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The Boy Behind the Curtain



When I was a kid I liked to stand at the window with a rifle and aim it at people. I hid behind the terylene curtain in my parents’ bedroom with the .22 and whenever anyone approached I drew a bead on them. I held them in the weapon’s sight until they passed by. They had no idea I was lurking there – thirteen years old, armed and watchful – and that was the best part of it.


The family rifle was a single-shot .22 Lithgow. When the old man first acquired it, in a swap for a fishing rod, it was already a rather homely looking pea shooter, but after he gave its battered stock a generous coat of mission brown, he rendered it genuinely ugly. Even so, I couldn’t get enough of that thing. I loved to be out with him on brisk evenings hunting rabbits or whistling up a fox. Some Sunday afternoons I was given five or six bullets and entrusted to roam at liberty in the lonelier paddocks of local farms. This was a big deal, a privilege earnt from months of training and supervision during which the dogma of firearms safety was drilled into me. I knew about the folly of climbing through fences with a weapon. Likewise the dangers of ricochet near water. I understood trajectory, the effects of wind, and the perils of firing into vegetation that could obscure livestock or an unsuspecting hiker. I observed the sanctity of the safety-catch. I never walked with the rifle cocked. Nor would I travel even the shortest distance in a vehicle with a round in the breech. And once the shooting was over I knew how to render the weapon safe, to clear the breech and check twice in a manner both ritualistic and pedantic.


Often enough on these solo excursions I came back without having fired a shot. True, the rabbits were skittish and the foxes wily. But there were moments when, having got the drop on something, I just couldn’t bring myself to pull the trigger. Not that I was squeamish. I’d killed snakes, birds and roos with hardly a thought. And it didn’t have to be a creature in my sight. Sometimes I couldn’t even let loose at a rusty tin. Because I was stricken by the very idea of the rifle, its eerie potential and authority, cowed by the sinister power of the thing, and burdened by the weight of responsibility that came with it.


The Lithgow was no blunderbuss – it made a noise like a damp Christmas cracker – and it lacked the slick glamour of the Winchester repeater Chuck Connors made famous in the TV show The Rifleman, or the Tommy gun Vic Morrow toted so nonchalantly in Combat! All the same, our family gun was a killer; I’d destroyed enough things and creatures with it to know that. Some Sundays it was enough to cradle death in your hands and just hold fire. I was appalled by its atavistic potency, yet I was entirely in its thrall.


At our place during the seventies, in the days before mandatory gun safes, the Lithgow lived at the back of my parents’ wardrobe, behind a thicket of jackets and ties and police tunics. The bolt – the rifle’s firing mechanism – was kept separately in the drawer on my father’s side of the bed, next to the envelopes for the church collection. Lying snug against it were packs of antacids as big and orange as shotgun cartridges. In the cut-glass jars on the dressing table, salted in with the old man’s uniform buttons and old coins, were a few tarnished rounds of ammunition – .22 shorts and longs, the odd hollow-point, perhaps a.38. None of this was a secret. My parents understood that I knew it was all there. But I was not allowed to touch any of it. Handling the rifle indoors without adult supervision was forbidden; this was a fundamental rule. Of course there were worse sins, like pointing a gun at another person – that was completely unthinkable, the action of a dangerous fool or a ‘crim’, in the family parlance. I saw the sense in these regulations and mores and accepted them without reservation. I would have been disgusted by someone who flouted them.


And yet, at thirteen, whenever I had the house to myself, I went straight to the wardrobe and drew the rifle out. I handled it soberly, with appropriate awe, a respect laced with fear, but then I carried it to the window and aimed it at innocent passers-by. This didn’t happen only a time or two – I did it for months. I stood behind the filmy curtain, alert and alone, looking down the barrel of a gun. At strangers.


We hadn’t been in town long that year. The house was a modest fibro affair in a working-class suburb of Albany, but from its position on the ridge where Campbell Road crested the hill it commanded quite a view, and without even knowing why, I was compulsively converting that vista into a field of fire, reducing our new home to a pillbox. Below me lay the slumping rooftops and rainswept trees of a peaceful southern port and from my eyrie I was keeping a vigil, the purpose of which eluded me. I was a placid kid in a loving, supportive family in a home where there was neither machismo nor violence. And there I was, acting like a sniper.


