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Praise for I Want Everything



‘I Want Everything is a book about literature that feels like a bank heist. It’s salacious and funny and fun, and has a stay-up-all-night, can’t-look-away energy that I adore. I loved it!’

Rita Bullwinkel, Booker Prize-longlisted author of Headshot

‘Composed with stylistic brilliance and structural ingenuity, I Want Everything is that rare thing, a great contemporary novel. While it is first and foremost a hilarious, complex, and profound reflection on the relationship between life and writing, it is also fun to read, entertaining and populated by rich, real characters. Dominic Amerena is a fantastic writer. (Seriously.)’

Lauren Oyler, author of Fake Accounts and No Judgement

‘This novel is that most exquisite rarity: a brilliant concept, brilliantly executed. Amerena has so precisely rendered and skewered Australian literary culture that I was shrieking with delight while I squirmed in recognition. The tease of a mystery plot had me turning the pages non-stop, but there were real gem-like sentences in here too. And on top of that, he can write women. And on top of that, he can write writing! This book is a rollicking laugh through the ego until the bill of the id comes due. I adored it. I wish I could go back and savour it again for the first time. I’ll read anything and everything Amerena does next.’

Bri Lee, author of Eggshell Skull and The Work

‘A twisty-turny, deliciously sneaky and bitingly insightful literary mystery. I laughed, cringed, squirmed, clapped and cheered.’

Emily Maguire, author of Rapture

‘I Want Everything is a Russian doll of a novel set largely in an Australian city. It is a layered mystery. It is an enigma wrapped inside an enigma possibly wrapped inside an enigma. It is a book about the complexities of storytelling and idiosyncrasies of writers. I Want Everything is also a debut novel by Dominic Amerena, a writer of such talent we can only hope he doesn’t vanish on us.’

Tony Birch, author of Women and Children

‘How I loved this novel about books, writing, and the literary life – in all its corrupted glory. Seamlessly crafted, confident and original, I Want Everything took my breath away.’

Sofie Laguna, Miles Franklin-winning author of The Eye of the Sheep

‘A fun, engaging novel about the disastrous consequences of riding a deception to its fateful end, and of one man’s ruthless hunger for literary fame. I loved the reflections on writing, the nature of it, the difficulty, the mystery of it. Amerena has written an engrossing take on the precarity of the writing life, while exploring the ethical dilemmas faced by a novelist.’

Jessie Tu, author of A Lonely Girl is a Dangerous Thing

‘A delightful literary puzzle, posed to the reader in vibrant and clear-cut prose. “Authenticity”, the demonic past and the treacherous body come under wry examination. It’s rare for a writer to be this good both at crafting a sentence and at making you want to read the next one.’

Naoise Dolan, author of Exciting Times and The Happy Couple








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: I Want Everything, by Dominic Amerena. Scribner. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]
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PART ONE






ONE

An innocent mistake. Innocent, then progressively less so. I acted immorally, but what did literature have to do with morality? Looking back, it all seemed inevitable, the first mistaken identity leading to the second, leading me to the bedside of the last, great Australian writer, observing her in her natural habitat: captivity. It had nothing to do with me – the deception, the slip of the tongue I couldn’t take back. At least, that’s what I told myself, until it was all too late.

It began after my discharge from the Alfred Hospital in the first week of February. The tests proved there was nothing wrong with me, yet I felt anything but fine as I waited for my Uber on Commercial Road. I’d been in and out of the hospital many times over the years. I’d learnt to rate my negative feelings on a scale of one to ten, be they discomfort and numbness, dizziness and flatulence. That day my stomach ache was a six going on seven, growing more acute the closer I got to Footscray and home.

We hit the Bolte Bridge, the cranes and crates of the Port of Melbourne visible far below through the suicide fence, the sluggish Yarra and the skyscrapers scattered with coins of light from the late-afternoon sun. I realised then what was causing the ache: shame. For the incident with the night nurse and, more than that, for who I’d let myself become: an unpublished, barely solvent pig. Impossible I should allow my girlfriend, Ruth, to see me like that, achingly myself, so I took evasive action. In a snarl of traffic on Racecourse Road, I cleared my throat and addressed the driver.

—I want to change where I’m going.



The pool was in the complex of buildings at Victoria University, overlooking Footscray Park, sloping down to the Maribyrnong River. Clouds of bushfire smoke were flocked above Melbourne’s skyline, which seemed slightly unreal through the pool’s main window. I bought goggles and budgie smugglers from the pustular attendant and descended into the change rooms, hoping they would live up to their name. In the mirror I was shocked by what I saw: myself, whippet-thin from three weeks of calorie restriction, looking every inch the emerging writer I still unfortunately was. I had lost a lot of blood in the hospital – a lot of time, too – and I vowed to do something, anything, to ensure I never returned there.

