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      Frank Moorhouse was born in Nowra, New South Wales. He has lived for many years in the Sydney suburb of Balmain, a place he has affectionately fictionalised in his writing. He has worked as a journalist in Sydney and as an editor of a number of country newspapers.


      As well as seven published books of stories he has written fiction and commentary of Australian life for magazines and newspapers in Australia and overseas, including Germany and France. He has also scripted several films including Between Wars and The Everlasting Secret Family.


       


      Nobody is who or what they seem to be. . .


       


      Within these four stories, each complete in itself but together creating a reverberating atmosphere, and the suggestion of unrevcalcd connections, there are all manner of intriguing secrets.


       


      The erotic fantasies and activities of the Proprietor of Darkness, Irving Bow, dreaming of a decadent future from the project ion-room battlements of his dream castle, the opulent new cinema in an Australian coastal town of the thirties, striving for its respectability.


       


      The hidden-away letters, chronicling the disintegration of the security dreams of a Dutch husband and wife into three secret and separate tragedies.


       


      The concealed rape of Cindy by the “Redfem Delegation” at a recent academic conference.


       


      And a politically scandalous “erotic memoir in six parts”.


       


      The stories abound with secret brotherhoods, with foreigners defying all attempts at assimilation, with strangers whose only real identification marks are the secrets they carry.


       


      The Everlasting Secret Family created a milestone when first released in 1980; it is now a major feature film.

    

  


  
    
       


      Also by Frank Moorhouse in this series:


       


      Futility and Other Animals


      The Americans, Baby


      The Electrical Experience


      Conference-ville


      Tales of Mystery and Romance


      Forty-Seventeen


       


       


      Other titles by the author:


       


      Days of Wine and Rage


      Room Service


      State of the Art


      A Steele Rudd Selection
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      All c haracters in this book are entirely fictitious, and no reference is intended to any living person.
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      The Proprietor of Darkness


      What was worrying Irving Bow, proprietor of the Odeon Cinema, (apart from the possibility of a child blabbing its mouth off) was the way that conversation was crumbling to dust.


      He had his talks with Backhouse, the newspaper editor, through a bottle of whisky but these were not the problem, even when they talked in whisky arrangement, trying out meanings on each other sometimes before they’d got it right in their own heads. The words going out and around the bottle and back again, sometimes it being interesting to hear one’s words again as they resounded around the bottle. Sometimes repeating the same thing then, only with better words and maybe the second time being understood by the other. Sometimes they completed each other’s sentences or said the second sentence of the other’s conversation. Sometimes Backhouse completed Irving’s sentences in a much better way, although sometimes along altogether different lines of meaning. But he usually let it go and went with the new meaning contributed by Backhouse, wherever it went. Sometimes the way they misunderstood each other was more interesting than what they’d meant to say. So the conversation was sometimes tricked along by misunderstandings and non sequiturs and they found themselves in drunken country.


      No, it wasn’t all this that worried him. This was all fine. What worried him were the conversations which he had around the town and at which he was considered very good, having the right thing to say in public chat. But the public chat had crumbled to dust in his mouth and ears and he felt at functions, jumble sales and carnivals that he was in a sandstorm.


      He had recently stood working the Sesquicentenary Chocolate Wheel before a crowd and had lost his words. His attention had become fully engaged by the refusal of his mouth to go on speaking and by a white rushing silence in his ears. He had felt like remaining silent, like remaining fully engaged by the sensation and perhaps going wherever it might lead—whatever might follow from not speaking again. He had stood there with one hand on the chocolate wheel, what he had just said to the crowd or what he should say next wiped from his mind. He was fallen, down in the crevice between words. But he had instructed himself to return to the chocolate wheel, had screamed an order to himself to come back to the crowd, to leave the rushing white silence or be lost down there forever. The words had fumbled back, he had regained his patter, and the faces of the crowd had changed from puzzlement, from their abatement, and become smiles again as he spun the wheel with a strong flick of his hand, a flick full of the old flair. He spun the wheel. “One fat hen,” he cried, “one fat hen.” And “Sixty-six—clickity-dick.” And gave the prizes with a flashing smile.


       


      It was the how-are-you and are-you-well which were the scorpions in his ears and how-much-I and isn’t-it-a-pity and isn’t-it-a-scandal and isn’t-it-a-shame and isn’t-it-an-outrage. The-authorities-should-do.


      Irving thought that most of the things that the townspeople “knew” were wrong and this had occurred to him on and off over the years and had ground away at all his conversations with them. Made them sand and grit.


      He knew the town was wrong about the true cause of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, which was perfectly explicable in scientific terms.


      Whether the ice age was returning.


      Whether the weather was changing.


      That the blind do not smoke because they cannot enjoy the sight of the smoke curling from the cigarette.


      Irving had built the Odeon Cinema—a magnificent cinema in every way, even by city standards—with his mother’s money.


      It was hoped that one day Pacific City would be built and the Odeon would be the centre of public life in Pacific City and the Golden Age that it would bring.


      In the meantime it served an ill-mannered audience of townsfolk in a town that never seemed to be finished.


      The Odeon was a cinema waiting for a city.


      Pacific City was pegged out, a race course had been constructed, a town park and gardens allotted, street signs erected, a university site marked out. People had bought lots. They waited now for the railway link with the capital. No houses had yet been built. But the railway station site was marked and the name Pacific City erected.


      Backhouse, the editor, said he would not wait for Pacific City but would one day pack his bags and go to Fleet Street. Irving said he would wait—and let the city come to him.


       


      Irving wanted to know how a town could believe so many wrong things and still survive.


      He had come to the conclusion that for a town, whether something was correct or not didn’t matter.


      The world did not work by facts and he had told the Science Club this in an outburst and they had disagreed with consternation.


      Words and conversations, he privately thought, were just noises in the jungle.


      His Odeon Cinema was a direct contraposition to the jungle, was a monument against the jungle. And he saw it too as a monument against silly conversation. For the cinema was a place to be quiet. Like a gallery of art or a library.


       


      As he sat there then, listening to the deputation from the combined church ladies, he found himself hearing the sandstorm ease, heard the wind drop and began to pay attention.


      The blah finished and he heard Thelma McDowell, a good-looking young woman, say “delicate matter”.


      Thelma McDowell blushed, the sandstorm cleared and he leaned forward on to the desk, smiling his white citizen smile, saying “My door is always open,” and the dragon within him crouched.


      If a child had blabbed they would have called the police. He began to listen, feeling confidently immune seated there behind the inlaid folding desk supported by two moulded elephants. The opulence of the Odeon overwhelmed and out-ranked anything in the town and had dazzled it. It had become his embassy.


      Whenever he walked the passages, aisles, stairways, private smoking rooms, backstage rooms, underground passages, the secret bookcase doorway, he felt immune and fortified.


      No, they had not come because of a child blabbing.


      He had, glancing at their faces, probably pleasured children of the women present, and he looked at the pleasant faces, trying to fade back their faces, back down the years to their youth. The child, though, carried within its face, its body, the beauty of both its parents, refound there as it withered away in the parents. And children were one gender.


      “We,” they went on, “have reports . . .”


      Could they send him into exile?


      “. . . that in the darkness of the cinema . . .”


      You, Irving Bow, did wittingly and with aforethought. How would they ever understand the shy knowing and accepting smile of a young person who came to him.


      “. . . young people in the cinema are exposed to moral danger . . .”


      Not only exposed, the young people relished it, of all the places in the town the cinema was a place of dark freedom and “another place” not of the town.


      “. . . spooning which awakens the passions and could initiate immorality, could . . .”


      Could? Irving was disappointed. Oh that. Yes. Could. Oh that sort of thing. But, ladies, there were many secret rooms within the Odeon, behind the screen and underground, where more, much more than spooning went on, in costume and to the beating of drums. The leather tom-toms. The oiled bodies.


      Irving often watched through the slot of the manager’s office, watched the petting couples.


      Saw the timid hands become hot, driven and searching, enter under sweaters and into the milky softness of the breasts and the hardness of the nipples, and up skirts through underwear to the wetness, the hairy wetness between the legs.


      Oh that.


      “I well appreciate,” he said.


      He had told June, the usherette, a vamp, that it was against the international requirements of good cinema presentation to shine torches on petting couples.


      She had giggled. June knew all about him and was not treating him with the correctness due to an employer. Last year they had played hide and seek in the empty darkened cinema, fondled and frolicked. June, now sixteen, said she was “bored” with games. June was becoming modest and saying things the way her mother might say things. “The weather is so trying.”


      It is the darkness, they said. “Could the lights, some of the lights, be left on?”


      “No, it is not scientifically possible for the lights to be left on during the screenings.”


      Parents never accepted that the lasciviousness of their children was destined for strangers.


      However, he told them, he would keep an eye on things.


      How good of Mr Bow.


      He pushed the buzzer and Mrs Turner, the cleaner, brought the cakes and tea on a traymobile, wearing a waitress cap he had found for her, and he presented them with autographed copies of Stars of the Screen.


      What a lovely, Mr Bow. You think of.


      She had the cap on incorrectly.


      Not every day. The mothers.


      A tour of inspection then?


      And what are these rooms? These are the dressing rooms for live performances which are not held “excepting my own live performances”. They laughed as he spoke the truth in a way that it would not be understood.


      Behind those doors, he told them, are a wonderland of masks, costumes, jewellery and stage makeup.


      Ohhhh.


      Unfortunately, ladies, he apologised, he could not open the door for them to see. Would not reveal the secrets of the art. He apologised for the broken statue of Thalia awaiting replacement, for he. liked all things to be whole, undamaged, working and painted.


      “It is really the darkness which is behind our complaint, Mr Bow,” they said. “That young people should sit together in the dark. Can nothing be done?”


      “Nothing.”


      Matter of home training.


      Decline in bible reading.


      Restraint of animal passions.


      Adequate outlets.


      Occupied hands.


      Mischief.


      Unbridled. Without bridles.


      Who think of nothing else.


      He looked fondly at the women in their hats who had ridden out of the sandstorm to speak to him of such things. Bedouins. In young middle age, policing the town with gossip and the cracking of whips. Competing with each other for ultimate decency, any two of them together always rating themselves more decent than those about whom they gossiped. Soon they would crack into the interesting shapes of old age, crack into stone grotesques to decorate the moral wall around the town, turn into little monuments as well as nerve cases, shrews and hags, but still operating the machinery of manners and politeness, still reprimanding and deploring and working for the eradication of the hunger of the flesh from which he, Irving, would not mind, at times, a respite.


      He said, “About the darkness, ladies, I can do nothing.”


      And then he said, plainly and crisply across the foyer at them, more as a verbal whip to send them on their way into the sandstorm, “I think myself that the young should be permitted the delights of the flesh.”


      But only sand came back into his face.


      You said, Mr Bow? Oh quite right and something must be done to stamp. Our best.


      “About the darkness, ladies, I can do nothing.”


      He was, after all, the guardian of darkness. The elimination of chinks of light was part of the cinema business. His art.


      The ladies left in a sandstorm of thank you and so kind and what did he say about flesh and very fruitful, and then were out in the daylight and found themselves looking in shop windows.

    

  


  
    
      The Etiquette of Deception


      Irving had the lights raised and the projector stopped. The film died away and its frantic life became still. Out oh the stage he faced the cinema audience, mostly children, caught in the lights, held mid-fantasy, interfered with. He did not speak immediately but stood, in his dinner suit, holding and basking in their hurt attention, smiling his white popular smile behind which lay the bad, brimstone breath of a swishing dragon.


      “I am Irving Bow, manager and proprietor of the Odeon Cinema,” he said, stating a fact known to all present. “Now that we have this motion picture temple in our town,” (cheers) . . . he reprimanded them with a silence, looking away coldly until they quietened, “. . . now that we have a motion picture temple, let us learn a few of the rules of cinema etiquette, the prescribed ceremonial, shall we? You do not, firstly, and this is the reason for my interruption of the screening tonight, you do not address remarks to the characters in the film-play. You do not warn heroes and heroines of their peril . . .”


      He looked out at their disappointed faces.


      “. . . you do not make remarks judging one way or the other the moral worth of characters in the film-play. I assure you that they cannot hear . . .”


      Laughter from some, disbelief from others.


      . . . you do not, as in the music hall, hiss villains, you do not clap your appreciation at the conclusion of a performance. Some other points—you rise to your feet at the playing of the anthem, and at the conclusion you quietly, without comment, resume your seats. These are the elementary rules of international cinema etiquette.” George McDowell, soft drink maker, Rotarian, rose from his reserved seat beside his wife and said he would endorse Mr Bow’s remarks and bow to his expert knowledge. However, he would pick one bone. He did feel that clapping at the end of the performance was a tribute to the performers, albeit in their absence. Mr McDowell resumed his seat.


      “No—it is incorrect to clap. There will be no clapping, Mr McDowell, if you please. At the conclusion of a performance the lights will be gradually raised, to protect the eyes from the electric glare, distinctive music will be played and the audience will leave the cinema in an orderly fashion, allowing those at the end of rows to vacate their seats first, and so on.”


      The white smile, the swishing dragon.


      Mr McDowell rose to his feet. “Could I then move that you perhaps convey our pleasure—or displeasure, as the case may be—to the performers at the conclusion of the week’s show, by letter or by telegraph?”


      He wished to say to Mr McDowell that in his cinema one did not move motions, as a member of an audience at a moving picture one did not have the right to lay down rules.


      “I doubt whether it would be possible to obtain the addresses of the performers, individually, but I will see what can be done, Mr McDowell, and the expense of it by telegraph would be out of the question. Maybe sea mail.” “Thank you, Mr Bow,” said Mr McDowell from his seat.


      His urge to slaughter George McDowell was always held in check by a scientific fascination with the singularity of the man.


      “To return,” he said, “to the question of cinema etiquette,” his voice at first showing his preoccupation with the preposterous suggestion put by McDowell but then growing stronger as he gave his attention back to the audience, now restless, “I may, instead of the regular film serial each week, give a short lecture on cinema etiquette, or the etiquette of public places going back to the time of the Greeks.”


      He put his tongue in his cheek and cocked his head.


      “Oh please no, Mr Bow,” the children chorused.


      “Shall we then proceed with the show in a well-mannered way?”


      “Yes,” they chorused. Cheers.


      He went then, signalling to the projection box—a finger to the nose. He was lowered pneumatically from the stage on a platform with the organ. He went with a flourish, to the cheers, stamping and whistling of the children.


      They have to be taught, he groaned, not to do that cheering, stamping and whistling.


      He walked along the passage under the floor of the cinema, thinking of the young white bottoms and groins squirming with nervous excitement, and emerged in the projection box. He motioned to the projectionist to gently and unhurriedly dim the lights and start the projector. The show began again, the images jumping to the screen. He dabbed his brow.


      “I forgot to tell them to keep their feet off the backs of the seats.”


      “I do my part, Mr Bow.”


      Alf did not do his part at all well. He was simply fishing for a no-fault bonus.


       


      He put in slides upside down. Did not raise the music at the beginning of the show to cover the noise of people still coming in and the talk which took time to quieten.


      And he, Irving Bow, didn’t really care a threepenny damn about the etiquette of the cinema.


      He, Irving Bow, did care about the etiquette of cinema. What he didn’t care for was the teaching of it to this town. Because he didn’t, any longer, really “live” in the town. This was not his idea of a proper town. He did not understand why white people had come out here to this dry place to build post offices, corner shops and cinemas. Why hadn’t they stayed where they were. In another time he would have been a maker of pageants. Pageants with beautiful young youths dressed as sultans and girls as veil dancers and nymphs. Something, he knew, had gone wrong with fate. He was not fated, surely to god, to stand in a dinner suit in the foyer of the Odeon Cinema in this tiny coastal town surrounded by millions of miles of eucalyptus trees, to stand, tin-plated torch in hand, in the foyer of the Odeon.


      He was a dragon caged inside the year 1927, caged inside the Odeon Cinema, caged in this incomplete town, caged in this unfinished nation. When would all the buildings be finished? When would it be complete? The town talked only of flies and its thirstiness.


      He awaited the coming of Pacific City and he made this known to the town. He had built the cinema facing the proposed Pacific City, facing away from the town.


       


      Out in the cinema they were laughing again, settled in the darkness and the prancing fantasy of the film. He looked down on them through the inspection slot in his office. He looked down on the well-brushed pubescent hair and vigorous bodies of the youths and girls. He saw the outline of stiff McDowell and his tight wife. McDowell was always coming to him about “scientific programs”. The time was gone when people would watch anything. McDowell was insufferable. Went about the town like an inspector-general. Seeing everywhere the need for emendation. Talking always of taking water to the desert.


      Would he, Irving Bow, convey to the actors and actresses the appreciation—or displeasure “as the case may be”—of George McDowell and the sun-cowed town.


       


      In his office Irving had a scotch and took some peppermint to hide it. He had to hide too much from this town. It made him groaning weary. When he was groaning weary he still had to keep smiling his white smile at the towp.


      He’d been wrong, too, in stopping the show—untheatrelike, going to the front and making a point of etiquette. That wasn’t right. You should never stop a show.


       


      He ran a daily program of deceptions.


      His desire for the young, that was number one.


      What was the etiquette of deception? That one should not reveal information about oneself—show something about oneself—which the people around you could not comfortably accept. Yes. Yes, also that one should never, by aside, or by stray remark, or hint, give an inkling that there was something about oneself that was dark and sinister, that would then puzzle or disconcert another person. Yes. A hint was as bad as a revelation. Or worse, to make such a hint, inkling, to an innocent person could inflame the righteous imagination. Thus misrepresenting oneself by permitting the person to imagine the worst about oneself. Never inflame the imagination of a townsperson. Yes. That one should also shape and manage the deception in such a way that if by chance the deception was made public, by the turn, say, of events, a person one cared for was not both offended by the revealed secret and by having been deceived. That was tricky. One had to foreshadow to close friends the possibilities of one’s nature without inflaming incorrectly their imaginations.


      The etiquette of deception was for the comfort of others—and reciprocally, one’s own comfort and survival on the far side of acceptability. Ah the fettering nature of reciprocity.


      What then was the etiquette of loving the young?


      That they should enjoy the sensations introduced to them, or if not, be adequately rewarded in their terms for having given you the sensations you sought? Yes. Something like that. On the matter of their understanding? Yes, that, though they may not understand, in the sense of having words to describe what was happening to them and how the sensations they were experiencing fitted into their lives, they should not be made feel that they had been overwhelmed, yes. Ah yes—and that they should at all stages be able to retreat from the situation. Yes, retreat, have exits. That the rewards offered should be commensurate with the nature of the experience in the child’s eyes, not in the adult’s eyes—the adult who received one sort of pleasure, the child another. The experience had to have a young person’s perspective. He was against material rewards. No—that was a deception. He, Irving Bow, would give his very life, possessions, standing and respect for the pleasure of love making with the young.


      A tap on the door.


       


      George McDowell and Thelma.


      “Yes, George? Good evening, Thelma.”


      They wanted to hand in their notes on the film screening that evening.


      “Your notes?”


      “Our appreciation.”


      They handed him slips torn from a note book, from a Brooks diary. He looked down at them.


      “If you choose to implement my proposal re sending our appreciation to the performers as discussed earlier,” said George.


      “Oh yes. Well thank you both, yes indeed.”


       


      The second knock on his door was Backhouse for his after-work drink. Irving pushed the button which opened the door automatically.


      “The show is running late,” Backhouse said.


      “I had to lecture them but they pay no heed.” Irving poured the whiskies. “Ah how I look forward to the first whisky of the evening.”


      “No heed to what?”


      “Etiquette of the cinema.”


      “Are they causing trouble?”


      “Misbehaviour is everywhere. They don’t know how to be a proper audience—they act as if they are at vaudeville. What am I doing in this town, Backhouse? When will Pacific City ever be built?”


      June, the usherette, came and said she was going. “I’ve put out the lights, Mr B.”


      June the vamp.


      Alf, the projectionist, came for his no-fault bonus.


      “You were late with the curtain drop.”


      “You always find something different wrong every time.”


      “Oh here, take it, take it, take it.”


      They were now all gone. The cinema quiet. He turned to Backhouse. “McDowell says I should write to Hollywood and Ealing, tell them whether the town liked the show or not.”


      He pushed the McDowells’ diary pages with a finger as he sat on the edge of his desk.


      What was the etiquette of confession?


      They drank their first whiskies down. Told stories of the town. Talked of Pacific City, its dimensions and facilities, when might it be built, when might it overrun the town and obliterate it, incorporating them all into the master plan?


      He sat in his dinner suit and cracked funny stories about McDowell but behind the talk the weight of his deceptions lay. He was forever checking about his life, his rooms, locking desk drawers, hiding this and that, had he left something showing, a silk stocking hanging from an open drawer, the dressing room whether it was locked, the trunks, the costumes.


      Irving had a patter of stories and saw things differently. McDowell even said he gave a “very fair” speech in a town where people were judged by their speeches.


      He was a good emcee.


      He sat now in his dinner suit with Backhouse drinking whisky and wanting to confess. Wanting to throw open the drawers, unlock the doors, reveal the secret passages, open the trunks of costumes. Not to receive punishment but to be relieved of being warder to this, his imprisoned life.


      “I want to confess my deceptions, Backhouse,” he finally said.


      Backhouse made a wry smile and shook his head.


      “No I’m serious, Backhouse, I want to tell you about my deceptions. My life.”


      “Come on Irving—you’re Mr Popularity. You’re King of the Kids.”


      He looked at Backhouse, had he by innuendo released him from his deception—no, he was talking only of his popularity as a motion picture theatre operator.


       


      Just how fine a cinema was the Odeon?


      Irving Bow had a brenograph which could make pictorial effects on the screen such as falling snow while the slide said, “The Management Wishes You a Merry Christmas.” He could have smoke curling from the cigarette over the slide which said, “The Management Requests No Smoking for the Convenience of Others.”


      He had a soda fountain and chocolate bar with a professionally arranged display of empty chocolate boxes. He did not sell sodas but bottled drinks because of an arrangement with McDowell who thought bottled drinks would replace soda fountains.


      He employed a carpenter one day a week to muck about with the side sets of scenery which he tried to make appropriate for each film and its theme.


      He had an orchestra pit but no orchestra. The Town Band had played on opening night a medley of mournful marches.


      He had an organ which could be raised and lowered pneumatically and Charles Scribner, who’d learned to play at Oxford, had agreed to play when his fingers were not so stiff. The organ could produce human cries.


      He could raise and lower the temperature in four different parts of the cinema.


      He had orchestra seats, front stalls, back stalls, a dress circle (although no one dressed: the McDowells had dressed on a few Saturday nights at first) and a lounge—five types of seat, five prices, and five distinctively coloured tickets.


      For oversized people he had special size seats, now favoured by lovers.


      He had a passage from the stage to the dressing rooms under the floor and another passage from the stage to his office, as well as other sliding panels and passageways.


      He had lighting effects from four colour tonings and a rheostat.


      He had a drop curtain, if Alf could only get it right.


      In the foyer he had statues of Melponmene and Thalia which no one really noticed.


      He had recordings of prelude music, interlude music and going-out music, until Scribner’s fingers were less stiff.


      At first Irving had donned white overalls and gone around after every show with a tin of paint and a daubing stick to cover up the scuff marks on the backs of chairs and at the counter of the soda fountain and chocolate bar. He didn’t bother much now.


       


      He was becoming a bad keeper of the temple in that respect, and becoming fatigued with keeping its mysteries.


      He sat in his dinner suit and told Backhouse that he wanted to confess his deceptions.


      “Don’t tell me,” Backhouse said, relaxed with whisky. “I want to know only about the public events and behaviour of people in the streets. I don’t want to know secrets which I cannot print.”


      What was the worst thing that people could discover about you? Did some people have nothing to hide?


      “You won’t hear my confession, Backhouse?”


      They drank another whisky. Sometimes they both said things to each other which the other didn’t quite understand. It didn’t bother.


      “Tell the whisky bottle,” said Backhouse.


      Sometimes friends were there not to share the secrets but to keep them in.


      Irving thought that there were towns which permitted you to be honest and towns which kept all secrets hidden. Pacific City would be more the sort of town where the secrets would be all on show.


       


      He sat in his dinner suit and told Backhouse that he was not serious about confession.


      “Confession is bad for the bottle,” Backhouse said, and laughed.


      “All right,” Irving said, “I confess I had a snort before you arrived. Some confession!”


      They laughed.


      “See—nothing up my sleeve, nothing concealed, nothing hidden,” he said to Backhouse, but they both knew they were hammering down the secrets.


      Irving felt that the offer of his confessions had been retrieved and was safely back in his pocket. A workable deception put in its place.


      What was the etiquette of confession? He was sure he didn’t know.


      “And McDowell wants you to tell the actors and actresses of his likes and dislikes?” asked Backhouse.


      They laughed.


      “Oh, the cinema is not fully understood,” Irving said. “They want to clap at the end of the performance. I am forever, too, showing people behind the screen. They will not believe there is nothing there.”

    

  


  
    
      The Crying Organ


      Irving Bow bought the Wurlitzer Unit Organ for the Odeon because it could produce human cries and this had bewitched him.


      That had clinched the sale. Charles Scribner, a person of the Arts about the town but with no occupation, had learned, he said, to play the organ at Balliol and was down there now making human cries on the Wurlitzer.


      Scribner was to play at the Odeon before the screening, at the two Intervals and during the Exit, but his fingers had been too stiff until now and, even so, Scribner was uncertain as to his “reliability in the matter of the organ” and referred to his “life of impetuosity”.


