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  Introduction




  There were great Australian novels before and there would be great Australian novels after. But if I call Cloudstreet the great Australian novel, that’s not to

  diminish anything else. It’s to point out a particular quality in this novel that, like nothing else, speaks for a nation as well as for a particular place, an especial corner of the world

  and time. It’s undoubtedly one of the most wonderful novels written in the English language in the last twenty-five years. In its glorious impossibilities and glittering sunlit energy, it is

  also the most Australian; full of its nation’s complexities and contradictions, its pockets of darkness as well as its blaze of light.




  Tim Winton was a prodigy among novelists. Born in 1960, he published his first novel as early as 1981. He is, apparently, possessed of a beautifully natural technique, and has a fresh eye for

  the world and an ear for language which many outsiders think one of the chief joys of Australian writing. (If I were ever to be cast away with a single book to await rescue, I hope that book would

  be a dictionary of Australian slang.) His books are very unlike each other. The Riders, which followed Cloudstreet in 1994, is dense and concentrated in effect; Dirt Music is not far

  from an expert thriller. More recently, The Turning is a visionary recasting of novelistic form, the sequence of short stories it initially resembles coalescing into a single story, told through an

  unpredictable sequence, flashing like facets of a gem with no clear start or finish. He was born and remains in Western Australia, preferring, like other Australian writers, a position of belonging

  to rivers, lakes, sea, to the possibilities of urban networking; a love of surfing is unforgettably captured in the expert account of Breath. But water is everywhere in his work, and his

  hero in his greatest book is called Fish.




  It’s about two families, living together over twenty years from 1943 in a house in Cloud Street, in Perth. The house is ‘a big sagging joint’, ‘a big, sad, two-storey

  affair in a garden full of fruit trees’; ‘some floors sloped and others were lumpy and singsong as you walked on them.’ It’s been bequeathed to the father of one family, Sam

  Pickles; shortly afterwards the other family, the Lambs, move in as lodgers.




  In total the Lambs and the Pickles add up to thirteen, although the novel won’t quite admit to it – ‘there was only one bathroom in the house and twelve people to be

  washed’, it says, not adding up the two married couples and their children, six on one side and three on the other, correctly. Perhaps it sees that to admit to the number is to admit to bad

  luck. Certainly other people in the novel see it: early on, a black tinker won’t enter – he ‘held his pink palms out like a man with his hands against a window. He went back

  carefully, as if moving back in his own footsteps, his eyes roving about all the time from wall to ceiling to floor, and as soon as he was back over the threshold he turned and ran.’ Bad luck

  comes very close indeed; at the beginning, Sam is no sooner joking about the dangers of the dunny perched above the ocean tides, where ‘a shark might go for your heart the long way’,

  than he has lost four fingers on his right hand. Later, a serial killer seems to brush against their lives and move away. Bad luck is probably what they have.




  But bad luck is what the world gives you, and Winton begins with a systematic division between the two families, Lamb and Pickles (’it’s gunna sound like a counter lunch’).

  Quite swiftly, Winton’s human interest in his thirteen people will complicate the distinction; but he starts with an idea of two quite different sorts of human being. Sam Pickles depends on

  luck, believes in it, is confined and nearly destroyed by it. He and his wife Dolly are passive victims of events; with a sort of beautiful emblematic appropriateness so characteristic of

  Winton’s inventiveness, he has a job at the Mint. Money flows through the six fingers of his two hands, whether during the day or at the race-track; a useless official employee, he can only

  receive money, not create it. The Lambs are different, hardly moving in before they have opened, with fine disregard for official regulations, a provisions shop in a ground-floor room of the

  decrepit mansion. They have the spirit of enterprise, or Oriel Lamb does – ‘That’s a good word that sounds weak on your lips,’ she tells her husband, Lester. Do they go too

  far to make a buck? It’s hilarious rather than painful, a favourite family anecdote when, at their son Quick’s twelfth birthday party, Oriel is interrupted by a desperate paying

  customer in search of a cake just when Quick has blown out the candles on his own. Her decision is an easy one – ‘she whipped out all the candles, smoothed the icing over with a knife

  and gathered the cake up under her arm to charge back down the corridor.’ You can accept the bad luck you were born with, or struggle against it and knock it for six.




  It is very clearly and solidly set in its age. Great public events nudge at the edge of family awareness, only occasionally – VJ Day! – turning the house upside down. But it was

  published in 1991, and speaks very powerfully to a time with an anxiety about the costs of free enterprise and of helpless reliance. No British novelist would have dared to write a book with such

  gusto for Oriel’s moneymaking schemes and self-reliance; it would have been instantly damned as ‘Thatcherite’. Of course, the costs and irritations of the moneymaking half of the

  household are richly expressed. From Dolly’s point of view, ‘Oriel Lamb mouthed off a lot about work and stickability until you felt like sticking a bloody bility right up her

  drawers.’ All the same, people like Oriel are much more than necessary; the Lambs’ triumphs and dreams are the engine of the novel’s progress.




  But Winton is prophetic as well as diagnostic. In the Pickles’ dependence on the lucky turn-up, he seems to see exactly the culture of hope in the lottery win and the big TV talent-show

  triumph that would cripple the working classes’ aspirations. Nothing about this joyously buoyant work is tragic, exactly, but it sees with extraordinary clarity where things go wrong for

  individuals, and for millions of quite unremarkable individuals just like these ones.




  Cloudstreet is an obstinate book, breaking rules at every turn with larrikin abandon, and its boldest stroke is to freeze its central figure shortly after the book begins in a way that

  ensures that the book’s central consciousness will never be able to develop or share any insight with any other character. Fish Lamb suffers an injury while swimming, ‘that skylarking

  ratbag turned brainless overnight.’ But he remains the centre of his family, and of the novel’s understanding. In this concrete and unevasive novel, there is a small but resonant

  chamber of mystic imagination. When an Aborigine enters, it is always with a weight of impenetrable hermetic knowledge, and Fish, too, glimpses the whole story in the tiny period of time that

  elapses between the opening chapter and the delirious triumphant flood of the penultimate chapter, ‘Moon, Sun, Stars’. He knows other things, too: in one of the most enchanting of the

  book’s impossibilities, the talking pig, he perfectly understands the utterances that to the other characters only sound like a porcine speaking-in-tongues, or (to Oriel) an obstinate

  silence.




  Some aspects of Cloudstreet recall Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude – the utterly matter-of-fact inclusion of the impossible, and

  the flourish that returns the reader to the beginning of the story as the whole thing starts to be told in its final moments. But Winton’s novel is quite different in feel and subject. It

  breaks another rule by the variety of its texture: sometimes advancing in long swathes of leisurely narrative, sometimes darting in hungrily on its prey with a tiny glittering flourish of a chapter

  only three lines long. It beautifully renders both treasured remembrance, a favourite family story that will be told and retold forever, like the resold birthday cake, the talking pig, or the death

  of Wogga McBride as ‘the engine smacks him with the sound of a watermelon falling off the back of a truck’ that Quick will carry with him all his life. There is nothing vague or general

  about these rendered memories; they are put on the page with an unmatched swiftness and precision, an accuracy of the fictional dialect that blends the exactness of poetry with the vividness of

  slang. Winton and García Márquez have swum in the same river.




