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‘The reader’s anxiety is awoken soon after take-off and is kept at a high pitch throughout’

The Times

‘Such a frighteningly readable thriller it ought to be banned from airport bookstalls’

Sunday Express

‘The ebb and flow of opinion and emotion is handled with the greatest skill … Mr Keneally is able to present moral complexity without losing narrative pace’

The Scotsman

‘A smooth and elevated entertainment’

The Independent

‘Keneally shows the same control and wisdom that earned him the Booker Prize for Schindler’s Ark’

Sydney Morning Herald

‘Thomas Keneally has a keen eye for out-of-the-way cultural juxtapositions. Along with it goes an energetically eclectic imagination … out of the atmosphere on a beleaguered aircraft, he generates stifling suspense’

The Sunday Times

‘Keneally dissects the reactions of people under pressure with compelling exactitude and humour. An exciting and thoughtful book’

Good Housekeeping

‘Highly readable, well-paced thriller which nowhere transcends its form or fails to examine the serious issues it raises’

Glasgow Herald

‘Never has this brilliant novelist exhibited such tight control’

Margaret Forster in the Evening Standard

‘A superbly edgy examination of what happens to people under pressure from panic and fear, never losing its capacity to thrill by pulling yet one more surprise out of the hat’

Valentine Cunningham in Country Life
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A question heard amongst Western Australian desert Aboriginal tribes:

“Who dreamed you,

Carried you,

Set you down?”


PROLOGUE

The remote Australian tribe called the Barramatjara had two early brushes with Christianity, one so different from the other as to make the tribespeople question whether Christianity was one entity or a series of intrusions from remote space.

For some reason Benedictine monks from Spain had, in the last years of the nineteenth century, conceived an ambition to bring the Barramatjara to Catholicism. The Benedictines travelled with camels on the tracks of the first European explorers, four-square British travellers who had not intended to blaze a trail for Papism, who were good members of the Established church or of rugged non-conformism.

But on the Western Australian coast, the Benedictine monks had already found an echo of Spain and – as had been the case with Spanish missionaries in California and New Mexico – it grew to be a matter of urgency for them in the name of Catholic Spain to find the furthest place and the furthest people. They were not frightened off by the prospect of either thirst or the spear. Their Saviour and their template had already died of thirst and the spear upon the cross.

The Benedictines brought lay brothers who were carpenters and who built the remotest boys’ and girls’ dormitories in the world out of sawn planks, transported from the coast by camel. The dormitories were meant to separate the Barramatjara young from the calls and rituals of night, of marsupial rat and banded possum, of euro and wallaby, of blue-tongued lizard and crow, of numbat and desert eagle.

A century later, Frank McCloud, manager of the renowned Barramatjara Dance Troupe, imagined Dom Estevez, the abbot of the Barramatjara, patrolling the dormitories on horseback by night, a carbine on his shoulder to prevent the kidnapping of his students and their bearing away for instruction in the older initiations.

Dom Estevez – it needed to be said – also had the humane intention of saving young girls from marriage to the older men to whom they’d been promised in childhood.

Reading briefly into the history of the Benedictine Order in Australia, McCloud was informed that by abandoning the coastline to the heavy-handed Irish priests, the Benedictines would lose their sway over the nation as a whole. But it was as if they were conscious of the sacrifice and were still content, if it came to a choice, to hold its Barramatjara core.

In the early years of the twentieth century they ordained eight of the Barramatjara Dance Troupe’s great-grandfathers and -uncles priests. Vestments and chalices were shipped from Catalonia and carried across the wilderness by camel train to be employed in the ordination of the Barramatjara priests. As Pizarro strangled the King of the Incas, the Spanish friars now sealed up the lips of the Barramatjara with the sacraments of Christ.

The priesthood didn’t take with the Barramatjara however. Dom Estevez, riding around the thirsty borders of the Gibson Desert to visit his parishes and priests, found chalices tossed under bushes, dispensed with as no good for holding water. He would discover sets of vestments – the red of Martyrs, the white of Virgins and of the Requiems of Children, the black of Easter Week and of the death of adults, the purple of Lent – all these gifts of devout Spaniards to the remote Barramatjara priests – cut up and distributed amongst various elders. Estevez records his shock at finding a Barramatjara man out hunting and dressed in a cutaway green Sundays-after-Pentecost chasuble. The priests themselves had taken wives from the neighbouring people, the Arritjula, whom the Benedictines had not yet instructed in the mysteries of faith.

Estevez was not a narrow man, although his grief now was heroic in scale and put him in the way of his own death. He wrote in his notebook: “They are not guilty, because they are the most complacent race on earth. When they were under my training, they did everything they could to please me and to believe courteously what I believed. What I took to be an understanding of Catholic dogma may have simply been politeness. And likely they were polite to any old man in the wilderness who asked them for their Lenten vestments, and to any woman who offered herself.”

