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      Madeleine St John was born in Sydney and was the first Australian woman to be shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize (in 1997 for her novel,
         The Essence of the Thing). She died in 2006.
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      This book is dedicated 
To the memory of 
M. & Mme. J. M. Cargher

   
      
      Bruce Beresford

      
      Madeleine and Me

      
      Nineteen-sixty was my first year as an indifferent student at Sydney University. In pursuit of the prettiest girls I joined
         the Sydney University Players where I was an even more indifferent actor, easily outclassed by the stars of the era – who
         included John Bell, John Gaden, Germaine Greer, Arthur Dignam, Clive James and Robert Hughes.
      

      
      Madeleine St John (she pronounced the name ‘Synjin’, though I understand her family preferred the standard ‘Saint John’) was
         to be found backstage, helping with the costumes and props. Definitely not one of the university’s glamour girls, she still
         managed to be striking. Tiny and with rusty-red hair, she always reminded me of a sparrow with her darting movements, her
         beak-like nose, her inquisitive eyes. Her odd appearance contrived to prevent her performing in anything other than minor
         theatrical roles, although she was cast, rather mendaciously I thought, in a revue, Dead Centre, in which she appeared, singing, dancing and dressed in red crepe, as Lola Montez.
      

      
      I can recall only a couple of conversations with her – all vague now (forty-eight years later!) – including one where she
         expressed a passion for the poetry of Thomas Hardy. I distinctly remember being so in awe of her wide reading— ‘are you really
         unaware of the work of Gwen Raverat and Djuna Barnes?’ – her forthrightness and her wit, that, in order to prevent my self-esteem
         plummeting, I took evasive action. The factor which distinguished her from virtually all of our contemporaries was that she
         was the daughter of a famous father, Edward St John, a prominent QC and Liberal politician, though if father or family was
         mentioned she immediately made it clear the subject was taboo.
      

      
      I left for England in 1963 and lost track of Madeleine for thirty years. My attempts at establishing myself as a film director
         slowly met with some success. One day, in 1993, I was having lunch with Clive James, by now an internationally known critic
         and poet, when he mentioned that a novel he’d just read, The Women in Black, was by our old university colleague, Madeleine St John – and was a comic masterpiece. I bought a copy immediately, agreed
         with Clive’s assessment, and called the publisher for Madeleine’s number.
      

      
      She was cordial and cheery over the phone, said she’d seen a number of my films over the years and was delighted I wanted
         to film her novel.
      

      
      A few days later I went to see her. She was living in a large apartment on the top floor of a council house building in Notting
         Hill. The area had been derelict but was now being gentrified. Madeleine must have qualified for rent assistance some years
         previously and there was no indication that her financial situation had improved. The furnishing was basic, the most striking
         items being a number of well-thumbed paperbacks and a vicious white cat, which snarled and clawed the air whenever it considered
         I had approached too close to its mistress.
      

      
      She seemed to have become even smaller, the rusty-red hair maintained its aura with bottled assistance and she was almost
         permanently attached to an oxygen tank with a long tube – the result of emphysema. She was as sharp-tongued as ever and tartly
         dismissed my query about whether it was advisable to smoke so heavily with such a condition. She was happy to talk at length
         about literature, classical music and jazz. Her opinions, as always, were firm and precise – contemporary novelists being
         airily dismissed as a bunch of parvenus. Mitsuko Uchida, she insisted, was the finest classical pianist and Art Tatum the
         greatest jazz pianist. Personal information was much harder to obtain, though I found out that she had married Chris Tillam,
         a fellow student from Sydney, in 1965. They had lived in San Francisco for a few years, where he studied film. Once his course
         was completed they decided to go to London. Madeleine went on ahead but ‘he never arrived’. She made no further comments,
         so I gathered he had met another lady – and that was the end of the marriage.
      

      
      She refused to discuss her Australian relatives, just as she had back at university, although she made vague references to
         their ‘ill-treatment’ of her. Subsequent meetings with a couple of charming members of her family, in Australia, have led
         me to believe that Madeleine never recovered, while still in high school, from the shock of the death, by suicide, of her
         mother. She then created a cast of evil relations who had accepted her father’s re-marriage.
      