  I’ve known readers disagree strongly about the final effect of Cloudstreet. For some readers, it is about the crushing defeat of the individual. Rose’s story, on which the

  book increasingly focuses, is profoundly sad, about a remarkable woman who has to settle for what her time and place will permit her and nothing more. But for other readers, the exuberance and

  magnificent transfiguration of the last pages turn any possibility of tragedy on its head. Fulfilment occurs where you can find it, which is here and now, for Rose and for all of us. The novel is

  really about the everyday life of the most ordinary individuals, and events that hardly matter in the great scheme of things are entered into with a conviction that is total, but quite devoid of

  the judgements that tragedy or farce would entail. We are presented with human nature, and whether we empathize with it or shrink from it says more about our own acts of judgement than about the

  people under consideration. One of the other ‘rules’ it emphatically breaks is about the likeability of its characters. While an intensely lovable novel in every way, it doesn’t

  strive to make its characters amiable, just interesting. (Halfway through re-reading it just now, I found myself having an imaginary conversation with Red Lamb.) Do we like Dolly or Oriel? Where do

  we think Quick or Rose went wrong? Once we start answering these questions, we are painfully aware of the novel’s standards of engagement turning on us. It would be rather like passing

  judgement on the estuarine river that flows and rises throughout the novel; it is full of life, but morally quite neutral, and human nature too has ‘swirls of tideturned sand, armadas of

  jellyfish, the smell of barnacles and weed, the way the pelicans baulked and hovered like great baggy clowns.’




  It is, as I said, the great Australian novel. It was instantly successful on its publication, and in the twenty-five years since has gone on to be many readers’ favourite Australian novel.

  It was transformed into a hugely acclaimed stage production, and into a TV miniseries. But nothing replaces the schwung of Winton’s prose. It has a quality of exactness and vividness

  that seems innate in its language and characteristic ways of movement: it also has a quality of cryptic mystery, exactly conceived and expertly placed. To use a parallel from the other arts, it has

  the glitter and precision of a painting by Arthur Streeton, but also the withdrawn knowledge of a great Clarice Beckett; and somewhere underneath there are the rhythms and knowledge of a landscape

  painting by a Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri. But probably all comparisons are inexact; what we have here, unmistakably, is the tumultuous and richly experienced feel of real life, ageing, dreaming,

  moving through the world and the sights and knowledge of its long years.
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              Shall we gather at the river




              Where bright angel-feet have trod . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  




  Will you look at us by the river! The whole restless mob of us on spread blankets in the dreamy briny sunshine skylarking and chiacking about for one day, one clear,

  clean, sweet day in a good world in the midst of our living. Yachts run before an unfelt gust with bagnecked pelicans riding above them, the city their twitching backdrop, all blocks and points of

  mirror light down to the water’s edge.




  Twenty years, they all say, sprawling and drinking. There’s ginger beer, staggerjuice and hot flasks of tea. There’s pasties, a ham, chickenlegs and a basket of oranges, potato salad

  and dried figs. There are things spilling from jars and bags.




  The speech is silenced by a melodious belch which gets big applause. Someone blurts on a baby’s belly and a song strikes up. Unless you knew, you’d think they were a whole group, an

  earthly vision. Because, look, even the missing are there, the gone and taken are with them in the shade pools of the peppermints by the beautiful, the beautiful the river. And even now, one of the

  here is leaving.




  He hears nothing but the water, and the sound of it has been in his ears all his life. Shirt buttons askew, his new black shoes filling with sand, he strides along the beach near the

  river’s edge nearly hyperventilating with excitement. His tongue can’t lie still; it rounds his mouth, kicks inside like a mullet. He tramps through the footprints of the city’s

  early morning rambles and nightly assignations toward the jetty he’s been watching the past halfhour. He breaks into a run. His shirt-tail works its way out.




  It’s low tide so he reaches the steps to the jetty without even wetting his shoes, though he would have waded there if need be, waded without a qualm, because he’s hungry for the

  water, he wants it more than ever.




  Three cheers go up back there in the trees on the bank. But he’s running; seeing slats of river between the planks, with his big overripe man’s body quivering with happiness. Near

  the end of the jetty he slows so he can negotiate the steel ladder down to the fishing platform. He’s so close to the water. A great, gobbling laugh pours out of him. No hand in his trouser

  belt. The water to himself. The silver-skinned river.




  He sits. He leans out over it and sees his face with hair dangling, his filthy great smile, teeth, teeth, teeth, and then he leans out harder, peering to see all the wonders inside. It’s

  all there, all the great and glorious, the sweet and simple. All.




  Within a minute he’ll have it, and it’ll have him, and for a few seconds he’ll truly be a man. A flicker, then a burst of consciousness on his shooting way, and he’ll

  savour that healing all the rest of his journey, having felt it, having known the story for just a moment.




  From the broad vaults and spaces you can see it all again because it never ceases to be. You can see that figure teetering out over the water, looking into your face, and you can see the crowd

  up on the treethick bank behind him finishing this momentous day off and getting ready to wonder where he is. And you can’t help but worry for them, love them, want for them – those who

  go on down the close, foetid galleries of time and space without you.




  





  One




  





  




  [image: ]   The Shifty Shadow is Lurking




  Rose Pickles knew something bad was going to happen. Something really bad, this time. She itched in her awful woollen bathing suit and watched her brothers and a whole mob of

  other kids chucking bombies off the end of the jetty in the bronze evening light. Fishing boats were coming in along the breakwater for the night, their diesels throbbing like blood. Back under the

  Norfolk pines gulls bickered on the grass and fought for the scraps of uneaten lunches that schoolkids had thrown there. The sun was in the sea. She stood up and called.




  Ted! Chub! Carn, it’s late!




  Ted, who was a year older than her, pretended not to hear, and he came up the ladder dripping, pigeontoed, and dived off again, holding one knee, hitting the water so that he made an artillery

  report – ker-thump – and a great gout of water rose up at her feet.




  She got up and left them there. They can do what they like, she thought. Rose was a slender, brown girl, with dark straight hair, cut hard across her forehead. She was a pretty kid, but not as

  pretty as her mother. Well, that’s what everyone told her. She wasn’t vain, but it stuck in her guts, having someone telling you that every day of your life. Probably in a minute or

  two, when she got home, someone’d tell her again, someone in the public bar or the Ladies’ Lounge. They’d be all swilling for closing time and there’d be a great roar of

  talk, and she’d try to slip upstairs without getting caught up. She wasn’t in the mood for it this evening. Yeah, something terrible was up. Not the war, not school, but something to do

  with her. She didn’t know if she could bear any more bad luck. In one year they’d lost the house, the old man had been through two jobs and all the savings, and now they were living in

  Uncle Joel’s pub.




  Rose had never felt a shadow like this before, but she’d heard the old boy go on about it often enough. Well, she wondered, I bet he’s squirmin out there now, out on the islands,

  feelin this dark luck comin on. She stopped under the trees and looked back out over Champion Bay. The boys were silhouettes now. She still heard their laughter. The sea was turning black. Yeah,

  he’d be squirmin. And if he wasn’t, he should be.




  *




  Sam Pickles was a fool to get out of bed that day, and he knew it ever after. In the sagging, hammocky cot he caught the scent of his father, the invalid port and tobacco, the

  closeness in the sheets of him, and he woke with a grunt. He jerked upright and looked about the dormitory hut. Other men were sleeping in the half-light before dawn with their salt-white boots

  paired beneath them, their photos and empty bottles awry on bedside benches, and another hard stupid day of labour hanging ahead of them in the twilight. Sam knew, as anybody will know, that when

  you wake up on a summer morning fifty miles out to sea on an island made entirely of birdshit and fag-ends, where only yesterday the rubbershod foot of a Japanese soldier was washed up, and you

  turn in your bed and smell your dead father right beside you, then you know the shifty shadow of God is lurking. And Sam knew damnwell that when the shifty shadow is about, you roll yourself a

  smoke and stay under the sheet and don’t move till you see what happens. When the foreman comes in to kick your arse, you pull the sheet up over your head and tell him you’re sick

  enough to die, to give up women, gambling, life itself. And if you’re smart you’ll let him blow and bellow, but you’ll hang onto that bed till you hear whose missus is dead, or

  who’s won the football raffle, or what poor bastard’s the proud father of twins, or whose mob it is that’s won the war. You stay right there till the shadow’s fallen across

  whoever’s lucky or unlucky enough, and then when it’s all over, you go out and get on with your business. Unless you’re just plain bloody stupid and think you can tell which way

  the shadow’s fallen. Then you’ll think: nah, this one hasn’t got me number on it. Today’s not me day. It’s someone else’s. And you may or may not be right.