After the failed ordinations, Estevez stayed on in Baruda a further three years, Vicar-General for the Barramatjara. But he had lost credit with his superiors. Some of the lay brothers were withdrawn by their superiors in Spain, and donations were sporadic. Even in Barcelona the faithful could sense the unsuccess of the mission to the Barramatjara. The Barramatjara were no longer interesting or hopeful pulpit-news.

In the end Estevez himself, with his one remaining aged lay brother, was ordered back to the coast. As he went into his dotage on the shore of the Indian Ocean north of Perth, the dormitories built to separate Barramatjara children from the mysteries became prey to sandstorms and termites and Barramatjara people looking for wood for their campfires.

For the next twenty years many of the Barramatjara lived on in Baruda, addicted to rations of tea and sugar, flour and tobacco doled out by the Protector of Aborigines, a government official.

Baruda, after all, lay at the meeting place of two dry creek beds, and there was always water there, if not on the surface then in deep waterholes. So what the Barramatjara called “big ceremonies” could be performed there, when people from all over the region, united by some common ancestors – by the Two Brothers, for example, who had pierced each other’s nasal septum with a bone just two miles out on the Easter Creek road; or by Malu the Kangaroo Man – could collect in large numbers.

The burden of European presence was next taken up by cattlemen. Many of the younger Barramatjara scattered to cattle stations at the eastern end of the desert country and earned their rations rounding up cattle. The Barramatjara worked with the cattle for eighty years. Few of them listened to their Arritjula relatives from further north, who had found work in bauxite mines and who believed that to be the best way to absorb the impact of the newcomers, to work them out, to find a way of living with them. The horse- and cattle-mustering was the way the Barramatjara chose. The way of cattle had been ordained for them by the dreams some of their elders had. The way of mining had not been ordained by any of their dreams.

In the early 1920s, German Lutherans appeared at Baruda. Using trucks, they had crossed the arid stretch from Alice Springs in the east. To get through sand bogs, they used matting which they laid under the wheels of their vehicles. Like Estevez, they were men of powerful character. Like him too, they built dormitories for the young men and women.

They would stay there for fifty years.

All the Barramatjara remembered Pastor Freiniemer who protected them from massacre in the ’20s and ’30s, who made himself unpopular with cattlemen by demanding better terms for those of them who worked as stockmen further east. They considered him one of those mystifying whitefeller Christians, so different from the whitefeller miners and cattlemen, since he frowned on booze and fornication, the preferred activities of the others. Less mystifyingly, he frowned on brutality as well, more than he did on their mysteries. He was moderately loved by them for it.

It had been in Freiniemer’s dormitories that most of the Barramatjara Dance Troupe took their first instruction as Christians. McCloud the troupe manager could imagine them accepting it all in the same spirit their grandfathers had accepted ordination from Estevez. Attending services with their native politeness. Absenting themselves in the bush however for three months at a time for the big ceremonies of initiation.

Even early in the tour, before he was further enlightened on the matter, McCloud liked to think that the Barramatjara were now on their own mission to those who lay in that outer dark which went by the name of Europe and America.


ONE

BEFORE THE TAKE-OFF

It always surprised the troupe manager, Frank McCloud, how calmly they sat. In their big first-class seats, all of them, even tormented Bluey Kannata, looked as self-contained as rich children. They had conquered New York, and it was hard to know what that meant to them. Now they were going – composedly – to Frankfurt. There the full-colour programmes had already been printed up in a language Whitey Wappitji and the others had no familiarity with.

The troupe were calm about that venue too. Here, at the start of their flight, they were suffering no pre-performance trembles for the sake of Frankfurt. They never seemed to hold any narrow post-mortems that McCloud could see, or blame each other for mistakes on stage. They didn’t worry about the perversity or mental blinkers of critics.

It was clear to McCloud now, at the close of their New York adventure, that they suffered from dreads and obsessions of their own; Whitey and the Christian Phil and the movie actor Bluey. But they lacked the sort of self-absorption artists were supposed to have. Their show business was in some ways more light, more casual than show business itself. It was something they did without fear. It was as familiar as buttoning a shirt.

McCloud noticed too this night of the take-off from New York how Whitey Wappitji, the man of authority and – if there was such a thing in this troupe – tacitly recognised leader, sat in his large aisle seat, hemming in high-living Bluey Kannata from the good things which would soon be rolling up the aisle on the cocktail trolley.

In a jazz bar in the Village, just ten days back, Bluey – a man famous quite apart from his dancing – had asked McCloud, “You reckon I could get any work as a gigolo round here?”

“Here? In New York?”