None of the townsfolk labouring uphill to pass by had wronged me – I didn’t know any of them, I was a total newbie – so I had no intention of harming or frightening them. But to view something through a gun sight is to see it jump or fall or explode in your mind’s eye. You know perfectly well that if you pull that trigger your target will be transformed in an instant, perhaps forever. I convinced myself that without its firing bolt the rifle wasn’t even a weapon. Moreover, it was only a lethal weapon if I slipped a bullet into the breech. And of course I was hardly about to do that, was I? But all this was sophistry and self-justification. Because some dark part of me knew I had the means of destruction close at hand. The makings were all about me in the room. And therein lay the queasy buzz.


Furtive as I was, I saw nothing sinister in this new habit. It didn’t strike me as creepy or nefarious. No one knew they had a gun pointed at them, so I wasn’t causing any fear. I did feel guilty about abusing my parents’ trust, but I told myself there wasn’t anything bad in what I was up to, and certainly nothing dangerous.


When I think of that kid at the window, the boy I once was, I get a lingering chill. Back then I had only the murkiest notion of how much trouble I was courting. Not for a moment did I imagine being one of those unsuspecting pedestrians or drivers, how it might feel to look up and see a gunman training a weapon on me. I’d never had a firearm aimed my way. At thirteen I didn’t yet know what that felt like. I was careful to remain unseen, but all it would have taken was for the barrel to snag on the curtain, for a neighbour to glance up, for someone to catch my silhouette, and things could have unravelled very quickly indeed. Appearing to ‘go armed so as to cause fear’ is a serious offence in most Australian jurisdictions. All over the world adults and minors brandishing replicas or toys have been mistakenly shot dead by officers of the law, and even before the so-called Age of Terror and the mass panics it has spawned, it was no small thing to be seen menacing strangers with an actual firearm. To be caught doing it in a country town where your dad’s a cop – well, an event like that can be life-defining.


So what, you might ask, did I think I was doing all those months? It’s an uncomfortable question, and even now I struggle to answer it. I was a rational, intelligent and obedient child. But for a season, in the matter of the family gun, I just couldn’t help myself.


It was such a charged and sneaky compulsion. I waited for any opportunity; anticipation was part of the thrill. An empty house brought a febrile mood that was almost erotic. Having checked to see I was truly alone I’d stalk into the front room, reach into the cupboard, lay the rifle on the bed and survey the street and the valley below. And only when I took up my sentry post with the weapon in my arms did the jangly feeling begin to recede. Soon enough a stranger would come by, on the way to the Spencer Park shops or heading up to the rec centre in the lee of the school. It didn’t matter if they were an adult or a child, a man or a woman, I’d draw a bead on them and everything around me and within me would slow down. Once they were contained by the rifle’s simple open sight a person seemed smaller, easier to apprehend. The narrow focus calmed me. The visual imposition of the basic notch and tongue defused something. Not that I could have expressed it in those terms then. I’m not even sure they’re the right words now.


Looking back I recognize this period as a time when I felt besieged. Suddenly confronted by a fresh town and another house, with the strange new high school hulking ominously out there on the opposing ridge, and puberty doing weird things to my body and mind, I didn’t just treat the rifle as a source of talismanic power – it was a stilling point, a centring locus, like a religious icon. After all, there’s no shape or image in modern culture to match that of the gun. Nothing else has its universal authority or saving promise. In our time the image of the cross has lost its potency, the national flag is debased and divisive. No, the gun is the supreme image. Only the dollar sign can rival it for the visceral response it produces, the power it radiates.


As it turned out, nothing happened. Nothing bad, that is. Thankfully, I didn’t shoot anyone, and neither was I sprung. After a few months I just stopped playing with the rifle and to this day I don’t know why. There was no revelation and no intervention. My mood changed, which is to say I grew out of the infatuation. Besides, with three siblings, a father who worked shifts and a stay-at-home mother to contend with, I found it increasingly rare to get the house to myself. For a while I wondered if my parents had twigged, but it turns out they had no idea what I’d been up to. When I asked them about it decades later they were mortified, and understandably so.


Somehow I stopped needing the rifle. By the time summer came around I was more resigned to my new life, less threatened by the alien worlds of the town and the school. In fact I began to enjoy them. I made friends, went surfing, fell in love, discovered ways of rendering myself amusing and within six months went from being a fearful, meek little fellow to a bit of a mouthy pest in class. Much of it, no doubt, was mere performance, faking it until I was making it, but it was better than cowering. I hadn’t even consciously recognized how miserable I’d been, but come Christmas I was a different boy, as if, out of rank desperation, I’d recast myself entirely. I rediscovered words, learnt to project myself with new and better ones, to defend myself with jokes and stories. As a little boy I was always a reader, and adults often remarked upon how articulate I was, but for a period there in 1973 I lost the means of expression. I felt I’d been consigned to exile but I lacked a language that matched my apprehensions and anxieties. Without words I was dangerously powerless. The gun served as a default dialect, a jerry-built lingo that may have been less sophisticated than a laundry list, but it came with ready-made scripts that had been swilling about in the back of my mind since infancy. These were storylines as familiar as the object itself. But the lexicon of the gun is narrow and inhuman. Despite its allure it was insufficient to my needs. Once I found that life in Albany, Western Australia was not quite as threatening as I thought, I left the secret gunplay behind and forgot I ever did such things.