  Sam Pickles, who thought today wasn’t his day to be worried, and who happened to be dead wrong, just waited for the odour of his old man to leave him, and then cocked his head, whistled

  through his teeth at the shiftiness of it all, and slid off the cot. Tiny crabs scuttered across the boards away from him. He went and stood on the stoop and saw the ocean, flat as sheetmetal. He

  headed for the thunderbox with gulls, terns, shags and cockroaches watching him come. The toilet was built on a catwalk hanging off the edge of the island. The seat was only eight feet above the

  water on a low tide, and on a high tide you were liable to experience what some well-travelled soul called nature’s bidet. Or a shark might go for your heart the long way.




  Out there, with his bum hanging over the still lagoon, Sam Pickles told himself today was just a day – more work, more sweat, and salt, diesel, guano. Some talk of the war, maybe, and a

  game of cards in the evening. He looked at his hands which were white with work. Every time he looked at them he knew he was a small man, small enough to be the jockey his father once wanted him to

  be. What a thing, hoping for smallness in a son. Well, he was small, in more ways than he cared to think about, but Sam never was a jockey.




  He rolled a smoke and looked out beyond the Nissen huts and the water tower to where the dozers and trucks and oilsmeared engine blocks were waiting. A couple of scurvy-looking dogs sniffed

  about at the perimeter of the compound, finding leftover crayfish and abalone from last night’s meal. Well, he’d just have to square the day away. It was a dream, that’s all.




  At the long trough outside his hut, Sam washed in the cool tank water, and as though to arm himself against such a shifty start to the day, he shaved as well. No one else was up yet. There was

  nothing to distract him. He got thinking about the old man again. When he looked at himself in the shard of mirror hanging from the water tank, that’s who he saw.




  Sam’s father Merv had been a water diviner. He went round all his life with a forked stick and a piece of fence wire, and when he was sober he found water and fed the family on the

  proceeds. He was a soft, sentimental sort of man, and he never beat Sam. The boy went with him sometimes to watch that stick quiver and tremble like a terrier’s snout and see the old man

  tugging at his beard as he sang ‘Click Go The Shears’ and tracked back and forth across the sandy coastal plain. Sam followed him, loved him, listened to him talk. He believed deeply in

  luck, the old man, though he was careful never to say the word. He called it the shifty shadow of God. All his life he paid close attention to the movements of that shadow. He taught Sam to see it

  passing, feel it hovering, because he said it was those shifts that governed a man’s life and it always paid to be ahead of the play. If the chill of its shade felt good, you went out to meet

  it like a droughted farmer goes out, arms wide, to greet the raincloud, but if you got that sick, queer feeling in your belly, you had to stay put and do nothing but breathe and there was a good

  chance it would pass you by. It was as though luck made choices, that it could think. If you greeted it, it came to you; if you shunned it, it backed away.




  Queer, now he thought of it, but Sam had spent his boyhood sharing a bed with the old man. And he was an old man, fifty, when Sam was born. At six every evening, his father retired with

  the Geraldton Gazette and a bottle, and Sam climbed in beside him to doze against that wheezy chest, hear the rustle of a turning page, smell the pipesmoke and the port. As a general tonic,

  the old man drank a bottle of Penfolds Invalid each evening; he said it gave him sweet sleep.




  Sam’s mother slept in the narrow child’s bed in the next room. She was a simple, clean, gloomy woman, much younger than her husband. Even as a boy, he barely thought about her. She

  was good to him, but she suffered for her lifelong inability to be a man.




  One morning Sam woke to a creeping chill and found the old man dead beside him. His mouth was open and his gums exposed. His mother came in to find him stuffing the old boy’s dentures in.

  He stopped rigid, they exchanged looks, and it appeared, with the upper plate left the way it was, that the old man had died eating a small piano. The townspeople wrote fond obituaries about Merv

  Pickles, water diviner. In the end they named the racetrack after him in tribute to his finding water there, and probably for having made it his second home. Without doubt, his faithful and

  lifelong loss to the bookies had probably underwritten the place for a good twenty years.




  People had loved him. He was poor and foolish and people will always have a place in their hearts for the harmless. He loved to gamble, for it was another way of finding water, a divination that

  set his whole body sparking. Sam Pickles grew up on that racetrack, hanging around the stables or by the final turn where the Patterson’s Curse grew knee high and the ground vibrated with all

  that passing flesh. Old Merv had Sam down as a rider. He was small and there was something about it in his blood, but when Merv died the dream went with him. A gambler’s wife has ideas of her

  own. Fools breed a hardness in others they can’t know. Sam Pickles tried to knuckle down to his mother’s way. He came to love labour the way his father never did, but there was always

  that nose for chance he’d inherited, an excitement in random shifts, the sudden leaping out of the unforeseen. He did badly at school and was apprenticed to a butcher. Then one day, with the

  shifty shadow upon him, he shot through, leaving his mother without a son, the butcher without an arse to kick, and a footy team without a snappy rover for whom the ball always fell the right way.

  A lot of things had happened since that day. His luck had waxed and waned. Like a gambler he thought the equation was about even, though any plant, animal or mineral could have told him he was on a

  lifelong losing streak. Plenty of queer things had occurred, but he’d never before woken up smelling the old man. It could only mean something big. Even as a boy he’d known that his

  father’s soul had touched him on the way up. He knew that meant something big and quiet and scary as hell.




  Men were stirring and cursing now, and the cook was spitting out behind the mess hall. They were hard men here – crims, fighters, scabs, gamblers – but the government didn’t

  seem to give a damn who they were as long as they filled quotas. They were here to mine guano for phosphate, and there was no shortage of that. Some places, a man could get thighdeep in the stuff

  if he wanted to. Dozers scooped it, trucked it and dumped it on barges. In Sam’s hut some wag had painted the motto on the door: Give em shit. And that’s what they did. Sam

  didn’t mind the work. It was better for his asthma than the wheat dust on the mainland wharf, where he’d been foreman. And the money was good. Right now he needed the dough, what with a

  wife and three kids to feed. In a single bad year he’d gambled away everything he’d ever owned and he figured he’d see the war out hauling birdcrap to make up. A man could always

  recover his losses.




  These islands were the sort of place to put the wind up a man, though. He knew about all those murders and mutinies. The Batavia business. There’d been madness out on these sea

  rocks since whitefellas had first run into them. Under the night sky they glowed white and when you heard some blokes had found a man’s foot in a rubber boot, you wondered whether you

  weren’t living on some outpost of Hell itself. His cousin Joel had worked here as a crayfisherman before he made his pile on the horses. Joel said sometimes you heard the sound of men

  strangling women at night, but in the morning you always told yourself it was the birds nesting.




  Give em shit, boys! the cook yelled as they left the mess hut.




  Sam got down to the boat with a full belly and waited for his partner Nobby. Keep the day ahead of you, that’s what the old man used to say. Nobby rolled up to the wheelhouse and belched.

