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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This story is informed by documents on the public record, interviews conducted by me and the work of other writers.


Much of what is written of Lindsey Rose’s direct experience is based on what he told me and often was impossible to verify independently. Where there were contradictory accounts I have depicted what seems most likely (other than a few cases where the conflict is shown).


While I believe all of the events described took place, many of the episodes contain creative reimagining of those events. Enough has been written elsewhere on the ‘greater truth’ sought by such an approach – and the pitfalls. Any resulting error most likely falls from me rather than my sources.


The names and circumstances of many people have been changed as a courtesy or for ‘legal reasons’. For similar reasons (but also for narrative economy) some ‘characters’ are amalgams of different people, some of whose identities were never known to me.


I did not interview any friend or relative of the people murdered by Lindsey Rose. I was advised that most people in this terrible position prefer not to be reminded of such painful memories. For any hurt this book may cause you, I am sorry.


CMcC




PROLOGUE


Penny didn’t get it.


She’d come to visit and she hadn’t heard him – didn’t want to hear the answer – and now she was gone. He removed his glasses and his prison cell became a sunken cabin.


That wasn’t how it was supposed to go.


She’d been fifteen when she began writing to him in prison – a few months before that pointless farce of a trial. Her letters contained the minutiae of teenage life: her school, her mother and stepfather – a relatively normal life (no-one else knew the truth of her father) – and he’d offered fatherly advice if the opportunity came.


In recent years her letters had kept to the script but sometimes she’d drop hints and then he knew the question was still there, woven into the fibres of every page: Why do I have a father who murdered five people?


When you’re older, Penny, when you’re older I’ll try and explain it to you.


She was older now, nineteen. Soon, he’d written recently, soon I’ll tell you how I turned to The Dark Side. I am your father.


She had replied immediately. How could he be so insensitive, making Darth Vader jokes about taking other people’s lives? And soon after that, Penny’s maternal grandfather had died and Penny was in New South Wales for the funeral so she’d come to visit her dad. Her first visit as an adult and it had been a bust.


He stood as she was led in. The reticent teenager of her last visit was gone. In her place the smart blouse and skirt of the budding lawyer that she was and a determined gait coming at him. As she drew close he saw the blue flint in her eyes, his own, and her mother’s clenched jaw. He was hoping to find a way to bridge the bottomless ravine that was their relationship, but he could see resolve built into the tension of her shoulders. For now he’d let her set the agenda.


The hug was business-like and they sat.


‘You killed people. How could you … Why would you do that?’


He’d imagined writing her a series of letters so she’d have an understanding of his life and what had brought him to criminality. He’d explain how he’d been bullied and stood over all his life, tried to do the right thing for so long. But he’d never got around to sending those letters and there, in the room with him, she’d wanted to know. So he began with the story, just the start, of himself as a young boy and his mother, Glenda.


His mother, the despot, had died only a few months before. After all the booze and the pills and then the strokes and the surgery, it was a miracle the brain aneurism had waited so long to claim her. The prison psych had come in and told him she was dead and waited for a reaction which never came. He felt nothing – not even a glimmer of satisfaction at the death of this woman he’d learned to hate with a vengeance. Now that she was gone he had no reservations about speaking of her disposition and from there he planned to explain to Penny why he later came to despise all bullies for exercising power over others. But he never made it that far.


‘How can you sit there and make excuses for yourself?’ Penny said.


He could’ve explained it to her, why describing the origins of his criminality was different to making excuses for it. But if she didn’t want to hear it, why should he have to bend over backwards?


‘Well, if you don’t want to know, don’t ask,’ he said.


Her face turned to granite and he shrugged his shoulders at her silence. He knew it was his stubborn streak, but the moment he’d uttered those words the decision had been set in stone and he couldn’t go back now.


‘So, how’s your mother?’ he asked. ‘Still crazy?’


She shook her head at him, incredulous, and changed the subject. Then it was small talk; news about the rest of the family, university – she was passing law with flying colours – and he made all the right noises.


And now he could almost pretend that this girl – his – this woman, was part of his life and even that she was pleased to be in his company. She told him more about her life, another world, and their surroundings fell away. He saw the strength in her – she’d be okay.


At the end of the hour they stood and she hugged him briefly, a kiss on the cheek and a final sizing up, and when she turned to go Long Bay snapped back into focus like a flashbulb and enveloped him.


Now he sat wiping his spectacles in his blurry cell and put her from his mind, turned on the television for the background noise.




PART 1


When people look at the dangerous violent criminal at the beginning of his development process rather than at the very end of it they will see, perhaps unexpectedly, that the dangerous violent criminal began as a relatively benign human being for whom they would probably have more sympathy than antipathy.


LONNIE ATHENS,
THE CREATION OF DANGEROUS VIOLENT CRIMINALS1
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The rabbit never had a name.


The boy’s mum was at the pub and his gran was having a lie down and when he was alone with Maxie like this, the backyard was their dominion. It was Maxie’s idea to take the rabbit out of its cage to play with. They chased the white floppy rabbit around the yard. It was slow, fat from being cage-bound, but still fast enough to elude the boys’ grasping hands. When it hopped between the smaller boy’s feet he stifled the shriek, not wanting to wake Gran.


Two small boys with identical eyes, pale like the rabbit’s. Though Maxie’s hair was dark and the small boy’s red, both had squarish heads framed by curls and with the similar set of their mouths they could be mistaken for brothers. But Maxie was the other boy’s uncle, barely two years older.


Midafternoon, late summer, the sun still had bite and across the patchy lawn they darted, in and out of the shade of the old paperbark, mid-peel, its pink trunk adorned with fibrous streamers. Maxie held the rabbit and then the smaller boy saw him drop it on the end of a log that fronted a flower bed. It might have been an accident but the second time was deliberate and Maxie laughed and the boy, three years old, wanted to play too. He hugged the rabbit to his chest and its legs kicked feebly into his thigh. The white fur was comforting in its softness and he beamed at Maxie and took his turn to drop the rabbit on the log.


After a while the rabbit hair began to itch their arms and necks, which were sticky with sweat and grime, and then Maxie saw that the rabbit wasn’t moving anymore and they laid it down in the backyard and left it on the grass and went inside.
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When I first drank beer with Lindsey he’d already killed three people. Oh, we had no idea.


He’d walk into the front bar of the Burwood Hotel and he’d scan the room. To the eyes he met and knew he’d nod a hello, or perhaps he’d bellow it if it was late-night noisy, and if I’d looked up from the form guide or the pool table I’d look away and hope it was me he came to talk to. He was ebullient and he would give you his full attention. It was 1988 and, it turned out, we barely knew him at all.


The stagecoach began running from Sydney to Parramatta in 1814 and – if it survived the muddy track and the prolific bushrangers – it would stop and change horses at Burwood, about halfway. When I moved to Burwood in 1988 the muddy track had long since been transformed into Parramatta Road and those bushrangers … well, they’d long died out, of course, but their presence echoed through the decades, living on in subsequent generations of desperate, broken men.


