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            For my mother and father, 

with love and thanks

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            Australian history is almost always picturesque; indeed, it is so curious and strange, that it is itself the chiefest novelty the country has to offer and so it pushes the other novelties into second and third place. It does not read like history, but like the most beautiful lies; and all of a fresh new sort, no mouldy old stale ones. It is full of surprises and adventures, the incongruities, and contradictions, and incredibilities; but they are all true, they all happened.

            Mark Twain, More  Tramps  Abroad,  London, 1897

            
                  

            

            illywhacker A professional trickster, esp. operating at country shows [derived by Baker (1945: 138) from spieler]

            
                  

            

            
               1941 Kylie Tennant The  Battlers  183–4: An illywacker is someone who is putting a confidence trick over, selling imitation diamond tie-pins, new-style patent razors or infallible “tonics” … “living on the cockies” by such devices, and following the shows because money always flows freest at show time. A man who “wacks the illy” can be almost anything, but two of these particular illywackers were equipped with a dart game.

               
                     

               

               1943 Baker 40: Illywhacker  A trickster or spieler.

               
                     

               

               1975 Hal Porter The  Extra  15: Social climber, moron, peter-tickler, eeler-spee, illy-wacker.

            

            G. A. Wilkes, A Dictionary 
 of  Australian  Colloquialisms,
 Sydney, 1978
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         My name is Herbert Badgery. I am a hundred and thirty-nine years old and something of a celebrity. They come and look at me and wonder how I do it. There are weeks when I wonder the same, whole stretches of terrible time. It is hard to believe you can feel so bad and still not die.

         I am a terrible liar and I have always been a liar. I say that early to set things straight. Caveat  emptor. My age is the one fact you can rely on, and not because I say so, but because it has been publicly authenticated. Independent experts have poked me and prodded me and scraped around my foul-smelling mouth. They have measured my ankles and looked at my legs. It is a relief to not worry about my legs any more. When they photographed me I did not care that my dick looked as scabby and scaly as a horse’s, even though there was a time when I was a vain man and would not have permitted the type of photographs they chose to take. Apart from this (and it is all there, neatly printed on a chart not three feet from where I lie) I have also been written up in the papers. Don’t imagine this is any novelty to me – being written up has been one of my weaknesses and I don’t mention it now so that I may impress you, but rather to make the point that I am not lying about my age.

         But for the rest of it, you may as well know, lying is my main subject, my specialty, my skill. It is a great relief to find a new use for it. It’s taken me long enough, God knows, and I have not always been proud of my activities. But now I feel no more ashamed of my lies than my farts (I rip forth a beauty to underline the point). There will be complaints, of course. (There are complaints now, about the fart – my apologies, my fellow sufferers.) But my advice is to not waste your time with your red pen, to try to pull apart the strands of lies and truth, but to relax and enjoy the show.

         I think I’m growing tits. They stuck their callipers into me and measured them. That’d be one for the books if I turned into a woman at this stage of life. It’s only the curiosity that keeps me alive: to see what my dirty old body will do next.

         I’m like some old squid decaying on the beach. They flinch when they look at me and they could not guess that there is anything inside my head but gruel, brain soup sloshing around in a basin. My voice is gone, so they could not know what changes have taken place in me: I may even, at last, have become almost kind.

         I read too. I didn’t read a book until an age when most men are going blind or dying in their beds. Leah Goldstein, who has a brain as big as a football, deserves the credit. She was the one who got me going and once I was started they couldn’t stop me. By the time I was in Rankin Downs gaol I was known as ‘The Professor’ and I was permitted to take my Bachelor of Arts by correspondence.

         Back in 1919 the books on Annette Davidson’s bookshelves meant nothing to me. But now, if I wanted to, I could invent a library for her. I could fill up her bookcases carelessly, elegantly, easily, stack volumes end to end, fill the deep shelves with two rows of books, leave them with their covers showing on the dining-room table, hurl them out the window and leave them broken-spined and crippled, flapping on the uncut grass.

         Books! Books are no problem to me any more, but until I was in my late fifties I could only recognize ten words in print and two of those made up my name. I was ashamed of it. The ingenuity and effort, the deception, the stories, the bullshit, the lies I used, just to persuade people to read me the paper aloud, all this was far harder work than learning to read.

         It’s a blessing my eyes are as good as they are and with all my other vanity gone this one remains: my eyes. I speak not of their efficiency, but of their colour, which is the same colour, that clear sapphire blue, which illuminated my father’s pale-skinned face. These eyes – which I so much admire in myself – I detest in him. I will tell you about him later, perhaps, I make no promises.

         My father will wait. I’d rather start with a love story. It’s not the only real love story I’ve got to tell – there’ll be plenty of hanky-panky by and by relating to love of one sort or another – but there is little that I look forward to like this one, this flash of lightning, which occurred in November 1919 when I was thirty-three years old and already dragging out too many hairs with my comb each morning.
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         I wished to discuss Phoebe, but there is Annette Davidson to explain first. As usual, she is in the way.

         They are, the pair of them, in that little rickety weatherboard house in Villamente Street in Geelong. It is a dull overcast day and there are, below the blanket of gloomy grey, lower clouds, small white ones scudding along from the coast at Barwon Heads. A red-nosed boy is driving a herd of pigs past the house towards Latrobe Terrace and the windy railway station. The pigs sum up everything Phoebe hates about Geelong. She would drive them over a cliff if she could, just to have done with it, just as now, as she sits down, she does not do it like a normal person, happy for life to take its easiest course, but impatiently. She drops into the chair. The windows rattle in their frames and Annette Davidson, in the process of fitting a de Reske to her cigarette holder, looks up and frowns. There will be no ignoring her. She insists on an explanation.

         In November 1919, Annette Davidson was twenty-one years old. It was three years since she had left teachers’ college in Reading, one year since she had fled Paris, and fourteen months since her affair with Jacques Dussoir had ended. Dussoir is meant to be a French impressionist of some note, a friend of Monet’s, etc. However the only book in which you will find his name mentioned is the one Annette Davidson wrote when she lived in Sydney: Paris Soir, Paris Noir (Angus & Robertson, 1946). Dussoir apart, it is typical that she chose to write about eight months in Paris in 1916 and ignore twenty-eight years in Australia, but we will not go into that now.

         She found a job teaching history at the Hermitage Church of England Girls’ Grammar School in Geelong and it was there that she met Phoebe who was seventeen.

         Annette Davidson was a striking woman. Norman Lindsay used her as a model in Perseus  &  the  Beauties which is now in the Art Gallery of Victoria. Lindsay got her to a T, not an easy thing, because although she had a proud, strong face and quire remarkable Amazonian breasts, she also had a masochistic cast to her mouth and her shoulders looked as if they were ready to mould themselves around the trunk of a man (deceptively, as it turned out).

         I cannot blame her for disliking Geelong – in the end, I didn’t care for it myself. Teaching at the Hermitage she got the worst of it: all those stout-legged daughters of squatters who displayed the dull certainties of their type. But it was in that mullock heap she found a muddied stone more valuable than any of the fool’s gold the staff so proudly presented her with.

         Phoebe was an awkward misfit. Her fingers were smudged with ink. Her knees were ingrained with dirt, her toes raw with tinea, her fingernails black and broken. She was the daughter of a bullock driver who had made his pile, and a dizzy overly-talkative ex-barmaid who did not know her place, although – Christ knows – she tried hard enough to find it.

         Phoebe had a beautiful voice. She sang deliberately off-key. She had a gift for painting but ‘dashed off’ something at the end of a lesson when everyone else was washing their brushes. It was known that she smoked cigarettes. She was one of the group known as the ‘Dorm 5 Co’ who were suspected of active homosexual relations which, if the stories were true, left the school’s more normal Sapphic romances looking almost Christian. She was known in the common room as ‘the little horror’.

         God knows what the common room said about Annette. She wore black or grey with flashes of brilliant colour: a shoulder panel of red, a pleat that opened obscenely to reveal a heart like a plum. She had a way of walking, a sort of slouch, with long strides, which may have been all very well on the boulevard St Michel but was not the thing at the Hermitage. Miss Kane, the headmistress, had reason to talk to her about this walk. She had noticed several of the older girls were imitating it.

         Amongst the imitators of the Davidson walk, Phoebe was by far the most accomplished. She was in love with the new history mistress, even before her ears had been caressed by that round, soft north country accent. Within a month they had formed an alliance. Soon Phoebe (said to be ‘thick as a brick’) was writing poetry, keeping a diary, passing examinations in French and history. She knew the names of the streets of Paris and many of the people who had walked on them. She knew what a bidet was. She read Ruskin and learned to scorn Henry Lawson (whom her father loved with a passion) and learned to mock his bush poetry with her mentor’s one-sided smile. With Annette’s help and petroleum jelly she removed the ingrained dirt from her knees.

         She began to imagine a place in the world where she might not only belong but also be admired, a place where there were other problems than the price of wheat or wool, or whether the waterside workers would be engaged in Yarra Street or Corio Quay.

         Annette had been the subject of schoolgirls’ crushes before, but she had never thought of herself as homosexual until Phoebe, who boarded during the week and went home at weekends, came creamily into her history mistress’s bed on the second night of the final term.

         No matter what the pleats of her dresses suggested, no matter how recklessly she walked, Annette was both cautious and sensible. She hated her enemies silently and smiled at them politely. She tried to please her employers. She attended chapel and sang the hymns out loud. She argued with Phoebe, reasoned with her sensibly and listened for footsteps in the corridor outside: but none of this was any defence against Phoebe. There was no denying the force not of her arguments which danced from peak to peak as unpredictably and carelessly as lightning but of her almost unbelievably soft lips, her smooth skin, her tender strokes, her shocking tongue and Annette Davidson (not without a tiny Protestant tremble) gave herself to her student’s embraces which compared most favourably with those of the impressionist Dussoir.

         I like to think it was on this night, with her ugly brown uniform and heavy brogues shucked off on to the floor, that Phoebe revealed herself as a beauty. It had occurred to no one that she might be. And when it happened it caused a terrible confusion. The boys from College and Grammar not only seemed to overcome their distaste for her vulgar background, but gave her presents of school scarves. And when the anxiously awaited invitations to the prestigious end-of-year dances began, at last, to arrive, slipped into the green-felt letter rack, to be collected and displayed like trophies on study walls, the ‘little horror’ had more than her share. But by then Annette (cautious, careful Annette) had taken the house in Villamente Street, West Geelong, and Phoebe gave not a fig for the Manisides or Chirnfolds or the Osters or any of the other social luminaries of the Western District. She attended no dances and created a perfect scandal by tearing up an invitation to the Geelong Grammar School dance, before witnesses. She might as well have spat in the altar wine.

         There were elm trees and peppercorn trees in Villamente Street and the people next door kept a cow. It was a quiet, almost rural, lower middle-class street. Phoebe (who had left the school at the end of 1918) had persuaded her parents to pay ‘Miss Davidson’ to give her history lessons there.

         Some history.

         There they are now. Their conversation is as clear as crystal. I simply have to reach out and take it. 

         ‘It cannot be immoral,’ Phoebe says, ‘to have a clear idea of how one looks.’

         ‘Not as long as it doesn’t become a preoccupation.’

         A match is struck, slicing through the squeal of pigs. Cigarette smoke streams urgently towards the ceiling.

         ‘Oh Dicksy,’ Phoebe sighs, ‘if only there was something to make me forget it.’

         ‘That,’ says my bête  noire, ‘is exactly what I mean.’

         Phoebe, gazing out the dusty window at the retreating pigs, knew exactly how beautiful she was. She had a creamy skin, brilliant waving red hair, long legs like a water bird’s, a small waist and breasts which were just … so.

         To look at a photograph you would not understand the extent of her beauty. There is no doubt that her face was not classic. The chin and lips were perfect, as if the imaginary almighty had lavished extravagant amounts of time on them and then, realizing it was getting late, had rushed on to the small nose and forehead, cramming them in where there was hardly room. In photographs the forehead looks a little low, the nose too high in the face, the magnificent chin and lips too dominant. Yet in life this was not the effect at all. Only the loveless camera shows these things in this way, blind to her strength, her spirit, the intensity of those small brown eyes, the porcelain complexion, the hypnotic way she spoke, hardly opening her mouth to allow the passage of words between her small, fine white teeth.

         Annette Davidson did not doubt Phoebe’s beauty. But she did not like the way Phoebe had begun to speak about it. She thought it was unhealthy, or unlucky. She brooded on the consequences but none of her insights, which were numerous, did anything to free her from her pupil.

         ‘Your beauty,’ she said, ‘will be your downfall. You’ll end up like Susan Bussell.’

         Phoebe groaned. ‘How could I be like Susan Bussell?’ She turned from the window. She wore a short black dress with a flash of chartreuse on the shoulder. The light was behind her and Annette could not see the hurt in her eyes. ‘Susan Bussell is a cow,’ she said, and turned back to the street.

         ‘A dull, complacent cow,’ said Annette, ‘who doesn’t bother to think or feel because she knows she will marry a rich farmer and knows exactly what schools she will send her children to.’

         Phoebe pulled a face at the dusty window.

         ‘She is waiting for life to come and court her, and it will, in exactly the way she thinks it will. She doesn’t need to work, or think.’

         Phoebe flattened her nose against the glass. ‘A nose like a pig,’ she thought, ‘in a street full of pigs.’

         ‘You have to work‚’ Annette said softly. ‘And think. If you go on like this, you’re going to be very unhappy.’