      
      In the late 1960s, following her alleged abandonment by her husband, she lived around London in a number of apartments, sharing
         with various Australian university friends. To the astonishment of some she fell under the influence of a dubious Indian mystic,
         Swami Ji, and for a couple of years adopted Indian clothes and assumed an Indian name.
      

      
      She supported herself with odd jobs, mostly in bookshops and an antique shop in the West End, although she tried to vary this routine by applying, at one point, and unsuccessfully, for
         a position as Kenneth Tynan’s secretary. It was not until sometime in 1991 that Madeleine decided to write a book herself,
         convinced, she told me, she could do at least as well as the authors of so many of the books she was selling. She was fifty-two
         when The Women in Black was published in 1993 and it is the only one of her four novels to be set in Australia. It is difficult not to see Madeleine
         herself in the clever and sensitive young heroine, Lesley Miles, though the well observed lower middle-class family background
         she describes with such affection was certainly not her own, as she grew up in the smart suburb of Castlecrag, on Sydney’s
         North Shore. It is probable that she appropriated the family of her university friend, Colleen Olliffe, who lived in a modest
         suburb. Colleen’s father, like Mr Miles, was in the printing business but did not have the rather austere personality of Madeleine’s
         father.
      

      
      The novel was clearly set in a fictionalised version of the David Jones department store in Elizabeth Street, Sydney. The
         interplay of the saleswomen (who dressed in black in 1960, when the novel is set, just as they do now) is so convincing, so
         comprehensively realised, that I assumed Madeleine had a holiday job there while a student, but she insisted this was not
         the case, ‘although I often went shopping there with my mother’.
      

      
      Madeleine’s subsequent novels, A Pure Clear Light, The Essence of the Thing (nominated for the Booker) and Stairway to Paradise, are, I think, equally superb – though none have the warmth and pervasive good humour of The Women in Black – and mark her as a major writer. The palette is small, but the observation and the dialogue acute, touching and often very
         funny. A fastidious stylist, whose model was Jane Austen, she created, or re-created, a section of late twentieth-century
         London society in a manner similar to Austen’s world of the nineteenth century. I remain astonished at the fidelity with which Madeleine captured the manners and mores of the middle-class English as I was never
         aware that she knew many of these people. I assume that her years working in bookshops introduced them to her and her interpretive
         genius took over from there.
      

      
      If Madeleine’s social circle was not wide, there were a number of devoted friends who seemed to be able to cope with her changes
         of mood, her demands and general waspishness. Perhaps her fervent Christianity, acquired sometime after she dispensed with
         Swami Ji, supplied her with a moral code that meant she often found others wanting. At some point most friends and relatives
         were cast off. A few managed a comeback but many, especially relatives, were in permanent outer darkness. Agents and publishers
         were almost saintly in the way they dealt with Madeleine’s tantrums, her obsession with detail. She was aware, I realise,
         that a major strength of her writing was the accumulation of minutiae. She was so furious over some minor point in a French
         translation of one of her novels that she refused to allow it to appear. Kamikaze-like, she stipulated in her will that there
         were to be no translations of her novels into any language.
      

      
      With a terrible sense of foreboding I sent her the screenplay of The Women in Black, written by Sue Milliken and myself. To my surprise, astonishment rather, she made no comment other than saying she looked
         forward to seeing the film. Perhaps she felt that if I could make a success of the intimate character studies of Driving Miss Daisy and Tender Mercies then I could do it again with her novel. It must have been a struggle, but she kept her reservations, and I can’t believe
         they were not numerous, to herself.
      