       


      In his ornate manager’s office Irving read an article shown him by George McDowell, manufacturer, “hundred percent Rotarian” and pain in the neck. The article by Dr Russell, a West End neurologist, said that the child of today was “out of hand”. Dr Russell attributed this to attendance at moving pictures. The Modern Child of twelve had more experiences and sights pass through his brain than a person would have had in a completed lifetime previous to motion pictures. The child’s curiosity was seriously fatigued by fourteen. This interested Irving more than the other clippings given him by McDowell. This interested him in a way McDowell could not have foretold because it confirmed for Irving something that he had pondered on—the absolutely immoral way that children involved themselves in dishonesty, deception, theft, vandalism and pederasty.


      Maybe the willingness of children to be immoral had to do with the passing of experience through the brain at a rapid rate, which matured the mind but left the body young. Perhaps the child, having thus matured mentally, was able to seek its own advantage and indulge in trickery, rather than remain innocent. But Irving, on second thoughts, suspected that it might have to do with the inherently corrupt nature of children.


      Another article from McDowell said that parents were dumping their children at cinemas so as to free themselves for good times.


      Irving was happy about parents dumping their children at cinemas and he thought it all right too that people should have “good times”.


       


      Irving, being the man he was, was interested in the role not only of the father and the mother but of the unrelated adult in the child’s development. He did not grant the father and the mother, the teacher and the priest, exclusive rights to shape the child. He felt that, for some children at least, the dark stranger had a role to play. Being a bit of a pederast, he had studied the Greeks from Branton’s books, and he was an admirer of King James I.


      He always felt he had a civic role to play, as well as a private path to follow, in the lives of the few children who “passed through his hands”.


      George McDowell was always giving people clips from newspapers for their instruction. George McDowell was a pain in the neck. But this time it was encouragement that McDowell had brought.


      Irving heard above the human cries of the organ voices, a hubbub of voices from within the Odeon.


      But there was no screening.


      Or was he about to die? He knew those stillnesses, sometimes a passing shadow of dizziness or a sudden queer high starkness which drew his attention to the world, for some reason, maybe for the last time. Or was it just from standing up too quickly.


      No, he was a young man, at his manager’s desk, shaped in an oval, in the style of the French Empire, ormolu, resting on two moulded elephants. The desk which folded in and locked together at the turn of a handle. The sliding out of the chair on runners raised the paper rack and pen stand at the same time, by lever action, and a writing platform slid forward to cover the space from which the chair had slid. The desk was too much of the world and, as yet, too unused to be relinquished at this moment, and his life also.


      No, it wasn’t death calling, or maybe it was death passing by, looking in.


      More likely, it was the police and the angry citizens come to get him and drag him from his throne.


      He looked through the slot at the single light in the whole empty cinema and saw the rotund Scribner playing the remarkable organ.


      The human cries continued from the organ but it was not making the other sound, the other sound was the cries of a crowd.


      He closed the slot and opened the other peephole into the foyer and there he saw people, milling.


      He closed the slot, paused, and opened it again, and the milling people blaring back up at him were still there. They were not locals. He knew who they were. They were the actors.


      Panting with the threat of it, Irving descended the spiral stairway to the foyer, to confront the milling actors. They were not, thankfully, the dead of past ages, a thought which had passed through his mind.


      “Now what!” was how he began.


      A person in a bowler hat came over, a ragged flower in his buttonhole, and said, “You bastard—you have put on a picture show on the night of our play.” That was how he began.


      Irving knew they were Maurice Gerrard’s Dramatic Troupe, travelling actors—he’d been expecting them, in a way.


      “There is no law against that,” said Irving.


      He wished he were in evening clothes, wished he were holding his long, silver-plated torch.


      “There is the law of fair go.”


      “I do not know that law.”


      Grumblings of complaint.


      “The clash you have, Gerrard, is with the history of things.”


      “We have to live,” cried the actors.


      “Join a circus—go to Ealing Studios, Pinewood, Hollywood,” said Irving.


      For a time in the past he had checked to see if there was to be a troupe in town but now it all seemed too late in the day to bother with travelling actors and to suspend screenings. They had gone out with the Illustrated Song. In the past he had sometimes had parties for the travelling actors, who came with their grease-paint on, their conversation a scramble of learnt lines from old productions. It was all a pity.


      Scribner then came to the door out of the dark cinema, feeling his way into the light like a mole, and stood next to Irving.


      Scribner, he knew, had a low opinion of travelling actors for the disservice they did to drama.


      Scribner burst out, “Him that enters next—his prattle is often tedious.”


      An actor kicked the statue of Thalia in the foyer and said, “What hide.”


      Two others pushed with him and the statue toppled, falling to the floor, breaking.


      “No!!”


      That was really too much.


      Scribner and he then tried to push and shove the actors towards the cinema door but they were instead both pushed back to the box office, the heel coming off Scribner’s shoe.


      Scribner shouted, “Make my skin into drum heads for the bohemian cause,” which didn’t help but caused a momentary pause while he and the actors tried to make it out.


      He and Scribner retreated, locking themselves in the grilled box office.


      The actors began to pull down the chocolate boxes in the refreshments bar. They tore down a portrait of Ronald Coleman.


      Irving found the cinema revolver in the cashier’s drawer.


      “Get out,” he shouted, waving the revolver. “Stop.”


      Scribner had his billiard cue in the box office and together they opened the grill and went back into the fray. The actors, undeterred, continued their destruction.


      “Scots follow me,” cried Scribner, using his billiard cue as a rod to force them back.


      The actors pushed and shoved.


      Irving then fired a shot at the ceiling.


      There was a human cry like that from a Wurlitzer organ and an actor fell forward holding his leg, blood on his foot, his shoe torn by the bullet.


      They were now all silent. Someone said, “Arthur has been injured.”


      The actors then retreated, carrying their wounded man, shouting stray abuse as they left, striking at an object here and there.


      One turned his back, pushed out his rump, and farted.


      Scribner ran at him with the billiard cue and they all scurried away.


      Scribner said, “We have won the day but not without considerable loss.”


       


      Irving looked at the revolver, to the ceiling, to the floor, and to the blood.


      Irving thanked Scribner with a guinea.


      He sat there then, plagued with the fear of consequences, the end of the desk, his cinema, the frolics.


      His first visit was from Backhouse and the second visit was from Doctor Trenbow.


      Don’t say a word, they said, don’t tell us a thing.


      They inspected the damage—the statue of Thalia broken in two, the strewn chocolate boxes, the tom portrait.


      Irving took them to the private smoking room of the dress circle (for which no one dressed); he’d built the smoking room for distinguished visitors but only one had so far come, Halloran, the designer of Pacific City.


      Nervously he poured the scotches.


      “A skirmish,” he said.


      “Nothing, I want to hear nothing,” said Backhouse.


      He was prepared to use braggadocio but they seemed to know and not want it.


      “I have just treated a man for ricochet wound,” the Doctor said. “The manager of Maurice Gerrard’s troupe said that it was an accident with a stage pistol.”


      “Get out in the fresh air more,” the Doctor went on. “Away from the smell of celluloid, out of these annexes, private rooms, sliding panels, dressing rooms, projection booths and underground passageways.”


      “The ladies are complaining,” said Backhouse, “that you haven’t been emceeing the flower shows, the fetes, the fairs.”


       


      Taking the Doctor’s advice, Irving rode out on his motor cycle and side car with his dear friend, the policeman’s widow.


      They went to Pacific City. Pacific City pegged out with the street signs up for the city not yet built.


      The Odeon Cinema was built in a township on the boundary of the master plan for Pacific City and it was Irving’s dream that Pacific City would engulf the township and the Odeon and he would escape from the township into the new city.


      Henry F. Halloran had assured him that quite definitely Pacific City, when built, would more than engulf the town and the villages.


      Oh how he, Irving, wanted this. Backhouse planned one day to go to Fleet Street and Trenbow talked of going to Vienna to pursue his study of the human psychology. They would be gone, on to greater things; Irving hoped greater things would come to him through Henry F. Halloran’s master plan.


      They walked, the policeman’s widow and he, goggles pushed on to his forehead, through the race course, the railway stations, the court house, the university, the botanical gardens—all clearly marked with white pegs and signs.


      They made an unsmiling kind of love in the block denoted “World Class Hotel’’ in the Pacific City plan.


      “Backhouse is not confident of Henry Halloran,” Irving said afterwards, “but he is always the cynic. I am a cynic about everything except Pacific City.”


      They ate a picnic of pork fritz, tomatoes, arrowroot biscuits, fruit cake and English ale which Irving’s friend Charles at Camden had sent that week.


       


      “I hear that Maurice Gerrard’s troupe is never coming back to this town,” she said as they lay on a blanket looking across at the botanical gardens to-be. “That was their last appearance in the town, they announced.”


       


      “My passion,” Irving told her, once again, “for the young is a passion for the whole of life at its very freshest. Not the customary passion for a ‘person’, a single human being, but for the living abstraction of the physical, the fresh, the bursting young, before single identity has appeared.”


      He told her, once again, in new words, that he had no inclinations towards taking a “wife”.


      His was a much wider embrace than that.


      “Every organ in my body cries for . . .” He stopped the sentence and laughed. “Every organ of my body also laughs.”


      He looked across at her serious, intent face. She tried to listen to his inner thoughts but beyond a boundary she would not follow, her hearing would not go there and what she did hear she reinterpreted, purposefully misunderstood to keep him guiltless. And if she did understand she did not act upon it, and an hour later would give no indication that she had heard, and they would always go on as if nothing had been said, no confession taken.


      She would take two corners of the blanket, give it a good shake, saying, “I’m sure, Irving, it won’t be long. Henry Halloran is a man of his word, the city will be built.” Like the town, she treated him only as an outgoing, genial bachelor. The proprietor of the Odeon.


      They laughed at his battles.


      No one would take his confession.

    

  


  
    
      The Town Philosophers’ Banquet


      Irving put on a small private banquet for Selfridge, the town’s only Olympic athlete from the Amsterdam Games, an eighteen year old who’d had a close friendship with Irving from the young days.


      Trenbow, the town doctor, Scribner, the town’s only proponent of the art movement “machinism”, Backhouse, the newspaper man, T. George McDowell, whose card said he was a “Busyness-man”, Branton, a classics scholar who taught something else at the public school. Tutman, the ice-man and inventor, wasn’t there. They were mostly Science Club members, in their late twenties, all philosophers in their own right and fashion.


      For old times’ sake, Irving and Selfridge swam that day in Spain’s Creek, in the green and not so clear water. Afterwards, lying naked in the sun on a flat rock further up the creek and away from the path down, Selfridge showed Irving a body balm which he’d brought back from his travels.


      “I thought you’d like it—with your curious tastes,” Selfridge teased, and they rubbed it on each other.


      It was an indulgent idea and they had a bit of monkey play while they rubbed each other down. The inevitable happened as they rubbed the balm into each other.


      “Not enough of this sort of extravagance,” Irving said, afterwards, “not in this saw-milling, sawdust-in-the-eye town. All this putting up of houses and everlasting talk of one day having ‘sewerage’, their one and only dream.”


      “And you’re not still forever talking about the day they’ll build Pacific City!” Selfridge said, laughing.


       


      In the banquet room of the cinema, designed for use on gala occasions but used for Irving’s own private gatherings, there being no gala occasions yet in the unbuilt city or the unfinished town, they met together, the town philosophers, to honour young Selfridge.


      Irving’s awareness of the physical beauty of Selfridge was heightened there among the young townsmen, they being physically nondescript, so unequal to Selfridge’s athletic youth. Since the Games he seemed also to have developed the gleam of worldliness which manifested itself in barking laughter and ready reply, he used his physique to give a flash to every word. He had a laughing confidence not found in the sluggish young of the town, with matchsticks or hay stalks forever in their mouths. A sureness showed in the way his hands fell, rested, or even when his fingers drummed.


      It happened, T. George claimed, to people after they’d visited the United States of America.


      Irving, in a burst of speech from his heart, welcomed Selfridge and said, “We surrender our hearts to his athletic skill, we pay homage to his . . . new mien.” He paused, pleased with himself that the word had come, and then, hesitantly, but without caution, said, “We admire his masculine shape,” and Irving then looked down at his plate. The “hear, hear” from the others stopped, but Irving was disappointed with himself because he had not spoken the lines boldly, and he noticed in a sideways glimpse that Selfridge, for all his new mien, blushed. But for Irving the blushing smile only enhanced, even if it showed that Selfridge was still timid.


      “Yes, his masculine shape, his every rippling, swelling part . . .’’ he said.


      Amid the “steady on Irving”, “don’t go overboard, old man”, T. George broke in, just too seriously, saying, “Men of science should be able to praise, anatomically, either sex.” But George was doing this to rid the gathering of any immoral flavour, and forgetting at the same time that it was not a meeting of the Science Club. Not a meeting of the Science Club and its insufferable arguments on magnetism, frictionless motion, and underwater cities.


      But in a way it was best that T. George, the earnest family man, take it up, Irving thought, and best that it stop there, because these days he could no longer depend on his own sense of caution, could easily go too far.


      “We are, after all,” T. George said, “speaking here of athletics.”


      T. George tried dutifully as ever to open that small tight gate to ideas which were not always respectable at the tea table. While he never became immoral he had at least sniffed at a few unrespectable ideas, now and then, at the Science Club.


      At the Science Club, with its zoological specimens in bottles, including one foetus entrusted to the Doctor between meetings, and the wrongly labelled rocks and the phial of (alleged) gold dust which the minutes said should be sold in the event of the club being wound up, they talked a lot about the need to see the truth in heresy. They quoted examples from the history of medicine but had been unable, to date, to find suitable heresies and, therefore, the truths within them. Or, at least, sufficient heresies for the monthly meetings of the Science Club.


      Branton now said that the Greeks accepted male beauty, “and more”. It was his only contribution to any discussion—it was always the Greeks this or the Greeks that.


      The meal was served by two of the young “usherettes” (a word Irving had taken from Los Angeles motion picture shows) and this relieved the unease, the men all commenting on the get-up of the usherettes. The wine was from Mudgee, sent down by someone’s cousin. The meal then lapsed into town talk despite T. George’s efforts to keep up the philosophical standard.


      The town bachelor, not the only one but the one who filled the town’s idea of a dashing bachelor, Phillip, appeared at the door and looked in. He was the women’s hairdresser of the town and also something of a comedian.


      Phillip cut a dash but was not Science Club material, nor, for that matter, Philosophers’ Circle, if that was what they were tonight.


      Not having been invited, Phillip started off by saying that “good men do not have to be invited to a good party”, which he explained was a joke from politics.


      A place was found for him. The table began though to play with Phillip, he being so genial a person, so playful and good spirited, and probably too because he was slightly effeminate and men behaved towards him as if towards a bright young thing. They, the men, began holding back laughter from his witticisms, sitting poker faced, almost sadistically allowing things that he said to stand, balanced as it were on one leg, seemingly forever. Phillip depended upon laughter to feed his babbling, he tended to say whatever came into his mouth and mostly it was funny, but he needed supporting laughter.


      Phillip sensed that he was being played with and put on an act of leaving, pulling his coat over his head and pretending to sob. “I may as well give up,” he said. “There’s no laughter left in this town.” He said he might move to Milton, and “Who’s dead?” and “You should stop me if you’ve heard it before”.


      Laughing, Doctor Trenbow signalled to the table that the game with Phillip was up. He suggested that Scribner make a toast.


      Scribner was a university-educated man and liked to be seen as something of a bohemian. His toast was to “machinism—the beauty within the machine”.


      “We have praised the body, now let us praise the machines.”


      He turned to Irving. “Especially the cinema machine, the machine of illusory life.” Scribner spoke too of the need to rebel against “pretty things”, to look for beauty in the clank and steam and grit, not in the paintings of cows and sunflowers.


      He talked of the art of the shop display and the shop window.


      “Women’s hair styles,” cried out Phillip.


      Scribner agreed, yes, even women’s hair styles.


      They all drank down the Mudgee wine with gusto but Irving despaired. There was not really much knowledge among them, they were a muddled group of men, and there was no way out of the muddle, they would have to muddle through life there in the town. There was no way to change that. Unless, of course, Pacific City were built.


      Even the Doctor these days was concerned only with ether and seemed morbid.


      “I want now,” Irving said, standing, “to announce a special treat.”


      They clapped, knowing that he always did, always did have a treat for them.


      His special treat was a rather beautiful young girl and boy. The boy came out playing the mandolin and the girl played the flute. Both were in Grecian costume.


      “Bravo,” said Backhouse, who had an appetite for the exotic and knew clubs in the city, and who owned an expensive book of nudes. “And very much to your taste, Irving.”


      Irving looked to Backhouse—had he divined Irving’s passion for the young? It would be a relief if he had, he would like to share the burden of his illegal passion with Backhouse. But that was not possible. Backhouse always said that as a newspaper man he was not the keeper of secrets but the revealer of secrets.


      Backhouse added, noticing Irving’s look, “Very cinematic, I mean, very much the sort of thing Hollywood gets up to.”


      “Artistic too,” said T. George, trying to legitimise the display, to keep it within the town’s moral limits.


      The others watched, they all watched avidly the children and their dancing, not knowing what to think morally, artistically, or cinematically.


      “Their father is Sicilian,” Irving told the banquet, and one or two said “Ah yes”, meaning that explained all. “They did very well in the coastal eisteddfod,” he said, heading off the offence.


      The children did their act. Perhaps, thought Irving, they were not particularly beautiful—they were cleaned and brushed and had some stage makeup on—but to him they were delicious.


      “The female sex,” said T. George as the dancing went on, “is not physically inferior—these gymnastics prove this. Given the opportunity, the female of the species could learn anything. In my opinion.”


      “Has your Thelma learned to be quiet?” someone quipped, a reference to T. George’s wife.


      “If you wish to learn the art of good horsemanship, do not choose an easy horse,” came back T. George, quite good for him.


      After the dancing the wine goblets were refilled and Trenbow observed that in satisfying the senses the sense of smell is so often ignored. “We have here tonight,” he said, “dancers for the eyes, music for the ears, food, this theatrical and classical setting.” He gestured at the cinema banquet room, at the arabesque design. “But we neglect the sense of smell. We forget our noses.”


      Scribner said that at a French art exhibition recently in Paris they burned coffee beans to give an aroma to the paintings.


      “There is, I have always felt,” said Trenbow, “a distinctive smell to the cinema—I suspect it is celluloid and some other aroma, maybe from having a large dark space from which sunlight is forever excluded.”


      “Smell this,” Irving said impulsively, holding out his hand. “A balm brought back by Selfridge from Greece.” There was a shuffling of embarrassed bemusement. Backhouse demurred at men wearing perfume.


      “It’s not actually a perfume,” Selfridge said defensively. “It’s supposed to be invigorating.”


      Irving was disheartened to hear Selfridge retreating from the ornamental, the sensual, apologising, falling back on ideas of masculinity which belonged with the sawmillers and farmers.


      “What about hair oil,” said Phillip, “and mouth wash.”


      They all found this curious because they all used hair oil and mouth wash. But never balms or unguents.


      Backhouse cynically said that maybe perfumes were not to pleasure the nose but to conceal the real stench of the human race. “We may as well face up to it,” he said, “no use covering it up.”


      T. George claimed he had never once objected to the smell of sweat, the sweat that is “purchased by effort”.


      “The sweet smell of the athlete,” Irving said, gesturing to Selfridge.


      Trenbow postulated that there were some who, because of occupation, could not be expected to carry the honourable odour of their work. “The doctor, and without prejudice to my own profession, the butcher—we cannot wear the sweet smell of our honest efforts, George?” He cocked his eye.


      This sent the table and its theory into a spin.


      “Who decides the appearance of the body—the way the body is to be sculptured?” posed Scribner.


      “The attractiveness to the opposite sex.”


      “Or hygiene.”


      “Or neatness,” said T. George. “I have always attested that neatness is the form of beauty.”


      “I think, George,” said the Doctor, “that neatness is the plain man’s substitute for beauty—it is order without inspiration.” He smiled so as not to be hard on T. George.


      T. George still huffed and puffed at this. “It has its own pleasure to the eye, neatness.”


      But the Doctor persisted. “Yet take Tutman’s workshop—beauty in disorder, or is it an order of its own? Does the attritus of human effort fall randomly into a pattern of beauty, as in the way the tools are left, the curled shavings of the carpenter’s plane . . .?”


      But Phillip, returning to top form, had the last laugh and shrieked, “But what about the tools and leftovers of your profession, Doctor, is that beauty—the remains of the operating theatre?”


      Much laughter.


      “Maybe it is true only of the ‘making’ crafts and not of the ‘mending’ crafts,” the Doctor said, laughing.


      The children did another act, the girl tumbling this time through a hoop of knives without injury.


      The boy bent over backwards, touching his heels with his head, his small penis perfectly outlined through his silk tights. He then wheeled over in a backwards somersault.


      Scribner proposed a toast to the Mudgee wine, “The only oil which can cause the dying flame of life to flare up.”


      They said “Hear, hear” and asked Scribner for his “poverty speech”.


      After demurring, Scribner launched himself into it. “When I was rich I lived in fear of the crashing stock market, socialist revolution and the perfidy of my associates . . .” He spoke on, telling of the agony of wealth. “People conversed with me for ulterior reasons, I was confined to the company of those like myself, the rich »»


      That was a laugh, thought Irving, no one was rich in this town.


      “I was forever counting—and I detest mathematics. Now that I am no longer rich, I cannot be cheated and fear no revolution.”


      They laughed over this because, unknown to Scribner, they all believed him to be rich and that he put on an act of being a bohemian to gain the advantages of poverty and protect his wealth.


      Irving defended possessions, which Scribner claimed to have renounced. “Surrounding oneself with one’s selected possessions constitutes a personal work of art,” he said. “It is ourselves made visible, a personal museum. Everything I own and use has been selected after much thought and testing, and has many meanings for me. I suffer when I lose one object among my possessions.”


      “Ah,” said Scribner, “the advantages of my bohemian life without possessions is that I have the use, the pleasure of, the possessions of others—my art is the art of being welcome—and I hope that I succeed . . .?”


      “Yes, yes, hear, hear.”


      “. . . freed of my own possessions I can be out and about in the world, enjoying the possessions of others.”


      “No,” said Irving, “I believe you must possess things and live daily among them. The museums and galleries give only a glimpse of the pleasure, not the pleasure itself, the ultimate pleasure of ownership.”


      For the final act of the night Irving waited until T. George and a few of the other fuddy-duddies had called it a night. Branton, the school master, went and only four or five remained, the more sybaritic, the late-nighters of the town.


      The children reappeared, the girl dressed this time in the silk dress of a siren, and the boy in Roman toga.


      They went through a dance of seduction, the young girl dancing a lewd and provocative dance around the boy.


      She was all bracelets and bangles, and eventually they fell into an embrace and went through the motions of love in a kissing, caressing, lascivious performance. And the boy’s penis grew, the girl’s dress danced higher, revealing.


      Everyone congratulated Irving for his daring. Irving paid the Sicilian well, suggesting that discretion might be


      A little more drunken drinking and then all left, except Selfridge.


      Irving stood for a while on the romanesque balcony of the Odeon Cinema looking out at the unbuilt Pacific City. He believed in the city. He needed the city to engulf him. God, he tried to create the illusion, as he had tonight, that Pacific City and its glittering noise, automobiles, neon-gas lights, had already arrived. Oh god, he tried.


      Selfridge was drunkenly asleep on the bed which folded up into the shape of a piano when not in use.


      Irving would shortly join him.


      “I have only the furtive pleasures,” he thought, “reached by leaning out perilously.”


      He closed the shutters of the romanesque balcony. The only light that could enter the Odeon was thus excluded and he went to the side of the sleeping, athletic Selfridge, there in the dark Odeon.

    

  


  
    
      The Illegality

      of the Imagination


      It had been over a week since Irving had left the cinema, but out in the street he wore glare glasses and the sun did not hurt his eyes.


      This week he had tired of the young and their allures and their games and felt no interest, maybe even a surfeit. He had once mistaken this surfeit as an ending of his passion towards the young but he knew now that, even though it had gone for a time, it would return enthused. However troublesome the passion was in retrospect, he knew that when it did return it would be as whisperingly insistent, as charming, as disruptive as ever, disregarding all jeopardy. The young themselves were still as insistent as ever to stay back, to hang around, to seek him out.


      But for the time he’d had enough.


       


      That afternoon he had dressed the two sisters as sirens. They were, he supposed, thirteen or so. He had put them in silk stockings and the garter belts, they themselves put on lip-colour and painted their eyes.


      He had put on a Roman tunic and then guided them in the tableau.


      He’d encouraged them to delight themselves with their hands, to hold their own breasts, to touch themselves, and they’d been thrilled.


      But he had sat listless. A jaded Roman emperor. Found it all stale this time, lifted them off his lap, told them to put the things away, go home.


       


      The twinkle was in their eyes, he had observed it but taken no tantalisation from it.


      “Do you want to dress in silk?”


      “Yes—let’s.”


      “As grown ladies?”


      “Yes.”


      “As wealthy ladies?”


      “Oh yes.”


      “And do the things that princesses and ladies of the court do?”


      “Yes!”


      They’d done it all before.


      He’d told them that for princesses and ladies of the court nothing was forbidden. That one day we would all be princes and princesses and nothing would be forbidden to us.


      But even the hopeless ideality of it was unfelt by him that afternoon.


      As much as the children wanted it, he had had enough for the time.


       


      He’d shown a reel from a slave movie so that they would get their parts right. They danced lasciviously, as thirteen year olds do, desiring to give pleasure.


      But then he’d thanked them, called a stop, and sent them home.


      Now out in the town street, he made his way to Doctor Trenbow’s surgery, his smile flashing hullo, good-day to the townspeople. As Government Medical Officer, Doctor Trenbow had to make a calculation of the germ count at the cinema. Those in the town who worried officially were now worried about germs in the cinema, getting this worry, borrowing it, from the city newspapers, dressing up the town in citified problems for their own self-importance, thinking that germs would flourish in dark places. They’d closed the cinema down during an influenza epidemic two hundred miles away. But not the churches.