         Phoebe felt it. She felt the unhappiness push into her, thread itself through her like piano wire, push out through her stomach and bind her wrists. ‘You’re horrid,’ she said, betrayed. The face behind the rain-flecked dusty window crumpled and her shoulders collapsed.

         Annette drew the curtain slowly, discreetly, so as to attract no attention from the curious Mr Wilson who was laying out tomato seedlings not twenty feet away, and then (only then) held the crying girl and buried her face in the blissful softness of her neck.

         ‘Why are you so horrid, Dicksy?’

         ‘Because,’ Annette hissed, surprised at her own passion, ‘you are waiting for something to happen to you. You must do something.’

         ‘I will do something,’ Phoebe said quietly, running a finger thoughtfully across her lover’s lips. ‘It will just be something unusual. It will not be something I can plan for. It won’t be what you expect or what I expect either.’

         ‘What will it be?’ Annette whispered, but by then she was no longer interested in the answer and she rubbed her nose into the softness of my darling’s eye.

         ‘It will be something,’ Phoebe said. ‘I guarantee you.’

         Later, when she was in Sydney being notorious, Phoebe went around telling people that she had ‘foreknowledge’ of the event. She had known she would see my aeroplane suspended in the sky above Vogelnest’s paddocks at Balliang East. She convinced many people, and I won’t say it can’t be true. In any case, it is a pretty story, so I will leave it hovering there, like an aeroplane, alone in the sky, gliding towards her with a dead engine.
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         Phoebe sat on the big kitchen table and kicked her legs and listened to the commotion, the little cries of pleasure, as her mother and Bridget set about packing the hamper. Phoebe frowned and bit her nails. She watched her mother like a parent who knows a child will shortly stumble. In that odd household it was the parents who were the children: Jack and Molly fussing over each other, touching each other, walking around the roses hand in hand, turtle-doving and cooing at fifty years of age while their only child watched them, nervous lest they hurt themselves.

         They did not understand Geelong society. They were friendly and neighbourly. They offered hatfuls of hens’ eggs across the fence.

         Phoebe understood Geelong all too well. She shuddered when she heard that her mother had invited the A. D. Collinses to a picnic at Balliang East. Molly and Mrs Collins were on the committee for the Wyuna Nursing Home, and although they were both on the committee because their husbands were rich, in Molly’s case this was the only reason. Molly did not know the other reasons ever existed. She thought she could ask Mrs Collins to a picnic.

         It was perfectly clear that the A. D. Collinses would not come and then there would be food not eaten and her mother would become brighter and brighter, chattier and chattier, and the moment would come when a particular laugh – Phoebe would recognize it instantly – would shudder and twitch and then fall apart in tears.

         Phoebe jumped down off the table and embraced her mother. Molly was white-skinned and ginger-haired, sweet and soft as roly-poly pudding.

         ‘Isn’t it lovely?’ Molly said. And Bridget stood back so that they might admire the hamper.

         ‘Yes,’ said Phoebe. ‘It’s lovely.’

         It was probably just as well the Collinses would not come. The McGraths always picnicked at the most dreadful places. They picnicked without shame; they picnicked thick-skinned and jolly at places Phoebe would not have stopped to spit at.

         Phoebe no longer pleaded and no longer sulked. She understood the parameters of the picnics all too well. E.g. they could not go to the beach because of the sand. They must keep away from areas frequented by mosquitoes, trees with limbs that might fall, forests through which bush fires might suddenly sweep, places known to be frequented by bull ants or similar in soil or vegetation to places where bull ants had been observed. Last, and most important of all, there must be plenty of running water, water of impeccable credentials (a river, with the constant risk of dead heifers just a mile upstream, was quite unacceptable).

         A good brass tap was, to Molly McGrath, the thing around which a good picnic could confidently be built.

         They all knew, or thought they knew, that there was something wrong with Molly’s brain. Neither father nor daughter mentioned it, but why else did they pamper her so, bring her bowls of bread and warm milk, and fuss over her like an invalid when she was – anyone could see – strong as an ox. Molly worked at her picnics like she tended her roses or worked on her veggie garden, breathlessly. Phoebe could feel terrors in the air when the cries of delight were loudest. Her mother was a creature building a fragile stick nest on a beach that will shortly be deluged by tide. She made happy optimistic cries but a practised observer would see she did not quite believe them.

         However, the first time I saw the ritual of picnic preparation, I saw no terrors. I saw Molly’s fine green eyes alight with anticipation, heard her laugh, saw her throw her small plump hands into the air with girlish delight, watched the same ringed hands accompany the hamper, like an escort of anxious doves, to the trunk of the Hispano Suiza.

         And what newcomer, seeing the hamper, the car, the excitement of the hostess’s eyes, would understand why Phoebe’s lips were so pale and eyes so dull?

         Jack McGrath was a man who was happiest without a collar. He preferred his trousers a size too large and his boots loosely laced. You might confuse the roll of his walk with that of a sailor’s, but you have not made the study of walks I have – this was not a sailor’s walk, it was the walk of a man who has covered twenty thousand dusty miles beside his bullock teams. He had drunk champagne from metal pannikins and called it ‘Gentleman’s Grog’. He had slept beneath his wagon and on top of it. He had hidden his gold in a hollowed-out yoke and drunk from dams that held more mud than water. He had, before he became a rich man, eaten a picturesque array of animals, reptiles, and birds. But he was not, not in any way, upset by his wife’s restrictions in regard to picnics. ‘It was as if,’ Phoebe said later, ‘he was proud of the whole nonsense mother went on with, as if it suggested some height of gentility and femininity few women might hope to attain. I don’t think he ever saw how bleak the picnic spots were. All he could see was an advertisement for the sensitivity of his wife’s beautiful skin. He was very proud of her.’

         Good dear Jack would never understand why anyone would slight his wife. He could not see that there was any difference between a picnic and having a drink with old A.D. (which he did often enough) in Finch’s Railway Hotel. He would never learn the difference between having a drink with a man and sharing a feed with his family. You never met a man who seethed to make so few social distinctions. He would have anyone to his house who would come – bishops and rabbit-ohs, limping ex-servicemen and flash characters from the racetrack. They brought him presents or took him down, told lies or their true life stories and he stamped his foot and filled their glasses and took them for joy-rides in the Hispano Suiza. He was one of the worst drivers I ever met. He had no feel for machinery at all. (In all the years I sold cars to cockies I only met three men who were worse, and one of them killed himself on that narrow bridge at Parwan North.)

         It’s a strange thing that men who could handle animals with great feeling and sensitivity (and Jack was one of them) suddenly turned into clumsy oafs the minute they got behind the wheel.

         There he goes – out the driveway, Molly sitting rigidly in the front, Phoebe hiding behind a wide-brimmed black hat in the back. They lurch on to Eastern Avenue. Jack rides the clutch. The engine roars. He grates it into second before he has sufficient revs and then shudders along beside the beach, heading north towards the brass tap at Balliang East.

         To the McGraths’ neighbours the style of departure proved everything, i.e., that he had no right to own such a car. He had no right to be in Western Avenue at all or, for that matter, to send his daughter to the Hermitage. He had built an ugly yellow-brick garage to house his flashy auto, and offered his filthy hen eggs across the fence, holding them out in a hat whose sweaty felt radiated an offensive intimacy.

         But as Jack drove north he gave not a thought to the effect of grating gears on neighbours’ ears. He held the wheel so tight his burly arms would later ache. He called this ache ‘arthritis’ but it was caused by hanging on too hard. His wife suffered similar aches and pains which, although occurring in different places, were caused by the same fearfulness. Only when they were past the cable trams, the Sunday jinkers and the T Models did the older McGraths relax a little.

         It was a hot day and the wind was dry. Phoebe sat in the back and reduced the landscape to its most pleasing essentials. She half shut her eyes and allowed her eyelashes to strain out that which was not to her taste. She removed those piles of hard volcanic rocks, those monuments to the endless work of young soldier settlers. She eliminated those lonely treeless farmhouses with the sun beating on their shining gal-iron roofs. She abracadabra’ed the sheep with their daggy backsides. She turned those endless miles of sheep and wheat into something the men who farmed it would never recognize. All she retained was the cobalt blue sky above a plain of shimmering gold. You couldn’t make a quid in one of Phoebe’s landscapes. 

         She loved the hot dry wind. She liked speed.

         ‘Drive fast,’ she demanded. ‘Oh please, Mother, let him.’

         Did Jack want to drive fast? I doubt it. As for Molly, I know she didn’t. But they knew also that this was what a Hispano Suiza was for.

         ‘All right,’ Molly commanded, ‘drive fast, as far as the saltpans.’ Jack tensed his great thick arms and gripped the wheel until his fingers ached. The Suiza’s eight cylinders responded to his large foot without reluctance and did not question (with the slightest hesitation or hiccup) whether he was man enough to manage it.

         They made the wind rush faster for her. They made the flat dull land exciting. She drew down her eyelashes and thought of humming-birds’ wings. They spoilt her, of course. They flew across the saltpans at fifty miles an hour and didn’t even slow down.
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         There had been too many Germans in Jeparit. The minute the war was over Ernie Vogelnest sold up his farm there and moved away. It had been too hard to be with other Germans. It made the Australians afraid and then nasty. In 1917 there had been all the fuss when they found the dug-out on his property. They said German prisoners of war had been hiding there and he had been feeding them. The Jeparit paper as good as called him a liar. Well, maybe he had lied, and maybe he had not lied, but he was determined to live in a place where there were no other Germans and perhaps there was time yet – he would learn to speak so they could not know, to speak like his son.

         When the war ended he bought this land at Balliang East. Not the best land in the world, but better than Jeparit. Five hundred acres and, for an old man, he was working hard. There was another German twenty miles away, at Anakie, but he was happy with the land and the number of Germans.

         They made fun of him at the shops at Bacchus Marsh when he went in for supplies, but at least no one said they were going to lynch him. When they said, ‘Ja, ja,’ he grinned and ducked his head as if to say, ‘Ja, ja, I know.’ Sometimes they cheated him, not much, just a little. He smiled. But now they had written things about him on his road, well, not his road, of course not (the road belonged to the Australian government) but the road that ran in front of his house. It was the soldier settlers, he supposed. They had painted an arrow with whitewash and written words, ‘Kaiser Bill, the silly dill’. He did not know what a dill was but it gave him a sick feeling in the stomach just the same. He had the feeling even now as he tried to remove the paint with turps, kneeling on the hot macadam.

         He did not hear the Hispano Suiza until it was nearly on top of him. The wind was swinging around to the north-east and all he could hear was that bit of gal-iron from the O’Hagens’ place: bang, bang, bang. Sometimes at night it kept him awake, but he did not like to ask the O’Hagens to shift it. He was a German and he wanted no trouble.

         The horn blared and he jumped. He saw the car as the brakes squealed. He stood back from the road, his heart beating. The car then turned and lurched into the parking place in front of the Balliang East Hall which was opposite his house. He watched it. The people got out of the car and then passed out of sight behind the pine trees.

         Ernest Vogelnest went back to his house. He climbed up on his tank stand from where he could see that the people in the big car were pretending to have a picnic.

         It did not seem credible.
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         Phoebe could not believe her mother and father were not acting out a charade. They must know the A. D. Collinses would not come. They sat in the dead shadow of the pine trees. They had a good view of the rusted water tank lying on its side in O’Hagen’s paddock, and a collection of assorted rocks with a sheet of roofing iron lying across it. The north-easter occasionally picked up the sheet of battered iron and then put it down again. They could also see an old rock fence, and, running parallel to it, a new barbed-wire fence. The paddock was half full of thistles, the white flowers from which drifted before the wind and one had lodged in Molly’s hair. Her eyes had pouches, and she had a tendency to jowliness but the hair was splendid, young hair, just like her daughter’s.

         Molly talked on and on. She could not stop but her face was colouring and she started to complain about the heat.

         Phoebe sat on the wooden steps of the Balliang East Hall, in front of its single door, beneath the peeling sign that read BALLIANG EAST HALL. 1912. She felt desolate. 

         ‘I wonder what has happened,’ her mother said. ‘Unless there has been an accident.’

         Phoebe sighed, just at a moment when the iron was not rattling and when everything, even the ewe caught in O’Hagen’s muddy dam a quarter of a mile away, became silent. And Jack, sitting twenty yards from his daughter, heard the sigh.

         He was a plain man. He had a large, thick-necked, jut-jawed head. He had big square hands and a big square backside. ‘What you see,’ people said of him, ‘is what you get.’ But he understood his daughter’s sigh exactly. It slipped through his defences like a knife and made him feel small and foolish – Jumped-up Jack.

         ‘Can’t you see?’ he barked at his wife. ‘The snobs have cut us.’

         It was at this moment, as Phoebe turned to avoid a painful scene, that she saw the aeroplane. It appeared, clear as day, between two branches of a pine.

         She stood and walked quickly to the road, her pale yellow silk scarf floating behind her. Ernest Vogelnest, still on the tank stand, called his wife to watch.

         The aeroplane was completely silent. It hung there, its propeller lifeless. She could see the struts and crosswires between the wings. The craft was sandwiched in the cobalt sky like a dragonfly in amber. A magpie sang, its notes as clear as glass. The craft came lower, became bigger, and still there was not a sound from it. It seemed to fly towards her. It seemed it must fly straight into her. She did not flinch, and then it paused, hovered, dipped, and just before it came gently to rest against the fence of Vogelnest’s front paddock, she heard a voice utter two words.

         ‘You cow,’ I said.
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         The problem in that area is the rocks. It’s not what you’d call Bad Land. There are few trees. You can get down in almost any of these paddocks. But there are rocks, and that was what I was thinking about as I kicked the rudder bar, and shoved the stick over. Frigging rocks!