      
      Unlike so many of Madeleine’s friends and associates I escaped being sent to Siberia – probably because I was only in London
         occasionally, was a link with university days (she enjoyed talking about our contemporaries) and shared Madeleine’s interest in music. We even managed a visit to the Royal Albert Hall to hear
         Mitsuko Uchida play the Schumann Piano Concerto. Somehow, I engineered Madeleine down four flights of stairs in Notting Hill
         into a taxi, and then, complete with large oxygen cylinder, into a box near the stage. On another occasion, I arranged to
         take her to dinner at the Ivy so that she could meet an American filmmaker she admired, Whit Stillman – the writer-director
         of three witty character-driven films dealing with middle-class Americans, The Last Days of Disco, Metropolitan and Barcelona. Whit, a handsome young man, was polite but clearly bewildered by this tiny person with dyed red hair, an oxygen cylinder,
         and forceful opinions. I also introduced her to my son, Adam, then a classics student at Balliol, and found myself somewhat
         bored as they discussed, at length, Adam’s theory as to the identity of Shakespeare’s Mr W.H. Madeleine assured Adam he had
         no idea what he was talking about.
      

      
      Madeleine was always capable of surprising me. Her wild enthusiasm for the TV series Buffy, the Vampire Slayer seemed to me totally out of character. I found a few episodes on DVD and failed, still fail, to see why this nonsense would
         have interested her. But then I have all of Willie Nelson’s discs and my friends can’t equate that with my passion for opera.
      

      
      On one of my visits to London, a year or so before Madeleine died, there was no answer at the flat, so I feared the worst.
         Through her former literary agent, Sarah Lutyens, I tracked her down in a hospital on the Kings Road. She was in a surprisingly
         stylish public ward with a TV set suspended over the bed and numerous tubes connecting her to all sorts of sci-fi machines.
         Never one to complain about her unenviable health she remained cheerful. She enjoyed meeting the other patients and nurses
         and hearing the stories of their lives. She told me her blood count.
      

      
      ‘Is that good?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘My doctor says that for me it’s very good,’ she replied. ‘If it was anyone else they’d be dead.’

      
      That was the last time I saw her. We spoke on the phone a few more times, then an email arrived, in June 2006, saying she
         had died. She must have been bitterly disappointed that I had directed numerous other scripts but not yet The Women in Black, but affected indifference. She also minimised the acclaim she had received for The Essence of the Thing, although it cannot fail to have meant a lot to her.
      

      
      On her desk was a hundred pages or so of a new novel – a few typed but many in longhand and unnumbered. With the help of Sarah
         Lutyens the pages were arranged in their probable correct order. There are many characteristically witty and touching scenes,
         but the manuscript is too fragmentary for publication. Her will left her modest estate, as well as future royalties from her
         books, to charity. I was named her literary executor, in addition to which she left me a charming drawing, by Bernard Hesling,
         of the Sydney Conservatorium of Music. Various friends shared out her modest collection of books.
      

      
      The angry cat was no problem as it had predeceased her.
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      At the end of a hot November day Miss Baines and Mrs Williams of the Ladies’ Frocks Department at Goode’s were complaining
         to each other while they changed out of their black frocks before going home. ‘Mr Ryder’s not so bad,’ said Miss Baines, in
         reference to the floor manager; ‘it’s that Miss Cartright who’s a pain in the neck, excuse my French.’ Miss Cartright was
         the buyer, and she never seemed to give them a moment’s peace.
      

      
      Mrs Williams shrugged and began to powder her nose. ‘She always gets worse at this time of the year,’ she pointed out. ‘She
         wants to make sure we earn our Christmas bonus.’ ‘As if we could help it!’ said Miss Baines. ‘We’re run off our feet!’ Which
         was quite true: the great festival being now only six weeks away, the crowds of customers were beginning to surge and the
         frocks to vanish from the rails in an ever-faster flurry, and when Mrs Williams was washing out her undies in the handbasin
         that night she had a sudden sensation that her life was slipping away with the rinsing water as it gurgled down the plughole;
         but she pulled herself together and went on with her chores, while the Antipodean summer night throbbed outside all around her.
      