I hacked through the first ten laps until I fell into rhythm. Perhaps the doctor had been right and I was going to be okay, relatively speaking. By the time the cramps set in, my discharge seemed a distant memory. I almost felt good. I wallowed through the last few metres, levered myself onto the lip of the fast lane, where an aquarobics class was in full swing, to the strains of Kylie’s ‘Locomotion’. I waited to catch my breath, my eyes drawn to the face of a woman with sharply chiselled cheekbones, like the bust of a deposed dictator. She must have been eighty, maybe even older, but there was something about her that was maddeningly familiar: the eyes that were all pupil, the grim hyphen of a mouth. I knew her from somewhere, I was sure of it.



It was still sweltering when I emerged onto Ballarat Road, a northerly blasting up from the Maribyrnong, the sun reluctantly setting. I was waiting at the pedestrian crossing, feeling butch and pleasurably sluggish when I saw a line of oldies, bedraggled from their swim, being escorted by a nurse (how I now loathed them!) into a minivan parked in an access road. The van had bald tyres and its windows were caked in dust. Words were emblazoned on its side, in capitals so faded I could only make out the first: MERCY. Fitting, as it was a quality in short supply, especially in myself.

The woman with the cheekbones was at the back of the line, trying to get a cigarette lit. She was slight and wiry, barely up to the bus’s window, wearing a grey singlet, straight-cut jeans and workboots too hot for the weather. They were the clothes of a shearer, a wharfie, a Melbournian prose poet. Despite its dampness, her hair sprang up from her scalp. Again I had the feeling I knew this woman, but this time the feeling was more acute. I couldn’t look away. Finally, she puffed a plume of smoke, eyes closed in contentment. When she opened them, it seemed she was staring back at me. Without stopping to think what I was doing, I snapped her photo with my phone.



My hair dried in the ten-minute walk home to our tin-roofed weatherboard on Stirling Street, with its peeling ceilings and the gaps between the joists housing huntsmen and other scuttling things. The front door had expanded in the heat and was stuck fast in the frame, but with some very vigorous jiggling, I managed to prise it open.

The living room was trashed, the air close, reeking of body odour and the noxious chop-chop Ruth smoked when she was broke. Clearly she’d made the most of my hospital stay. Each time I returned from the ward, I worried I’d find that Ruth had fallen out of love with me. That in my absence she’d have realised I was the cane toad to her frog, the skin tag to her beauty spot, and she’d sit me down and give me the talk.

She wasn’t in the living room or kitchen, but eventually I spied her watering the roses by the sagging back fence. She’d just clocked off from online teaching, though in a black satin smock she looked like she was on her way to a publishing party. She despised the garb of the teleworker – uggs and lunch-spattered trackies – resisted easy comforts in all aspects of her life.

I felt a premonition of doom, as if watching her from some depleted future. Ruth had refused to visit me in the hospital; she said it made her feel ashamed to see me in such a wretched state, cannulated and exsanguinated. Shame. There was that word again. In the three weeks we’d been apart, I’d thought of little other than our reunion, imagining the new flecks of grey in her roan hair (I tend to have that effect on women: a joke I’d made one too many times), her character actor’s nose, which whistled when she slept. Approaching her from behind, I leant in to peck her neck, but as soon as my lips made contact Ruth yelped and spun around, the hose splashing down my front.

—It’s you! she said, removing an AirPod.

We hugged, and her fingers went straight for my rib cage.

—I feel like I could snap you in half. What did they do to you in there? You really shouldn’t sneak up on me when I’m listening to my murder podcast. This one has to be heard to be believed. Our fearless interlocutor convenes panel discussions between the daughter of a serial killer and the family members of her father’s victims.

—Progeny of the missing and murdered unite, I said, taking the hose.

I soaked the flowers until the soil sluiced onto the concrete, as Ruth spoke about the gentrification of true crime, replete with narrators forever second-guessing themselves. Who should be speaking and why? Was it their story to tell?

—I just wish they’d own their desire to titillate and appal. To give us what we’ve always wanted: white women’s mysterious disappearances. Do you want to do the honours?

Ruth brandished her phone and I vogued before the rosebush as she snapped away. Our landlord, Luong, believed the flowers gave the backyard a certain old-world charm, distracting from the tract of concrete that stretched from fence to fence. In our two years living there, Luong hadn’t raised the rent, in part because we didn’t bother him for upkeep; we let the ceilings leak, scrubbed black mould where it bloomed. He was decent as far as landlords went so we obliged when he asked for evidence the roses were surviving the heatwave, though we had fun with the brief, deadpanning as if for fashion mag spreads or ransom photos.