  He was a fat brand of man, balding, with bleached earhair and a great capacity for hatred. He had an ongoing grievance with everybody, all forms of life. As he came in, he made a sturdy beginning

  to the morning.




  That fucken Wilson, I tellya –




  Sam pushed past him and went astern to cast off the line.




  A man’d be hardly blamed for murderin that barsted in is sleep –




  He started the winch to draw an empty barge alongside.




  It was Nobby who made the work hard. The sound of his voice was like something grinding away without oil or maintenance, and Sam had learnt to think across the top of it, to look into the water

  and think of coral trout, jewfish, baldchin, plan another night’s fishing, conjure up the sight of himself with a beer by the fire and a drumful of boiling crays. That’s what he was

  thinking of when the cable caught his glove and his hand was taken from him. His fingers were between the cogs before he could draw breath, and he felt his knuckles break in a second. Madness rose

  behind his eyes as Nobby fumbled with the gears, cursing him, cursing the winch, till he got him free and Sam tore the glove off, squealing, as four fingers fell to the deck and danced like half a

  pound of live prawns.




  *




  Sam was aloft. His body vibrated. Two men in flying suits played cards on his chest. His hand was in a block of ice. The airmen were playing gin rummy.




  Orright, mate? We’ll land in a few minutes, doan worry.




  I’m not worried, he shouted back over the sound of the engines. So this was what a Catalina looked like on the inside.




  He thought he’d tell them a cautionary thing or two on the subject of luck, but one of them slapped down a card so hard that Sam felt the reverberations right down his arm and he fainted

  fair away.




  *




  From up here, with hindsight, you can see into every room in the town of Geraldton, through roof and fence and curtain, down alley and beach, along bars and breakwaters, and if

  you look hard enough you’ll see a schoolgirl hurrying home early to the back of the old pub to fetch her mother to the hospital. She clangs up the fire escape, pigeontoed but athletic. The

  rear of the pub looks like the back of a movie set but from the front, the place looks the real business.




  Rose Pickles hammers along the corridor past numbered rooms till she reaches 36. It’s locked. She calls out to her mother but there is no reply, though she detects an intake of breath from

  behind the door.




  Now that it’s all in the past, anyone can see the woman astride the bed with her dress up. The sweat on her skin. The Catalina pilot with his belt undone and his hat on the table. You can

  smell the beer on their breaths, you get so close. So close, you hear the blood in their fattened hearts. And out in the corridor you witness the terrible boiling dark in the schoolgirl’s

  head, the confusion, the feeling, the colour she can’t put a name to.




  Her two brothers will be here soon. She goes out and waits on the fire escape. Afternoon sun cuts its way down from the reservoir of blue. Rose’s plaits tug the back of her head. She feels

  tough all of a sudden, and grown up. The boys can find their own way, she thinks, they can all find their own way. She batters down the fire escape. The metal tolls after she’s gone.




  *




  Dolly Pickles was a damn goodlooking woman. Anyone in town would tell you so. In some pubs they would know you so, and send a wave of winks down the bar that would always wash

  up at the far reaches of the Ladies’ Lounge. As she headed down to the hospital, she turned a few heads in the street and took in the salt breeze. When this town didn’t smell of salt it

  smelt of phosphate and wheat and rotting crayfish. She liked the stink of salt. Right now, with the rime of sex on her, she smelt of salt herself. Oh, those Yanks are somethin, she thought; Jesus

  Christ, they’re somethin.




  Kids were bombing off the jetty as she passed under the Norfolk pines. The water was a flat bed of sunlight and the brownslick bodies of children bashed through into its blue underbelly. Leaning

  against a fence, a man shelled prawns and eyed her off. He wiped vinegar from his chin and smiled. She gave him a piss-off-useless flick of her hips and went on to the hospital.




  Rose and the boys were there. The boys left off whispering by the window and stood straight. They were rangy, sundark kids. Rose was by the bed. She didn’t look up. Sam was asleep with his

  white fist bound up in a salute or a warning – she didn’t know which. A private room in the new wing. Government money, she thought. We couldn’t afford this.




  Four fingers and the top of his thumb, Rose said.




  Christ.




  Dolly saw it was his right hand. His bloody working hand. A man could hardly pick his nose with a thumb and half a pointer. They were done for; stuffed, cactus. Thank you, Lady Luck, you rotten

  slut. It was probably time now to pack a bag and buy a ticket, but hell, there was the kids and everything. The whole town knowing. How would she live?




  He bin awake?




  Nup.




  The boys, Ted and Chub, scratched themselves and pulled at their shorts.




  We go down the jetty? He’s not gunna wake up.




  S’posed to be in school, youse.




  We’ll be back dreckly. Dad might be awake, eh.




  Oh, ya mays well.




  Don’t drown from cryin, Rose said, from the bedside.




  Dolly stood in the room with her daughter. You had to watch this kid. She was getting to be a clever little miss. And she was Sam’s through and through. She was hot in the face like she

  was holding something back. Dolly wondered what she knew. She’s a kid. I’m a woman. The only thing we’ve got in common these days is a useless man. Dolly’d always gone for

  useless ones. But this was the living end.




  The room smelt of new paint and phenyle. Dolly tried to spot a mirror but there was none.




  The woman and the daughter do not speak. The crippled man does not stir. The breeze comes in the window and stops the scene from turning into a painting.




  *




  After her mother left, Rose sat by the bedside and watched him sleep. She hated him sometimes, he was so hopeless. At times she wanted to hit him, to pick up a lump of

  four-be-two and snot him with it. He was a grown man and yet he didn’t have a pinch of sense in him. But he wasn’t mean, like the old girl was turning mean. She had to put up with all

  these catastrophes, so maybe she had a right, but the old man still made you love him. They’d had good times together, all of them, but something sour was coming into everything, and

  it’d been happening all year. Everything was falling to bits. When the old man was home they fought and swore. The old girl hammered him night and day and he went out and lost money. Even now

  she didn’t know whether to put a cool hand on his brow or shake him by the throat. He looked so pale and busted. Oh, he’d made her laugh so many times, making a dill of himself to make

  her happy. He remembered what she liked, he told her adult things sometimes, and stories from his stockriding days. Rose saw through him; she knew he was always going to be useless, but she loved

  him. Hell, he was her father.




  Sam began to snore. Rose pressed her lips together and waited.




  *




  No one in the pub had a conversation that night that didn’t somehow wander into the territory of the Pickles family and their doomed run of luck. They had to do it when

  the publican wasn’t about because he was a loyal relation. They wondered aloud about Sam’s future, and the evening was kept alive with conjecture. Luck was something close to any

  drinker’s heart here at the Eurythmic. The place was built and bought on it, named after the great horse that brought it. A photo hung above the bar of the dark gleaming horse with its white

  diamond brow staring out at them, as if reminding them of his beneficence. The brash, hearty talk rose into the residential rooms at the top of the broad banistered staircase. Rose and the boys

  listened to it until the closing swill got under way, and when the place was quiet they slipped downstairs to the big dining room and its smells of steak and cabbage.




  *




  Alone on her bed in 36, Dolly dreams.




  A faint breeze lifts her dress as she approaches the man by the fence with the prawns. He gives her a gaptoothed smile and she stops by him. Children drop like jellybabies into the mouth of the

  sea. She takes a prawn, holds it in front of the man’s red nose, rubs it against his lips and takes it away. She puts her tongue out and rests the prawn on her tongue, draws it slowly into

  her mouth, and bites down. She cries out, and spits it into the man’s lap. It’s a human finger. There’s blood. She spits again and her front tooth lands on the man’s shirt

  and he scrambles up and knocks her to the grass and forces his tongue into her mouth. She feels their tongues meeting through the gaps in their teeth, vinegar between her legs.