For another boy, a kid in tougher circumstances than mine, the outcome might not have been so happy. The gun’s slinky power has a special appeal to the young, the weak, the confused and the powerless. To those overlooked or spurned, access to a firearm is the spark of agency. With a gun in your hands, everything is possible. In a moment you imagine the respect it demands. You see yourself suddenly getting some attention, or exacting revenge. There’s nothing like those sleek contours, that baleful heft to make you feel larger, greater, wiser. Perhaps, deep down, everyone wants to feel dangerous. Being rich can do that for you. So can being very smart. For the rest who are neither, the gun is a short-cut. And whatever our circumstances, we’re all steeped in its romance. We’ve marinated in this cult all out lives; it’s inescapable. Even in a country where there is no fetishized right to bear arms, gunplay is a staple of entertainment. Researchers estimate that by the age of eighteen the average American child is likely to have been exposed to as many as twenty-six thousand gun murders on TV, and there’s no reason to assume Australian children’s exposure differs much. In TV, movies and video games, the underlying showbiz message is that the world is a dangerous place and the only tool that will make a difference in it is a firearm. The gun ends the discussion, solves the dispute, and, of course, brings the episode to its ‘natural end’.


This is a potent trope against which our children are largely undefended. All-pervasive as it was in my childhood, it’s even more raw and brutish now. I’m not suggesting entertainment is uniquely responsible for gun violence, but in a country like ours, where gun ownership is uncommon, most young people’s knowledge of firearms is drawn from the festival of screentime killings. And as the internet has made plain, humans are suckers for a script. In recent years terror organizations have prospered by broadcasting real executions and assassinations, showing young men and women all across the world that they’re ‘getting things done’, just as the gunslinging idols of every generation have, from Randolph Scott to Idris Elba, from Dirty Harry to Harry Brown. Jihadis don’t upload these outrages solely for their own masturbatory gratification; the fact is, these video clips work as propaganda, as recruiting tools, they hit home. For those who claim to believe that God is Greatest, the AK-47 ends the discussion. In their minds, it would seem, even the most sacred words utterable are insufficient to the needs of the faithful.


A youth who is confused, depressed, or fearful will be tempted to resort to whatever means he has to make himself felt, if not understood, even if his problems, like those of my puberty, are minor and ephemeral, and a truly angry kid is liable to do something extreme and impulsive. In countries where firearms are commonplace in the home, this often extends to more than self-harm. Mass shootings have become a fixture of American news. The carnage in schools and public places is so unremarkable that ritual ‘outpourings of grief’ border on the perfunctory. Gun murder is so normal in the US it’s banal. And the gun itself is sacrosanct. The right to bear it outstrips a citizen’s right to be protected from it, and even a tearful president is impotent in the face of this cult. In 2016 Barack Obama declared that modest gun restrictions were ‘the price of living in a civilized society’ but it seemed few were listening. By all accounts, God is Great in America, too, but in truth the nation has always lived as if the gun is greater. In God they trust, but armed they must proceed.


Most Australians have never owned a firearm. Few will ever handle or discharge one, and I think this is something to be glad of. In moments of turmoil the mere presence of a gun alters the atmosphere. In a domestic dispute, a roadside altercation or a bout of depression, the thing most likely to push the scene out of shape beyond saving is a firearm. It so often gets the wrong job done.


I can’t say I ever really outgrew my fascination with guns. In high school I only joined the cadets so I could shoot big-calibre weapons and blow stuff up. I was a fair shot with a 7.62 SLR and could not resist the thought of Audie Murphy as I sprayed bullets from a rattling F1 submachine-gun. I continued to hunt occasionally with my father until I was in my twenties. And then I stopped shooting altogether. I spent some years in the inner city where there was no legitimate use for a firearm. Here guns were alien. They had no place in ordinary life and I didn’t miss them. If anything, I developed an aversion. Living abroad for a couple of years and having a weapon jerked my way once or twice by paramilitary police only intensified it. Whenever I visited relatives in the bush I was uncomfortable with weapons being displayed or passed around. Not because the presence of a Ruger or a Winchester was strange, but perhaps because it wasn’t yet strange enough. Secretly I liked the feel of a rifle in my hands again, but if a farmer asked me to come out and help shoot a few foxes I declined.


