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Praise for The Railwayman’s Wife

“Exquisitely written and deeply felt, The Railwayman’s Wife is limpid and deep as the rock pools on the coastline beloved by this book’s characters and just as teeming with vibrant life. Ashley Hay’s novel of love and pain is a true book of wonders.”

—Geraldine Brooks, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of The Secret Chord

“The Railwayman’s Wife is a fine evocation of place and time—a vivid love letter to a particular corner of post-war Australia. Ashley Hay writes with subtle insight about grief and loss and the heart’s voyage through and beyond them. It’s a lovely, absorbing, and uplifting read.”

—M. L. Stedman, author of The Light Between Oceans

“After wowing European audiences, this book is coming stateside to dazzle you . . . Beautifully written, and featuring some excellent passages about writing and reading itself, this book will have you feeling every emotion at once.”

—Bustle

“Ashley Hay weaves a moving tale of love, loss and hope.”

—Us Weekly

“[Hay’s] prose style is simple yet vivid, and her insights on bereavement and moving forward are wise. Perhaps most impressive is her portrayal of the human predicament, the notion that one’s heartfelt hopes are sometimes crushed against the rocks of reality.”

—Star Tribune

“This story is a study in emotion: grief, hope, love, redemption, and yearning. The prose is so elegant that it seems to glide.”

—Historical Novel Society

“The Railwayman’s Wife is a beautifully attentive study of what comes after—after a funeral, after a war—and Ashley Hay is a wise and gracious guide through this fascinating territory. This is a book in which grief and love are so entwined they make a new and wonderful kind of sense.”

—Fiona McFarlane, author of The Night Guest

“A literary and literate gem of a book that leaves you with a set of emotions that I suspect last for a long, long time.”

—Psychology Today

“Multilayered, graceful, couched in poetry, supremely honest, gentle yet jarring, Hay’s thought-provoking novel pulls you along slowly, like a deep river that is deceptively calm but full of hidden rapids. Much to ponder.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Significant moments are described with astoundingly solid writing, and the coastal setting is beautifully depicted. Previously released to critical acclaim in Australia in 2013 and a 2014 winner of the Colin Roderick Prize . . . , this second novel from Hay is the kind of slow, ruminative, evocative story that will appeal to devotees of literary fiction.”

—Library Journal

“This thoughtful, elegant portrait of lives turned inside out and finding the way forward from despair is sure to find a place in the hearts of its audience.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Hay delicately threads together the lives of a widowed librarian, an unproductive poet, and a guilt-ridden doctor as they grapple with life after loss in post–World War II Thirroul, a small seaside village in New South Wales, Australia.”

—Coastal Living

“Hay has lovingly crafted a poignant, character-driven novel filled with heartache and hope, which is transferred to the reader through lyrical prose, poetic dialogue and stunning imagery.”

—RT Magazine

“The Railwayman’s Wife uses beautiful prose and empathetic characters to tell a story of both hope and heartache.”

—BookPage

“In this poignant rumination on life, death, memory, dreaming and the anxious spaces in between, it’s hard to find fault with a single one of Hay’s words, which speak to and provoke our deepest desires for literature to transform and heal us.”

—Sydney Morning Herald

“Hay handles the delicate progress of Ani’s return to the world with sympathy and toughness; she is an author in whom intellectual scope and empathetic imagination are not separate activities but two sides of the same coin. . . . recalls the sour-sweet best of Michael Ondaatje’s fiction. Another author, Ford Madox Ford, began his The Good Soldier by claiming, ‘This is the saddest story.’ It isn’t. That title rightly belongs to The Railwayman’s Wife.”

—The Australian
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For Les and Marilyn Hay


In Breughel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away

Quite leisurely . . .

. . . the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

—W. H. AUDEN, “MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS”

That they have some idea of a future state appears from their belief in spirits, and from saying that the bones of the dead are in the graves, but the body in the clouds: and the question has been asked, do the white men go thither?

—GOVERNOR ARTHUR PHILLIP TO LORD SYDNEY, FEBRUARY 13, 1790



Into the Blue

FROM ABOVE, from some angles, it looked like a dance. There were men, machines, and great lengths of steel, and they moved in together, taking hold of each other and fanning out in a particular series of steps and gestures. The painters swept their grey brushes across red surfaces. The cookers tossed the bright sparks of hot rivets across the air in underarm arcs. The boilermakers bent to the force of their air guns, rivets pounding into holes, and sprang back with the release of each one. The riggers stepped wide across the structure’s frame, trailing a web of fixtures and sure points behind them.

From above, from some angles, it looked like a waltz, and a man might count sometimes in his head to keep his mind on the width of the steel cord on which he stood, on the kick of the air gun on which he leaned, on the strength of the join created by each hot point of metal. To keep his mind off how far he stood above the earth’s surface. One, two, three; one, two, three—there was a rhythm to it, and a grace. They were dancing a bridge into being, counting it out across the air.

Halfway through a day; brace, two, three; punch, two, three; ease, two, three; bend, two, three; and it was coming up to midday. It was one way to keep your concentration. Here was the rivet, into the hole, a mate holding it in position, the gun ready, the rivet fixed, the job marked off. And again.

Brace, punch, ease, bend—the triple beat beneath each action tapped itself out through your feet into the steel sometimes, and other times it faded under the percussive noise of the rest of the site.

Perhaps that was all that happened; perhaps there was a great surge of staccato from another part of the bridge and he lost his place in the rhythm. Lost his beat, lost his time. Because although he bent easily, certain of what he was doing, when he went to straighten up, his feet were no longer where they should have been, his back was no longer against the cable of rope the riggers had strung into place. When he straightened up, he was in the air, the sky above him, heavy with steel clouds, the water below, an inky blue.

He was falling towards the harbor—one, two, three.