—My tender button, Ruth said, inspecting the photos. My sodden, tender button. I wish you didn’t keep leaving me like this.



I sat at the garden table, the warm evening air delicious on my skin, the sky a violent pink through the smoke clouds. Hammered from a half-glass of chianti, I debated whether to tell Ruth about my shameful discharge. Nothing had happened exactly, and yet I still felt too clammy and abased to bring it up. So when Ruth asked how I was feeling, I bit my tongue and did a bit about my toxic masculinity.

—Nothing to report. No growths or deformities. But the doctors say I can’t procreate for the time being. The drugs I’m on aren’t good for foetal matter.

Ruth updated me on her progress with the book, but I found myself zoning out, zonked from wine and exercise; I was still struggling to reacclimatise to the real world, as it were, in all its vicious intensity. Lately, Ruth had been pulling ten-hour writing days, finalising the manuscript for her debut book of essays, Between the Lines.

—I have hope that it’s finally coming together, Ruth said. Hope without optimism, to borrow a phrase from the erstwhile Marxists we know and love.

Ruth was Melbourne-famous, but unlike the other writers with whom we occasionally commiserated, mourned, kvetched, whined, bitched and bloviated, Ruth had a plausible chance of making it. She was made for making it, as I was wont to remind her. It was only a matter of time.

—What else have you missed? Ruth said. Ella and Ahmed are trying for a kid. Nataliya is ‘saving’ for a deposit, though as far as I know she’s still a poet. I suppose her parents are stumping up. Oh and Ben and Michaela’s experiment with throupledom was a resounding failure. Shocker! Everyone’s reaching the point of no return. Getting hitched, chucking long-term partners, choosing an unknown future over an imperfect present.

My body tensed as if for the midnight blood round, waiting for the night nurse to stick the needle in. But thankfully, Ruth didn’t have any modern ideas about the structure of our relationship. Instead, she’d moved on to news of Australia’s manifold crises of the day: the fires in the east of the state; a rare earth mine breaking ground near Swan Hill. Tim Winton’s new novel – apparently not without its charms – about alt-right pyromaniac BMX riders. But my mind was decidedly elsewhere; it kept returning to the woman from the pool. I could see every line of her face, could feel the force of her gaze on mine. I knew I knew her – but how? And also: so what? The answers continued to elude me.

—Disaster has become quotidian, Ruth was saying. It doesn’t leave a mark, except in art. Now we’re all first responders writing triage narratives, the most pressing problem told in the most pressing way. A lot to live up to.

—It’s all a bit dour, isn’t it? I said, more loudly than I’d intended. These books predicting precisely in which way the world is going to end. Who are they for? The farmers tilling the grain tables being burnt off the map? The villagers in low-lying island nations? The future generations who might look back and say, Well, at least our novelists saw it coming. Climate is clichéd, old hat, tedious beyond words.

—The sky above your head would beg to differ.

—We know what’s wrong with the world, and who’s to blame. A condition of informed helplessness, and one we should resist – just not with our fiction. Let our politics be moral and principled. But fiction should be about murkiness, complexity, problems with no solutions, jokes with no punchlines. You get the picture. When we sit at our desks, we should remember that our real purpose is to be engineers of the soul.

This was what I’d been missing: the texture of how Ruth and I spent our days. This talk of form and content was as old as our relationship. In our first week as a couple I’d sent Ruth the late-onset juvenilia of my twenties, stories about sad suburbanites who fell apart in the usual literary ways.

—Your sentences are clean enough to eat off, she’d said.

She didn’t mean it as a compliment. I was a style machine with no substance, flexing my empathetic dexterity. And she was right, though those stories were published, won prizes, made people think (wrongly) that I was a talent on the rise.

—I can’t see any of you in these, Ruth had said. They could have been written by anyone.

After that, I tried to put myself at the centre of things, in my writing at least. I attempted a thinly veiled autofiction, a novel about novel-making, like all the other novels being made that year. But more often than not the words didn’t come. I chored and pottered, scrubbing this and wiping that, brewing pots of coffee, forever checking in on Ruth to see if she needed anything. The pool saved us. Instead of shuffling about the house like some demonic butler, I could swim away my frustration at myself and my sentences, return home in somewhat working order.