Burwood was a staging area for me too: a twenty-minute train ride to my city office job and a bit longer the other way to Macquarie University, where I studied three nights a week. I suppose Burwood must have been a fairly sleepy suburb overall, but my ant-trails only took me along two busy streets – Burwood Road (the train station and the Burwood Hotel) and Belmore Street (past the shopping centre car park to our block of flats) – so it was always a bustling hive of activity to me.


The Burwood Hotel had a saloon bar with two pool tables and a linoleum floor and a lounge bar at the back. We drank in the saloon bar, the ‘front bar’. At the end of every night the barmaid, Jean, would call last drinks and we’d get in another round and stay put until she was screaming at us to Fuck off and go home the lot of youse because, unlike us, she had somewhere better to be. They may have actually hosed down the floor after we left each night, though I couldn’t say for sure.


I was there with my flatmates Eric and Steve most nights. If you’ve ever done it, you’ll know – spend twenty hours a week in your suburban hotel and you soon get to know the other regulars, the ‘locals’. There were maybe twenty hard-core locals at the Burwood Hotel. I didn’t know their last names, their phone numbers; we didn’t send each other Christmas cards. But I’d got to know some of them well enough that after work I’d cross Burwood Road from the train station and walk straight in and there’d always be someone I knew to have a chat with, or a game of pool. And often that someone was Lindsey.


His attendance pattern was patchy – a few times a week for long periods then we wouldn’t see him for months. He had no issue telling us about the brothel he was involved in out west in Campbelltown. The girls were all looked after properly and the local cops got their cut and it was spread around so all the wheels were oiled. Occasionally a green copper would come in and start hassling them and Lindsey would just make a phone call and the problem would go away. I’d heard of prostitution being sanctioned by the cops but it was still an eye-opener to meet someone who would tell you all about it.


Lindsey was good for a chat and a laugh and I remember having drunken one-to-one conversations with him late at night around the pool tables about matters of great philosophical weight – matters so weighty that I remember not a single detail.


And he tended to be the ringleader for extracurricular activities including a series of ‘Burwood Boys’ Nights Out’. I only attended one: a night on the Sydney Showboat. Seventeen of us sat at a long table watching the leggy burlesque show and the boys were getting a bit rowdy but watching each other like schoolkids to see how far we were going to push it (which wasn’t very far).


Another night, a few of us ended up back at Lindsey’s place and Chinese Phil cooked us squid, melt-in-your-mouth, the best I have tasted to this day. And then months would go by before we saw Lindsey again.


As soon as I’d moved in with Eric and Steve I’d joined the fortnightly low-stakes poker game that they’d been playing for years with these older blokes. Chinese Phil eventually became a regular player and one night Lindsey tagged along with Phil. By then I was living in Summer Hill with my girlfriend and more than a dozen of us crammed into our two-bedroom, rented semi. Lindsey rolled up blind drunk with a few grand stuffed down his sock – from a Trifecta win that day, he said – and became the life and rowdy soul of the party. As far as I recall, that poker game was the last time I saw Lindsey as a free man. That was 1994. He’d killed another two by then. Still we knew none of it.


Three years later the late-night TV news showed a police mug shot. The face looked familiar. According to the report, one Lindsey Robert Rose was a person of interest in relation to the murder of two prostitutes at a brothel in the Sydney suburb of Gladesville on Valentine’s Day in 1994. I looked at the face and I heard them say Lindsey Rose and I thought of the Lindsey from the Burwood whose last name I hadn’t known and then I remembered that I’d heard, a few times, people call him Rosie. Even though I’d recognised his face in the mug shot I needed this last clue – Rose, Rosie – to defeat my disbelief. It was him.


I called out to my girlfriend – she’d met him at the poker game – and all she could say was ‘Fucking hell.’ My mind was racing because I’d known him well enough, enjoyed his company, and even though he’d run a brothel nothing like this had even crossed my mind. When Steve heard the news he reacted with a kind of bemused exasperation: ‘Oh mate, what did he think he was doing?’ Eric couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe it – to this day he thinks Lindsey must be taking the fall for someone else.


Two weeks later my insides were still churning.


Perhaps it shouldn’t have been such a surprise. One day I’d found a bullet on the floor beside the pool table at the Burwood. I trousered it, kept it for a few months for no good reason and eventually threw it out with the rubbish. And here was a man who hung about in that same hotel – a pub where you could find a bullet on the floor – and he ran a business of dubious legality, claimed to have paid off corrupt police and knew how to handle himself. But young (nineteen when I met him), naïve and self-absorbed as I was, still no alarm bells had rung.


I’d never seen him lose his temper, let alone get into a fight, but twice I’d seen him avoid fights by menace. Both times the same thing: some drunk guy arguing about the game of pool, whose coin was up next, and Lindsey stepped in and the guy kept arguing and Lindsey – I can picture him clearly in my mind’s eye – would hunch down a little with his head pushed forward, look him right in the eye, point a finger in his face and say: ‘Mate, I’m telling you, I am not the guy you want to fuck with. Let me do you a favour, you do not want to mess with me.’ And he said it with such vehemence that the other guy would back away. After seeing his face on the TV news I thought back to those moments, and the subtext of his threats, and immediately knew that he’d done these things that the police on TV alleged that he had.


Two women lost their lives to Lindsey Rose at Gladesville in 1994 and three other people before that. The walls of their families’ lives came crashing down and so did those of Lindsey’s ex-wife and teenage daughter when police told them some of the history of this man – former lover, loving father – the history of a stranger.


My life carried on as before, but occasionally I’d think about Lindsey and every time it did my head in all over again. Eventually I went to the State Library and read the newspaper articles. The women at Gladesville had both been shot, though one also had her throat cut. In 1984 it was a man and a woman – the man with connections to the Calabrian mafia – both shot. And in 1987 he stabbed a woman to death during a break-in. He was sometimes labelled a former ambulance officer and other times a hitman.


A few phone calls revealed that a copy of the judgment from his trial could be obtained from the relevant court house in the city. When I arrived to collect it I stood at the window; the registrar was out but had left the whole court file for me. The adjacent window was used for receiving bail applications and the man next to me looked uncomfortable in the suit which didn’t hide all of his tattoos. The clerk let me in the side door, into the office, to take a photocopy of the judgment. I was left on my own and I had this fat file with more than two hundred pages and the judgment was only thirty. The other pages were copies of documents produced at trial and I looked over my shoulder and didn’t ask in case the answer was no and kept on copying. I escaped with the first hundred pages and I felt like a super-sleuth. Those pages contained detailed accounts of three murders. Years later Lindsey signed an authority form and I was given legitimate access to the whole file and I copied the rest.


But after that initial foray I took those ill-gotten pages home and read for the first time a forensic examiner’s report of injuries sustained by a murder victim. The reality, the horror, of the violent extinguishment of a human life by another struck me in a way that television murder mysteries do not. As I turned those pages I imagined a ruinous despair haunting the victims’ loved ones for the rest of their lives.


And then I thought back to the Lindsey Rose I’d last drunk with ten years earlier – a relaxed, confident, sociable individual by all outward appearances. How could I reconcile the man I knew with this so-called hitman who had willingly killed five people?


