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            Am I to be a king, or just a pig?

– Flaubert, Intimate Notebook 

             

            Joachim had been born before the war, in the years when children still had to learn by heart the thirteen reasons for using a capital letter. To these he had added one more of his own, which was that he would, in all circumstances, do exactly what he wished.

            – Macado Fernández, One Man    
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1
            Chapter 1

         

         I don’t know if my story is grand enough to be a tragedy, although a lot of shitty stuff did happen. It is certainly a love story but that did not begin until midway through the shitty stuff, by which time I had not only lost my eight-year-old son, but also my house and studio in Sydney where I had once been about as famous as a painter could expect in his own backyard. It was the year I should have got the Order of Australia – why not! – look at who they give them to. Instead my child was stolen from me and I was eviscerated by divorce lawyers and gaoled for attempting to retrieve my own best work which had been declared Marital Assets.

         Emerging from Long Bay Prison in the bleak spring of 1980, I learned I was to be rushed immediately to northern New South Wales where, although I would have almost no money to spend on myself, it was thought that I might, if I could only cut down on my drinking, afford to paint small works and care for Hugh, my damaged 220-pound brother.

         My lawyers, dealers, collectors had all come together to save me. They were so kind, so generous. I could hardly admit that I was fucking sick of caring for Hugh, that I didn’t want to leave Sydney or cut down on drinking. 2Lacking the character to tell the truth I permitted myself to set off on the road they had chosen for me. Two hundred miles north of Sydney, at Taree, I began to cough blood into a motel basin. Thank Christ, I thought, they can’t make me do it now.

         But it was only pneumonia and I did not die after all.

         It was my biggest collector, Jean-Paul Milan, who had designed the plan wherein I would be the unpaid caretaker of a country property he had been trying to sell for eighteen months. Jean-Paul was the proprietor of a chain of nursing homes which were later investigated by the Health Commission, but he also liked to paint and his architect had made him a studio whose riverside wall opened like a lube-bay door. The natural light, as he had so sweetly warned me, even as he made his gift, was perhaps a little green, a ‘fault’ produced by the ancient casuarinas that lined the river. I might have told him that this issue of natural light was bullshit, but again I held my tongue. That first night out of gaol, at a miserably wine-free dinner with Jean-Paul and his wife, I agreed that we had tragically turned our backs on natural light, candlelight, starlight, and it was true that the Kabuki had been superior in candlelight and that the paintings of Manet were best seen by light of a dusty window, but fuck it – my work would live or die in galleries and I needed 240 reliable volts of alternating current to do my stuff. I was now destined to live in a ‘paradise’ where I could be sure of no such thing.

         Jean-Paul, having so generously given us his house, began immediately to fret that I might somehow hurt it. Or perhaps the true alarmist was his wife who had, long ago, caught me blowing my snotty nose into her dinner 3napkin. In any case, it was only six mornings after we first arrived in Bellingen that Jean-Paul burst into the house and woke me. This was a nasty shock at almost every level, but I held my tongue and made him coffee. Then for two hours I followed him around the property as if I were his dog and every stupid thing he told me I wrote down in my notebook, an old leather-bound volume that was as precious to me as life itself. Here I had recorded every colour mix I had made from the time of my so-called breakthrough show in 1971. It was a treasure house, a diary, a record of decline and fall, a history. Thistles, said Jean-Paul. I wrote ‘thistles’ in my lovely book. Mowing. I spelled it out. Fallen trees across the river. Stihl chain saw. Grease nipples on the slasher. Then he was offended by the tractor parked beneath the house. The woodpile was untidy – I set Hugh to stack it neatly in the pattern Jean-Paul preferred. Finally my patron and I arrived at the studio together. He removed his shoes as if he meant to pray. I followed suit. He raised the big lube-bay door to the river and stood for a long moment looking down at the Never Never, talking – this is not made up – about Monet’s fucking Water Lilies. He had very pretty feet, I had noticed them before, very white and high-arched. He was in his mid-forties but his toes were straight as a baby’s.

         Although he owned some twenty nursing homes, Jean-Paul was not personally a great one for touching, but here in the studio, he laid his hand on my forearm.

         ‘You’ll be happy here, Butcher.’

         ‘Yes.’

         He gazed around the long high room, then began to brush those rich, perfect feet across the soft surface of 4the floor. If his eyes had not been so moist he would have looked like an athlete preparing for some sci-fi track event.

         ‘Coachwood,’ he said, ‘isn’t it something?’

         He meant the floor, and it was truly lovely, a washed pumice grey. It was also a rare rain-forest timber, but who was I, a convicted criminal, to argue ethics?

         ‘How I envy you,’ he said.

         And so it went, by which I mean that I was as docile as a big old Labrador quietly farting by the fire. I could have begged him for canvas, and he would have given it to me, but he would have wanted a painting. It was that picture, the one I was not going to give him, that I was thinking of right now. He didn’t know it, but I still had about twelve yards of cotton duck, that was two good pictures before I was forced to use Masonite. I quietly sipped the non-alcoholic beer he had brought me as a gift.

         ‘Good isn’t it?’

         ‘Like the real thing.’

         Then, finally, the last instructions were issued, the promises all given. I stood beneath the studio and watched him bounce his rent-a-car across the cattle grid. He bottomed out as he hit the bitumen, and then he was gone.