Since we got together, I hadn’t written a sentence fit to print. Despite my fine words to Ruth, writing now felt like passing a kidney stone. I still remembered what it felt like to enjoy writing, the sheer thrill and risk, a key turned in the lock of the soul. But that was long in the past. One thing I loved about Ruth was her belief in her work and the world. That the latter could change, and not only for the worse. Was faith something you could catch, like all those diseases I’d been treated for over the years? I’d been waiting two years to find out.

—Do you know who said that? Ruth said, fiddling with her phone, as possums screeched on the roof. The bit about engineers of the soul? One Joseph Stalin.

I stood, bilious and bloated. Sensing my unsteadiness, Ruth let me lean on her as we walked back into the house. Fitting because she worked with guts and grit, while I was so ephemeral I often felt like I’d float away. Her work said true things about power and people and politics. Mine did not. We went through the kitchen and the living room, past the rattan couch salvaged from hard rubbish. She was breathing heavily when we made it to the bedroom, where she deposited me on our posturepedic mattress, the brand of choice for the hosts of her true crime podcasts.

—To be continued, she said, heading to the toilet.

My hand shot to my pocket, slid out my phone, found the picture I’d taken earlier. The woman looked exactly as I remembered, the answer to a question I hadn’t known to ask. But who was she, and why couldn’t I get her out of my mind? When I heard Ruth’s footsteps in the corridor, I swiped away from the photo, as if I had something to hide.

One thing led to another. Nice to know the connection hadn’t been severed, the red thread that bound our bodies together. Ruth was behind me, and I was trying to forget the woman’s face, while Ruth hissed hot and wet in my ear.

—I know what you did. The mess you made. You’re such a disappointment. You should be ashamed.






TWO

I wasn’t stalking the woman from the pool, that much was for sure. I didn’t even know her name, nor why I felt so drawn to her. Stalking implied a certain level of intention, which frankly I didn’t have. Stalking required knowledge. But there was no denying I wasn’t at the pool to swim; I was still too sore from yesterday’s sixty leaden laps, a limbless invertebrate barely capable of pulling on my bathers. The hangover didn’t help.

I arrived at the same time as the day before, when the aquarobics class had commenced. Stuffing my clothes in the locker, I felt nervous, borderline giddy for no good reason; I knew intuitively that something was going to happen. Just before I closed my gym bag, I got a text from Siobhan, the Galwegian night nurse: I’m so sorry. I hope you’re alright. Call me anytime. My stomach gave a sickening lurch. I deleted the message, blocked her number.

The school day had just finished, and the pool was pandemonium. The water boiled with sprogs and sprats, whooping in triumph, waving to mothers on bleachers. We civilians were garrisoned to the slow lane. I breaststroked at a glacial pace, inspecting each wader and paddler through my tinted goggles. Two women lolled on the lane ropes, chatting in what sounded like Greek. A football player I vaguely recognised did lunges at the shallow end. But the woman from yesterday was nowhere to be seen. There was nothing to do but float and watch and wait. Felt strange to keep thinking of her as ‘the woman’. But what other label would fit the bill? Prey and quarry seemed a little extreme. The subject of my literary attention?

That subject was usually Ruth. She’d published a piece about pools while I was in the hospital. I’d watched from my gurney, dizzy from the blood round, as the hearts flooded in on her Instagram. Her essay examined the strange and troubling history of Melburnian pools and public baths. Long before Federation, when Melbourne was little more than a stolen swamp, baths were built to discourage white citizens from swimming in the Yarra, which back then was a typhoid-ridden dumping ground for the refuse of the city being wrenched into being, emitting a stench so bad the newborn city was nicknamed ‘Smellbourne’ until plumbing was introduced at the turn of the twentieth century. The rich paid a premium to bathe first, the price dropping as the water grew dirtier, until the poorest were left with the silty grime of their betters. For Ruth, the public baths represented the workings of the colonial project, bringing the land into line, creating a space delimited for health and hygiene where new arrivals could wash away the taint of a country they knew wasn’t theirs. They also presented a possible future, when there wasn’t enough water to go around, and we, the great unwashed, would look back with nostalgia at the monstrous excess of the age of showering.

Pride, with the teensiest tinge of envy, call it a two out of ten; I was the swimmer in this relationship, after all. Even at the height of what might be generously called my success, my writing had never received the same attention as Ruth’s. The prize-winning stories barely made a splash, disappearing into the maw of journal back issues or defunct websites. Not that I was in it for external validation, that’s what I told myself anyway. But a like or two wouldn’t have gone astray. I wanted what Ruth had and what she had coming, but I wanted her to have it too.

The children were trooping to the change room now, replaced by a pre-teen swim team who looked like they meant business, stretching on the starting blocks. Judging by the state of my fingers, I’d been submerged for quite some time. The woman wasn’t coming back; at least, not today. Hauling my aching body out the pool, my disappointment was completely outsize, a grief for something I’d never had nor lost. Where was this coming from?