         There was a lot of low-level turbulence over the ploughed land round Bald Hill, and the nor’easterly was starting to gust as I brought the Morris Farman around into it. I was cursing Mr Farman for only putting one magneto on an eight-cylinder engine when he should have used two. I cursed myself for buying the damn thing. I cursed the damn public who would no longer pay the sort of money they had for a joy ride. I used to get five pounds for half an hour above Melbourne, and then it dropped to two quid in Ballarat. And now the best I could get was four and tuppence ha’penny from a lanky cyclist who wanted to look at the gravel pits at Commaida from the air. Four and tuppence bloody ha’penny. It was all I had, that four and two pence ha’penny, including the four threepences with old plum pudding still stuck to them. I flew him for half an hour and he complained about the bumps. Bumps!

         I had just enough benzine to make it to Barwon Common in Geelong. God knows what I was going to do. I forget. I would have had a scheme. I always had a scheme. But when the magneto went I was in a mess.

         I owed the RAAF five hundred pounds for the plane and parts.

         I owed the publican in Darnham over twenty pounds.

         I owed Anderson’s in Bacchus Marsh another fifty pounds for building materials for the house I was building for me and that girl from the Co-op, It was a nice little house. It was one of the nicest little houses I ever built but she wouldn’t even walk in the front door when she saw how I used the wire netting and mud.

         ‘It’s mud,’ she said.

         ‘It’ll outlast you,’ I said.

         ‘It’s not your land,’ she said. ‘It’s Theo Craigie’s and you’re trespassing.’

         I was thirty-three years old and nothing was working out. I built a lovely kitchen table for that girl. She was broad and strong and she had a nice laugh. We were going to have babies but she thought I was a liar and I found the cyclist and got his four and tuppence ha’penny.

         I knew the land around Balliang East. I had sold plenty of T Models and Dodges round that area, to the Blowbells, the McDonalds, the Jenszes, the Dugdales. So I knew the rocks.

         When I saw the shining new roof of Vogelnest’s new house I decided to put it down in his front paddock. I was a bit high for it. I really should have put it down in O’Hagen’s. But no matter what the Ballarat  Courier  Mail  wrote about me frightening cattle and causing them to break their legs, a cocky liked to have an aeroplane just like anybody else did. A cocky liked to have an aeroplane in his front paddock. It added distinction. I probably had a plan to stay there a while and sell them a car.

         I was still thirty feet up and doing thirty knots when I was over his cow bails. I shoved the stick down and landed so hard I half winded myself. There would, just the same, have been no problem, but as I came to the fence the left wing skid hit a pile of small rocks and stopped it dead. I heard the skid tear off. The plane swung and the lower right wing hit the fence. The wing struts crumpled and the fabric ripped.

         ‘You cow,’ I said. I could have cried.

         I sat there for a minute. When I jumped down I nearly landed on a snake. He was a long king brown, sliding through the grass as silky as 50 SAE motor oil as it pours from the can.

         The snake was lucky, and I don’t mean that in the sense that snakes are said to be symbols of good fortune. I didn’t even know what a symbol was. It was lucky because it was worth five bob to Mr Chin – who rightly belongs in a later part of the story – he was a herbalist with a practice in Exhibition Street, Melbourne.

         The snake stopped. It felt my admiration. It raised its head to look around and I stood stock still. Just as it lowered its head again, I pounced. I never picked up a snake the correct way. I always did it wrong. But I was fast. I fancied I was as fast as any snake. I grabbed him behind the head and held him tight and before Mr Joe Blake knew what was what, I was carrying him back to the plane where I had some hessian bags I used for cushions for my passengers.

         Two different sets of eyes were already looking at me.
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         Phoebe did not stop to read the ‘Kaiser Bill’ sign, but the heady scent of turpentine rose from the hot bitumen where Ernie Vogelnest had been battling with the insult. She stood in the middle of the Bacchus Marsh-Geelong Road enveloped in a shimmer of turps, her feet bridging ‘Kaiser’ and ‘Bill’ as I jumped from the cockpit.

         She could hear me breathing as I concentrated on the snake. She could hear her mother crying.

         As I walked back to find a hessian bag with no holes in it, she was climbing the fence.

         I heard the twang of wire and turned.

         I saw the most beautiful woman I had ever seen in my life. She was sailing through the air about level with the top wire of the fence.

         Phoebe landed lightly on the summer-hard ground (only when darkness came did she realize she had twisted her ankle) and smiled.

         Herbert Badgery stood there staring at her. I can see him. He is almost as much a stranger to me as he is to her. He is tall, slim-hipped, broad-shouldered. He has bowed legs which he is ashamed of and which she finds attractive. He has an Irish mouth, like a squiggle of a pen, which is sensuous and attractive. He has all his teeth and the skin that will later become as fragile and powdery as an old kerosene-lamp mantle, is brown and smooth. He has taken off his leather helmet and goggles and there are marks around his eyes. The eyes are stunning. They are the clearest, coldest blue.

         Later, when she was in a different frame of mind, she said the eyes made her shiver. A lie. She also, later still, told her son that I had used the eyes to hypnotize the snake. If you could see the eyes you might grant it possible.

         She was close to the Farman. She could smell the oil and petrol. The smell would always, from that day, be a perfume to her as heady as musk. This weakness would be used against her, later, later.

         She did not see the man as good-looking, or handsome, but something better. She saw the strength and smelt the oil. She longed to make him smile. ‘Like hard woody cases of eucalypts’, she wrote, ‘that burst open to reveal the most delicate flowers.’

         No one noticed little Ernie Vogelnest who was nervously hovering around the edge of his front paddock.

         ‘What’s the snake for?’ Phoebe said.

         The tin flapped again. The ewe resumed its bleating.

         ‘It’s a pet,’ I said. I did not wish to admit I needed the five bob so badly. In any case, it was no trouble to lie. I always lied about snakes. I always lied about women. It was a habit. I did it, in both cases, charmingly. I was so enthusiastic that I could convince myself in half a sentence.

         ‘Did your plane crash?’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘It didn’t. I am surveying.’ I paused. ‘For airstrips.’

         ‘This will not be suitable then?’ She smiled.

         ‘No,’ I said.

         ‘Is he really your pet?’

         ‘Yes. He escaped when I landed. He bounced out of the cockpit.’

         ‘Isn’t he dangerous?’

         There is no doubting the power of a snake, which is something I’ve proved time and time again. ‘Not if you know how to handle him,’ I said. ‘A snake can smell your fear. If you feel fear it will attack you. If you show no fear you can be its friend and it will protect you,’ I said, ‘from enemies.’

         Listen to the bullshitter. If snakes could smell fear this one would know that I was soaked with it. I wasn’t thinking about what I was saying. The snake and girl both demanded my attention. The nor’easterly blew against her and pressed her extraordinary dress against her legs. It was a ‘flapper’s’ dress, made far away from Balliang East. I had never seen such skin, such creamy skin. I spewed out words about snakes, like muslin out of a medium’s mouth, but all my thoughts were full of Phoebe’s skin. I wondered if she thought I was old.

         ‘You hold that snake,’ she said, hardly moving her lovely lips, ‘as if you are frightened it will bite you. I don’t think,’ she smiled, ‘that it is a pet at all.’

         In those days I would have done anything to get written up in the papers and anything for the admiration of a woman. If it hadn’t have been for those two factors I would probably, by 1919, have been the Summit agent in Ballaret. I would have had a lot more than four and tuppence ha’penny in my pocket.

         ‘Not a pet?’ I raised my eyebrows.

         ‘Is it?’

         Look at the fool! I shudder to think of the risk I’m taking. The king brown snake is cranky and cantankerous. It can kill with a single strike. That dull Mr-Smith-type name is an alibi for a snake almost as deadly as a taipan. But Herbert Badgery will do anything to insist his lie is true – I let the snake run down my arm, across my trousers, to the ground.

         And there it should have ended, with the five bob slinking off through the grass. The pet declared free. A good deed done, etc. But Phoebe came forward and picked the damn thing up herself. She held the writhing, deadly twisting rope out to me. My throat was so dry I could not speak. I took it with a shudder and got it into the hessian bag and tied the top with binding twine. I had to shove my hands into my leather jacket when I’d finished. They were trembling.

         It was then that Ernest Vogelnest chose to make his entry, scuttling crab-style round the end of the good lower wing. He didn’t beat around. He launched into his conversation before I saw him.

         ‘How fast does it fly?’ he said.

         He made me jump, speaking up like that.

         ‘Sorry,’ he said. He was a funny-looking little coot. He had thin wiry arms, a red face with a walrus moustache that was far too big for it. He wore his moleskins with foreign-looking leggings. He smiled and ducked his head.

         ‘A very nice aeroplane, sir,’ said Ernest Vogelnest, nodding his head to the young lady. ‘Very nice …’

         ‘I apologize,’ I began …

         ‘No, no, no. It is very interesting.’ He patted the air in front of my chest with the palms of his hands. There was so little of him. What there was was held together by dirt and sinew.

         ‘Where will you go now?’ He patted the nose cowling like a man admiring a neighbour’s horse.

         ‘Nowhere,’ I smiled. ‘It’s no good. Broken. Kaput.’

         As it turned out we had quite different ideas about the aeroplane. From the corner of his eye Ernest Vogelnest saw his wife come out of the shed with a shovel. She carried the shovel to the fence and waited. A shovel was not such a wonderful weapon. He should, perhaps, have told her to bring the fork, but it was too late now.

         ‘Kaput,’ I said.

         ‘Oh no,’ Ernest Vogelnest said firmly. ‘Where to next?’

         ‘We stay here,’ I said.

         But Ernest did not want anything as strange as an aeroplane in his front paddock. It would bring crowds of people who would stare at him. He rubbed his papery hands together and saw them, in their teaming thousands, writing things on the road. They would think the plane was his. They would decide he was a spy. God knows what they would do to him.

         I misunderstood him. I offered to pay.

         ‘No, no,’ he rolled his eyes in despair. ‘No, no money.’

         ‘I will pay three shillings.’

         ‘I will pay more,’ Ernest Vogelnest said desperately, smiling and ducking his head. ‘Much more.’

         ‘He doesn’t understand,’ Phoebe said.

         Vogelnest ignored her. ‘I will pay you, sir, one pound, if you push your aero across the road,’ he smiled slyly, ‘into O’Hagen’s.’

         We shook on it. I had made a total of one pound and five shillings since arriving in Balliang East. My gross assets were now one pound nine shillings and tuppence ha’penny.

         Success always went to my head. I got too excited. I went from despair to optimism in a flash. And my day was only starting, because a dangerous meeting was about to take place.

         I.e.: Jack.

         There was nothing to protect us from each other. We were elements like phosphorus and air which should always be kept apart. But he was already standing up from his picnic and picking pine needles from his trouser cuffs, but even if Molly had somehow known, had seen the result of that fifty-yard walk across the road, what could she have done?

         Jack McGrath was a man with an obsession, about transportation. He could discuss the wheel as a wonder, and he could talk about it for hours in relationship to the bullock team, the horse and jinker, the dray, the cart, the T Model, the Stanley Steamer. He could talk about it in relationship to Australia and its distances. He never got sick of it.

         He had money in the bank. He owned a Hispano Suiza, a fleet of taxis, a racehorse, but none of those things made him happy. What he liked to do was talk. And when the house was empty of guests he’d put on his hat and walk three miles down to Corio Quay where he could still find, in 1919, bullock wagons unloading wool. He could yarn with the bullockies for hours. They talked record hauls. They boasted. Jack told them how he’d got the boiler into Point’s Point in 1919. He advised them to move into trucks. He spoke enthusiastically about the future of the automobile but he looked with envy on their teams: Redman, Tiger, Lofty, Yallarman, he knew the beasts almost as well as he knew the men. He shouted them ‘Gentleman’s Grog’ and, in his cups, made plans to go back on the track. When Lauchie Barr’s team brought thirty-two tons of bagged wheat in from Colac and broke the Australian record, Jack brought him to dinner and presented him with a handsome cup with a silver cricketer standing on its lid.

         He was exactly the sort of man I had wished to land on: enthusiastic, willing, and impressed with the idea of an aeroplane. But when I saw him stride across the road in his expensive suit I didn’t realize what was coming. I saw a rich man. I was never good with rich men. They made my hackles rise.

         This false impression didn’t last a minute. Jack whipped off his jacket and ripped off his tie. He lost his collar studs in the grass. He collected his cufflinks and rolled up his sleeves while his wife, a pretty ginger cat in fluffy white, watched from the safety of the road.

         To get the craft into O’Hagen’s it was necessary to remove a few fence posts. Jack picked up a crowbar and set to it like a fellow who is starved of work. He raised the crowbar and sank it into the red earth. ‘That’s the go,’ he said. ‘That’s the go.’ He did not mean to overpower Ernest Vogelnest or snatch tools from his hand. He was being polite, useful, and although he was bursting with curiosity about the plane, he did not say a word that could be considered nosey. He gave himself wholly to the task at hand, to remove those four posts, replace them, get the plane through O’Hagen’s broken fence, and hide it behind the hall.

         The posts were out in a moment. Jack stacked them neatly and then I explained to them where they could push or lift and where they couldn’t. You have to be careful with a plane like a Farman – you lift under a strut, never between. When I was sure they understood the requirements, I ordered a start, but although the farmer was quick to get his back under a strut, Jack McGrath would not have a bar of it.