And it was the strangest thing. Time seemed to stutter, the curl of his somersault stretched into elegance, and then the short sharp line of his plunge cut into the water. The space too, between the sky and the small push and pull of the waves: you could almost hear its emptiness ringing, vast and elastic.
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On the piece of land he liked best, the land near the bridge’s southeastern footprint, Ted Parker looked up from patting the foreman’s dog and saw—so fast, it was extraordinary—a man turn half a somersault and drop down, down, down into the blue. The surprise of witnessing it, of turning at just the right time, of catching it, and then his head jarred back, following the water’s splash almost up to the point where the fall had begun. All around, men were diving in—from the northern side, from the barge where Ted should have been working, from the southern side where he stood.

In they went, and down, and here was the fallen man, coming up between their splashing and diving. The top of his head broke through the water and the miracle of it: he was alive.

Along the site, men had stopped and turned, staring and waiting. On the water, people bunched at the bow rails of ferries and boats; a flutter of white caught Ted’s eye and was a woman’s white-gloved hands coming up to her mouth, dropping down to clutch the rail, coming up to her mouth again. He could almost hear her gasp. And it seemed that he could see clear across the neck of the harbor too, and into the fellow’s eyes—so blue; Ted was sure he could see them—blue and clear and wide, as if they’d seen a different world of time and place.

He thought: What is this? He thought: What is happening here? And he felt his chest tighten in a strange knot of exhilaration, and wonder, and something oddly calm—like satisfaction, like familiarity.

At his knee, he felt the butt of a furry head as the dog he’d been patting pushed hard against him.

“You’re all right, Jacko,” he said, turning the softness of its ears between his fingers. “Just a bit of a slip somewhere.”



Dawes

AT THE height of summer, the ocean a rich blue under a rich blue sky, King George III’s eleven British ships plowed one last path. Leaving the disappointment of Botany Bay—where was the fresh water they’d been promised; where was the grass?—they passed two unexpectedly arrived French ships, and turned north along a coast with rose-gold sandstone cliffs, high dunes, and scrubby heathland. Four leagues on, they turned inland, catching at the hidden entrance of another harbor and sailing into the body of the land itself. It was the southern summer of 1788, and they had disappeared from any place that existed on any Admiralty map. The ships slid silently into this New Holland, this New South Wales; their passengers wondered what might happen next.

Before this, the only white that had glanced at the blue of this harbor, the blue of this sky, had come from clouds, from flowers, from feathers. Now a procession of chalk-sailed boats moved slowly westward, quite small against the size of the shore, the trees, the rocks. From above, they were scrubbed lozenges of wood topped with squares of canvas pinned and floating. From below, they were dark oblongs, obscuring some of the light, the sky, the day. From the cove where they anchored, they were a new world, tacking and curving. The flour, the blankets, the piano, the plants, the panes of glass, the reams of paper, the handcuffs and the hundred pairs of scissors in their holds—what they held of these things was all there was of them here.

Their cargo included a thousand-odd people—some two hundred marines and officers to take care of some seven hundred convicts; an even five dozen officers’ wives and children. And this augmented by an ark of five hundred animals. They were here to establish a colony, an outpost of the British Empire. They were here to establish a prison, an outpost of Newgate or the convict hulks that floated on the Thames. So far away, they were here to settle the mythical antipodes, literally out of the world—as the old sailors said of such low southern voyages. They were here, on the whole, to either guard, or to be guarded.

But one man—twenty-four-year-old Second Lieutenant William Dawes from Portsmouth—had plans beyond that. Championed by the Astronomer Royal, William Dawes had also been dispatched to scan the skies and the stars, to look for a comet. Praised for a facility for languages and natural history, William Dawes aspired to astronomy, to botany, to meteorology and cartography. He wanted to know what was here. He wanted to see everything. He wanted to learn new stories.

It was midday, and in the captain’s quarters at the back of the ship, he paused in the middle of winding the clock. A fine-featured young man, his eyes bright and his brow almost always dinted by a frown of concentration, he was especially charged with the care of this expedition’s astronomical instruments, like this beautiful silver-backed timepiece. Which accounted not only for the frown, but also for an occasional straightness of the back, and an occasional pleased smile.

Through the wrinkled glass of the cabin’s windows, he watched another of the fleet turn and settle, and he squinted against the flash of her sails, the rush of white movement as they were hauled in. The hard sun made it dazzling. Outside the door, the sentry scuffed his feet and coughed, waiting for the task to be done: when the clock was wound, the watch could change. Clearing his own throat in return, Dawes looked down at the instrument in its cushioned box, his sight dull in the dim cabin after the shine of the world outside. He blinked, recovering its shape, its white face snowier, cleaner than any sail and ringed with elegantly black Roman numerals that marked minutes, hours, days. It was a beautiful thing, this clock, and it had made its own momentous voyages. Sometimes Dawes, daydreaming, wished it had been able to record what happened in those seconds, not just count them out. Then he could have seen its long and far travels with that great mariner, James Cook. “My never failing guide,” Cook had called it, and it had even marked off the last hour, last minute, last second of the great man’s life—was said to have stopped at that moment. Imagine a clock that could show you what had happened in that then, that there, as clearly as its casing showed you the edge of your face, as its numbers showed you the when and where of your position.

It was midday, and probably the first time any kind of “midday” had been marked here, thought Dawes. There it was, so simply done: another place, fixed into the world’s twenty-four hours of time, fixed into its web of longitudes. He rubbed at the clock’s silver, bits of himself reflected in its surface: the hair, the face, the deep bright eyes, and the dint pressed above them. He smiled. Here they were then, after all this time. There was a shout and a splash outside; one of the sailors must have gone out of the rigging. He gave the clock an extra rub with his sleeve, and set it back into its box.

“Here we are, then.” His voice echoed a little in the room.