And then suddenly I knew.



Ruth and I had met at a dinner party in Northcote two years prior, the other guests all writers, upright literary citizens, who together were a bitchy bunch, venting attention-starved spleens over jackfruit quesadillas and citronella candles, griping about who was getting what grant and why they didn’t deserve it, whose middling Oz Lit novel was most worthy of contempt. I had been invited by Linh, my fellow Tailspin editor, who was dating the host, a soon-to-be-failed novelist named Simon.

That night I was fresh from the hospital, bank account swollen like a blood-filled tick. The other guests were impressed by my war wounds, the track marks and bruises, though I’d been deliberately vague about what was wrong with me. The sick man of Footscray, in my first and only flush of minor literary celebrity, thanks to that peck of prize-placing short stories. My little journal, Tailspin, was also kicking goals, though more for the quality of the parties we threw than the writing we commissioned. An indie publisher had been sniffing out whether I had a collection or, better yet, a novel. Things were briefly coalescing around me.

Though I had never met her in the flesh, I had read a lot of Ruth’s writing, essays full of politics, sex and ideas, rounding the edges of her obvious intelligence with a withering humour. She was cool, not just for a writer but by the standards of a non-literary creative practitioner working on stolen lands. All that night I bent the arc of my conversation towards her, my jokes and political blandishments calibrated to get her attention.

Later, we crossed paths outside the house, waiting for our respective Ubers.

—What’s the collective noun for a group of writers? I asked. I was thinking a plop. Or a sigh.

—A VHS, Ruth said. A vestigial.

We bitched about writers bitching, agreeing it was the reasonable response to the situation we all found ourselves in: a fight to the death for attention and scraps of institutional support. But at least we weren’t poets, zine makers or drama freaks, living like trolls and trollops under a bridge. We rolled a cigarette, then another, talking in the dulcet tones of the future-pashing. I cancelled my Uber.

From that first night, my love was a bright, red ball bouncing down the stairs. Over the course of the next week, we barely left Ruth’s room, except to expel liquids and stuff huge tips in the fists of delivery people, dodging the glares of Ruth’s appalled housemate as we scampered back to our lair. Days in, I found myself completely insensible, suffused with savage love, a bloody thing that made me sick with fear that it would end. So this was kissing. This was touch and trembling. The love radiated from me, it was smeared all over my face, letting me live like a billionaire. Bartenders plied us with free drinks, strangers grinned at us on the street. We fucked like the whole world was watching, our bodies fused together, like my cock was hers and she was thrusting it deep into a red centre of feeling. Her housemate moved out and I in, the two of us chanting, No pets no debt no jobs no kids, as we unpacked my belongings – a nice word, it seemed to me then: things that tied one to a place or person.

Ruth. That’s who the woman in the pool had reminded me of. Actually, the feeling of first seeing Ruth, a sort of bodily knowledge that something momentous was in the offing. That my life was about to change. I stood, frozen in the throng of young bodies at the pool’s edge, desperate to understand why I’d made such a connection, if only for my peace of mind. And then, just as swiftly, repulsion. Why was I obsessing over this stranger? Ι needed to snap out of it, return home and get my shit together. Apply for a job. Write my novel or write a different one.

The whiteboard was propped against the bleachers by the lifeguard’s chair. She was a girl in her early twenties, green zinc smeared across the bridge of her nose. Heart pounding, I leant close to the board, which showed the pool’s schedule for the week. The classes for the previous day had been erased, but I could just make out the ghost of the words: MERCY HOUSE.

—Can I help you?

The lifeguard was glaring. Then I registered the optics. An emaciated white guy the wrong side of thirty, grinning like a lunatic among a group of children. I hightailed it out of there, not wanting to find out what would happen next.



Mercy House: I had something to go on now. When I got home from the pool, Ruth was still teaching, laptop set up in in the living room where the wi-fi was strongest. She winked as I passed her on my way to the kitchen, where I hoed into a punnet of day-old rice. After the hospital food, simple starch was all my stomach could take.

—Yes, Bradley, Ruth said from the living room. But you need to consider what the fisting is a metaphor for.

I made sure to swallow before I googled Mercy House. And there it was: a state-run nursing home, on the border of Yarraville and Spotswood, a ‘vibrant community, offering comfort and care’, according to its website. Photos of septuagenarians, grinning with their captors. (I was in a similar photo on the hospital’s website, I recalled with a shudder, giving a thumbs-up from the gurney.) The woman had to be one of the residents. And what was I going to do with that info? Stake out the nursing home? Show my pap snap to the staff, ask: Have you seen this woman? And what if I did wring up the courage to speak to her? What on earth would I say? I know you from somewhere. You remind me of my girlfriend.