His inner life, his dark side, was hidden from me and I wasn’t the only one. I’ve since spoken to a number of people who knew Lindsey well and that includes his ex-wife, Lydia, who once wrote to me that Lindsey’s choices remained a mystery to her. She had married a different bloke to the one who presented himself as a killer.


But, back in 2004, the visit to the court house had only intensified my curiosity and I wrote to Lindsey, asked if I could visit him in prison.
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Ron Lehman was a postman when he married Glenda O’Malley in 1953. The marriage didn’t last long and in 1955 when their son, Lindsey Lehman, was born, Glenda was eighteen years old and single. So they lived with Glenda’s family: Glenda’s mother, Ethel; stepfather, Jack; and six younger siblings – Morris, Walter, Stanley, Maxie, Stella and Marjorie – ranging from age two (Maxie) to late teens. Maxie also had a twin brother, Neville, who was ‘feeble-minded’ and lived at the North Ryde Psychiatric Centre. Lindsey’s grandfather Jack had been a Rat of Tobruk and he still suffered from what Ethel called shell shock.


This extended family of ten lived in Colin Street, Cammeray – a five-minute drive from the Sydney Harbour Bridge – and Lindsey has only a handful of memories from his early years there.


The local ice-cream vendor would drive his old converted Riley into their street with its bell ringing. He remembers a photo of himself standing by the kerb with his nappy bagging down to his knees, grinning as the ice-cream runs from the cone and down his elbows.


He remembers playing on the road outside their house, and nearby was the dead end of Colin Street and stairs running down to the street below. The first time he escaped, aged three, he ran down those stairs, took a left and then a right, downhill, the street lined with jacarandas and eucalypts, and in front of him was the Cammeray Suspension Bridge with a bush track to the side. Down he went, the track shaded and fern-lined, until he was beside the creek at the end of Tunks Park – a secret wonderland. Two hours later he wandered home, damp and smeared from fossicking at the creek bank. He received a belting, thrashed with the bamboo handle of the feather duster until the welts rose like fat worms on his legs and back and never again was he to leave the end of Colin Street.


And he remembers the pet rabbit.


•


There were few income earners in the house and because money was short they only had one cooked meal a week: a baked dinner on Sunday night. Maxie and Lindsey, the two youngest, would perch at the corner of the dining table and eat in silence for fear of being knocked off their stools.


One Saturday night, after tea, Maxie and Lindsey were still hungry, as usual. It was January, still hot in the early evening, and in another month Max would be starting school. Gran was washing up and Glenda sat in the kitchen in her party dress smoking a cigarette, jiggling her leg. The rest of the family were in the front room listening to the radio. Lindsey and Maxie were playing with a matchbox car under the kitchen table: it was a corroded Hillman Minx that Maxie had found at the playground. One of the wheels was jammed so they slid rather than rolled it across the floor, back and forth between them. Maxie never tired of repetition.


A car horn honked and Glenda took a deep breath and floated out the front door. ‘Bye, boys. Lindsey, do what your gran tells you now.’


‘Where you going?’ asked Maxie, dully, but he was answered only by the slam of the flyscreen.


Maxie and Lindsey looked at each other under the kitchen table, Lindsey grinning conspiratorially in anticipation of what Maxie was going to do next. ‘What she doing?’ said Maxie.


Maxie dragged a chair to the kitchen window and climbed up. The wooden-framed window stuck at first then flew upwards in a rush. Maxie leaned out the window and looked down the driveway to catch a glimpse of his sister. Lindsey climbed up and stood on the edge of the chair on one tippy-toe, straining to see. He was too small so Maxie grabbed him around the waist and lifted him so that Lindsey’s chest was leaning on the sill and he could see down the driveway.


‘Mummy?’ he said, but all he saw was a flash of her ginger hair through the window of a sporty yellow car, wheels spinning for a second as it pulled out and past the end of the driveway.


•


On Sunday Glenda rose late and it was hot again so the adults were sitting in the backyard, under a tree where it was cooler. Max and Lindsey had been fighting. Glenda had flown into a rage and Lindsey had been belted and they’d been banished to separate rooms for the afternoon. They were restless after being inside for so long.


The lounge room window overlooked the backyard and Lindsey stood on the back of the couch and leaned on the sill of the open window and called out. ‘Look at me, Mum,’ he said.


Glenda was drinking sherry and smoking and she ignored the three-year-old and carried on the conversation with her mother and her sister Marjorie. He called again and Marjorie smiled and waved but Glenda turned away.


Maxie jumped up on the couch behind him. ‘Want your mummy?’ he said. ‘Okay.’ He lifted Lindsey’s thighs up higher than his hips so that he slid head-first out the window with its six-foot drop. Lindsey felt a lurch in his gut as the concrete rushed up, taking his field of vision, and into his face and into nothingness.


•


His consciousness rose from blackness, swimming up into confusion. The women were over him and Gran was telling him to wake up and he felt a vice around his head. Then someone sat him up and his brain yawed and he retched. He started to cry but fireworks exploded behind his eyes and he curled his chubby three-year-old fists over his ears and tensed into a whimper, trying to stop the pain.


Eventually Gran took him inside, gave him aspirin and applied gauze to the side of his face that had taken the impact. He spent the remaining daylight hours in his room, dozing fitfully and moaning with the pain. He missed dinner and in the evening he walked out into the living room where Mother and her brothers were sitting.


She looked up from her magazine, a jet of smoke streamed from pursed lips, and back down again. Lindsey’s usual boisterous self had left him as he stood in front of her.


‘What are you looking at?’ she asked. ‘You’re such a nuisance. I can’t even relax without you climbing on the furniture and getting yourself injured. Go back to your room, out of my sight,’ she said.


Lindsey looked around the room, this wavering land of giants. He saw Maxie was lying on the floor at Glenda’s feet with that vacant grin he sometimes got.


‘Maxie,’ said Lindsey, pointing to him. ‘Maxie pushed me.’ He had no other words and swayed left and right in frustration.


‘Well, you’re the one who climbed up there. Now get out!’ said Glenda and lifted her glass of sherry.


He felt the blubber rise within him. He realised he was helpless before them. And he saw that the adults had turned away from him and only Maxie’s empty gaze was on him. His head roared and it was like a feeling of panic and he turned and walked to his bedroom and lay down. Not fair, he thought to himself. Not fair.






From an early age I was bullied by Uncle. He being two years older than me meant he was bigger and stronger and if something in the house got damaged during these bullying episodes, when mother got home, I would get belted pretty good with a piece of bamboo, so I got the daily double. And if Uncle had done something he would blame me and grandmother favoured her son so same result, the feather duster. It built up in me.








•


Then they moved to Long Street, Enfield. A bit more space but in a household of ten his only friends were Moppsy the decrepit cocker spaniel and Mumma Puss the cat. The uncles would always kick the cat so old Mumma Puss would go to Lindsey.


•


Two years later, aged five, he started at South Strathfield Public School, which was on the next street over, High Street.






I remember the first day clearly. I did not have a mat and so shared a mat with a girl named Sharlene and to me she was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. We built castles out of wooden blocks and lined up to ride the rocking horse. Our Kindergarten teacher was an old witch with grey hair and a long protruding chin.








