
		
			

			
				
			

			

		

	
		
			
				About the author

				Jack Marx was born in Maitland in 1965. A freelance journalist and author of two books, Jack has been writing for newspapers and magazines both in Australia and abroad since 1992. He is the recipient of the 2006 Walkley Award for Newspaper Feature Writing, which he received for ‘I Was Russell Crowe’s Stooge’, his online account of the unfolding relationship between himself and the Hollywood Oscar winner. He lives in Broken Hill.


			

		

	
		
			
				Also by Jack Marx

				Also by Jack Marx

				Sorry – the Wretched Tale of Little Stevie Wright

				The Damage Done – Twelve Years of Hell in a Bangkok Prison
(with Warren Fellows)


			

		

	
		
			
				Title page

				Australian Tragic

				Jack Marx

				[image: Hachette Logo C.eps]


			

		

	
		
			
				Copyright page

				[image: Hachette Logo Imprint.eps]

				First published in Australia and New Zealand in 2009
by Hachette Australia
(An imprint of Hachette Australia Pty Limited)
Level 17, 207 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 2000
www.hachette.com.au

This edition published in 2015

Copyright © Jack Marx 2009, 2015

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the 
purposes of private study, research, criticism or review permitted 
under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be stored or 
reproduced by any process without prior written permission. 
Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

National Library of Australia
Cataloguing-in-Publication data is available from the National Library of Australia


978 0 7336 2341 7 (pbk.)
978 0 7336 2608 1 (ebook edition)
Tales – Australia.
Australia – History.
994

				Cover illustration and design by Saso Content & Design Pty Ltd
Author photo courtesy of Simon Obarzanek and Karen Woodbury Gallery, Melbourne
Text design by Saso Content & Design Pty Ltd and Bookhouse, Sydney
eBook by Bookhouse, Sydney


			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				This book is dedicated with thanks to
Matt Richell


			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Introduction

				Introduction

				On a winter’s evening in Melbourne in 1880, during the opening night of Les Huguenots at the old Opera House in Bourke Street, a man named Greer stormed the dress circle during the climactic third act, a pistol in his hand. What happened next – and how the public reacted to it – is a good illustration of the moral values that shepherded Australian society of old, and it’s a shame that the keepers of colonial record regarded such episodes as embarrassments rather than as events of historical interest. No doubt there are thousands of similar tales buried in the same dungeon where I found this one: in the pages of old newspapers, readily accessible through our libraries, but forgotten where the national history is concerned. That’s a pity.

				Anyone who has ever snored through lessons at an Australian school knows that the official history of our nation is as boring as milk. Where American kids get to thrill to tales from the War of Independence, the Civil War, the various bloody encounters of the Wild West and enough assassinations to keep conspiracy theorists busy for a century yet, our poor little bastards are forced to dream up ingenious ways to stay awake during lectures on the Gold Rush, Federation, and the ‘adventures’ of Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth. Gallipoli, the military tragedy trumpeted as being ‘the birth of our nation’, was undoubtedly one of the most tedious battles in the history of armed conflict, and our most intriguing politician – by a long way – is only interesting for the fact that he went missing while in office (but that more of them would). 

				This is the history that has been chosen for us to read, cherry-picked by custodians of the ‘lucky country’ myth, a pantomime in which Australia is forever cast as a kingdom of eternal heroism and good, our coastline corralling a population of humble champions, selfless entertainers and assorted larrikins with hearts of gold. In our history books, even a violent bullshit artist like Ned Kelly is varnished with a gallant sheen, so as to make the mongrel a quaint matching bookend for such inoffensive figurines as Bradman, Darcy and Dame Nellie Melba. 

				When not concerned with the follies, Australia’s history, as packaged by bureaucrats in successions of education departments, is – perhaps unsurprisingly – obsessed with authority and victory; those in charge, those who got there first, and those who obeyed their superiors. Thus we are forced to fossick for something interesting in the lives of such pets of the establishment as James Cook, Arthur Phillip, Lachlan Macquarie, Charles Sturt, John Oxley – politicians and surveyors, basically. Such people are important joists in the historical scaffold, but to fixate upon them alone is like going to the football and cheering for the umpires, the security staff and the club secretaries up in the corporate box. Anyone who is honest with themselves knows that the really interesting stuff is happening not in the realm of officialdom, but in the field of play, or sometimes in the stands where the players don’t always come with famous names or precious reputations. 

				Jim Hall, for example, was a Sydney-born boxer who, in a short but explosive nineteenth century career, knocked out more opponents than Les Darcy ever would, and whose fight with world champion Bob Fitzsimmons in New Orleans in 1893 was billed as ‘the Fight of the Century’, its purse of $40 000 being the largest the American ring had ever seen. There are no books about Jim Hall, no entry for him in the Australian Dictionary of Biography, no mention of his name in our sporting halls of fame. The reason you haven’t heard of Jim Hall is because he was a bastard, a shocking drinker who fought whether he was in the ring or not, some of his most noteworthy brawls including drunken rages against friends, trainers and doctors. Unlike Darcy, Jim Hall was not the type of role model our educators like to push on Australian kids. 

				But history’s not just about education. It’s about storytelling, wonder, and pointless, amoral voyeurism. With the increasing digitisation of old newspaper pages, once only available on microfilm, a whole new door is being opened to those who are tired of the salt-of-the-earth blokes, passionately politicised murderers and stoic hand-to-breast heroines of Australia’s official history. Beyond are thousands of characters like Jim Hall and J. J. Greer, whose faces will never appear on bank notes, but whose value to the history of this country is inestimable. 

				Though my purpose in writing Australian Tragic was to present real stories in the sensational ‘dime novel’ style of old, I have invented no people or events and I have been careful to invent no dialogue. All action comes from official documents, contemporaneous reports or eyewitness testimony, and any liberties I have taken with presumed thoughts or observations have been based, I believe, upon guesses whose sound educations can be found in the rear of this book.

				Some may wonder why many of the events and characters herein deserve to be so remembered. But Australian life is built within the hours of the dead – lives that are summarised in the end with a few words in the obituary column and some verse on a headstone but which were as long and nourishing, charming and boring, hurt and spiteful as our own. Perhaps they, too, thought their lives insignificant, when in fact they instruct us in death. We can, in the words of Alan Feuer, ‘hear their whispers drifting down the hallway: Eat well, drink much, love whatever you can on that side of the pavement. These are things we know.’

				Jack Marx, Sydney


			

		

	
		
			
				Moloch

				Moloch

				Moloch

				Ancient legend speaks of Moloch, a fiery Prince of Hell who takes pleasure in the sorrow of mothers. The pagans sacrificed their young to him, in temples built in his likeness – giant effigies of iron, a creature with the body of a man and the head of a bull. Fires burned in his belly, the tips of flames seen to dance in the darkness of a mouth that was open to receive the loved. Parents were forbidden to cry as their children burned – to do so was an insult to Moloch, who desired his gifts be delivered by disciples willingly, joyfully, and with no regret. And so that mothers might not be moved by the anguished cries of their suffering babes, there was music and drumming, cheering, the piping of flutes and the hammering of tambourines – the sounds of a carnival to lure children to their doom and hide the screams of death.