  *




  For a week Sam Pickles lay in bed and listened to the fans stir the soupy summer air. School was starting up again and the beach was quiet, but in the afternoons when the

  southerly blew, he could hear kids bombing off the jetty and shrilling like gulls, setting the loose boards rattling as they ran. He knew his kids’d be there with the rest of them, and maybe

  they’d be down there at night with heavy lines under the lights, waiting for samsonfish like the others. The days were long and he heard them out. He heard the jangle and crash of the wharf,

  the wind in the Norfolk pines, the clack of heels in the street, rattles and moans down the ward. He listened instead of looking because everything hurt to look at: the juicy fat bum of the nurse

  who changed his dressing, the sideways, preoccupied look on Dolly’s face when she visited, the angry bloodcrust on the stumps where his fingers had been. There was no use looking anymore. It

  all said the same thing.




  At night the lighthouse divided up the dark, and he let himself watch it because it was just time slipping away.




  *




  One day a parcel came from the Abrolhos Islands, and the nurse with the juicy bum opened it for him and gasped. It was a preserve jar. In it, swimming in alcohol, were four

  fingers and the nub of a thumb. Someone had pasted a label on the glass which read: SAM’S PICKELS. He stared at it,

  then at the nurse, and laughed like a wounded dog. The nurse just looked at him lying there all gauzed and pale and handsome, laughing at his own fingers in a jar, and she wondered if he

  wasn’t the most stupid bugger she’d ever met in her life.




  *




  When Sam came home from the hospital, Dolly had to say goodbye to the Catalina pilot and the smell of his cologne. The two rooms at the pub seemed crowded again, and the kids

  hardly came home except to eat and sleep. Dolly spent the days tidying up, sometimes even helping the cleaning girls to make beds in the other rooms. She couldn’t stand the sight of Sam

  sitting in the chair by the window with his stump on the sill. That was enough to make her busy.




  *




  Afternoons, she pulled a few beers for Joel to show she was still grateful for the roof over their heads, and in the evening she drank more than a few to show anyone who cared

  to notice that she was still a woman and not a beggar. On Saturdays she went out to the racetrack and watched Joel’s horses win, and she looked into the faces of people who stared at her as

  though they couldn’t believe her husband was so unlucky. Men looked at her the way they look at horses. They were bolder now they knew her old man was a crip. She was fed up with this town.

  She knew it was time to make her own luck and piss off, but she just couldn’t get started. It’d be better when the summer was over, when the war was over. There’d be a better

  time, she knew.




  No money came in. No compo. Sam didn’t go on the dole. At night she lay beside him in bed, sensed his wiry weight spilling her towards him, and she tilted guiltily his way every time to

  scramble astride him and pull him into her, watch the harbour lights rise and fall through the window as she remembered the girlhood colour of moonlight on a paddock of stubble and the grind of

  dirt beneath her buttocks.




  *




  At the sound of the air-raid siren, Rose and the boys sprinted up the beach toward the trenches in the lee of the showers. Rose followed her brothers across the buffalo grass

  and over the sandbags as they leapt in. The Japs were coming this time. She heard the sound of an aero engine as she landed in the dark end, ankledeep in turds and newspaper. She crouched in the

  stinking mire as a plane went overhead, too high to see. They laughed in disgust until the all-clear sounded and they ran back to the water and swam the poop off themselves.




  That afternoon, Rose bombed off the end of the jetty and got a jellyfish up her bathers that stung her navel until it looked like she’d been hit with grapeshot. Gutshot, the boys said.




  Later the same day Rose and her brothers found the foot of a Jap soldier washed up in a twotoed rubber boot on the back beach. It was so horrible they laughed and ran home. When they told their

  father, he looked more gutshot than Rose.




  In the evening Rose went down to the library with the old man. It was the first time he’d been out since the hospital. He walked slowly beside her as she carried her books and, under the

  Norfolk pines in the moonlight, she saw him stop and look out over the water. She took his wrist and held it gently.




  Doesn’t matter, Dad. You’re okay.




  He looked at her and she saw his teeth in the light of the moon. When he stood beside her at the library looking vague in the presence of all those books, she felt so sorry for him, so ashamed,

  so maternal.




  On the way home a man came out of a pub as they passed and gave Rose four big crayfish.




  Bastard, Sam said as they walked on.




  He gave us a present, Dad.




  I used to work for him. He’s hoping I’ll stay away and take the jinx with me.




  Rose smelt the freshcooked crays damp in her arms and felt tired and sunburnt. The welts from the stinger on her belly felt like a fresh tattoo. She thought she’d fall asleep walking.




  Some people are lucky, she heard him say. Joel, he’s lucky. Got a good business. His hayburners win. See, I got me ole man’s blood. Dead unlucky.




  Rose yawned. Until your luck changes.




  Luck don’t change, love. It moves.




  *




  In the cool of winter, Sam Pickles began to give up the idea of being a crip, even though he’d grown accustomed, even attached to his new status. Joel set up a serious

  campaign in July to persuade him, to badger, niggle and nag him to get up out of room 36 and get on with his life.




  There’s no flamin use droppin yer bundle, he said, you’ll just have to cope with six-and-a-half fingers. You need a job and I need a payin guest. Catch my meanin?




  Dolly softened a little toward Sam, as though under direction, though she still drifted away at odd times to leave him smoking by the back window and staring out at the Catholics moving on the

  high ground. She came back vague and cheerful but he couldn’t work up any anger. For the kids, the novelty of having an old man who was wounded in the battle for birdshit had seriously faded.

  Even Rose looked at him these days as though she thought it was time he did something.




  The furious puckered pink scars on Sam’s hand subsided round the finger stumps – the colour of a monkey’s bum, some wag in the bar suggested. He’d learnt to button

  himself and roll a fag. Now he could look at the club on the end of his arm without having bile rise in him. He got restless. In the end, Joel ferreted him out. Fishing was the place to start.




  One July evening, as the sun dozed in the sea, he found himself standing on a lonely beach casting and winding, clumsy as a child, with the great dunes behind him turning brown. Haze began to

  shoulder in and render every form fluid. When he baited up, the gang of hooks always slipped sideways in the mulie and ended up buried in his palm. It was frustrating and silly, but he said nothing

  to Joel, and Joel said nothing back. As dark came, Sam got the hang of it, and found ways to use his bung hand. He got a half-decent cast out now and then and was satisfied by the sound of bait

  hitting the water. They lit the lamp and shared a smoke. Sam began to feel a crawly, exhilarating sensation in his fingers – all his fingers. He burned and tingled and swore he could feel ten

  fingers gripping that rod. It was a lie, he knew, but he let the feeling take him in the dark. There was something momentous in it, he thought, like it meant something truly big. The shifty shadow,

  alright. But he was relaxed. He was with Joel whose luck ran like a fountain. He was a lightning rod for luck, that boy.




  He wasn’t at all surprised to hear Joel grunt and then shout. It was a big strike. Sam brought the lamp alongside and saw Joel’s cane rod arching halfway to the water. Line sang out

  and ran from the reel. They laughed like kids. Joel feinted and pulled, crabbing along the beach, to worry the fish, wear him down. Sam held the gaff and the light close by; he guffawed and stomped

  and felt like getting sickdrunk and dancing all night. He whooped and hooted as the great silver-flanked mulloway came twisting in through the shorebreak. Nah, it was no surprise at all. Not with

  Joel. He put down the light, swung the gaff into the fish’s gills and dragged it in. He turned to Joel and there was the surprise. Joel was on his knees clutching his heart. Sam

  Pickles stood and watched man and fish flap on the sand until neither moved. He stood there a long time after everything was still, letting it soak in. Joel, his only living relative beyond Dolly

  and the kids. His lucky, wealthy, generous, last relative. In whose pub his family was living. Sam’s feet turned stiff with cold. The facts racked themselves up like snooker balls. He was

  bereaved. He was unemployed. Minus a working hand. Homeless. Broke.