On the deck, under the sun, Dawes took his bearings—the coast four or five miles out to the east; the harbor’s water heading west along some unknown course. All around the cove tall trees jostled for space, some with subdued green leaves hanging straight against the colors of their bark, others with wide shiny leaves spreading from wide, dark branches to make canopies of damp-looking shade. Below these, the different greens of ferns, grasses, heaths, low brush mixed among themselves, offset here and there by the bright feathers—scarlet, green, blue—of some quick bird surveying the British arrival.

Twenty-four hours, thought Dawes, and the first of you will be shot for our collectors.

Below the birds’ movement, a shuttle of luggage and people was making messy, busy progress, oars hauling weight through the water and landing one thing on top of another, random and haphazard. It must have been so quiet here this morning. The Governor’s dogs and the parson’s cats made their contesting calls above shouts of instructions and misunderstandings, questions and decisions. Things would be determined today, in a hurry and for half a reason, and that was how they would be fixed and set. At least time had arrived, pinning the ship and the clock and this new port back to the faraway reference of England with lines of mathematics and measurements, as certain as if the two pieces of land were floating safely together in a bathtub of water.

Dawes took a deep breath in and held it, his shoulders back and his body straight as he heard his name called—“Lieutenant Dawes, I need you here”—and made for one of the jolly-boats and the short trip to land.

“What do you think, sir? What’ll happen here?” one of the ship’s mates called down to him as the little boat began to pull away.

Dawes waved at him, smiling. “Anything you like, Mr. Southwell,” he called. “Anything at all.” It was one thing to come into port somewhere, to struggle with new words, to find your way among new streets, to bow at ladies with different hairstyles, different dresses to any you’d seen, to worry down a dinner of some meat you couldn’t quite place. It was another to come into an anchorage like this—no buildings, no systems and, on the few people who had been seen, no clothes. There were already complaints about what little headway Britain’s implements could make against this forest, yet trunks were beginning to fall, gashes of space were beginning to appear among the branches, and the beginnings of a camp, a settlement were being made. Dawes could feel the look of the place, the way it had been until now, dropping away like the edge of a precipice while all that it might turn into rushed in at him. He grabbed the dinghy’s edge to steady himself against it.

He saw her then, a young girl sitting cross-legged on the cove’s western shore: still, dark, watching, and he raised a hand to her, repeating the wave he’d given a moment before. It was hard to tell, beneath that brilliant sun, if she saw him, let alone if she waved back.

His ambitious imaginings of the settlement’s progress, its future state, folded in on themselves like an umbrella and he trailed his fingers through the water, its cool wetness shutting up his fancies and dropping him back into somewhere practical, somewhere useful. Looking around, he began to visualize the line of the cove from east to west as it would be drawn for a map. From above, the headland where the girl sat was held firm by a ridge along its spine, set here and there with tall red-trunked trees and squat grey undergrowth. Below this, the cove’s western edge ran almost precisely south to north, one indent like a semicircle and then on to its end, a snubby stub, almost square, and set as perfectly north to east as the edge ran south–north. A nice finish to a drawing, thought Dawes, like a flourish at the end of a signature.

He looked at his fingers, paler beneath the harbor’s blue; he watched the surface of the water rise and roll a little just ahead of the boat’s movement. From all around came a full buzz like summertime crickets, so loud that he thought for a moment it might be a different kind of silence, not insects at all, and he brought his gaze back down from its practiced bird’s-eye view.

The line of foreshore he’d been studying was so still, so empty, that he wondered if the girl had been there at all.

Perspective was always tricky when you crossed water towards land. As a small boy, making his first flailing, splashing stabs at swimming with his father, Dawes had realized that the smaller the vessel in which you headed for shore—your body was the smallest, then up through rowboats and dinghies to the grandeur of ships with multiple masts—the larger and more looming the shoreline would look. This shoreline, though, had seemed as big from the deck of the ship as it looked now from his squashed spot in the boat, and he suspected that if he had been scooping his way through the water himself, swimming in towards its flats, it would have looked just the same. There was some trick here, whether it was to do with the thick-set trees, the dazzling vastness of the sky that made everything beneath it sit forward like a prop on a stage, or some other proportion of light and space at work, like the innards of a telescope. There was no question that the trees were thick; from between them the pale canvas of one or two tents glinted like a chandelier’s light, or a jewel in a buttonhole. And there was no question that the sky was huge.

His frown deepened. He had the strangest sense he’d seen this place—or at least a place like this—before. Behind closed eyes, he tried transposing the topography of other ports he’d visited, the lip of the coast where he’d grown up, onto the shape he’d just traced. He shook his head a little, as if that might loosen a memory. The mystics would say he’d dreamed of coming here, and maybe they were right. Waiting through the long slow sail, waiting before that for the order to leave: in all that time a man could conjure up a lot of ideas of where he might be going. As he opened his eyes he caught the edge of a bird’s dive down into the water, but by the time he’d turned to see it emerge, even the rings made in the water by its plunge had settled completely. He’d need more time to work out the perspective of this place.

“You’re for the maps, Lieutenant?” he heard behind him, and he twisted around towards the question. “They’re after starting on the harbor’s chart as soon as possible.” It was Watkin Tench, lieutenant from the Charlotte, his face flushed above his red coat. “I think there’s a suspicion that some of those little inlets and promontories might start shifting around if they’re not immediately pinned down onto paper.”