      Forever wanting to close down the cinemas when they became frightened of something. Blaming age-old pestilences on the newest thing around.


      He lived in the cinema and suffered no effects from germs.


      “I believe you have to make a report on germs in the cinema,” he said to Doctor Trenbow, his friend, as they settled over a brandy, not fully certain though whether Doctor Trenbow was being a friend, or an official, or a doctor.


      “Let me explain germ theory,” he said, “or microbes—microbes are living creatures—as you and I »»


      The brandy began to etch away the official and the doctor, leaving more the friend.


      “. . . too small to be seen, some are vegetable, some animal, and some are in between. Back in the sixteenth century contagion was recognised but they did not know how it moved from one person to another . . .”


      What had this to do with him, Irving? The Doctor had already had a brandy, that he could tell, although it was only eleven in the morning. Was it the official making the lecture or the doctor?


      “They found the microbes, but it took 150 years to link the microbes to disease. God in his wisdom allowed the human race to suffer another 150 years.”


      “What has all this to do with me, Edward?” “Nothing,” said Doctor Trenbow. “This is a public scare—interesting as a phenomenon—as interesting as microbes and disease, the public scare.”


      It was the friend who poured the third brandy.


      Irving was accustomed to the Doctor’s lectures. Sometimes he talked and sometimes he lectured.


      “Scare talk has more flavour to the human mouth than factual information—I don’t know why that should be.” Trenbow asked Irving whether he remembered the phrase, “What a shocking bad hat.”


      No, he did not.


      It was an example, Doctor Trenbow explained, of something similar—infectious humour. In London, for a time, it convulsed a crowd whenever someone called it out.


      Together they drew a sketch map of the toilets, garbage burner, the ventilation, and an outline of the sewers.


      “No cinema could be better served with sewers,” Trenbow assured him. The Doctor said that they would make an announcement. There was no better way to counter scare talk than to make an announcement. People liked an announcement almost as much as a scandal.


      “It has nothing to do with influenza, nothing at all.”


      They would tack the announcement to the cinema door.


      The announcement would be in the name of the Government Medical Officer.


      Trenbow said that without any provocation a group of street larrikins, or whatever, brewery boys, would shout at a stranger passing by, “What a shocking bad hat,” and the street would convulse with laughter.


      “Why is that so?” the Doctor asked.


      The telephone rang and Sister Watson answered, calling then to the Doctor, “A boy is lost at Burrier. They are getting up a search party.”


      Irving got Trenbow to stop by the cinema so he could pick up his knee boots and change into overalls.


      “A spot of open air,” he said, getting back into the Doctor’s car.


      The Doctor glanced at Irving’s sun helmet and said, “A shocking bad hat,” and they both laughed, infected.


      Together they motored to Burrier, picking up on the way the Harvey brothers, two of the strongest men in the district.


      As the automobile whined and lumbered over the rutted road and through the wash-aways, Irving felt disquiet. The road seemed too narrow, the automobile too frail, the bush too close. The road seemed unformed enough to turn the car over.


      The Doctor knew many of the secret illnesses of the town and read the works of Sigmund Freud. Sometimes the Doctor asked for private screenings of special films, and had sat through Passion’s Slave twice in the dark cinema on his own.


      Irving, like the Doctor, read books. Authors were his only company during the times when he felt keenly his lonely unrespectability. His unrespectable thoughts and feelings. They told him that he was not alone on that road which by-passed the anxious respectability of the town, the town with its preoccupation with sewerage, handwashing, and flies. The town and its fears of the juveniles becoming delinquent, of fire in the bush, and de facto love.


      “No one likes the spotted gum,” he observed, needing the noise of words, the trees disquieting him. “How could anyone really like the spotted gum?”


      The white, hard, bald-spotted gum.


      They looked out at the white trees.


      “I hate the buggers,” said one of the Harvey brothers, but for different reasons probably, being a sawmiller.


      “You’re right, Irving,” said the Doctor, “they are hard trees to be alone with.”


      Had the Doctor been alone with them?


      They came to a cluster of motor cars where the police sergeant and Charles Scribner were organising people at bearings of the compass. Boy scouts in various pieces of uniform chased each other about and threw knives at trees. The police sergeant was handing out army compasses from the Great War to those who had not brought their own. Trenbow had his own. Irving took one, only vaguely understanding its method.


      Already the boy’s name was ringing down the valley from the cries of the boy’s family and others who were out looking.


      Irving went into the bush, waiting until he was well into it and out of ear’s reach before he began calling, feeling just a slight foolish embarrassment about shouting in front of others.


      As they fanned out and penetrated, the distance between the searchers widened. Irving, never one for the bush, regretted the growing distance between himself and the others but limped and lunged onwards.


      He carried no water although he had seen the others with water bottles. For Irving these efforts always became a punishment. He always came out badly from them, cut a finger, had his nose burned by the sun. Although there was civic virtue to it, he this time felt some unreasonable guilt about the disappearance of the boy, which, sanely speaking, had nothing to do with him at all. He did not know the boy.


      He supposed that the feeling of guilt, complicity, came from his law-flouting soul, his private affronts to the prudery of the town. But more than that, he supposed, it showed that the punishing conscience did not work by rules of reason or fairness or sanity.


      His conscience was very likely insane.


      The bush gave him easy going and then hard going, the way it always was for him in the bush. As though there were palisades to overcome and then clearings. He was a man of the town, more precisely, he felt, a man of the cinema. He did not these days go far from the cinema unless to the city to visit, say, a night club. He was a citizen of Pacific City in his heart, a city which was pegged out but not yet built.


      The cinema was built facing Pacific City. Pacific City awaited the rail link with the capital and then the building would commence, the cathedral, airports, colleges, museums and street cafes.


      It would be a pleasure city like Baden or Nice.


      He’d been given a scout whistle on which to blow three long blasts if the boy was found. He resisted having anything to do with the boy scouts in the town, he did not like the constant lining up of boys in rows.


      Resting briefly, he was visited by a grim pantomime. He saw a bone-white skull. He struck it from his mind. He then said to himself—no, look at this pantomime, face it, and he invited it back into his mind. The white skull obediently reappeared. It was a skull of the boy. He saw then the dancing naked body of the boy with its large penis. But the skull remained stripped of flesh and skin, dried white. It was a grim vision. Irving gritted himself and forced his concentration to it until it faded, exhausted of its vividness and therefore, too, its ugliness. It carried no message to Irving. He said to himself that it was an example of the illegality of the imagination. He had not authorised this vision and he did not understand it to mean that the boy was dead. He had not conjured this vision. It was the mind doing things without permission. He put it down, in part, to the irritation that he was feeling about the boy being lost. For the lost boy causing him to be there in the adamant bush, for the scratching he was getting, and the dehydration of it out there in the bush.


      He squeezed damp moss and wet his brow and lips..


      There was no malice behind the grim visitation. He, while allowing it to fade, felt that it did not truly belong to his personality or relate in any way to his impulses. Not that he was unable to follow suggestions put to him by his imagination, indeed he frequently did. He allowed his imagination leadership—as far as the wretched coastal town and its prying allowed.


      Bellbirds could send you demented, too, the incessant single note. Spotted gums, too, in time. He pushed on.


      Maybe his appearance would frighten the boy, should he find him, dressed as he was in glare glasses, knee boots and white overalls with the name of the cinema woven in red across the back.


      Was the imagination just a screen upon which any old show came up?


      He struggled on.


      He would raise this with the Doctor.


      He almost didn’t see the boy because he didn’t expect himself, Irving, to be the one to find the boy. He almost walked on him, asleep there in a wide-mouthed cave. The boy, about twelve, awoke.


      He held on to Irving desperately, saying that he was lost. Irving said a comforting word and then remembered to give three long blasts on the whistle after finding enough spittle to blow it.


      The three blasts were then taken up by searchers far and wide.


      Irving and the boy walked back through the bush on what Irving hoped was the “reverse bearing”, and for the last part of the return home they fell into silence.


      Irving promised the boy a free ticket.


      They broke into the clearing and walked back to the house as the other searchers straggled out of the bush.


      Irving was congratulated at the house. “Good on you,” they said.


      The father then gave the boy a hiding with a leather harness strap to teach him not to waste people’s time, until the mother stopped it.


      Irving couldn’t bear to watch the beating and the searchers generally went away quickly, gulping down the black tea and leaving uneaten the home-made bread and lemon-butter.


      The wailing of the flayed child started again as Irving and the Doctor got into the car, and the slap of the harness leather could be heard again.


      “You’re something of a hero, Irving,” Trenbow said as they jolted away in the car, “but I suppose it is mostly a question of luck in a search.”


      “It is not judgement nor brain power,” Irving agreed.


      The Harvey brothers sat silent with their arms folded and Irving remembered that they had found two lost children in the last year. He would have been happy for them to have found this one too. This sort of glory didn’t give Irving much.


      “Maybe it is a matter of knowing where to look if you know how,” he threw in for their sakes.


      “You can sometimes tell where a kid might have gone, where a kid would go,” said a Harvey brother.


      He himself had had enough of children that week. Enough. He wanted to get away from them.


      “The boy might well have wanted to be lost with a father like that,” said the Doctor.


      The boy was lost again within the month and this time was not found.


      Irving recalled at the time of this news the Doctor’s sadly true surmise, and the boy’s vigorous, clinging body.

    

  


  
    
      The Science Club Meets


      There was no Institute of Sciences in the town yet, so the Science Club, pending the building of an Institute, met in the School of Arts. The School of Arts housed also des Essenietes Academy of Dance, which, because no one could pronounce it, was called “Saints Academy of Dance”. The School of Arts library of mysteries, romances, detection and mysticism also looked after the Science Club’s journals—Popular Mechanics, National Geographies and the Model Engineer.


      The Science Club had on a number of occasions protested about their journals being alongside two books on the harmony of the spheres. The club had labelled theories about the harmony of the spheres as unscientific, but the School of Arts Trustees had ignored the protests, replying that the “placement of the books on harmony of the spheres was outside the prerogative of the Science Club”.


      Irving Bow went up the steps of the School of Arts filled with misgivings. He was to give a talk on cinema called “The Illusion of Life” to the club. He did not wish to share his secrets with them. A dilatory member of the club at best, he had never felt it to be his type of club. Too much the odour of model engine grease and of chemicals from Experiment Night. The Doctor, however, belonged, and had dragged him along. The club was really run by McDowell and his confrere Tutman, who were both filled with ideas for patent inventions and grand schemes for new devices from which nothing seemed to come.


      The club possessed a human embryo in a bottle which was entrusted to the Doctor, who usually forgot to bring it. The embryo was at least, Irving thought, inspirational and caused stranger thoughts in his head than the usual, if that was something in its favour. The history of the embryo was vague but it had been snaffled by someone for the club before it had reached the hospital furnace. It was undoubtedly one of the town’s illegitimate children.


      The club had many rocks labelled with auctioneers’ labels, probably wrongly, and a small phial of supposed gold dust, which Eric Pilk from the Bank of NSW took home with him and put in the vault and always remembered to bring. Each year in the club’s balance sheet the increase in the value of the “gold” was noted. The club had a replica of the Tynmouth fishing trawler “Alice” in a glass case which the Englishman Thompson sometimes brought to the meeting for no good reason.


      In a hessian bag the club also had the stones which once formed a sacred aboriginal ceremonial circle.


      Irving entered the meeting room and found the Fellows gathered around a dead two-headed calf brought in from one of the farms. At least it wasn’t the Tynmouth fishing trawler “Alice” again.


      The Doctor was there, a little under the weather, probing the calf with forceps.


      McDowell was in the middle of things and seemed to Irving to be searching its pockets.


      “Guest of honour,” the Doctor said, glancing up from the dead calf.


      “I shouldn’t be giving this talk,” Irving complained. “I shouldn’t be telling you people the secrets.”


      “By jove,” George McDowell said, “I’ve had an idea.” He turned brightly from the two-headed calf, wiping his hands. “If we all had home projectors—why, we could pass the film over the fence to each other when we’d finished.”


      Irving scowled at McDowell. “I thought we were all businessmen together,” Irving said, putting down his things. “Anyhow, illuminants and optics are too complicated for the home.”


      “We are not businessmen after we enter this room,” McDowell said seriously. “We are dedicated to the pursuit of scientific verity once we enter here.”


      His projectionist and offsider from the cinema arrived with the auxiliary projector and electrical storage batteries, grumbling as they lugged it all into the room.


      The Science Club Fellows, inventors, modellers, amateur botanists and anatomists, experts on magnetism and clockwork, left the two-headed calf to come over to the projector, poking and tapping at it with pocket screwdrivers from breast pockets, measuring it with micrometers.


      “Careful with that,” Irving called unhappily.


      It had shown some curious films, the Hummel projector. Irving used it for his private screenings and the Doctor himself had watched Passion’s Slave twice now without comment, sitting alone in the dark of the cinema.


      When it was all boiled down, the Doctor and he were the only real sybarites in the town. Although it was true that Backhouse, the editor, had an imported book of nudes.


      The rocks always arrived. Pilk announced that the rocks were present. Who cared about the rocks and specks of gold dust? If it were gold dust.


      The Horticultural Society shared the room with the Science Club and had left some blooms in the corner, which were now dead brown and resting in fouled water. McDowell was attaching a note to the flowers requesting their removal and that the room should be left the way it was found.


      Irving shook his head at McDowell and sat down with the Doctor, who breathed whisky over him.


      “I have a profound affection for that projector,” the Doctor said. “We must have another screening shortly of that film?”


      “Passion’s Slave.”


      “Yes.”


      Here they were in this small south-coast municipality, with its incessant hammering and whine, day in and day out, of the sawmill and smell of the sap of sawn green timber and sawdust blown into everyone’s eyes, meeting in the pursuit of scientific truth.


      Irving shook his head to himself.


      An argument had broken out over something among the modellers, who, it was argued, did not rightly belong in the Science Club and should have their own society, their own president and vice-presidents, secretary, treasurer, minute secretary, returning officer, meeting night and patrons. But there were insufficient people already to go around the various clubs, organisations, societies, leagues and committees.


      “I may be pardoned for a desire to see a petrol boat doing it and when I asked Harry if he were a member of SMAE I meant to infer that he required his motor for aero work where air cooling is amply justified.”


      “No, Mr Evans, I do not want a display model, it is a fool’s idea and fit only for a glass case. If I did, I should not have a triangular head and Guy valve gear, would I? And we shall see about air cooling.”


      “Oh, Westbury, fill your pipe and take the Chair.”


      Irving was a bit that way inclined—that the modellers should have their own set-up, insofar as he cared. The subscription to the Model Engineer was a drain on the Science Club, costing annually twenty-one shillings and sixpence.


      The Science Club had at least two rules—nothing was to be attributed to the causation of magic, and the origin of the species and the origin of the earth were not to be discussed further until new information was available from London or the Continent. The latter subject had generated heat and threatened resignations, and someone’s tie had been yanked.


      The meeting quietened and Irving commenced his talk, looking directly at the two-headed calf lying at the back of the room. “A private cinematograph can bring strangers into your home . . .”he began, and the Doctor gave him a broad wink, “. . . these strangers can talk to each other and can talk to you, they can dance and sing, although we cannot yet hear them, that will come. They cannot hear us—something cinema audiences in this town do not yet understand and persist in hissing and booing.”


      The Science Club chuckled and sucked on its pipes comfortably.


      Irving went on to talk of illuminants and optics, saying, “For showing of lantern slides the lamp house slides across to the stand to come into line with the slide lens. I prefer not to call it a ‘magic’ lantern.”


      “Hear, hear.”


      “What focal length?” someone asked.


      Irving toyed with not telling. “The lantern slide lens should have four times the focal length of the cinema lens.”


      Then, to discourage them from going into home projection, he stressed to them the high fire risk.


      “Place an inch of film in the gate of a projector and leave it there with the lamp turned on and you will see how quickly it burns and how fiercely. If fire breaks out in the gate you must have scissors ready to cut the film top of the spool and at the bottom. Don’t bother with sand or water. Throw a blanket over the whole thing, thus smothering the flames.”


      And run, he said to himself.


      He wished they’d put a blanket over the two-headed calf.


      He told them that, unlike Scribner, he did not think that cinema would eventually “bring all the arts together in one new art and so supersede all other arts”.


      There was a vote of thanks and the secretary then announced that the Institute of Patentees would hold their International Exhibition of Inventions from October 22, inclusive, 1927, in the Central Hall, Westminster, London. A scheme, he announced, had been worked out to enable members who exhibited to insure their models at a special low rate per cent.


      “To date,” the secretary said, “the news from the organisers in London is that improvements in umbrellas was a popular category.”


      Chuckles from the Fellows.


      McDowell and Tutman had sent off an invention involving a magnetic attachment for the mudguards of motor cars run by the car magneto, which picked up nails and horse shoes which could puncture a pneumatic tyre.


      Nothing would come of that either.


      The librarian said that a new book had been received into the library on behalf of the Science Club titled “Geschichte der Atomistik”. The librarian said it with careful, rehearsed pronunciation, emphasising each syllable.


      The club pondered this.


      “It’s in German,” someone said knowledgeably.


      “Yes,” said the librarian.


      “Oh, then we must have it,” said Irving.


      “I take it that you’re being sarcastic,” said the librarian.


      “Is it a gift?” someone asked.


      “Yes, from Mrs Holdstein.”


      “Move we accept it.”


      “Seconded.”


      On Library Night once a month, to which Irving did not go, all those who wished to borrow turned up and the person who’d had first choice last month had last choice this month, unless it were a two-volumed work. A book inspector checked the returned books for torn pages and tea stains, and fined people for lateness and other offences such as bending the binding of the book back too far or turning over a corner to mark a page. Irving couldn’t stand the hanging about on Library Nights.


      “Oh, and another thing,” said the secretary. “I have a short summary of a talk given to the Institute of Patentees in London by A. Rynder, the letter arrived from London only today. If anyone is interested?”


      “Let’s hear it,” said McDowell, conscientious as ever.


      “What about the smell of the calf,” Irving said, wanting to get home early and have a whisky.


      “It won’t take long,” the secretary said. “I’ll keep it short. A curious fact brought out in the course of the lecture was that there are practically no bicycles in the United States as the workers do not ride them as in England. Consequently, inventions related to improvements in bicycles are not a good prospect.”


      The secretary ran his eyes down the communication from London and ended up saying, “Our correspondent says that little groups of patentees were still discussing points from the lecture among themselves on the stairs well after the close of the meeting.”


      The secretary looked up. “That’s all.”


      They sat there in silence, wanting so badly to have been among the small groups of patentees who gathered on the musty but well-polished stairs of the Institute in Westminster, the portraits of Faraday, Edison, Stephenson and Isambard Kingdom Brunei on the walls, the gas lights being turned out by the caretakers who told them to hurry along as they talked excitedly about Rynder’s talk and spilled out into the spring air, pulling on their caps, going then maybe to a comfortable English public house for a pint, each giving guarded information about his latest theory, invention or calculation.


      McDowell broke the wistful silence by moving in a quiet voice that the report of the Institute of Patentees be received.


      The eleven men present raised their hands and formally received the report.


      The chairman said, “Those against?” and then recorded it in the minutes.


      In General Business McDowell suggested the club investigate the cost of a film projector which could be hired to the public with scientific and geographical films. “Opposed,” said Irving.


      The meeting stirred back into life out of its reverie of London and its private calculations and cogitations.


      “It is in the interests of scientific self-improvement that I make the suggestion,” McDowell said. “We must not, Mr Bow, think always of profit.”


      “I do and you do, McDowell.”


      “Not true. Civics comes first with me.”


      “Not true.”


      “True.”


      “Gentlemen, please!”


      Irving ignored the chairman. “I agreed not to put in a soda fountain at the cinema so you could sell your soft drinks,” he said to McDowell, leaning back his chair on two legs, “instead of offering both.”


      “You did that because you knew the soda fountain business was finished.”


      “Gentlemen!”


      “The relative cost per glass and the margin of profit would have been far better in sodas,” Irving said. “I did it as a quid pro quo favour of trade.”


      The Doctor moved that the matter of hiring projectors be deferred. Meaning forgotten.


      “Next month,” the chairman said, talking quickly to move the club away from McDowell and Irving, “Doctor Trenbow will speak on ether.”


      “You didn’t cost in the washing up after sodas,” McDowell said, slipping into a pause in the chairman’s words, “or the breaking of glasses.”


      The Fellows were already on their feet and going home. “I may very well go back to sodas,” Irving said.


      “Who brought the calf?” the secretary called suddenly, perplexed. “It has to be removed.”


      “Someone left it here this afternoon.”


      “Leave it for the Horticultural Society,” Irving said. “That wouldn’t be decent,” said the secretary.


      The Fellows standing near the doorway agreed that wouldn’t be decent.


      “No, leave it,” Irving said again. “They left dead blooms.”


      “You live the closest, Irving, you take it,” McDowell said.


      “Not on your life,” Irving said.


      “Oh, I’ll take it,” McDowell said, going over and taking it by the tail.


      The Fellows put on their scarves and moved off into the night. The Doctor and Irving walked back towards the cinema for a night-cap of whisky. They looked back at the School of Arts and saw, as the lights went out, McDowell leaving with the two-headed calf held, gingerly, by the tail. They laughed.


      They walked through the ill-lit town to Irving’s brilliantly lit cinema with its own electric generator, deep in the underground plant, filling the night with light. The cinema shone out like an electric castle.


      “Let’s walk the block—by McDowell’s place,” Irving said. “I have an idea.”


      They walked by McDowell’s soft drink factory where McDowell lived in a room out the back. Irving crept in the side gate while the Doctor stood at the fence, pipe in mouth. Irving opened the lid of the garbage can and took out the two-headed calf. He held it by the tail with two fingers.


      “What have you got in mind?” the Doctor asked chuckling, coughing on his pipe.


      Irving put a finger to his nose which said “wait and see”.


      They completed the walk around the block, Irving holding the two-headed calf by the tail with two fingers, which brought them back to the School of Arts. Irving took the key from the ledge above the side door, opened the building and threw the two-headed calf into the meeting room.


      The Doctor looked over the top of his glasses, gave a sportive snort and said, “You’re a grim one, Irving.”


      Irving locked the door and together they walked back to the cinema.


      “Next month I am going to vote we not accept the report of the Institute of Patentees,” Irving said, recalling that McDowell had got them into it at an affiliation fee of two guineas.


      The Doctor chuckled. “London will be rocked, Irving.”


       


      To be continued
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      The Hidden-Away Letters (1)


      Most students leave college during mid-year vacations, although some stay on because the distance home is too great. The colleges during the vacations are often used to accommodate conference-goers. Those students who leave are supposed to clear their rooms of personal possessions but, either through laziness or inconvenience, some of them leave things stored in the rooms, put away in a drawer or locker.


      Dirk Hansen was one of those who had locked his secrets in one of the lockers using a feeble Taiwanese lock and a thumb latch. Shortly after I had arrived at the conference and begun to occupy his room, I had decided to look into Dirk Hansen’s secrets and, coming back from a session boozed one night, I broke into the locker by removing the screws. The opportunity to look at these little deposits of the absent student made me very aware of my absent student and uncontrollably curious about him.


      Inside the locker, to my pleasure, I found a nineteenth century writing slope, the sort that folds into a box but, when opened out, forms a slope for writing paper with a pen holder and various slots and compartments for paper clips and so on. It was a nice piece of carpentry. I also knew that writing slopes inevitably had spring-loaded catches which gave access to “secret” compartments.


      I played around with it and tried to recall the methods used by carpenters who designed these secret compartments. And yes, by pressing down on one of the dividing walls of the pen section I released a spring and there was a compartment. There were letters in the compartment.


      In another compartment (not secret) there were bullets. A .38 bullet with Japanese characters on it, and a .50 aircraft machine-gun bullet—both I guessed were from the Second World War.


      At first I found the presence of the WW2 souvenirs unsurprising because I’d had souvenirs from the war when I was an adolescent, but then I realised that I was making a time slide. The student in the college now would not be of my generation, would not be a child of WW2. The souvenirs must then have belonged to the childhood of his father.


      The letters were dated from WW2 and looking through them I saw they referred to “Dirk”, who I assumed was the father of “Dirk” who occupied this college room. The letters were probably written by his grandfather.


      They were to and from Pieter (Dirk’s grandfather?) and Marijke (his grandmother?), and from and to a friend named Rudy.


      I settled down to read some of them, thinking as I did that the letters were as old as I was—that they were nearly forty years old. That what I was reading happened when I was a very young child during WW2.


       


      12-7-1941


      . . . So Marijke, today is good news. I will start on my own this week which means that our income from now, and onwards, will be three times as much, if not four times as much and I have worked out a way of driving which will save on petrol on long runs if my calculations prove correct. Also I suck two cubes of sugar for energy instead of lunch. Now we have to hope that this blasted war doesn’t disrupt plans.


      Don Frater is a blighter though, because he knew in the last fortnight that I could do the work alone and yet he stayed with me because he said he found my psychology of salesmanship worth studying, especially my technique of never asking a question of the client which requires a “no” answer.


      We opened up a big territory and that means I shan’t be home again this week but just calculate the money. I have asked Don Frater to pay me by the week in cash so that I have it in my hand. I divide it into Domicile, Offspring, Health and Future. Each is a separate envelope (the large brown manila envelopes) and so I can see the money accumulate apart from what I send for living.


      You remember how I was very absent-minded the last days before I left. That was because I had overheard a remark at Fraters’ made by an office worker that he could not understand Frank Frater engaging a foreigner to represent the firm.


      Mr Don afterwards admitted that he had learned of his brother’s decision with great misgivings and did not think I had a whisker of a chance despite my excellent English and that I matriculated in Holland.