				Those who take their ancient texts literally can see his face in the rise of the modern world. He appeared in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, his visage revealing itself in the machine of industry as it became a furnace into which the workers were flung for all their lives. And there are those who saw his face appear in the emergence of the amusement parks of the late nineteenth century, in the ‘cities of light’ that rose from the filth and the vice of New York’s Coney Island, on the esplanade of Melbourne’s St Kilda, and on the shores of Sydney Harbour . . . 

				Jenny Poidevin was sixteen years old when she met John Godson, a twenty-year-old apprentice builder from the town of Warren in central New South Wales. She’d been having trouble at home – the type of turmoil that would make a girl run into the arms of a stranger. Strong, quiet and uncomplicated, John was her protector, her liberator. Even his name told of a saviour. 

				They were married during the summer floods of ’71, John rowing his bride in a little boat that ferried them from the church to his parents’ property, where the couple would live until they could afford a place of their own. It was here, in their flat at the end of the house, that John and Jenny fell into a weatherboard harmony, the weekly highlight being Friday night at the local bowling club – a game of darts, a scotch on the rocks, a few cigarettes and some laughs with friends. Jenny felt she was as happy as she had ever been. 

				Within a year Jenny was expecting, but miscarried. She miscarried again. And again. She travelled to Sydney for tests which suggested she may never bear a child. Then, just when she’d begun to accept that she may never know the joys of motherhood, she fell pregnant with Damian, a boy so precious that surgical intervention was required to keep him growing inside. Every day he remained within her was a small miracle. Jenny was careful with every movement, every thing she ate, the very air she breathed. Damian was delivered on 13 August, 1973. The following year, on 15 December, 1974, Jenny gave birth to another boy, Craig. She now had two little lives to nurture and shepherd through life’s vast mystery. 

				One day, only weeks after bringing Craig home from the hospital, Jenny was preparing to bathe him when the family hound came scratching at the door. Jenny went out to investigate, following the animal as it bounded through the briar to the creek that ran at the back of the property. There she found Damian, face down in the water. She dived in and dragged him to the banks of the creek and resuscitated him back to life. The boys lungs were damaged and he lay in hospital for a week, but he survived. Not for the last time, the family Godson made the front page of the local newspaper. 

				•

				The Godsons bought their own little house in Warren, not far from where John’s parents lived. Jenny took great joy in her boys, and marvelled at the otherness of their ripening personalities. Damian was sensitive, fragile, easily intimidated, constantly bullied at school. When another child threw his hand-knitted jumper into the creek, Damian suffered terribly. He thought deeply, quietly, like his father. It was the product of Jenny’s attention to him, as her first child, the one who had been so precious from the start. She’d been so frightened of hurting him. To Jenny, he’d been like a holy thing.  

				Craig was different. He was strong, with a noble little way. He laughed easily, wore his feelings openly. So unique was his character – so distinct from the other people who had conceived him – that Jenny often wondered if young minds didn’t grow long before the womb, families chosen by little spirits for reasons we will never know. 

				Together the two boys clung to their father as an army of three, marching out to collect wood from the fields, returning from adventures with centipedes or other creatures from the bush, which they’d nurture for days or until those lives ceased. John was so proud of being their father it forever showed upon his face. 

				To make ends meet John began driving tankers for a petroleum company, his travels taking him away from his family for days on end. Jenny began to suffer a recurring dream in which John was trapped, his truck overturned, his body burning in a storm of fire. She would wake not knowing whether to thank the Lord for the life she had, or curse Him for taunting her with a pain she dared not imagine. She began to wonder what life would be like without John, whether her love for him was as strong as it should be. Life would be so long – longer than could ever be furnished by little contentments and the kind words of saviours. Could this be all that life had in store for her? A voice from where she knew not seemed to whisper that she was meant for something greater. Such thoughts worried her deeply. 

				One day, while taking tea with a neighbour, Jenny began to feel an ache growing inside her head. It grew louder and louder until she felt no longer part of the world. An ambulance was called. Her blood pressure soared beyond the survivable. She was airlifted to a hospital in Sydney. At twenty-five years old, Jenny Godson had suffered a brain hemorrhage. For a time the doctors couldn’t say whether she was going to make it. 

				Jenny remained in hospital for months, in agony – not just physical pain, but emotional, too. The flood in her brain seemed to have released long-suppressed thoughts and buried dreams. She couldn’t stop crying. Something had changed within her, and there was nobody on earth to whom she could talk. She confided some of it to John – ugly childhood memories. She tried to talk to her parents, but they wouldn’t have it. There are some things parents do not wish to hear from their children. 

				But for Jenny, the worst realisation of all was that she didn’t love her husband like she should. She had no idea why she was feeling such a thing – he’d been so good to her, a wonderful husband and a beautiful father to their boys. But her feeling was strong that this was not the man whom she would love for all of her life. 

				When Jenny returned to the family home, she was not the same woman who had left months before, close to death. She felt disconnected from John and the boys, who stepped carefully around her, as if she were a ghost in her own house. 

				John saw the change in Jenny and, in his own way, panicked. He suggested they get away for some time together, just the two of them. They’d both been working so hard at being providers for the family they had forgotten about each other. A week in Sydney together might be just what was needed to make things right, to return their world to the charm of before, when they’d been happy with what little they had. The boys could stay with relatives while John and Jenny went to nightclubs and restaurants, and strolled through the city like lovers do. Before coming home, they could treat Damian and Craig to a day out in Sydney – the zoo, the harbour, the dazzling lights, and the thrills that awaited at Luna Park.

				For a week, John and Jenny were as teens on a date, while their real lives waited in some unspoken place. Jenny didn’t dwell on the voices in her heart – whether her feelings for John were being changed or renewed – but simply went with the moment. Only when they returned to the normalcy of life back home, the mundane struggle of each day, would she know.

				On their last day in Sydney, they met their boys for the adventure that had been promised them. They rode on ferries in the harbour and visited the zoo, but the boys never stopped talking about Luna Park, their hands clutching their loins in childish excitement. 

				Late in the afternoon, as the family waited at Circular Quay for a ferry to take them to Luna Park on the other side of the harbour, a strange pagan procession of minstrels and dancing girls snaked through the crowd. They seemed to come from nowhere, and nobody was ever to learn who they were or why they were there on that day. Leading the band was a man wearing the head of a bull. As Damian sought refuge behind his mother, the creature seemed to catch sight of him, leaving his post at the head of the procession and approaching the boy, as if with something to say. But the creature said nothing, only stood for a moment before slowly raising his hand and placing it upon the frightened boy’s shoulder. Jenny quickly snapped a photograph. It was the last image of the boy ever to be captured. 

				•

				It was half-past nine on 9 June, 1979, when the Godson family emerged from the madness of Luna Park’s Coney Island, from the slides, the mirror mazes, the spinning floors, the unreal world. They had been at Luna Park for hours, and had sampled every amusement on offer: the Big Dipper, which sped them along a crazy track of loops and dives; the River Caves, a romantic journey by boat through tunnels that emerged into scenes from lands far away and others never known; and the Ghost Train, whose tiny carriages careened on a rail that twisted and turned and crashed through doors to reveal ghastly scenes of severed heads and skeletal remains, all to the sound of ghoulish howls from the dying and the dead, which mingled with the screams of the living children who trembled in their seats. 