McCloud was sure he was joking. Bluey was – as he’d frequently proved – the jetsetter of the troupe. Still, you couldn’t help but wonder what knowledge of dream trails in the deserts could lead Bluey, the only Barramatjara gigolo in New York, along those complicated streets down there, in SoHo and Tribeca? Or up the island, for that matter, where the streets were all on a grid and dubbed with numbers but were just as treacherous?

Bluey had been born in the centre of an old and apparently barren continent, on a dry river four hundred miles from Alice Springs. He was made from the blood of people who could paint and dance well before anyone else could. The oldest painters then, the oldest dancers.

But here he’d been in the jazz bar in Greenwich Village, weaving to the industrial-strength music and saying gigolo!

McCloud had asked him, “Have you ever been one before?”

“In Melbourne,” Bluey asserted. “After the picture finished.”

For Bluey had been a star in a number of films, but “the picture” was the first one, the one which made his name, the one which film societies gave special screenings of wherever the dancers turned up. In fact in New York, a city which had taken to the Barramatjara Dance Troupe with passion, the film had been revived and shown on one of the networks. No doubt a print of it, dubbed in German or sub-titled, was waiting for their arrival in Frankfurt and would appear on local television during the dance company’s run.

Bluey could tell McCloud was sceptical.

“I was a gigolo bloke six months,” he confessed – with that brittle levity which was his style. “Got in the shit with the old blokes back home.” He said that a lot, that he was regularly in trouble with the Barramatjara elders back in the desert. And the other members of the dance troupe made veiled remarks of the same kind about him.

“I was at it six months,” said Bluey. “And listen, don’t get the wrong impression, mate. I met nice ladies. They were just fed up with hanging round with yobbos, that’s all.”

And so – Bluey Kannata: negligent tribesman, sublime dancer, movie star, believer in curses, gigolo bloke! Hemmed in now aboard this flight and for his own health by Wappitji. Because Bluey could take on an edge of bitterness, give off a hot breath of anger, or even see phantoms whenever he was allowed too much bourbon.

Behind Wappitji and Kannata, also strictly composed and already wrapped in a blanket, sat the musician Paul Mungina, who had managed to bring his didjeridoo on board with him. The didj, as Paul familiarly called it, was a tube of wood, carved and painted with totemic designs. From it Paul could evince a sound audiences of all stripes thought of as straight from the earth’s most antique lungs. If the mountains talked, you would believe, those ground-down Barramatjara mounds of ochre forty times older than the Alps or Rockies, they would have spoken through Mungina’s didjeridoo.

Curiously, the didj came from the tropic north, not the deserts the dancers considered their home. White settlement had mixed peoples up. But whatever evils it had visited on Mungina, it had alerted him to the existence of the didj of the northern tribes, in which instrument he had become an easy master, a sort of joking James Galway of the holy tube of eucalyptus wood.

Paul’s didj was not at his side at the moment but had been stowed in the closet up the back with all the businessmen’s coats!

Beside Paul Mungina sat the sober Philip Puduma, who was both a tribal elder and a devout Christian. He hadn’t attended jazz clubs or seemed to be much tempted at all by terrible New York. Sometimes he had complained in a small voice about how bitter the city’s autumn was.

Then, third row from the nose cone, McCloud had the aisle, and the fifth troupe member, a renowned horserider and stock drover in the Barramatjara country, a man named Tom Gullagara, nicknamed Cowboy, was already asleep, sitting formally straight in the window seat. A quiet, measured drinker, a man who waited in the corner for women with the wit to find him, Cowboy Tom had lived high in New York, but without making the sort of noise about it Bluey couldn’t help himself making.

McCloud himself had for his various reasons stayed up late in New York, even by the standards of performing groups. His vision was now ochred and speckled from whisky excess, and he thought he might even have a minor tremble. He had needed throughout the tour to keep an eye on the fragile Bluey, and to be with the troupe in the small hours when they were looking for somewhere to go. Apart from Phil Puduma, who’d suspected the city’s Satanic openness, they loved New York for its business-at-all-hours air.

McCloud’s own guilty sense now was that his wife Pauline had assumed the role of, or been manoeuvred into being one who kept office hours and rose early to talk to bus companies or make airline reservations – all this even though she was not on the tour payroll. She didn’t always go out with them on those late-night adventures. Her professional sense told her that someone had to be at the base in the hotel, ready to take to the streets if necessary to explain to policemen Bluey’s volatile blend of innocence and worldliness. Someone had to explain in emergencies what they would never themselves explain, that they were not brothers in the New York sense. They were not party to either the wisdoms or the griefs of the black underclass. They were Barramatjara tribesmen, and their history was sad, yes, but – even by the standards of this city – fantastical.

Not that there were problems worth mentioning during their New York nights. Yet too often McCloud arrived at Pauline’s bedside in a brittle condition to find her sleeping lightly, and with a frown, as if like a doctor on call, prepared for interruptions.