It didn’t make sense, didn’t knit together. I was the shittiest detective in the world.

My phone dinged. A voice note from my mother. She had tennis elbow, wrist and everything else, used her voice to protect her thumbs. She was reminding me about the rally the following day, hoping we could march together, her tone terse, as if I’d already stood her up.

—I’m aware you just got out of the hospital. But frankly that’s no excuse.

A memory then: sitting at the foot of her bed on a hot summer’s night, my mother snoring softly, a sheet pulled over her head like a shroud, while I read aloud from a novel I’d happened upon in her chaotic bookshelf. My mother seemed to slip out of slumber as soon as I stopped reading; she needed the sound, though I could have been reciting anything. I read the book from cover to cover as my mother slept and the sky grew light over the treetops of Geelong, until it was time for me to get ready for school.

In a daze, I stumbled to the living room bookshelf and began thumbing through the titles. Behind me I heard Ruth’s voice, as if from very far away:

—Now, my little engineers of the soul, that’s about all we have time for. I’ll see you tomorrow.

Finally I found the book I was looking for, on our shelf of difficult women. I’d have known the author photo anywhere: shot from the ground, the author peering impassively down at the lens, the toe of her boot creeping into the frame, as if preparing to crush the reader beneath her foot. It was the woman from the pool. It was Brenda Shales.



I must have looked strange to Ruth, cavorting before her with the book in one hand, my phone in the other.

—What’s happened? You look like a pig in shit. Did they find an unpublished manuscript by David Foster Wallace?

I showed her the photo of the woman from the pool.

—Who’s that? she said.

—Don’t you think she looks like Brenda Shales?

I thrust the copy of Anchoress towards her.

—The writer? Ruth squinted at the pictures. I suppose she does. It’s hard to say.

—It’s Brenda Shales! The artist as a much older woman. The best Australian writer living or dead, present company excepted.

—Where did you get this photo?

I briefly explained how I’d noticed the woman at the pool, the face I couldn’t place.

—I’d always presumed she was dead, but it seems she’s very much alive. And she’s here, right under our noses.

—Maybe, Ruth said. I’m not sure what you want me to do with this information. Why don’t you sit down and tell me a bedtime story about Brenda Shales? I confess I’m fuzzy on the details.

I moved her laptop to make room on the couch, while a cool breeze blew up from the Maribyrnong through the open window.

—To make a long story short, Brenda Shales wrote two highly successful, controversial novels in the 1970s, and then disappeared from the public eye.

—She was a recluse, right? Ruth said. Which is merely code for a writer who doesn’t scrape and bow for publicity, I might add.

—The recluse to end all recluses. Think Pynchon, Salinger, Ferrante. She never gave an interview, never wrote a word besides her two novels. That author portrait is the only known photograph.

—You say she disappeared, but it sounds like she was barely there to begin with. What do we find so disquieting about artists who keep a low profile? Perhaps in their reclusivity we perceive our own need for validation. There are few things more powerful than refusal – and few things more contemptible in the eyes of others. We hate the recluses. Perhaps not at a conscious level, but we hate them nonetheless. And so we scrutinise and demystify. Biography abhors a vacuum.

The cover of Anchoress showed a charcoal sketch of a woman at a desk, presumably the narrator of the diary entries within, written by a girl, age unknown, locked in a spartan room. As I began to read out loud, I felt the noose of Shales’s prose tighten around my neck.


I spent the first day of my imprisonment with my head in the latrine, observing my sickly excretions, looking for something to portend my fate. My kingdom for a lamb to slaughter, entrails to dunk my aching wrists in. But I worked with what I had, prodding my turd with a toilet brush, and then my finger, but it would not divulge its secrets. I paced the cardinal points of the room. The bed the desk the chair the book the door the pen the paper. I screamed into a pillow. I washed my hands.



—A bold opening gambit, Ruth said, for a female writer. Even by today’s standards.

—It sets the scene for her whole body of work, I said. The banal primed with black magic, violence lurking beneath every word.

Look down, Shales seemed to be urging, to see the abyss beneath.

—I must admit, I’m intrigued by this author photo, Ruth said.

The portrait was black and white, shot from a worm’s-eye view, the photographer lying flat on their back, and Brenda Shales dangling a boot over the lens. The angle made her body appear foreshortened, though her face loomed large, those heavy lidded eyes, a mouth which gave nothing away. She must have been craning hard.