				Jenny saw that they had four tickets left – just enough for a ride they could all enjoy together – and so she asked the boys which ride they would like to take as the last for the evening. The boys wanted to ride on the Ghost Train. It was the one that had excited them the most. 

				As they walked toward the leering ghouls and spooks that howled in the distance, Jenny, for reasons she could never explain, felt a heat inside her that made her thirst. It was a desire that seemed to come from a place that made no sense – her family were headed for the gates of the ride, and she with them – but the feeling was strong enough to drag her away from her family. She told John and the boys to go ahead without her, that she would join them later, once she had purchased an ice cream.

				When Jenny returned, her boys were nowhere to be seen. Believing they had headed to the Ghost Train without her, she walked in the direction of the ride. It was as she approached that she saw smoke – just a wisp of it, a slight haze above the skulls and ghouls that adorned the facade. But as she watched she saw the smoke become thicker, and heard people beginning to cry out.

				A car appeared from the exit door, its occupants, a teenage boy and girl, frantically crying out to the attendant. There was a fire inside, they screamed, and he had to stop the ride and get help. The man didn’t seem to understand. He had his foot on the front of a car that contained two young boys, who heard the screaming and began to cry, saying to the attendant that they wanted to get off. But the man removed his foot from the carriage, which accelerated along the tracks and propelled the two crying boys through the doors, their anxious faces turned to the crowd as they disappeared into the smoky darkness beyond. 

				Within moments, the ribbons of smoke became lashing flames that rose high above the skeletons and corpses that danced on the roof of the building. Fire burst upwards as if propelled by a hot wind, upon which, every now and then, a scream or a cry seemed to ride into the night, nobody knowing if it were real or pretend. The train continued motoring through the furnace, cars on fire emerging from the exit doors, empty of the passengers who’d entered within them. The crowd began to scream horribly as they realised people were dying inside. 

				Attendants hastened the throng toward the gates of the park. Jenny protested – she had lost her family, she cried, and feared they might be some of those who were in the belly of the pyre. She was shuffled along with the others, away from what was now an inferno, until she stood at the gates, scanning the crowd for John and Damian and Craig. The sounds of the carnival continued to drone – the calliope song of the merry-go-round, the recorded barking of spruikers, the laughter from beneath the wide open mouth. Jenny could take no more and ran back into the park, over the gates and past the guards. She was finally stopped by men in front of what had moments before been the Ghost Train, and was now but a hot, glowing pile of cinder, charcoaled timber and twisted metal . . . and rising from the ashes, a skeleton, untouched by flame, its mouth open, mocking the living and the dead. The blood ran to her head and everything went black and disappeared.   

				•

				Many years passed before Jenny could bring herself to read the coroner’s report into what happened inside the Ghost Train on that winter night in 1979. It was ruled that the fire was an accident, a discarded cigarette or flaming match setting ablaze a dark and dusty room made from plywood and asbestos, the ceiling coated with bitumen that rained molten tears of flame on those who were trapped in the dark. Seven people died that night. Jenny’s saviour and her little boys were found huddled together, an army of three. They had burned alive. 

				The woman who was the mother and wife died in the fire that night, too. For years Jenny shuffled through psychiatric wards where doctors told her she was getting better, though she knew it could never be true, that one never recovers from the world in which she dwells. Her family’s absence defines her, the flames that took them wreaking destruction beyond the mad midnight moments and trembling sorrows. She married again but it couldn’t last, her husband doomed to forever compete with a ghost who could do no wrong, and her daughter, now in her teens, has endured a sibling rivalry with the spectres of two perfect boys. The tragedy never ends, but waits each day in a new hiding place. 

				Jenny remains convinced that there was human evil at work that night. The fire, she believes, was lit by hand. There are too many questions, a silence too loud. Somebody knows something and they’ll take it to their grave. Perhaps there lives a man who smoked but does no longer, and why he quit he’ll never tell. The fire left more burdens than can be counted by those who need to know.   

				But no one placed her family there that night, in the ride that burned at Luna Park on Sydney Harbour, so far from home. Jenny has been haunted for decades by the tormenting idea that it was she who had ultimately taken them there. They were all led, like children to the mouth of Moloch, by desire, the architect of all tragic ends. Some sacrifice the things they love for money, others for fame, or power, or lust, or revenge. For Jenny, it was simply a tantalising belief in an existence more fulfilling than that which she had. She imagined a life different to her own, and so it was delivered her, by a hand both generous and cruel. She has lived, she believes, to learn this, to value the stillness of love and life. She has faith that something good will come of it. 

				Jenny doesn’t like to dwell upon the grotesque last moments suffered by those she loved – the terror in the boys as they clung to John for salvation in the dark, or the agony in their proud father’s mind as the flames came closer and took their bodies. She tries to remember the sweet things – John’s lovely smile, or the way the boys laughed as they fought for the icing mix when she made a cake on summer days. But her mind’s eye wanders, always, back to the darkness on Sydney Harbour, through the open mouth and into the lights, to a moment when her boys were so excited, clutching themselves, eyes wide with desire. Jenny can see them still, their young faces aglow with a radiant light, as if they can somehow feel that all the love they will ever know is here, on a night that will make them beautiful for all of time.


			

		

	
		
			
				Closer

				Closer

				Closer

				The long jetty reaching out from Brighton Beach just south of Adelaide was once a message board that fluttered with notes to those lost to the sea, the war, love’s fickle winds and other things that swallow the foolish and the brave. A man called Honey laid the timber deck in 1886, but a storm in 1915 weakened the wharf and shook the faith of those who’d waved goodbye to cherished ones as they departed for the Great War. In 1926 schoolchildren watched in horror as their heroine, Kitty Whyte, who’d famously saved a drowning soul from these very waters seven years before, dived from the jetty and into the jaws of a great white shark. In Kitty’s memory, the women of Brighton built a drinking fountain, which survived the storm that wrecked the pier and felled the Arch of Remembrance in ’95.

				Today the jetty at Brighton is rebuilt, stronger in the broken places, the messages of love and hate, sad tidings and good ones, too, now beamed from a communications tower that rises as a sentinel at the end of the wharf. We must now turn back, walk north along the shore, just a little way past the Norfolk Island pines that hide the houses from the sea, to a lonely place in the sand, no less a monument for being unheralded by artefact. Sit down here in the sand, your eyes to the many sorrows that live beyond the bay, and know that a farewell as desperate and tragic as any other was once said here . . . 

				He still walks with a limp, the only outward sign of that wartime business from so long ago. He lives in the same house in Tarlton Street, just a short walk from the shores of Brighton Beach on Holdfast Bay. Over the years the old flyboys have sought him out and come to visit, to talk about the old times, the old war, the lucky escape, and the ones they so wish could be here. They are careful with the old man, protective of him, as they feel they should be. He will always be one of them.

				Robert William Bungey was born in Adelaide on 4 October, 1915, the first child of Ernest and Ada Bungey, whose love for music and amateur dramatics drew them together. He was educated first at Glenelg Public School and then Adelaide Boys High School, beginning his working life as a clerk for a local life insurance firm. But young Bob Bungey had a fascination with aircraft, his room in Tarlton Street bejewelled with models and sketches of Sopwith Camels and others from the bygone war, and when he heard the RAAF was accepting applications for Flight Training School he was quick to enlist as an Air Cadet, accepted into the flying course at Point Cook, Victoria, in 1936. 