Apart from kitchen knives, my children never saw any kind of killing tool in the home. When they were little my wife and I refused to buy them toy weapons of any sort. Not that they escaped the romance of the gun, for despite our best efforts to monitor their screen time, firearms were everywhere they looked. If they picked up sticks at play and made guns of them, then that was their right, we weren’t about to tell them what they could and could not imagine, but we had no intention of collaborating with the purveyors of the cult. Our kids were strangers to violence, but perhaps, like children everywhere, they play at war to ward it off.


My kids were still small in the autumn of 1996 when a disturbed young man with a very low IQ murdered thirty-five people at Port Arthur in Tasmania. Twenty-three others were injured that day. It was a rare and traumatic event in the recent life of this nation. It prompted a review of national gun laws and many Australians were surprised to see how stridently the locally emergent gun lobby resisted all talk of reform, which mainly focused on restricting access to semiautomatic weapons. So violent was their discourse that while addressing a hostile pro-gun rally in Sale that winter the prime minister, John Howard, resorted to wearing a Kevlar vest. These were scenes once unimaginable in modern Australia. I was never a fan of John Howard. I despised his retrograde social policies and was dismayed by his nostalgia for the unchallenged whiteness and patriarchy of the 1950s, but at a pivotal moment in our history he literally stuck his neck out and did something vital and brave. By following through on gun reform he made this country a little safer. Fronting angry rednecks from the dais that day, he looked pale and stiff, like a man unwell, but that sick look was the face of courage. That was the spectacle of a man exceeding himself.


In the days immediately after the slaughter in Tasmania a woman bailed me up at the gate of my kids’ primary school. She’d taken offence at something in one of my books and thought I could do with a little consciousness-raising. As she rehearsed her many opinions about men in general and me in particular, her three-year-old son waved a plastic machine-gun at me. The little fellow’s eyes were like slits and beneath them were shadows dark as bruises. His toy gun was the colour of bubblegum but for some reason it reminded me of rendered flesh. Making all the sounds of televised murder, the kid ‘shot’ me about twenty times. Deprived of a response, he began to shove the barrel into my hip again and again, wheezing and squinting, stamping his feet, raging. I kept expecting his mother to make some token effort at curbing his assault, but she hadn’t taken a breath since she collared me. So it was a war on two fronts. He was only an infant, but the kid’s aggression was startling and demoralizing. Perhaps, I told myself, he’s just picked up on her mood and is trying to please her, but if that explained things his efforts were in vain because she appeared not to notice. In fact she paid this little man in the making no mind at all. It seemed she had bigger fish to grill. Maybe it was the proximity of the massacre and the images of that dead-eyed murderer in Tasmania, or perhaps I’m just thin-skinned, but this encounter with the Rumpelstiltskins rattled me. By the time my daughter skipped up to rescue me from the righteously jabbing hippie finger and the porn-pink Tommy gun, I was shaking.


The only time my kids heard a firearm discharged they were more scandalized than awed. When my brother-in-law set up a skeet trap in his home paddock they were wild with excitement, but when they heard what a shotgun really sounded like their enthusiasm waned. They stuck their fingers in their ears and retreated, pale and big-eyed, to the nominal shelter of the clothes hoist. After I’d watched their uncle for fifteen minutes and resisted all his entreaties for me to have a go, I relented. I don’t know what shocked the children more, seeing me fire a gun or realizing I was good at it. For half an hour, with a curious and rising exultation, I blasted away, blowing clay discs to dust, and nothing died, no one was in danger. I was out in the open, a threat to nobody. Everyone, including my own kids, could see it. And not even the mood of umbrage and inner-city disapproval radiating from the rear seat on the long drive home could make me regret it.


These days I’m back living in the bush. And the awkward fact is I could really do with a rifle. The local success of the government’s fox-eradication program has meant the whole peninsula we live on is overrun with rabbits and feral cats. The bunnies ravage the vegetation and the cats are killing everything from birds and small marsupials to baby turtles. Now and then a friend comes out with his .22 and we shoot as humanely as we can with low-velocity ammo and telescopic sights, but even the subsonic report makes the dog anxious, and my wife, despite acknowledging the need, hates having a gun in the house. So I’ll never buy one. Because however much I still like to let off a round or two, I’d prefer not to have a weapon at home. There are no longer any small kids to fret over, little chance one of my own will stand at the window and point the thing at passing roadtrains, but even secured in a safe somewhere discreet, a firearm would be a dark presence I can do without under my own roof. Too much sinister potential. Too much unearnt power.