•


In the school holidays, he rose early with his mother or he’d miss out on breakfast. Two slices of toast with jam and a small glass of milk had to last until lunchtime unless he could scavenge something else during the day.


So at 8 a.m., bellies half-full, six-year-old Lindsey and eight-year-old Uncle Maxie watched Glenda walk out the door on her way to work. From the front door they watched until her blue, two-tone Zephyr convertible disappeared around the corner and then they were off and running. They ran to the end of the block and turned right at Homebush Road on their way to Strathfield Park.


They headed for the monkey bars, as usual. The cicadas were deafening as they approached the heavily wooded outskirts of the park. When they reached the first row of gum trees, Maxie started to run. ‘Ha ha, you’re getting pissed on,’ he said. Indeed, a fine mist of cicada urine was falling. ‘Yeah, well, you drink cicada piss, ya weirdo,’ Lindsey shouted back, and started to run as well, trying to keep up.


Past the trees the park opened up into a sports field. It was a weekday, near peak hour, but the sound of the Homebush Road traffic was already subsumed by the background of cicadas and warbling magpies.


They’d hoped to join in the soccer game with some older kids they’d seen the day before, but after an hour mucking around on the monkey bars the only other people they’d seen were old men and a few mums with babies and prams. Maxie was bored and started a new game – throwing rocks at Lindsey as he tried to swing across the monkey bars. Finally he clocked him above the eye and Lindsey fell to the ground. His hip was pounding, bruised from the impact. He stood, fuming, ran at Maxie and tackled him to the ground. But the wrestle was short-lived and Maxie perched on Lindsey’s back and danced his knuckles across his head until he curled into a ball and Maxie tired of it.


Lindsey was puffing hard, refusing to cry, and when Maxie said ‘Let’s go shoot some buses’ he brushed off the beating and went along. Following Maxie to the next adventure was still more appealing than going back to the stifling house.


•


Coronation Parade meets Liverpool Road at an acute angle. There in the grassy triangle, really just a glorified median strip, a World War I sandstone monument with a howitzer on top bears the names of locals who gave their lives.


‘Load shell, Private,’ Maxie yelled from the rear of the gun as traffic streamed by on each side.


‘Shell loaded, Chief,’ Lindsey barked back.


‘Set fuse, Private.’


‘Fuse set, Chief.’


‘Okay, wait for a bus,’ said Maxie, and they both stood at attention looking for targets.


‘Enemy tank sighted, Sar,’ said Lindsey when the next public bus came into view down The Boulevard.


‘Ready … Aim … Fire!’ said Maxie.


‘Boom!’ they both yelled and jumped with the recoil. And fell about laughing. ‘Target destroyed,’ said Maxie. ‘Yay, die you dirty Krauts,’ said Lindsey.


‘Get down off there and bugger off,’ an adult voice yelled. They turned to see the local police sergeant’s face frowning up at them between his blue girth and his peaked cap. ‘Show some bloody respect, why don’t you,’ he said.


Lindsey and Maxie sheepishly climbed down the back of the memorial. ‘Go on, get out of it, you mongrels,’ the sergeant continued and they bolted back down Liverpool Road, lungs bursting, until they were sure they were out of his reach.


•


After school, from the age of seven Lindsey would often end up at the house of either Nick or Noel (not their real names), schoolfriends. Nick’s house was massive; it was the first time he’d met someone with a swimming pool in the backyard and it was in-ground. Noel’s house was more modest so his place was more of a base of operations for neighbourhood skylarking. If they had money – which wasn’t so often – they’d go ten-pin bowling. One afternoon they lost track of time and it was dark when they got outside and Lindsey’s pump-up scooter was gone. It was his pride and joy and someone had stolen it. It was his first loss and he was devastated. When he got home his mother flogged him with the bamboo feather duster for being late and then some more for losing that beautiful scooter.


Noel and Nick both ended up in the military and Lindsey caught up with them from time to time. Later in life it turned out to be quite handy having combat-ready troops on-side.
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Maxie hated walking Lindsey home after school and there they were, Max with three of his schoolmates, waiting at the school’s back gate. They elbowed each other and sniggered. Lindsey feigned indifference, avoiding any trigger to be punched, and kept walking along High Street towards home. He was eight years old and the others were ten. He walked as quickly as he could without seeming to rush, hoping to get a gap on them. Up the road they were more likely to attack – fewer witnesses. But they stayed at his back … cruising. His school bag was slung over his right shoulder and when the foot clipped his heel he put his hands out and the bag came too and he barely kept from kissing the uneven concrete slabs of the footpath.


‘Have a nice trip?’ said one of the jackals.


Maxie guffawed the loudest, revelling in the complicity with the other boys, and chipped in: ‘Yeah, how was your trip, yer little bugger?’


Lindsey considered running but knew they would catch him and then the fall, when it came, would be harder. He stood on the lawn beside the path to let them pass. The first shoved him hard and then again to make sure he fell to the ground. The second quickly pushed his face into the grass. ‘Bindies!’ Lindsey called out as the prickles pierced his lips and forehead. He blocked a couple of punches from the third but copped a hard slap to the back of the head. ‘Four eyes,’ the boy chanted (he’d been fitted with his first pair of glasses only a month before).


Maxie was last and he was the biggest and meanest of them. He couldn’t get close enough, past Lindsey’s thrashing arms and legs, so kicked out as hard as he could. Lindsey felt the boot-tip smash into the bone at the base of his spine and he arched his back in pain, howling. He knew they would stop the beating if he cried enough, so he exaggerated, only a little, the rolling and the groaning.


‘How’s your bum, dicky?’ said one, but they left him alone and ambled up the road. Maxie lagged behind them, looking over his shoulder.


He stood slowly and maintained an old man’s crouch. His school shirt was ripped where a button had pulled away. He cast about for the missing button and started picking bindies out of his face, wincing at the stings. His shirt had dark grass stains across one shoulder so he knew he would be up for the feather duster that evening as well. Yet there was no dread or fear in him. He was only this moment, a throbbing bone in his bum, plucking bindies from his face, looking for a small white button in the thick grass under the shade of tree branches that hung over the fence from an oblivious front yard. Later, waiting for his mother to get home, the dread would start, but for now he held back sobs as he searched and he stood outside himself and watched this pitiful boy fossicking.


Maxie was already a block away, but Lindsey kept looking until he found the button on the other side of the footpath. He started walking and when he’d crossed Telopea Avenue he could see Maxie waiting for him at the next corner. He walked up to Maxie, gingerly, limping, and checked the cross street for the others.


‘They’re gone, don’t worry. You alright?’ Maxie asked, grinning.


‘What do you care, you dirty bugger,’ he said.


‘Come on, let’s stop at Mrs Moore’s. Got any money?’


He knew Maxie had been given two pennies that morning and probably still had them. Lindsey now had a craving for chocolate and wouldn’t be robbed of the single penny he had himself been saving.


‘You can buy your own cobbers today, Maxie.’ There was a stillness in him as he said it and Maxie paused, blinking slowly.


‘Whatever you say,’ said Maxie. ‘Bulldust.’ A word uttered just to fill the space.