				A quiet boy, Bob Bungey took to flying like a child to a secret place. Suspended in the sky, looking down upon the once tall buildings and impassible rivers, their tributaries now silver little lightning bolts impressed into the earth, he felt as one having leapt from the frame in which all life remained, the streets and houses, the people going to and fro about their tiny business, all captives of some vast equation only he had solved. All the things that ever mattered were now literally beneath him, falling away from his panorama with the tilting of the wings, all humankind’s existence made to wait for his return. It was the greatest thing in life, and risking life was worth it. 

				Robert knew that England would need young pilots for the storm that was darkening Europe. The newspapers were saying they were German planes that had bombed the Spanish city of Guernica, killing hundreds of women and children in a pyre of burning timber and falling brick from crumbling buildings. This would be a war fought in the air, and Bob was good with the machines that would fight it. Upon graduating from Point Cook in 1937, the young pilot immediately sailed for England, to offer his services to the RAF. 

				Bob’s skills were quickly noted and, as the threat of war grew louder, he was posted to the 226 Squadron at Harwell, Berkshire, where he learned to fly the Fairey Battle bomber, a three-man machine designed for low-altitude ground assaults on infantry and light mechanics. Some feared the slow, lightly-armed bomber would be a suicide machine when pitted against the slick German Messerschmitt or Focke Wulf, but the RAF had failed to keep pace with the output of the Luftwaffe and needed every craft they had to match the German numbers in the air. 

				When German troops invaded Poland, Bob’s squadron was ordered immediately to France as part of the British Expeditionary Force, arriving in Rheims the very next day to be housed in barns and abandoned cottages, or rooms in the houses of kindly French villagers, as they awaited an onslaught that never seemed to come. This was the the ‘Phoney War’ and Bob and his comrades saw plenty of it. When not bombarding German towns and villages along the French border with anti-Nazi leaflets, the 226 ran reconnaissance sweeps over German territories, the mist that hovered on the ground along the Moselle valley glowing eerily in the moonlight. Occasionally they’d be forced to play a dodging game with a single German searchlight that lurched at them through the dark, but the dangers of war seemed very far away, the daylight hours spent engaged in fake dogfights and affecting speeding passes over fields, inching ever closer to the ground as pilots dared each other to clip the long grass with their wings. 

				Bob turned twenty-five in October. A South Australian friend from another squadron flew hundreds of miles to celebrate with him, the cold night charmed in brandy balloons, the radio warm with the sounds of Ray Noble, Bing Crosby, Al Bowlly, and the shrill voice of a French chanteuse who nobody understood, but who somehow made them feel at home. Outside the rain made quagmires of the airfields, and from the murk beneath the meadows emerged bullets, bones and broken things buried since the Great War, rising from the ground like ghoulish emblems of the fate that awaited them.

				•

				It was April when the Germans at last launched their blitzkrieg in the West, crushing Denmark and Norway within weeks, the Nazi goliath rolling across the borders in Belgium, Holland, Luxembourg, the speed of the combined ground and air assault taking all defences by complete surprise. The Fairey Battle bombers scrambled, if only to escape being burned on the ground by falling incendiaries, the Luftwaffe having found their airfields while the English slept. 

				Bob’s squadron was thrown into desperate flights of twos and threes against the German soldiers in the north. On that first day, a friend Bob had known from his days at Point Cook in Victoria was sent screaming to his death, bullets ripping through the cockpit as he swooped down in a pass that clipped the daisies from the ground. At day’s end, shaken crews returned, their aircraft shredded, cockpit glass all over France, their flight suits spattered with their blood, instrument panels covered in the contents of their stomachs. They’d seen the Fairey Battle despatched to an airborne grave by the Messerschmitt, though no one dared to speak it.

				By May Bob had learned to become as one with his machine, to disengage his conscience from the matter, to be a bomber more than a man. To slow the German advance, Bob’s squadron was often called upon to collapse buildings over roadways, or scatter blocks of houses over single village streets. They could only pray the dwellings were deserted. The alternative was unthinkable, and so they didn’t think it. 

				On one day at the end of May, Bob, flying alone, bombed a column of German vehicles and strafed troops running for their lives, cutting them to pieces until his ammunition was exhausted. Another day saw him one of few to return from a determined Allied air assault against the Belgian bridges over which the German columns streamed. He’d watched from his rattling, roaring cockpit as friends fell from the sky, their wings ablaze as they spiralled into fields and buildings, the radio broadcasting their final cries from the insides of doomed machines. 

				Luck and desperation saw him home again when the entire strength of the Allied bomber group in France was hurled against a German column at Sedan, less than half of all the bombers launched returning to their airfields. They called it the most deadly day the RAF had ever lived.

				As France began to fall, what was left of Robert’s squadron was ordered from the front, limping home to England in the few Fairey Battle bombers still able to be flown.

				•

				After the defeat of France, all thoughts turned to the invasion of Great Britain that was surely coming. Operation Sea Lion was already in the planning, 160 000 German soldiers and their machinery of death poised to cross the channel and enslave the island. Every beach along the English coast became entangled with barbed wire, and old men in the villages were trained in sabotage. The Nazis had overrun western Europe in just a few short weeks, and England was expected to be in German hands by Christmas.

				But Hitler’s generals feared the RAF – an amphibious invasion, assaulted from the air, could see the stronger army nation founder in the Channel. It was thus agreed that Operation Sea Lion be postponed until the Nazis had achieved complete superiority in the skies. Hermann Göring, commander of the Luftwaffe, assured his Fuhrer this could be accomplished in a matter of weeks, the number of German aircraft outnumbering those of the RAF by four to one, the German pilots more experienced than their British counterparts. All the Luftwaffe had to do was bomb the British airfields, factories and radar stations, the Messerschmitts dealing with the fighters forced into a battle in which they were outclassed. 

				And so, in July of 1940, the Battle of Britain began. The British losses were terrible – in the first two weeks of August, more than 100 fighter pilots lost their lives in twice as many planes – and the RAF was forced to send up untrained pilots to fight against the experienced German airmen. Bob Bungey was a veteran compared to some of the boys being thrown into the skies, so when he volunteered for Fighter Command he was immediately accepted. Attached to the 145 Squadron, he learned to fly the Hurricane and entered the battle without delay. 

				It was in these machines that Bob Bungey learned the lonely violence of his war: in a field that had no foxholes, where there were no sandbags to hide behind or medics to attend a wound, and where one had not the luxury to surrender. On this battlefield it was hunt or be the prey, and to hesitate meant death. Better not to think about the other man and who he was, of those who might love him, or the worlds that might be darkened by his never coming home. The enemy were machines. It was an illusion that shattered whenever one heard the sound of a bullet in one’s airframe. In that dreadful, unjust, silly moment, it seemed the entire war was aimed at you. 