      Well, I smelt danger and I knew I had to fight. Hence my absent-mindedness at the railway, remember, I couldn’t remember Dirk’s name, and I forgot to put the top back on my fountain pen properly? Well, my absent-mindedness meant that my mind was engaged on a planning operation. I worked out a plan which succeeded completely within five days. The plan was this. I never refused a task because it was beneath me and they were always at first asking me to sweep (I did not mention this to you at the time), never said “in Holland we did it this way”, and was always the last to leave at night but never the first to be there in the morning (for why? Australians do not like you to appear to be conscientious, I had fathomed that), yet never the last to arrive either, having ascertained by observation the arrival habits of other employees which I listed and checked for the first two weeks. So my plan was how to be hard working but not appear to be on my stomach to the Fraters and also not to show it to the Australians. Also, this may make you laugh, never going to the lavatory in the firm’s time, always making myself go before I got to work, even taking laxatives the night before. This was all good psychology.


      I shan’t say much about how hard we work on this trip. Sometimes it is 14 hours and I am thankful that I have been through hard times before. Mr Don has Animal Energy so it was only by using my study of human psychology that I was able to win. I made it a rule never to suggest stopping or going to bed and always let him say it first.


      In my hotel room I have a set way of arranging things. First your photograph, then Dirk and Ina, then my Bible, then the piece of planet which I found one night in the yard, and then the diary of psychological gambits which I’m too tired to even open these days.


      Do you know who I met in the street the other day? Barry Culver who is now the minister up here. I started an argument about the need for the Christian spirit to prevail in Germany to stop the war. He thought too the churches would call a halt to the war. However, I remembered the calls I had to make before midday and the argument was broken off unfinished.


      I’m sorry that Dirk is not changed and is so verkouden. I don’t think boarding school would be the answer. My feeling now is that discipline and punishment is not working. We must find the correct psychological method to bend him.


      The thing that annoys me is that Mr Don keeps talking of the “trial period” when it was over a fortnight ago. But he showed me a letter to head office saying I was a good man . . .


       


      7-1-1942


      Hotel Alexander, Spencer Street (opposite the railway station) Melbourne—200 rooms, 200 baths


       


      . . . by now telling you that I have been accepted and am wearing a beautiful (bjue) uniform and belong to the Dutch Airforce ground staff as a sergeant, but the RAAF will be paying us. I will be on £600 and there will be extras. Given my age and that I have a family I will not be sent to the war zone and should be able to save money. Anyhow selling was no longer possible with the shortages so that was that.


      I am at the embarkation depot at Ascot Vale. It looks as if Rudy will be rejected from the forces but may start a school for refugee Dutch children down here.


      Could you send down my extra underpants as they are short on issue and in the services one has no privacy and would feel better in new underpants, those in the second drawer. Also take the batteries out of the torch because they could leak and corrode the torch which is in the same drawer.


      My aim is this: to stay out of the firing line, to see the Australians give me voorschot regularly, and to develop schemes for the future.


      As for Dirk, until we can find a doctor prepared to give him the proper treatment by operating on his brain you will have to keep hitting him when he is like that. I will try to devise a psychological way of handling him . . .


       


      15-4-1942


      [The letterhead was that of the Australian Comforts Fund “with which is affiliatedRSLt WAR SERVICES FUND, Salvation Army, and YMCA It was from the RAAF Station at Canberra.]


       


      . . . not much of a letter because I am in the middle of cooking dinner and have only a methylated spirits affair upon which to cook. Rudy is with me and licking lips at the thought of Roode Kool. How do you cook Roode Kool when you do it? I mixed two big apples, put a little water in the pan, brought it to the boil, added vinegar, sugar, and some salt and am letting it simmer.


      At this officers’ course most of those attending are junior officers already and because Rudy and I are only sergeants we cannot mix with the others and have to eat apart. Rather humiliating and can’t help feeling it has something to do with us being Dutch which they think of as being close to German. Rudy and I put on a song night of Dutch drinking songs and such and a talk on Holland but only two came, the padre and one other. The mess procedures are important and I accept that because those in authority have to be able to relax out of sight of inferiors.


      You know, I was thinking back on Don Frater and how hard we worked and I think he was setting an unreal example of hard work to get me working at a harder pace than he would ever do normally.


      Have you seen the doctor recommended in Macquarie Street about Dirk? I dismiss all talk of incipient insanity . . .


       


      13-9-1942


      [This letter was also on Australian Comforts Fund letterhead and sent from the RAAF Station, Canberra. It contained five pages of nature description.]


       


      . . . unexpectedly Spring. Every day I am feasting on gorgeous displays of blossom mostly of all shades of white and pink and purple. Green colours from the lightest of tender greens, yellow, to dark green almost black. Ochre brown roads wind past alabaster white of the government buildings. I am thankful to mother earth . . . [and so on with descriptions of the season and vegetation] I am now Vaandrig (officially Lt in the RAAF). This means increased pay and allowances and it means more respect.


      If you had taken the batteries out when I first mentioned it they would have not leaked in the torch


       


      15-10-1942


      [This letter also on Australian Comforts Fund letterhead but sent from RAAF Post Office, Darwin. The other letters were to Marijke, Pieter’s wife, but this one is to Rudy, his friend who went through the officers’ training course with him.]


       


      . . . well you are safe down there at RAAF Station Nowra while I’m up here. Too close to the firing line. The Ops room is meticulous amounting almost to “sissiness”. Not too bad at all. I like the Adj.


      Funny that about teacher Anderson. To think that I should have thought so highly of his teaching ability and yet he got the idea that I was trying to sabotage his lectures. I was trying very hard and that he should think my questions were sabotage is funny indeed. I was even at one time going to see him and say “friend Anderson, thanks”, but came to the conclusion that this would be bad psychology and interpreted as efforts to improve his final report . . .


       


      25-11-1942


      [This letter from Pieter’s wife, Marijke.]


       


      . . . I am so glad you are coming home from Darwin on leave, darling, want ik heb de smaak te pakken. Je bent zoo’n verrukkelyke kerel.


      I don’t think I wrote letters between the days you quoted, I had headaches and Blankenzee was always coming around. When he is not here I think constantly of his clothes in the spare wardrobe and wish they were gone . . . two razor blades were all I could get and they are not the ones with the holes in them but the others with the strip along the edge, will they do?


      I am going to the dentist Monday to let him hack away at the tartar at the back of my front teeth. He says that, like you, and the children, I have an extra large deposit of lime. He said I would get pyorrhoea if I don’t get them scraped. We use Pyrex tooth powder for it. It is awfully good and as for toothpaste I have switched us all to Ipana. I hope you won’t go off the deep end when you come home and find we’ve changed but I think you’ll like it, and it’s supposed to cut away the lime deposits. I try to get the children to squeeze the end rather than the top and to roll the tube with a pencil the way you said.


      I won’t buy war bonds if you don’t wish it. I reasoned differently to you. You assumed that the war would be won and that the government would not pay. I took it that unless we buy war bonds for aeroplanes we might not win the war. But if you are fixed minded about it I won’t. Mr Kettlewell and Mr Stirling wish to be kindly remembered to you. I was in the Radio Library last week and met Mr Stirling and was able to tell him about C.E.M. Joad becoming a Christian. He gave me a whole list of people in England who are returning to religion. It is a new pouring out of the Holy Spirit. We agreed that it would mean a quick end to the war.


      I go to the Radio Library mainly to borrow books on psychology with Dirk in mind. It is becoming so difficult the bigger he gets. I don’t read during the day so don’t rouse. I don’t intend to become a person who lets the housework go and sinks into reading all day. A thousand thanks for the £25 but you yourself said months ago that the airforce would not pay me and that you had to do it yourself now that you are an officer. So don’t blame. I slept for the first time in weeks knowing that there was sufficient money. I bought a lounge for the room where you slept last time you came on leave. Ina and I are sleeping in the room with the mended ceiling. That saved me moving the big wardrobe. Thank you for being understanding about the sleeping arrangements for to have a child now would be too much for me. In the dining room we still have the big table to eat at and the sideboard, and I have managed to procure a two-way adaptor so that we can have the wireless and radiator on at the same time . . . many thanks for all the love lavished on such an unworthy wife . . .


       


      17-1-1943


      [Marijke to Pieter.]


       


      . . . that you have bad days and trouble with getting along with Australians but it was wise not to write to Queen Wilhelmena about it. As you say it might have been intercepted. I went to see the film Wake Island and it brought home to me how fast things are moving now in the war. We all gather around the wireless set avid for news from the NW Sector. Could you hear the raids on Darwin from where you were?


      . . . did I tell you that I managed to get a double adaptor for the power point so that I can have the wireless and the radiator on at the same time . . . I had a blinding headache again the other night when Blankenzee arrived but felt it would be touchy to put him off. It would be bad to get on the wrong side of him. He saw the photograph on the sideboard (now in chromium frame) and said you looked like Prince Bernhard. As Ina and I said nothing, he said, “I thought you’d be complimented.” We said, “Oh no, we’ve always thought Pieter far superior in looks to Prince Bernhard, although we think the Prince is very nice indeed.” I hope he didn’t think us disloyal. We are careful with him as you advised. He thinks because his things are stored here he can come and go. I wish we did not owe him.


      The photographs turned out well, 17/6 for three post cards, two serious and one smiling (the one in the chromium frame) and I have the proofs in a dark place for you to see next leave . . . the dentist fitted me in for an appointment and said that I had been on the verge of pyorrhoea last year and could have lost my teeth had he not done the scaling . . . He said he would do them again in a few months as the tartar builds up very quickly . . .You didn’t enclose the form from the bank. I have to find £3 minimum for Saturday to give to the Netherlands Sailors’ Fund . . . Mrs T says you should be getting more money or is it just for flyers or are the Dutch paid less or what?


      I have a right to know the position re money. It tells hard on me this month but when angry I scrub the floor. I wish you were here to put your arms around me. You’re a Star Number! How about lunch at Romano’s? If only we could. Kisses dry and wet from your Marijke.


       


      3-3-1943


      [Marijke to Pieter.]


       


      . . . This morning I received the note telling me of the terrible news of Rudy’s death. Rudy always joked that Darwin was the dangerous place and to think he had to die in such a foolish incident. But death is everywhere. Even on a bicycle. I myself do not intend to tell Ina and Dirk. Although it would be easy to deceive Ina, she might be shocked if Dirk let it slip and he cannot be trusted. Rudy’s things have been sent to us as he gave your name as his next of kin address . . .


       


      18-3-1943


      . . . and congratulations on finding out the secret of the chameleon, why in heaven’s name didn’t any book or teacher tell us that the chameleon is transparent? . . . I have had my teeth scraped for this year and what do you think? It has cured my rheumatism. The children have also been scraped. He is a wonderful dentist . . . The people in the drama group still ask after you, especially from the Seagull, everyone remembers you and thinks you should be an actor after the war . . . Went to the Child Study Association about Dirk and they put his outbursts down to a hidden complex dating from the age of three. An inferiority complex has taken root and I have to restore his “self”. In case it is physical they also gave me a tonic to give to him and an ointment with which to massage his spine. I am doubtful about me doing this at his age but they said it would strengthen his nerves. They also gave me a packet of Vita-meal for him . . .You say you “have” the money, does this mean it is in the bank or what? It is unsafe to not put it in the bank even if you do fear that the government will confiscate funds . . . Have you started the book Man the Unknown? It is a truly marvellous book which has changed my whole way of thinking . . .


       


      21-4-1943


      . . . Dirk’s operation went off well enough and it does not hurt so very much for him to pass water. He had one day’s nausea after the ether. There is a picture of the Lord Jesus in front of him and he said he was so dizzy that he could not see the picture three times. However, he said this was proper because God is three in one. So you see his spirits are up. I did not buy him the clock he mentions in his letter, it was the little red clock we had in the suitcase from before the war which I got fixed for him.


      The Macquarie Street specialist said that the operation will remove his irritability and stop the outbursts but that definitely Dirk will not be able to have a proper married life, which is sad and terrible but we knew that would be the case. In many ways I am happier about this kind of operation than an operation on his brain. I suppose the time to tell him will be when he is older. Maybe a doctor could explain or you when you are back with us. I don’t think that I should have to tell him. I’m letting him drop out of Sunday School because he says he knows it all and is a disturbance. I have questioned him and it is not because he has lost his faith . . . Miss Fitton the drama teacher asked my advice about the paragraph which is to be used in the drama group’s program and I was very flattered. She wanted to know about how it should be typed. I might be allowed to play a few bars of Sibelius’ Valse Trieste which comes into the play . . . I bought a rekje to dry clothes in front of the radiator . . .


      I put the letters down, too tired and boozed to read on. Confused also by this operation on Dirk, who I had assumed was my Dirk’s father. If he’s been castrated or whatever, as indicated in the letters, then my Dirk could not be his son. The letters were incomplete.


       


      I put them back in the writing slope and back in the locker. I would finish them on another night.


      I went to bed, unsettled by the springing to life of this poor forgotten Dutchman and his wife.


      It was like turning over a pile of someone else’s rubbish.

    

  


  
    
      The Hidden-Away Letters (2)


      After dinner in the college hall I felt myself pulled back to my room and to Dirk’s letters.


      I had an uneasy feeling, not guilt but a silly fear of being caught with the letters. There was no reasonable cause for this fear but I wanted to get the letters read and back in place.


      In my room I took out the letters again.


      They were still from 1943 and began with a letter from Pieter to his castrated? son Dirk.


       


      2-5-1943


      My dear son, When I think of you being in hospital knowing that the doctors have said you will be happier in yourself, my heart is glad. I will try to get some American comics for you, as you ask. But I have some good news for you. I have a real American airmen’s belt for you. It looks like this with holes for attachments—


       


      [image: pict.png]


       


      It has a clasp, of course, and in the holes you hook a revolver, a jungle knife, ammunition, first aid box, an airtight cylinder of matches, tablets for purifying water, and a water bottle. But listen, one day I went with a party to pick up a pilot of a Spitfire who had had a fight with the Japs and was forced to land in the sea. He used a rubber boat to land and kept himself alive for a fortnight with birds eggs, lizards and such. He eventually dropped from exhaustion and the aborigines found him. I gave him his first drink out of the water bottle I am going to give to you.


      That makes it a rather good souvenir, don’t you think?


      I want you to learn to be a real man through Christ. When you grow up you will learn there are many ways to be a real man. But more of that later. . .


       


      23-5-1943


      [From Marijke to Pieter.]


       


      . . . quite a shock. Dirk told me he still had that two shillings which Rudy gave him to buy photographic views of Sydney with. The silly thing is that I will have to let him waste the two shillings now or tell him that Rudy is dead. I know that it is silly and unchristian of me but I believe that because you both went into the airforce at the same time and Rudy was killed, that you will not now be killed. That it is more unlikely.


      I had to miss Toe H guest night because of a blinding headache after Blankenzee called. . . . A girl I know told me that the censor in Darwin is holding the letters and letting them come in batches. I will start numbering the letters and so should you . . . According to the Herald there were two Dutch-manned Mitchells in the raid the other night and the pilots had to bail out . . . Ina is becoming a real little shopper and the shopkeepers are always sympathetic and so she gets them to lower their prices. I often send her out for things now. She got a pair of sandals for fourpence off.


      We are working on Pride and Prejudice at the drama group. What I find hard is to keep my feelings hidden and I have dreadful headaches. The things Lady Catherine says in the play an ordinary person would only say in anger. But Miss Harrod is right I suppose when she says that a “Lady” would say them at any time. But the rule of the acting profession seems to be that one does not have opinions. I don’t want to be thrown out of the group and most of all I don’t want to be known as a “difficult person”. I am now posing as very meek.


      I heard that a wireless set just like ours, and second hand at that, went for £28 at a sale. It was only £11 new. As you know the gramophone I bought with a lot of records cosi £1, well, I was offered £4-10-0 for it without the records. I had the camera valued and it is worth £1 more than when I bought it three years ago.


      Do not go on about the torch. I know I should have removed the batteries. I tried it with new batteries and found that it works when you press the button on top but not when you slide it forward so it won’t stay on. But at least it works and is worth keeping.


      I need your alien registration card to get Dirk a ration book. Despite his operation it seems to me that he is just as difficult . . .


       


      2-6-1943


      . . . Your money arrived from Darwin late and it is a peculiar amount £36-15-5. I never know where I am with money. I think it is foolish for you to keep it in envelopes and not to send it down for me to bank. Ina found sixpence behind the wireless set and thinks you put it there for her to find when you were last home. I will go to Liverpool to see if I can get cigarettes from a shop I was told about. I could not get down to Fiorellis but had already bought a salami at the Austrian shop at the Junction.


      Have you read Man the Unknown or Crisis of the Age yet? If only the geniuses of the earth would get together and plan things . . . I took Ina to an American Tea at the Rectory and she won four articles with the hoopla but they are not of much value. I found I had a stomach cold when I got home. The Metropolitan Hospital Fund won’t help with Dirk’s operation because the defect was classed as congenital. The funds always seem to be able to find a reason for not paying the amount you expect therti to pay.


      I had to borrow £4 from Blankenzee. You put me in a position where I have to ask him favours. I wish he’d take his stuff away and not call around. He is always bringing something.


      Remember Harry Steen, the boy who was a communist and came here selling communist literature and you ended up giving him a book on the Christian faith to read? Well he is in the airforce now and I am having trouble getting that book back from him.


      I wrote you a horrid letter yesterday but I took a dose of cascara to cast the devil out of me. You know I think the world of you and would give anything to be able to put sixteen arms around you and squeeze you to death. You know that wives get cranky when their husbands are not there. I’d take you to lunch at Romano’s if you were here . . .


       


      20-6-1943


      . . . to a Red Cross meeting to hear a Dutch lady from Java tell about the Japs and the bombing of Broome where she was evacuated. She was full of shrapnel.


      The dogs are giving me an awful time. Lady Gery is on heat and you should never have bought a bitch. I am followed by a string of male dogs when I take her out. I will have to do what everyone else does and send her away when she is on heat to a place at Chatswood which charges 7/6 a week for three weeks. They ring you and warn you when the season is about to begin. I can’t bear it. Two dogs got stuck outside last night and I had to send Ina inside.


      Thank you for the beautiful napkin rings you made from aircraft parts. Real souvenirs.


      I listened to the Brains Trust again on Sunday. Three or four of the best brains in England, including C.E.M. Joad, meet at the BBC in London to discuss questions sent in by the public . . . My visit to the Russian Medical Aid has borne fruit. Mrs Jessie Street (Chairman) sent for me today and asked me all the circumstances surrounding Mrs Jones. She said she would use her influence to get a shed put up so that the Jones will be able to engage an old age pensioner to help them and he can sleep in the shed . . . Thank you for buying me a suitcase which sounds so chic and smart but I would never use it as I don’t travel do I? I thought you might sell it at a profit to the envious officer you mentioned and let me have the money. Don’t go on about the sixpence that Ina found. It is not a matter of carelessness with money and I don’t know how it got there.


       


      1-11-1943


      [From Marijke to Dirk and Ina. The letter is hastily written and the only address is “Brisbane”.]


       


      Dear, darling children, a Dutch major met me at the railway station and told me that Daddy was still alive.


      I sent you an urgent wire which you should have got by now. The blow to the back of his head by the propeller was not at the temple and after many hours of unconsciousness he woke and then went unconscious again. He has had a blood “transfusion” and will be brought to Brisbane tomorrow. A good Dutch doctor is coming along with him in the plane and a brain specialist will examine him when he arrives in Brisbane.


      Remember to water the plants and I have just remembered that Dirk will want his shoes back from the shop near the bank. Well, the ticket they gave me is in the Kookaburra clip for receipts in the white desk. It is probably the top ticket and should say on it that 1/3 is already paid and that another 1/3 is to be paid when you get the shoes. Tell the milk man that I am away and will pay when back. Now look in the cardboard box in the big wardrobe right hand drawer, the top book in it is often stuck under the lid but under that is the green insurance book. Will you tell me the name and address of the insurance company and whether it is paid up . . . Will write. Mr Blankenzee will look in every day.


       


      13-11-1943


      . . . Daddy got a temperature and they could not move him to Brisbane so I went to Charleville and the God-given coincidence is that there is an American base there and, if it were not for that, Daddy would be gone. But they have a wonderful new medicine that the Australians haven’t got and they are giving Daddy £4 worth a day. They also have dried pooled blood plasma (taken from 1000 different people) which the Australian hospitals haven’t got and which the Americans will not give to the Australians because they do not have the knowledge to use it, so Daddy is far better off than in Brisbane. If Dirk needs the top coat it is at Mrs Rickson’s in 22 Truscott Street, Wollstonecraft. You get off at Crows Nest and walk up the street opposite the stop, you must thank Mrs Rickson very nicely and I think 5 or 5:30 would be the best time to call on her. I flew in a B25 Mitchell bomber sitting in the navigator’s seat. It was a great honour to be the first woman in Australia to fly in a Mitchell bomber. I live in a hospital room opposite Daddy so I can hear him if he coughs . . . about once a day I get through to him. He is paralysed down his body and does not move . . .


       


      4-1-1944


      . . . and Daddy opened his eyes and showed recognition and I’m sure he knew it was me. One eye could not move and his mouth cannot smile. He is fed with glucose through the veins and from a teaspoon with liquids. The doctor says that at Herne Bay they would operate. They do not seem hopeful but I place great reliance on the power of prayer. Do what Mr Blankenzee tells you and be good and Dirk should clean Mr Blankenzee’s shoes for him in the mornings before he goes off . . .


       


      [The only other letter was dated from Sydney after the war in 1947. It was from Marijke to a friend or relaiive called Nan.]


       


      . . . and I flew in the Mitchell bomber but the war was on then and everything was different and you never knew what might happen next. You don’t know how good it is to hear from you after so long and out of the blue. But I see that you had to relate that experience to someone and am glad you chose me for it is right up my alley. It is a remarkable example of telepathy and the power of thought to reach the dead.


      I depend heavily on telepathy to reach Pieter for he has never regained the power of speech or movement.


      I think yours was definitely a premonition dream. Thought has the same power as electricity and can be transmitted through the air waves, that is my belief. You had that other instance too which you relate when Pat first menstruated and naturally wanted to tell her mother but couldn’t bring herself to and so did it by thought waves, hence your dream of blood disguised as a red sky. In my opinion, telepathic experiences can be told to one’s friends without losing value for oneself while spiritual experiences should never be told. A friend of ours named Rudy who was killed during the war sent his spirit to visit us and I felt it in the garden and he even mentioned two shillings which he had left with Dirk to buy photographic scenes of the harbour and which we did not do because I had lied to the children.


      You know how sick of this earthly life one can get at times so it is refreshing to get in touch with something on another plane. It would be interesting, for instance, to know what John was dreaming that night you speak of. The Society for Psychical Research should be given a record of your experiences. And by the way, the Cambridge University accepted a thesis from a student named Lawrence Bendit on Supernatural Cognition so these things are no longer looked upon askance. But those who do not understand become frightened, I think, of those of us who have these powers and I have a case in my own life of people who have stopped having anything to do with me.


      The children have very little to say to me these days and are difficult to communicate with and they avoid going into the room where Pieter is. Dirk is forever in the city playing billiards and smoking and mixing with well-dressed older men and Ina is rude and boy-mad. . .


       


      I returned the letters to the writing slope’s secret compartment. I placed it back in the locker and screwed back the latch screws and went to bed. I felt a nausea from having looked into all that forgotten life.


      Next morning, as I was going to breakfast, I stopped a Malaysian college student in the hallway and asked him if he knew Dirk Hansen, the student who usually occupied the room I was in.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “How old is he?”


      “Oh he’s a real old guy.”


      “How old—thirty, forty?”


      “Really old, a mature-age student.”


      “As old as me?”


      He looked at me, laughed nervously, realising that he may have been tactless, “Yes, as old as you, maybe older slightly.”


      It was the Dirk who was in the letters. Dirk of the letters was the student in whose bed I now slept.


      “Is that all, sir?”


      “Yes, thanks. Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      Some Background to Dirk’s Letters


      Why the Dutch Airforce was in Australia


      Members and planes of the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army Air Force came to Australia in 1942 fleeing from the Japanese. A squadron of Mitchell bombers known as the 18 Squadron worked within the RAAF mainly out of Batchelor in the Northern Territory (where Pieter was stationed). RAAF personnel served with the Dutch but the stricter standards of discipline and hygiene kept by the Dutch led to disagreements and bitterness between them. Many Australians asked for transfers from the Dutch and their Mitchell bombers.


       


      The Mitchell Bomber


      A medium bomber named after William “Billy” Mitchell, an American pioneer of aerial warfare. Mitchell, who died in 1936, advocated separation of the airforce from the army and foresaw the use of strategic bombing and mass airborne use of troops and the decline in naval status. These views made him unpopular with naval and army hierarchy and he was eventually court-martialled for expressing public criticism of his superiors. He was suspended, at the rank of Brigadier General, in 1926 and resigned. By the time of the Second World War he was seen as a farsighted and outstanding military thinker and the bomber was named after him. The Mitchell bombers used by the Dutch in Australia were eventually given to the Indonesians and were used against the Timorese in the recent fighting.


       


      The Broome Incident


      For a time in 1942 Broome was the entry port for European refugees from Southeast Asia. During one fortnight 8000 people were landed there. In March 1942, nine Japanese Zeroes came in at 500 feet and strafed the aerodrome and harbour for a quarter of an hour, destroying twenty-four aircraft including a fleet of flying boats and killing seventy people. The allied pilots at Broome had been warned that this could happen and had been told always to have their planes off the ground by daylight. The pilots had considered attack too unlikely.