         It was all very well, he said, to rush into digging out a fence or putting one back in, but only a fool rushed into pushing anything, whether it was a dray or an auto or an aeroplane, without first looking over the ground and assessing the problems. He knew this from all his years with bullock teams. The secret of his success had not just been, as everyone thought, that he knew his beasts, each individual, like you might know a man or woman, each one with their strengths, their weaknesses, their little quirks. His success had been sealed on all the nights he had gone to sleep thinking out a problem. The way he got that boiler into Point’s Point is the most famous example, but he would approach a difficult log in the same way. His success had been in thinking it out, and often when he met someone on the track, bogged to the axles under ten tons of wool, or in trouble on a pinch, he would see that they were only in strife because they had not stopped long enough to think. So at Balliang East he walked with me over to O’Hagen’s, and unearthed a nasty hollow and a tangle of barbed wire which had been hidden in the dry summer grass.

         When we had cleared the wire away, we came back across the road to the craft and, seeing the daughter occupied the front cockpit, I enquired whether the mother might not like a ride in the back.

         Jack was surprised to see her accept – she was always so nervous – but he didn’t reckon on my eyes. I took her hand and helped her up. She giggled like a young girl and her daughter was nice enough to say nothing of the third passenger: the king brown snake beneath her mother’s seat.

         When the Farman was safely behind the hall, I tied it to the fence on one side and lashed it to some heavy rocks on the other. The women stayed seated in the cockpit. Vogelnest edged towards the road, but seemed reluctant to make the journey alone. Jack wanted to talk about knots. When he began, tucking in his shirt over his strong man’s belly, I thought he was criticizing the knots I had tied. I missed the point – Jack liked the ‘idea’ of a knot.

         ‘It is a great thing, the knot,’ he said. ‘A great thing.’

         Vogelnest seemed to understand more than I did. He squatted on the ground and surveyed O’Hagen’s paddocks with a critical eye. As Jack continued the light grew mellow and the colour started to come back into the landscape. 

         ‘What sort of fellow,’ he said, ‘would invent the Donaldson lash?’

         ‘A fellow called Donaldson,’ I suggested.

         ‘An astonishing man,’ said Jack, mentally picturing the unsung Donaldson in some draughty shed alone with his ropes. ‘What a grasp he had of the principles. And what a memory. Two over‚ then back, down, hitch, double hitch and through. It’s a knot you need to practise for a week before you get the hang of it.’

         I never heard of the Donaldson lash before or since, or half the other knots I heard celebrated that afternoon while the sky lost its intense cobalt and went powdery and soft, and the grasses that had looked so bleached and lifeless now turned dun and gold, pale green and russet.

         Jack wondered out loud about the saddler’s bow and argued the comparative merits of the reef and the double latch. Phoebe stayed in the front cockpit with her hands folded in her lap. The late sun set her hair afire. Vogelnest saw me looking at her and smiled and ducked his head.

         ‘Ah,’ said Jack who seemed, at last to have exhausted his subject, ‘I do like a good knot.’

         Everybody started to move like they do in a church when the bridal party has gone out to sign the registry. Phoebe yawned and stretched. Vogelnest stood and brushed his knees. Molly declared herself frightened of snakes and would not walk back through the long grass. Jack picked her up like a bride and carried her across the paddock and when they arrived, laughing, on the roadway, he refused to put her down.

         Molly squealed like a young girl and Mrs Vogelnest, still standing guard at the fence with the long-handled shovel, allowed a small smile to break up the unhappy lines Jeparit had engraved on her tiny clenched-up face.
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         Ernest Vogelnest sat in his kitchen. His wife was in bed, asleep. He was finishing the last of the schnapps. He had been keeping the schnapps for five years and tonight had been the right time to drink it.

         He could hear the music, the piano accordion and the young girl’s voice. It drifted across the desolate paddocks from O’Hagen’s where the aviator and the picknickers had gone to explain the aeroplane. It was a party. He guessed, quite correctly, that there was dancing. He raised his glass towards the house where Herbert Badgery and Mrs O’Hagen were doing an Irish jig.

         Ernest Vogelnest had spent his pound well. He was not merely happy, he was overwhelmed by the niceness of people, the blissful absence of the aeroplane. It had been a quid well spent.

         When he saw the lights of the Hispano Suiza come bumping down the long dirt road from O’Hagen’s he extinguished his hurricane lamp and watched the car pass by his darkened window. He thought he saw the aviator in the driver’s seat, his face reflected in the glow of the instruments, and he raised his glass to him, wishing him well.
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         I always had an aversion to hotel rooms, guest houses, boarding houses or anywhere else where a man was forced into giving up money for a place to stay. I always built a place of my own when I could. I built from mud and wire netting (which is better than it sounds and more comfortable than the girl from Bacchus Marsh had realized). I was also a dab hand at a slab hut, a skill that has now died out, but which made a very satisfactory house, one that’d last a hundred years. I made houses from the wooden crates they shipped the T Models in. I made houses from galvanized iron (from rainwater tanks on one occasion). I even spent one summer in the Mallee living in a hole in the ground. It was cool and comfortable in that hot climate and I would have got married but a poddy calf fell in on top of us one night and broke the woman’s arm. You can call that bad luck, but it was my stupidity. I should have fenced it.

         You could say I was obsessed with houses, but I was not abnormal. My only abnormality was that I did not have one. I had been forced to leave my houses behind me, evicted from them, disappointed in them, fleeing them because of various events. I left them to rot and rust and be shat on by cattle on the land of the so-called legal owners who were called squatters because they’d done exactly what I’d done.

         While a house was always my aim, it wasn’t always possible in the short term. I was an expert, however, at getting ‘put up’. I was not just an expert. I was an ace. I never had to be formally invited and I always left them before my welcome was worn out. Don’t think I cheated the legal owners, because I never did. I delivered value in whatever way it was required.

         I applied this principle to the McGraths. 

         I was an Aviator. That was my value to them. I set to work to reinforce this value. I propped it up and embellished it a little. God damn, I danced around it like a bloody bower-bird putting on a display. I added silver to it. I put small blue stones around it.

         By the time I swung the headlights of the Hispano Suiza on to the McGrath house in Western Avenue, Jack McGrath could see the factory I said – it was a pleasant whim – I was going to establish, a factory that was going to build Australian-designed aircraft. It was splendid. Everyone in the car could see it, shimmering in the moonlight.

         You call it a lie. I call it a gift.

         When I saw the size of the house, I was pleased I had taken so much trouble with my story. It was the equal of the lace-decorated Victorian mansion I saw in the headlights. It was capped with a splendid tower and the tower was capped with a crown of wrought-iron lace. For a building with a tower I could not have taken too much trouble.

         In an instant, it seemed, they had the mansion blazing with electric light. It poured forth in luxury from every window, washed across the flower beds and flooded the lawn. Even the yellow-brick garage had its own set of lights and as I garaged the Hispano Suiza I could hear the voices of the two women as they called to the maid who fluttered like a moth inside the kitchen windows and threw fleeting shadows out across the lawn.

         I liked the electricity. I liked the sheer quantity of it. It was right that a house like this, grander than any I had ever stayed in, should be so enthusiastically illuminated.

         The cicadas, as if they were wired on the same circuit, suddenly filled the garden with a loud burst of celebration. If fireworks had now illuminated the summer sky they would not have been out of keeping with my emotions. I had never seen anything like it. I had never seen anything approaching it. There was a ballroom, a music room, a library, a tower. Don’t worry that there was no dancing in the ballroom, no music in the music room, and not a single book in the library. To dwell on those empty shelves would be to miss the point. There were stained-glass windows made by M. Ives of Melbourne. There were carpets, wall to wall, made in Lancashire from Western District wool. There were ice chests, music machines, and electric wiring everywhere.

         Jack had introduced the electricity himself. He hadn’t messed around. He ran the wires like streamers across the ceiling, tacked them on to wooden architraves, hung them from a picture rail and looped them around the curtain rods. The neighbours in Western Avenue might not have cared for this frank approach, but I liked it. It made me comfortable. It was a house where you could put your feet up and drink French champagne or Ballarat bitter according to your mood.

         The other remarkable thing about the house was chairs. There were so many of them waiting to be sat on that you could see, immediately, that the McGraths were hospitable people and they’d never pass up a chance to buy an extra chair if it took their fancy. Their taste was catholic, although that is a term they would not have used themselves. Was there Chippendale? Perhaps. And Louis-Quatorze? Probably, but the Herbert Badgery who looked on that array did not even know such names. They were all chairs to him, some old, some new, some tatty, some gilt, some comfortable, some overstuffed, some bursting with horsehair which would prickle the back of your legs and make you itch. I got the feeling that my hosts expected, at any moment, a hundred people with weary legs to walk in off the street.

         I could hear the women making supper. Jack showed me to a room. He opened up the big French doors on to the veranda and the room filled with the smell of flowers, salt from the bay, the humming generators of cicada engines. The cupboard was full of clothes that Molly had collected to sell for the Wyuna Nursing Home appeal.

         ‘Help yourself,’ said Jack. ‘There’s some first-rate stuff in here, I warrant you.’

         I got myself a new wardrobe that night, selecting carefully, thinking of the winter ahead.

         ‘Snaffle every staver,’ I told myself as I admired myself in my new suit. I thought I was a real smart bastard.
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         They tell me now that there was no wireless in Geelong in 1919, but I tell you there was. It had a big round dial depicting not only the stations but the world itself. We sat around it on our chairs. Phoebe drank a cordial and clinked her ice inside the glass. Molly had tea. Jack and I drank Scotch. Alcohol was always dangerous for me when I was excited: I sipped. Not Jack. He confessed he had been a teetotaller to the age of forty and he appreciated his drink the way he appreciated knots. He wiped his mouth with the back of his broad hairy hand and marvelled at its effect on his constitution. 

         ‘By Jove,’ he said, ‘that was good.’

         There was wireless, all right, and they read the news on it. Jack, like my father before me and my son after me, was a bit on the deaf side and he leaned attentively towards the set. The rest of us stared at the amber glow behind the map of the world: there was news that night of the Australia-England air race. Ulm, so the plummy-voiced announcer said, had crashed in Crete.

         My God, it was the year to be an aviator. We could do no wrong. When the press wrote up a pilot he wasn’t just a pilot; he was an ‘eagle soaring above our skies’ and no matter how often some ex-RFC type crashed while publicizing War Bonds, the public never seemed to get tired of it. The Australia-England air race fed them on tales of heroism and danger.

         As it happened, I had known Charles Ulm. Possibly I had known Charles Ulm. To tell you the truth I can’t remember whether I really did know or if I claimed it so often I came to believe it myself. Photographs of Ulm never looked like the man I described but people always blamed the photographer for that, not me. In any case, when the news was over I told them all about Ulm, what he was like as a man, what he looked like and so on. In short, I delivered value.

         I gorged myself on cold roast lamb and beans and beetroot. I hadn’t had a feed in two days.
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         Phoebe watched the man who kept a snake for a pet, who shared, it seemed, a bedroom with the creature. She thought he devoured the table with a most peculiar passion, a passion as cool and blue as his eyes, as controlled and modulated as her own careful speech. She watched her mother as she fluttered – a humming-bird – in the cage of the aviator’s oil-stained hand.

         ‘That is so, Mr Badgery?’ said Molly who had gone all plummy-voiced. ‘Is it not?’

         Molly was so shell-shocked by social life in Geelong that she had lost all confidence in her normal manner. She now crooked her finger in a monstrous way when drinking tea. People thought her affected.

         Phoebe would one day grow into the most formidable snob yet she did not judge or reject her mother for her anxious affectations – her mother was vulgar, but she loved her. Phoebe put the whole responsibility upon Geelong. It is in matters to do with Geelong that she was a snob and she would, given half a chance, have made invidious comparisons with Paris. She did not get a quarter of a chance. The talk was all aviation. They quoted the farmer from Myah-Myah who built an aeroplane in 1910 based solely on a newspaper photograph of the Wright Brothers’ plane. They talked of Smithy and Ulm and were momentarily silent for the first Kingsford Smith, Ross. And Phoebe missed the point: the talk was really a celebration of towns as plain (and plainer than) Geelong. They were eyries, the birthplaces of the great. Australians, it seemed that night in Western Avenue, were born to rule the skies.

         We drank a toast: ‘To our eagles.’ The owner of the antiquated Morris Farman on whose side was strapped a bicycle for seeking help, did not even have the grace to blush.

         Phoebe, however, invented me according to her needs. She imagined she saw Jewish blood, or Semitic blood anyway. She thought of Arabs in ships with odd-shaped sails, traders from Sumer, Phoenicians selling their rare purple dyes swept here in the eddies of time to a dull bay and an electrically-illuminated supper in Geelong.

         But she saw also, in an ebb in the conversation, that I suddenly looked so sad, so lost, that my mouth lost its shape. In my eyes she saw the shape of brilliant dreams, and also (like a private drawer stupidly left open) the stubbornness, the wilfulness in my lips, a cruelty, a fear of my own weakness. Her perceptions were a dangerous mixture of deadly accuracy and pure romance.

         I did not speak to Phoebe during that meal during which she silently, picking at lamb gristle, nibbling at lip-staining beetroot, made a number of decisions that were to affect her for the rest of her life. The first of these was that she would learn to fly and the second was that I should teach her.

         That night she would glide into sleep on the double wings of a Morris Farman. I stayed up talking to Jack for another four hours but when I lay, at last, on the cool sheets of my bed, I spat carefully on my forefinger and rubbed, ever so lightly, the head of my penis which was filled to bursting with dreams of creamy skin.
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         I had some funny dreams about Jack McGrath in later life, but there is no benefit to be obtained from discussing them here, even if I do compare that first night to the first night with a new lover.