  A sea breeze blew.




  Sam tried to decide which he would drag back first, man or fish. It wasn’t going to be easy. The lamp burned low. He tried to weigh it up. He sat down to gut it out.




  





  Two




  





  




  [image: ]   Fish Lamb Comes Back




  Just near the crest of a hill where the sun is ducking down, the old flatbed Chev gives up the fight and stalls quiet. Out on the tray the kids groan like an opera. All around,

  the bush has gone the colour of a cold roast. Birds scuffle out of sight. There’s no wind, though the Chev gives out a steamy fart.




  You’ll have to back her up, Lest, the woman says to her husband. Go on, turn her around.




  Carn, Dad! someone calls from behind the cab.




  The man spits out the window, lets the brake off, and they roll back. He lets the clutch go, and with a jerk that sends the kids lurching all over the back, the motor grinds up again and the

  grey-blue bush is full of clatter.




  This time the truck goes up the hill in reverse and the kids elbow each other and feel a right bunch of dags heading up like that, but they’re the first to see the rivermouth, the oilstill

  river and roiling sea; it looks so like a picture they’re suddenly quiet.




  The engine idles, best it can.




  Whacko, one of them says.




  They shift around on the prawn nets and watch the sun hit the sea without a sound.




  *




  Lester and Oriel Lamb are Godfearing people. If you didn’t know them you could see it in the way they set up a light in the darkness. You’ve never seen people relish

  the lighting of a lamp like this, the way they crouch together and cradle the glass piece in their hands, wide eyes caught in the flare of a match, the gentle murmurs and the pumping, the sighs as

  the light grows and turns footprints on the river beach into longshadowed moon craters. Let your light so shine.




  Around them their six children chiack in the sand.




  Get some wood, you bigguns, Oriel Lamb says. Hattie you look after Lon.




  The beach widens in the light of lamp and fire. The children see sparks rising like stars.




  These are farm people, though Lester Lamb has taken to being a policeman because the farm is on its last legs. Lester Lamb polices like he farms, always a little behind the moment. He’d

  quit the force if only his wife’d let him. Around town he’s known as ‘Lest We Forget’ and if he knew, it’d break his Anzac heart.




  He unravels the prawn net and shucks off his pants. His scrawny white legs bring a smile to him.




  I’ll take the boys.




  They’re not tall enough, Oriel Lamb says.




  Ah, the girls grizzle too much. Drives me mad.




  Put on yer shoes, or yull be stung. Don’t want any cobbler stings. Can’t stand your grizzlin.




  He laughs and remembers the last time he was stung, when they had to load him onto the flatbed and Hattie had to drive because no one else could, and they delivered him to the doctor in the main

  street naked and screaming like a breech birth.




  Orright, he says, lacing up the old brogues his father left him, no stings tonight. Give us a kiss then.




  With the two older boys, Mason and Samson, Lester Lamb wades out. He holds the lamp over the water while the boys drag the net; it makes a long triangle out behind them, narrowing down to a

  little sock in the end. Mason is eleven. They call him Quick because he is as unquick as his father. Samson is two years younger and the others call him Samsonfish, or just plain Fish, for his wit

  and alertness. Everyone loves Fish. Just by dunking a girl’s braids in an inkwell he can make her love him. He endears teachers to him by giving them lip. And in town, he’ll wait till

  dark and crap in a paper bag and set fire to it on someone’s doorstep so they come out screaming and stamping and get poofooted, only to melt into jolliness when they see it’s just Fish

  Lamb and his fun. Even his three sisters Hattie and Elaine and Red love him, and they hate boys to Hell and back.




  Quick knows that his brother Fish is smarter and better looking than him, and that people love him more, though Fish doesn’t catch fish as well as his name would suggest, because

  he’s always wisedicking around, talking too loud, being lovable.




  Don’t smile, Fish, Lester Lamb says. You’ll frighten the prawns away.




  Oi, Quick, look at Dad. He looks like a statue in a fountain with that light. Wants to be careful someone dunt come over an toss in a penny to make a wish.




  What would they wish for, ya reckon? Quick asks.




  Yeah, what? Lester Lamb asks.




  Prolly wish they could get their money back, I reckon.




  Cheeky blighter, Lester Lamb thinks as he wades with the light and lets the talk go away from him.




  *




  On the beach, Oriel Lamb sees them dragging round the bend and back towards the beach. The fire coughs and she goes back to darning. She doesn’t hate being poor the way

  Lester does. She’ll cut garments down and cadge and patch to give things a second life, she’ll keep the farm swaying on its back trotters, but not be unhappy. She’s prouder than

  the British Empire. She’ll send the kids into town on old Mabel with a shilling between them and know they’ll spend it on sherbert and icecream and watch the outdoor flicks for free

  from a vacant bush. They’ll see Randolph Scott back to front through the old white sheet, and they’ll see the projector flicker and send out its bolt of light, and they’ll watch

  the townie kids eating popcorn out of paper cups, but they won’t for a moment think they’re poor. They’ll know they’re Lambs; they’ll know how to treat others with a

  mixture of pity and respect. And, what’s more, they’ll always come back with change.




  She looks up and sees Lester and the boys hauling the net up onto the beach. The water is flat behind them. She can almost see the trees etched out on the other bank, the paper-barks where the

  dunes begin. There is the sound of surf away across the sandbar. Little Lon is asleep at her feet. She wraps him in her cardigan and he seems no bigger than a kelpie curled up like that.




  The boys empty the lummocky mess of stuff into the light, and they fall to their knees to separate jellyfish, gobble-guts, smelt, weed and muck from prawns. In the light, the prawns’ eyes

  are cheap jewels in transparent bodies that warp and flick against the sides of the steel bucket.




  Fish skylarks up the beach. Quick whistles as Hat uncovers a fat cobbler, its glossy catfish body bending to show the sting behind its head.




  I’ll take em out again, Lester Lamb says.




  His wife shrugs and lets them go. Her blunt little hands are full of prawns.




  *




  Oriel Lamb wipes her hands on her apron, looks up and sees her husband out on the water, his head illuminated and seemingly free of his body. Her men look like they are walking

  on water. Somewhere a fish breaks the surface.




  She leaps to her feet. Lord Jesus, something just falls through the bottom of her heart. She startles the others.




  Lest?




  *




  Oh, the water has never been so quiet. Quick and Fish and their father move through it like it’s a cloud, an idea, just a rumour of water, and when Fish goes down there

  isn’t a sound. Quick feels the net go slack. Lester Lamb smells woodsmoke from the beach; he hears his heart paddling slowly along, but nothing else.




  *




  Fish will remember. All his life and all his next life he’ll remember this dark, cool plunge where sound and light and shape are gone, where something rushes him from

  afar, where, openmouthed, openfisted, he drinks in river, whales it in with complete surprise.




  *




  And Lester Lamb, turning in alarm at the shout from shore, came round too hard and swung the lamp into the water and left them in hissing darkness. Quick was yelling; he heard

  the boy beating the water.




  Quick staggered and fell over the net and squealed at himself trying to get off, to get it off. A pole glanced off his chin. He felt the net butt under him. Fish! He was on him; he was trying to

  come up under the net.