         Fifteen minutes later I was in the village of Bellingen, introducing myself to the blokes at the Dairyman’s Co-op. I bought some plywood, a hammer, a carpenter’s saw, two pounds of two-inch Sheetrock screws, twenty 150W incandescent floods, five gallons of Dulux jet black, the same of white, and all this, together with some odds and ends, I charged to Jean-Paul’s account. Then I went home to set up the studio. 5

         Later everyone would get in a bloody uproar because I had supposedly vandalized the coachwood with the Sheetrock screws, but I can’t see how else I could have laid the ply on top of it. Certainly, it could not work the way it was. I was there to paint as everybody knew, and the floor of a painter’s studio should be like a site of sacrifice, stabbed by staples, but also tended, swept, scrubbed, washed clean after every encounter. I laid cheap grey linoleum on top of the ply and coated it with linseed oil until it stank like a fresh pietà. But still I could not work. Not yet.

         Jean-Paul’s prizewinning architect had designed a studio with a high-arched roof and this he had tensioned with steel cables like the strings on a bow. It was a bloody wonder of a thing, and I suspended banks of incandescent floodlights from the cables which pretty much eliminated both the elegance of his design and the green light coming through the casuarinas. Even with these improvements it was hard to imagine a worse place to make art. It was as buggy as a jungle and the insects stuck to my Dulux paint, marking their death agonies with concentric circles. And of course that big wide door was an open invitation to the little fucks. I went back to the co-op and signed for three of those blue-light insect zappers but that was like a finger in the dyke. All around me was subtropical rainforest, countless trees and insects as yet unnamed, unless by me – you cunt, you little shit – who sabotaged the scrubbed and sanded flatness of my hard-won work. In defence I tacked up ugly flywire but the sections were not wide enough and in despair I had a silk curtain made on credit – Velcro running down its sides and a great heavy sausage of sand along its base. 6The curtain was a deep, deep blue, and the sausage a rust brown. Now the little saboteurs fell into its sweaty silky crotch and there they died in their thousands every night. I swept them out when I cleaned my floor each morning, but some I saved as life models, for no other reason than drawing is relaxing and I would often, particularly when I had run out of wine, sit at my dining table and slowly fill my notebook with careful grey renditions of their lovely corpses. Sometimes my neighbour Dozy Boylan would name them for me.

         By early December my brother Hugh and I were ensconced as the caretakers and we were still there in high summer when my life began its next interesting chapter. Lightning had struck the transformer up on the Bellingen Road and so, once again, there was no good light to work by, and I was paying for my patron’s kindness by prettifying the front paddock, hacking with a mattock at the thistles around the for sale sign.

         January is the hottest month in northern New South Wales, and also the wettest. After three days of soaking rain the paddocks were sodden and when I swung the mattock the mud was warm as shit between my toes. Until this day the creek had been gin-clear, a rocky stream rarely more than two feet deep, but the runoff from the saturated earth had now transformed the peaceful stream into a tumescent beast: yellow, turbulent, territorial, rapidly rising to twenty feet, engulfing the wide floodplain of the back paddock and sucking at the very top of the bank on whose edge the chaste studio was, sensibly but not invulnerably, perched on high wooden poles. From here, ten feet above the earth, one could walk out above the edge of the raging river as on a 7wharf. Jean-Paul, when explaining the house to me, had named this precarious platform ‘the Skink’ referring to those little Australian lizards who drop their tails when disaster strikes. I wondered if he had noticed that the entire house was constructed on a floodplain.

         We had not been in exile very long, six weeks or so, and I remember the day because it was our first flood, also the day when Hugh had arrived home from our neighbours with a Queensland heeler puppy inside his coat. It was difficult enough to look after Hugh without this added complication, not that he was always troublesome. Sometimes he was so bloody smart, so coherent, at other times a wailing gibbering fool. Sometimes he adored me, loudly, passionately, like a whiskery bad-breathed child. But the next day or next minute I would be the Leader of the Opposition and he would lay in wait amongst the wild lantana, pounce, wrestle me violently into the mud, or the river, or across the engorged wet-season zucchini. I did not need a sweet puppy. I had Hugh the Poet and Hugh the Murderer, Hugh the Idiot Savant, and he was heavier and stronger, and once he had me down I could only control him by bending his little finger as if I meant to snap it. We neither of us required a dog.

         I severed the roots of perhaps a hundred thistles, split a little ironbark, fired up the stove which heated the water for the Japanese soaking tub and, having discovered that Hugh was asleep and the puppy missing, I retreated out on to the Skink, watching the colours of the river, listening to the boulders rolling over each other beneath the Never Never’s bruised and swollen skin. Most particularly, I observed my neighbour’s duck ride 8up and down the yellow flood whilst I felt the platform quiver like a yacht mast tensing under thirty knots of wind.

         Somewhere the puppy was barking. It must have been overstimulated by the duck, perhaps imagined it was itself a duck – that seems quite likely now I think of it. The rain had never once relented and my shorts and T-shirt were soaked and I suddenly understood that if I removed them I would feel a good deal more comfortable. So there I was, uncharacteristically deaf to the puppy, squatting naked as a hippy above the surging flood, a butcher, a butcher’s son, surprised to find myself three hundred miles from Sydney and so unexpectedly happy in the rain, and if I looked like a broad and hairy wombat, well so be it. It was not that I was in a state of bliss, but I was, for a moment anyway, free from my habitual agitation, the melancholy memory of my son, the anger that I had to paint with fucking Dulux. I was very nearly, almost, for sixty seconds, at peace, but then two things happened at once and I have often thought that the first of them was a kind of omen that I might well have paid attention to. It only took a moment: it was the puppy, speeding past borne on the yellow tide.

         Later, in New York, I would see a man jump in front of the Broadway Local. There he was. Then he wasn’t. It was impossible to believe what I had seen. In the case of the dog, I don’t know what I felt, nothing as simple as pity. Incredulity, of course. Relief – no dog to care for. Anger – that I would have to deal with Hugh’s ill-proportioned grief.