The two men smiled; they’d struck up a conversation before the fleet had sailed from Portsmouth, had eaten together with Dawes’s father once or twice, had hailed each other in Madeira, in Rio, on the Cape as they could. They’d exchanged books. Dawes to Tench, the Original Astronomic Observations made by the astronomer on Cook’s second voyage. (“Not much of a narrative,” Tench had grumbled, flicking past the briefest of introductions to its pages of measurements. “At least you’ll know what I’m trying to do out there,” Dawes had said to excuse his choice.) Tench to Dawes, Gulliver’s Travels, which Dawes had opened below decks as the first swells of the voyage broke against his ship’s wooden walls. Having thought long and hard, Tench had written on the flyleaf, he considered this the one book you must have by you as you travel to the antipodes—and he’d slid a marker into the pages that told of Gulliver’s own last, brief trip to New Holland. Dawes had smiled—a ridiculous thing. And on deck that first night out of port, the first pages of Gulliver fresh in his mind, he had looked up to catch the edge of a single shooting star.

All the astronomy in the world, and a thing like that could still look magical.

“Like Gulliver’s floating island of Laputa,” said Dawes now, looking again at the harbor, at its islands and beaches, pleased to already have one arm of cove etched—however lightly—across the surface of his mind. He’d been particularly taken by the book’s flying island, its course determined by a band of governmental astronomers who turned it this way and that by adjusting a lodestone buried deep within its observatory. “It does have a chimerical feel,” he conceded, “although this light is so clear, so bright; everything should be well and truly fixed by that.” The men at the oars smirked at each other as they pulled—pair of loons, in their scarlet.

“Well,” said Tench, ignoring the grimaces, “it will be nice to see you ashore, sir. A quiet week, I hear, before they get the women landed; we should toast this beginning sometime in between, and find you the best place for your instruments.” The crates holding William Dawes’s purpose—instruments for an observatory, for sighting and measuring, quantifying and calculating—were somewhere deep in a hold; he didn’t like to think about what might have been piled in on top of them. “All this sky and land to measure,” said Tench. “Got your eye out for a baseline? Your feet ready to stride?”

Watkin Tench, whose father had been a dancing master, found it slightly comical that a man might count his steps—one, two, three—to measure and map a piece of ground. “If you’re counting your steps, you should be dancing,” he’d said, threatening the studious and careful Dawes with a turn about a dance hall first in Portsmouth, then in Rio, then in Cape Town. He’d failed to persuade him each time. Still, he was adamant, he would see William Dawes dance yet.

Dawes shook his head; his feet took days to settle to steadiness when he came off a ship. Like Tench, he’d seen action against the French off the coast of America, but he’d taken a hit, and the injury had left him with the limp he blamed for his awkward transitions between sea and land. A limp was one reason he’d avoided Tench’s dancing; a solemn way of working another; a complete inability to dance the third. “Baseline to run straight past the Governor’s house, I’d have thought,” he said. “Wherever they decide to put that.”

“Very wise, Lieutenant. And what do you make of our new home?”

But Dawes could only repeat the shake of his head; the brilliance of the sun, the impossibility of arriving after a voyage of some eight months, and that heightened sense he’d had that they were off the maps, beyond finding, at least for the moment.

“We are out of the world, sir, as the sailors would say. Well and truly somewhere new now.”

Their four hands braced against the boat’s sides as its bottom scraped the mud, Tench quickly on his feet and onto the sand to turn and steady the boat for Dawes.

From beyond the beach came the noise of ax-heads against wood, of arguments and complaints, of orders and reproaches, and a glossy black bird sailed overhead, the ends of its wings stretched taut and pointed against the sky and its call clear and melancholy. Dawes followed its path. I know of nothing that sounds like that, he thought—nothing in the world. He turned a little further, his hand grabbing for something stable: whatever the trees were, whatever the birds were, whatever these waters were. I don’t know where I am. But it was exhilarating, not disorienting. Not even frightening.

He balanced himself carefully, feeling the usual resistance of his stiff left leg against the eagerness of his right one. It was his habit now to keep his balance on his good leg and step out with the awkward other one. But as he put his hand on Watkin Tench’s shoulder and steadied himself again, he felt his good leg move forward instead and plant itself, his first footprint, on wherever, whatever, this place turned out to be.



Ted

IT WAS not how his mother had wanted it to turn out—the mines, she’d hoped, would keep him close to home—but Ted Parker had dreamed of working this job since he was a kid and the newspapers started writing about what it might look like, when it might start. From his bedroom window, at night, he’d watched the moon lay down a thick, bright bridge of light across the ocean, and when he closed his eyes he’d seen that bridge translated, luminous and elegant, to the middle of the city up the coast. He dreamed of all the shapes it might take, all the noise its creation might generate. He dreamed of working on its deck, its beams, on its foundations, anywhere. In the best dreams, though, he was soaring above it, silent like a bird, or, later, with the purring engines of an aviator’s plane. To be on it would be one thing, but to be up above it again—there was a thrill in that, an anticipation, that the boy could hardly put into words. If he could get to the city, if he could be part of it, who knew what might be possible?

By the time the tenders were awarded and the project was fixed—a baseline designated to ensure that the two perilously suspended halves would meet; a particular arch chosen to be beaten out across the air for a particular amount of money—by the time the land had been blasted and reshaped to take its weight and its spread, his mother had given up trying to talk him out of going. She’d worry about him, she said, if he ended up hung out over the water with next to nothing to hang on to, and if his father had been alive he’d surely have put a stop to it. But she’d sat through enough breakfast recitations—maybe steel, maybe concrete, maybe stanchions, maybe suspension—that she stopped suggesting the pits, the trains, the delivery job on offer from the local grocer.

On the night before he left at last to try his luck with Sydney’s big bridge, Ted woke suddenly from the darkest part of his sleep, his fingers working at the edges of his bedclothes and his heart racing. He lay still, found the layer of silence that held the sound of the ocean as it folded itself against the sand, and tried to find his way back into his dream. There’d been noises, shouting, the usual busyness, and then something had grabbed at his throat, taken his breath away, cut off his own shout. All he could recover was a sensation of shock, of escape; he didn’t want to think about what it might mean.

“Bet there’s only a few will have come as far as you for it, love,” his mum said at breakfast, folding paper around a packet of sandwiches.