				One afternoon in November, Bob was one of eleven Hurricanes of the 145 Squadron patrolling near the Isle of Wight when they were suddenly ambushed by a swarm of Messerschmitt 109s, led by the notorious German ace Helmut Wick, who already had fifty RAF fighters to his name. Bob had only just noticed the silvery craft dropping out of the clouds behind them when he heard the appalling sound of shells tearing through the fuselage of his Hurricane, a rapid hammering behind his head that seemed never to stop, a racing of the engine and a shuddering from the wings to the tail. He instinctively cranked his machine over, then into a dive, the ocean racing up to meet him as a map through a looking glass. At the last moment he hauled his stick back and levelled out, sliding his wings left and right to slow his speed before plowing into shallow water near Shanklin on the Isle of Wight. Only slightly injured, Bob managed to escape, and returned to the air with his squadron within days.

				By now the German tactics had shifted from assaults upon the fighters to the wholesale bombing of London, to the tortured relief of Fighter Command, which had been close to collapse. More than one out of every six pilots who took part in the Battle of Britain had not survived it. Bob Bungey, once again, was one of the lucky few.

				•

				In June of 1941, Bob was made commander of 452 Squadron, the first Australian Spitfire squadron in England. Within a few months of becoming operational, the 452 had become a fearsome presence in the skies over England and the French coast, with the highest tally of enemy aircraft of any squadron in Fighter Command. As with all British squadrons, their success against the enemy owed a lot to the Spitfire, an aircraft destined to become the unicorn of every air veteran’s dreams. The young pilots of the 452 owed their lives to the knowledge that Bob had gained in the Battle of Britain and in France before it, the wisdom that belongs to those who’ve flown in hostile skies and survived: keep the sun behind you; fire only when close; think of nothing else but the target; stay high; always turn and face the attack; hit quickly, hit hard, and get out fast. 

				But more valuable than any of this was the knowledge – and every pilot in the 452 possessed it – that Bob Bungey was looking out for them. Bob’s pilots knew they were safe in an attack because he was always on their rear, protecting them from the enemy against his own instinct for survival. Years later, some would recall how conversations on the ground would abruptly end when Bob heard engines up above, abandoning all earthly talk as his face turned to the sky, like a father looking out for children in his charge.

				•

				Some time in 1941, Bob was enjoying leave at a swimming pool in Wallingford when he met Sybil Johnson, a local girl whose father was the stationmaster there. So began a courtship that blossomed in the cauldron of war, and Bob and Sybil were married at the Registry Office at Riegate, in the County of Surrey, on 4 October, 1941. 

				But now the German blitz was spreading from London to the counties. There was no village or town that was safe from the raining death. More than 50 000 civilians had been killed by Nazi night raids, and there was talk of weird new weapons – flying bombs that would travel from occupied France to England in just a few minutes, obliterating neighbourhoods no enemy would even see. Plymouth, Portsmouth, Liverpool, towns as far north as Newcastle were not spared. To be in England during the Blitz was to be on the front line of the war. 

				When Sybil became pregnant, Bob convinced her to take ship to Australia, where she could stay in safety until he returned at conflict’s end. And so Sybil Bungey arrived in South Australia on the steam ship Nestor in February 1942, moving in with Bob’s parents at the house in Tarlton Street, near Brighton Beach. 

				On 10 March, 1942, Bob Bungey was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for services to the King and Commonwealth and, ten days later, half a world away, Sybil gave birth to a baby boy, Richard, at a private hospital in Glenelg.

				For a year they were a family apart, lovers held together by the mail, Bob promising to Sybil that he would return as soon as the RAF would let him go. For everyone, Bob’s skill as a pilot became more crucial than it ever had been before. 

				One day, Sybil went to the pictures in Adelaide, and saw Bob in a Movietone News reel. The narrator spoke of the 452 Squadron as heroes of the war, while the footage showed Bob and his pilots at their base, outside in the sunshine, smoking, laughing, shifting nervously in front of the camera, like ordinary boys would do. These were the bringers of death in this war – not machines, nor explosives, nor strange new weapons, but boys, their young lives commandeered by an ancient cult that sees make-believe lines on the earth. 

				•

				In early 1943, Bob received word that he would soon be going home. He said his goodbyes to the boys he’d come to know as brothers, to the skies that had never deserted him, and the Spitfire to which he was as bonded as rider to his horse. For one last time, Bob strode over the clouds and the English countryside, alone between the world and whatever waited beyond. Then he brought her gently in to land, turned off the switches one by one, removing the straps and wires that tied to him to the war, and walked away. 

				On 4 May, 1943, Wing Commander Robert Bungey DFC came home to Sybil and the son he had never seen. The newspapers reported that a hero had returned, and the Mayor of Brighton celebrated his homecoming with an official luncheon in his honour. Bob would soon be posted to Mildura, to train young pilots for the fight against the Japanese. But the war – the death that waits on every moment – was over for Bob Bungey. He had survived.

				Weeks later, on the morning 27 May, 1943, Sybil Bungey was lifting Richard from his cot when a spasm shot through her left side and dropped her to the floor. She had recently battled meningitis – a traveller’s disease, they said – and some relic of the germ had remained in the blood to attack her heart. Doctors worked through the day but could not save her. Sybil Bungey died that afternoon, and nobody could say why. She was twenty-four. 

				The sky blew away from Robert Bungey’s world. For three years he had survived the gory sorrows of the war, in the very patch of earth where it had raged the loudest. Yet it was here, in the town of his birth, further from the front line than one could be upon the world, that the war would choose to break him. And it would do it by obliterating the one cherished thing the war had given him.

				At Sybil’s funeral service, Robert Bungey saluted as the girl he loved was lowered into the ground at his feet. It seemed the right thing to do. She was as much a casualty of the war as the refugees that had streamed from towns and cities under Bob’s own wings. He couldn’t bear to be with anyone, the mere touch of another seeking his arm in sympathy was brushed away. It was alone that he had learned to cope with dreadful things – alone in the air, watching death come to friends, and enemies, too, who never were machines, never would be less than human beings in the minds of those who killed them, with lives more real and precious for every day that they were gone. 

				Bob walked alone along the Brighton shore that evening, the ocean and the pier, the sand beneath his feet, all where it had been when he was young and none of this had happened – the war, the death, the joy of love. He’d looked out from here a thousand times and dreamed of things, but never had he seen the sadness that hung from everything, the colours hostage to the sky, the hopelessness of the little waves that beat against the shore. It was everywhere. He could scarcely bring himself to breathe it. 

				For days on end, Bob drifted from here to there, from room to room, from the darkness to the shadow, moved by the people who came to help, but none of it meant anything. Not even little Richard was a joy, his tiny cries now shrieks of agony. It was all too sad to bear. 

				One night, as the others slept, Robert Bungey put his little boy into the pram and walked down to the beach. He did not wish to be here any more, on this heartbroken earth. He looked down upon his little boy, asleep under the night sky. What would become of him, with no mother’s love and no father to protect him? Would he shuffle from one institution to another, deserted, hating Bob and Sybil for abandoning him, his heart reaching out for something never there? Would the desolation grow him into a damaged man? Would a better father not protect his boy from such a fate? 

				Bob said goodbye to the little one he had loved for all his short life, a love he cried into the air that night, and which travelled out into the sky forever. This world was not meant for pretty things, for soft skin, which Bob himself had destroyed from the sky. He was so sorry. He took out his service pistol, placed it against the little boy’s head, and pulled the trigger.