      
      Mrs Williams, Patty, and Miss Baines, Fay, worked together with Miss Jacobs on Ladies’ Cocktail Frocks, which was next to
         Ladies’ Evening Frocks, down at the end of the second floor of Goode’s Department Store in the centre of Sydney. F.G. Goode,
         a sharp Mancunian, had opened his original Emporium (Ladies’ and Gents’ Apparel – All the Latest London Modes) at the end
         of the last century, and had never looked back, because the people of the colony, he saw straightaway, would spend pretty
         well all they had in order to convince themselves that they were in the fashion. So now his grandchildren were the principal
         shareholders in a concern which turned over several million Australian £s every year, selling the latest London modes, and
         any modes from other sources which looked likely. Italian modes were in the ascendancy at present. ‘I got it at Goode’s’,
         as the caption said, on that insufferable drawing of a superior-looking lady preening herself in a horribly smart new frock
         before the envious and despairing gaze of her friend – the frocks and the poses might change with the years, but that ad always
         ran in the bottom left-hand corner of the women’s page in the Herald: I believe the space was booked in perpetuity: and the caption had long since become a city-wide catchphrase. Goode’s stayed
         ahead of the competition by means of a terrific dedication to the modes. They sent the buying talent abroad for special training
         at the great department stores of London and New York. When the new season’s clothes came into the shop twice a year the staff
         worked overtime, pricing and displaying, exclaiming the while. ‘Never mind if it does retail at £9.17.6,’ said Miss Cartright;
         ‘this model will vanish within a fortnight – you mark my words!’ And this they duly did.
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      Mrs Williams was a little, thin, straw-coloured woman with a worn-out face and a stiff-looking permanent wave. Her husband
         Frank was a bastard, naturally. He had married her when she was only twenty-one and he a strapping healthy twenty-six and
         why they had failed to produce any children was anyone’s guess, but here it was ten years after the event and still she was
         working although the house was now fully furnished, furnished within an inch of its life in fact, and there was no particular
         need for the money, which she was saving up in the Bank of New South Wales, not knowing what else to do with it, while Frank
         continued to give her the housekeeping money which as a point of honour she spent entire, buying a lot of rump steak where
         other people in her situation might have bought mince and sausages, because Frank did like steak. She would get home from
         Goode’s (they lived in a little house in Randwick) at about six o’clock, and take the steak out of the fridge. She did the
         vegetables and set the table. Just before seven Frank would get in, slightly the worse for drink: ‘Hoo-ray!’ he would call on his way to the bathroom. There he would wash vigorously, and by the time he stomped
         into the kitchen-dining room the steak was sizzling.
      

      
      ‘What’s for tea, Patty?’ he would ask. ‘Steak,’ she said. ‘Steak again,’ said he. Whenever she tried to give him anything
         else, even lamb chops (‘There’s no meat on these things,’ said Frank, waving a bone in front of him) he complained. Mrs Williams
         didn’t care; she’d lost her appetite years ago. At the weekends she visited her mother or one of her sisters; Frank drove
         her there and fetched her, and while she was ‘jaw, jaw, jawing’ he played golf on the public course at Kingsford or drank
         in a pub. He was a bastard of the standard-issue variety, neither cruel nor violent, merely insensitive and inarticulate.
      

      
      Patty had in fact consulted a physician about her childlessness and had been assured that her own equipment was in perfect
         order. ‘Of course,’ said the physician, ‘we cannot investigate this question properly without seeing your husband. The fault
         may lie there; indeed it probably does. He may even be sterile.’ ‘Gee,’ said Patty, overwhelmed. ‘I don’t think he’ll come
         at that.’ She couldn’t even mention the subject to him. ‘How often do you have intercourse?’ asked the physician. ‘Well,’
         said Patty, ‘not that often. He gets tired.’ The fact was that Frank’s attentions were desultory. The physician regarded his
         patient with some despair. It was too bad. Here was a woman well into her childbearing years with no baby to nurse: it was
         entirely unnatural. She had lost all her bloom and was therefore not likely to attract another man who might accomplish the
         necessary so if her husband failed to come up to scratch her life would be wasted. It was too bad, it really was. ‘Well,’
         said he, ‘just keep trying. Conception is essentially a tricky business. Maximise the chances as much as possible; you’ve
         got plenty of time yet.’ She was thirty when this conversation took place and as she left the surgery, the physician looking
         idly at her back view thought, she’d clean up quite well with a new hairdo, some paint on her face and a black nightie; but
         the husband probably wouldn’t notice, the bastard; and in this assumption he was probably correct. Frank worked in the sales
         department of the great roof-tile company whose vari-coloured wares were at this time so enticingly displayed in Parramatta
         Road; drank with his mates every night after work in a pub near Railway Square and then went home to Patty and his half pound
         of rump steak. After that, and watching Patty wash up, and a few frames of television, which had only recently arrived in
         the Commonwealth of Australia, he lumbered off to bed – ‘Think I’ll turn in’ – where Patty – ‘Okay dear’ – followed him. She
         lay beside him in a blue nylon nightdress and soon she heard his snores.
      