But of course men had come from everywhere for it, nothing unusual in Ted’s coming at all—although nobody else he met admitted to dreaming about it, or mentioned the alchemy that seemed necessary to ensure that the two halves, inching out into open space high above the water, would meet up one day, solid and sure, sometime in the future.

He was young then, just fourteen—though “fifteen,” he’d said, off the train and with sandwich crumbs sticking to his sweater. They told him he needed to be twenty-one to work on the arch, so he took whatever bits and pieces of jobs he could to keep himself nearby: days carting bricks away from houses that had been demolished, days down in the deep cavities that would hold the bridge’s southern footprints, days on the ramp that would become its approach. But always he was some way away from the bigness of being on the thing itself. He didn’t really mind; near enough, he reckoned, was good enough, and he got to see it creeping and creeping, a little farther every day. He got to see its routines and rhythms, to hear the percussion of it coming together. And some days, when the light was right, he thought he could see fragments of it sketched against the sky, like a blueprint sitting beyond the busy movement of the men up in the air.

The first time he’d come to the city, at seven years old, he’d followed his mum through quiet, dark offices. It was about the war, that Great War, about his dad, and it was the first time too that Ted had understood his dad wasn’t coming home. After hours of sitting on a hard-backed chair in a hallway, his mum had grabbed his hand and walked him fast out of the building and into the light, up this street and down that one, so jerky and erratic that he wasn’t sure she knew where she was going. She’d stopped at last by the water, sitting herself down on its very edge with her feet dangling, like she was seven years old herself. She’d talked to him about the war, about its ending, about the men waiting to come home, about a great wave of sickness—she’d said “flu” but he heard “flew” and had an image of lines and lines of men flying against the clouds, trying to get themselves home. “Because he’s so far away,” she’d been sobbing by then, “and there’s no chance they’ll bring them back to bury them.” He’d lain back on the wharf, patting at the hem of her coat now and then, looking at the shapes the clouds made against the sky. There was a ship in one. There was an alligator in another. There was a tall man running with his coat flared out behind him—and Ted could remember thinking that maybe it was his dad, trying to run around the world and fly home.

That old wharf had been eaten up by the site’s comings and goings, but Ted wondered if that was why he loved that particular spot, the place that would take the bridge’s southeastern weight; if that was why he still sat there, whenever he had the chance, and looked up into the sky; if that was why he loved the bridge itself: for the idea that he might be able to get higher, or that his dad, still running, might find it and be able to climb right back down to earth.
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Really fifteen, then sixteen, seventeen, Ted took the shifts he could get and slept on a cot on his gran’s veranda. It was not too bad, out on the coast, and not so different from the place he’d grown up in a hundred miles south. He could keep an eye on the sea, on the gulls and the waves and the other things he liked about the land’s shore. The sound the water made, and the nights when the moon rose clear and huge up over its horizon, the light glowing and so thick that he had no doubt he could step onto it and walk out forever. He’d thought about it, stepping off the boardwalk, pushing into the water and out through the surf, fully dressed, all the way beyond the breakers. A daft thing to do, he knew, shaking his head at himself, and he stayed on the shore, leaning back to pick out the few stars his dad had taught him, the Cross, of course, and Sirius, the Dog Star. He always hoped for a meteor before he got too cold and had to head home.

“He’s a funny thing,” said his gran to his mum, “down the beach at all hours for the moon and whatnot.”

She suspected there was a girl, but Ted hardly knew how to talk to any he met in daylight, let alone in the dark of an evening and waiting for a moonrise. He didn’t mind dances, and the city ones were better than the ones back home—more girls to choose from so they were less likely to remember you and chase you down the next week. But he liked the pictures better, and sang their songs under his breath whenever he did find himself walking some girl home, for want of anything to say. There was an Al Jolson one he loved: “I’m sitting on top of the world.” He hummed it almost daily to himself. He never dreamed of the girls, although he dreamed of the dancing sometimes, the bridge almost always, and whatever it was that had woken him so sharply, so shockingly, the night before he came up to the city still came to him, some nights, and shook him out of his sleep. He could pick the where of it now, if not the what: in the dream—in the nightmare—he was standing near the harbor’s edge where his mum had taken him after the war; standing near the harbor’s edge where one of the bridge’s four huge feet now pushed up from deep inside the ground. On some weekends, or after a shift if the light was still good, he’d wander down there, thinking about his dad, wondering what it was he saw in that instant before he was awake.

It was there, one day after work, that he met Joe, both of them crouched down and staring out towards the water, just a few feet away from each other in the dusk. Joe saw him, called out, getting his question in first, “What you doing here, mate?”

In the fading light, Ted started at the voice and thought, for a moment, that he was looking across at some vision of his father: the man’s hair, the man’s bearing, even the sound of his voice was somehow familiar. He made up a line about waiting for someone who obviously wasn’t coming, standing up and stretching as if he ought really to be giving up, heading home. But, “How ’bout you, then?” he heard himself ask instead.

“First site I worked on down here,” said Joe, stepping towards him with his hand out. “Joe Brown. I’ve seen you here sometimes. You always waiting for someone who doesn’t come?” His smile was friendly, not teasing or accusatory, and Ted smiled back. “No, no,” said Joe, “I like it here too when there’s not so many people around. It’s a good spot to sit and watch.”

Ted nodded. “My mum brought me down here when I was a nipper and we sat for hours.” It felt like enough of an explanation to get him around the lie of the friend who never arrived, and Joe smiled again, acknowledging that.

“What about a drink then?” he asked, turning away from the water and up towards the city. Ted paused, taking one last look at how much the two halves of the arch had grown that day, before he turned as well and followed Joe up the hill and around to the pub.