         With what plan in mind I do not know, I began struggling with my wet clothes, and thus, accidentally, had a 9clear view, beneath the studio, of my front gate where, some twenty yards beyond the cattle grid, I saw the second thing: a black car, its headlights blazing, sunk up to its axles in the mud.

         There was no justifiable reason for me to be angry about potential buyers except that the timing was bad and, fuck it, I did not like them sticking their nose in my business or presuming to judge my painting or my housekeeping. But I, the previously famous artist, was now the caretaker so, having forced myself back into my cold and unpleasantly resistant clothes, I slopped slowly through the mud to the shed where I fired up the tractor. It was a Fiat and although its noisy differential had rapidly damaged my hearing, I retained a ridiculous affection for the yellow beast. Perched high upon its back, as ridiculous in my own way as Don Quixote, I headed out towards my stranded visitor.

         On a better day I might have seen the Dorrigo escarpment towering three thousand feet above the car, mist rising out of the ancient unlogged bush, newborn clouds riding high in powerful thermals which any glider pilot would feel in the pit of his stomach, but now the mountains were hidden, and I could see no more than my fence line and the invading headlights. The windows of the Ford were fogged so even at the distance of ten yards I could make out no more of the interior than the outlines of the AVIS tag on the rear-view mirror. This was confirmation enough that the person was a buyer and I prepared myself to be polite in the face of arrogance. I do, however, have a tendency to bristle and when no one emerged from the car to greet me, I began to wonder what Sydney fuck thought he could block my distinguished 10driveway and then wait for me to serve him. I dismounted and thumped my fist on the roof.

         Nothing happened for almost a minute. Then the engine fired and the foggy window descended to unveil a woman in her early thirties with straw-coloured hair.

         ‘Are you Mr Boylan?’ She had a strange accent.

         ‘No,’ I said. She had almond eyes, lips almost too large for her slender face. She appeared unusual, but very attractive, so it is strange, you might think – given my miserable existence and almost continual horniness – how powerfully and deeply she irritated me.

         She looked out the window, surveying the front and back wheels which she had spun deep into my land.

         ‘I’m not dressed for this,’ she said.

         If she had apologized perhaps I would have reacted differently, but she actually rolled the windows up and shouted instructions at me from the other side.

         Well, I had been famous once but now I was just a dogsbody, so what did I expect? I wrapped the free end of the Fiat’s cable around the Ford’s back axle, an exercise which covered me with mud and perhaps a little cowshit too. Then, returning to my tractor, I dropped it into low ratio and hit the gas. Of course she had left the car in gear so this manoeuvre created two long streaks across the grass and out on to the road.

         I saw no reason to say goodbye. I retrieved the cable from the Ford and drove back to the shed without looking over my shoulder.

         As I returned to my studio I saw she had not gone at all but was walking across the paddock, high heels in her hand, towards my house.

         This was the hour at which I normally drew and as my 11visitor approached I sharpened up my pencils. The river was roaring like blood in my ears but I could feel her feet as she came up the hardwood stairs, a kind of fluttering across the floor joists.

         I heard her call but when neither Hugh nor I responded she set off along the covered walkway suspended between house and studio, a whippy ticklish little structure some ten feet above the ground. She might have chosen to knock on the studio door, but there was also a very narrow walkway, a kind of gangplank which snaked around the outer wall of the studio and so she appeared in front of the open lube-bay door, standing outside the silk, the river at her back.

         ‘Sorry, it’s me again.’

         I affected great concentration on my pencils.

         ‘Can I use your phone?’

         At that moment the electricity returned, flooding the studio with bright light. There stood a slender blonde woman behind a veil of stocking silk. She had mud up to her pretty calves.

         ‘Strong work,’ she said.

         ‘You can’t come in.’

         ‘Don’t worry. I wouldn’t track mud into a studio.’

         Only later did I think how few civilians would have put it quite like that. At the time I was concerned with simpler things: that she had not come to buy the property, that she was exceedingly attractive and in need of help. I led her back across the walkway to Jean-Paul’s ‘house of few possessions’ where the only real room was a central kitchen with a square table made from Tasmanian blackwood which I was required – his final instruction – to scrub each morning. The table had more 12character than when Jean-Paul last saw it – cadmium yellow, crimson rose, curry, wine, beef fat, clay – over a month of domestic life now partially obscured by a huge harvest of pumpkins and zucchinis amongst which I now finally located the telephone.

         ‘No dial tone,’ I said. ‘I’m sure they’re working on it.’

         Hugh began stirring in his room. I remembered that his dog had drowned. It had completely slipped my mind.

         My visitor had remained on the other side of the flywire door. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I can see you have more important things to worry about.’ She was drenched, her short yellow hair all matted, like a little chicken saved from drowning.

         I opened the door.

         ‘We are used to mud in this part of the house,’ I said. She hesitated, shivering. She looked like she should be put in a little cardboard box before the fire.

         ‘Perhaps you’d like some dry clothes and a warm shower?’

         She could not have known what a peculiarly intimate thing I was offering. You see, Jean-Paul’s bathroom was on the back porch and here we hairy men were used to showering, almost alfresco, with nothing but flywire separating us from the roaring river, the bending trees. It was easily the best part of our exile. Once we were clean we would climb into that big Japanese wooden tub where the hot water cooked us as red as crayfish while, on a day like today at least, the rain beat across our faces.

         On the public side, by the open stairs – really just a fire escape – there were canvas blinds and these I now lowered. 13I gave her our one clean towel, a dry shirt, a sarong.