      
      The vacant child’s room, painted primrose yellow so as to cover either eventuality, waited in vain for its tiny occupant,
         and Patty, in a state of unacknowledged and unwitting despair, went on working at Goode’s, this year as all the previous years,
         until she had a baby on the way. ‘I don’t understand it, I really don’t,’ said her mother, Mrs Crown, not to Patty but to
         Patty’s sister Joy. ‘I don’t think Frank’s up to much,’ said Joy darkly. ‘Oh, go on,’ said her mother. ‘He’s a fine strapping
         fellow.’ ‘Looks aren’t everything,’ said Joy. ‘I don’t understand it, I really don’t,’ said Mrs Crown. ‘Never you mind,’ said
         Joy. Joy was younger than Patty and already had two; Patty was the one in the middle; their elder sister Dawn had three. There
         was obviously nothing wrong with the Crown breeding ability. Joy thought Patty never should have married Frank. In the meantime,
         when she wanted something special, a party frock for example, Patty got her the staff discount at Goode’s by pretending that
         the frock was for herself, which it obviously wasn’t if you were looking, because it was an SW and Patty took an SSW, but
         no one ever noticed.
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      Patty and Fay, and Miss Jacobs (whose Christian name remained a secret) all arrived at Goode’s Staff Entrance by twenty to
         nine in the morning, as they were meant to do, except that Fay once in a while was late, and looked it – harried and untidy.
         They went up to the top of the building (Staff and Administration) in the Staff Lift and went to the Staff Locker Room (past
         Accounts) to change into their black frocks, which were hanging in their lockers where they had left them on the previous
         night after changing to go home.
      

      
      These black frocks were worn through the week and dry-cleaned by Goode’s over the weekend ready to start another week’s work
         on Monday morning, and smelt peculiar. Not nasty, but different – simply the result of the smell of frequent dry-cleaning,
         mingled with the scent of cheap talcum powder and sweat. Every Goode’s assistant had this smell while she was wearing her
         black frock.
      

      
      These garments, which were supplied by Goode’s who retained ownership, were designed to flatter both the fuller and the thinner figure and truly enhanced neither, but then, Goode’s assistants
         were not there to decorate the shop but to sell its wares. So each woman climbed into her black frock with a sigh of resignation,
         twitching hopelessly at it to make it sit better while regarding her reflection in the full-length mirror. The frocks were
         made of rayon crepe in a somewhat late 1930s style, which had been retained because it was neat in outline and used relatively
         little cloth.
      

      
      Patty Williams’s frock was an SSW as we know, whereas Fay Baines was an SW, but Miss Jacobs was a perfect OSW, especially
         around the bust. Her size and her general appearance were pretty well the only things about Miss Jacobs which could be known;
         everything else was a mystery. ‘That Miss Jacobs,’ said Fay to her friend Myra in Repin’s where they were drinking iced coffee,
         ‘is a real mystery.’ Even Miss Cartright found a moment now and then to wonder about Miss Jacobs, who had never missed a single
         day’s work through either illness or misadventure. Who was she: where did she live and eat and sleep: what was her existence
         outside the opening hours of F.G. Goode’s? No one there had the merest idea, except for the Wages Department who knew where
         she lived but declined to share the information should anyone think of asking, which they didn’t. Miss Jacobs left Goode’s
         every evening in the skirt and blouse (and if it was winter, the jacket or coat) in which she had arrived, carrying a large
         string bag with a brown paper-wrapped parcel or two within it. What was in these parcels, for example? No one could say. She
         walked away down Castlereagh Street in the direction of the Quay: which could mean all kinds of places from Hunter’s Hill
         (unlikely) to Manly (just possible).
      