  Lester Lamb hoisted Quick out of the water and off the net. The sky was the colour of darkness, starless, mute. Everywhere, everything was net.




  He’s under it, get it off get it off! Quick was yelling.




  Lester Lamb could not see. He could only feel water and net and panic.




  *




  Oh, I remember. Mesh against the face, the cage of down and up and the faint idea of light as the cold comes quicker now out of the tunnel, that strange cold feeling

  that’s no longer a stranger. Fish feels death coming unstuck from him with a pain like his guts are being torn from him. Fish is having his gizzard, his soul torn away and he feels his

  fingers in the mesh, reaching up for anything, his . . . someone’s . . . and then he’s away.




  Away.




  *




  The net went still in Lester Lamb’s hands. A sound escaped him.




  Just pull! Quick yelled.




  What?




  Into the shallow. If he’s caught in the net, just pull him in!




  When they got into the shallows they saw the shadow trailing and they dragged it up the bank to the woman’s feet and the smell of cooking prawns. Lester Lamb saw his son’s fingers in

  the mesh of the net, still holding.




  He was dead and they knew it, but the woman beat the water out of him anyway. To little Lon, awake now with all the screaming, she looked like she was giving Fish a good hiding for his

  cheek.




  Quick heard her shouting at the Lord Jesus.




  Blessed blessed Saviour, bring him back. Show us all thy tender mercy and bring this boy back. Ah, Gawd Jesus Almighty, raise him up! Now, you raise him up!




  And Fish lay there in the mostly dark, eyes and mouth open, lurching like butcher meat as his mother set her fists to him:




  Lord Jesus




  Whump!




  Saviour Jesus . . .




  Whump!




  And she made sounds on him you only got from cold pastry.




  The old man on his knees weeping: Yairs, Lord, yairs!




  And the girls strangely quiet there on the sand with water-lap and prawnkick and the smell of mud and rottenness.




  *




  Fish’s pain stops, and suddenly it’s all just haste and the darkness melts into something warm. Hurrying toward a big friendly wound in the gloom . . . but then

  slowing, slowing. He comes to a stop. Worse, he’s slipping back and that gash in the grey recedes and darkness returns and pain and the most awful sickfeeling is in him like his flesh has

  turned to pus and his heart to shit.




  Shame.




  Horror.




  Fish begins to scream.




  *




  The great gout of river hit Oriel Lamb in the face and Lon laughed. Got back on his wet little bum and laughed. Fish started to geyser away and Lon laughed again and they were

  all shouting enough to hide the awful, the sad, the hurt moan that Fish let out when the air got to his lungs. Never, never, was there a sadder, more disappointed noise.




  *




  They brought him into town like that. From the pub verandah men saw the Lambs barrelling down the hill like mad bastards, and they heard them singing and shouting like they were

  ready for rape and revenge, and the sight of them rioting on the open tray of that Chev suddenly put people in the street.




  Lester Lamb swung into the darkened dirt yard of the Church of Christ and got ready to beat down the door. He had to get inside and turn on the lights, throw the windows open, find the minister,

  tell the people. Oriel Lamb, infant astride her hip, was singing and wildeyed. The horn was blowing and the headlamps tore the darkness.




  Out on the tray, as the graveldust caught them up and blotted out the world, the girls laughed like they were famous.




  Quick cradled Fish’s head in his lap. He felt the blood moving in his brother’s body. Fish’s eyes were open, unblinking.




  We got him back! Quick heard his father bellow to the drinkers across the road. Back from the dead. Fish Lamb is back! Praise the Lord!




  But Quick held his brother’s head in his hands and knew it wasn’t quite right. Because not all of Fish Lamb had come back.




  





  Three




  





  




  [image: ]   Back in Time




  Back in time there was a big empty house. It was owned by a very respectable woman who had cheated several people in order to get it. The local Anglican priest was the only

  visitor she ever had, for she was lonely and a widow, though very rich. The priest secretly thought she was a nasty piece of work, but he also believed that there was good in every heart and it

  only needed to be nurtured. She had such an enormous house – six bedrooms and a library, with grounds full of fruit trees and fragrant shrubs – and in an inspired moment he put a

  proposition to her. She was lonely and bored, he said, why didn’t she open her house? To native women, perhaps. She could be the Daisy Bates of the city.




  Somehow it took her fancy, the Daisy Bates bit, though she’d never met one of these natives. Missionary purpose came upon her like the flu. Girls were procured and the house filled. She

  aimed to make ladies of them so they could set a standard for the rest of their sorry race. She showed them how to make their beds and wash, how to dress and how to walk. She read aloud from the

  novels of Sir Walter Scott and she locked the house up at night. The mission girls climbed into bed with one another at night and cried. They had been taken from their families and were not happy.

  They crawled from windows but were tracked down and returned to the house. The widow showed them how to serve at table and wear hats in church. One evening she went into the library to find a girl

  dead on the floor from drinking ant poison. Before she evicted the rest of them, she made each of them come into the library and take a close look at the twisted death snarl of the poisoned girl.

  When she got the last one out the door and into the night, she gathered up all the linen and burnt it under the fruit trees in the backyard. Then she sent a neighbour to fetch a constable.




  She was at the piano one evening a few weeks after, mulling over the possibilities for diversion, when her heart stopped. She cried out in surprise, in outrage and her nose hit middle C hard

  enough to darken the room with sound. Her nose was a strong and bony one, and there was middle C in that library until rigor mortis set in. The room soaked her up and the summer heat worked on her

  body until its surface was as hard and dry as the crust of a pavlova.




  That’s how the vicar found her when he came visiting to tick her off about the girls. The smell knocked him over like a shot from a .303 and he ran out with a nosebleed that lasted seven

  days and seven nights. He didn’t die, but he lost his faith in humankindness and became a Baptist first and a banker second.




  The house was boarded up, and it held its breath.




  In 1923, after a racehorse called Eurythmic was put grandly out to pasture, a publican from the town of Geraldton bought the house without ever seeing it. He thought perhaps he’d retire to

  it in style sometime in the future. He was forty years old. Twenty years later, men were reading his Last Will and Testament to a small gathering of sunburnt people in the Ladies’ Lounge of

  the Eurythmic Hotel, Geraldton.




  [image: ]   A House on Cloud Street




  Sam Pickles couldn’t believe it, and the way everyone started filing out of the Ladies’ Lounge without looking him in the eye, it was clear that no one else could,

  either. The pub was to be sold and the money to go to the local branch of the Turf Club, except for two thousand pounds which was willed to one Samuel Manifold Pickles. And there was a house, a

  large house down in the city, left to the same Samuel Manifold Pickles with the proviso that it not be resold for the next twenty years.




  Rose Pickles wandered through the quiet halls, along musty floor runners, into newly vacant rooms where only last month jockeys and sailors had lived. She tugged at her plait and smelt the sea

  on her flesh. After these weeks of hopeless waiting and expecting the worst she couldn’t decide whether she was happy or sad. She couldn’t help feeling that her life was over.




  A few days later, the Pickles family packed three cardboard suitcases and a teachest and caught a train to Perth. That was the end of Geraldton. The bay, the pub, the Norfolk pines, the endless

  summer wind. No one cried; no one was game to.




  It was evening when they reached the city and they caught the first taxi of their lives, to Cloud Street. Number One Cloud Street. When the driver piled them out they stared at the shadow back

  there in the trees. Somewhere, a train whistled.




  Oo-roo!




  Sam walked up on to the timber verandah with his mouth open in the dark. He put the key in the lock and felt Rose pushing him from behind.




  Gwan, dad.