         There was passion, sympathy, excitement. We were tireless. We were so pleased. We talked of aeroplanes and motor cars, bullock teams and the bush. We recited Lawson and Banjo Paterson. We were still beneath the naked light globes in the ballroom when the milk cart went clopping down Western Avenue. We heard the clink of the ladle in the bucket, the sweet sound of pouring milk, the seagulls restless on the Quay a mile away.

         Jack must have been dressed in the suit he had worn in honour of A. D. Collins, but I choose to remember him differently, with stubble on his folded face, the patch of dark hair on his ruddy cheek, his collarless shirt unironed, his old vest, his patched trousers, his unlaced boots placed beneath his chair (where they would be lost on the morrow), his toes curling and uncurling inside his carefully darned navy blue socks.

         He told me the story of his life, and I’ll tell you too, later.

         I also told him the story of my life, or rather the parts of it I had never told a man before. It has to be told again now, and I find it harder than I did when I looked at Jack’s soft eyes in his crumpled sympathetic face.

         This story concerns my father who I always imagined to be an Englishman, who made such a thing, as long as I knew him, of his Englishness, who never missed a chance to say, ‘I am an Englishman’ or, ‘as an Englishman’ that I was surprised to find out he was born in York Street, Warrnambool, the son of a shopkeeper. Yet for all that, I must carry his lie for him. For he made himself into an Englishman and my first memory of him is being chastised for the way I spoke.

         ‘Cahstle,’ he roared at me, ‘not kehstle.’ He did not like my accent. He did not, I think, like much about me. My brothers were older and they got on with him better. They were useful to him in his business and I was too young to do any more than feed the animals and jump down to apply the brake on hills.

         His business was to represent the English firm of Newby whose prime product was the Newby Patented 18 lb. Cannon, and with this machine in tow we covered the rutted, rattling, dusty pot-holed roads of coastal Victoria, six big Walers in front, the cannon at the rear, and that unsprung cart they called a ‘limber’ in the middle.

         Always we were in a hurry. There was never a time when we might stop at a pretty spot, or a morning when we could lie late in bed. Always there was some group of squatters who had got themselves together or – and this must be what really happened – who my father thought could be persuaded to get together to buy a cannon to protect themselves from Russians or Chinese or shearers.

         He was a man who saw threat everywhere – thin but very strong, pale-skinned, blue-eyed, black-bearded and as cold to his children as he was charming to his customers. I have seen him at table with fat mayors and muscle-gutted squatters, laughing, telling jokes, playing them as sweetly as if they were his own violin, warming them up, getting their pores wide open before he hit them with the icy blast of fear that was his specialty.

         It was from my father that I learned about the Chinese and he painted pictures of such depravity that when I met my first Chinaman I expected him to kill me.

         God knows what I learned from my mother. I did not have her for long. I cannot tell you what she looked like, although, of course, I thought her pretty. I can remember sitting beside her on the limber – she is nothing more than a shape, but warm and soft, quite different to my two brothers and father who rode postilion on those huge Walers – they were as hard as the iron leg guards they wore on their right legs.

         My father dispensed with my mother when I was still very young and I always assumed that he sent her away, but it is more likely that she died. Only two things are certain. The first is that he would not discuss it. The second is that I blamed him. I was left alone on the bench seat with only the rounds of ammunition to keep me company. The limber was unsprung and iron-wheeled. They steered a course over logs and pot-holes just to jar me. And although I saw a lot of country it was not much of a childhood, moving as we did through threatening visions of Russians, Lascars, Jews, Asiatics, Niggers and other threats to our safety.

         My father was always very mean with his ammunition, and it was because of this that we finally parted. There was never a group of men, or an individual man, who did not like to see the cannon fired and there was nothing guaranteed to get him into a fury more than firing off a salvo for someone who did not buy a machine. He never showed his anger to the men who caused it (‘A sale’, he said, ‘is never lost, only temporarily postponed’) but only to his family and we soon learned what to expect.

         My brothers seemed to accept their beatings but then they spent their day on horseback and shared their task, their understanding of life, with my father, while I sat alone on the limber with my thoughts which were only interrupted by my father hollering ‘brake’. There was such weight in that cannon that the brake must be applied at the top of hills, and I was meant to know without being told, to jump down off the moving limber and turn the big wheel at the back of the cannon; this applied wooden blocks directly to the cannon wheels and, making a God Almighty scream, prevented disaster on steep hills.

         My father did not normally beat me badly, but there was an incident during the shearers’ strike that resulted in a bloody beating. It was his fault, not mine. He got carried away with some wool cockies in Terang, and although I was only ten years old at the time, I could see that he wouldn’t get the sale. These were fellows who wanted some fireworks, but my father missed the signs. He drew them pictures of mad-eyed shearers coming down to rape their wives and burn down their sheds. He let off ten shells and demolished a stand of iron-barks, leaving nothing but bleeding sap and torn splinters as soft as flesh. When it was over I could see the look on the men’s faces – you see the same look outside brothels as they put on their hats and hurry away – a flaccid, shamed, satiated look.

         These squatters told my father: ‘We’ll think about it.’

         Well, he was nice as pie to them, but I felt the skin around my little testicles go hard and leathery and I sweated around my bum-hole and I will not describe for you the beating he gave me on account of this, but rather paint you the picture of my revenge, for it is this that I count as the day of my birth, just as it is from 1919, from the day I landed at Balliang East, that I count the days of my adult life.

         My revenge did not take place immediately, but I did have an idea. I imagined, as I sat alone on the limber with my bruises, that I lacked the courage to carry it out. But the idea would not go away. It grew inside me. At night it comforted me. Soaked to the skin on the road to Melbourne – we were covering about twenty miles a day – the idea made me smile, but I remained dutiful, applying the brake and letting it off as required.

         In Melbourne he had some work for a Grand Tattoo. He was paid for releasing showy blasts above the river Yarra; I don’t know the occasion.

         But on the 15th June 1895 – when the squatters had defeated the shearers without the use of cannon – we came down the Punt Road hill towards the Yarra as part of a procession. My father had a uniform on, and my two brothers were also dressed up with leggings and hats like officers. My father had promised me a uniform too, but at the last moment he decided it wasn’t worth the money.

         I did not honestly think I had the courage, but courage is a funny thing.

         ‘Brake!’ called my father. ‘Brake!’

         Well, I jumped out. He turned and saw me. Have you ever seen the Punt Road hill where it comes down past Domain Street towards the Yarra? By God, it’s steep. Well, I put the brake on at the top. The blocks of wood screamed against the steel, but as we came down the hill, I did it. It was such a well-oiled wheel. It moved so swiftly, so easily. Even a boy of ten could make it come whizzing back.

         I had not planned to destroy whatever home I had and it only occurred to me in that moment, that moment when I had released the brake, when the screaming wheel suddenly went free and silent, that instant before the other screaming began, it only occurred to me then as my father’s eyes, panicked by the sudden silence, found mine, it only occurred to me then, as I said, that I now had no home. Yet the only thing I regretted afterwards was the damage to the horses. They were gentle creatures. I meant them no harm.

         ‘Poor little fellow,’ said drunk and sentimental Jack, releasing a tear or two which he smeared across his furry cheek. ‘Poor little chap.’

         Thus encouraged I could not stop. I spewed out the rest of my story, which is not as harsh as it might sound today. In the Great Depression of the 1890s there were plenty of street urchins and plenty who did it harder than I did, plenty more who worked in factories where the air was so foul it would make your stomach turn just to stand in the doorway.

         I do not believe in luck. It was not luck that I was adopted by a Chinaman. I was adopted by a Chinaman because I chose to be. I did it, you might say, to spite my father. I did it because I liked his gravelly voice, because I saw him pat a little Chinese boy on the head, and pet him, and give him something to eat. (This was Goon Tse Ying and there is a whole story concerning him that I will come to later.)

         Now if Jack McGrath had been a shrewd man he would have seen the pattern of my life already, i.e.‚ there I was at ten years old telling lies, saying my father was dead, getting myself put up, and giving value to the Chinese by working in the market. But Jack did not see it. He was full of pity for the little boy who had to be adopted by filthy old John Chinaman and this common prejudice kept him from thinking about anything else. He stood up and stamped his stockinged feet on the ballroom floor. He dug his big hand deep in his pocket.

         ‘Here’s a pound,’ he said.
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         I went to bed at four o’clock in the morning, but I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned, not in misery, but with the sort of uncontrolled excitement of a man who knows he is, at last, where he should be.

         I was up at six and strolling in the garden. I wasn’t tired at all. I breathed deep and smelled the salt and seaweed from Corio Bay. I had that loose-muscled feeling of a man on holiday. I strolled across to the beach with my hands deep in my pockets. The peculiar shell-grit sand of Western Beach crunched beneath my brand-new patent leather shoes. The Casino, a steamer carrying wool from the Western District, rode at anchor in the bay. The Blackheath with ninety thousand bags of wheat was berthed at the Yarra Street pier. The big wool stores rose high above the bandstands, bathing boxes and steep manicured lawns.

         Geelong, that clear fresh morning, struck me as a town of wealth and sophistication, a lush green oasis, a natural compensation for the endless plain of wool and wheat behind it. It would be a city of parks, gardens, grand public buildings and elegant private ones.

         I did not intend to laze around, bludging on my new friends. I had work to do, making certain unstable parts of my story become strong and clear.

         There was, for instance, the snake, about which I had made certain claims. I did not intend to shirk my obligation to care for the snake, although if I could have seen what this would lead to (all this industry on behalf of a casual lie) I would have shipped it off to Mr Chin on the first train.

         I strolled along the beach in the direction of that wide-verandaed weatherboard building which in those days housed the Corio Bay Sailing Club. In front of the Sailing Club there was an old man shovelling shell-grit into a hessian bag. I did not need to be told why he was doing it: the shell-grit from Corio Bay was, and still is, particularly beneficial to hens – it gives an eggshell substance.

         I wasn’t normally one for idle chat, but I liked all the world on that morning, and I stopped for a yarn.

         ‘Grit for the chooks?’ I said.

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘Laying well, are they?’

         ‘Not bad.’

         The old man did not seem inclined to talk, but I wasn’t offended. It was peaceful standing there with my hands in my pockets watching him work.

         ‘Would you happen to know,’ I asked after a while, ‘a good spot for frogs?’ The frogs, of course, were for the snake.

         He was a little man, dried up like a walnut. His freckled skin hung on his arms, like a skin on a roast chicken wing.

         ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I know a good place for frogs.’

         ‘Where’s that?’

         He was an old man used to being granted his due of respect and patience. He drove his spade into the sand with a grunt.

         ‘France,’ he said.

         I could imagine the old bugger sitting at the head of a table and calling his fifty-year-old son ‘the boy’. He was far too content with himself for my liking.

         ‘You should be on the wireless,’ I said, ‘telling jokes like that.’

         ‘You reckon, do you?’ he said, and he made a slow study of me. He did not rush over any of the details. He observed, as I had not, that the trousers of the new suit were an inch too short and the jacket was a fraction too tight. ‘That’s what you reckon, do you?’

         ‘Yes, I reckon,’ I said. ‘I reckon you’re a bit of a wit.’

         He wasn’t frightened. He knew he was too old to be hit. ‘What do you want the frogs for?’

         ‘I’ll pay sixpence a frog. I’ll be wanting two frogs every day.’ This scheme was not what I’d intended, but now I wanted to force him to do something for me.

         ‘You don’t say,’ he said without a sign of interest. He went back to his spade and shell-grit.

         ‘That’s a shilling a day, seven shillings a week. It’s good money.’

         ‘Who’d pay money for a frog?’ His eyes were half clouded with cataracts but his scorn glowed through them.

         ‘Do you want the seven bloody shillings or not?’ I said.

         ‘No,’ the old man said with great satisfaction. ‘I don’t.’ He picked up the sack of shell-grit and hoisted it on to his shoulder. I watched him trudge down the beach – a sack-carrying burglar who had stolen my sense of well-being.

         I was always up and down in my moods and now I looked around the bay with a jaundiced eye. I saw a broken lemonade bottle in the sand. I began to suspect that Geelong might have the capacity to let me down, to be one more malicious, small-minded provincial city with no vision, no drive, no desire to do anything but send young men off to fight for the British and buy T Model Fords. However, the rest of that December Monday restored my faith in the city which, although it was not quite as grand as my vision of the morning, was still more than receptive to Herbert Badgery, Aviator.

         I have had a long and wearing relationship with Henry Ford and it was only weakness that brought me back to him. The first thing I did in Geelong was introduce myself to McGregor, the Ford agent. I showed him my newspaper clippings and he was happy enough to engage me as a commission agent at five pounds a car. So when I arrived at the Geelong  Advertiser I was able to park outside their window in a brand-new T model. I put my book of newspaper clippings under my arm and went to see the editor.

         The suit I was wearing had previously belonged to Mr Harold Oster, and the Osters being the Osters I made no secret of the fact. So although Harold Oster’s arse was built too close to the footpath and although his arms were an inch too short, I made no secret of the fact. I even ventured, as few in Geelong would have done, a few jokes at Mr Oster’s expense. My familiarity with the Osters served as a better introduction to Geelong than any suit I could have had tailor-made in Little Collins Street.