They walked to Mrs Moore’s corner shop and bought their cobbers.


•


He was always hungry but most of all in the afternoons. Lunch was no more than two sandwiches and the cobber seemed to have done nothing but intensify the pangs. There’d been nothing in the kitchen he could get away with stealing; Gran always knew how much bread was left and there was otherwise only the uncooked vegetables for that night’s soup. Soup and two slices of buttered bread was all he had to look forward to. So he looked to the plum tree in the backyard and the upper branches looked promising, but when he reached them the fruits were greener and harder than he’d be able to stomach – he’d learned the hard way what happened if he didn’t leave them for a few days more.


He stayed in the tree and admired the view. He was about fifteen feet up and from there he could see into all the neighbouring yards. Three houses up towards Cross Street he recognised a woman watering her garden. Her family were jewellers who had a shop in the city and he remembered because they were nice people and for cracker night they’d brought over spare packing cases and he’d helped to tear up those boxes and feed them into the bonfire that they had every year in their backyard.


‘Hey, dummy, my sis wants ya,’ said Maxie from the back step. The sing-song voice of the dobber – Maxie had told her some lie about the torn school shirt.


A good part of him stayed in the tree and watched his calm self traipse along the lawn towards the back door. Not for the first time he imagined some protector swooping into his house like Superman and taking to Maxie and then his mother with a cricket bat. But the vision dissolved in the face of his despair and he was back in his own skin and then he imagined it was himself with the bat and he was pounding it into his mother’s head and he could hurt his mother like she had hurt him. He blinked his eyes as he caught himself and his body was turbulent in the thrall of his imagined revenge.


Gran, Mum and Maxie were waiting for him in the lounge room. The set of their faces was familiar. He held up a finger – wait – walked back out of the room and returned with the bamboo feather duster. He handed the feather duster to Mother and before a sound could rise from her open throat he turned and punched Maxie hard in the side of the head.


‘I’m about to get belted for your lies. When Mum finishes hitting me I am going to punch you again. And any time I get hit because of your lies I am going to belt you again and again and right in front of Mum.’


Glenda had risen to her feet and Gran backed away with a hand to her décolletage. Silence. Maxie held his face and turned to Glenda, expecting her to unleash a tirade, but Lindsey’s calm fury held the room like a magnetic field and she stood there, pinned. No-one moved and for a minute Lindsey sat in the plum tree and stood in the lounge room glowering at his mother’s ogreish visage until she looked away, releasing the charge, and slumped like a marionette.


•


Lindsey told me the preceding story years after my first prison visit. He’d maintained that his transformation to criminality began in his twenties, but it seemed a bit pat and I felt like something was missing. Eventually I asked just the right question and out it came:


The letter began: ‘This is the first time I have ever told anyone, ever, this: I knew I was a wrong’un early on,’ then he described this turning point in his life when he’d stood up to Maxie and his mother and changed everything.


At my next visit he told me that he spoke to his mother about that day, years after it happened, and asked her why she hadn’t belted him. The look in his eyes had been dangerous, she said. There were hefty ornaments in that room and if he’d gone off the deep end no-one could have stopped him – his grandfather and the older uncles were all out – and no-one would have been safe in that house.


She told him about the time she’d had a fight with her boyfriend, Morrie Pinfield, and how she’d tried to run him over with her car. She’d chased him and actually mounted the footpath to get him.


‘Would you have really done it, if you could?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said Glenda. The look she’d seen in Lindsey’s eyes had been the same look she’d seen in her own eyes in the rear-view mirror of her Zephyr the day she tried to kill Morrie Pinfield, so then she knew that Lindsey had inherited not only her red hair, but also her filthy temper; that scorching, homicidal temper.


•


Maxie tried it on again the next day when they got home from school, but Lindsey was almost as big as his uncle now and the tide had turned. A well-timed punch to the throat and another in the ribs was enough to leave Maxie shocked and gasping. He warned Maxie that if he dobbed on him again there’d be another beating.


Later he realised the truth of Maxie. From time to time they’d all go to visit Maxie’s sick twin, Uncle Neville, who lived at the North Ryde Psych Centre. There was something different about Uncle Neville but Lindsey was too young to understand and no-one told him what it was. On one visit, they were sitting at a table in the visiting room and there were kids there with outsized heads, and Maxie and Neville were sitting together and Maxie was talking to Neville even though Lindsey had long since worked out that Neville was never going to respond, gave no sign of ever noticing when anyone said a word. Maxie was chatting away in his own world, like he was playing with a doll, and the realisation fell on Lindsey like a rug: Maxie was slow. It all made sense. Why Maxie had been coddled, allowed to get away with things. The adults felt sorry for him, Lindsey supposed, for having this mental disability – or they felt guilty for some reason.






Maxie may have been retarded, but he worked it out. If he was going to dob on me, he was going to cop it.








He never touched Lindsey again and the feather duster became the exception rather than the rule. He’d fought fire with fire – and won.
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My police checks have been completed and I have clearance to visit. He is in the High Risk Management Unit (HRMU) in Goulburn2 – better known as Supermax – and the Intel Officer rings me back and says that yes, Lindsey will accept my visit. In my letter I’d hinted at my curiosity about his ‘situation’. Face to face I plan to ask him straight out what he thinks of a book about his life.


I am booked in to visit at 1 p.m. Saturday. On Friday I am at my office job near Sydney’s Circular Quay and I go for beers at lunchtime with one of my workmates and I tell him I am already apprehensive. I have never been near any prison and here I am about to go inside Supermax.


Maud Street, Goulburn, is poorly maintained – no kerbs, no lines, crumbling bitumen – and there’s some sort of abandoned industrial site around the first bend. There is no sign to say ‘prison this way’ so I think I’ve taken a wrong turn until I see the first watchtower and the sign for the visitors’ parking. The car park is a patch of dirt outside the wire fence.


I pass the boom gate at the entrance and check in at the gatehouse. There are forty or so metal lockers and I wait while two other visitors empty their lockers and return keys. The desk is the size of a card table and attended by a muscled, short-haired woman in the standard light-blue Corrective Services uniform. The tattoos on her forearms are embellished with diamante studs.


She asks who I’m visiting.


‘Rose.’


‘He’s in HRMU isn’t he?’


‘Yep.’


I imagine that she pauses for a second before looking back down to make some mark with a highlighter pen on the grid on her table.


‘Don’t think he’s had a visit for a long time.’


‘Oh, really? That’s a shame.’


‘I used to work in that unit. He always had us in stitches.’


She checks my ID and gives me a locker key. Into the locker goes my wallet and watch.


Holding my licence I walk the hundred metres along a pathway through lawn and garden beds towards Visits – a low, brick and glass building up against the high walls of the prison proper. There is a conveyor belt X-ray machine and an airlock-style security entry. I enter the first door and stand on the grey patch that will weigh me. The alarm goes off and I return to the foyer. The tiny locker key has set off the metal detector and I try again after handing the key around the airlock to the guard. Second time lucky.