McCloud’s experience of New York, the city which was now an unregarded wet blur outside Tom Gullagara’s window, hadn’t earned him tranquil sleep, and he knew that all night over the Atlantic and Ireland and Western Europe he would be hollow and tremulous and remorseful.

To start with, Pauline was at the back of the plane. He’d hoped that seat vacancies up here would leave him a chance to approach one of the stewards. “My wife’s back there – you see, my ticket’s paid for by other parties. Whereas she’s travelling at her own expense. I wanted her to switch seats but she’s determined. I don’t suppose she could …”

The naïve impulses of McCloud’s imagination could too readily envision her in a large seat, appeased by the superior booze and food of this end of things. The informed regions, however, projected the exact frown she would wear above the luxury items, wishing she had the proper amplitude of love in which to relish them.

In wanting Pauline up here, at the front of the plane, McCloud couldn’t help favouring his simplest suspicions. They were his only source of guidance, and had failed him so consistently in the past that he was addicted to them, sealed to them by habitual pain.

All around the troupe, square-jawed and tired-eyed businessmen were disposing their fancy briefcases in lockers, or slinging wads of computer printout negligently onto their seats, data to be devoured during the flight, indices to their coming success in West Germany. The most notable figure, however, was a handsome Japanese woman of about thirty or perhaps even thirty-five years. She was ridding herself of her coat, putting it into the hands of a steward.

She was a chatterer, and the tendency seemed to have been wound to a high pitch by – perhaps – the exhilaration of this journey. She talked a lot in a cowboy drawl which marked her as an American Japanese. What did they call them – Nisei, Issei? She couldn’t have been in business like the eaters of data. For she was dressed exactly the wrong way for flying on business – in an undulant green dress suitable only for a cocktail party.

“Why thanks, honey,” she told the steward who had taken her coat.

Even in the chastened condition his New York experience had put him in, McCloud felt an aesthetic duty to savour the wonderful contrast between her cowboy voice and her broad Asian face.

From the seat in front, however, he heard Paul Mungina murmur, “Bloody Nip!”

For Paul was an old-fashioned patriot and xenophobe. As an instance, he believed in the Queen of England and Australia and wouldn’t hear a fashionable, republican word against her. And he believed too in the idea that the Japanese had once, during World War II, done frightful things to innocent Australian boys. The fact that supposedly innocent Australian boys had done terrible things to Mungina’s tribe – including a massacre of some twenty-seven Barramatjara souls around a desert waterhole on the Northern Territory border as late as 1929 – had done nothing to diminish Paul’s respect for Australian institutions and myths. The triumphs and the martyrdoms of Australia’s army belonged to Mungina, were part of his story of the world, more than they were for McCloud himself, the white manager of dance troupes, worldling and novelist-by-intent.

McCloud heard the Japanese cowgirl say, “My, my!” as she accepted a fluted glass from a stewardess. “This Californian, honey?”

“It’s French,” said the stewardess, showing the label.

“My God,” said the woman. “You folks certainly live on the whole hog up here at the front of the plane!”

It seemed that she had been luckily bounced upwards, as the dance troupe had been themselves in view of their New York success. He with them. He wondered what booking accident had got her here, and wished it had befallen Pauline.

There was only one seat left – and that in the smoking section. The last passenger now shuffled in. He was dressed far less carefully than the businessmen who had already arrived. He had an old-fashioned, scuffed briefcase of the kind he had probably brought out of boyhood with him. His shabbiness marked him infallibly (McCloud thought) as British rather than American. He wore a yachting jacket which was not intended to fool anyone, and it was flecked either with ash or dead skin, the fallout of a whiskified middle life.

“Do you have spirits?” he asked the girl who was offering him a drink. She explained that there was no whisky until they were certain thousands of feet above the earth.

“Then I’ll wait,” he said. “If you don’t mind, love.”

To McCloud, this man looked all at once ill beyond bearing, hungover at least to the same limit as McCloud himself, and barely consoled by sleep. From his unfashionable briefcase he took a book printed in German, slung it on his seat. Then he disposed of his case, flopped, and lit a cigarette.

So that was it. Every damn seat was done for now.

In the front row, Wappitji ordered a 7-Up, as if to teach Bluey moderation. But Bluey insisted on champagne. “Champers,” he intoned, as if he were an English rake.

McCloud noticed the scuffed Englishman watching Wappitji and Bluey from across the aisle. With frank interest he studied first them, then the dancer and the musician in the next row, and then McCloud himself and Tom Gullagara. He rose and approached McCloud, a cigarette in his hand in spite of the No Smoking sign.

“You’re with that dance troupe?” he asked McCloud. “The famous Abo one?”

“Yes,” said McCloud. He took the hand the man offered, and said who he was: McCloud; troupe manager.

The Englishman shook his hand. “I should tell you, everyone was talking about them in Manhattan. Absolutely everyone!”