         ‘If you use the tub,’ I said, ‘you can’t use soap in it.’

         ‘Domo arigato,’ she called. ‘I know how to behave.’

         Domo arigato? It would be six months before I would learn what that might mean. I was thinking I should have told Hugh about the damn puppy, but I did not need his outbursts now. I returned to my table full of pumpkins and sat, quiet as a mouse, on the noisy chair. She was looking for Dozy Boylan – who else? There were no other Boylans, and I knew she would have no hope of driving her rent-a-car across his flooded creek. I began to think about what I could cook for dinner.

         Having no desire to set off Hugh, I remained silently at the table while she bathed. I rose only once, to fetch a cloth and some moisturizing cream and with this I began to clean her Manolo Blahniks. Who would have believed me? I must have paid for two dozen pairs in the last year of my marriage, but this was the first time I had actually touched a pair and I was shocked by the indecent softness of the leather. The wood shifted and crackled in the firebox of the Rayburn stove. If I have made myself sound calculating, let me tell you: I had not the least fucking idea what I was doing.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Hearing the screen door in the bathroom give a small urgent ‘thwack’, I hid the shoes beneath the table and hurried around collecting muddy pumpkins, stacking them out on the front porch. Not that I didn’t notice her 14enter, or see my Kmart shirt falling loosely from her slender shoulders, the collar’s soft grey shadow across her bath-pink neck.

         I handed her the cordless phone. ‘Telecom are back in service.’ Brusque. It has been remarked of me before – the lack of charm when sober.

         ‘Oh super,’ she said.

         She threw her towel across a wooden chair and walked briskly out on to the front porch. Above the insistent thrum on the roof I could hear the soft American burr which I understood as old money, East Coast, but all this was Aussie expertise i.e. from the movies and I had not the least idea of who she was, and if she had been Hilda the Poisoner from Spoon Forks, North Dakota, I would have had no clue.

         I began to chop up a big pumpkin, a lovely thing, fire orange with a rust-brown speckle, and a moist secret cache of bright slippery seeds which I scooped into the compost tray.

         Out on the porch, I heard her: ‘Right. Yes. Exactly. Bye.’

         She returned, all antsy, rubbing at her hair.

         ‘He says his creek is over the big rock.’ (She pronounced it ‘crick’.) ‘He says you’ll understand.’

         ‘It means you wait for the “crick” to go down.’

         ‘I can’t wait,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry.’

         It was exactly at that moment – well I’m fucking sorry Miss, but what do you want me to do about the flood? – that Hugh’s adenoidal breathing pushed its way between us. Doughy, six foot four, filthy, dangerous-looking, he filled the doorway without explanation. He had his pants on, but his hair looked like cattle had been eating 15it and he was unshaven. Our guest was three feet in front of him but it was to me he spoke. ‘Where’s the bloody pup?’

         I was at the far side of the stove, hands slippery with olive oil, laying the pumpkin and potato in a baking tray.

         ‘This is Hugh,’ I said. ‘My brother.’

         Hugh looked her up and down, very Hugh-like, threatening if you did not know.

         ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘I’m Marlene.’

         ‘Have you’, he enquired, sticking out his fat lower lip, and folding his big arms across his chest, ‘read the book The Magic Pudding?’

         Oh Christ, I thought, not this.

         She rubbed her hair again. ‘As a matter of fact, Hugh, I have read The Magic Pudding. Twice.’

         ‘Are you American?’

         ‘That’s very hard to say.’

         ‘Hard to say.’ His self-inflicted haircut was high above his ears suggesting a fierce and rather monkish kind of character. ‘But you have read The Magic Pudding?’

         Now she offered all of her attention. ‘Yes. Yes, I have.’

         Hugh gave me a fast look. I understood exactly – he would now be busy for a moment, but he had not forgotten this business with the dog.

         ‘Who’, he asked, turning his brown eyes to the foreigner, ‘do you like the best in The Magic Pudding?’

         And she was charmed. ‘I like the four of them.’

         ‘Really?’ He was dubious. ‘Four?’

         ‘Including the pudding.’

         ‘You’re counting the pudding!’

         ‘But I like all the drawings.’ She finally returned the 16phone to the table and began to properly dry her hair. ‘The pudding thieves’, she said, ‘are priceless.’

         ‘Is that a joke you’re telling?’ My brother hated the pudding thieves. He was continually, loudly, passionately regretful that it was not possible for him to punch the possum on the snout.

         ‘It’s not the characters I like’ – she paused – ‘but the drawings – I think they’re better than any painting Lindsay ever did.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ said Hugh, softening. ‘We saw Lindsay’s bloody paintings. Bless me.’

         Whatever urgent business had been in her mind, she put it briefly to one side. ‘Do you want to know my favourite person in The Magic Pudding?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Sam Sawnoff.’

         ‘He’s not a person.’

         ‘Yes, he’s a penguin, but he’s very good, I think.’

         And there she was – a type – one of those rare, often unlucky people who ‘get on with Hugh’.

         ‘Who do you like?’ she asked, smiling.

         ‘Barnacle Bill!’ he cried exultantly. And next thing he was out of the doorway, shadow-boxing, prancing round the table crying: ‘Mitts up, mitts up, you dirty pudding thieves!’

         Jean-Paul’s little house of few possessions was, as I said, a light and whippy structure, designed with no anticipation of hulking prancing men in muddy work boots. The cups and saucers rattled on their shelves. None of this seemed to put her out at all. Hugh put his arm around my chest. Misunderstanding, she continued smiling. 17

         ‘Where’s my bloody dog?’ my brother hissed.