         My clothes, I told the editor, were at present in transit to Ballarat where I had been on my way to investigate the establishment of a new aircraft factory. Now, forced to spend the time in Geelong while the craft underwent repairs, I was keen to conduct discussions with local business men. I had already, I was pleased to inform the editor, found a degree of intelligence and enthusiasm in regard to the idea which was quite extraordinary. I would not let myself be drawn on the possibility of switching the site from Ballarat to Geelong but the editor found himself bold enough to run the following headlines which my host, bright red with pleasure, read to me at breakfast: ‘AVIATOR’S MISHAP MAY BRING NEW INDUSTRY TO GEELONG’.

         Jack McGrath was not only flattered to find himself described as intelligent but also gratified to learn that his new friend had flown the first air mail in South Australia. He read also that I had served in the Air Corps, was a ‘noted zoologist’ and a ‘motoring enthusiast whose Hispano Suiza is currently on loan to a distinguished Ballarat family’.

         Photographs, supplied by yours truly, were also used by the Advertiser  (this, mind you, at a time when photographs in the newspaper were a rarity). The most notable of these showed the Morris Farman ‘in three positions of flight in a storm above Digger’s Rest Racecourse’. Quite a lot of this information was correct.

         A week later I was able to mail a postal order for twenty pounds to the publican in Darnham.
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         It was nine o’clock at night but the temperature was still above 90 degrees. There was no air in the room. There was not enough air anywhere. From the bathroom window in Villamente Street you could see the red glow in the sky: fires covered the Brisbane ranges at Anakie and Steiglitz.

         The front room crawled with insects with long brown abdomens. They fell into the jug of sweet lemon squash and died there. Phoebe had placed a thin book of Swinburne’s poetry on top of the jug, but the insects still managed to enter through the pouring lip.

         Annette was limp and soaked with perspiration. Her grey dress was too heavy for the climate. It clung to the back of her knees and got stuck beneath her arms. Phoebe, on the other hand, did not seem at all affected. This irritated Annette. Phoebe was so wrapped up in her own feelings that she was insensitive to everything else, even the stinking heat. Phoebe also wore grey: a soft silky grey with a slightly paler grey scarf.

         ‘For God’s sake,’ Annette said, brushing insects away from Swinburne, ‘aren’t you hot?’

         ‘A little,’ Phoebe said, ‘but not much.’

         ‘It doesn’t make sense.’ Annette knew how pasty she looked. Her hair was plastered against her forehead, a pimple was emerging from her chin, her top lip shone. ‘I don’t think he’s a herpetologist at all. A man of science, surely, does not keep his charges in a jute bag in his bedroom.’

         ‘Annette,’ Phoebe said, ‘where else would he keep it? We really have no proper facilities for boarding snakes.’

         ‘And yet,’ Annette said, ‘there you are with two of them.’

         (She is already defeated, before it has begun, while Phoebe is no more than a creamy shape in my dirty dreams.)

         ‘You should be going back to school,’ Annette said.

         Phoebe smiled. ‘Where I’m safe from nasty men?’

         They sat side by side on the cane couch. Annette put her hand on Phoebe’s but it was a sticky contact and not pleasant. She removed it.

         ‘You could go to university.’

         ‘Ugh,’ Phoebe said. ‘How bourgeois.’

         She learned this sort of talk from Annette and it drove Annette crazy to have it thrown back at her.

         ‘Last year you didn’t know what bourgeois meant.’ 

         ‘But I know now,’ Phoebe said happily and Annette had to fight an impulse to disarrange that cool copper hair which her lover had piled high on her head, perhaps for the heat, perhaps to show her long lovely milky neck to Herbert Badgery.

         ‘Do you really want to have babies and spend your life picking up after a man?’ said Annette, who later omitted certain things from her description of Bohemian life in Paris.

         ‘Who said anything about babies?’ Phoebe said. ‘Or picking up. I only said I liked him. I said he was “interesting”.’

         ‘I know what you find “interesting”, you little brat.’

         Annette had never met me, but she had already heard too much about this man whose only human imperfection was bow-legs. And even this was meant to be ‘interesting’, as if they were shaped like this to accommodate what Phoebe liked to call a ‘door knocker’ of extraordinary dimension.

         She had heard (twice) already how Herbert Badgery had brought the Farman back from Balliang East to the airstrip at Belmont Common, how he had circled over Belmont and then flown up river to the woollen mills where he banked the machine before flying it beneath the bridge. What she didn’t know is that I had done it for a bet. I got good odds because everyone remembered how Johnny O’Day had killed himself doing the same thing three months before.

         It had all been in the Advertiser, Annette had read it the day before. But now Phoebe was telling the story a third time. She wasn’t doing it for Annette’s sake. She was yelling into an empty well, only wanting to hear her happiness amplified.

         ‘You are going to make yourself very, very unhappy,’ Annette said.

         But it was she who burst into tears, not Phoebe.

         Phoebe tried to comfort her but she jerked away. She picked up the Swinburne and threw it at the wall.

         ‘It’s ridiculous,’ she screamed. ‘It’s stupid. You haven’t even spoken to him.’
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         I did not like the Geelong snake, nor did I trust it. But I was stuck with it, this cranky creature in the hessian sack beneath my bed. I had considered ‘losing’ it, but I’d already had some nasty experiences ‘losing’ snakes. A lost snake can unhinge the most stable household and produce conditions that are most unfavourable for a man who wants to be put up. That aside, the McGraths were almost as proud of my relationship with the snake as they were of my connection with aviation. Jack brought an odd collection of characters home from the racetrack to view my performance with the snake. Sharp-looking punters and toffee-nosed horse owners all collected in Western Avenue and were as different from each other as the chairs they sat on. I was called upon to demonstrate my ‘pet’. The manager of the National Bank, whose cast-off Pelaco shirt I wore, was nearly bitten on his beckoning index finger and was foolish enough to giggle about it.

         You can do nothing to protect yourself from a brown snake except keep well away from it. You cannot milk its poison for (in summer especially) it’ll have another batch ready in seconds. There would be no peace with the snake, no treaty. It would not become tame or even accept its captivity. All day long it pushed its head against the sack, as persistent as a blowfly against glass. It was a cunning thing and not capable of being bought off.

         By the Wednesday morning I had found no one to supply me with either mice or frogs and I set off early to walk along the Melbourne Road where, one of the punters had told me, there was a soak with plenty of frogs in it. I left the Ford at home and walked. I always liked to walk. I strolled like a Gentleman.

         I had observed, very early in life, that the way a man or woman walked gave a much better indication of their place in society than their accent. Although I was now very careful not to say ‘ain’t’ and ‘I never done it’ and other habits of speech I had picked up working for Wongs at the Eastern Market, I was happy enough to use the natural nasal Australian accent which had so enraged that imaginary Englishman who sired me. I despised those people who pommified their speech but I was, always, very particular about my walk.

         A man who lives by physical labour will move in a different way. A man who lumps wheat will move differently from a man who shears sheep – he will carry his muscled arms like loaves of bread; he will lock the muscles at the base of his spine and lean forward to take some imaginary weight. I had thousands of classifications of walks and I adopted the ‘Gentleman’s Stroll’ because I fancied it would make people trust me without ever knowing why.

         It wasn’t a very scenic route to the soak, but that didn’t worry me. I followed the main Melbourne Road beside the railway line. There were few houses out there in those days, just a few weatherboard workmen’s cottages dotted here and there along the road. A wagon or two, piled high with ingeniously balanced goods for country towns, passed me and I gave them a nod. I didn’t pay much attention  to the look of things, the colour of the horses, their breath in the early air, the quality of the light, and so on. But I did enjoy my movements. The walk not only convinced others, it convinced me and, strolling in the manner of a Gentleman, I became one.

         The soak lay in the shadow of a towering redbrick flour mill. I got down in the gully out of sight of the road, but the blank windows of the flour mill continued to stare down at me. I didn’t like it, but I had no choice: I took off my suit coat, my trousers, my socks. I stood in my underwear in sight of the flour mill and felt self-conscious about my bowed legs. I walked through the black squelching mud, to the far side of the swamp. The calls of frogs drew me on like sirens, although I had no hessian bag.

         It is my belief that there are few things in this world more useful than a hessian bag, and no matter what part of my story I wish to reflect on I find that a hessian bag, or the lack of one, assumes some importance. They soften the edge of a hard bench, can be split open to line a wall, can provide a blanket for a cold night, a safe container for a snake, a rabbit, or a duck. They are useful when beheading hens or to place under car tyres in sandy soil. You can stuff them full of kapok to make a decent cushion and there is nothing better to carry frogs in.

         Which is why it is surprising that in all the McGraths’ possessions I could not find a single hessian bag. I had been forced to come in search of frogs with two small white paper bags which smelt as if they had held confectionery and, indeed, when the snake eventually devoured the first frog he would find it lightly dusted with icing sugar like a special treat from the ABC Tea Rooms.

         With paper bag in hand, I felt foolish. I imagined lines of women in white aprons behind the windows of the flour mill. They were laughing at my legs.

         I was confident enough of my shoulders and my arms. I was proud of my height and even arrogant about my general carriage. Even my calves, in isolation, met with my approval. But my bowed legs mortified me and I turned sideways to the staring windows, presenting myself at my least ludicrous angle.

         That was the problem with a Gentleman’s Stroll. It produced expectations that could not be met. It was not the right walk for a man who must, when it is over, take off his clothes and walk in black mud.

         When the editor of the Geelong  Advertiser had used the word ‘herpetologist’ to describe me, I had readily agreed. Later, in answer to a question from my host, I persuaded him to look it up in the dictionary. At the time it had seemed an interesting thing to be, but now, in the middle of the soak, it did not seem so fine.

         I found my first frog where the small stream disappeared into the soak. It sat there, brown, shiny and horny-skinned. Its eyes bulged up at me and I grabbed it with a shudder.

         It was then I heard the cough.

         The first thing I thought of was my legs. I turned, still holding the frog in both hands, and saw a swagman, although that is not much of a description of the fellow. He was a swagman who had let himself go, a swagman who had long ago given up trying to wash his shirt once a week in summer, a swagman whose natural affection for pieces of string and odd discarded rags had entered a virulent phase where it overwhelmed any of the conventional restraints placed on fashion and became a style of its own.

         His face, where you could see it through his rampant beard, was weathered and beaten by the combined forces of sun, rain and alcohol. His teeth were rotting. His bulbous nose made its own confession. His hair was grey and matted and one eye, half closed by a blow or a bee sting, gave him an untrustworthy appearance.

         He was squatting on the ground like a blackfellow, quiet and still and cunning. I thought the swagman was looking at my legs.

         ‘Good tucker?’ the swagman asked.

         I tried to hold the Gentleman’s stance while I held the frog and walked in a modest fashion through the mud.

         ‘You scared me, man,’ I said.

         ‘You scared me,’ the swagman said. ‘Walkin nekkid like that.’ He watched me place the frog in the small white bag and then place the bag in the inside pocket of my folded suit coat. ‘Is it good tucker?’

         I was always fighting people I didn’t need to fight. I feel like I’ve been awake all my life with a gun across my knees, waiting.

         ‘Yes,’ I told the swagman, ‘very good tucker.’

         ‘That a feet?’

         ‘Like chicken,’ I told him. ‘You can’t tell the difference. That is what they serve the kings and queens of France. It’s only the ignorance of the average Australian toff that stops them doing the same thing.’

         ‘That a feet?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said, tucking my singlet into my underpants, ‘it’s a fact.’

         The swaggie shifted on his heels. His attitude was uncertain. ‘I thought they killed the kings and queens of France,’ he said. ‘I seem to recall that they were killed. They had their heads chopped off, so I was told. They don’t have kings and queens in France any more.’ 

         This was all news to me. If I had not been a pig-headed fool I might have learned something, but I was more worried about two contradictory things – my dignity and the other frog. I went back into the soak while the swagman took the opportunity to have a closer look at my suit.

         ‘I used to have a suit like that,’ he said, ‘but it was took from me up in Albury.’

         ‘That a fact?’ I mocked.

         ‘Well,’ the swaggie shrugged away his suit, ‘you know those Albury types.’

         I got my second frog and walked carefully back to solid ground. The swaggie watched me put it in its bag.

         ‘We ate roof rats in Albury but we never tried the frogs, never even thought of them. I’m much obliged to you for the information, I must say, much obliged.’

         I perched on the edge of the stream and washed my feet and then my hands. I managed to dress standing on a grass tussock.

         I was given to doing things suddenly. I had strong emotions like unexpected guests and the urge to laugh or fight often overwhelmed me without warning. Similarly I was often beset with the desire to be good and generous, and I have no idea where this part of me comes from. Certainly not from my father who was never held back by his scruples. He was a fine man for talk of Empire and loyalty but it wasn’t the Empire or loyalty that made him successful: he was a liar and a bullshitter and hungry for a quid.

         If my father had seen me hand the pound note to the swagman he would have laughed out loud.

         ‘Here,’ I said, ‘get yourself some flour and tea. Don’t eat frogs. Christians don’t eat frogs.’

         We were both, the swaggie and I, puzzled at this development. He held Jack’s pound between the thumb and forefinger of both battered hands and turned it over and over.

         ‘If you don’t eat frogs,’ he said at last, ‘why the dickens do you catch them?’

         ‘My damn snake, man,’ I said. I was furious about the fate of my pound note. ‘I’ve got to feed my snake.’

         ‘Of course you have,’ the swagman said sympathetically, ‘of course you have.’

         ‘I’m deadly serious, man.’

         ‘Of course, you are.’

         His mistake was to wink.

         The pound note disappeared from the swagman’s hand before the wink was over, but even when I held it, tightly crumpled, in my pocket, I did not feel any release from my confusion, I felt worse. I felt guilty, and this did not seem just.