“Yes,” McCloud laughed. The idea of the troupe’s glory produced in him a sort of pride and a wry joy. “I know all about it.”

But as always when the troupe casually attracted frenzies of approval, McCloud thought one way or another of the novel he had taken the opportunity during the tour to leave with six New York publishers. No one was talking about it. Everyone was talking about the Barramatjara Dance Troupe, and they didn’t even relish fame. Fame was an irrelevance to them. Only for their manager was it a raging and unrequited need.

“But tell me,” said the Englishman, dropping his voice, “they don’t have any sense of high culture, do they? Isn’t it a case of they dance because they dance because they dance? Isn’t that so? They don’t dance for the same reason the kids at the Juilliard or Covent Garden do, that’s for sure.” The voice dropped theatrically further. He was not so much a man being wary of his opinions. He was playing at it though. “So, given that, isn’t there something artificial to their appearing in dance theatres?”

McCloud didn’t want to discuss this question. He had already earnestly faced it from a dozen ageing and wrinkled Manhattan smartalecs at receptions for the troupe; while the Barramatjaras cut their sundry swathes through cocktail receptions in New York, he’d been stuck with the sour enquiries.

He knew it was based on some knowledge of what people annoyed him by calling primitivism. But it was so clever an idea that it missed everything, it disqualified the questioners from the Barramatjara joy.

For he had learned that the troupe had their cogent reasons for dancing.

“In one sense, you’re right,” he said. He didn’t like talking about the dancers like this, in the third person, in the anthropologist mode. But Tom Gullagara was comatose for the moment, and the others could not hear. “People come to see them for that very reason. That they don’t care. And believe me, they don’t care. Not in that artistic sense. And that’s why they succeed.”

“Sure,” said the Englishman, mocking McCloud as a sentimentalist.

“Don’t worry. They’ve got a powerful motive to dance.”

“And what’s that?” asked the Englishman.

“They want to civilise us.”

“No,” said the Englishman, turning away with lenient little guffaws. “No. Sorry. I’m sure they’re dynamite. But I just don’t go for that.”

They’re civilising you, McCloud considered saying, but he’d said too much anyhow, that idea of the Barramatjara on a humanising mission: something Bluey had confessed in anger one morning, something not meant to be repeated or used against any stray Englishman.

So McCloud switched back to mere questions of art. He was surprised to notice that although he wanted to rout the man, he wasn’t as angry with him as he expected. The fellow had a crooked charm of some sort.

“As for the other kind of stuff,” McCloud continued, “you know, the dance and the art. I just wish we could all stop ourselves trying too damn hard. Because they can, and people love it.”

The Englishman seemed to have had his fun out of the argument and now he dropped it. He stubbed out a cigarette and said his name was Victor Cale, and that he worked for the Daily Telegraph.

He now did an awkward knee bend until he was on a level with Tom Gullagara’s window. He squinted out through the Perspex and the rain at slurred, meaningless lights. “I hope we’re not too much delayed. This French lollywater they’re handing out is no use to me. Scotch is more or less heart, blood and gender to me. Wouldn’t say so in front of the wife. You wouldn’t happen to have any duty free, would you?”

McCloud said he hadn’t. The Englishman off-handedly cursed himself for not having gone to the trouble of fetching some.

“But I didn’t have time, you see. I had to interview the Secretary of State at the Helmsley Palace, and the bastard was late!”

The Englishman glanced around then, looked dolefully at the happy woman in the green dress and, like a genuine dipsomaniac, did not seem to see her, except perhaps as a debased being satisfied with French fizz.

Meanwhile Pauline McCloud was back there, amongst the seats in the tail. Her elbows tucked in in the narrow limits of one of the middle seats, she faced a night journey which refused to begin and which she doubted the wisdom of making in any case. In that crowded tail McCloud wouldn’t even be able to sit beside her and try appeasement. They could perhaps have a muffled, elliptical talk outside the bank of lavatories, while polite fraus – returning from visiting their war-bride sisters in New Jersey – came and went, excusing themselves.

The Englishman wandered off without warning. McCloud could hear him – genially imperious – urging a steward to release some whisky to him. The steward invoked a new federal regulation. The bar, at least as regards spirits and cocktails, was to remain sealed until the plane achieved international airspace.

“Come on, man,” Cale could be heard saying, slipping ironically into the New York idiom in a way which should have made the steward want to hit him. “The Grand Republic lies behind us, sonny Jim. Either we crash at take-off, son, in which case my blood alcohol will be burned off, wouldn’t you say? Or else we’re as good as in God’s own sky right now.”

Glancing over his shoulder, McCloud saw the steward pressing some whisky miniatures and a glass with ice into Cale’s hand.

“You’re a Christian, man,” said Cale satirically.