         Up close like this, his breath was really awful.

         ‘Later, Hugh.’

         ‘Shut up.’ There was the missing front tooth and all that tartar but since Dr Hoffman was deported, there was no dentist brave enough to tackle Hugh.

         ‘Later, please.’

         But he was hard against my back, with his whiskery jowls against my cheek. He was a strong man of thirty-four and when he moved his huge arm around my throat I could hardly breathe.

         ‘Your puppy drowned.’

         I saw my visitor suck in her breath.

         ‘It drowned, mate,’ I said.

         He let go his grip but I watched him very closely. Our Hugh could be a devious chap and I didn’t want to cop that famous roundhouse punch.

         He stepped back, stricken, and that really was my prime concern, to get beyond his reach.

         ‘Careful of the bath heater,’ I said, but he had already stumbled, sat on it, cried with pain, and rushed head down into his room.

         Singed feathers, I thought, recalling the rooster in The Magic Pudding.

         Moaning, Hugh slammed his door. He threw himself on to his bed and as the house shook and rattled the visitor’s clear blue eyes widened. How could I explain? All my brother’s misery was painfully present and nothing could be said in private.

         ‘Can I walk across the creek?’ she asked.

         Five minutes later we were out in the storm together.

         The tractor headlights were weak and the ride very 18loud and rough, no more than 20 Ks, but the wind was off the escarpment and the rain stung my face and doubtless hers as well. She had borrowed my oilskin coat and a pair of gum boots but her hair would, by now, be wild and curling, her eyes slitted against the rain.

         For the first mile and a half, that is, all the way to Dozy Boylan’s cattle grid, I was very aware of that slender body, the small breasts against my back. I was half mad, you see that, a dangerous male in rut, in a fury with my brother, roaring around Loop Road, the slasher swaying and rattling, the differential whining in my ears.

         As we arrived at the grid, my weak yellow lights fell upon the boiling water of Sweetwater Creek, more usually a narrow stream. Jean-Paul’s big slasher – what I would call a mower – was attached to the power takeoff and three-point hydraulics. I raised it as high as it would go, a big square raft of metal about six foot by six foot. I should have removed it, but I was a painter and in matters agricultural my judgement was bad in almost every way imaginable. I had it firmly in my mind that the little creek was nothing serious but entering the flood my boots were immediately filled with cold water and then it was too late, and the Fiat was rising and stumbling across the hidden rocks. Then the current caught the slasher and I felt a sick surge in my gut as we began to drift. I steered upstream, of course, but the tractor was slipping down, lumbering over the boulders, front wheels rearing in the air. I was no farmer, never had been. The mower was a deadly orange barge riding on the surface of the flood. I could feel my passenger’s terror as she dug into my shoulders and saw clearly, angrily, what a complete fool I was. I had put my life at risk, for what? I did not even like her. 19

         Bless us, as Hugh would say.

         Luck or God being with us, we emerged on the far bank and I lowered the mower for the journey up Dozy’s steep drive. Marlene said nothing, but when we arrived at the front door, when Dozy came out to greet her, she shed my raincoat, urgently, desperately, as if she never wished it to touch her again. I had no doubt she was afraid, and in the tangled skin she handed me I imagined I could feel her anger with my recklessness.

         ‘You better take that slasher off,’ said Dozy. ‘I’ll babysit it for a day or two.’

         Dozy was a rich and successful manufacturer who had, with all the energy and will that marked his character, turned himself into a broad sixty-year-old man with a grey moustache and a strong farmer’s belly. He was also a gifted amateur entomologist, but that was not the point right now, and as his guest took refuge inside his house he fetched a fierce flashlight and held it silently while I disconnected the mower from the hydraulics.

         ‘Hugh alone?’

         ‘I’ll be back soon.’

         My friend said nothing judgemental, but he caused me to imagine Hugh howling across paddocks, barbed wire in the dark, rabbit holes, the river, his terror that I was dead and he was left alone.

         ‘I would have got her in the Land-Rover,’ Dozy said, ‘but she was in a great awful rush and I was listening to the BBC news.’

         He said nothing about her attractiveness, leading me to conclude that she was one of the nieces or grandchildren he had spread out across the world.

         ‘I’m fine now.’ And I was, in a way. I would go home 20and feed Hugh, tune in his wireless, and make sure he took his bloody tablet. Then we would talk about his dog.

         Once, not so long ago, I had been a happy married man tucking in his boy at night.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Phthaaa! We are Bones, God help us, raised in sawdust, dry each morning. I am called Hugh and he is called Butcher but the pair of us are meat men, not river men, not beggars hiding in damp shacks with floods and mud and mould, with a hook hanging from the front veranda to skin the eels. We were born and bred in Bacchus Marsh, thirty-three miles west of Melbourne, down Anthony’s Cutting. If you are expecting a bog or marsh, there is none, it is just a way of speaking, making no more sense than if the town were named Mount Bacchus. The Marsh was a big old teasing town, four thousand people in those days before the product managers came to live. We had a tease for everyone. On New Year’s Eve the bodgies and the widgies would throw eggs at the barber’s windows and write in whitewash on the road. My dad woke up one New Year’s Day to discover someone had changed the sign above the shop from boone to bo nes. We were Bones thereafter. bo nes butchers.

         All in that town were full of high spirits like Sam Sawnoff in the book The Magic Pudding.