—One’s not supposed to say this about women writers, Ruth said, but she’s alluring, isn’t she? Real girl boss energy, snapping necks and cashing cheques.



It took us ages to get the photo right. We were laughing too hard. I lay on the bedroom floor, trying to keep the phone steady while Ruth tottered above me, dressed in an approximation of Shales’s outfit, cursing that Brenda must have had legs of iron. By the end she wore an expression of pure enervation, verging on contempt.

—Do you have everything that you want?

Lying there on the filthy floor, I thought of the web of connections which had led me there: Brenda’s face in the water, the memory of Ruth and my mother – the unconscious mind doing its thing… or maybe, just maybe, other forces were at work. I had been waiting for this for a long time.

Something to do.

Something to write about.






THREE

Brenda Shales could wait, but I couldn’t. She hadn’t been heard from for fifty years, so what was the harm in giving it another few days, or even hours? I was due to meet my mother at the rally, but at 9.45 am – hideously early for me – I found myself on the steps of the State Library, waiting for it to open. I was still reeling from what I’d learnt. Brenda Shales was alive. This woman, whose books I’d read countless times, was living at Mercy House, just down the road from me. If that wasn’t meant to be, what was?

On Swanston Street, people in high-vis were preparing for the rally. One woman was speaking animatedly to a police officer, wearing a black YES! t-shirt. Too far away to tell for sure, but it could well have been my mother. I read about the mine on my phone: the largest in the southern hemisphere, covering thousands of hectares of arable land, wetlands on the Murray River floodplains, sacred sites of the traditional owners. So far, so bad – a straightforward story of pillage and greed. Except this mine was for certain rare earth minerals essential to produce solar panels, batteries for electric vehicles. A green mine, a virtuous mine, according to the powers that were (though, if the polls were to be believed, not for much longer). The jokes wrote themselves. We’d mine our way out of the climate crisis, even if it killed us. We’d found ourselves in the deepest of holes, and all there was left to do was keep digging.

The crowd was forming: students, mostly, and a few leftie lifers, wearing medical masks and balaclavas. More messages from my mother for me to not reply to, asking where I was. I should have been performing my civic and filial duties, have a latte and a chant, vegetables before dessert, but I was itching to get inside the library – a first time for everything.

I admired my mother’s empty-nest swerve to the left, though it wore me out. She prosecuted her positions with such venom, haranguing me as if I disagreed with her about the ills of global capitalism and settler colonialism, when I was the one who had done an arts degree. In truth she was lonely, despite all the demos and sit-ins and solidarity events. Her transformation had been all the more surprising because she’d been almost wilfully apolitical when I was growing up, refusing even to watch the news, as she’d found it too depressing. Over Korean barbecue one night a few years back, she’d told me her newfound conviction was actually a return of sorts to her days in the nursing union in the seventies, picketing and striking, when all her friends were part of the movement. She was a revert rather than convert.

—I feel young again, she’d said, her face shining with conviction and bulgogi sauce. I feel alive.

Implication being: she’d felt dead those years she’d spent raising me. They’d been an interruption to an otherwise engaged life. Motherhood had made her apathetic. As had I. Throughout my life, I’ve tended to disappear into women like a fart in the wind, becoming who I presumed they wanted me to be. With my mother, I was bartender and bedtime storyteller. With my first girlfriend, Michelle, I was the man she loved to hate, anhedonic, passive to the point of catatonia, shuffling around our flat while she tore strips off me. Where are you? You’re a ghost. You’re dead. Say something. Fight back.

Even in the hospital, there was Siobhan, the Irish night nurse, my closest thing to a friend in the ward, though in truth it wasn’t close at all. When I couldn’t sleep from the drugs, I sometimes sat with her in the rec room overlooking Commercial Road, dark spaces between the buildings where Port Phillip Bay must have been. You’ll understand, she’d say, before launching into detailed war stories about the men she’d been dating. Drug pigs with enlightened ideas about consensual non-consent and ethical non-monogamy. Porn-warped socialists, sexual enfants terribles. She was a consummate natterer, a national cliché, the height of unprofessionalism. Eventually I’d realised Siobhan was so candid because she thought I was gay. I’d been often read that way in the past, though I couldn’t say quite why. More interesting was that, in the countless hours we’d spent together on the hospital ward, she hadn’t asked me a single question about my life on the outside.