Bluey Kannata had risen from his seat, climbed over Wappitji’s legs and come sauntering down the aisle. He nodded sagely at Mungina the didj player, and had just about passed McCloud when he bent like a bird swooping, an appropriately balletic movement which startled McCloud just the same.

“Hey mate,” he whispered. “They give the Pommy bastard whisky, mate. Why don’t they give us whisky?”

“He had to be rude to them to get it,” McCloud told Bluey.

McCloud could feel Bluey’s impishness like a minor electric crackle in the air. “I reckon it might be some more of that race discrimination, mate? What do you say?”

But he was smiling in his crooked way. All the curses he had so recently believed to have descended on him were forgotten.

“No. Listen, Bluey, just go to the toilet like a dancer on tour and leave it till we take off. The Englishman had to admit he was an alcoholic out loud.”

“Well,” said Bluey, “a little more working on it, and you and I could fit that ticket. Eh, mate?”

But then with one quick, sombre wink, he had straightened and gone.

It was believed that men of Whitey Wappitji’s or even Bluey Kannata’s level of knowledge could render themselves invisible. Could insert themselves through an aperture in time and inhabit for a moment a parallel but not apparent world or scheme, but one from which they could intrude and act on the seen and the known. Critics had even said Wappitji and the others danced like that, always on the edge of disappearing, a remarkable but habitual achievement. Not art so much as shadow play.

Sometimes, as now with Bluey, they even walked like it.

In following Bluey’s hypnotic passage aft, McCloud’s eyes met those of the Japanese-American woman, the Nisei or Issei in the green dress.

“Hello,” said McCloud.

“Hello to you,” she replied. “Daisy Nakamura.”

She had surrendered her name innocently and without caution. In the same spirit, McCloud surrendered his.

The captain had just announced that they were waiting for a wheelchair passenger. There was so much demand on airport wheelchairs tonight, he’d told them in that rural, easy way favoured by airline pilots; the voice of the common man exalted to technological management of this prodigious machine.

“If it weren’t for the big winds off the Great Lakes,” the Nisei or Issei woman told McCloud, her face succulently earnest, “we’d be hours late into Frankfurt. When I flew out of Flagstaff at dawn, there was I swear a fresh three feet of snow on the ground and it was drifting. You couldn’t see the San Francisco Peaks. I had those winds on my tail all the way flying here, couldn’t drink a cup of coffee it was so rocky. But the weather’s a little milder now. We should get what’s called positive assistance over the Atlantic, but it won’t spill our drinks.”

McCloud took in the fine, broad features leaning towards him across the aisle, her sublimely-sculpted features. He could imagine some airline official assuring her at the check-in counter, Oh no, ma’am, no more weather problems. From now on only positive assistance.

McCloud kept watch over any reflex desires though. He wanted to achieve a worthiness, a greater mana perhaps, against the time he would get a chance to speak to Pauline.

“Where are you from, Mrs Nakamura?” he asked. He risked the Mrs since there was something connubial about her which denied the evidence of her single-girl green cocktail dress.

“Oh, I’m from a place named Budapest. Northern Arizona. Navajos and Mormons and cowboys called Kelly and Campbell! And then truckers – there’s always scads of truckers! And Colorado River rafting guides and back-country mule-wranglers. That’s about the sum-total of the Budapest traffic. This is just about my first time out of Arizona, though I did go to Salt Lake once to see the Temple up there, the one with the golden angel on the spire. It’s certain it’s my first time out of the US.” She dropped her voice. “Why, I bought no more than a small coach ticket, and here they just upped me to first class as if I knew the Board of Directors. See, what happened, they gave my pre-selected seat to a fairly antsy asthmatic gentleman who always takes a particular bulkhead non-smoker. That meant there was just one other place they could put me. The luck of the Irish!”

She could laugh very ripely, like a woman who had not yet learned to be careful. McCloud felt sure Pauline wasn’t laughing like that, back there in her straitened seat.

“Your friends?” said Daisy Nakamura, gesturing towards the dance troupe. “They’re African gentlemen or something?”

He told her who they were.

“Wild!” she said. “You don’t mean it! You say they paint the set they’re going to dance on?”

“Yes. And not just with any designs. With designs they own, that they’re entitled to use. People come at noon, bring a hamper with smoked turkey and champagne and watch them work all afternoon, getting, the dance cloth ready, painting the designs. And then in the evening, without rehearsal, they dance around what they have painted. Well, almost without rehearsal. They need what are called lighting and technical rehearsals …”

“I’ll be switched,” Daisy Nakamura breathed. “Out our way, we got the Navajo like I said. Very mysterious people too.” She waved her hand, as if resisting a burning sensation. “Very mysterious, sir, let me tell you. And some Hopi too, working on a water project. Mysterious-er still. Heavy dudes! Mean drinkers, the ones that’re drinkers. Real mean drinkers. Though there’s no meaner a drinker than a Mormon breaking the rules of a lifetime!”