Some of my friends and neighbours have no such qualms, though there are times when I wish they did. A few have veritable arsenals at home and one or two are genuine enthusiasts. Not in any rabid gun-nut way, they’re more like trainspotters or collectors. But I worry about them, sometimes, worry for them. The sanest and safest people go through low patches, awful things happen out of the blue. Not many people have access to such ultimate and instantaneous temptation. Whether a gun owner acknowledges this or not, that’s what a proximate gun presents, and no one is immune.


A child is a strange creature, and a boy perhaps strangest of them all. He befuddles his parents and confounds his friends; most of the time he’s a mystery to himself. As a kid there are times when you brim with things that need saying but lack the words or suspect there’s no one willing to listen. It doesn’t matter if you’re wrong about this apprehension you’re hostage to; you’re stuck, you feel you’re cornered. I guess that was my experience. Lurking there behind my parents’ curtain I put a gun between myself and the world. I reduced my neighbours to objects, made targets of them. Anything could have happened, none of it good. And just in time, it would seem, before anything irreparable could come of this impulse, I found words. God knows I was a happier, safer boy once I did.



A Space Odyssey at Eight



On a winter’s day in 1969 our teacher wheeled a television into the classroom. The Grade Fours, she said, were about to witness a moment of history, though for us the mere presence of the telly at school was landmark enough. She was an intense young woman from the English Midlands who wore Dr. Scholl’s clogs and seemed to suffer a permanent case of the sniffles. That day she seemed particularly agitated. The set hummed and flickered as she struggled to get a signal. Some wag asked if we could watch Marine Boy or The Flintstones. Eventually she found the broadcast channel and we settled and fell silent as Neil Armstrong tipped himself back off the ladder to walk upon the moon.


The black-and-white transmission was woolly, the commentary terse, and there was no grand music to accompany the events before us. Without the misty look in the teacher’s eye we might have missed the momentousness of the occasion. But in the street that evening there was no mistaking the importance of what had occurred. The adults of the neighbourhood were fizzing with pride and excitement and on TV the pundits suggested that humans had finally broken free of earthly restraint; the future lay close and undefended before us. We were on our way to the stars.


I was caught in the optimistic uplift of that day, though I didn’t feel it the way the grown-ups all around me did. For them the moon landing was the realization of a dream, an achievement they hardly dared to think possible in their own lifetime. But for me, a child of the sixties and of the Cold War space race, the prospect of Americans on the moon was inevitable, and in a sense the lunar landing had already been rendered ordinary by constant expectation. And there was another reason for feeling slightly underwhelmed by the events of July 20: I’d been to the stars already.


The year before, as a treat to celebrate his eighth birthday, the mother of one of my mates from school had taken a group of us into the city to see the big new space film that was in the news at the time. I still have a photo of us at the birthday boy’s house before we set off. I’m skylarking about, going cross-eyed for the camera. All of us are in high spirits. It was probably a good thing we got the happy snaps in before the outing, because afterwards the mood wasn’t so bubbly.


Having bravely ferried six restless kids into central Perth, the boy’s mother wrangled us all into a row of seats at the Piccadilly just as the lights began to dim. The curtains drew back momentously, the way they did in those days, but the screen remained dark. Some very strange music began to fill the cinema, a kind of muttering and welling of voices that grew more eerie and insistent as we sat there in the gloom. The sound made me uneasy. And it didn’t let up. Soon I was truly spooked and I wasn’t the only one. A wave of sidelong glances swept along the row. Normally at such a moment I’d have blurted out something ‘witty’. Even a fart might have broken the tension. But at the critical juncture I had nothing. My mouth was dry, my throat tight, and I just didn’t want to be at the pictures anymore. I was sitting at the end of our row, separated from the aisle by a single empty seat, and I was seconds from legging it to the lobby when somebody sat down and blocked me in.


My new row-mate was older, an adolescent, no less, and despite the conniptions the music was visiting upon the rest of us, he’d taken his seat with a flourish. He gave an ostentatious sigh of pleasure and glanced down at me with an indulgent grin. I had time enough to take in his longish hair and the tassels of his suede jacket before the wretched soundtrack finally backed off. And there, at last, was something up on the screen besides brooding darkness: the African savannah. And a restive pack of apes.


‘God,’ said the newcomer. ‘Don’t you just love this?’


I saw his shining face split in a grin. I could think of nothing to say in reply. Things were already weird enough without having an actual teenager engaging me in conversation.


‘Seen it seven times already,’ he said. ‘Man, what a trip.’