My life with Ruth fit me like a second skin. Time for reading and, in theory, writing; time, too, to resist the imprimatur of productivity that our generation had subscribed to, willingly or otherwise. The tattoo on Ruth’s bicep was a line from Melville: I’d prefer not to – a credo describing her refusal to professionalise, her rejection of new furniture and clothing, savings and super. In that negative space she’d made her life, and she’d welcomed me into it, let me burrow, mite-like, beneath her skin. With her I ate like a monk, drank like a priest and fucked – or rather was fucked – like a catamite until I squealed my safe word du jour: Trump, Trump, Truuump. Dumb luck, how it all panned out. A sort of miracle. A less charitable idea, which occasionally kept me up at night (among other things): I’d attached myself to Ruth in order to learn how to possess the things I lacked; i.e. courage, conviction and a functional career. But now there was Brenda Shales.



—Shame! Shame! Shame!

The crowd was already in fine fettle, directing their ire at the cops, the government, the whole web of consumption and corruption in which we were all enmeshed. Mercifully, the sound began to fade the deeper I travelled into the building, power walking past a man on crutches to the reception desk, so I was the first one served.

—I want everything you have on Brenda Shales.

—Oh, you’re one of those? The librarian raised an eyebrow. Searching for El Dorado.

She led me into the Reading Room, that wonderful, vaulted space, a panopticon of knowledge.

—Everything on Mrs Shales is in there, she said with a disdainful sniff, indicating a green filing cabinet. If you don’t find what you’re looking for, it probably doesn’t exist.

I wasn’t the first to try to crack the code of Brenda Shales: who she was, what her books meant and why she disappeared. But maybe I would be the last. The drawer was full of academic and literary journals, and monographs, all with the appropriate pages marked. I removed the lot and stacked them on a desk, walled myself in.

I began at the beginning, with Brenda Shales’s anorectic body of work: two novels, published in quick succession in the 1970s, unlike any others written in Australia before or since. Anchoress first, and then The Widowers, which was about women disappearing from an unnamed country town. The latter was Shales’s masterpiece, enshrining her reputation as an important but difficult writer. Both were novels of controlled fury, steam pipes forever on the verge of bursting. They were mercifully short; any more time spent in the worlds of those books would have been dangerous to a reader’s health. The prose was easy on the eye, but just a few pages was enough to create a feeling of deep unease.

They had caused a sensation when they were first published. Critics called Shales every name under the sun. Most memorably, she was ‘la belle dame sans merci of the Antipodes’ – the woman without mercy – who had written two novels of ‘mendacious trash’. To feminist writers of the time, Shales was a symbol of resistance against the ‘conservative, sexually repressive establishment’ of White Australia in the seventies. Her novels were inextricably linked with the social upheaval of the Whitlam era, and she became a figurehead of sorts for a new form of women’s writing which was resolutely against men, marriage and the family.

Shales herself never said a word about the books, even when they won an obscure but lucrative Swiss prize for her contribution to ‘World Literature’ – the award accepted in absentia by her publisher. After that, total radio silence, decades of nothing. Shales’s refusal of her public position was read as a metaphor for the voicelessness of women in society, while others surmised Brenda Shales was a pen name for a famous (perhaps male) contemporary, allowing them to plumb the depths of Australia’s psyche, to say the most unimaginable things. Who but a man could have dreamt up all that horror?

Despite this lack of an authoritative reading, or perhaps because of it, the meaning of Shales’s work was endlessly rehashed over the next half-century. Her novels were frequently mentioned in interviews by notable contemporaries – Helen Garner, Janet Frame, Germaine Greer – who described Shales’s work as a mirror, allowing the reader to project whatever she wanted onto that taut surface of text. There were Shaleophiles in the academy and the general reading public, strangely formatted websites collating every word written about Brenda Shales. I scanned the list of journal articles, looking for patterns, something to hold on to:

‘What’s in a Name? Brenda Shales and the Power of the Author in the Public Domain’

‘On Hating Men and Women: The Gendered Literary Landscapes of Brenda Shales’

‘The Father Speaks: Psychoanalytic Receptivity in Brenda Shales’s “Confessions” ’

‘ “Buildings Hewn From Bone”: Outsider Architecture and the Settler Unconscious’

‘Dis(embodied) (Mis)readings: Brenda Shales and the Affect of Reclusivity’

‘Masks and Myths: Withholding as a Form of Textual Resistance’

I couldn’t imagine such literary books making a similar splash nowadays. Literature had become niche; it was knitting. But Brenda Shales’s books were different. They were windows into the real, sculptures of glistening flesh. Her books were revered and reviled in equal measure, and even the literary world’s more sanguine members didn’t know what to do with Anchoress or The Widowers. The prose was simple enough to parse, but the meaning behind it wasn’t. What were these books saying about men and women? About Australia and its bloody history? Were they saying anything at all? Nobody knew for sure, but I knew just the person to ask.
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