In the end McCloud could not in the course of talk help asking why she was going to Frankfurt?

She volunteered the information that she had a sister who was married to an American officer in West Germany, at an airfield not far from Munich. She hadn’t seen the sister for six years. “Now I’m a widow,” she said improbably, since her sumptuous green dress seemed to have little to do with widowhood. “I want to be close to family, you know how it is. When I was married to Mr Nakamura, Ronnie … my life was so full I just didn’t have the urge to go visiting. And we were so busy with the roadhouse. We have this roadhouse called the Polka Barn. Ronnie bought it from a Polish gentleman who wanted to move to San Diego. You can only work those long hours with someone you have a special thing with, like Ronnie and me. We had a special thing.”

Pitiable remembrance had entered her face.

“I’m sorry,” she continued. “I suppose I’m lucky, with a chance to visit my sister. The leisure to go all the way over there to Frankfurt.”

With a lustrous sensuality still shining in her face, even in bereavement, how the gentlemen of Budapest, Arizona, must have longed to offer her fraternal comfort!

She said, as if in fact she read the thought, “Oh, I had lots of friends. Ronnie never was strict. And he was a good quarter century older than me. What they call an Issei. Him and his parents were in the detainment camps out there in the wilderness during the big war, and my parents were too, though the two sets didn’t really know each other well. Ronnie himself was a kid in the camps, and his brother fought in the American Issei battalions in Italy and was killed. When the war ended, my folks were scared of going back to California, so they stayed on in Arizona, market gardening near Flagstaff. Arizona people aren’t too bad. Very short on college professors, a place like Budapest. Very short on great minds of the Western world and table manners. Kind of limited, like I suppose I am. But not bad people. If you stick with them.”

She hooded her eyes and let her mind run on the clientele of the Polka Barn and the populace of Budapest.

“And I had lots of these friends, guys who were casual with me, and Ronnie was kind of lenient. But when Ronnie went, all those friends, men and women, didn’t mean anything at all, sir. All I wanted to do was draw close to my own blood, to my sister and the others. Why, I went all the way out to Los Angeles, to the Japanese fishing fleet, for the Shinto funeral of an uncle I’d only met when I was a kid, and never once since. I really liked that – that was a real funeral. The Shinto priest chanting in a beautiful black robe, and the fishing boats bobbing around out there behind his head on the Los Angeles River. Oh my, I even grew a little sad that Ronnie and I were Methodists. But you can’t be Shinto in a town like Budapest. It’s a town with some goodwill and nice people. But their range don’t extend to Shinto.”

A sudden shriek of engines told Mrs Nakamura that she couldn’t pursue any further for the moment the question of ancestral religion versus Methodism in Arizona. One of those plane-tug machines had torn them away from their inertia and was harrying them out into the dark, towards what McCloud thought of as the unlikely duty of taking wing.

There was always this excitement for McCloud to anticipate: by the end of a long flight, the aircraft seemed an entirely different vehicle than it had seemed at the start, as if while it sliced through the time zones it left some of its old nature behind and grew new matter, a new atmosphere, appropriate to the fresh hours it was screaming towards. Not even smoke fug nor the stale recycled air ever convinced him it was otherwise.


TWO

TAKING OFF AND TAKING OVER

From the trolley he ordered white wine – he would have enjoyed Scotch, the drink of the man from the Telegraph, Cale. But then Whitey Wappitji, on his way to the toilets, might see and give that little ironic flinch of the forehead and eyes, the one which implied that as a troupe they, McCloud maybe in particular, weren’t setting Bluey Kannata much of an example.

Waiting for the wine, McCloud stood up and explained to a steward dispiritedly, without any hope of favours, that he was going back to visit his wife. The plane banked briefly and he had a glimpse of Long Island suburbs below, and the Atlantic blackness beyond. Probably even down there, a long way north-east of the magic city, they had seen Whitey, Bluey, Paul Mungina the didj man on their televisions. They had seen Cowboy Tom Gullagara and Philip the Christian. The more modest fame he himself had come to New York for had evaded him, and despite his professional joy at the Barramatjaras’ unrivalled success, those moist lights below struck him now with a deadly wistfulness.

He was pleased when the plane levelled back so that he could see nothing but the soothing darkness. Reaching up from the windows to the limits of space’s infinite parabola.

He’d brought with him to New York – a justifiable mix of business with business – his short stories in a paperback edition with a terrible cover, and his unpublished novel. The novel had consumed three years – he’d gone freelance to finish the thing, becoming a part-time tour administrator rather than the full-time one he had been, getting more work that way than he would have liked to but still not enough to add up to an economic existence of his own.