His glass cold between his fingers, Ted studied the other man in the pub’s light. Joe was taller than him, and older, but had the same bright grey eyes as Ted’s, the same fine blond-brown hair, the same slender frame, the same wide, friendly smile. Not his dad, exactly, but maybe like the reflection in a mirror that could show him what his dad might have looked like in a different world. Joe was talking about his own first day working on the bridge, back when the earliest excavations were being made, the earliest gashes hewn into the rocky ground.

“They used to bring dignitaries’ wives down to look at the holes we were digging,” he said, laughing. “Very polite about it, they were, but you had to wonder what excitement they thought they were going to see.” He drained his beer, inclined the empty glass towards Ted. “Although we did dig up some fine stuff, old buildings and bricks, back from the convicts—made you realize how busy that place’s been the past hundred and something years, with soldiers and ships and coming and going. You know they had astronomers down there, years ago, on the lookout for comets. What a job that would’ve been, eh, Ted?” He paused then, lost in some middle distance for a moment. “The missus,” he said, blinking at last, “says I spend too much time looking back there—looking in the wrong direction.” He took the full, frosty glass Ted held out, and raised it in a cheer. “But you work on it too, don’t you?” Nodding back towards the site.

“Whenever I can, here and there,” said Ted. It had been harder the past year, with more men hunting for work and fewer shifts offered to each to try to spread the work around.

“Come talk to a mate of mine tomorrow,” said Joe, “who owes me a favor. We’ll see what we can do.”

Early the next morning he was waiting for Ted, as he’d promised, steering him towards the foreman as though Ted was his oldest friend, to see what jobs might be on offer.

“Be grand to be up in the air,” said Ted, taking in the line of the bridge, the two curves firming against the sky. He still hadn’t made twenty-one, but he was sure there were a lot of blokes fudging things like this to get themselves some work.

Joe’s arm swept out at the twinned arches as if they were his old friends too. “You’re as bad as my wife,” he said, “hankering after putting your feet where thin air should be. Makes no sense to me unless I’m being paid to do it.” He shook his head. “The way your toes ache at the end of each day from clinging on up there. There are some say it’s easier as you go . . .” He shook his head again. “There are some who go up the first day, turn round and go straight down again and never go back. Dunno what stopped me doing the same—apart from the pay packet at the end of the week.” He laughed. “So where are you staying, mate?” And offered a room just like that—“Well, a veranda, really, but glassed in, and with a comfy spot to sleep.” A stop or two on the ferry and much closer than Ted’s gran’s out at the beach, and it was Ted’s for the taking, he said, once they knew about a job.

“What about your missus?” asked Ted.

“Glad of the company,” said Joe. “She’s greedy for stories about this place—you’ll see what I mean. Besides . . .” He paused. “Someone else putting in, you know; it all helps.”

Around them, the day was already busy, men making dark shapes against the metal, dark shapes against the sky, their hats like bits of punctuation. The noise was tremendous. Ted had never got his head around the mechanics of the thing, even after all these years. How did you get up there—and how did you stay up? How did you hear what anyone said? How did you brace yourself against the high clear space you had to stand in, move in, work in? It was amazing. Top of the world.

The foreman clapped Joe on the shoulder, asked after his wife, looked at Ted—“I’ll see what we can do”—and then at his sheets, his vacancies. There was work on the water, he said: someone was wanted for the barges that ferried the men about, the barges that ferried the pieces of bridge to the point where they could be hoisted into the sky. “Okay, son?” Shifts, shillings.

A hand held out, Ted shook it, and that was that. He was a proper part of it at last, even if he had to keep looking up.

The particulars of the thing: scores of men in the shops, on the ground, on the water, on the structure itself, fitting, bracing, heating rivets, driving rivets, driving cranes, rigging, painting, cutting, finishing, moving, yelling, running and flying up into the air as each section was winched into position. Across to the north from Dawes Point, the real center of activity thumped and hummed in great sheds, built where rocks had been blasted away—the first assault of noise the project had made on the city, years ago now—and where each piece was brought as close as possible to its final shape before it was let outside and moved along to fit into the bridge that was growing. Shading his eyes against the morning sun, Ted was sure he could see the walls of the shed pulsing with everything that was happening inside them. Sitting on top of the world.

Ferried out to the harbor’s center then for the first time, he looked up again, noted how far the south side had inched ahead of the north, as if it was showing the way, lighting a path. It still felt as if chance, or alchemy, was more likely to make the two halves meet than any effort of lines and math and angles. But at least it was getting closer now, the southern end moving towards the point that would take it as far as it could go, the northern end catching up, catching up. It had taken just two years for the arch to get this far.

And then, thought Ted, it’ll look like a rainbow. A rainbow—his head, his shoulders, his chest shuddered, as though, his mum would have said, a goose had walked over his grave.

“Here,” he heard someone call, “take that end and bring it round.” And that was it; he’d begun.
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Joe talked most of the way home, onto the ferry and up the river a way, and then a walk with a “Right here” and a “Left here, mate,” and Ted almost at a run sometimes to keep up. “So that’s that, mate, you’re here now with a solid job and a place handily close—left again, mate, and we’re almost home.” A tidy garden, thick with roses that his mum would envy, and the stairs up onto the porch glaringly clean.

“Rolling along,” he sang softly, “just rolling along.”

The front door was open, showing a hallway that ran right through to the back. More green there, and the late day’s light brushing it golden like the moon on water. Looking down for the first step, Ted caught the edge of a shape, something dark, as it moved across the lit tunnel of the house’s passage. When he looked up, the light was clear again, unimpeded.

“Around here for your things.” Joe’s boots were off—Ted struggling with his balance and his laces—and he padded through the house to a louvered room with a cane lounge, a knitted blanket, a couple of cushions, a book splayed open and facedown.

“The missus,” said Joe. “Always reading something.”