				Then Robert Bungey turned the gun toward himself, and put his world at peace.

				•

				In the same old house in Tarlton Street, just a short walk from Brighton Beach, an old man moves from room to room, where tokens of a war that raged in another century take pride of place on the shelves and on the walls. The pilots from the 452 Squadron have come to visit him from time to time – when Paddy Finucane came, they talked for hours, about the flying and the fear, and the madness that came later. They shed a tear together. Paddy thought the world of his father. 

				When police came to the beach in 1943, they found Bob Bungey dead upon the sand, his little boy shot through the head beside him, the family dog protecting both of the bodies from anyone who came near. Incredibly, the little boy was found to be alive, the bullet having travelled through to the other side of his brain without affecting any vital parts. Doctors said it was a miracle.

				Today, Richard Bungey limps a little, and his memory comes and goes sometimes, but that is all. He has lived a happy life. There have been times when he has wished his mum and dad were there – when he married, he thought of them – but life has always been that way. Their absence is like the sky. 

				Richard doesn’t hate his father. What war can do to a man’s mind is something most will never know. It is not for us to understand, but to understand we never will. That’s the nature of it. 

				But Richard does his best to know his father, and sometimes feels he does, through the clippings and the photos that he keeps, and the time he’s spent with other pilots, who’ve told him things about the Bob Bungey they knew. He builds models of all his father’s planes – the Spitfire and the Hurricane, and the Fairey Battle bomber – and he never misses Anzac Day, or a gathering in his father’s name. 

				In the War Memorial in Canberra, the very Spitfire that Bob Bungey flew is hanging on display. Richard often dreams of sitting in it, feeling as his father did, in the very seat from which his father looked down upon the churning world. 

				He’d do anything, he says, to be closer to his dad. 


			

		

	
		
			
				The Mother of all Lies

				The Mother of all Lies

				The Mother of all Lies

				Somewhere on the road between Queenstown in the west and Hobart in the east, one can see, just off to the right and up in the hills, the decrepit home of a family they say was so wild that the eldest boy lived chained to a flagpole in the front garden. This is Tasmania, the only state in Australia whose name does not trumpet with British colonialism, suggesting instead a type of exotica one might associate with islands of the Africas, or some gully of European subterrania wherein creatures similar to vampires dwell. To this day, inventive periodicals such as the Weekly World News regularly favour Tasmania when choosing the seat of some fantastic yarn whose particulars of fact are best placed far enough away to render the checking of them impossible. In the Hollywood film version of Doctor Dolittle, Rex Harrison showed he meant business when he promised to pursue a mythical sea creature, if need be, ‘from here to Tasmania’, a place ‘where only the brave and insane go’.

				As fate would have it Rex Harrison would come to know, intimately, a very glamorous woman for whom Tasmania was both an isle of salvation and a sink of inevitable doom, her decision to return late in life one that was not only brave and insane, but fatal. Upon her death awaited one final heartbreak from which her living self was spared, though her ghost, one might wager, is not . . . 

				She was born Estelle Merle O’Brien Thompson in 1911, though her close friends called her ‘Queenie’. She would later claim to remember little of her birthplace in Tasmania, and she never knew her Irish father, Arthur, whom her mother told her was away at sea, or in a hero’s grave on the fields of the Great War, or lost to pneumonia just days before Queenie was born. The story changed with the seasons. The truth, Queenie knew, must be worse than them all. 

				The mother, Charlotte, was much darker than the child, who possessed a silky caramel glow that disguised her mother’s Ceylonese blood. An unusually pretty girl, young Queenie liked to dress up and pretend to be people she was not – a trait peculiar, we are often told, to those with futures in the dramatic arts. 

				And then there was Constance, fifteen years Queenie’s senior. ‘Joyce’, as her friends and family called her, wore her mother’s darkness, and carried an invisible shame that had seen her banished to some distant institution. As a child Queenie had heard whispers of a scandal, but never the details of it. On occasion, Joyce would visit Queenie and Charlotte, though it was clear she was never welcome to stay, the stiflingly Christian society for which Charlotte groomed Queenie no place for her. It is not known whether Queenie ever knew Joyce as her own half-sister, only that they were related by a past the more glamorous girl would later disavow.

				Though poor, Charlotte worked hard so that Queenie would want for nothing, securing her an education at a prestigious school for girls, where Queenie was accepted on account of her father having served in the war. Those who schooled with her recall a silent, sulking girl who played and dreamed alone, and never discussed her family. Girls less gifted by nature, but more richly rewarded by circumstance, punished Queenie’s privacy with rumour. She was the mongrel child of some secret outrage, abandoned with a brothel’s muck, salvaged from the gutter by some barren, scavenging Samaritan. 

				Queenie finished school at the age of eleven, her woeful marks more than any good school’s reputation could bear, and slacked through her teens as a typist, a clerk, a switchboard operator. As a young woman she appeared in amateur plays, then professional ones, her striking looks opening doors onstage and backstage, from party to private parlour. By the time Charlotte and Queenie took a room in the fashionable movie district of the city, where marquees dazzled with stars from abroad, Queenie was known and popular amongst a twilight crowd who offered more than just love and friendship. When one of her many appellants promised to introduce her to a movie director in France, Queenie spied her escape from the land so far from the brighter lights, convincing Charlotte to escort her to Paris, their tickets afforded them by another of Queenie’s infatuated suitors. The man made good on his promise, Queenie Thompson scoring a small part in Rex Ingram’s silent film, The Three Passions. 

				Several more cameos followed, and, within a year, Queenie had taken a room in London, introducing the ever-present Charlotte to friends as her Indian maid – a ruse with which Charlotte was evidently happy to play along. Queenie wasted no time in ingratiating herself with the English cinema crowd, her beauty attracting the attentions of Rex Harrison, Leslie Howard and Douglas Fairbanks amongst others. But it was her introduction to Hungarian filmmaker Alexander Korda, a serious player in the Hollywood scene, which bore the most fruit. 

				In Queenie Thompson, Korda saw a true glamour star of American motion pictures. All she needed, he thought, was a new name, her history touched up here and there, to hide from view those troublesome details that just might frighten the thick and the ordinary, on whose money Hollywood so depended. 

				Her name would be Merle Oberon, after Shakespeare’s fairy king whose spells, designed to lure others into love, would lead to so much chaos. 

				•

				Merle Oberon entered the eye of the world in Alexander Korda’s production of The Private Life of Henry VIII, the newly-christened star cast in the major role of Anne Boleyn, the tragic queen consort executed for high treason. The film won Best Picture at the 1934 Academy Awards, bringing Merle Oberon into the spotlight, the story of her life published in magazines and broadcast in newsreel reports, the details sanctified by fan magazines and Hollywood scriptures. It was said she was born of aristocratic antipodean stock, the death of her officer father in a tragic Tasmanian hunting accident seeing the child invited to live in the Bombay mansion of her rich and stately ‘godmother’, an intrigue of wealthy family members and stratospheric associates nursing the young actress through exclusive finishing schools in London and Paris. 