       


      C.E.M. Joad


      Cyril Edwin Mitchinson Joad, born in 1891, was a philosophy lecturer, wrote books and was known as a radio personality. He was a pacifist and agnostic and strenuously advocated these positions until 1940 when he became, surprisingly, a propagandist for the war effort and a public Christian. He was educated at Blundell’s where he was head boy of the Classic Sixth. He went to Oxford where he was known as a buffoon. He eventually became head of the Department of Philosophy at Birkbeck College, University of London. Among other positions which he publicly advocated were the abolition of all censorship, the sterilisation of the “feeble minded”, the right to walk on agricultural land, the banning of motor cars. He studiously cultivated an interest in food and drink after being criticised as “unworldly” and he thought women poor conversationalists because they could not take ideas “lightly or casually”.


       


      Toc H


      A non-denominational Christian organisation begun in the First World War to give relaxation to the troops. It was begun by the Rev. “Tubby” Clayton, an Australian, and the Rev. Newell Talbot. The name came from a club, at first called Talbot House and then Toe H, which was the signaller code for the letters “T” and “H”. Tubby Clayton took the idea into civilian life after the war and the organisation interested itself in libraries for children, toys for poor children, and created the first blood transfusion service in Australia. Toe H invented the “lazy letter” for soldiers, which required only the crossing out of the inapplicable line, so “I will/will not be home on leave”, “I have/have not received your letter”. Tubby Clayton loved dogs and Field Marshal Jan Christian Smuts gave him permission to call his cocker spaniel “Smuts”. When Smuts, the dog, was killed by a truck the Queen Mother summoned Tubby Clayton and presented him with a golden cocker named Bill. Tubby Clayton hoped that Toc H would eventually be as great as scouting.


       


      Man the Unknown


      This book was written by Alexis Carrel (1873—1944) in 1935 and became a world-wide bestseller and a much discussed book. Carrel was a French surgeon and biologist, and winner of the 1912 Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine after devising a method of suturing blood vessels which laid the ground work for organ transplanting and made blood transfusions possible (and saved Pieter’s life). He was also internationally known for having kept human tissue alive artificially for thirty years—the tissue, in fact, was kept living after Carrel died. The book Man the Unknown was a work of social theory. In it he advocated rule by an intelligent elite which would supervise the mental health of the world and correct errors made by democratic systems. He believed in euthanasia and extermination of the “feeble minded” and criminals by gas. With the fall of France to the Nazis he worked as Director of a Foundation for the Study of Human Relations under the Vichy government financed by the Nazis. He was accused of collaboration and of advocating the elimination of the biologically unfit but died and was never brought to trial. His book was attacked in the thirties by feminists for giving an inferior status to women.


       


      An American Tea


      A small fete held by churches in the forties and fifties. The principle was “to bring a gift and buy a gift”.


       


      Romano’s


      A well-known, elegant Sydney restaurant of the forties and fifties styled after the London restaurant of the same name. It had a French menu with dancing in the evening to Romano’s orchestra. It was fashionable to be photographed at lunch at Romano’s by the newspapers. Marijke and Pieter, of course, never got there.
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      Dance of the Chairs


      Fun and games began the second day, after we had broken into smaller working groups, as distinct from the “plenary”—a reforming victory from the UNESCO conference two years ago but not, thank god, called “self-initiating project groups”. About forty of us, including some from the Third World, some from the Fourth World, and me from Balmain, formed our working group.


      After an initial session we stopped for coffee but upon resuming we found the chairs in the room rearranged. For a while I couldn’t find my conference satchel (a nasty feeling) but we sorted ourselves out in silence among the strayed chairs.


      The discussion leader for the working session, Peter Roy, an academic, some kind of marxist, said that he’d changed the chairs because, “it was too much a confrontation situation the way it was, with speakers out here at the front and you out there. So we changed them to circular formation.”


      Charles cried out. He was a quarterly magazine editor who poked about conferences affecting to hate them. “You might have asked.”


      “Well, the other arrangement was one none of us had agreed upon,” Roy said calmly.


      “I won’t be told how to sit,” Charles said.


      “History was telling you how to sit, friend,” Roy’s woman colleague said, her feet up on the back of an empty chair, eating a chocolate.


      “At least historical convention has some neutrality to it,” Charles said. “I don’t want to be mucked about.”


      He grumphed.


      The session generally was bemused. It looked around at itself.


      Roy’s woman colleague said that the historical arrangement of chairs embodied “feudal concepts”.


      “The only thing these chairs embody,” Charles said, getting some laughs, “is our backsides.”


      “No,” she said, chomping away on her chocolate, “you’re wrong—they also embody your demeanour. The old arrangement was priest/pulpit, professor and subservient student—all that. There is behavioural direction in the way a room is arranged.”


      “That’s janitorial thinking,” Charles said.


      Roy said that the circular arrangement was “conciliar”. “Well, make up your minds,” Charles said, carrying it through. “One of you says the old arrangement was submissive and one says it’s confrontal.”


      “Let’s stop wasting time,” someone said. “Confrontation is what it’s all about,” Charles said. “You come to a conference to find your enemies.”


      “Let’s get on with it.”


      “And anyhow,” Roy said, not leaving well enough alone, “I reject the status of discussion leader. But yes, let’s get on with the session.”


      “Yes let’s,” someone else called.


      Markham, an increasingly eccentric academic in his early forties, rose up in his ridiculous wide-brimmed black hat and in a voice which could be called Academic Playful said, “Sirs, ladies, good people all, manners alone requireth us to accede to the request of those running the session, to accept graciously with goodwill their preferred arrangement.”


      No one took any notice.


      Charles was arguing with someone over his shoulder. I’d asked Markham about the hat on the way in and he’d told me that he felt it was a way of “fighting the heavy magic of the institutionalised university”. He said he was using the “fool’s magic” against them.


      Roy said, “I won’t act as chairperson either.”


      Babbling talk had broken out.


      “Sirs, good people . . .” Markham tried again.


      “It’s feudal,” Roy’s woman colleague said without looking up.


      Bisi, a flamboyant African attached to the conference as an observer, threw aside his observer status and shouted, “Order!”


      He came into the centre in his kaftan, both hands raised in a placating gesture. “I will chair.”


      “Microphones too,” Roy said, as though remembering things he had meant to say earlier. “Microphones mystify the role . . .”


      “Order!” Bisi said to Roy and Roy stopped. “Is this the topic of this session?” Bisi read out the topic. He made Roy answer yes.


      “Well, let us begin.”


      He’d never have got away with it had he been white. We untangled ourselves and Roy gave his short paper, which was quite good, although he overprotected himself by saying at the beginning and the end of the paper that it was “a workshop paper and not for citation”. Discussion did not return to the matter of the chairs.


      At the lunch break we got up and, as we were moving out, Charles grabbed my arm. “Help me rearrange the chairs.”


      “Oh come on,” I laughed, “let’s go and eat.”


      “No. I’m not going to be made sit like a radical.” “You’re making too much out of it,” I said, “and they’re right.”


      “Crap. I’m not going to let them get away with claiming a superior political consciousness. And they’re reds.” “Reds! Christ, Charles, reds these days means clarets.” “Communists, marxists. Reds.”


      Charles went about rearranging the chairs.


      “Okay, let’s get it done,” I said reluctantly. “I wanted a counter lunch not a counter revolution.”


      The changing of the chairs got a laugh when we came back in the afternoon.


      “At least it proves that the arrangement of the chairs matters to some people,” Roy said, scoring.


      Charles leaned across to me and said, “I don’t like my marxists to have a sense of humour.”


      That was not the end of the chairs.


      That night there was a wine and cheese party and a few of the visitors from the Pacific islands read poems.


      “Thank god, white man,


      You have educated me,


      Filled with your knowledge Almost to the brim,


      But leave me some space Space for my own purposes.”


      What space was left after the day’s knowledge most of us used for wine. I volunteered after the readings to hand around the cheese as a way of having something to do and getting to meet people.


      I made up a joking litany as I took around the cheese. “This cheese I cut with my own hand and this cheese the shining machines of my father made and this cheese from the cows of my brothers who married on to the land made, and this cheese the thieving John Smith hauled to market in the city and I left the land and went to the market and wrote down the prices that the farmers got for the labour of their hands and the fruit of their lands.”


      Harriet, a Maori poet, heard my piece and, taking some cheese, said through a contained smile, “How cleverly you go on but you make fun of our simple verses.”


      “No—it’s true—the cheese is from my home town, my father built the cheese factories. And yes, I was making fun.”


      “And what is it that you’re writing now? On what do you work?”


      “Oh, I’m obsessed at present with what might be called ‘exclusive groups’, people who live a certain way or believe certain things that they don’t want to be made public, don’t want others to know. I think we’re more and more like that.”


      “You think of the Masons?”


      “Well, I suppose that’s what people think of but, oh, revolutionaries, sects, religious sects including some aboriginals. Sexually aberrant clubs and secret societies. Elitist groups like the Camden Group and maybe the Pacific Institute and so on.”


      I realised I was going on too long and that she might not know of these groups.


      “And he lies,” Charles broke in, coming over, stuffing himself with cheese and pointing at me, “about his parents—his father was a professional gambler and his mother ran a literary salon which included Stein and Maddox Ford and others and I don’t understand the bit about taking down the prices that the farmers got ‘for the labour of their hands and the fruit of their lands’.”


      “I was a cadet reporter on market rounds.”


      “Oh.”


      He took a long drink.


      “Oh yes, writers and their ever-touted colourful life as cub reporters. But that’s a passing style—‘dropped out and surfed the east coast for three years, lived in Marrakesh’—that’s the biographical note now.”


      Harriet looked to Charles and then to me and, touching my arm, said softly, “Whoever you are and wherever you come from, you mustn’t use your bright spear against us.” She smiled.


      I wanted to assure her that I did come from a cheese-making family and that I wasn’t playing games with her, but she was lost in the swirl of the party.


      I stood there with a plate of cheese and coloured onions and was hit by a dreadful recollection about cheese and biscuits and aboriginals. It stopped me there, plate in hand. I was at a land rights meeting in a school on the coast and the supper had been prepared by the tribal council. When it came to supper time I was offered biscuits and cheese, took one and was then unable to put it in my mouth. The inhibition was too strong. I had grown up believing blacks were dirty. I had gone on with the conversation there in the school room, holding the biscuit and cheese for some time in my hand, occasionally bringing it to my mouth but unable to let my lips touch it. I had gone eventually to the verandah of the school and thrown the biscuit out into the night.


      I put down my plate of conference savouries, having done my act of service and feeling no virtue.


      The party dwindled.


      The non-drinkers left including, perversely, Cindy, old friend, a heavy drinker who had on the night of the first official party declared that she was having a dry night. Then the light drinkers left, leaving behind unfinished sentences, drifting conversations and the fallen streamers of gaiety, and those of us who stayed on drinking filled the spaces left with louder noise.


      At about 1 a.m. those who remained were men, and the men gathered first into threes and fours, and then grouped towards the centre of the emptied lecture room, which was desecrated by spilled drink and littered with my cheese. Those of us who remained were holding out for the unexpected. The diminishing possibility of what? Sexual pleasure was now remote. Going on to “another place” to renew the possibility of the unexpected? The unimaginable experience? Failing all that, I suppose there was alcoholic oblivion with companions. One of the solaces, I suppose.


      Then there were six of us.


      Four whites and two blacks—Bisi, the African, and John Kovave from PNG.


      Then Bisi with a shout said, “Who is the chairman!” and lifted a chair by one hand straight up, holding it by the leg, holding it above his head.


      Without a word spoken, and for no obvious reason, the whites each lifted a chair by the leg and held it above their head. John Kovave followed but I thought he was joining in rather than, as the whites were doing, accepting a challenge.


      It was, as Bisi’s one remark suggested, a joke on the events of the day with the chairs, but it had more to it, something of a contest among drinking men, officers’ mess misbehaviour.


      We stood there facing each other in a rough circle and I thought to myself, I will not be the first to put down this chair. I am tenacious, I am anglo-saxon, and I have an anglo-saxon will.


      We stood there, holding the chairs above our heads.


      Bisi then let out a war cry, yes, a war cry. Swahili maybe.


      Two of the whites began a school football chant, poorly remembered, which listed the wild animals of Australia.


      The chairs still held high with one hand. Drinks now empty.


      Bisi continued the challenge. “I will pour the drinks, gentlemen,” and, holding unwaveringly his chair above him, he put down his glass, picked up an unopened flagon, twisted it open with one hand, breaking the seal with two fingers and, holding the flagon neck with three fingers, deftly poured it into our glasses without any spill.


      My arm would ache tomorrow.


      I remember being pleased that Charles was there holding his chair because it was uncharacteristic of him. He was not a gamesman. He gave a paper once at another conference where he examined the traditional division between those who by temperament liked the contemplative or imaginative life (inner games) and those who were for sports and physical adventure (external games)—the Arties and the Hearties. Charles always said that, like Oscar Wilde, he detested games.


      But he was in the chair game.


      Bisi started it and ended it.


      He called it off. He shouted something like “Wah” and threw the chair into the corner with a flourish.


      The rest shouted “Wah” and threw their chairs with great noise and probably some damage into the corner.


      I was the last to throw. I held my chair for that further half minute and then deliberately threw it.


      I did not say “Wah”.


      I looked across at Bisi.


      “You gave in,” I said, that childhood expression blurting itself out. “Conceded,” I revised, “you conceded.”


      “We Africans know when a thing is at its true end,” he boomed. “Timiza—a sense of proper conclusion. But if it’s challenge you want,” he went on, smiling, “if it’s challenge you want—to the night clubs of this city. Or is there a brothel district to this city? We could have contests of a different nature.”


      There was a clear smiling ambivalence, the friendliness contained in fierceness.


      But it was all too late, we were too far gone.


      “Tomorrow night—the brothel,” I said.


      “Tomorrow the brothel,” Bisi said.


      “You’re on,” I said.


      “Then we shall see, white man,” Bisi grinned.


      I bluffed on, not knowing what the hell we were talking about precisely. In the hallway I said slowly, drunkenly, “White woman or black woman, Bisi?”


      He guffawed, and I guessed that I had made something like a point. He slapped my arm. “Point taken white man,” and we went out into the night with arms around each other’s necks. His grip was just a little tight, I thought. But I staggered on with him across the frosty college lawn without complaint in our two-headed, four-legged race.

    

  


  
    
      Yesterday Stone Age,

      Today Space Age


      She was acidic, late forties, yet not the bitch. She cared for herself physically, dressing in a way that said she wanted to be liked. Her acidity too worked for her wit, although after her witticisms you felt maybe you shouldn’t be laughing.


      “I’ve had just about enough of the silver-winged birds bringing pestilence and plague to the idyllic Pacific islands,” she said in the staff club after the second reading by the islanders and other poets.


      “And didn’t I see somewhere,” she went on, her all-white court of younger male academics smiling, “that they gave us VD.”


      “That was the American Indians,” one of them said. “The American Indians gave Europe venereal disease. Or was it the Aztecs and Montezuma?”


      “Or whatever,” she said, waving her drink.


      One of the Australian poets, Terence Farman, drifted into the bar in his A-line shirt and ethnic sandals—Indian buffalo sandals. He’d recited, not read, his poems that evening because, as he explained, “it’s pre-literate to recite” and “one sets up different timings when one recites”. He’d added mime too, which recalled Sunday School action singing of hymns. “Build on the rock,” we would pound our fists, “and not upon the sand,” and we would open our hands and smooth the sand.


      When Farman joined us the jokes about the coloured delegates stopped. He’d probably been drinking with them and had, in turn, stopped their whitey jokes. There was probably a whole reality from which someone like Farman was excluded because people knew that he was a “life-affirming” poet and would tiresomely take issue, would misunderstand certain styles of humour.


      “You’ve introduced a little show biz into your act,” I said, to help him into the circle.


      “I’m trying to find my way back to pre-literate modes,” he said. “We’ve lost so much.”


      She bit into Terence. “Oh come on, Terence, drop that negritude.”


      “You should try to mix a little, June, you might learn something.”


      In fairness, I think we had all “mixed” but perhaps not as relentlessly as Terence, and mixing, for all its virtue, was not a way of relaxing. Because of difficulties of language, any glimmer of understanding in a conversation was pounced upon, clutched, dwelt upon overlong, for fear of moving on into confusion again. Maybe Terence wanted to become a Writer-in-Residence at the University of the South Pacific.


      She came back at him, unflapped. “My dear, that too is negritude. But that stuff today about Bali, my dear, claiming that they, the Balinese, have no stress, no hangups, are something outside the human condition—that’s pure idealisation, no better than the nineteenth century fiction. The idyllic South Sea islands.”


      “I didn’t quite say that,” Terence began.


      “Oh yes, my dear, but you did—but you tell us what you said.”


      I excused myself, leaving Terence to be eaten.


      As I was returning to my room, slightly boozed, I had a notion of calling on Cindy and deviated along the corridor of the college on the ground floor where the women delegates were. In the corridor I heard what is called a “muffled scream”, or I thought I heard it, and then a smothered “No”. I stopped outside the door from which it was coming. I looked guiltily along the corridor to check that I was alone, and then I eavesdropped to make out the sounds—sexual play? It wasn’t altogether my voyeurism that caused me to pause, there was a panic in the noises.


      I looked at the name on the door and it took me a second or two to recognise the name—“Dr Braughton”. It was Cindy’s room, but I hadn’t, I realised, seen her name before with its doctorate title. And the card on the door misspelled her name.


      Then I heard “Please stop—no!” clearly enough but again smothered at the end, and I heard other low voices over it.


      More than anything it all sounded like a bad radio play.


      I paused and then knocked, saying in a silly responsible voice, “Is everything all right in there?” And then, clearing my throat, I said lightly, “Cindy? Is that you?” My voice, this time, was that of a “visiting friend”.


      I heard male voices now, one saying “Shit!” and another saying something I couldn’t catch. A voice said “Come on” and I heard a window being opened and other movement.


      I rattled the door knob, without trying to open it though, and knocked again. “Cindy, is that you?”


      Cindy’s voice shouted, now unimpeded, “You lousy, stinking, filthy shits.”


      Then she unlocked the door and burst out, in tears.


      She cried in my arms while over her shoulder I saw into her empty room with its open window. We went back into the room, closing the door. Everything seemed drably characteristic of Cindy, cigarette butts, a near-empty flagon of wine, glasses.


      Cindy was barefoot.


      “The bastards,” she said.


      I looked to the open window.


      “What’s been happening?”


      “Those bastards raped me,” she said.


      “No . . .”


      The word “rape” cooled me. I found my impulse was to look at her body. I felt a possessive sense of injury pass through me, a sympathetic physical pang, and then anger that she had allowed herself to be hurt and I held her tightly.


      And then doubt passed across my mind and I wondered if she were using the word loosely or figuratively. But it was no time to ask.


      I sat her down on the bed, my arm around her.


      “They raped me.”


      She appeared unhurt, no clothing torn. But I saw her panties at the end of the bed.


      “Who?” I asked, uncertain whether I should ask.


      She said it again in a high pitch. “Those bastards raped me,” with near-hysterical emphasis on the word.


      “Who, Cindy?”


      She looked at me then as if I were a stranger, an unaccountable appearance.


      “Okot p’Bitek,” she said, not as an answer but as a reference to something, an undirected utterance. She laughed, brokenly.


      “‘When a girl moves away from the protective confines of her family and village she is defenceless’.” She laughed again in the same way.


      She had an alcoholic slur.


      I remembered now. Okot p’Bitek was an East African writer. There’d been a paper on his work.


      “‘Let no one uproot the pumpkin in the old homestead’,” she said and then gave out a defeated, “Shit!”


      She reached for a packet of cigarettes. “Shit, shit, shit!” “You were raped?”


      “Yes—I was raped.”


      But who?


      “Do you need a doctor, sedative—what?”


      “No, I’m not bleeding,” she said in a sober way, “or at least I don’t think so,” and she put a hand up her skirt and felt herself. “No,” she said, “it was relatively painless except for the ego.”


      She laughed in the distressed way of before. “I always thought—I had these elaborate scenarios—dark lanes. I had these elaborate coping techniques.”


      “Do you want a drink?”


      “Yes—no, I don’t want anything.”


      I wanted to ask again who had raped her but felt restrained.


      “What are you going to do?” “And when I least expected it—maybe I was courting it—maybe that’s what happened, maybe I manipulated the thing to happen—I suppose that’s what the male system would have us always say.”


      “Your hands are ice cold.”


      “I may as well tell you, but it will have to remain between us . . . no—I won’t tell you. What’s the use.”


      I felt a craving to know. Was he—they?—conference people? I craved the scandal.


      “I know,” she said in a low voice, “I do want something.” She laughed, in the same low, desperate way. “Middle-class girl—I want a long, hot bath.”


      She shivered against me.


      “There aren’t any baths.”


      “And I’m not staying on here. I have to go. To a motel. I have to go.”


      She stood.


      “I’ll ring—I’ll get a cab,” I said.


      “Think!” she said to herself loudly, banging her head on her hand. “Think!” And then she began to cry again.


      She sat down.


      “I’ll go ring now.”


      “I’m not staying here. I’ll come—we’ll walk to the city.”


      “It’s too far, Cindy. I’ll get a taxi.”


      “No—have to go.” She began to gather things in a hurried way. “We’ll walk.”


      “It’s too far, it must be three miles. I don’t know how many miles.”


      I got her to calm down and she came with me to the telephone, then we went back to her room and she put her things into a bag and we made distracted, broken, waiting-for-a-taxi conversation on the steps of the college.


      “It’s one way to become instantly sober,” she said as we sat there, “must remember that.” And then she said, “And shit—I’m not on the pill.”


      At the motel I made tea and she asked for a brandy. I went down to the cocktail bar and came back with a bottle (for which I paid a tremendous mark-up). I poured her some and took it to her in the bathroom.


      “Thank you.”


      She put it on the edge of the bath untouched.


      “Please—one more thing—get rid of those for me.” She gestured at the panties on the floor.


      I didn’t at first comprehend, but then I picked them up, leaving her soaking in the bath, eyes closed.


      I wrapped them in the paper bag from the brandy bottle, thought of putting them in the waste bin in the room but thought the parcel would draw attention to itself. I went out of the room and down into the street and put them in a street garbage bin.


      I came back to the room, sipped brandy, and waited for her to finish her bath.


      I read the motel information folder. Looked into a book on historiography I found among Cindy’s things.


      “You mustn’t tell,” she said coming out from the bathroom, a towel around her wet hair, a cigarette, a second towel around her body to above the breasts. “You must swear that it doesn’t go from this room.” The second towel would have been mine.


      She hadn’t touched the brandy which she put down beside the bed.


      She sat up on the bed with her back to the bedhead.


      “Oh I feel clean,” she said. “The middle-class solution to everything—the hot bath.”


      She rubbed her wrist. “I’ve hurt my wrist, somewhere in it all.”


      “I already carry a lot of your secrets,” I said, bringing her back to the point.


      “Well,” she took a deep breath, “it was the three aboriginal guys—the Redfern Delegation. The bastards.”


      “Shit!”


      Actually they were not from Redfern but that was the conference nickname. I knew whom she meant.


      “The full story: we’d been drinking down at the pub and we came back to my room—at my suggestion—and drank the inevitable flagon and then it all began to happen, unlike any rape scenario I had. They actually held me down.”


      She asked for some tea.


      Why had she taken them to her room? Why not the college lounge?


      “Christ,” I said, “why did you go to your room?”


      “I knew them!” she said. “I worked with the bastards at the Centre last year. And anyhow, why shouldn’t I take people to my room?”


      “I can see your problem.”


      “What problem?” she snapped.


      “About doing anything about it.”


      “Christ, I wouldn’t bring the police into it, if that’s what you mean. My problems are, I mean, it’s the coping with tomorrow.”


      “They might leave—out of fear that you would call the police.”


      The disturbed laughter again, almost as if she were being sick. “It’s a classic textbook dilemma,” she said, “if you look at it—feminism and racism. Shit no, I couldn’t bring in the police, not after what we did to the aboriginals for two centuries.”


      “Other times, other mores. We didn’t do it to them.”


      “Oh shut up, you’re not entitled to an opinion.”


      “I wasn’t seriously arguing, I was just talking.”


      She was off in her own thoughts, turned away from me.


      “I know nothing of the race thing, really,” I said.


      “You’re an aversive racist.”


      She didn’t say it condemningly, she said it academically. I didn’t know what she meant but didn’t think it was the time to talk theoretically about race or, more particularly, about me.


      “I’m sorry,” she said, turning back to me with a small smile and then going on. “I was even warned—this was a danger for nice girls who mixed with drunken, resentful, angry aboriginal men. I was even warned by another woman, an anthropologist, and I thought, and I thought she was full of racist rape fantasies.”


      She laughed, as if sick, and went back into silence.


      “At least I feel clean.”


      She asked me if I’d bolted the door. I asked her again if she would like a doctor.


      “No I just want to . . . I don’t want to repress it, with drugs or with booze. I don’t want to lose it that way. I have to live through it and out the other side. As quickly as possible preferably.”


      “We could take some private action—get someone like Harvey to heavy them. Street justice.”


      “You’ll have me a racist soon. I even find it tempting.”


      I saw no other way. Maybe we could turn the problem over to the black community, but when I looked across to suggest this to her I saw that she had dozed, cigarette burning in her hand.


      When I took it from her, she did not stir. I unturbaned the towel from her hair and she woke then, but allowed herself to be put to bed. Her damp hair was tight to her head on the pillow. I had slept beside her when she was seventeen or so—fifteen years ago. I pulled up the blanket and she slid down into the bed.


      I remembered a time when we’d lived together back then and had heard a baby crying in the house across the road and it had gone on screaming for an hour or more and we wondered if we should go and see if the baby was in trouble. We had decided it was not our business. She had a daughter of her own now. Sophia—maybe six or seven years old.


      We hadn’t known much about babies or baby’s crying then. Or about anything.