      
      Miss Jacobs, stout and elderly, had a swarthy face and exiguous dark grey hair tied into a small antique-looking bun at the
         back of her large round head. She wore glasses with steel frames and always had a clean white handkerchief tucked into her bosom. She wore black lace-up shoes with cuban heels and had a stompy rather
         pathetic walk. Mr Ryder caught up with her in Pitt Street one evening and attempted to accompany her for some distance in
         a spirit of friendliness, but whether for necessity or not, she parted from him at the very next corner and walked away alone
         down Martin Place, muttering a word about Wynyard, but Mr Ryder thought this must be a put-up job because he himself travelled
         via Wynyard and had never seen Miss Jacobs in the vicinity thereof.
      

      
      Miss Jacobs had not only worked at Goode’s for longer than Mrs Williams (who had started after leaving school in Children’s
         and transferred to Ladies’ four years ago) but was also rather important to the scheme of things in Ladies’ Cocktail, because
         she was in charge of alterations, which you could probably tell by the fact that she always wore a long tape-measure around
         her neck, so as to be ready for the ladies who wanted hems adjusted or even seams: the assistant who was serving such a lady
         would come out of the fitting room saying ‘Miss Jacobs, Miss Jacobs please? Alteration here when you’re free!’ and Miss Jacobs
         would look up from the hem she was pinning in another fitting room and say around the pins in her mouth, ‘All in good time,
         I’ve only got one pair of hands. And legs, for the matter of that.’ And the lady she was pinning would smile, or titter, in
         sympathy, as it were. When the frock was pinned it would go up to the seventh floor for sewing by one of the alteration hands
         and when it was done (it might have to wait its turn for a few days) it would be delivered, like so much of Goode’s merchandise
         (‘Send it, please’) in one of Goode’s blue and yellow vans, which were a familiar sight in all the better-class suburbs of
         Sydney:
      

      
      F.G. Goode’s 
Serving the People of Sydney since 1895.

      
      Miss Jacobs had been serving the people, at any rate the ladies, of Sydney since before the war – that utterly legendary and even fabulous era. She had started in Gloves and Hosiery, done a stint in Ladies’ Day Frocks (where
         she was taught to take charge of alterations) and then gone down to Ladies’ Sportswear and Casuals, but she had not cared
         for the tone of this department very much, and had been glad to come back to the second floor when a vacancy occurred in Ladies’
         Cocktail, where she had now been ever since the New Look, tape-measure at the ready, and a box of pins to hand.
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      Fay Baines was twenty-nine if she was a day, and Patty Williams wondered if she might not actually be thirty, and that wasn’t
         all that she wondered. For whereas Patty had Frank to talk about, albeit there was virtually nothing to say (‘Frank played
         golf on Sunday’) and beyond that her house (‘I think I’ll have loose covers made for the suite. I want a new vacuum cleaner’)
         to say nothing of her mother (‘It’s Mum’s birthday on Friday; we’re all going over Saturday’) or her sisters (‘Dawn … Joy’),
         Fay Baines talked about nothing but men.
      

      
      It was chronic; this one and that one: going out here, and there, and all over the place, with Tom, Dick and Harry: and was
         there any sign at all that any of them might be thinking of marrying her? Not on your life. Patty sometimes wondered if Tom,
         Dick and Harry, not to mention Bill, Bruce and Bob were all quite real. After all, the woman was thirty if she was a day.
      

      
      In any case it wasn’t quite nice, when you came to think about it, because Fay lived by herself, all alone in a flatette near
         Bondi Junction, apparently; so there was no one, like a mother, to keep an eye on things and make certain that Fay didn’t go too
         far, which Patty suspected she just might do, being at least thirty-one, or at any rate no spring chicken, and obviously desperate,
         not that anyone wouldn’t be in her situation, but anyway men took advantage, being interested in only one thing; unless they
         were Frank.
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