				In England, Merle’s oddly maternal Indian maid, accepted the new version of history with no noticeable bother but, at home, Joyce reacted with ill-concealed distress. She had not been as fortunate as her movie star relation, a failed marriage leaving her with two young children and little to feed them, a severe stroke having crippled the entire left side of her body – a response, some said, to her anguish at being left behind, abandoned by the others in their quest for a more beautiful life abroad. Nevertheless she had followed Queenie’s rise to fame as might an obsessive fan, her children watching perplexed as she returned from the local cinema both enchanted and destroyed, like a widow waking from impossible dreams. When she read of Merle Oberon from Tasmania, and the new life story that erased all that was, Joyce flew into what seemed a jealous rage. She wrote desperate letters to Merle and Charlotte, pleading for money, stirring memories, begging that she not be forgotten. Her mother replied to some of them. 

				Meanwhile, across the rest of Tasmania, news that the land had given birth to a star was greeted with great enthusiasm. Memories were recalled in lustrous detail, the island suddenly populated with midwives and doctors, school teachers and classmates, lovers and neighbours, all with tales of the young Merle Oberon remembered now with hand-to-brow relief. 

				The sullen, half-Indian peasant girl had won, it seemed, the admiration of her neighbours, and only by placing herself on the other side of the world. 

				•

				Supernatural spiritualism finds the troubled woman as the worm finds the cadaver. Through her whole life, Merle Oberon sought audience with a pageant of spooks, mystics and veiled peepers in the dark, and she saw prophetic symbols in the shapes of clouds and people’s names. She trusted the unknowable more than she did the world she walked upon, only too aware of how disappointing real people of flesh and blood could be. For Merle, the one grinding prejudice of which she often spoke, was a white-hot hatred for liars – of all the creatures that walked or crawled, she despised them the most. Their little fractures were the rifts that tore the universe apart. And of all the roles she took in life, it was the liar whom she portrayed the most convincingly of all. 

				In the 1935 film The Dark Angel, Merle played the role of Kitty Vane, a girl whose part in a frivolous pretense dooms three childhood friends to misery, salvation coming just too late when Kitty finally reveals her true identity to the man she has loved, but left for dead, all her adult life. 

				Merle’s curiously passionate performance earned her a nomination for an Academy Award in 1936. Joyce wrote to Merle begging that she might come over for the ceremony. The letter went unanswered. 

				Merle lost to Bette Davis who, in Dangerous, played a woman called Joyce, whose apparently jinxed existence is redeemed through an ultimate act of sincerity and sacrifice. 

				•

				It was on a rainy day in 1937 when fate appeared to lose patience with Merle Oberon. Riding through the streets of London in the back of a chauffeured Rolls-Royce, Merle, running slightly late for a make-up appointment, snapped at the driver to step on it. As the chauffeur accelerated around a corner, the Rolls collided with a Daimler travelling in the opposite direction. Merle was thrown from her seat, her head striking a metal footrest on the automobile floor. She regained consciousness in an ambulance, immediately enquiring upon the state of her beauty. 

				For the rest of her days, Merle was forced to indulge a deception every time she faced the cameras, make-up smeared and lighting flared to hide the scar that lived above her left eye. 

				The accident scuttled the production of I, Claudius, in which Oberon was to star, and which many believe may have been one of the greatest motion pictures ever made. 

				A month later, Charlotte, who, as the ever-dutiful maid, had kept house for Merle in London all these years, quietly passed away from the effects of diabetes. Joyce was informed of her mother’s last days via a letter from a nurse in the employ of Ms Oberon, the communiqué suggesting, ever so gently, that Joyce’s constant, pleading letters had contributed to her mother’s demise. The letter also made clear that Ms Oberon had troubles of her own. 

				Charlotte was buried in an unmarked grave in a cemetery in London, so far from home. Many years later, Merle employed an artist to paint Charlotte’s portrait from a photograph, being sure to request that the skin be lightened to a more palatable shade.

				•

				In 1939 Merle finally acquiesced to marry Alexander Korda, despite having been in love with a procession of other men during their courtship, including David Niven, who could not remain faithful to her, and Laurence Olivier, who could barely stand her. It was Korda, after all, who had launched her career, and he could just as surely have smothered it. 

				Later that year, while stricken with the flu in Hollywood, Merle took a treatment of sulfonamide injections intended to battle the virus. She awoke in the morning, horrified to look in the mirror and see her face and neck a mass of sores that oozed vile fluid, the drugs having reacted with the make-up she wore every day. Her servants fell at her feet in tears. Friends rushed from nearby homes to see and stood with eyes wide and hands to mouth as Merle dashed this way and that, no point of the compass offering relief. 

				Alexander knew of a surgeon in New York who performed miracles at times such as this. And so, her face hidden from the world by a black veil of mourning, Merle flew to New York for salvation. There she was strapped to a chair while the skin on her face was frozen by carbon dioxide snow. A surgeon then ground her skin to bloody jelly with a diamond burr. For seven days after the operation, Merle lay with her hands tied to her bed so she would not scratch as the new skin crept and itched underneath the bandages, her food delivered through a straw. When the bandages were removed, the doctor declared the operation unsuccessful – it would have to be attempted all over again. Three times was this procedure repeated, until it was clear Merle could stand no more. 

				The make-up became thicker, the lighting burned hotter, to hide the permanent craters the experience left behind on Merle’s face.

				It was not surprising, then, that Merle found herself drawn to one Richard Hillary, a pilot for the RAF whom she met at a New York party in July of 1941. Only twenty-two years of age, Hillary had been shot down over the North Sea just the year before, his handsome face and athletic body charred by burning petroleum as he bailed from the cockpit of his Supermarine Spitfire. Hillary had endured months of painful operations and skin grafts that barely disguised his grotesque disfigurements, yet he carried himself with the dash of a young man who had nothing to hide and nobody to fear. 

				Merle fell for him instantly, no doubt spying parallels in their misfortunes. He had, after all, been born in Australia, and had spent his first few years in Sydney. Together they exchanged vague childhood memories of that land, like rushes from a film shot so long ago. 

				Merle ordered her personal publicist to organise a room at the Ritz Towers for herself and Richard to enjoy together in the coming months, a hideaway from the prying eyes of the press, or her husband. There they loved until the autumn came, when Hillary, still bound by his duty to the RAF, returned to England with a promise that he and Merle would be together again soon, their affair continuing through the seasons in letters so passionate and lurid that some censorial soul from later years saw fit to burn them all to smoke. 

				In January of 1943 Merle received the news that Richard, while on a night training operation, had flown his Bristol Blenheim into the earth. 

				•

				The war was not yet over when Merle took the role of Kitty Langley in The Lodger, a film about a man with such contempt for actresses that he hangs their portraits with faces to the wall. Working on the film was a cinematographer named Lucien Ballard, who took a particular interest in Merle, inventing a special camera-mounted light that washed away her scars and blemishes. People said Merle had never looked more beautiful than in The Lodger. Merle divorced Alexander Korda and married Ballard the following year.  

				The marriage was not a happy one, plagued as it was by the flies of fame – the gossip, the prying eyes, the ongoing nuisance of Joyce and her letters, their dark, clingy poetry impervious to silence. Even Merle’s maid, Vene, approached her employer for favours, begging Merle to help arrange a screen test for her daughter who dreamed of being a movie star. Merle organised for the girl to meet with producers, and Vene boasted to her friends of the future star her child would be. But the screen test was a failure, the girl no more than a pretty face, and Merle returned from a weekend in the country to find Vene had gassed herself in Merle’s garage, her dead body lying on the front seat of the Rolls-Royce. Merle could scarcely comprehend that which some would do for fame. 