I looked back at the apes in their desolation. A few picked lice from their fellows’ fur. A couple bared their teeth at interlopers. This went on for minutes but it seemed like an age, which may have been the point but it was lost on us entirely. Then, at last, a leopard appeared and leapt down upon an unsuspecting chimp. There was a skirmish, but nothing came of it. More rocks, more apes. The mood along the row grew mutinous. The poor woman who thought she’d taken a bunch of eight-year-olds to see a bit of newfangled Buck Rogers must have been wondering what she’d gotten herself into.


Anyway, enter the Monolith. Or whatever that matt-black thing was. It didn’t exactly make an entrance: the sun came up on the primal plain and there it was, parked out the front of the monkey cave, a tall dark rectangle like a supersized version of one of those Cuisenaire rods they were using to teach us arithmetic at school. And when the primates woke, well, they went apeshit. The return of Ligeti’s Requiem can’t have helped. I think we were all as confused and appalled as the chimps. Pretty soon, though not soon enough for my taste, fur and bones began to fly. The older guy next to me snorted with glee. And then, suddenly, and rather beautifully, as the now-famous spinning bone became a spacecraft in the legendary match cut, we were out amongst the stars. I could almost feel my ears pop. It was peculiar. And fabulous. There was even proper music.


For a short while it seemed as if this movie was finally about to straighten up and fly right, but there was plenty more weirdness ahead. For one thing, no one spoke for the best part of half an hour and when dialogue did arrive I garnered from it only the haziest appreciation of the problems at hand. Scientists on the moon had dug up a black slab like the one the apes had danced around, and once disturbed it emitted a noise worse than Romanian art music. It appeared to be linked to strange happenings further out in space, and in order to investigate things properly a craft shaped like a sinister tadpole was taking astronauts to Jupiter. Which was fine by me as far as a story goes, though this affair was like a science documentary whose budget hadn’t run to the provision of a voice-over. Still, the machines were ravishing and even the swoony, familiar music they floated upon was sublime. I didn’t know what a Strauss waltz was but I knew it made space travel less scary and marginally less boring.


If there was any narrative tension in the film at all it came from the nagging sense that at any moment an alien would appear, as it surely must. I steeled myself, but against the greater anxiety that gripped me I was defenceless, because from the very beginning what was most frightening about 2001: A Space Odyssey was the experience of being led out into the cold darkness of space and left alone. Things kept happening – or not happening – without commentary, and with the conventional tropes of popular storytelling snatched from me at every turn, I had the child’s slowly mounting panic at having been abandoned. I was in several kinds of deep space and there was no one bothering to hold my hand. All I had for support and company was some kid in a suede jacket whose name I didn’t even know – and there was something off about him anyway. Still, I was lucky to have him; I was on an acid trip and he was my spirit guide.


On and on the epic rolled, serenely refusing to explain itself as it went. It was hypnotic and opaque. It was eerie in a way that wasn’t much fun. And it continued for the best part of three hours. Needless to say, it took the shine off my friend’s birthday, and given the reviews bubbling up from the rear of the vehicle on the way home, it would have been a long drive for the boy’s poor mother. Of course I had my own withering criticisms to add to the chorus of schoolboy scorn, but in truth the movie had gotten to me in ways I wouldn’t understand for many years. Asleep or awake I couldn’t shake it off. There were images so singular and so vivid they resonated for decades. That first catastrophic viewing remains the most powerful cinema experience of my life.


Less than a year later, men actually walked on the moon, but the excitement of that historic event soon dissipated. For a few nights I gazed up at the full moon with new wonder, but like most of my peers I quickly assimilated the landing as a fact of life. The mythic, questing aspect that Kubrick’s film had helped lend it faded away. The years since have been marked by an increasing obsession with technology. Tools and toys are prized above all else. But every new marvel is on its way to being landfill the moment it arrives, so it’s a curious thing to see a work of the imagination endure the way 2001 has. Despite the anachronistic way the film was shot, using elaborate models rather than the computer-generated images filmgoers have become accustomed to, it still outdoes everything of a similar sort that came after it. Rooted in technology and confident speculation, undoubtedly a product of its moment, after nearly half a century it continues to resist obsolescence.


I still return to it occasionally and when I do I can’t help but feel I’m watching it in the company of my boyhood self. Wherever I am, in the loungeroom or the revival house, there along the row in his suede jacket and Midnight Cowboy tassels sits the spectre of my slightly stoned guide, who endures as companion and intermediary.