I’m in a waiting room. I fill in a form and have my licence collected. The décor is bus terminal. No carpet. Lots of stainless steel. Three sets of back-to-back plastic chairs and big glass panels in front of the guards. There are two on duty, but another couple appear from time to time when a batch of visitors are led in. I’ve walked in with a girl, no older than nineteen, and her baby. The other visitors are a mix of women with kids and men in their thirties or forties.


One matriarch is probably late forties but looks sixty. She has that baggy turkey-neck quality right up to her eyebrows and she complains about how the prisoners get overcharged for the few goods they are allowed to purchase. The maximum deposit into a prisoner’s account is one hundred dollars. When one of the young children plays up she tells him: ‘Shut up or I’ll kill ya meself.’


When I collect my form and say who I’m visiting I get another wary look and I can’t tell if it’s because I don’t look like a typical visitor, or because they are naturally suspicious of visitors to Supermax. Or maybe I’m being paranoid.


She asks me to sit as she processes more visitors. A pair of older ladies arrive and the one with the short, bleached hair makes a fuss about the untimely processing of a cash deposit for her son, the prisoner. She speaks accented English through the glass, but bellows in Arabic to her companion. I have read that prisoners of Lebanese background were allocated their own yard when the prison was segregated along ethnic lines in 2001, and they seem overrepresented – in the visits room, anyway.


Everyone is asked if they have visited a correctional facility in New South Wales before and the room is small enough that we hear whatever is said.


‘Yeah, been to Long Bay.’


‘Silverwater and Parklea a couple of times.’


‘Nuh. Been to a couple in Queensland, but.’


‘Well, I went to see m’husband in Long Bay. Then we had a kid together so I went to see him again in Silverwater. Well, he was me ex-husband by then, but I took in the kid to see him. Had to do the right thing di’n I?’


The last is said with some humour, but no-one laughs. It’s not that the atmosphere is desperate – everyone keeps to their own headspace and they comport themselves as they would in a doctor’s waiting room. Staring blankly or talking small. No magazines, though. No-one reads anything.


The room clears and I am called. A small mounted camera takes my picture and an infra-red sensor on the counter takes my left thumbprint. They take three readings for the file then a confirmatory reading by way of check-in.


Visitors are called over a PA and buzzed through a glass door in batches.


Eventually they call me: ‘Visitor for Rose.’


Unlike the other visitors, I have two hefty guards waiting behind the glass to escort me and me alone. I am buzzed through the first glass door and have my thumbprint verified again. Down a corridor there is a heavy stainless steel door and one of the guards stays with me while the other disappears around a corner to let us through from the other side. He works in HRMU and yes, he knows Lindsey.


‘How’s he going? I haven’t seen him for a few years.’


‘Oh, he’s doing alright.’


‘Keeping his spirits up?’


‘I suppose. As much as you can in a place like this. He never causes us any trouble, so we’re happy about that.’


‘Yeah, I hear you’ve got a few troublemakers in here,’ I say. I’m thinking of media reports of inmate behaviour in recent years: hunger strike (Milat), eating razor blades (Milat again), making threats against the Commissioner and an ex-girlfriend (Skaf).


He looks at me and doesn’t answer. Just a half shrug. He’s exhausted his reserves of conversational nicety and the door is opening now anyway. I am led through a loading dock, all concrete, and at the other end another heavy door is unlocked.


Now we’re outside, walking across bitumen. We’re surrounded by towering walls of steel and stone. The smooth steel must be six metres high, topped by razor wire for good measure, and to the left is an enormous locked gate. The far side is a continuous wall of stainless steel and rivets with a door stamped out as if by a giant cookie-cutter. We cross and the cookie-cutter door is unlocked.


In front of us is Supermax – and it looks like a suburban library. Single storey, with textured concrete blocks that imitate sandstone and modest lettering on the front – ‘HRMU’ – shaded by the edge of the sloping Colorbond roof.


We walk in, past another conveyor-belt X-ray machine (it’s off), and I am asked to stand on a box so the guard can swipe me head-to-toe with a hand-held metal detector. He suddenly looks me in the eye and asks if I am carrying any contraband.


‘No.’


‘Steroids for Rose? I guess we’d better do a cavity search, then.’


We all grin rather than laugh out loud.


Through a fifth locked door and I’m in another foyer. Lots of glass so I can see the monitors inside the surveillance post in front of me. To the left a corridor and I can see into the two HRMU visitor rooms and through the glass I see Lindsey, in manacles, being led by two guards.


He’s wearing apricot overalls, heavy canvas, high at the front and tied up at the back with a plastic key – reminiscent of both a straitjacket and a hospital smock. For a second, before he sees me, I get a startling mental flash of Hannibal Lecter: when Jodie Foster first visits him he’s in a glass-fronted room wearing a prison jumpsuit.


But when he sees me, smiles and gives me a thumbs-up the image of Anthony Hopkins is dispelled. I wave back but then return to the business at hand. I’m getting my thumbprint checked for the third time.


The room is labelled ‘HRMU visitor 2’ and once inside we shake hands and say g’day. The guard locks us in, but I barely notice. I’d been unsure if we’d be talking through glass or if I’d feel nervous being face to face, but it’s instantly like being with the old friend that I knew.


The room reminds me of a cafeteria. There’s a small outdoor courtyard surrounded by smooth pastel walls and open to the sky. Inside, half a dozen round metal tables and each has five metal stools less than knee-high. Everything is bolted to the floor except for Styrofoam cups, coffee sachets and teabags.


There is one table in the courtyard and that’s where we sit. He pulls the canvas at his crotch and complains about how uncomfortable the jumpsuit is. After fifteen minutes he starts to sweat in the sunshine and we go to an inside table.


He hasn’t changed much. His face is more jowly than I remembered and he’s missing front teeth (from the ochre tint of their residual stumps I assume he’s lost them from a lack of interest in oral hygiene, but later I discover it was a bar fight in Canberra). Fingers on one hand are nicotine stained, so he gets his quota of cigarettes. He’s still wearing glasses and he still looks over the top of them when he’s trying to make a point.


Halfway through the visit, two of the guards unlock the door and walk in. I have asked to deposit a sum into his prison account and he has to sign a form to accept it.


‘This is going to be worth a lot one day,’ he says to the guard as he signs.


‘Is it?’


‘Nuh.’


‘I thought you were talking about the pen.’


‘Ha ha ha.’


In the Supermax visits room every conversation is recorded – video and audio – and in that first meeting he zips his lips a couple of times when about to mention people or actions that could incriminate others. He’s perfectly comfortable with who he is and what he has done and he tells me a myriad of stories, often punctuated with his infectious, wheezing laugh, his chin drawn down into his throat. But some of his stories involve the misfortune of others – his victims – and I stop myself from joining him in laughter.


We talk for probably an hour and fifteen – impossible to know for sure as I had to leave my watch behind and no clocks are visible anywhere beyond the front gate.


He gets on well with the ‘screws’, he says, and they sometimes allow a few extra minutes if there is no visit to follow. He out-talks me by a ratio of ten to one – which is how I want it – and he talks almost exclusively about himself: stories from the Burwood days, his life in prison and, quite matter-of-factly, some of the details of the murders and why he’d committed them. It would take years for me to make sense of them, make sense of him.