         ‘Charity is good for no one,’ I said. ‘Would you like to earn a pound?’

         Later, when I recalled how I had made the deal with the swagman, I always felt ashamed, not of the deal itself which was certainly fair. (The swagman honoured it too, delivering two frogs each morning for the snake’s breakfast.) I felt ashamed of reneging on the grander gesture which was more in keeping with how I would like to be.

         I felt the swagman had looked at me and seen something less attractive in me than my bowed legs.
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         The whole household was in love with me, and although I knew it I doubt if I knew how much. Bridget blushed every time she put a plate in front of me, and Molly banned her from serving in the dining room, whereupon Bridget burst into tears and had to be comforted. I bought her an ice-cream from the ABC and she left the empty cone on her dressing-room table for weeks. However, she was not readmitted to the dining room. That was Molly’s territory; she cooed and fluttered, big-breasted and blowzy, over dishes of vegetables, and Phoebe saw how she took such care with the arrangement of vegetables on my plate and also (a telling point this, for a woman raised in a poor family) that she gave me bigger portions, so discreetly bigger, so marginally bigger that they were, in Phoebe’s words ‘like brief eye contacts made between secret lovers, like the shadow of a moth passing across a night-time window’.

         This was not only lost on me, it was lost on Jack as well. He did not notice that Molly folded my three pairs of socks, how she darned them when they holed, how carefully she placed my two clean shirts in my drawer, how she dabbed and brushed at my single suit coat.

         Phoebe noticed. Sometimes her mother’s behaviour embarrassed her but she also shared her mother’s silent hurt when the subtleties of the vegetable servings were lost on me. I devoured them with the same indiscriminate passion I turned on all of life, whether it was the manager of the National Bank or a roast potato.

         As for Jack and me, we got on like blazing houses. It would not have mattered a damn if I had had no snake or stories about aeroplane  factories, in fact it would have been a damn sight better, but it is too late to alter the past and regret is a fool’s emotion. And while we built a thousand aeroplanes and charmed a lot of snakes, there was plenty else to keep us interested. We had as many theories as peas on our plates and talked with our mouths full and spilled our drinks with sweeping gestures.

         ‘You were like a pair of love-sick jackasses,’ Phoebe said later, ‘and you talked a lot of rot, but I loved you and I didn’t mind.’

         ‘Isn’t it true,’ Jack said, ‘that if Leichhardt had an aero, we’d have had none of the tragedy, none of the loss, poor chap.’

         I pointed to the problems of landing, of clearing a strip, supplying fuel and so on.

         ‘Ah yes,’ said Jack, stamping his stockinged feet and wiping his chin, ‘but what about the parachute? Now there’s an idea.’

         ‘Bourke was a poor policeman,’ I said, ‘I doubt he could have managed it.’

         ‘We’re not talking of Bourke, man, it’s Leichhardt. And in any case you’ve told me yourself, there’s nothing to it.’

         ‘A bit more than nothing,’ I said, ‘but less than a lot.’

         ‘All right, granted,’ said Jack, wiping up his gravy with grey Geelong bread, ‘a bit more than nothing.’

         ‘And he was a big man too, and possibly slow-witted.’

         ‘Leichhardt?’

         ‘No, Bourke.’

         ‘I never read anything that suggested it.’

         ‘Perhaps you didn’t,’ I said, being pleased to hear his ignorance was as great as mine. ‘But not all of it is published. He had kangaroos in his top paddock.’

         ‘An expression,’ Jack said, pushing back his chair and holding Molly’s hand, ‘I never understood.’

         ‘It is clear enough,’ I said. ‘Anyone with any presence of mind does not permit a kangaroo, or a wallaby for that matter, into his top paddock.’

         Jack stroked his wife’s hand. He was always at it. Sometimes at dinner I would look and see father and daughter both stroking the mother’s hands, one on the left, one on the right.

         ‘I have seen it,’ Jack said, ‘on the best properties.’

         ‘In exceptional circumstances.’

         ‘Granted, yes. A tree across a fence in a storm.’

         ‘Well,’ I said, ‘you understand well enough.’

         ‘I don’t like expressions,’ Jack said, suddenly becoming serious, ‘that are like officious coppers, with no sympathy in them. The sort of expression like a beak throwing the book at you without allowing for all the circumstances. An expression like that is not fair or sensible. What would you say, for instance, to the term galah being used in the way it is?’

         ‘The galah is a pest,’ I said. ‘No one would doubt it.’

         ‘But not stupid.’

         ‘No,’ I said, ‘I grant you, the galah is not a stupid bird.’

         ‘I don’t think,’ Jack said, ‘that we have taken the same trouble with our expressions that the English have.’

         And off we would go again, not just on one night, but every night, with company or without it. We talked right through breakfast and then went for a stroll along the beach together and we never stopped talking.

         Phoebe watched me. In truth we both spent a lot of time watching each other. We fooled each other so much we believed we were mutually invisible.

         I had to be away from Western Avenue at times. I was selling T Models again although I was ashamed to admit it. I told them it was for business, related to the aircraft factory.

         When I was not there, Jack was listless. He sat in front of the wireless and changed stations and banged his hearing aid with the heel of his hand. He was like a bored child on Sunday afternoon. He did not go down to the taxi company he owned. He did not visit the stud to see his horses, or the track to lose money. The bludgers at the Corio Quay Hotel (who knew him as ‘Here’s-ten-bob’ McGrath) did not see him. He had long ‘naps’ and waited for my return. And then, in the summer evening, Phoebe would see us on the beach again. Her father was built like a bullock driver, was the son of a bullock driver, and there was still, as he walked along the beach with his friend, plenty of bullock driver left in his walk and she could see in those broad shoulders, those heavy arms, that thick neck, a man made to endure the dusty day and the solitary night, a man whose natural style would be reserved, who would be shy with men and women alike, but yet here he was – Phoebe saw it – building an aeroplane factory with a stranger. But yet it was not so simple, this factory. We did not approach it so directly. We approached it like Phoebe and I approached each other, shyly, at a tangent, looking the other way, pretending to be interested in other things while all the time we could see that big slab-sided shed of corrugated iron with ‘Barwon Aeros’ written in big black letters on the side.

         ‘The wheel,’ Jack said, ‘seems an easy thing when you have it, but if you don’t have it then how would you ever know you needed it? Flying is an easier thing to imagine. You can see a magpie doing it. But tell me, Badgery, where is an animal, or bird, with wheels?’ 

         ‘There is a snake,’ I said, ‘that makes itself into a wheel and chases you.’

         ‘Is that a fact now? In what country is that?’

         ‘In this country. A friend of mine was chased by one up at Jindabyne.’

         ‘There is no doubt,’ Jack said, ‘that if an animal would do it in any country, this is the country for it. It is the country for the aeroplane as well. But if you take up the question of your Jindabyne snake, there was no white man here to see it when it was wanted.’

         ‘They say it was a Chinaman invented the wheel,’ I said. I said it out of loyalty to Goon Tse Ying, but this is not the place to discuss Jack’s attitude towards the coloured races.

         ‘Is that so?’

         ‘It is.’

         ‘And not a white man?’

         ‘A Chinaman.’

         Jack shook his head. He found it hard to credit. ‘Do you know his name?’ he said.

         ‘I don’t,’ I said. ‘It was too long ago.’

         ‘I doubt a blackfellow could have managed it just the same. He’d be watching the snakes wheeling past and never give them a thought except eating them for his dinner. It was a wasted opportunity,’ he said. ‘If we’d had the wheel here we would be well ahead of Europe.’

         ‘If the blackfellow had the wheel,’ I said, ‘he’d have run rings around us.’

         ‘But you forget,’ Jack said, ‘that by the time we arrived we had the wheel ourselves, and gunpowder too.’

         ‘It was a Chinaman invented gunpowder,’ I said.

         It was too much for Jack. He could not abide Chinamen, no matter what I told him. He sucked in his cheeks and blew them out. He kicked a jellyfish back into the water.

         ‘Twist and giggle,’ he said, ‘turn and spin / Squirm and spit and grin / Just like a bally Chinaman / When someone pulls his string.’

         ‘There is no kinder soul on earth than the Chinaman,’ I said.

         He narrowed his eyes a fraction and stared at me hard. By God he would have been a hard man to fight, but he would never allow himself to get into one – he would always find a comfortable way to take in the most uncomfortable things.

         ‘The poor little chap,’ he said. ‘Poor little fellow.’ I was Romulus and Remus to Jack, a poor little chap suckled on the tits of wolves.
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         Phoebe felt she had become invisible. She accompanied Jack and me to Belmont Common for flying lessons but no one spoke to her. She sat in the back seat and listened.

         It never entered my head that she might want to fly. She expressed no interest. She said nothing. Sometimes I saw her listening with a little smile on her face. She made me flustered. I lost my train of thought.

         She knew her father would never master the aeroplane, no matter how many lessons I gave him. He had even less feeling for it than he had for the Hispano Suiza. But she watched the circus silently, biding her time. Her father could never bring the stick down enough to land it. It was horrible to watch. The Farman floated in unsteadily, Jack in the front, Herbert in the back.

         She could see me leaning forward and thumping her father in the middle of the back with my fist. She could hear me shouting, ‘Push it down, down, down.’ But nothing would persuade Jack to push the stick down towards the looming earth.

         She visited Annette but they both made each other irritated. They bickered and fought. Her mother, once so concerned about the quantity of balls Phoebe attended, the parties she was invited to, and the friends she had, no longer seemed to worry. She made up her Christmas parcels for the orphanages, put money in envelopes for the men at the Ainsley Home, and fussed about with Herbert’s socks.

         For Phoebe the days over Christmas passed in a strange daze. Sometimes she felt so tense that she wanted to scratch her face until it bled but sometimes the feeling turned a degree or two and then what had been pain became pleasure. And in between those two extremes she spent whole days in a distracted state, a sort of mental itch that did not let her pay attention to anything or anyone.

         She went to a few parties around Christmas (I watched her go, hopeless with lust and jealousy). She had her feet stood on by the sons of Western District graziers, two of whom proposed to her.

         She hid among the throngs of bathers on Eastern Beach and burnt her creamy skin, perhaps deliberately. No one reprimanded her. She shed her ruined skin with fascination and did not answer desperate letters from poor Annette who spent her Christmas in a rejected lover’s hell.

         Phoebe did not speak to the person whose image remained continually in her mind’s eye. She would not even ask him to pass the bread. She ignored him at bedtime and would not even say goodnight. She was reprimanded for her rudeness. She shed her skin in a bedroom curtained from the February heat, and waited.
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         It is time to deal with the neighbours and I am like Goon Tse Ying, capable of becoming invisible, sliding under doors, lifting rugs from floors on windless nights. I get a dirty pleasure sifting through their private cupboards amongst the dust and fluff and paper-dry conversations. I push my invisible nose deep into the sheets of beds and breathe in the odours of their unheard farts.

         There were so many ways the McGraths had upset the upper crust in Western Avenue. The offences were as numberless as flies and even Mrs Kentwell had given up on counting them.

         For a start: the yellowback garage Jack had built in the middle of the lawn. He had built it himself, but not too well. It was as blunt and as useful as a cow bail and two deep wheel ruts ran towards it, not neatly, for there were places where the Hispano Suiza had been bogged and other marks made by horses called to pull it out.

         There was also what was known locally as ‘The Wall’. The function of this redbrick wall which ran from the garage to almost the middle point of the house (it arrived opposite the big windows of the music room) was to protect Molly’s flower beds from the winds that howled off Corio Bay. This function was not obvious to the Kentwells, the Jones-Burtons and the Devonishes who met to discuss each new offence, and if they had known it would have made no difference. They had no sympathy with Jack’s bush-carpenter’s approach to aesthetics.

         The McGrath mansion had been built in 1863 and was originally called ‘Wirralee’. This name had been incorporated in a leadlight window above the front door. They had seen Jack McGrath remove this window one afternoon in 1917. Mrs Kentwell saw it first.

         ‘He has the ladder out,’ she told Alice Jones-Burton.

         The two women put their hats on and plunged their hatpins home. They strolled along the promenade like policemen on the beat and on October 15th, 1917, shortly before noon, they witnessed the man with the binding-twine belt remove the ‘Wirralee’ and replace it with a plain piece of glass on which a single cloverleaf had been sandblasted. 

         To understand the effect this had on the two ladies you have to remember that there was a big fuss going on about military conscription for the Great War, that the Catholics were against conscription, and what’s more they were winning. On November 1st, 1917, the last attempt to introduce conscription would fail. In this heated climate a cloverleaf might easily be seen to be a shamrock, and the two ladies declared the McGraths not only traitorous, not only tasteless, but also Catholic.

         If Jack had known all this he would have been terribly upset. He didn’t like Catholics much more than he liked Chinese, although in the case of Catholics he would always say it was not the Catholic people he objected to but the religion and the priests particularly who ‘swig down all the altar wine themselves, and not a drop for the rest of them’. He never knew that Molly was a Catholic, was still a Catholic, and had risked her soul by marrying him in a Protestant church in Point’s Point.

         Jack put the cloverleaf above his door because he was bored and because he was lucky.

         There were no end of offences. The presence of Herbert Badgery Esquire was an offence. My Gentleman’s Stroll did not impress Mrs Kentwell at all. She peered at me from behind fence or curtain and judged me a sharp character and a ruffian.

         Western Avenue, she said, was on its way to being a slum, and when she saw the swagman arrive early one morning she knew her fears were well founded. She found it impossible to convey to her allies the true nature of this character. For when she referred to him as a swagman and they nodded their heads she knew she had not painted a proper picture of this grotesque.

