are almost at the post a gap opens in front of him. With a few great strides the black horse bursts clear of the whole pack of struggling horses and reaches the line with just two horses ahead of him. The owner says almost nothing to his best friend as they lead the horse into the float for the long journey home. Around them in the car park other people with weary faces are preparing for long silent journeys. From only a few cars come the sounds of cheerful talk and the laughter of women. It is almost midnight before the float arrives back at the property named Tamarisk Row. The owner spends a long time making sure that the horse has a clean bed of straw for the night and the correct amount of oats and molasses in his feed-box. When he finally goes into the house he finds his wife still cheerful despite their loss. She tells him how she sat all afternoon in the lounge-room while a north wind thrust through the cracks under the doors. The sound of branches sweeping the walls and windows was the only noise in all the wide space between the empty back paddocks and the road where no car passed all day. Wind or a far thunderstorm crackled in the wireless as Tamarisk Row’s race drew near. The horse’s name was mentioned only twice during the brief time while the race was run. She understands without being told that the horse was unlucky and should have won easily. She takes off all her clothes and leans backwards with her legs wide apart just as she promised she would if the young black horse had won. Her husband touches between her legs for a few minutes but then tells her quietly that her little pink lump cannot console him after all he has lost that day. She puts her clothes on and they talk of waiting patiently, perhaps for many months, until Tamarisk Row has another chance to prove himself. They agree to sell one of their promising young unraced horses to get the stake for the next bet on the black horse. Clement Killeaton puts the last of his marbles back into their glass jar. His mother walks past on her way to the lavatory and asks – were you doing something sneaky just then? He tells her he was running a Stawell Gift with his marbles. She says – look out if I catch you with that racecourse again. Clement sits for a while and wonders whether, if he had been allowed to guide the field around the rails of a real racecourse, he might have been able to clear a passage through the field so that Tamarisk Row would have been able to win as he deserved.


Clement tries to find out about girls


Clement keeps watch on the aviary every afternoon until he sees Mr Wallace close the door carefully behind him and walk off into the dense scrub of wattles and banksias, startling a pair of olive-backed orioles as he goes. Clement hurries through the door of Margaret’s playhouse. She backs away from him into the farthest corner as if she knows what he has come for. He stretches his hand towards the space between her thighs, but too cautiously. She picks up an old china soup-bowl full of black cats and tries to tempt him with it as she edges towards the door. He dodges around her arm but upsets a baby’s pot full of chocolate balls and falls to his knees. As Margaret reaches the door she lifts her dress high over her head and does a few quick steps that she must have learned from watching a child tap-dancer in a film. Clement sees only a smooth white slope stretching down from her belly. By the time he is on his feet again she has run to the door of the aviary. She locks the door from the inside and prepares to do another little dance beneath the nest of a pair of cockatiels. But she hears her father coming and pretends to be studying the nest. When Clement arrives home he calls softly through the fence to the youngest Glasscock boy. He tries not to notice the crust of egg-yolk, which has probably been stuck on Nigel Glasscock’s top lip since breakfast that morning, as he leads the younger boy into one of the Killeatons’ fowl-sheds. Clement asks Nigel about his sisters. The boy admits that he sometimes hops into the bath with one of them on Sunday nights, but he cannot describe clearly what they look like naked. He soon grows tired of Clement’s questions and presses his moon face against the wire-netting at the front of the shed. Just when he is about to leave Clement gets him to take out his cock. Clement takes out his own at the same time. Clement gently twists Nigel’s into many different shapes and asks the boy each time whether it reminds him of what his sisters have between their legs. Nigel Glasscock grows tired of this too and tells Clement to let him put his Tommy away and he will tell him what Mr Glasscock’s looked like when he was lying naked in bed late one Saturday morning. Clement almost asks was Mrs Glasscock naked in bed too, but changes his mind when he remembers the two sack-shaped titties that flop around on the woman’s chest and belly under her greasy dress. He feels a burning pain in his legs and clutches his calves. The smooth greasy black tail of his father’s razor strop curls back from his skin. Before he can tuck his cock safely away he has to grab at his legs again as the black strap crashes around his thighs. Nigel Glasscock tucks his Tommy out of sight and runs towards the front gate. Clement’s mother lifts the razor strop again. The boy’s cock dangles helplessly as he skips and leaps to dodge the blow.
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