      I got into the other bed. Seeing her body after the years did not excite me. I had a confusion of feelings about her: concern, and still the annoyance with her for having let this happen. And also the inconvenience of friendship. I would probably offer to go, to leave the conference with her tomorrow if she wanted, and to go home.


      But it seemed too that something had to happen after this, something had to follow from this . . . crime. I could not feel that it was all over. Maybe I had an urge for retribution. It couldn’t just happen that she could be raped and that this could be locked in the memories of the five of us or that it could be finished by a hot bath.


      But then I guessed that that was what was going to happen. It would be pushed away by the shuffling queue of human events. A crime recorded in five minds, wondered about by those minds, and left at that.

    

  


  
    
      Stockholm Syndrome?


      In the motel I awoke first and looked across at Cindy—it was fifteen years since we’d slept together. Now, again, sleeping at least in the same room. She had the sleeping posture of a secure small girl, which belied the personal, day-by-day disarray which she seemed to ferment in her life. And I looked at her and said to myself, “And now she has been raped by three aboriginal men.”


      The brandy remained untouched beside her bed.


      Did we really once love? When she was seventeen (or whatever her age had been—she had so often played about with her age then, and since).


      I was relieved that there was no desire left now which could lead me back into that operatic anguish of neurotic love.


      We had, though, bought each other perfectly appropriate gifts when we’d been together. Unlike some other miserable moments of truth with other people at other times, of gaping apartness revealed by the gifts given, and received.


      I restrained myself from rising, not wanting to disturb her sleep.


      She eventually awoke and the small girl disappeared in a frown and became a hawking and coughing, cigarette-smoking woman in her thirties. She went to the bathroom with a muttered “Good morning” and I heard her cough more and spit, and then clean her teeth.


      Waking in the morning with a stranger of the night. Untogether, muddy, bumbling, exposed with all the stains, grit and odours of the night. And all those other awakenings without the cover of privacy or intimacy—hospital wards, on aircraft—bodily disoriented, waking amid all that stirring, discomfited, animal humanity. But waking with a former lover, of many years previous, was something else.


      I was curious about the aging of her body, about her morning habits. Cindy had closed the bathroom door but I heard the rattle of the toilet-paper holder and thought that she was using an inordinate amount of paper. I laughed—she had before. She’d done that at seventeen. And I’d thought that then. I remembered us laughingly discussing it. I, on the other hand, we’d discovered, had always tried to make do with as little paper as possible. But she’d used abundant paper which, back then, I’d privately thought had something to do with “being a woman”.


      She came back more brightly and said “Good morning” with an effort of will, in a well-bred family way. “What a hell of a mess. What a dreadful, hellish mess.”


      “I thought you might like to pull out of the conference—we could get a flight back today. Go home. Have a boozy lunch.”


      I didn’t want to leave the conference, but felt I owed her this gesture.


      “You and your conferences!” she said, a small laugh, calmer now, but the laugh was still troubled. “You talked me into this conference—now look!” Her good humour was an effort.


      “You feel okay? Pain?” My voice fumbled. “Any aftereffects?” Not really knowing what rape might mean, how much involuntary muscular resistance was given by the body. Or whatever.


      “No. I don’t seem to have suffered. That way anyhow,” and she looked at me. “You’re still hazy about women’s anatomy aren’t you. You were always squeamish about it.”


      I reddened. “I suppose so.”


      She became wearied, grim. “Rape in a good cause, the inevitable fate of a lady radical,’’ she said, lighting her first cigarette. “How about breakfast?” She drew with relief on the cigarette. “The fate worse than death. Well, I’ll be able to talk from field experience at conferences on rape.”


      The flippancy she was trying for was not there in her voice.


      “It may be too late for breakfast,” I said, going to the telephone.


      Cindy asked me to order smoked salmon and warm toast.


      “Cindy, you’re not going to get smoked salmon—not at breakfast.”


      “It’s only a matter of them getting it from a refrigerator.”


      “No substitutions,” I said, ill-humouredly.


      “What?” she said.


      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s an American expression.”


      I suppressed my exasperation at her wilfuiness, this spoiled-brat capriciousness. It had always been there. It may have been enchanting at seventeen but in adult life it seemed wilful, or self-sensationalism. Or anyhow it was against my adult style, of living within the conditions of a given situation or something. Of ambling through life, or, as Cindy might have said, sneaking through life. She seemed always to push against the understood limits. I controlled myself, she had a claim to being indulged. Embarrassed, I asked for smoked salmon.


      “Yes,” I said to room service, “that’s right—smoked salmon.”


      “And warm toast,” Cindy called to me, “and no capers.”


      “And no capers,” I said.


      “And no onion rings,” she said.


      I relayed this and the motel kitchen said they’d see what they could do.


      “No,” Cindy said, as I put down the telephone, “no—I’ll go back to the conference and face the deadshits, although I don’t know if I’m up to verbal confrontation.”


      “Surely they will have left.”


      I was about to add, “in all decency”, but realised that the expression belonged to some sort of class attitude.


      I felt some trepidation myself about how we would handle it if they hadn’t left. How much aggression would be there in them if they were unrepentant. What if they were arrogantly confident of her not calling the police and paraded this confidence. Or took not calling the police as Cindy’s acceptance of the rape, even her passive consent. Or what if they feared she might still call the police and became intimidatory towards her.


      “Thank you,” she said, “I won’t ask you to do anything more—just stay with me today.”


      “Of course.”


      That seemed quite a lot to ask even so.


      “Right,” she said, “we’ll face it out.”


      We?


      Our breakfast arrived—including her smoked salmon, but with capers and onion rings—and I shamelessly took Cindy’s praise for having secured it. “You’re the only man I know who could have got them to do it,” she said, dishonestly, picking off the capers and onion rings and putting them in the ashtray.


      She booked herself into the motel for the rest of the conference saying, irrationally, that she wouldn’t be able to face the communal college showers. But she said there was no need for me to stay with her.


      In the cab back to the conference she commented sourly that she had probably got VD from last night. “And that’s a racist thing to say too. That’s another stage of racism—realising as you say something that it’s racist—but still it indicates a rising consciousness, I suppose.”


      Then she amended it again, saying that maybe it wasn’t a racist thing to have said, given the statistically higher incidence of VD among black people—introduced by the whites.


      “I’ve heard there’s a theory about American Indians giving VD to Europe—through Columbus.”


      “Oh yes, that’s been around for a long time now,” she said, “but we’d need a very good palaeo-immunological test to establish it. And we haven’t got one.”


      I asked her why she wasn’t on the pill.


      “I don’t fuck that much these days.”


      I didn’t pursue it.


       


      We had missed the early session.


      She was trembling when we met with the others standing in the sun outside the auditorium with their cups of coffee at morning break.


      “God, I can’t,” she said, without in any way pulling back.


      “Are they here?” I asked her,


      “No,” she said, whipping a glance across the faces of those in the sun.


      “I’ll find out if they’re around,” I said, without really thinking that they would be.


      I went over to one of the other aboriginal delegates, John Percy Blake, and asked him if the Redfern Delegation had left the conference. Wondering, as I asked, if that was the nickname that only the whites used.


      He knew whom I meant.


      “No. Don’t see them about though.”


      He asked me why I was asking and I made up a reason.


      “Probably on the piss,” he said.


      Relieved, I went back and told Cindy.


      “It appears that they’ve gone,” I said.


      “That only raises another problem,” she said. “Now I’ll have to contact them somehow and tell them that the police aren’t after them. They’re obviously terrified.”


      “No,” I said, “you don’t owe them a damned thing. Let them sweat.”


      “The bastards have done enough sweating. Historically,” she said.


      I stayed silent.


      With agitated energy, lighting a cigarette as she walked, she went over to John Percy Blake.


      I resigned myself to her caprice—for one day—although I wanted to be rid of the problem, to be seated alone in a crowded auditorium, immersed in a session.


      Returning she said, “He will try,” and we began to move into the auditorium. “They’re findable, they never go far from certain territorial limits, hotels, streets.” “Like American tourists who stay at the Hilton.”


      She acknowledged my attempt at humour, or sociology, and went on, “Maybe I should start looking myself.” “God you’re impossible, Cindy—just let it be.’’


      “It was my rape,” she said sharply, “and I’ll play it any way I want.”


      As we took our seats in the auditorium Cindy said that she couldn’t help feeling that people could “tell” what had happened to her.


      Her eyes roved the faces.


      I looked at her. The body and the face are really very secretive.


      At the end of the session we broke for lunch and halfway up the aisle Cindy grabbed my arm. “Oh god, there he is, there’s one of them.”


      She dived for her cigarettes.


      I looked across, he was about eighteen or so.


      “Are the others about?” she asked.


      I could find no menace in his face.


      “No, I can see only him.”


      What would he think my role was? What was my role? She was freshly agitated, in dilemma, head down, deeply frowning. She said she’d better go over and talk with him. “No, Cindy, you don’t have to do that.”


      “Will you come?”


      “Leave it be.”


      “Will you come over with me?”


      “Only if you must.”


      “No,” she said, “you’ll only write about it.” It was a try at humour.


      “Come on.”


      “Thanks.” She took my hand, leading me over towards him.


      He moved away when he saw her coming.


      She called to him in an authoritative voice, “Alan!”


      He stopped and turned.


      He was nervous. “I came to see you, give myself up.” “You do it in a funny way, Alan,” she said, very controlled. “And where are the other two?”


      “Don’t know.” “Hadn’t we all better have a talk.”


      “It was the drink, the drink took away our heads.”


      “It was more than that, Alan.”


      I realised that I wasn’t looking at either of them and that I was absenting myself from it.


      When I looked up, he was looking at me as if I might be an official.


      She turned to me. “Leave us for a while,” she said confidentially, “and thanks.”


      “You sure?”


      “Yes, sure.”


      They went off and I was relieved to be free of the involvement, and aware also that it had passed beyond my comprehension, I had no clue what they would talk about or how.


      When they didn’t appear for the afternoon session I assumed they had found “something to talk about”. But by late afternoon I had fantasies, some discreditable, some concerned, and I eventually found a telephone and rang the motel.


      She answered.


      “Are you okay?” I asked.


      “Yes—yes, I’m fine.”


      “How did it go?”


      “You mean with Alan?”


      “Yes, of course, I mean with Alan or whoever—with the three of them.”


      “Fine.”


      “Fine!!??” I shouted. “What do you mean—fine”


      I could tell now that there was someone with her. Alan? Alan, I suppose, yes. Or the three of them.


      Or the whole fucking tribe.


      “I can’t talk now,” she said.


      “Are they there—there with you?”


      “Yes. Look I can’t talk now. I don’t want to talk about it now. Okay?”


      “Well, I think I have a right to ask.”


      “Please don’t pursue it. Don’t bring it up. We’re talking it through. Life’s very complicated. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


      “Cindy!”


      A laugh in the background, a male laugh, rushed into my ear.


      “Cindy, I was trying to take a concerned interest.”


      “I know. It’s appreciated.”


      We finished up. I kept getting a flock of signals from our conversation but couldn’t make it all out. Partly because I was angry, but it was also, well, I felt the situation was weird. The four of them closeted in a motel. The laughter.


      As I left the telephone booth I was angry again about the smoked salmon.


      My palms were wet.


      Bloody hell.


      And I felt held away, discarded, piqued. I faced then my sense of appal at the idea of them together in the motel—all right, middle-class abhorrence. I pictured the flagon of wine, the loosening of formality as what started as a “dialogue”, self-conscious, faddish therapy, weakened into male-female drinking, joking around, undertones of sexuality there all the time, cigarette litter, room-service plates, sprawling on the floor, cigarette smoke, spillings of drink, intoxication. A scene I’d witnessed with Cindy and her friends in the past many times, had participated in. It was not only that they were aboriginals from way outside her social group—my god, they were aboriginal rapists.


      And then, infuriatingly, there was another mad feeling, of being slighted, of not being “wanted at the party”. That was madness.


      Seated back in the auditorium, filling out some survey someone was conducting about the conference, I had yet another thought. The Stockholm Syndrome. Yes. I dredged it up. The Stockholm Syndrome where the aggressor and the victim form a special bond, a puzzling alliance. I’d read about it.


      But, as Cindy said, life is too complicated, and I was perhaps only hunting about for an explanation of why I was no longer required in the play. Maybe, and this was another thought not previously allowed, maybe Cindy was not all that honest. Maybe she had, in a drunken, guilty lapse of control, that night gone past the code and restrictions of her lifestyle and temperament, gone with the situation there in her college room and allowed, encouraged, the dark forces, the lower depths, to take over. I say against her lifestyle because, although she led a free life, was sexually permissive, I did not consider this sort of situation . . . Why not? Group sex situations occurred. Why not she? Why was this out of the question? There was no reason to think she hadn’t. But this led off in other directions. My memories of her when she had been seventeen and we had been in love—these memories were in rebellion. They barred the way.


      No. She was not self-deceptive and she wouldn’t have needed to deceive me if that was what had happened that night. That could have been left in joking vagueness. No. It was more likely the Stockholm Syndrome.


      Life was complicated enough but Cindy wasn’t the sort of person who used that as a reason for trying to simplify. She used it as a release from order, as a reason for allowing complication to multiply and enmesh.


      Well, I was out of it.


      As she herself would say—it was not my rape.


       Yes,the Stockholm Syndrome, I Think


      Cindy returned to the conference and our working session the next morning, again late and this time with two aboriginals, two of the Redfern Delegation. One I’d met the day before, Alan, whom she’d identified as one of those who had raped her (I found myself looking at him, thinking, well that’s a rapist is it) and another I assumed to be also one of the rapists.


      Cindy and I simply nodded as she came in. I had come away from our telephone conversation yesterday feeling pushed aside, even feeling that I was somehow a wrongdoer in some ideological sense, that I was at fault for advising her to avoid them, to by-pass the problem. I suppose it was a form of racism to feel that it was best to “have nothing more to do with it all”, but it was also a pragmatic reaction to a no-win, no-solution situation.


      I may as well say it, I found Cindy’s fraternising with them lurid and vexing. While I had read of the Stockholm Syndrome and believed that was a part explanation for what was happening with her, I found this not quite manageable in first-hand living fact.


      At the session I was glad to sit with Charles, who had been appearing and disappearing throughout the conference, which, like all extended conferences, now had a core of diligents joined now and then by floaters and visitors interested in one session or another. Maybe my sitting with Charles was also a retreat towards his conservative style away from Cindy’s flabbergasting behaviour.


      Cindy at the discussion break went to the front of the session and after whispering in the chairperson’s ear took the floor to make an announcement that she wanted to “challenge the format”.


      Charles groaned out aloud.


      She wanted, she said, for the conference—or, at least, our working group—to grant more time for aboriginals and other colonial victims, who had, she claimed, not received proportionate time and she mumbled something about “white time” and “black time” and that at least one hour a day be set aside for their statements, poems, or whatever.


      She talked of “compensatory time” for historical wrongs.


      As she spoke, I thought, well I’ll have to go along with this because of my protective feelings about Cindy and because of another general feeling—that I’d had an easy life, enjoying the privileges of being white, and what was to be lost by going along with her?


      But I suppose the tougher part of me said that I had an instinctive resistance to these simple-minded public acts of redemption.


      I could see by an impatient nervous movement of his leg and his grunts that Charles wasn’t having any of Cindy’s proposal.


      It occurred to me too that she might be displacing the intolerable experience of the rape, asking for sympathy and compensation for those who’d done it to her because she could not ask for it for herself. That she hadn’t assimilated the experience as quickly as she expected she might, that it had become an undigested distress.


      The two aboriginals didn’t say anything although I assumed they were in on the plan, that this had grown out of their “meeting” together with Cindy yesterday.


      Charles was up and attacking Cindy before I could restrain him, and anyway, how could I have restrained him?


      “No,” Charles said, “for all my sympathies—and, believe it or not, I too am a bleeding-heart liberal—we have to remember this is not a welfare organisation. This is an academic conference, basically—no offence to the poets among us.” He waved an apologising hand vaguely at the poets in the audience behind him. “We have a program to which we should stick unless there are obvious intellectual reasons why we shouldn’t.”


      He sat down and then got up again. “And you, Dr Broughton, should not need to be told that,” and sat down again.


      Hearing her addressed as “Doctor” threw me back to the night when I’d read, for the first time, the title attached to her name on the door of her college room. “Dr Broughton” seemed so less vulnerable than “Cindy”.


      “I’m utterly sick of people,” she said, angrily lighting a cigarette, “who say while-I-have-every-sympathy and then refuse to come good with any concrete assistance, who do nothing to heal the injury done. Shit, we sit here day after day talking, talking—all on fat salaries.”


      “We’re employed to talk, Dr Broughton, we’re not paid as social workers,” shouted Charles. “And anyhow, you know as well as I do that oppressed groups have to be the instruments—the authors—of their own advancement. That’s not our job.”


      I wanted to go to her and say, “Come on now, Cindy, leave it for now.”


      Professor Curtiss, an old man, nominally chairman of the whole conference, rose and talked about the “careful consideration and considerable planning by an able committee . . . no one more mindful of our obligations to the former colonial peoples . . .”


      He was listened to, but I did not think he would change the direction of the argument.


      “You’re just middle-class do-gooding,” Charles called out at Cindy, not bothering to stand, “taking your basket of revolutionary groceries to the poor . . . trying to irradiate your bland existence by associating with . . . outgroups.” He floundered, again waving a hand vaguely behind him as an unfinished statement, or apology.


      I touched his arm as he finished, restrainingly. “Take it easy—she’s close to the edge.”


      As I did this I thought, Cindy will see us talking and think I’m in on the attack.


      “What do you mean?” he asked in a loud, bad-tempered whisper.


      “I can’t explain, just go easy.”


      “She’s big enough to look after herself,” he said.


      Bisi, an African, stood up, he waited until quiet surrounded him and then he spoke. “The question to which the white Australians, including Dr Broughton, might address themselves is this. Do they know, do they have comprehension, of just how much they themselves are injured? How much they are the real victims to colonialism? That they, as the abandoned children of the colonisers, have wounds that they cannot see, that they, having not yet gained a true independence not having, so to speak, been through fire and anger and violence against the metropolitan country, have not yet experienced the anguish of true independence. Have not, as we in Africa, and the United States, historically, and India has, have not yet found an identity through independent behaviour in world politics . . .”


      There were murmurings of assent from around the room.


      Cindy said anxiously, “No, look, don’t misunderstand me . . . all I wanted . . .


      Bisi put up a hand to silence her and went on. “Assuredly, I do not misunderstand, Dr Broughton. Before you white Australians start offering to heal us, or the black people of this country, I might suggest that you are more in need of political healing, of liberation, of growth, that in many ways you remain political children »»


      More assent from those who liked a bit of moral flagellation. Markham, for instance, in a solemn voice said, “Too true.”


      Cindy began, “I really think we are basically in agreement—I’ll amend that to whatever you think . . .” Bisi continued, “I am far from certain that we are in basic agreement, Dr Broughton, but, be that as it may, I want to point out that your Prime Minister—called by you,


      I believe, “The Prefect”—embodies all the values of your colonial masters. He is a type well known to us from the Third World—we know him in the person of the plantation manager, we know him as the comprador. May I suggest that time be set aside for the white Australians to consider their confusion, their wounds.”


      He took his seat, one hand carefully smoothing his kaftan under him.


      Cindy, her voice even closer to breaking point, said, “I didn’t mean to be patronising, quite rightly, I should have included ourselves, I mean . . .”


      Charles rose up again. “It seems we are getting even further from the purpose of this conference.”


      He sat down and, turning to me, said, “What did you mean earlier about her?”


      “I can’t tell you, just let it go.”


      He was quite bad tempered because it was obvious that the vote would go with Cindy, and he fumed when it was taken and the session agreed to give the last hour of the remaining two days to “post colonialism”. There was an amendment about “whites being permitted to read poems or make statements on the subject of post colonialism”.


      “As long as they are self-abasing,” added Charles. And turning again to me he said, “So much for intellectual rigour—the African takes the mickey out of them but they go on with political games. Well, now tell me about Dr Broughton.”


      “It doesn’t matter now.”


      He said that he planned to have the decision overturned somehow.


      “Please don’t, Charles, don’t hector her.”


      “You’re playing some mysterious game,” he said, quite rightly irritated.


      “Come outside.”


      I felt that further opposition to Cindy from Charles on top of the criticism from Bisi might be enough to push her over the edge. I noticed that I still had an impulse to throw her to the dogs, to let her be punished for having allowed this to happen, but there was my protectiveness—still limply there after the passing of years. Left over from that early love.


      It seemed unimportant now for Charles to try to defeat her. The conference had only two days to run, by late afternoon numbers had always shrunk. Who cared?


      I put this to Charles in the corridor.


      “If you keep giving away corners you lose the middle,” he said.


      I again suggested that it was bad for Cindy.


      “But give me one damn reason for not opposing her—she’s supposed to be tough.”


      I decided to tell him.


      “Look, this is confidential and when I tell you, you’ll see why.” I told him of the rape.


      “Who?!”


      “The two she came in with, the two aboriginals.” “Bullshit!”


      His face filled with disbelief. “I don’t believe it.” “Actually three of them.”


      “Come on,” he said, “make it four.”


      “Why should I make it up?”


      He shrugged. “To shield her. You’re old lovers. Aren’t you supposed to be legendary lovers?”


      “I just ask you to believe it, leave things be.”


      “How do you know about the alleged rape?”


      “I walked in on it.”


      He looked at my face. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I just don’t find it very real. Why is she in there now?” He pointed into the lecture room.


      I rubbed my face wearily, I knew that it was going to be difficult to convince him of the Stockholm Syndrome idea. Before I could start he broke in again, “And why isn’t she in hospital?”


      “Charles—males are all a bit hazy about these things. Listen . . .” I told him about the Stockholm Syndrome and what seemed to be her way of therapeutically working through the trauma.


      “Now that is craziness,” he said with emphasis. “You are off the air,” he cried. “This conference and you—infectious irrationality.”


      He looked at me again, as if looking for other explanations—as if what I’d told him was some bizarre attempt to divert him, or was an attempt at deadpan humour. He shook his head and turned away from me, going back into the room. I stood at the door, not going back in.


      At the door I listened while Charles announced that he wouldn’t be attending any “compulsory political reeducation” and would arrange another meeting room for those who wanted to go on with the “conference proper”.


      “Screw you!” Cindy shouted, breaking into tears. She looked around frantically, picked up a wooden-backed duster from the table and hurled it at Charles, hitting him on the forehead.


      In doing so she knocked over a glass of water on the table and it dripped, loudly it seemed, on to the floor, taking everyone’s attention.


      “You racist,” she cried, “you conservative deadshit.”


      Charles almost lost his glasses from the blow. He took them off, looked at them trembling, saying, “Charming, charming”, touching his head gingerly with his hand.


      He bent down, looking for his conference satchel, found it, stood up, said something about “the standard of discussion” and left the room, passing me at the door without a word.


      Someone shouted after him, “Don’t get in a lift with us—if you have any sense.”


      Others began to leave, perhaps voting with their feet, but a small group gathered around Cindy supportively and I heard her talking in a high, loud, hostile voice, still upset.


      I caught up with Charles on the stairs, he was still making exploratory touchings of his forehead.


      “You okay?” I asked.


      “She could have knocked out an eye,” he said. “It’s fortunate she didn’t have a machine gun.”


      I decided that he was still closed to any explanations or defence of Cindy.


      I walked alongside him, down the stairs.


      “They say the biggest crop raised in Dixie is guilt,” I said.


      “Sometimes,” he said, slightly amazed, “you come up with the most oddly inappropriate things to say.”


      I shrugged.


      He said that he’d had enough of conferences and would probably try to get an evening flight home.

    

  


  
    
      Writing Yourself

      a Proper Narrative


      “Do you remember me?”


      Aes? Bees? Cees? Dees? Aitches—Kays. Kay Harris? No, not Harris.


      “Kay,” I said, “Kay Norris. Of course I remember you.”


      A seminar.


      An adult education seminar in North Queensland.


      “This is a long way from North Queensland,” I ventured.


      “Not so far across country. And I saw your name on the list of speakers.”


      “That’s flattering.”


      A drunken night.


      “I flew myself down,” she said.


      “I’m impressed.”


      And the letter, hell yes.


      “You didn’t answer that letter, but I understand why. I mean, a silly thirty-eight year old woman from a property in North Queensland with a lot of silly ideas. But you don’t know what that weekend meant to me.”


      A drunken night. John. Confessional drinking.


      “Could I speak with you alone?” she asked.


      I was sitting in the outdoor student cafeteria with some other people from the conference. She crouched the way a girl would.


      “Of course.”


      We moved away from the table and found a place on the grass.


      “I actually want to use you,” she said.


      “Go ahead, use me.”


      The letter, yes.


      “In my letter I hinted at things but you didn’t answer. I want to leave my husband and to get off that blasted property and down south to the city.”


      She was the only person in North Queensland, I recalled her telling me, who took Forum magazine. She had to subscribe because the village newsagent wouldn’t handle it and even the postmistress had commented about it.


      “I want to get to hell out of it and come down to the city.”


      I said that didn’t seem to be a difficult exercise, giving it no thought. “Place an advertisement—‘attractive thirty-eight year old, well read, desires . . . but I realised then that I was being too flippant. “I’m sorry,” I said, “that life hasn’t worked out for you down on the farm.”


      I couldn’t stop myself.


      “I didn’t go there,” she said, stubbornly serious, “I was born there! I grew up five miles from where I live now.” “Yes, I’m sorry, I remember now.”


      “External Studies saved me. I was born again—I .kid you not.”


      Four children.


      “But as I said,” she went on, “I want to use you.” “Yes, sure.”


      “Could you help me rehabilitate myself—in the city?” “How could I do that . . .?”