I am surprised at how mundane it seems. We speak like old mates catching up over a beer and the talk of murder and assault should strike me as chilling or disturbing but it does no such thing. Perhaps because I’ve read every graphic detail, the impact wore off long ago. Or perhaps because it was such an unreal situation to be in – it was no more dramatic than discussing the plot of a Tarantino movie.


A guard taps on the glass and holds up five fingers. So I have five minutes and I try to push him for an answer to the question I’d raised early in the conversation: would he help me if I write a book about his life? He’s told me he is concerned for the safety of me, my family, himself and his family, if sensitive information about certain individuals were to be published. Threats have been made. I press and he says he needs to think about it and will write me a letter.


The steel door clanks and opens and the guard calls out ‘a rose by any other name’ and Lindsey is on his way to the door when he remembers to ask me who else I keep up with from the Burwood days. It’s the first question he’s asked about me and I can only tell him about my flatmates of the time, Eric and Steve. He asks me to pass on his regards. ‘Oh yeah, I always thought that Steve was a good bloke.’ And for Eric (whom he called Biggles for his blue bomber jacket) I already know he has a great affection.


We shake goodbye and I need to be locked back in while they escort him away. A quick wave through the glass and then he’s being handcuffed from behind. The animation that’s been on his face for the whole visit is gone and his vacant stare disappears from view.


I’m left locked in the room for five minutes and I try to imagine entering a long stretch in this place. Some of the inmates here will never be released.


Back to the waiting room and my thumbprint is scanned at the same three checkpoints on the way out. Two other visitors are escorted out with me. The older of the two has white hair and looks like an older, softer version of Ivan Milat.


Then it’s collecting ID and returning the locker key and I’m back outside in the dusty and baking car park.
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Lindsey’s father, Ron Lehman, visited infrequently. One year he was due to attend on Christmas Day at the house in Long Street, Enfield. Lindsey was playing with Max in the front yard when a massive metallic thump echoed down the road. They ran around the corner and when they looked up Cross Street they saw wreckage at the intersection with Mintaro. Two cars had collided and they were a mess. One of them was a white ’62 Holden FB with a red flash down the side – Ron’s car.


Ron was uninjured and he was recovering items from his car as it sure couldn’t be driven any time soon and probably never. He’d brought some beers for Christmas lunch and some of the bottles were unbroken though they’d had a good shake and some of the tops were leaking under the pressure. Ron was lining them up on the footpath and Lindsey and Maxie watched these beer bottles frothing and when one of them popped it spewed beer froth everywhere and they laughed their heads off.


A few months later he watched from the hall as Ron came to the front door and handed a wad of banknotes to Glenda and he saw this other woman and some kids waiting in the car. Ron was a virtual stranger and it didn’t even occur to Lindsey to ask who they were – he guessed his father had probably remarried and started a new family.


Ron gave him a packet of Life Savers every time he visited and a present for his birthday and at Christmas. Not much else.


The visits stopped when Lindsey was sixteen. He assumed that was when Ron stopped having to make maintenance payments.


Glenda remained unmarried through Lindsey’s first eight years, though she was often out with one male friend or another. She was better when there was a bloke around, Lindsey realised: calmer, less likely to lapse into a drunken rant when there was a potential beau on the premises to impress. They’d invariably bring presents for Lindsey, but few seemed to last long and then they’d disappear.


Morrie Pinfield worked for a company that built earthmoving equipment and he’d bring these fantastic, large, scale models of earthmoving gear. Eddie Bennett owned an industrial laundry and was memorable for his 1962 Ford Fairlane – ‘the tank’. It was the largest car Lindsey had ever seen.


A cop named Neville Bell lasted a bit longer. He was in 21 Division and his squad did liquor licence and gaming busts. It was a plain-clothes division, and when they went undercover they’d often want female company to avoid suspicion, so Glenda would partner up with Nev or another squad member and go out on the raids. Lindsey saw his mum picked up in marked and unmarked police cars and even once in a motorbike’s side-car. He thought Neville was just the best – he’d take the magazine out of his service revolver and let Lindsey play with it.


Then she brought home a man named Bill Rose. Bill was a toolmaker from Robertshaw Controls in Burwood, where they both worked. When Lindsey found out they were to be married, he thought his life might change for the better, that this new man might be a father to him and even show him some love.


•


In 1964, Robert Menzies had been prime minister for fourteen years, Australia lost its first soldier to the Vietnam War and Lindsey’s mum married Bill Rose. Lindsey was eight years old and the three of them moved into a flat in Plunkett Street, Drummoyne. It was a relief to be away from his uncles but there was only one bedroom so Lindsey’s bed was in the kitchen. The toilet was a cold, rickety box outside the back door. Every few days a man would come and put a fresh block of ice in the ice box and that was their refrigeration. At least there was enough food to eat and no longer was he the youngest of ten.


Plunkett Street Public School, like all government schools, provided a small bottle of milk at play lunch and until he became friendly with other boys he would sit under a tree at lunchtime and listen to the girls playing their recorders while he ate his jam sandwich. Life was a lot calmer. Bill and Glenda both worked, so he would go to another lady’s house after school. It was only a few blocks away and he’d sometimes buy a coconut at the corner shop, drink the milk on the way there and smash open the nut on the concrete footpath to get at the white meat inside. Down the hill was a little wharf off Henley Marine Drive; he’d roller-skate down there with a school friend and great adventures were had after school, fishing and skylarking off that wharf into Iron Cove Creek.


Slowly he warmed to Bill Rose, his Pa. It was his mother who was the problem. If Glenda drank too much, which was often, she’d get loud and angry and all her frustrations would boil out. One day, on his way home from school, he could hear her pounding the timber floorboards from across the street as she yelled at Pa at the top of her voice and he wondered what the neighbours must have thought, listening to that every day.


Pa was cowed into submission and no help at all. And even though the beatings had stopped, his mum was like a hawk, constantly at him and reminding him how worthless he was.


Then he got into a fight with the older boy who lived next door. This kid stuck him in the neck with a Swiss Army knife. It was really just a scratch, but to be cut like that drove him crazy and Lindsey went for him. All those years of bullying had toughened him up and this bigger kid didn’t stand a chance.


It was Pa who found out first and he took the long handle to Lindsey’s backside. It was the first time that Pa had laid a hand on him and while the boy being whacked was filled with bitterness and rage at this severe and unfair punishment, his observer-self felt something different: disappointment that Pa was no better than all the rest.


•


In a straight line, Drummoyne is only five kilometres from Sydney’s CBD and it was medium-density living. Narrow streets, small blocks, bigger than terrace houses but not by much. Often they were reconfigured to cram two residences onto the same block and this was the case with the Roses’ one-bedder on Plunkett Street. And in those spaces it was hard to have a dog but there was plenty of room for a cat and most people let their cats out at night, where they bothered the local rodents and fought and fornicated. Some nights there was little sleep to be had on account of the damn cats up all night.


An Irish couple lived nearby and Pa teamed up with the Irishman to try and earn them a good night’s sleep. They made late-night sorties against the howling cats. The Irishman had fashioned a spear – a broomstick with a knife lashed to the end – but Pa didn’t muck around: he was out with his .22 fitted with a home-made silencer.