         Like Barnacle Bill and Sam Sawnoff we always fought and wrestled. Bless us. I wrestled with my dad and my 21granddad as did Brother Butcher Bones, a big man if not the biggest. He could not stand to lose to me. God save us what a bag of tricks he had to use Full Nelson. Half Nelson. Chinese Burn. I did not grudge him, never. Wrestling was the best thing any day. Many the time in the sawdust we did the old charge and grab the knackers, blood is thicker than water as they say. This was long ago but we were all large men, none but Granddad larger than myself. When he was seventy-two he had a disagreement with 35-yr-old Nails Carpenter dropping him on his bum in the public bar of the Royal Hotel. Carpenter played ruck for Bacchus Marsh but would never return to that watering hole not even when Granddad was safely dead and buried up at Bacchus Marsh cemetery, butcher’s grass around the hole, so clean you could have displayed loin chops along the edge. Not even then would Nails return to the Royal although his old mates would barrack him from the doorway, come in, come in, we will shout you a shandy. Nails dropped dead in 1956 while pedalling up the Stanford Hill.

         Carpenter should have known to drink his shandy and start again. When they teased me i took it in good part even if I might have murdered them. Like that. I was a gentle giant. Our father was Blue Bones on account of he had red hair when young so they called him Blue meaning red. That is a general rule to go by if you come from overseas. In Australia everything is the opposite of what it seems to mean. e.g. I was slow bones because I moved so rapid, it was my way of moving they referred to. I was Slow Bones some days, Slow Poke others, this last was smutty. Those blokes were 22rough diamonds from the milk factory or the Darley Brickworks agricultural labourers always referring to the bull putting its pizzle in the cow like it was the strangest thing in life.

         Look at that Poke, he is poking her. But I could take a joke and get a poke fast slow anyway you like you might be surprised.

         The Bones were butchers. We had our own slaughter yards at the former draybone inn. In the gold-rush days this was where they would change the coach horses for cobb & co but now it was where we brought the beasts to end their days. Never did a Bones take life lightly. If it was a fish or an ant, then possibly. But a beast’s heart tips the scales at five pounds and no matter how many you slaughter you cannot do it without a thought. There was a sort of prayer you poor old bugger or other stuff more serious I’m sure, and then they cut its throat and caught the blood in the tin bucket to save for sausage. It is a big responsibility to cut up a beast but when it is done it is done and afterwards you go to the Royal and then you come home the worse for wear I do admit. After that you rest. It is in the Bible re Sunday: you must not work, nor thy son, nor thy daughter, thy manservant, nor thy maidservant, nor thy cattle, nor thy stranger that is within thy gates. Poor Mum.

         I was not to be a butcher, bee-boh bless me. My brother was three inches shorter still he took my true and rightful name. It’s a doggie dog world.

         Butcher Bones had the opportunity to keep up the family business in Bacchus Marsh but by the time Dad had his stroke Butch had met the german bachelor  23who gave him postcards to stick on the wall above his bunk. Those cards turned his head. The German Bachelor was permitted to be a teacher at Bacchus Marsh High School where he instructed the children of men who had lost their lives fighting Germans in the war. I don’t know why he was not in gaol but my brother came home and said his teacher was a modern artist and had attended the so-called bower house. If Dad had known the effect of that Bower House on his oldest son he would have gone up to the school and dropped the German Bachelor like he dropped Mr Cox after he strapped me for answering incorrectly. Blue Bones took Coxy out of the room and across the street behind his van. Coxy’s feet lifted six inches off the ground. That is all we saw, but knew much more.

         It was my brother who inherited the nickname Butcher and that is a joke that anyone can see for it was he who refused the knife and scabbard. From the German Bachelor he got the habit of shaving his skull the dickhead also the postcards of mark rothko and the idea that art is for butchers now. He learned from the German Bachelor that art had previously been restricted to palaces where it was viewed behind high gates by Kings and Queens, Dukes, Counts, Barons. In any case he refused the apron when our poor mother begged him put it on. His father could not speak nor move but it was obvious he would like to clout Butcher across the ear hole one last time. Auld Lang Sine. After Dad had his stroke there was no more slaughter.

         It is hard work to slaughter a beast but when it is done it is done. If you are making art the labour never ends, no peace, no Sabbath, just eternal churning and cursing 24and worrying and fretting and there is nothing else to think of but the idiots who buy it or the insects destroying two dimensional space.

         There is nothing sure or certain it would seem no matter how you shave your skull or boast about your position in australian art. One minute you are a national treasure with a house in Ryde and then you are a has-been buying Dulux with your brother’s disability pension. You are a convicted criminal a servant living on a Tick and Thistle farm.

         The puppy was a cattle dog but there were no beasts for him to work with so he never learned his purpose on the Earth. Bless him. I wrestled with him before he passed. Ascended, poor tyke. He was a licky dog. He liked a toss, a good fall over in the grass. By dint of playing he got ticks all lined up, dug into the edges of his floppy ears like cars parked outside a Kmart or a Sydney Leagues Club. The day I met him I removed each tick, one by one, God Bless him. My brother heard him barking at the Duck but he was making art and never spared a thought.

         Your dog is dead Hugh. Butcher Bones gave not a flying fuck about the puppy. He said your dog is dead and then he went off with the woman on the tractor and left me listening to a river the colour of a yellow cur, fucksuck flood, tugging, pulling stones out of the bank, beneath our feet, everything we stand on will be washed away.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         The phone call I got that night from Dozy Boylan would make me laugh for days to come. ‘Mate,’ he said, and I 25knew that he was hiding in his bathroom because I could hear the echo. ‘Mate, she’s hitting on me.’

         He was full of shit, I told him so, although not without affection.

         ‘Shut up,’ he said. ‘I’m bringing her back to your place now.’