         ‘But, my dear,’ Mrs Devonish said, ‘they all use string.’ And then she prattled on about the useful nature of string and how her father, the late Reverend Devonish (who was remembered by Mrs Kentwell for being too High Church) had always kept brown paper bags of string in various parts of the house, none of which information was sensible or useful to Mrs Kentwell and anyway did not fit too well with her memory of the late High Church man who had caused more than one upset due to his fondness for silk and satin. String, Mrs Kentwell thought, was not High Church at all.

         So she dispensed with the string. She snapped it up, so to speak, with the cutting edges of her squeaky dentures and took the dryness away with a cup of sugarless tea.

         ‘This gentleman,’ she said, ‘is introducing cane toads to the area.’ 

         Laura Devonish bunked. ‘Do you think, dear, we could have more hot water.’

         ‘Hot water,’ Mrs Kentwell said, ‘is what we have, Laura. We are in it.’

         But the cleverness of this was lost on Laura Devonish who insisted the silver hot water pot was quite empty and the tea now far too strong. There was no choice but to provide the water. It took for ever, or long enough for Laura to eat the two last slices of butter cake.

         ‘This swagman,’ Mrs Kentwell said, when the tea was to Laura’s satisfaction, ‘is bringing in cane toads.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘How would I know?’ snapped Mrs Kentwell. ‘How would I know why they do anything? But the fact remains, cane toads! In sacks. The poor maid was screaming. There were toads all over the kitchen.’

         ‘You saw?’

         ‘Heard, quite distinctly. “Frogs,” she screamed. I heard her perfectly.’

         ‘Not toads?’

         ‘Toads, frogs. It is not the point. Laura, you must listen and stop eating. Eating will not fix the problem. The swagman was given money at the back door.’
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         I too was sorry about the first delivery of frogs. The swagman had been too enthusiastic. He had not contented himself with two or three frogs but had kept on collecting until his sack was half full. When he arrived at Western Avenue he entered the kitchen without introducing himself to Bridget who was nervous. Then he began to show her frogs and was misunderstood. Then when yours truly at last arrived, bare-torsoed with my trousers half done up, the swagman, overcome with excitement, emptied the whole lot on to the floor. It took me some time to sort out the mess, educate the swagman, mollify Bridget and retrieve most of the frogs. For days afterwards my hostess’s scream would alert me to the presence of a hitherto hidden frog in some corner of the mansion.

         I had been expelled from houses for smaller upsets, and I waited for a little note slid under my bedroom door, the quiet chat after dinner, an eruption of anger on the lawn. My hosts surprised me. They laughed. They repeated the story and derived pleasure from telling it. When I accompanied Jack on his daily round of what he was pleased to call ‘interests’ the story had often preceded me and I was forced to take another step closer to becoming a herpetologist by discoursing on the dietary habits of the brown snake.

         I had never been in a situation before where my lies looked so likely to become true. I did not achieve this alone. So many people contributed creamy coats of credibility to my untruth that the nasty speck of grit was fast becoming a beautiful thing, a lustrous pearl it was impossible not to covet.

         The aircraft factory began to achieve a life of its own. Letters were despatched to various suppliers in Melbourne and Sydney and Jack, who loved the telephone with a passion, was chasing timber suppliers in Queensland and waking up squatters in the middle of the night to talk about investing in a wonderful new enterprise.

         I can still hear his giant deaf ‘Hellos’ echoing through the house.

         We had meetings with solicitors to draw up the company for ‘Barwon Aeros’. We looked at a piece of land at Belmont which Jack already owned. I engaged a draughtsman in Geelong to draw up my plans which incorporated an Avro engine, although we later planned a totally Australian motor. I engaged the services of a stenographer and began to dictate my series on aviation for the Geelong Advertiser. I began to think of marrying Phoebe. I gave back Jack the money he had lent me. And even while all this was happening I still continued selling T Models.

         I sold T Models with such ease that the local agent could not understand why a man who could acquit himself like this on the ground could contemplate risking his life and his capital by taking to the air. He made this opinion known to me on one stinking February afternoon while the blustering northerly brought red dust down into Ryrie Street and rattled a loose sheet of corrugated iron on the top of the dark hot garage. I flicked flies away from my mouth and, without really trying to, made the agent uneasy. What the agent could not have guessed, what prompted the slight madness in my cold-eyed stare, the ambiguous movement of my lips, was that I loathed Fords on principle, that I was eaten up with selling them, that I did it from laziness because the Ford had the name, because it was American and people were more easily persuaded to buy a foreign product than a local one.

         There was another factor in all this, and one I would not have admitted to myself in 1919, and it was that the Tin Lizzie was a better car for the money. It wasn’t much to look at but it was deceptively strong and very reliable. This, however, did not suit my idea of how things should be. And if there was a suggestion of arrogance in my lips as I talked to the Ford agent it was prompted by my thought that if there had been an agent for an Australian-made car (like the Summit) in Geelong I would have taken great pleasure in out-selling the Ford agent. It would not have been easy, but I could have done it. I would have applied myself to it, not done it like I now sold Fords which was in a sloppy, showy sort of style, like an expert tennis player disdainfully defeating novices, only deriving pleasure from a loose-limbed flashness and not from any great demands on his skill or any pride in the final victory.

         ‘Any mug can sell a T Model,’ I told the agent, and was not liked any better for the comment which was not only untrue but also unflattering to the man himself who watched me drive away with feelings, I warrant you, identical to the ones I had every time I put the snake back in his hessian bag.
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         I did not, if I am honest, intend to sell the O’Hagens a Ford. Had I really meant to make a sale I would not have called so early in the day when a salesman is a nuisance to a farmer, but at the end of the day when he is coming in from the paddocks. I would have helped him unharness his horses and then joined the family for dinner. At the end of the meal I could have helped the farmer clear the table, and if he assisted with the washing up (and many did) then I’d have done my share.

         As I motored along the Bacchus Marsh Road it was about ten in the morning and the hot blustering wind suddenly fell away and I could feel, before I saw it, the storm building up in the south. I swore softly. The farmers did not want rain yet – they were busy ploughing in the stubble of the last harvest. I did not want rain either. I wanted the O’Hagens to stay outside so I could-have a chat with Mrs O’Hagen. It was because of Mrs O’Hagen, I admit it now, that I was arriving early on this day. I had seen a light in her young eyes that I recognized.

         I shifted the position of my balls in my underpants, adjusted a penis I imagined had a life of its own, and drove north towards the O’Hagens with my erect member pointing optimistically upwards.
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         I could hear the ring of axes. The air was still and heavy and smelt of dust and treacle. I guessed, correctly, that Stu O’Hagen and his sons were clearing new land in the scrub to the north.

         I knocked on the wooden frame of the flapping fly-wire door at the back of the house while a yellow dog flung itself against its chain in fury.

         ‘Anyone home?’

         But even before I entered I knew that Mrs O’Hagen was not inside and had not been inside for many days. It was a man’s kitchen. Flies crawled across the unwashed dishes. An open can of bully beef occupied pride of place amongst the crumbs on the oil-cloth table. It stank of depression, like unwashed sheets on unmade beds.

         Mrs O’Hagen, stone sober, had danced like a woman drunk on city dreams. I did not doubt that she had left and I knew I would never savour her as I had imagined in all the miles that led here: my mouth at her breast, buried between her sturdy legs, my nostrils filled with warm wet perfumes.

         I would have to sell a Ford after all.

         I took off my coat and undid my tie. I hung the coat on the back of a chair and placed stud and cufflinks and collar in the inside pocket.

         I did not hurry across the stubble-slippery paddocks. I strolled with my hands in my pockets and when the axes became silent I knew the O’Hagens were watching me.

         I would have walked properly, but I had come in city shoes, and it is almost impossible to walk across slippery stubble in smooth-soled shoes without moving like a draper’s assistant. To walk correctly in a paddock you need boots, and heavy boots at that.

         The O’Hagens, having paused to examine me, went back to work. As I listened to the axes I had a sympathy for them and what drove them on. I had hacked at life like the O’Hagens hacked at the bush, ring-barking, chopping, blistering my hands to bring it to heel, always imagining a perfect green kikuyu pasture where life would be benevolent and gentle. But where the bush had been bracken and thistles always appeared and then these had to be conquered as well.

         I walked sideways down an eroded gully and when I reached the other side I could make out the three O’Hagens on the slope ahead. Two saplings dropped and three rosellas danced a pretty path across the thunder-ink sky. Black cockatoos screeched and scratched at the bark of a big old manna gum as if they couldn’t wait to see it done for.

         When I climbed the last fence I could see their faces. I remembered, with a shock, how ugly they were. They had heads like toby jugs. They had large square heads with ruddy complexions. Their hair was fair and thin. There was a meanness in their faces that conveyed an unaccountable sense of superiority. They were not easy to like.

         The father had ears that stuck out from the side of his head and the youngest boy, who was as tall as me and only fifteen, had inherited his father’s ears. They were ugly, of course, but they were quite at home with those square red heads, high, bent noses, and small pale blue eyes. They were faces squeezed from the one lump of clay.

         But the eldest son, who was eighteen, had different ears. He had his mother’s tiny delicate ears. They sat, flat and lonely, on the side of his great head like beautiful objects stolen by an ignoramus. Although you wouldn’t have looked twice at him in the street in Geelong, out here, beside his brother and father, his head was as embarrassing to look at as a withered hand or an ex-soldier with his chin shot off. If the O’Hagens had been butterflies this one would be valuable – a rare exception to countless generations of O’Hagens with big ears.

         He was known as Goog, which, until we started to forget our language, was the common name for a hen’s egg. I always supposed he was called Goog because the tiny flattened ears did nothing to interrupt the goog-like sweep from crown to jaw.

         The O’Hagens (Stu, Goog and Goose) did not stop working as I approached them. They swung their axes and chopped the small trees and scrub off level with the ground. They ring-barked the large trees and those of in-between size were chopped at waist height, after which they belted the bark from them with the back of their axes and piled this bark around the splintered stumps. When the burning season arrived the bark would help burn them to the ground.

         They did not acknowledge me. I was a pest, arriving at the wrong time. I squatted with my back to a tree and waited. It was Goose who broke. He came to sharpen his axe with a file. He squatted near me, studying the axe with great care before he pulled the file from a hessian bag (a use for hessian bags I neglected to mention earlier).

         ‘Come to sell us a Tin Lizzie, have you?’

         ‘Come to show it,’ I said.

         A blackwood wattle dropped behind me. 

         ‘Should watch where you sit,’ the old man said, and came over to sharpen an axe that needed no attention at all.

         Goog belaboured the stump of a tree with the back of his axe, but when he had finished, and the stump stood wet and naked, he put his axe down and joined the others.

         He nodded in the direction of the Ford. ‘How much do they ask for one of them?’ Goog asked.

         ‘He hasn’t got two bob to his name,’ Goose said, handing the file across to his father.

         ‘I never said I did. I was just inquiring.’

         No one said anything for a while. They watched the old man sharpening his axe.

         ‘What happened to your wonderful flying machine?’ old Stu said at last. He was not such a had fellow, but he couldn’t help himself; that whingeing sarcasm came out of his mouth without him even thinking about it.

         ‘It’s in Geelong,’ I said.

         ‘Found someone, did you?’

         ‘I don’t follow you?’

         ‘Found someone to buy it?’

         ‘I wasn’t trying to sell it.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ Stu said, and the three O’Hagens smirked together like three distorting mirrors all reflecting the one misunderstanding.

         ‘Why did you bring it here,’ Goog said, ‘if you wasn’t trying to sell it to us?’

         Their misunderstanding was so ridiculous, I didn’t even try to defend myself.

         ‘We heard you were having a try at motor cars now,’ Goose said.

         ‘And who told you that now?’

         ‘Patrick Hare told us,’ said Stu, standing up and putting his hands on his hips. He crooked one knee and put his square head on one side. ‘He told us how you tried to sell him a Ford. Patrick says the Dodge is a superior machine. That’s his opinion.’

         There was a saying in those days: ‘If you can’t afford a Dodge, dodge a Ford.’ It was a salesman’s lot to listen to all this rubbish. ‘That’s Patrick Hare’s opinion,’ I said.

         They stood around me in a semicircle, Goose mimicking his father’s stance exactly. They all shared the same smile.

         ‘So tell me,’ I said, not bothering to stand up, ‘would you want his opinion on how to plough a paddock?’

         ‘Ah,’ Stu said, ‘that’s a different matter, a different matter entirely.’

         I didn’t smile, but it was an effort. I’d heard a lot about Stu O’Hagen on the Bacchus Marsh Road. It was said (although I found it hard to credit) that Stu came from behind a shop counter in Melbourne twenty years before. They said he wouldn’t take advice from the first day he got there, that he went his own stubborn way and made his own stubborn mistakes. They said he would have spent his life inventing the wheel if one hadn’t run over him one winter’s morning in Ryrie Street and thus brought itself to his attention.

         ‘Ploughing,’ he said, ‘is a different matter to motor cars, an entirely different matter.’

         I did not turn and look at the eroded hillside behind Stu’s house which was easy to see from where we stood. I said not a word about the virtues of contour ploughing. It was not a subject on which Stu had shown himself to be able to benefit from advice.

         ‘So you come to give us a hand, did you?’ Stu said. He was being sly, but you couldn’t call it nasty.

         ‘Don’t mind,’ I said.

         ‘Use an axe?’

         ‘After a fashion.’

         ‘Well,’ the old man said, handing me his axe, ‘plenty to use it on.’

         I was pleased to be using an axe.
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