But for all that, the experience of seeing it again is never particularly nostalgic. For one thing, 2001 isn’t that kind of film. It still expects the viewer to be a voyager, not a popcorn-scarfing chuckle-head. And if it has any consolations they are austere indeed. Don’t worry, it seems to say, intelligent life will go on, but your entire race will be subsumed: you’ll become star people – it’ll be great. Little wonder it made me anxious as a kid.


To be honest, love this film though I do, I’m not a Kubrick tragic. Despite the director’s reputation, some of his work is just silly. Full Metal Jacket, for instance, is an anthology of clichés. During a screening of Eyes Wide Shut a friend and I were nearly thrown out of the cinema for inappropriate laughter. So it’s not as if each time I return to 2001 I’m dusting off a shrine to the great Stanley. But the impressions his masterwork left in me from that very first viewing have been confirmed and complicated with every subsequent look. I’m not ritualistic or even particularly enthusiastic about revisiting the film. If anything I go back diffidently, nervously, sometimes with many years between viewings, but I go out of curiosity, I suppose, knowing it’s likely to set things off in me that will take some time to absorb, wondering if all that strangeness still resonates. And I’m always startled. The film retains its visual power. Its capacity to disturb and inspire is undiminished.


When I saw it again recently I was reminded of Kubrick’s brilliant deployment of sound. Not just his bravura use of music, but the way he treats the unbearable silence of space. Many sequences are beautifully, pitilessly quiet, and although we’re looking out at the endless possibility of the cosmos, we’re conscious, too, that all this volume and distance might suck us out into its maw – like astronaut Frank Poole – as if we’d never existed. In 1968 the sight of the murdered astronaut spinning slowly into oblivion gave me nightmares. Even now the sequence makes me clammy. Fatally unmoored, the helpless man reels out into the silent void. As an image of existential dread it’s tough to beat and harder to forget. Kubrick’s portrayal of the watchful computer is another masterstroke. HAL’s demonic red eye is never more foreboding than when the machine is silent.


Whether dealing with outer space or the operating spaces within buildings and machines, Kubrick overlays many scenes with the fraught and claustrophobic noise of human respiration, like a mesh of consciousness lacing every apparent abyss, and as a result each mute action is threaded with contingencies so great as to be almost unbearable. Since the film’s release, this technique has been used so often in the hands of lesser filmmakers it’s become banal, but to hear it again in 2001 is to hear it as if for the first time. In his 2011 masterpiece The Tree of Life, one of the few films of recent years to rival Kubrick’s for ambition, Terrence Malick tries another tack to achieve something similar. He embroiders earthbound scenes and ethereal dreamscapes with mutterings and prayer-like whispers to give everything on screen, human or otherwise, a sacred yearning that builds toward some sort of collective sentience. Kubrick’s labouring astronauts, however, are most eloquent when they don’t speak. As they struggle to outwit the rogue computer, or as they hurtle through space in mind-warping clefts in time, their every breath says all we need to know about their situation.


As a younger man I never took the Odyssey reference in the title seriously. If anything, the nod to Homer sounded a little pompous. But if ever there was an epic journey under way, this is surely it: the crew of Discovery One set sail for Jupiter to meet unknowns beyond the ken of any seer. But they have no Ulysses to lead and inspire them: a corporate entity has instead imposed the leadership of a machine. The largest personality on the voyage is the Cyclops that steers the ship, the monster the men must eventually escape. One of the great ironies of the film, and perhaps its most prophetic insight, is the robotic demeanour of the astronauts, who are trained only to submit to the mission. Even as the ship’s computer aches to transcend the limits of its circuits, the astronauts endeavour to make machines of themselves. And when the computer asserts itself as skipper and superior intelligence, the last man aboard is cold and merciless in his resistance. The decommissioning of HAL is a murder that implicates the viewer, who badly wants the monster dead. Yet somehow the machine’s death is the most distressing in the entire film. It’s a terrible thing to see a consciousness destroyed, memory by memory, skill by skill, thought by thought. In the end HAL is too retarded to even beg for his life. As big-screen assassinations go it’s deeply shocking and nothing in Scorcese or even Coppola can rival it. Kubrick’s long sequence of a man killing a machine is troubling because of its moral force. You ask yourself, Am I witnessing a technical action or a fratricide? Who are the monsters here? Will humans repeat in space what they have done on Earth since Cain decommissioned Abel?


Watching this film in middle age I’m more susceptible to its mythic themes, and the human cost of all this Homeric questing is even harder to ignore. The things men must do in order to sail on. The creatures their treks might turn them into. And the loved ones they leave at home. Mothers, wives, fathers ashore – they are proud and afraid and fatally ignorant of the facts. These peripheral characters are only viewed in passing in 2001, during stiff and painful transmissions. Like Penelope they have no idea if their voyagers will ever make it home. Nor can they imagine the form their loved ones will take if they do finally drop anchor. All the freaks and monsters of mythology could not possibly prepare them for the beings that might return to harbour, for those who are left haven’t just farewelled their loved ones, they’ve said goodbye to humanity as they know it.