Gulliver’s Travels. His mum had read it to him when he was a kid, all the little people and the big people and the faraway places and Laputa, the flying island—he’d loved that; never more embarrassed than the time he asked his teacher, fanning the pages of the classroom’s atlas, why he couldn’t find Laputa on any of the maps. He blushed again thinking about it now.

“Us in there,” said Joe, gesturing to one of the windows that gave onto the veranda, “and a bath at the back. I need a wash.” He went through another door with Ted, still holding his bag, in his wake. Cold water into a basin and a big cake of yellow soap on the side. “It’s the worst part of the gig, that you bring it home every day,” said Joe, rubbing up suds. “Not so much as a tub to get the muck of it off your arms, and you’re scratching the bridge off your skin and out of your ears and from under your nails until bedtime.” Joe had his face, his arms, covered in lather as he looked up and caught Ted’s eye in the mirror.

“Joy,” he said, but it wasn’t the soapy water, his clean hands. It was his wife, standing in the bathroom doorway behind the two of them, a clean towel held out towards Ted. “This is Joy,” said Joe. And the woman smiled.

“It’s getting so dark these evenings,” she said. “Come into the kitchen for some tea when you’re ready.” And then, turning to Joe, “Let’s hear what stories you’ve brought for me today.”



Dan

AS THE great wheel swung slowly towards the top of its arc, London sprawled away, a mess of roofs and shadows with spots of light coming up here and there as the daylight faded. So many people, so many stories: Dan liked how easy it was to disappear into the city’s multitudes. He liked that the sheer mass of it still let him feel separate, invisible, even after a decade.

In one of the wheel’s glass pods, he steadied himself against the handrail and looked carefully along the curve of glass as it moved through the air. He could manage the inevitable rush of vertigo if he stretched his gaze incrementally; look all at once and he’d swoon. But there was the sky, there was the horizon, there were buildings and trees and then the river below, punctuated by its bridges—Vauxhall, Lambeth, Westminster, the rail bridge into Charing Cross, Waterloo Bridge beyond that and, around the sweep somewhere, Blackfriars, the fine line of the Millennium Bridge and Tower Bridge with its famous opening arms all farther downstream. Dan liked the slightness of the Millennium Bridge, so fine it looked like it had been drawn onto the city in the palest of pencil. He liked the buttresses and ridges that held Waterloo Bridge in place—so plain above, with elegant and gliding curves beneath. After more than ten years, he thought, these two bridges were probably the shapes in London he knew best, yet he still wasn’t confident he could have drawn them from memory. How many pylons? How many arches? He could never remember.

“What time did you say you’d booked the restaurant?” Behind him, Caroline rested her chin on his shoulder, its movement tapping a rhythm into his flesh as she spoke. “Did you get a chance to check that everyone had the details?” Dan’s gaze shifted from the world outside to their reflections in the glass. He saw his own face: skin speckled from too much Australian sun years before; dull brown hair that used to lighten in those summers; eyes an indeterminate color with more lines and creases around them now, and around the corners of his mouth too. At least the suit’s sharp, he thought, brushing imagined dust from its shoulders. They’d looked out of place, him and Caroline, in their city suits, queuing for the ride with tourists in zip-up jackets and sneakers.

He was heading for forty, and the idea made him pull up his shoulders, pull in his stomach. When he stood like this, he was taller than Caroline, and she would lean her head more often against him. When he slouched, she stood taller and apart. She was younger than him, five years or so, and her face had the smooth whiteness of English summers. He was never certain about the color of her eyes—they seemed to change from blue to green—but he knew perfectly the texture of that pale smooth skin. “Like rose petals,” he’d said the first time he touched it. He still remembered the way her smile had spread then. Five years ago—she was as old now as he had been when they met, as if she’d caught up. He watched as she tucked her pale hair neatly behind her ears: she did this whenever she wanted him to concentrate on what she was saying.

“Sweetheart? Did you check everyone knew what time to come? I can message them now . . .” Her fingers were already tapping her phone: she knew him too well. “Hopeless, Dan, you’re hopeless.” She shook her head as she clicked her phone off and put it back in her bag. But she smiled, resting against his shoulder again, and he reached across to grab her hand.

“Look at the lights, Caro,” he said. “I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to come up here.”

“That would be because it’s such a touristy thing to do. And because you hate heights, Dan, which begs the question why you wanted to come up here at all.” And her voice was different then—frustrated, or maybe tired. It had happened once or twice these past few weeks, and out of nowhere, it seemed to Dan, so that he was never sure what had caused it. And it passed, it always passed: now Caro squeezed his hand a moment, and leaned in while she scanned the view below. “Still, it’s your birthday.” And she kissed his cheek so suddenly that he recoiled a little, startled, and wished that he hadn’t. He heard her inhale, too slowly and for too long, before she spoke again, but she said nothing about his recoil, just: “How high do you think we are?”

“One hundred and thirty-five meters,” he said promptly, and was relieved when she laughed.

“How could you possibly know that?”

“It’s a meter higher than the bridge at home—it stuck in my mind when I read it.”

She shook her head, laughed again, but the sound was a little forced. “That bloody bridge. It’s always on your mind, isn’t it—home?”

The night they’d met, camping in Kent with a bunch of mutual friends, they’d watched the stars twinkle, counting satellites, listening to the big silence and feeling like they were the only people on the face of the earth. There was a village a mile or so away. His hands pulling the warmth from a mug of tea, he’d told her stories from the other side of the world, his home—nothing stuff, he thought, that just about anyone must know. But she’d listened to them as if he was the most exotic creature she’d ever met. He’d told her about his city, Sydney, and the places on the harbor where the old bush still grew down to the shore. He’d told her about the birds that laughed, the birds that shrieked, the birds that called and yodeled. He’d told her about Sydney’s big bridge, like a rainbow of steel. And she’d laughed and said that she thought he was in the business of money, not poetry.