         I expressed loud amusement and that was rude and stupid and I have no excuse except – my overactive friend was a sixty-year-old farmer with soup in his moustache and trousers curling above his cinched-in belt. She was hitting on him? I snorted into the phone, and when he turned on me soon after, I never doubted why.

         In an astoundingly short time he came roaring across my cattle grid. I’d had a drink or two already and this was perhaps why it seemed so wildly funny, the audible panic of his off-road lugs rippling across the wooden bridge. By the time I had changed into a clean shirt, the old man had already performed a high-speed U-turn and when I emerged on the front porch the tail lights of his All Terrain Invention were disappearing into the night. I was still smiling as my visitor entered. Her hair was drenched again, flat on her head, dripping down her cheeks, collecting in the lovely well of her clavicle, but she was also smiling and – for a moment anyway – I thought she was about to laugh.

         ‘How was the crossing?’ I asked. ‘Were you scared?’

         ‘Never by the crossing.’ She sat heavily in my chair and exhaled – a different person now, messier, less brisk. She produced from the folds of her borrowed poncho, a magnum of 1972 Virgin Hills which she held like a trophy in the air. 26

         Later she told me that I had cocked my head, looking at the wine like a sulky dog, but that was a misunderstanding. This was a prize bottle from Dozy’s cellar. There was nothing to explain it and the mystery was made deeper by her manner – she was suddenly so full of energy, kicking off her gum boots, opening up a drawer – did she wait to ask permission? She located a corkscrew, ripped out the cork, brushed down her skirt, sat cross-legged on the kitchen chair and, while she watched me pour the Virgin Hills, she just plain grinned at me.

         ‘OK,’ I said. ‘What happened?’

         ‘Nothing,’ she said, her eyes sparkling to the point of carbonation. ‘Where’s your brother? Is he OK?’

         ‘Asleep.’

         Whatever dark visions she then conjured – probably the drowning dog – she could not stay with long. ‘The good thing’, she said, raising her glass, ‘is that Mr Boylan knows his Leibovitz is real.’

         ‘Jacques Leibovitz?’

         ‘That’s the one.’

         ‘Dozy owns a painting by Jacques Leibovitz?!’

         I know now that my astonishment seemed put on to her, but the secretive bugger Dozy had never breathed a word about his treasure. Also, you do not go to northern New South Wales to look at great paintings. And again: Leibovitz was one of the reasons I became an artist. I had first seen Monsieur et Madame Tourenbois at Bacchus Marsh High School, or at least a black-and-white reproduction in Foundation of the Modern. None of this I was prepared to confess to an American in Manolo Blahniks but I was really offended by Dozy, my so-called mate. 27‘We never even talk about art,’ I said. ‘We sit in his miserable kitchen, that’s where he lives, amongst all those piles of the Melbourne Age. And he showed it to you?’

         She raised an eyebrow as if to say, Why not? All I could think was that I had given him lovely drawings of the Wombat Fly and Narrow-waisted Mud Wasp and he had stuck them to his fridge with fucking magnets. It was hard to believe he had an eye at all.

         ‘Are you insuring it?’

         She laughed through her nose. ‘Is that what I look like?’

         I shrugged.

         She returned a clear appraising gaze. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’

         I fetched her a saucer and she blew some dungy-smelling fumes across the table. ‘My husband’, she said finally, ‘is the son of Leibovitz’s second wife.’

         If I did not like her, I liked the husband way, way less. But I was startled and impressed to understand whose son he was. ‘Dominique Broussard is his mother?’

         ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You know the photograph?’

         Even I knew that – the tawny blonde studio assistant lying on an unmade bed, her new baby at her breast.

         ‘My husband, Olivier, he’s the baby. He inherited the Leibovitz droit moral,’ she said, as though having to explain a story she was weary of.

         But I was not weary, not at all. I was from Bacchus Marsh, Victoria. I hadn’t seen an original painting before I turned sixteen.

         ‘You understand how that works?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Droit moral.’ 28

         ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘More or less.’

         ‘Olivier is the one who gets to say if the work is real or fake. He signed the certificate of authentication for Boylan’s painting. That is his legal right, but there have been people making mischief, and we have to protect ourselves.’

         ‘You work together, you and your husband?’

         But she was not being drawn into that. ‘I’ve known Mr Boylan’s painting for a very long time,’ she said, ‘and it is authentic right down to the zinc tacks on the stretcher but the point has to be proven again and again. It’s a little boring.’

         ‘And you know that much about Leibovitz?’

         ‘That much,’ she said drily, and I watched as she butted out her cigarette, grinding it fiercely into the saucer. ‘But when someone like Boylan is told that his investment is at risk, he is bound to get upset. In this case he showed the canvas to Honoré Le Noël who persuaded him he’d bought, not quite a fake, but close enough. May I have more wine? I’m sorry. It’s been a hell of a day.’

         I poured the wine without comment, not revealing that I was completely gobsmacked to hear Le Noël’s name spoken as if he were the local publican or the owner of a hardware store. I knew who he was. I had two of his books beside my bed. ‘Honoré Le Noël has become a joke,’ she said. ‘He was Dominique Leibovitz’s lover, as you probably know.’

         This sort of talk upset me in ways I can hardly bring myself to name. At the heart of it was the notion that I was a hick and she was from the centre of the fucking universe. What I knew you could read in Time magazine 29– Dominique had begun as Leibovitz’s studio assistant; Le Noël was Leibovitz’s chronicler and critic.