Pauline was therefore his true patron. She went on working all throughout. She founded her own small company and became what he, by writing his book, forfeited becoming – a serious, known-in-the-trade tour administrator. She was wonderful at it. She could fly a youth orchestra and its instruments from Melbourne to Leningrad, she could ensure they all got through customs and onto the bus and into their beds at the hotel, and determine that coffee and pastries awaited them off-stage during rehearsal breaks. She was impeccable at that sort of thing and in heavy demand. The truth was that this tour of the Barramatjara Dance Troupe was seen as too small in scope to waste her time with, and so her dilettante husband had been approached to manage it.

Her dilettante husband had then proposed to her that the Barramatjara tour would be painless, a journey she could come on to spend time with her spouse away from the complications which beset the big tours she handled.

The idea behind his being a dilettante arts administrator was that his sacrifice of career and time would be returned to the McClouds by the end of the American tour, when publishers would compete to reward him for his great antipodean tale.

In the writing, he had used – looting and consecrating at the one time – their childhoods, his and Pauline’s, and the pattern of their parents’ marriages as the material of the story. This was the most serious ancestor-worship he had ever committed himself to. He had spent a larger part of the three years in a state of exaltation over the book, the peculiar permanence it would give to his memories and his parents and even – by extension – to the brisk, reliable, pretty woman he had married.

While the extraordinary Barramatjara Dance Troupe were being photographed by Vogue or Harper’s Bazaar, he had been in the office of an agent far downtown whose name had been given to him. The agent was intelligent to the point of scaring him, but her cramped little office in Hudson Street had a “little-magazine” atmosphere to it, as if she represented many of the worthy, a few of the famous, and none of the rich.

She had received a copy of his novel weeks before, and McCloud had hoped that the gimcrack bookshelves, the yellowing stacks of New York Review of Books, the old-fashioned desk, the battered steel door with its obsolescent steel bar – the sort of out-of-date security device which stated most directly and most brutally that this office sat, and this woman breathed, in a besieged city – that all that would be transmuted to a sort of glamour by her literary enthusiasm for his book.

She had certainly approved of his book. But no one abandons a career, strains forth and weighs sentences for three years for the sake of approval. Instead of declaring it unique, she mentioned a dozen obscure American books of which it reminded her. She implied that it was already treading water in a flooded market. But that she might be able to find a place for it.

She had sent copies to nine publishers, she said; three of whom had, while Wappitji and Bluey exercised their casual dominance over the American media, rejected it. The agent did not say reject. She used the term passed on it. An imprint, as they called it, a section of a large publisher but with its own line of books, generally worthy ones, had made an offer – $10,000, which the agent thought she could up to $12,000.

“Four thousand dollars per year, that means,” said McCloud. “Because it took three years to write.”

“It’s rotten,” the agent agreed. “It’s normal. But God knows, there are possibilities. Books do get found and taken up. They attract paperback and movie deals …”

But he didn’t really want wealth, he tried to explain. It was that he wanted to be taken seriously as an artist, and some instinct of his told him that in this commercial republic publishers took writers seriously with money.

He hadn’t had the nervous strength yet to confront Pauline with this offer conveyed to him, without promises of certain acclaim, by the agent. Just the same he knew Pauline would take it better than he had. She might actually be proud of him for finding a New York publisher; it wasn’t in any case the major question of her life. She would forgive all too easily a failed literary husband. If he wanted it, she would make all-too-generous room for him in her company.

He didn’t know what to do in this matter of the imprint’s offer. As the agent had said, it was very likely better to cast your bread upon the waters.

Making his way aft, he was half-hoping that the aisles would be full of cocktail trolleys so that he could have a pensive few minutes dawdling behind them. But the way to the back of the plane was totally clear. All the passengers wore a locked-in, dazed look under the needlessly severe lighting.

He stopped by her seat. She was jammed in between a plump man determinedly taking up space to one flank. To the other was a freckled and raw-boned young mother holding a sleeping baby, and a scholarly-looking young Pakistani or Arab reading U.S. News and World Report. She should not try to haul herself over the fat man, he indicated by gesture. She should essay the mother and child and the Pakistani/Arab and meet him at the back.

This was not easily performed without crushing and waking the baby. But the young student of international affairs made things easy by standing in the aisle. Pauline thanked him with a nice, sad-eyed smile.

Before meeting the Hudson Street agent, McCloud had of course envisioned a time when they would both fly ceaselessly together, gusted across oceans by weatherfronts of literary applause.

When Pauline and McCloud reached the toilets at the back, he poured two cups of water and handed one to her. She didn’t refuse to take it – thank God, she didn’t play such heavy-handed symbolic games. But she did refuse to take it without question.

“What’s this for?”

“To stop our brains from drying out. At this altitude, I mean.” He drank his in front of her, as if he was displaying to a child the lack of tartness in a given medicine. She began to sip hers.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FLYING HERO
CLASS

Thomas Keneally





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
SCEPTRE