      “Could you introduce me around, help me meet people—find a place to live—which suburb should I live in? Where are all you trendies living now? You see, I don’t even know that. And about schools—for the youngest kids.”


      My mind spread like the two pointed legs of a caliper, stretching between the North Queensland cattle station and the cafes and bars of the city. And not quite making the distance.


      “I want to meet people who talk.”


      I pulled a face.


      “But I do! Before I go MAD!” “Oh come off it, Kay.” I tried to make her come back to cynicism. “You’re the one who’s got it made. Flying to conferences in your own aircraft.”


      “What would you know!”


      I took her point.


      “But we don’t,” I said. “Well, it’s not like that.”


      I sometimes think we should sit up all night discussing Marquez or arguing about Althusserian marxism, but we never seem to. Did we once?


      But, yes, I suppose in a ragged way, in an indirect way, we discussed Big Ideas. If that was what Kay was on about.


      “I’m a member of anything that looks intellectual—you name it—” she said. “Whales—the Institute of Political Science—you should see the magazines I get. The Humanists. But I’m just a postal member of it all.”


      “My friends are . . .” I stalled, Don says we’re worried hedonists. “Well, we’re not really heavies like that.”


      “Oh come on . . .” she said disbelieving. “I sometimes have day-dreams about being in the city with you people.” She paused. “With people like you and John. Is he still with the Department?”


      “Yes.”


      “But he’s not here? At the conference?”


      “No, not that I know of.”


      “The magazines drove my husband to a rage—I would read the ‘New Statesperson’ while he read the Maronoa Grazier.”


      I wouldn’t mind that. I saw myself on a wide, cool verandah after a hard day’s mustering, a cold Heineken beer, a well-read wife, sun setting on the acres.


      Hectares.


      “I flaunt them,” she said. “I go to a couple of residential schools a year and sometimes a WEL conference, or something like that, and I think he prefers that to me having an affair in the district.” She laughed. “With an aboriginal stockman.”


      She looked consciously outgoing in her jeans, crafted jewellery, her hair in bunches. Boots. Frye boots.


      “Poor man,” she said, shifting on the grass, “I parade my intellectual superiority.”


      She told me how some days she would make herself a French-style lunch, set the table in the dim dining room away from the Queensland sun, serve herself champagne and read a magazine, “something a thousand miles from Queensland—New York magazine or something like that”, and would pretend she was in an intellectual cafe in Soho or Greenwich Village or somewhere. “Isn’t that crazy?”


      It sounded all right to me.


      “The help around the place think I’m crazy.”


      She asked me if we had regular clubs. “Or is it just an informal thing?”


      How is it?


      “Long lunches. It’s all rather haphazard.”


      And we didn’t have as many lunches now as we did once.


      “You must, well, have cafes where you all go.” “Where who go?”


      “The intelligentsia.”


      “Intelligentsia—we don’t hear that word much. Oh yes, there are restaurants where you would be likely to see people you know.”


      She was quiet and then said with an exaggerated firmness, “I don’t intend to have anything to do with drugs.”


      “Drugs?”


      “I suppose it’s sort of obligatory to have something to do with drugs.”


      I laughed. “My friends are drunks.”


      “I think it’s rather serious, don’t you?”


      “These things are around.”


      I was trying to look back on my life in the city, to see what shape it was. Loose groupings. I think we still had envious suspicions that there were other “preferable” groups, superior to “our group”, vaguely existing somewhere. “Group” was even too strong a word to describe us now.


      “Originally most of us came to work in the city or to university,” I said, “and we found ourselves—it came about imperceptibly, one didn’t join, it was all imperceptible, accidents of time, age, and occupation.”


      I wasn’t putting this very well.


      “I’d be happy,” I said, “to be just going to conferences, schools and such, and then running back to a property in North Queensland and the serenity of rural life.” Trying to joke.


      “I worry about the kids and drugs,” she went on, pulling at the grass. “The other two are away at school but the two youngest would have to come with me to the city.” “Yes,” I said, “I suppose drugs offer status and pleasure to kids. Instantly. The escapade.”


      “I don’t think there is any status in drugs,” she said defiantly.


      . “We mightn’t,” I said, “but I’m saying that kids do.” “I just don’t see that.”


      We lapsed into silence. I felt that might be the end of it. But she went on. “Am I doing the right thing?”


      “How would I be able to know that?”


      And what we don’t know is how many kids are al?le to try drugs and give them away.


      “Is John still separated from Marjorie?” she asked. She played with the grass, running her palm over it. That was it. She’d had a night with John. It came back to me now. That night we went back to the motel, all of us, after the panel discussion in the Town Hall. I saw her now in recollection, leaning into John there on the floor of the motel room.


      “Yes, as far as I know.”


      “Does he take anyone out?”


      “Well, I don’t see much of John. And we don’t say ‘taking someone out’ any more—in the city.”


      She blushed.


      I touched her. “I’m only teasing you.”


      “Is he still fond of me, do you think? . . . I wrote to him too . . . I know that isn’t cool, but I wrote and told him I was leaving Harry.”


      She looked at me and rolled her eyes. “He didn’t answer either.”


      I couldn’t think of a conference or such where I’d been with John and he hadn’t had a night with a student.


      How many letters like that did he get?


      “John has a reputation,” I said, hunting for the word. “He’s known as a cocksman.”


      She coloured. “Oh,” she said, “that was pretty obvious, I suppose.”


      Then she said the word “cocksman” as if learning it. “Cocksman.” Putting the word in her mouth.


      She looked intently at me. “You’re not happy about me coming down to the city.”


      She put her hand on mine as if to extract complete frankness from me, but it was intentionally ambiguous too—it involved some sexual possibility, “a payment”. For all her humanism, the gestures of integrity that she gave out, there was also a calculating person there, speaking through her hand.


      “I refuse,” I said laughing, holding up my hands, breaking the touch. “I can’t even make my own life decisions.”


      “I’m not asking you to do that. Just to help me find somewhere to live, basically. I wrote to John but he didn’t answer. I don’t want to ask him.”


      “But what if you came down and found yourself desperately unhappy. My friends and I have enough trouble coping with each other.”


      “I see, I’m not up to club membership,” she said. “That’s what you’re trying to say.”


      She was both aggressive and, at the same time, asking me to deny this possibility.


      “There is no club.”


      She changed to a knowing, “worldly” tone. “I—I know it isn’t all heady discussion—I’m not that naive—the glittering first nights.”


      I was tired of the conversation.


      “I’m saying,” she said, “only that I have to get out of what I’m in now.”


      I wondered.


      “You know,” she said, “I envy you people so much that I almost hate you.”


      That sounded honest.


      I said, “You wouldn’t if you saw an overview of our lives. Thank god no one looks down on any one of us over, say, twenty-four hours.”


      The elaborate self-deceptions, anxiety attacks.


      “You don’t really know how fortunate people like you are, you.really don’t,” she said, exhibiting anger.


      “Oh come off it, Kay.”


      She changed tone again.


      “I suppose you’re active in the uranium thing.”


      She made it sound like one of the advantages of city life—the opera, the theatre, the “uranium thing”.


      “I haven’t done my homework,” I said tiredly, “but the technological argument seems stalemated to me.”


      “It’s dreadful stuff. If you had children you’d feel differently.”


      She took an emphatic voice. “I was sure you’d be against uranium. Even cattlemen’s wives in North Queensland are against it.”


      I forced out a reply. “I sometimes think now that if I want something to happen it’s not likely to happen. Anything I’m for is likely to be defeated.”


      “I suppose that’s the sort of grim, hopeless thing I’ll have to say if I come down and get in with your group.” “For godsake, Kay, stop talking like that.”


      I noticed then out of the corner of my eye that Cindy had come into the cafeteria on the far side.


      She sat alone writing, looking serious.


      I pointed her out to Kay to change the subject and to recklessly shove Kay’s nose into something more sordidly real. I told her that Cindy had been sexually assaulted. “She’s an old friend of mine from the city,” I said. “Sexually assaulted?”


      Her eyes went to Cindy and then back to me.


      “Yes, and by a couple of aboriginal delegates.”


      “Here? At the conference?”


      Her eyes went back to Cindy, staring.


      “I didn’t hear anything about it,” she said.


      “She didn’t tell anyone.”


      “She didn’t?”


      “No.”


      “She didn’t go to the police?” “No.”


      She frowned and then said, “Oh—because of the way the police treat rape victims.”


      “No, because of the aboriginals.”


      “Well,” she said, “well, nothing like that happens up North.”


      “Perhaps Cindy will introduce you to them.”


      She looked back at me with a jerk. “What a callous thing to say.”


      I had to go.


      “But no,” she said softly, “that’s just your way of handling it. Being ironical.”


      I regretted breaking Cindy’s confidence.


      “I’ve read all the rape material,” she said, “that’s come out.”


      “Oh go back to the farm,” I said, suddenly. “Stay on the farm.”


      The conversation seemed suddenly to be very skewed. “How rude,” she said, but then began to ingratiate herself again almost immediately, “but I suppose I asked for it . . .”


      “I have to go.”


      I left her sitting on the grass.


      On the pathway I acknowledged that, yes, of course there were life traps, and she was possibly in one, or maybe not. And perhaps I had some small responsibility to her.


      No. I really thought she was novelising her fairly decent, affluent life, giving herself a part in some sort of feminist narrative. But all right, affluence did not shield us from problems of the psyche.


      No, I did not think she was seriously planning to leave her husband or in crisis. She was just writing herself a faddish narrative and not doing it well.


      And I shouldn’t have brought Cindy into it.


      But I owed Kay the benefit of the doubt. I supposed I could help. I turned back.


      I got to the door of the cafeteria.


      Kay had now gone over and was introducing herself to Cindy.

    

  


  
    
      Only the Interaction

      of Complex Things


      “Anderson, in contrast, wholly rejected the concept of total system and with it that concept of ‘meaning’ or Cosmic Significance . . . ‘We have to recognise the accident,’ Anderson writes, i.e., the fact that there is no totality or system of things . . .” As I make a note of something suggested by this I see an unrelated note written in my note book about Cindy many months before .the conference. I had noted down that she had found that a friend, Anna, with whom she shared a large, rambling house, was secretly wearing her clothes. “For the concept of total system Anderson substituted, one might be tempted to say, the concept of space-time. To be is to have a place not in the unfolding of the spirit, but simply in time and space . . .” Cindy is not following the lecture. She is her restless, smoking self, sitting, I am about to say, “flagrantly” with one of the aboriginals. “. . . To be in space-time is, of course, to have certain properties, to have position, duration, successors and predecessors, extension and surroundings . . .” Cindy was a pub-Andersonian—a Libertarian—from the old days. She had “received” Libertarianism, as I had, in those years back, in an unformulated way from a thousand conversations at the Royal George and in a disorganised way from papers and articles. We had made Libertarianism a total system. She’d since gone in other directions but I didn’t know how far. She’d had a child. I’d been out of contact with her during the baby years. We had all drifted from those old circles. She’d told me only in the last year or so that she had been a “Vadim’s person” too. That she had gone frequently to that legendary cafe in the days of Nation magazine. I’d been silently curious and wounded to realise that she had been a “Vadim’s person” during the two years that we’d been in love but we had never gone there together. I was never a Vadim’s person. When I had been a late-night subeditor on the Financial Review, I suppose it was about then, she had spent the evenings at Vadim’s. We never asked where the other had been. But maybe it wasn’t during the time when we had been together, maybe she had the years confused. She had lied about her age and other things for so long she had probably lost possession of conventional time. She had been, then, astoundingly perfidious. Devious. It was hard to believe this of her because we had belonged to a group which made a fetish out of being free of illusion and harshly honest. But some things she had chosen to be dishonest about for no good reason. I would have been interested in her going to Vadim’s. I would have thought that to be a good thing. Instead, she hadn’t mentioned it, had not brought back any gossip except perhaps by attributing it elsewhere. So while I had been sweating over bounced headlines, layouts which didn’t fit and the alien language of finance, she had drunk wine, played chess and talked with one of the significant groupings in the city’s history. “. . . People in general do not think very much about the goodness of their activities. They are simply to be found trying to make discoveries, or to produce works of art, exhibiting love or courage, or, on the other hand, imposing obligations on themselves or others, because they are made that way, i.e. because their character, in relation to their history, has so developed . . .” My foot is aching, Anderson, and I have warts for the first time in my life. I used to worry about any slight physical defect, or acne. Now I think, well that’s caused by stress, or age, or that’s an old wound. I do not strive to repair or restore the body to youthful perfection. “. . . Anderson says that Laplacean determinism begins with the hypothesis that ‘If we could give a complete account of the present state of the universe’, but that is ruled out by logic . . . there is no static universe and there is no complete description. Anderson was a retrospective determinist but did not hold that a determinist could ever be predictive.” But we live by the illusion of an unchanging self, we have the illusion too of control and decision making, and we proceed as if we have a working analysis of the future. Our consciousness refuses the truth that we are “slow-burning fires”. Cindy, yes, Cindy’s friend Anna was, she thought, stealing her personality by secretly wearing her clothes. Her first assumption had been that Anna was trying to look like her to attract away Cindy’s men friends. I suggested that it might be Anna’s way of private adoration of Cindy. But Cindy had decided it was Anna’s attempt to be like her. “. . . Anderson mockingly said, ‘Are we to learn how societies work in order that we may introduce our particular variations into them? In other words, are we to “use” laws that we think we know and in so doing obey laws that we do not know! What partisans of scientific “helpfulness” do not grasp is that theories occur as features of social movements, not as individual forces, that they are descriptions, indices, of what we are doing rather than guides for future conduct . . . they pursue a line of policy under the pretence that it is universal . . . and the illusion that if we could only “learn to agree” we would be bound to agree on something. But whatever we might know about what we are doing, there are always things based on the unconscious, reasons based on the irrational.’ But Anderson does not allow us to take a moral holiday. The assumption of meaninglessness can itself be a defence mechanism, as Freud has shown . . .” Ah, but we took a holiday in the old days. Libertarianism was an exit visa to avoid the complications of a fully operational life, many of us closed down, rationalised the closure of our abilities and our alcoholism by professing a belief in philosophical absurdity and the futility of endeavour. We promoted a sense of futility to excuse a deficient life, we were even deficient at being hedonist. We thought it wrong to care about what we did.


      What I assume to be two plainclothes detectives appear at the door of the auditorium. One of them leans forward and asks someone near the door a question. The person looks around and points at Cindy. Cindy is self-preoccupied and I doubt if she is listening to the lecture. She does not notice the police. The detective asks something of a person at the end of her row and the message passes along the row to Cindy, who looks up with a jerk and sees the police. She points at herself and the detective nods. She gets up, gathering her two bags. Why two bags? A hangover from motherhood? And then she crabs her way along the aisle.


      . . . Anderson says we may try to escape from risk by lapsing into servility, by accepting absolute authorities, but to do this is to take an even greater risk . . . there is no total system, only the interaction of complex things . . .”


      The presence of the police must have to do with the incident. She reaches the police and together they leave the auditorium, all eyes on them. I wonder if I should join her but feel that I am not at present seen by her as a comrade. And I feel hellishly guilty for having broken her confidence with Kay Norris (and, I suppose, with Charles too).


      Anna. Cindy had gone to a photographic exhibition at an art gallery. In the exhibition was a photograph of Anna at another photographic exhibition opening (the opening of the photographic exhibition was the subject matter of all the photographs in this second exhibition) and she was dressed in Cindy’s clothing and jewellery.


      Cindy reappears in the auditorium, without her bags, and she looks around, sees me, and comes up the aisle to where I am sitting.


      “You deadshit,” she says in a strong whisper, “you brought the police into this.”


      “Me? I haven’t anything to do with the police.”


      The people around us are listening.


      “If you thought you were helping me or protecting me from myself or some such scheme, you were wrong. You’ve done immense damage.”


      Before this madness can be straightened out she leaves me and goes back out of the auditorium, presumably back to the two detectives. I do not know what is happening and do not particularly care. Surely, though, Charles didn’t go to the police with the story. I couldn’t imagine it.


      . . . what lies behind motive and wish?—social conditions, social conditioning, ancestry, and atavism.” Anna. Cindy’s friend Anna eventually had a telephone voice which was indistinguishable from Cindy’s. When Cindy found this out she asked Anna to stop doing it. Anna pleaded that she did not understand. Was unaware of it.


      Cindy and I are not as close now as we were. This incident and my role in it has been an indicator. The assistance I’ve offered her has been conscientious, obligatory, rather than instinctive. Holding on to friends, as Cindy and I have tried to do with each other over the years, fails regardless of wish and will. There is an unwanted awareness that there is no longer the same engagement or enjoyment coming from the friendship and no matter how one doesn’t want this, there is no technique for reviving it, no way of manipulating oneself into remaining a friend. But Anna. Finally Cindy confronted Anna. Coming home late one night she found Anna in her clothing. She ordered Anna to take off her clothes. Anna undressed there before her and had on not only Cindy’s dress and jewellery but also her underwear—bra, slip, panties. Anna stepped out of the clothing and stood naked before Cindy, and then confessed her love for her and tried to kiss her. They had kissed but Cindy told her she would have to leave the house. “I am inveterately heterosexual and it is too late for me to change.”


      Eric Bottral, ex-trade union leader, is dozing forward, tripping that mechanism which prevents us falling to the floor, re-awakes us to allow us to appear immediately alert. I decide to hell with the lecture and to hell with Horne’s Rule. I gather my papers and move out of the auditorium, stopping at where Eric is seated.


      It occurs to me that, paradoxically, now that Eric is no longer a star, no longer a leading participant at the conferences, and not invited officially to this one, he attends the sessions dutifully. He and I had not missed a lecture. In the old days he spent most of the conference in bars—at the sub-conference.


      He becomes immediately alert, concealing his sleepiness. “Too philosophic for me, boyoh.”


      “Come for a drink?”


      “Too right,” he says, getting his satchel. “Another minute and I would have been asleep.”


      “. . . there is only the interaction of complex things which cannot be fully known and will have changed by the time they are known, and will be changed by knowing them . . .”


      “You missed the police drama, Eric.”


      “Police?”


      We reach the door, Cindy and the police are not about. “You could have chaired a protest about police disruption.”


      This is a reference to another conference.


      “I saw no bloody police.”


      I laugh. “They came to interview Cindy Broughton.” “What’s she done?”


      “Don’t know, Eric, traffic offence maybe.”


      “You must explain this lecture to old Eric, this Andersonianism. I’m forever hearing about this Anderson.”


      “You must still be mixing with those Push women, Eric.”


      “It’s their middle-class flesh.”


      I look at Eric reprimandingly.


      “It’s the class taboo—that’s what one of them told me, boyoh.”


      He winks at me and we leave the auditorium lobby out into the bright sunshine.

    

  


  
    
      Only the Interaction

      of Confusing Things


      I opened the door of my room to confront the Master of the College and a Detective-Sergeant Hogarth and a Detective-Constable someone.


      Could I “give assistance concerning a young aboriginal lad we have in custody on a rather serious matter”?


      They were the two who had come to the auditorium yesterday.


      The Master of the College excused himself.


      We remained at the door. The constable peered into the room, he either had not seen inside a college room before or suspected that I was harbouring a fugitive.


      I became aware of the locker I had illegally opened to look at the student’s letters.


      They addressed me as “Doctor” (which I savoured) rather than using the police technique of first-name confidentiality.


      They said that maybe I could tell them something which might “help the lad”.


      I was racing with caution. What had happened here? Surely Cindy hadn’t made a statement to the police? What did the police know and how could I avoid implicating anyone—if that was the right thing to do? I was sure they weren’t interested in “helping the lad”.


      “You’ll have to tell me more—explain,” I said. “I don’t quite follow.”


      “You do not know to what we refer?”


      “No—not yet.” “Our visit does not elicit surprise at our presence?”


      What does not what? Detective Hogarth was doing the talking.


      “Well . . .”


      Only Cindy could have told the police. Charles wouldn’t have. Who else?


      She must have given my name at the auditorium yesterday when they interviewed her. But had she again reversed her position? Did she now want the aboriginals punished? Had her way of coping with it taken another twist?


      “You say an aboriginal is in custody—from this conference?” I asked.


      How did they get on to Cindy? Did I now tell them what I knew? Should I protect Cindy—from what and how?—and/or should I shield the aboriginals, and why? Did I look after myself by avoiding complications, and how?


      “Yes,” said Hogarth, “yes, we have him in custody. He’s made a statement, come clean.”


      “And where do I come into this?”


      Were my responses already telling them more than I thought?


      “Your name has come up in the course of the investigation.”


      That could only have been from Cindy.


      It was a game of Master Mind. Or was that just paranoia, maybe there was nothing skilful about their questioning.


      How could I avoid becoming entangled in court proceedings?


      “Don’t you wish to assist in this matter, Doctor?” Hogarth said with pretended incredulity.


      To my chagrin I felt sweat on my brow.


      Could I be prosecuted for obstruction?


      “You’re perspiring,” the constable said.


      “We felt sure you would want to assist in this matter, given that it involves your young lady friend.”


      A shift in their tactics. At least it meant that they were talking tactically and not straightforwardly.


      “But I’m not sure what’s being investigated—what are the charges?”


      I showed some impatience.


      “Charges will be laid following the completion of our investigation.”


      How were they holding the aboriginal then?


      “Look, really, I have no statement to make.”


      I felt firmer.


      “You will not assist then in our inquiries?”


      Hogarth pronounced it as m-queeries.


      “I can’t make a statement at this point—is Dr Broughton making a complaint, laying charges?”


      They regurgitated some jargon about “pending the outcome of the investigations”.


      Maybe Cindy had yielded to stress, to police pressure.


      “I’m afraid there is nothing that I could say that would help.”


      “Your woman friend gets herself raped and you won’t help us clear the matter up?” Hogarth said, dropping the false tone of respect but still with exaggerated incredulity. “Is that how I understand it?”


      They stood their ground, their last ploy.


      “Well, is that all?” I said, moving myself, and them, out into the hallway.


      They said good afternoon and within earshot the constable said to the sergeant, “Choice sort of boyfriend for a girl to have.”


      “Very choice, constable,” Hogarth said.


      I had a sense of insecurity. Were they now waiting for me to do something? Was I making life hard for Cindy without knowing it? Had I pushed the matter into deeper water?


      Something had obviously happened that I didn’t know about.


      I went immediately to the public telephones of the college. One of the two booths was occupied by a student singing a wine commercial from television over the telephone to a friend. God is never ponderous.


      I rang Cindy at the motel.


      “I’m not speaking to you,” she said abruptly.


      “But listen,” I said, “the police have been at me—what’s going on, what have you done?’’


      “I thought you’d been spilling yourself to the police already,’’ she said.


      “Don’t talk nonsense—why would I do that? How would I do that?”


      “How did the police get on to Jack then? How did they come to arrest him?”


      “How the fuck would I know! Who the hell is Jack?” We held a burning, hostile silence which changed to mutual confusion—I could almost feel the change.


      “You didn’t talk to them?” she said, her voice quietening.


      “No, of course not.”


      “Before they came to the auditorium?”


      “Why would I?”


      I said that I would come to the motel and we’d talk about it.


      “Yes,” she said, “you’d better come over. There’s something gone dreadfully wrong.”


      At the motel Cindy opened the door, she took my hands as I came in.


      I was privately thankful that there were no aboriginal rapists lurking, lounging around.


      “I see now,” she said worriedly, “or, at least, I think I see now what has happened.”


      The brandy bottle was almost empty. I’d paid a hundred percent mark-up on that. I guessed they’d drunk it during their “dialogue”.


      Somehow, she said, the police must have gotten on to Jack, one of the aboriginals involved, the one the other two hadn’t been able to find. She thought now that he must have surrendered to the police.


      “What did you tell them at the auditorium?” I asked. “I don’t really know, I was still in some shock,” she said, disturbed. “I asked them if you’d contacted them. I really don’t know what I said.”


      I sat down, she remained standing.


      “Jack must have thought the police were after him,” she said. “Maybe they got him on some other charge like drunkenness and he confessed to the rape—something like that might have happened.”


      “But they can’t do anything without you laying charges.”


      “Maybe they’re just using it to harass him, and us—a chance to get at a few university types and to kick around an aboriginal boy.”


      “God, if we feel paranoid and confused—how must he feel?”


      “Don’t say you’re finding a radical consciousness?” she said with a brief smile. “But what do we do next?”


      “I’m sure they can’t touch him without you laying charges.”


      “Ho ho.”


      “What about the other two?”


      “They’ve left, or at least they haven’t been turning up at the sessions.” She gave a small laugh. “They left me to handle the afternoon sessions.”


      “I thought they were all supposed to stick together—tribal brothers. Why haven’t they got him out?” “It’s not the time for that sort of joking.”


      “We don’t know that he is still in custody.”


      “We could get a lawyer to find out.”


      “That might complicate life for everyone. If we get formal, they might get nasty. Start shuttling him about. Putting us through hoops.”


      It seemed to me that we were in for police unpleasantness anyhow—covert interrogation, the police runaround.


      “Shit,” Cindy said, moving about like a wound-up toy. “Oh shit.”


      “All right,” I said, “let’s go down and bail him out, or whatever we have to do. If they don’t release him, we’ll get a lawyer.”


      She hesitated and then said, “Yes, you’ll have to come. But what will we do with him when we get him out? I can’t bring him back here. But I suppose I’ll have to. I suppose I can book him in here.”


      “He can look after himself!”


      “Will you stay the night if I get him a room here?” “I don’t think you have to bring him back here.”


      “Will you?”


      “Yes, of course. But I’m against it.”


      “Have you much money?”


      I looked in my wallet and told her what I had.


      We had no idea what bail, if any, would be needed.


      Cindy booked another room at reception on our way out.