  The door opened. A dozen cramped smells blew in their faces: lilac water, rot, things they didn’t recognize. Sam found a switch and the long, wide hallway suddenly jumped at them. They

  stepped inside to the grind and protest of the floorboards, moving slowly and quietly at first to open a door here, to peer there, exchange neutral high eyebrow looks, gathering boldness as they

  went, the four of them getting to a trot with their voices gathering and gaining, setting doors aslam, and moving to a full gallop up the staircase.




  It’s bloody huge! said Sam.




  Bloody strange if you ask me, Dolly muttered.




  Where do we sleep tonight? Ted asked.




  There’s twenty rooms or more, Sam said, just take your pick.




  But there’s no beds!




  Improvise!




  I’m hungry.




  Here, eat a biscuit.




  With all the upper floor lights on, Rose walked through drifts of dust, webs and smells from room to room. She came to a door right in the centre of the house but when she opened it the air went

  from her lungs and a hot, nasty feeling came over her. Ugh. It smelt like an old meatsafe. There were no windows in the room, the walls were blotched with shadows, and there was only an upright

  piano inside and a single peacock feather. Not my room, she thought. She had to get out before she got any dizzier. Next door she found a room with a window overlooking the street, an Ann of

  Green Gables room.




  Well, she thought, the old man had a win. Cloud Street. It had a good sound to it. Well, depending how you looked at it. And right now she preferred to think of the big win and not the losses

  she knew would probably come.




  *




  In a day or so they had the house on Cloud Street clean enough to live in, though Sam privately swore he could still smell lilac water. It was a big, sad, two-storey affair in a

  garden full of fruit trees. The windows were long, buckling sashed things with white scrollwork under the sills. Here and there weatherboards peeled away from the walls and protruded like lifting

  scabs, but there was still enough white paint on the place to give it a grand air and it seemed to lord it above the other houses in the street which were modest little red brick and tin cottages.

  It was big enough for twenty people. There were so many rooms you could get lost and unnerved. From upstairs you could see into everyone else’s yard, and through the trees to the railway line

  and the sea of sooty grass beside it. The garden was gone to ruin. The fish ponds were dry; orange, lemon, apple, mulberry and mandarine trees were arthritic and wild. Creeping rose grew like a

  nest of thorns.




  *




  Rose explored and found creaks and damp patches and unfaded rectangles on the walls where paintings had hung. There were rooms and rooms and rooms but it wasn’t the great

  shock it might have been had she not already lived at the Eurythmic all last year. She liked the iron lace in front and the bullnosed verandah. Some floors sloped and others were lumpy and singsong

  as you walked on them. Each of the kids had a room upstairs and hers looked out on the street with its white fences and jacarandas. It was musty, like the beach shack at Greenough Uncle Joel had

  let them use every Christmas. She knew she would even forget what Uncle Joel looked like in a year or two. She had loved him and she understood that she had to love this place too, despite how glum

  it made her, because it was his gift, and if it wasn’t for him they’d have nothing.




  Rose cleaned the dead, windowless room herself because she knew that all the books from the beach house were coming on the train with the furniture, and this would be the library. She loved

  books, even to hold them and turn them over in her hands and smell the cool, murky breeze they made when you birred the pages fast through your fingers. A house with a library! But she got halfway

  through the job and quit. There were bolt holes like eyes in the walls where shelves had been, and the old piano groaned, and she didn’t like to think of being in there with the door closed.

  No, it wasn’t for books. The books could come in her room, and this room, well it could just stay closed.




  Rain fell sweetly on the corrugated iron roof all morning, and in the afternoon a truck pulled up out front.




  From her window Rose saw men bringing boxes in off the truck. She went downstairs like a wild thing, stirring the others out of the gloomy silence of scrubbing. Teachests and crates came in

  through the door, a fat old sofa from the Ladies’ Lounge of the Eurythmic, brass vases with the star of David on them, a cuckoo clock, mattresses and beds, a huge stuffed marlin, golf clubs,

  sixteen black and white photos of Eurythmic, each as big as a window. Rose opened crates and chests to find curtains, towels, sheets. Five crates were full of books. She dragged out an armful

  – Liza of Lambeth, Jude the Obscure, Joe Wilson’s Mates, Hints for the Freshwater Fishermen – they were greensmelling and dusty, but Rose was exultant.




  Well, her mother said, appearing beside her, this old stuff’ll at least make it look like we’re not squattin here.




  Look at these books! Rose sighed.




  There’s nowhere to put them, said Dolly.




  The old man came alongside. I’ll make some shelves.




  Rose saw her mother’s eyes travel down to the stumps on his hand and back away again, and they went on upacking in silence.




  Next morning they had their gear unpacked and the house was theirs, though they rattled round in it like peas in a tin. The cheque arrived from the trustees.




  We’re rich! Sam yelled from the letterbox.




  But next day was Saturday. Race day. And there was a horse called Silver Lining. Sam had great faith, what, with the shifty shadow being about with such goodwill and all. But the horse was

  legless.




  Saturday evening they were poor again. Sam got home sober, in time to have Dolly push him down the stairs. He went end over end like a lampstand and put his head through the plaster wall at the

  turn. He pulled his head out, took the last few steps on foot, and shrugged at the kids who went outside without even bothering to shake their heads.




  On the back step, Ted muttered. That’s our friggin luck. House and no money.




  Ponds and no fish, said Chub.




  Trees and no fruit.




  Arm and no hand.




  Rose turned on them. Oh, yer a pair of real cards. Real funny blokes.




  Reckon it’s a friggin house o cards, I do, said Ted. The old girl’s the wild card and the old mail’s the bloody joker.




  Sam surprised them, coming up behind. There was blood dripping from his nose. They moved aside to let him by. Rose watched him walk all the way down to the back fence where he stood in the

  grass. From somewhere near came the roar of a football crowd. The old man just stood there in the wild grass with his hands in his pockets, and Rose went inside when she couldn’t watch it

  anymore.




  [image: ]   Nights




  The Pickleses move around in the night, stunned and shuffling, the big emptiness of the house around them, almost paralysing them with spaces and surfaces that yield nothing to

  them. It’s just them in this vast indoors and though there’s a war on and people are coming home with bits of them removed, and though families are still getting telegrams and waiting

  by the wireless, women walking buggered and beatenlooking with infants in the parks, the Pickleses can’t help but feel that all that is incidental. They have no money and this great continent

  of a house doesn’t belong to them. They’re lost.




  At night Dolly hears the trains huff down the track loud enough to set the panes a-rattle in the windows. All night, all day, people seem to be going someplace else. Everyone else somewhere

  else. Some nights, even as autumn thickens and the chill gets into her, she gets out of bed and walks down the track to the station where, from the dark shelter of the shrubbery, she can watch

  people getting on and off trains; men and women in uniform, sharp-looking people who laugh and shove at each other like they don’t care who hears or sees. She hears their voices trailing off

  in the streets, sucked into the noises of steam and clank. Not many of them look as though they belong either, like the Yank marines honking their accents and tossing fags and nylons about,

  no, they don’t belong but they don’t give a damn.




  Look at her, crouching there in the bushes.




  Dolly always gets back in bed cold and angry and more awake than she was before. They’re poor, dammit, still shit-poor, even with a house as big as a church that they can’t bloody

  sell and maybe just as well. God she misses the wind and the flat plains and the bay and the dust. And that Catalina pilot, worthless bastard. No, she doesn’t really miss him; just the idea

  of him. She misses the idea of herself as well. Back in Geraldton people knew her. They all whispered behind their hands, all those tightarsed local bastards, behind their sniggering looks and

  their guts in their laps, but at least she was somebody, she meant something.
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