				•

				By the end of the decade, her days as a glamorous leading lady clearly coming to an end, Merle’s enthusiasm for the movie business began to fade. Her marriage to Lucien Ballard over, she began a romance with Giorgio Cini, son of a wealthy Venetian industrialist. With Giorgio, Merle journeyed far from Hollywood to Hawaii, Rome and the south of France. Giorgio talked to Merle of a future life together in Venice, far from the empty vulgarity of Hollywood, and for a time Merle saw a new world ahead. Close friends knew the couple to be engaged. 

				On a clear September morning on the French Riviera in 1949, Giorgio bade farewell to Merle as he prepared to fly home to Venice. He would be meeting her in Hollywood within the month, whereupon they would plan their wedding and future life. As Merle looked on from the airfield balcony, Giorgio’s private plane rose into the sky then returned in a low pass, Giorgio waving his white monogrammed handkerchief so that his future bride could see. As a wing clipped the tops of the tall pine trees, the engine seemed to choke and sputter, the aircraft exploding in mid-air. Merle saw Giorgio’s body on fire, falling from the sky. 

				Years later Merle reached out to Giorgio through a medium, who told her he was by her side, but did not recognise her. 

				•

				It was in 1965 that Australia began to loom again on Merle’s horizon. Now married to Mexican tycoon, Bruno Pagliai, Merle accepted a promotional invitation from Qantas Airways to be part of the inaugural flight between Mexico City and Sydney. 

				She arrived at Sydney airport to find a phalanx of reporters armed with questions about her childhood in Tasmania. Merle shooed them away with vague responses, as if there were something dark that dwelled within the answers she did not wish to give. Later, at a dinner in her honour, she told one reporter she had since visited Tasmania, then another that she had not. Others were surprised to hear her say her birth in Hobart had been entirely unexpected, a premature arrival necessitating the family remain there until she was an infant. Mention of her father – his name, his military rank, his death – drew instant curtains on the conversation. She complained to some that she felt ill. To all she seemed wary, disoriented, looking for escape. When it was suggested to her that she pay a visit her birthplace, she declared the idea ludicrous, then became most anxious to retire.

				Merle Oberon had been in Sydney but seventy-two hours before she was on the plane home to Hollywood. But that was not the end of the matter. 

				In 1978, Merle received another invitation to visit the land that was her home, from those who wished for her to be the international guest at a television awards presentation. At sixty-seven, her marriage to Bruno Pagliai was over and so, too, was her career as a glamorous Hollywood actress. Her fourth and final husband, Robert Wolders, many years her junior, begged her to accept. He longed to see Australia, the place about which he’d heard so much. Wolders had been good to her – unlike her other husbands, he’d had no career that challenged Merle’s, but simply lived to care for her. It was he who had urged her to respond to Joyce, to make it clear the pathetic letters were no longer welcome – an act which seemed to have, at along last, silenced the voice that could never let go. Wearily, Merle agreed to grant Robert this wish. 

				News that Merle Oberon was coming home caused great excitement in the city of Hobart. The mayor ordered plans to be laid for a grand reception in her honour, and a solemn blessing of the very house in which she’d been born. The newspapers reported on a sensational homecoming like no other. 

				In the coming weeks, one by one the local society fixers returned to the mayor with troubling news: proof of the existence of Merle Oberon was elusive. There was no record of such a birth on the island, and no school in the state recalled her name. The death of her military father was not registered with any known authority, and there was no evidence of any such man, be he an officer or a sapper, in any of Tasmania’s armed services. Nobody bearing the Oberon name had ever entered or exited the state by sea or air.

				Suspecting that simply a name had been changed, and not wishing to disturb Ms Oberon herself, the mayor’s office made enquiries with people whose Hollywood connections might yield some answers. It was then they discovered the depressing truth: there had never been a Merle Oberon from Tasmania. She was Estelle Thompson from India, or somewhere in Asia – it didn’t matter. The story of her roots, the military father and the aristocratic lineage, had been invented by Alexander Korda and his Hollywood starmakers, who had chosen Tasmania because it sounded exotic and was so far away. In those early years, with so much being promised, Queenie Thompson had made a contract with an unfathomable lie that now hunted her to this very end of the earth.   

				It was too late to cancel the grand homecoming – that would be too embarrassing for everyone. And so it was decided that the show must go on, Merle Oberon cast as the clueless star in a production everyone knew was a farce. 

				•

				Merle had been in a silent mood during the long journey to Sydney, and drifted through the television awards presentation as if she were tranquillised. When the presenter asked what she recalled of her childhood, she said she remembered nothing. 

				In Hobart, on the eve of her grand homecoming reception, Merle refused to leave her hotel room, sobbing quietly to herself, complaining of headaches and ailments of the mind. Puzzled, Robert Wolders could do little but convince her that he loved her as she wept at turns through the night. 

				The following evening, Merle moved toward her fate with the resignation of a prisoner ferried to the gallows. She said nothing on the ride to the Town Hall, and smiled uneasily as the assembled crowd welcomed her home with speeches, dedications, the artifice of familiarity. When Merle rose to respond, the expectant hush of the room seemed to become too much for her. She had spoken but a few words when her voice began to break and then fell silent. A compassionate applause ushered the tearful star from the podium.

				What happened in the moments that followed will never be truly known. Perhaps Merle overheard something, some truth whispered out of turn, or saw it in the voiceless glances that conspired around her. Those watching Merle as the guests closed around say she simply bowed her head, as if praying to herself and, with little theatrical flourish, fainted into the arms of Robert Wolders, the only soul in attendance not playing a part. 

				The following day, Merle Oberon departed Tasmania forever, leaving the theatre that bore her name to be opened and dedicated by others. Upon her arrival in Hollywood, it was revealed she had suffered a heart attack from which she never quite recovered, surgery and convalescence stealing her life until Thanksgiving Day, 1979. Before she died, she told Robert Wolders she would soon see him again. For she would visit all of those she loved, and who truly loved her, in the afterlife. 

				•

				There are people in Tasmania today who swear Merle Oberon was indeed from there. Their mothers, fathers, aunts and others knew her as a child, they say, or spoke with somebody who did. They present as proof the old canard that says good people never lie. 

				In Bombay, India, Merle’s birthplace and true childhood home, lived a woman who lied for all of her days. It was a lie to protect a child from shame, a promise she kept to the very end. It was the shame of many a lustful father, and the kind of promise that could only be kept by a mother who selflessly loved her child. 

				The girl born Constance Joyce Thompson did not outlive her beloved Queenie for very long. Beside her bed, in a locked drawer, were letters and trinkets, jewellery and documents, memories of lives now ended forever. Amongst the clippings and poems never sent was a faded birth certificate from 1911, the parents of one Estelle Merle O’Brien Thompson inscribed as Constance Joyce and her father, Arthur Thompson.

				The night before she died in 1981, Joyce claimed to have seen her loved and lonely child standing at the foot of the bed, smiling, her face more beautiful than anything that had ever flickered upon a screen. 
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