         Now that my visitor was halfway through her second glass, she was talkative as hell. She revealed that Dominique and Honoré had spent almost eight years, from just after the war until 1954, waiting for Leibovitz to die. (I recalled that the artist’s strength was very acutely sketched in Le Noël’s monograph – a force of life, short, thick legs, huge square hands.)

         It was not until his baby son was five, his daughter-in-law now told me, when Leibovitz himself was eighty-one, that the grim reaper came sneaking up on the old goat, pushing him forward as he stood at the dinner table with a wine glass brimming in his hand. He pitched forward and slammed his broad nose and tortoiseshell spectacles into the Picasso cheese plate. That is how my visitor told it, fluently, a little breathlessly. She finished the second glass without remarking on its character and for this, of course, I judged her quite severely.

         The plate cracked in half, she said.

         I thought, How would you fucking know? Were you even born? But I was a stranger to the notion that one might know famous people and of course she was married to the witness, the child – an olive-skinned boy with very large watchful eyes and protruding ears which could not even begin to spoil his beauty. When his father had fallen dead he apparently had been about to ask if he might be excused, but now he looked to his mother and waited. Dominique did not embrace him but stroked his cheek with the back of her hand.

         ‘Papa est mort.’

         ‘Oui, Maman.’ 30

         ‘You understand. No one must know yet.’

         ‘Oui, Maman.’

         ‘Maman must move some canvases, do you understand? It is difficult because of the snow.’

         I have recently observed French children, how they sit, so neat with their big dark eyes, and their clean fingernails collected in their laps. What miracles they are. I suppose Olivier sat like that, watching his dead father, but holding a dreadful secret of his own – he had been, at the very moment when his father fell, about to go and make pee-pee.

         ‘Don’t move, you understand?’

         Of course there was no need for him to be tortured in the chair. But his mother was about to commit a major crime, that is remove paintings from the estate before the police were notified. ‘Stay there,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll know where you are.’ Then she was on the telephone, persuading her posh lover to leave his fireside at Neuilly, explaining that they could not afford to wait for the snow to melt, that he must go all the way to Bastille, collect a truck, and drive it to the rue de Rennes.

         Somewhere in the confusion and terror of the night the little boy peed his pants, although this misadventure was not discovered until much later, when Honoré finally noticed him sleeping with his forehead on the table, and then Dominique took a bloody photograph. Imagine! Later, for whatever reason – perhaps the missing Le Golem électrique was in the shot – she tore half of it away. It might have provided the only forensic evidence of that long night when Dominique Broussard and Honoré Le Noël stole some fifty Leibovitzes, many of them abandoned or incomplete, works that would later, 31with the signature added and some careful revision, become very valuable indeed. They removed them to a garage near the Canal Saint-Martin, the source of that frequently reported ‘watermark’ on a whole array of doubtful Leibovitzes from widely different periods. From this day no one ever saw the painting that Leo Stein and the fiercer (and therefore more reliable) Picasso both described as a masterwork. Stein referred to it as Le Golem électrique, Picasso as Le Monstre.

         It was not until lunch the following day that Dominique reported her husband’s death to the gendarmes, and then, of course, the studio was – as is the law in France – sealed off and a full accounting made of the paintings remaining there. No Le Golem électrique. Oh, never mind.

         Dominique, the daughter of a tax accountant from Marseilles, now had sufficient Leibovitzes, almost-Leibovitzes and unborn-Leibovitzes to live very well for the next fifty years. Also, of course, she inherited the droit moral. That gave her the right to authenticate, which is, incredible as it may seem, the law, but now she chose to give her rather louche reputation a more reliable character and so she set up Le Comité Leibovitz, and installed the esteemed Honoré Le Noël as chair. It must have seemed perfect from her point of view: they could back up their false assertions with those of greedy dealers and collectors on the Comité. The pair of them could spend the rest of their lives signing unsigned canvases and revising abandoned works.

         The storyteller was pretty, filled with talk, thirsty for more wine. I poured her a third glass of Virgin Hills and began to permit myself a few ideas. 32

         ‘Now,’ she said, brushing ash from her lovely ankle, ‘Dominique discovered Honoré in bed with Roger Martin.’

         ‘The English poet.’

         ‘Exactly. Him. You know him?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Thank God for that.’ She raised an eyebrow. If I did not know exactly what she meant, I enjoyed the sense of complicity.

         ‘So they divorced, of course. But no one knows exactly how their hoard of paintings was finally divided,’ she said.

         But Dominique, it seems, knew a lot of ‘partisans’, tough guys, and she almost certainly got the lion’s share. So by the time Honoré had been robbed, circled, outnumbered, and defeated on the Comité, he had become a very dangerous man. Certainly he hated Dominique. Towards her innocent son he displayed an even greater antipathy.

         When, in 1969, one of her lovely partisan pals strangled Dominique in a Nice hotel, Olivier was already in London, losing the last of his French accent at St Paul’s. Knowing less than nothing about his father’s work, he inherited the droit moral.

         ‘You meet my husband,’ Marlene said, ‘you think he is so gentle, and he is, but when Honoré began a legal action to take away the droit moral, Olivier fought like a tiger. You have seen the photographs? He was a child, so pretty, with lovely eyelashes, seventeen years old, but he loathed Honoré. I cannot tell you to what degree. When you think about the court case, this was really the only point for Olivier.’ 33

         We are the nation of Henry Lawson and the campfire yarn, but just the same we are very bloody wary of people doing what Marlene was doing now. We are inclined to wonder, Is she a name-dropper? Does she have tickets on herself? At the same time, no one in this paddock has ever spoken like this, not ever, and I was literally on the edge of my chair, watching with the most particular attention as she blew on her Marlboro so its tip burnt evenly.
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