The warmth of that laugh: he’d felt it infusing him, and so he’d kept talking about Sydney’s light, Sydney’s space, about the best place, at the foot of the bridge’s southern pylons, to sit and gaze at the view. He’d told her stories about the bridge being built, about the men who’d made it. He’d told her about the men who’d lost their footing, slipped, and perished. And he’d told her about one man who’d slipped and dived into the water and come up “alive, marvelously alive.” Her eyes had shone with the miracle.

“What a fabulous story,” she’d said. “Where did you hear it?”

“I know the man who did that,” he’d said. “It’s my—he’s my grandfather—well, my . . . I grew up with that story.” He’d taken a mouthful of tea, so hot it felt dry in his mouth, and then he’d swallowed and said, “Like flying.” But she’d heard the swallow as “I’, I like flying, and said yes, she did too. He didn’t correct her. And the story wasn’t his grandfather’s—it was Gramps’s, Charlie’s grandfather’s, the closest thing Dan had to a grandfather but not, as Charlie liked to remind him, actually his.

But Caroline had looked so pretty, so attentive in the firelight, Dan would have said anything to keep her there. And his city, Sydney, had rebuilt itself in his memory as he trawled it for more stories to tell her. Which were mostly Gramps’s anyway. His stories were the ones Dan carried with him. When he’d left home and come away, he’d told himself it was because he wanted to find some of his own stories for a change. But it was still Gramps’s stories that he told. They were adventurous. They were seductive. And if knowing a man who could fly couldn’t get you a girl, then what could?

“I want to go there sometime,” Caroline had said at last. “People are always going, aren’t they—they just buy a ticket and that’s it—but it seems so impossibly far. A whole day of flying.” And before he could wonder if he should offer to take her, she’d leaned in and kissed him and he’d felt her petal-soft skin for the first time.

“Like rose petals; like a white rose.”

Through the glass, now, he watched the planes heading towards Heathrow. It still amazed him how many you could count, load after load of passengers flying out, or flying in, or flying home. Nine, ten, eleven; it was the wrong time of day for them to be coming from his side of the world. Antipodean planes mostly landed in the mornings, arriving with each new day. He followed the line of one jumbo down and down towards the airport—too fast; his stomach turned and he felt his throat tighten.

Seeing him tense, Caroline brushed her hand along his arm, held it over his hand, tight, on the rail. “This thing you have about getting up above cities,” she said. “Makes no sense if you really do have a fear of heights.” And although she smiled, it sounded for a moment as if she might not believe this to be true of him anymore.

“And would it have been so much trouble to check that everyone knew about tonight?” She let out a long sigh. “It’s not that hard to call people, you know.”

“I like trying to work out how cities go together,” he said, ignoring her last sentence and kissing her cheek to compensate for flinching earlier. “And you have to admit I’ve taken you up some pretty good towers over the years.” He looked down at London. “I still can’t fit all these pieces together, and I’ve been here—” He shrugged, unsure how it could have been ten years.

Caroline shrugged in return, staring into the fading colors of the day as her frown deepened.

“Look at that cloud,” said Dan quickly, turning her towards the one tiny shape that glowed gold with the last sun. “It looks like there’s a light inside it.” But she shook her head as her phone began to beep with returning messages.

He let her go, surveying the sky while her fingers tapped again behind him. His cloud was an island marooned in a vast sea, and below it, like an underscore, ran a streak of vapor from a plane, its hard line just beginning to soften.

He leaned forward, his thumb rubbing the palm of his other hand until its skin felt warm. The way that one little cloud caught the light. Dan shifted his head from one side to the other, trying to decipher its shape. It was strange that it seemed so familiar. Could a cloud look familiar? Could you have déjà vu looking at a cloud? He turned towards Caro to ask her, but she was looking down, as if she was trying to work out how long it would take to reach the ground.

“It’s all right,” he said. “It won’t matter if we’re a bit late—it’s my birthday, after all.”

“It’s a bit rude,” she said. But she was beside him again, her pale hair spreading across his shoulder. “Looks like a comet’s tail,” she said at last, nodding towards the blurring line of vapor as it caught the last of the sun’s light.

“That bloody comet,” he said, hoping she’d laugh. The night they’d met, she’d seen a comet, picture-book perfect and sitting low along the horizon. “Look,” she’d said, pointing, “look, look out across from that tree.” He’d looked, looked out across from every tree, but he hadn’t seen it. Part of him, he suspected, hadn’t believed it could be real. Shooting stars and satellites were one thing, he’d teased her later, “but who gets a comet on their first night together?” And she’d teased him about looking in the wrong place at the wrong time. “But I was looking at you,” he’d said, laughing.

So when she told people the story of how they met, she talked about the comet. When he told people the story of how they met, he talked about how surprisingly cold a spring night could be. He did wish he’d seen it: it made hers a better story than the one he told.

And she did laugh now, catching at his hand and kissing it. On the pavement below, a set of couples twirled and turned, dancing to music that Dan and Caro, sealed in their bubble, couldn’t hear. The brightness of the women’s skirts flared against the solid dark of their partners’ suits. Alongside, on the river, a small boat pulled away from a wharf, the white trail of its wake surging wide as it picked up speed.

“Why aren’t there more boats on your river?” Pointing down, Dan traced its path along the glass.

Caroline’s finger followed the same line. “I suppose the tubes and the buses are faster, and go where people want them to go.” She paused. “There must be some ferries, though—I remember going on one, out to Greenwich, when I was little.” She spun towards the east, as if she might see the very boat itself, still plying the Thames. “We went to the observatory, so many clocks and telescopes, and we stood with our feet on either side of the prime meridian.” She wiggled her shoes further apart, as if the line now ran through the middle of the wheel’s cabin. A playful thing, and Dan reached out, grabbed her hands, and stood with his feet opposite hers, mirroring her position.
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