Lindsey was excited listening to Pa and the Irishman planning a raid but he never knew how many cats they managed to cull. It didn’t seem to make much difference to the overnight din and the next morning Pa would be there at breakfast like nothing had happened.


•


Drummoyne lasted a year then they moved a few kilometres south, over Iron Cove Creek to Leichhardt. They had a flat behind the Sydney Speed Shop on Norton Street and the owner knew Pa from the Australian Racing Drivers’ Club. The shop sold car accessories, high-performance parts for race cars and associated paraphernalia.


Lindsey went to Leichhardt Public School. He hadn’t made any close attachments at Plunkett Street so it wasn’t so bad, moving schools again, until some of the older boys found out that he lived at the Speed Shop – then they punched his shoulder every day, demanding that he get them T-shirts. Bullies.


Leichhardt was short-lived and they moved to Ramsay Street, Haberfield – another house that had been divided up into flats and they had one of the three. He continued at Leichhardt Public School and it was a novelty to catch the bus – a double-decker – down Marion Street to the corner of Norton Street where the school was. It was threepence for the bus fare and the walk was about a mile so some days he’d walk to school and save the bus fare to buy an iceblock and some cobbers.


An Englishman in one of the other flats was a Scoutmaster and Lindsey was transfixed by the uniform and the badges. He wanted to sign up but Glenda wouldn’t allow it – made some disparaging remark about goody two-shoes, but Lindsey thought she just couldn’t be bothered filling out the form. He never lost the interest; it wasn’t just the uniform but the sense of order that appealed to him – the contrast with his chaotic childhood.


•


Approaching his tenth birthday he woke one morning delirious and with leaden limbs. They thought it was a bad ’flu; the GP agreed and for a few days he had a high fever and sweated through the bed sheets every night. But he deteriorated further and there were more doctors and finally he was diagnosed with rheumatic fever. They showed him to his bed in the Page Chest Pavilion at the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital and told him his recovery would take a long time. After a week it seemed like a long time was up already but that was when the teacher came to give him his homework for the week to follow.


He shared a room with two men and it was hard spending most of every day in bed. His mum and his pa visited most days – Haberfield was only fifteen minutes from the RPA – and uncles and aunts on weekends. One of his room-mates was Les and he had great stories from his days as a train driver and Lindsey enjoyed his company. He was even closer to Spiro, despite his poor English, and later Lindsey thought it was amazing to have someone who began as a stranger fuss over him and take such care of him as he did.


Of course the nurses took care of the daily drudgeries of food, linen, thermometer, pills and injections, and from time to time a doctor would turn up to review his chart and peer down his throat. One afternoon Lindsey was woken roughly from sleep, raised voices, the pillow pulled from his face, and he looked up at a circle of worried faces. Spiro had started mashing the panic button when he noticed Lindsey immobile with the pillow covering his head. Lindsey explained to one of the nurses that covering his head was a habit formed in defence of his mother’s nocturnal drunken rantings. Soon he came to realise that despite the crushing boredom and periods of frustration, for the first time in his life he was surrounded by people who appeared to care about his well-being and, best of all, he had some blessed relief from his mother’s incessant barrage.


As his recovery progressed he used a wheelchair and took to having wheelchair races against all comers. The ward was on the sixth floor so paper aeroplane making and flight testing from the window became another favourite pastime.


When he was finally released from hospital, nine months (and his tenth birthday) had passed, but his recovery still wasn’t complete and he spent three further months in bed at home with this mother. So he’d missed more than a year of school and some things, like fractions, he was just never taught. He’d been flat on his back for so long that he was weak and thin and even when he returned to school he was banned from physical exertion for weeks more – he had to build up his strength again first.


•


Then Bill and Glenda bought their own place and they moved into the brand new house way out west at Mount Pritchard. It was a new land release and the sewerage hadn’t been connected. The mortgage ate up a big part of their incomes.






I remember that we were very poor and the shit carter used to come at night to take the shit bin out.








He attended class 4A of Mount Pritchard Public School for the last twelve days of the school year and then he was back the next year for year 5 and year 6 after that. The school was rough but he could hold his own against the bullies now and eventually his mother relented and he joined the local Scout troop so he was always busy and those two years flew by.


Soon he would be starting high school and it was as good a time as any so Glenda arranged for his birth certificate to be reissued with Pa’s surname and that was when he became Lindsey Rose.
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At Long Bay he’d asked about various courses, including law and German, but was refused. He’d enrolled in adult education classes, but ‘they tried to teach me about what is a verb and what is a noun and I’m way past that’ so he dropped those ones. So he’d kept busy with computer courses. And for variety he’d enrolled in an art course. But then he was moved to Goulburn and lost access to the course. He was still allowed to paint, but with only a limited set of colours and he had to work out the rest himself.






The painting, my second ever attempt, is not a painting: it is a journey. A journey of discovery. I have discovered that I can’t paint for a start … Instead of the paintings I’m doing, I should be painting bowls of fruit to grasp the nuances of blending tone, shadows etc. It is a long journey of trial and error – in my case, heaps of error.








When he finishes the painting he asks me to take it for him. He is only allowed one canvas at a time and he has no-one else to give it to. The painting is in the naïve style, but the perspective is perfect and it appears accomplished to my untrained eye. The scene is of a busy London intersection. A double-decker red bus dominates. It bears references to Australian TV soaps: The Sullivans is advertised, the bus number is 96, and the destination is Ramsay Street. Other vehicles include Mr Bean’s Mini, 007’s Aston Martin and Dr Who’s police box. I miss some of the other references and he shows me: Inspector Morse’s Jag, Reg Varney from On the Buses and the café is from ’Allo ’Allo. It is whimsical and it hangs now, framed, in my house.


There is also an MG in that painting, driving past the café, and he takes great pride explaining how he was able to get the dimensions exactly right, just from memory …
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In 1968, Pa quit his job at Robertshaw and started a business of his own – a tool room. Glenda did the books and Lindsey sometimes helped out as well. And Pa liked to fix up cars and for the last few weeks they’d been working together, rebuilding a 1954 MG TF from the ground up – mechanicals and all. Lindsey rubbed it down between a dozen coats of Bristol racing green and by the time they were done it was fair to say he knew every inch of that MG.


On his first day at Bonnyrigg High School he ran into his old mate Harry. Harry’s mother and Glenda were friends from having worked together at Driclad Plastics at Cabramatta. Later, Pa had worked as their workshop foreman. So Harry and Lindsey had got to know each other from family get-togethers and they’d got on pretty well. At school they sat together at lunchtime or when their classes overlapped.


By the end of the first week he’d spotted the bully. One of the older kids, Macarthur, was lording it up over the newcomers. Lindsey stuck up for one of the new kids and after school Macarthur was waiting outside the gate for him. Lindsey tried to defend himself and that just made the fight worse than if he’d backed off – Macarthur was far too strong. When Lindsey arrived home he was covered in cuts and bruises, his shirt was torn and his school tie had been cut. And then he copped it from his mother and that was even worse than the beating.
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