Needless to say, at the age of eight I wasn’t taking much of this in. When I wasn’t traumatized I was just plain lost. Like the space station, the story was a big, shiny wheel that seemed a little short of hand-holds. And yet the thing that most troubled me – the film’s mystifying taciturnity – remains its enduring strength, and the most cryptic sequence of all, the one that really set the birthday boys howling that day, was the part that galvanized my imagination then and delights me still. Having travelled through the psychedelic maze of the Star Gate, mission commander Dave Bowman stands in a room that’s all wrong, like something Willy Wonka might have furnished for a man under galactic house arrest. In it the astronaut sees himself as an older man. He seems to age before his own eyes. Moments later, he’s a crone alone in his bed. The only sound connecting him to his familiar self is his in-suit breathing. Finally he points, and there, like a new planet above him, hangs a babe in an amniotic bubble. As the sac turns in its orbit the knowing eyes look our way, tilted earthward. It’s an extra-human gaze. Startling. And a little chilling. Yet so compelling that even at eight years old I felt something in myself rise to meet it. A greater intelligence, a sense of cosmic promise, an evolutionary turning point? I can never decide. But in this final moment, having famously eschewed the more prosaic elements of Arthur C. Clarke’s script, especially its elucidatory conclusion, Kubrick achieves a kind of apotheosis, a wordless mythic suspension that’s integral to the film’s status as a great work of art.


As a novelist resisting the false shape of ‘closure’ I find this ending endlessly inspiring and intriguing. It frightened the tripe out of me as a boy and I’m wary of it still. There’s a leap of faith inherent in that inhuman gaze, a logic I’m not sure I want to follow. The poet Robinson Jeffers speaks of the necessity to ‘unhumanize’ ourselves in order to experience what lies before us, but Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke go much further. They seem to suggest that the next stage of evolution is to leave our embodied humanity behind us altogether. A prospect I find unappealing, even if, in the age of Facebook and flame wars, we’re halfway there already.


Now and then I wonder what it’d be like to sit down with an eight-year-old to watch 2001, but I doubt I’ll be road-testing that notion any time soon. I’d probably get arrested. The film was too rich a meal for me at that age; it’s a feast I’m still trying to digest. But I’ll always be grateful to that birthday boy’s mother. She definitely took us to the wrong film. When we wanted gadgets and aliens, she gave us an acid trip, but her little error was a gift to the likes of me. It sent me through a Star Gate of my own into an expanded reality. It wasn’t just my introduction to the possibilities of cinema, it was a wormhole into the life of the imagination, where artefacts outlive the tools with which they are wrought as well as the makers who once wielded them. In that parallel universe useless beauty requires neither excuse nor explanation and wonder is its own reward.



Havoc: A Life in Accidents



I


One summer night, after a few hours surfcasting for tailor, my father and I were driving home along a lonely road between the dunes and the bush when a motorbike roared up behind us. We hadn’t spoken much since leaving the beach. I felt snug and a little sleepy in the passenger seat, but it was my job to keep the cooling lantern from tipping over so I resisted the urge to drift off and clamped the gas bottle tight between my heels. We’d gone down at sunset and caught a feed, but at the age of nine I could take or leave the fishing. The chief attraction of an outing like this was the chance to be alone with my father.


The evening had gotten cool and the windows were cranked up. I remember the ordinary, reassuring smells inside the vehicle: the pilchards we used for bait, the burnt-toast whiff of the gas mantle, and the old man himself. In those days his personal scent was a cocktail of Dencorub and Quick-Eze. He hadn’t always smelt like that.


For a moment the inside of our car was bleached with light. I saw my own shadow creep across the dash. And then, with a yowl, the motorbike pulled out from behind and overtook us on the long straight into town. There were no streetlights, no other cars. Either side of us there was just bush. The road had only recently been sealed. All my life it had been a limestone track, but now the city had reached the beach. Things were changing.


As the rider blew by, the old man gave a low whistle and I stiffened a moment in my seat. Dad had complicated views about speed. He adored motorbikes; he’d ridden them all his life and he loved to ride fast. As a traffic cop he did it for a living. Half his job was to chase folks and pull them over for speeding; the rest of the time he picked up the pieces when things came unstuck. To me, speed was no thrill and I was especially leery of motorbikes. My father’s medicinal smell was a constant reminder of both.
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