      “I’ve been bailed out twice, but I’ve never had to bail anyone out,” I said, surprising myself as I remembered this.


      “Yes,” she said, “I’ve been bailed out twice but never done it for anyone. A sign of something. And we were together on one of those occasions.”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      At the police station our first problem was that we didn’t know the aboriginal’s surname. But Hogarth came out eventually after the police at the desk had feigned busyness and shown indifference.


      “You’ve come to clear this matter up?” Hogarth asked, coming around to our side of the counter, no coat, gun holster showing, almost warm to us.


      “No,” Cindy said, “we’ve come to bail him out. Or to secure his release.”


      “You what!”


      “If you tell us what bail he’s on, we’ll bail him out.”


      “And what charge is he on?” I asked.


      He looked at me and changed his demeanour. “And what’s your role in this?”


      “Friend.”


      “Well friends stay in the front office.” He turned to Cindy. “If you have anything to say, Miss Broughton, you come inside.”


      She looked at me and then went with him into a room marked “Detectives”, leaving me in the front office. The desk constable gave me a glance of dull curiosity.


      I watched him slowly peck out some typing.


      I waited twenty minutes.


      An arrested drunk was taken through.


      I then went to the door of the detectives’ room and opened it.


      The desk constable said, “Hey—if you want to see someone, ask me. You can’t go in there.”


      I went in, ignoring him, and saw two other detectives, shoulder holsters showing, and Cindy sitting at a desk with Hogarth, who was typing.


      He looked up.


      The constable came in behind me.


      Cindy appeared to be reading a page of typing.


      I heard one of the detectives say, in the background, “And then, of course, the car wouldn’t start . . .” Hogarth said, “What do you want?”


      “What’s the problem?” I said to Cindy.


      She was distrait. “I’m just giving them a statement and then they’ll let him go.”


      “A statement?”


      “I’ll tell you later.”


      “Get him out,” Hogarth said to the constable.


      “Do you need a lawyer—should I get one?”


      “Get him out of here,” Hogarth said.


      “No,” she said, “it’s not like that.”


      The constable’s hand came down on my arm and I went out with him.


      I sat down again in the front office.


      I wished I’d brought a book along.


      Cindy appeared in about another fifteen minutes looking tired, biting her little fingernail, and with her was Jack.


      Together the three of us left the station.


      Outside I introduced myself to Jack.


      “I’m sorry,” Cindy said, carelessly, “I should’ve introduced you.”


      Cindy turned to Jack and said, “Here,” and gave him about fifty dollars. “Find somewhere to stay and go back home.”


      He muttered thanks and took the money, looked at me cautiously and then went off down the street into the city night.


      “I was going to talk to him,” I said brightly, “I was prepared to make an effort.”


      We walked in the other direction and came to a small comer grass area. “But it was probably the best idea to let him go his own way. But you didn’t have to give him my fifty bucks.”


      We sat on a park seat.


      She was trembling. “It’s all too much,” she said. “What was their game?” I said. “What was all that about a statement?”


      “They wanted to charge him—came on very heavy—in the end I had to make a statement saying I had sex with him voluntarily.”


      “They can’t do that!”


      “Oh come on—” she said, “in this state they can do anything.”


      “But why did you go along with it? They really can’t do it.”


      “I made the statement and I actually enjoyed throwing it in their faces. I even gave them some prurient details.” “We could take action against them for harassment.” “You haven’t heard the worst yet.”


      “But we could take some action—file a complaint with the Attorney-General. And what about Jack—false arrest?”


      “Shut up,” she cried, “just shut up—you don’t know.” “Well tell me.”


      “In a final effort to get me to lay charges—because he had admitted to the rape—they came up with his record. He had a record including a sex crime with a child. He was released six months ago.”


      “Oh no,” I said. “I see. Well. That kind of blows it.” We sat in crushed silence.


      “Did you see the record?”


      “I don’t think they actually have a ‘record’ there in a station—they get it from a central place by telephone, unless it was all some act. But I had to play it through, I just took a deep breath and prayed they were lying. I decided to put my trust in the aboriginal—for no good reason.”


      “Shit.”


      I put my arm around her.


      “Their parting remark was that they hoped I’d watch the newspapers for news of his next rape.”


      “Nice.”


      “When you have a child you think simultaneously of their interests.”


      “Did you ask him—Jack?”


      She gave a pained smile of resignation. “No, I didn’t want to know.”


      We sat there.


      “It’s the hard cases, aren’t they supposed to be the best for us?”


      “What are you talking about?” she said.


      “Lawyers say something about hard cases make good law.”


      “No,” she said, “they say the opposite.”


      She burst out in self-anger. “Oh shit, we’re impossible-—here we are talking like this and there’s been all this tragic, sordid, historical drama.”


      She wiped away her tears as they formed.

    

  


  
    
      A Cat Called Teleosis


      A word had strayed into the conference from some lecture given well before the conference, from one of the thousand lectures given in that room there at the university. The word was “teleosis”. It had at some time gone from the mouth of a lecturer on to the greenboard where the lecturer, probably because the board was full, had written it on the frame where it had stayed, escaping the subsequent cleanings, to stray now into our marginal consciousness.


      Teleology, I knew, was the study of final causes. I was later to read that Zollman in 1740 said that teleology was one of the parts of philosophy in which there had been little progress made. No progress in 1740 into final causes and into the design and purpose of nature—I liked that.


      Teleophobia was an aversion to, or unwillingness to admit to, the existence of design and purpose in nature. Teleologic proof is the reasoning that says because there is a world there must be a supreme designer who made it.


      The word survived on the greenboard during the conference because the board was little used and anyhow people inevitably cleaned only the board and not the frame.


      I was sitting with Crawford waiting for the session to begin and I asked him if he knew what the word meant.


      “Does the part ‘tele’ have to do with messages?” he guessed. “No—I don’t know.”


      “But you’ve read the word up there.”


      “Yes, and I meant to look it up before some smart-arse like you asked me what it meant.”


      Now, on the final day, Markham, broad black hat on the table, with his hispanic handle-bar moustache, went to the board, cleaned off some writing and with a gesture of—what? thoroughness?—he cleaned the frame and wiped away the word “teleosis”.


      “No!!” an involuntary shout broke from my mouth. “What?” Markham looked back to the board, duster in hand. The chairperson looked at me and then to the board.


      “You rubbed off our word,” I said, thinking as I said it that it was an absurd thing to shout.


      “The word—?” He looked back to the frame; “This word?” He touched the frame where the word “teleosis” had been.


      “Yes,” said Crawford, joining in, “yes, that word.” “It was nothing to do with me.”


      “That’s not the point, it was like killing the mascot, killing the ship’s cat,” Crawford said.


      Crawford’s taking up of the game relieved me of my sense of foolishness.


      “Yes, precisely,” Charles said, also joining in.


      I realised that we were all speaking out of a restlessness, an over-exposure to organised thought, out of a crying need for play. We were mucking up.


      “I don’t believe it, you’re joking, ha-ha,” said Markham, trying to close it. “I’ll get on with my paper.” “No,” Crawford said, “you killed the ship’s cat.”


      “It was totemic,” Bisi called out with satisfaction. “It was totemic.”


      Some of the others were laughing. It was a small group. A six-day conference overtaxes diligence. A few of the islanders, I knew, were using the time to get specialist medical and dental work done. Others were shopping. And of course, there’d been other kinds of casualties.


      “That’s right,” said a poet from Queensland.


      I sensed we were all enjoying pushing Markham off balance.


      “I’ll write the word back up if that’s all you want,” Markham said, trying to smile, trying in a queasy way to be with the joke, and he began to print the word “teleosis” back up on the board.


      “Ah—you knew the word’we meant,” said Crawford, “you knew it all along—evidence of guilt.”


      “This is ridiculous,” Markham said testily.


      The person chairing the session said she thought we should get on with it.


      Markham turned to her and said, with a small bow, “Thank you, madam chair.” He began, “Pierrot is the butt, the woebegone, and thus we can see him as the defeated psyche of the proletariat and thus, of all oppressed . . .”


      Charles gave a snort and there were chuckles.


      “. . . Harlequin, on the other hand, is the insolent clown, the mocking, the undefeated psyche . . .” Crawford, probably in reaction to this beginning, broke in again, persisting with the joke almost aggressively. “Remove the false cat,” he said, pointing at the word Markham had impersonally printed on the board. “Get rid of that before you start—it’s distracting. It’s painful.” Markham’s accommodation of the joke expired. “I will not,” he said. “I will continue—if I may?”


      He turned his head to the chairperson who, uncomfortable, tried for good humour, saying, “Yes, I declare the game is over.”


      “Then I’ll remove it myself,” Crawford said, getting up, going to the front of the room.


      I hadn’t throught Crawford would push it so far. Now I was uncomfortable.


      But the room was smiling its support of Crawford. In the hot afternoon we had become the class at the end of term. A class of children flustering a weak teacher. No, it was more like a class of children overwhelming a fellow student put “in charge” of the class.


      Markham wouldn’t give Crawford the duster to clean the board and he held it petulantly behind his back.


      “Watch out,” Charles called, “that’s a dangerous weapon.”


      Some of the people had started to giggle.


      Crawford went to the board and removed the word with his handkerchief.


      At this, Markham put down the duster with deliberate care, said that he would not deliver his paper, gathered up his notes and stuffed them, without deliberate care, into his briefcase and left the room lugging the briefcase, which hung open, unbuckled and gaping. “Until common courtesy prevails,” he said over his shoulder, jamming on his silly hat.


      The laughter died down immediately, although there were some dying snorts.


      The chairperson suppressed a grin and tried to restore procedure. “Somebody had better go after him,” she appealed, looking to Crawford.


      Crawford went out the door after Markham, he was gone about a minute, and then came back without him. “I can’t find him—I declare it a half holiday.”


      Some of us cheered lightly and, without hesitation, most people put their papers into their satchels and began to leave the room.


      The chairperson shrugged and said why not. “It looks as if I’m out of a job anyway,” she said.


      A woman from Malaysia leaned over to Crawford, who was putting away his things, and said, “Back home we say the way to get rain is to wash a cat.”


      He smiled uncomprehendingly.


      “Markham’s magic is a bit awry,” Charles said, lighting a cigar, standing, waiting for us to come. Markham was getting about the conference with a new pose. He saw himself as some sort of medieval fool.


      We moved out of the room to the lifts, Charles, Crawford, and I. We waited for the lift. It arrived and delivered out Markham with a floppy, strained grin, returning, his briefcase still hanging open.


      “Everyone’s going,” I said, “you may as well come for a drink.”


      “Yes,” said Charles, cigar alight, “you’ve lost them, Markham.”


      The grin passed from Markham’s face, he appeared stung with disappointment.


      “Come for a drink,” I said.


      “No,” he said, “I try to make it a practice, whenever possible, not to ride in lifts with covert homosexuals, especially those covert homosexuals who make a personal profit out of the gay community.” He did not look at Crawford or say these things at him but talked to Charles.


      He then pushed past us and went into the lecture room.


      It was a puzzling reference to Crawford’s homosexuality.


      Crawford had come out as a homosexual about six months earlier in a letter to the newspapers. I did not, however, understand Markham’s reference to personal profit or covertness.


      “He is bitter,” Crawford said, but his voice showed that he’d been disconcerted.


      Throughout the conference I had heard no reference to Crawford’s coming out in any conversation. Cindy and I had mentioned it but we were old friends. But the others seemed to have steadfastly ignored the change in Crawford’s image—from conservative businessman to gay activist.


      We entered the lift, which Crawford was holding, because there now seemed no point in going back to the lecture.


      We began to go down in the lift.


      “But what makes it more irritating,” Crawford said, “is that he’s obviously not read my letter to the papers.”


      No one had anything to say. No one looked at Crawford, all eyes were on the floor numbers as they lit up and passed, the smell of Charles’ cigar filled the lift. Only when the automatic doors rolled thankfully open and Charles said, “Who’s for lunch?” were we relieved of our prickling embarrassment, of our guilty truancy, and from our inability to talk about Crawford’s homosexuality.

    

  


  
    
      Audition for Male Voice


      When we ended up in Bisi’s room drunk for a singing party to end the conference, I wondered if there’d be a person who wouldn’t have a song to sing as I had once, as a cadet, not had a song to sing, and yes, at this party there was a person who had no song, a young poet from Melbourne. And l’d thought poets always had a song to sing.


      “Sing—everyone a song,” said Bisi.


      In the old Journalists Club surrounded by older journalists, the older men having taken me, the cadet, to wet my head. “You’ll have to sing a song.” “Naturally,” I say, not recalling any song, churning at the fear of performance, impersonating an equality with the older men. “Naturally,” I say, heartily, deep voiced, at seventeen. And to the fifty-year-old journalist who’d just sung, I say, deeply, “Go on, Fred,” throwing back my beer. “You’ll have to do better than that, Fred.”


      The drinking test, to stay on one’s feet, the testing session.


      “You’ll have to sing,” the older journalist says. “Everyone has sung.”


      To have the words, to hold yourself together, to deny shyness, to join with knowingness in age-old drinking rituals, tell a good story, sing a man’s song, know the match game. Take the mail to dead man’s gulch.


      “I will, Fred—I will—don’t rush me.” Laughing, inwardly desperate, big-voiced seventeen, the cadet, frying in my self-consciousness. No song coming to my lips.


      “Come on, sing a song.”


      To reach seventeen I had climbed higher in a tree, gone into a female lavatory for a bet, sworn at a teacher, had a fist fight with a black, learned to throw a knife and make it stick, shot a rabbit and skinned it, gone into a cemetery at midnight, spat on a church altar, dived off Forty Foot Cliff, touched a girl’s breast, touched a girl’s cunt, drunk twenty schooners, done the University-to-the-Quay crawl. Asked a barmaid for a fuck.


      Come back when you’ve begun to shave.


      “Sing a song.”


      I have passed nearly all mine now, and more.


      Gone with a whore.


      And tests passed more than once.


      Fathered a child.


      Come back when you’ve begun to shave.


      The tests too of the military.


      “I will, Fred—let me finish this beer.”


      Cut a body target in two with machine-gun fire, bayoneted a human dummy, endured a route march in full gear, endured a battalion parade without fainting, gone into a gas-filled room.


      Bisi was beating the waste-paper bin like a drum, the big Ibo “high life” music, the music of the market town Onitsha.


      “Oh-yes,” he cried, singing, “oh-yes.”


      The moral rearmament man from Samoa was there, not drinking, but smiling, smiling, smiling. Oh-yes. He did an act of pulling in the canoe with his tie, and with great style, squatting pn his backside on the college room floor. Pulling in a canoe at UNESCO.


      Norman sang Land of Our Fathers, moved by his own voice from the mock-serious to alcoholic dreams of a Coldstream Guard, and back again.


      Now the harems of Egypt are fair to behold,


      And the ladies the fairest of fair,


      But the fairest, a Greek


      She was owned by a sheik,


      One Abdul-A-Bulbul Emir.


      And Ivan Skivinsky Skivar. And The Harlot of


      Jerusalem. And tools of fools who tried to ride. Hi hi cafoozelum, the harlot of Jerusalem.


      Mathers sang Will Ye No Come Back Again, and cried.


      I cried. Norman cried. Bisi cried.


      “Sing anything.” The old journalist. “All right Fred, give me a second.” No song to sing, racked. The cadet.


      My name is Sammy Hall, Sammy Hall, Sammy Hall. Damn your eyes, blast your soul.


      How did they know them, where did they come from?


      Why didn’t I know?


      Painfully—“All right, quiet everybody, here I go”—painfully my voice leaps. I sing a popular song of the day, eyes closed, stumblingly, in a boy’s voice, impersonating a grown man, four lines. Blast my soul. Damn my eyes.


      Roll me over, lay me down and do it again.


      On Ilkla Moor Baht’at.


      Norman sang Land of Our Fathers, became a Coldstream Guard and stayed a Coldstream Guard.


      Bisi beat the drums of the market town of Onitsha.


      The young poet was asked to sing.


      “Go on sing, anything,” I said, my voice the voice of the old journalist. Don’t you know—


      There was an old man from Cape Horn?


      There was a young monk from Siberia?


      There was a maiden from Avignon France?


      There was a young fellow from Kings?


      No.


      No?!


      “I don’t bloody well want to sing.”


      “You have to sing,” the voice of the old journalist.


      Sing a song. Sing a song.


      “I don’t want to bloody well sing a song.”


      Norman said not to get uptight about it. It was all right.


      It was not all right.


      “I hate these bloody things,” the young poet cried, temper breaking, reddening. “I won’t be forced into these things.”


      “No one is forcing you.”


      We are all forcing you. “I hate this male drinking bonhomie limerick shit.” There was a young lady from Sydney,


      Who took it right up to the kidney.


      Bisi, “You bloody sing a song, young poet, this is a singing party, you sing your song, this is a drinking party, you drink your drink and sing your song.”


      “No daylight, no heel taps,” said Norman, the Coldstream Guard.


      The young poet held his temper with the black man. “I’ll go.”


      “No. You cannot go. You stay and sing a song.” Mathers sang Will Ye No Come Back Again, and cried. Bisi beat the drums.


      Norman the Coldstream Guard sang Land of Our Fathers.


      The moral rearmament man pulled in the canoe.


      I sang Joe Hill.


      I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night, alive as you and me. I?


      We sang There is a Green Hill Far Away. The moral rearmament man from Samoa, Bisi from the market town of Onitsha, we all sang:


      There is a green hill far away,


      Without a city wall,


      Where the dear Lord was crucified,


      Who died to save us all.


      It was on the good ship Venus,


      My god you should have seen us.


      We are gentlemen songsters out on a spree,


      Doomed from here to eternity,


      Lord have mercy on such as we,


      We are poor little lambs W^ho have lost our way Baa, baa, baa.


      The poet says, grittingly, “All right, I’ll say the Lord’s Prayer. Our father which art in heaven.”


      We became quiet. We joined him, all male voices, saying the Lord’s Prayer, solemnly, heads bowed. We could have been at an army church parade. Norman was. We joined the poet.


      “Our father which art in heaven, “Hallowed be thy name,


      “Thy kingdom come.”

    

  


  
    
      Epilogue


      I did not get to talk with Cindy again until we met at the luggage carousel at the end of the flight home. I had not known that she was on the flight. There had been a scattering after the dying fall of the conference.


      She came over penitently and linked arms with me. “Sometimes I know my luggage will be the last, but on other days I command destiny to let my luggage come first,” she said.


      “Do you know what I think? I think I will not recognise my own luggage when it comes out. A whiff of panic always passes through me. What does that mean?”


      “Forgive me?” she asked. “I promise never to go to a conference again.”


      “Well, you didn’t have much of a conference.”


      We were interrupted by an old professor who’d been at the conference, he paused to ask us if we’d had a “fruitful conference”.


      I said yes, I had.


      Cindy, sharing the irony with me, said gushingly, “Wonderful, really marvellous.”


      He said, “So pleased,” and went off.


      She returned to our conversation. “But it wasn’t only the sordid ‘incident’, I meant it was also the other madness—six days at a conference leads you into a whole other reality.”


      The carousel seemed to carry foreign luggage—our flight all stood there staring at it, no one seemed to be claiming it.


      “I really think,” she said wildly, “they’re psychologically dangerous—it’s all so intensely verbal—and its regressive, back to the classroom—I’m sure the disproportionate use of the verbal skills—all that mouth and ear use—word-centred—produces sensory disorientation, insanity, like being deprived of light for days or sleep.” She laughed nervously. “Even my sordid adventure and my behaviour after it, that might have been a need for sensory compensation, a hunger for action, activity—who knows? I certainly come home from conferences aching for a film or a concert. Something that isn’t words.”


      I’d been reluctant to let go of the conference. What did that say about me? Did I particularly flourish in the disorientation?


      “But isn’t this different.” She gestured around at the airport. “Isn’t this somehow orientating.”


      Physical movement, noise.


      “Anyhow,” she said, “and this is positively the last time I’ll say it—I’m sorry. I was mad up there and I treated you shabbily.”


      “You had every good reason to be mad. There’s nothing to forgive. I’m sorry about the Norris woman.”


      “Yes!” she said, remembering. “The Cattle Lady—you should be. She was rather desperate. I ended up rather liking her. I seem to have promised to let her stay with me. I could have done without that. Now I’ve become a women’s refuge.”


      I guessed that Kay had respected the recklessly given confidence.


      “But anyhow, when they ask in the senior common room how the conference was, I will be able to say blithely—I was raped; I staged a revolt against UNESCO; I had an encounter with the police; I wounded a leading magazine editor; and I became a black radical—for forty-eight hours.”


      “They’d expect all that of you, Cindy.”


      “No—no you don’t keep up with my image. I’m not like that at all any more. For the last year or so I’ve been pleated skirts and stockings. I’m supposed to have mellowed. You still see me as a chaotic student. No. That’s why all that stuff at the conference was so mad. It wasn’t me at all. I’ve been very different.”


      I hesitated but said, “You forgot one thing on your list.”


      “What?”


      “You set a child molester free.”


      “God, your humour is gruesome.” She gave a hopeless laugh. “Yes.”


      Our bags came out together on the carousel and we pushed through to get them.


      Living in adjoining suburbs, we shared a cab. In the cab she said that when Sophia grew up she would be able, as a mother, to give her advice about rape, she laughed wincingly. “I’ll tell her that when raped—don’t date the rapists.”


      I worried about the cab driver listening.


      “Have you read Passage to India—Forster?” I asked her.


      “I think so . . . it was a book I was supposed to have read. Anyhow I can’t remember books I read before I was twenty. Why?”


      “Oh, it loosely parallels your situation—race relations, and a similar sort of incident. But I don’t mean to dwell on the subject,” I said. “I hear Roy is refusing to have his paper published from that conference last May because Utah put up money for the conference.”


      “If I were he,” she said, “I wouldn’t want that paper published.”


      “Oh, it wasn’t that bad.”


      “But he must have known Utah were putting money into that conference—I did,” she snorted. “He wants to have his yellow cake and eat it too.”


      I laughed.


      We watched the familiar city stream past on either side, trails and landmarks of our shared life there.


      We passed the house where Cindy and I had lived together fifteen years before.


      We gave each other a look that said we were aware we’d passed the house.


      “My god, the suburb’s changed,” she said.


      Then she said, “Do you remember that drive we took from Dick’s book launching down to the coast? When we were together? ‘Across the plains, over the mountains, and down to the sea’?”


      “Yes.”


      “Do you remember asking me once at Gill’s party if I remembered it—and I said, deliberately lying, that I didn’t remember it.”


      “We were both tough on each other then,” I said.


      “But I did remember. I remembered vividly, but I didn’t want to indulge in sentimentality—I thought we had to be tough on each other to survive.” Again she laughed. “Now I feel we have to be sentimental to survive—it’s all we’ve got.”


      The inner city, our true city, came in around us. We looked out of the windows of the cab at the windows of the houses, the houses of a thousand parties, failures, money crises, storms, slammed doors, accidents, and deaths.


      “Do you think I should change my first name?” she asked, surprisingly.


      “To what and why?”


      “I hate the name Cindy—it’s so juvenile—there’s a hideous popular doll called Cindy—Sophia has one.”


      “Well when you were seventeen I thought it a marvellous name.”


      “Yes but now—I’ll change it to something neutral—Margaret.’’


      “Why not something like Imogene?”


      “No. Something plain.”


      “I’ve never told you—but Imogene was my secret name for you.”


      “Really? I’ve never felt like an Imogene.”


      We reached her place.


      “Do you have secret names, for everyone?” she asked, obviously intrigued.


      “No—only for you.”


      “Coming in?” She issued the invitation weakly.


      “No—I feel like some solitude.” “Yes. I feel the same.”


      “Give my love to Sophia.”


      “Are we friends?”


      “Always—you know that.”


      “We must see more of each other this year.”


      “Yes, we will.”


      I didn’t feel we would.


      We kissed lightly through the cab window.


      As the cab moved off, she called out and the cab stopped, she ran to the window. “That was really Don’s joke,” she said.


      “Joke?”


      “About the yellow cake.”


      “Oh,” I laughed, “all right—I’ll attribute it.”


      I took the cab to my place. To my discredit the thought came to my mind about whether Cindy had had sex with the aboriginals after the rape. Her joke about “dating”. Whether this had been part of the therapeutic confrontation or part of the twisting of events. And then my thoughts turned to life in the city.


      The only mail which had accumulated was the Open Road, which for the first time I opened and read from cover to cover, slumped in a chair with a heavy scotch. I felt, as I read, a not unpleasant itch on my toe and identified it—with infuriating certainty—as tinea. I took off my shoe and sock—the only tinea I’d had since National Service—tinea from that bloody college bathroom. Bugger it.

    

  


  
    
      Notes


      Fourth World. Sir John Guise has suggested that the Pacific area be called the Fourth World, to avoid it losing its special history and character by being wrongly included in the Third World.


       


      “Thank God, While Man”. This is from the poem A Black Man Speaks by Fr Leslie Fungui and is quoted with his kind permission. At the conference it was pointed out to me as a perfect example of a “poem illustrating the end of the literature of tutelage and the beginning of a literature of emancipation”.


       


      Syphilis and the New World. They were referring to work done on the link between America and Europe and the origin of syphilis. Expert opinion is divided on the question of whether Columbus and his sailors brought syphilis to Europe after catching it from the American Indians.


       


      Dreams of Idyllic, Exotic Cultures. It is interesting to compare Farman’s and other contemporary Australian romanticising of Bali with the whole stream of European writing which idealises exotic cultures. The Australians who idealise Bali usually at the same time disown Western culture, but a lot of Australians go to Bali when weary of life back home. European writing has idealised the South Seas, Africa and the West Indies in similar fashion. Norman Etherington in a piece in Meanjin 2/77 on Rider Haggard describes the African example: “Big game and diamonds conjure up images of unlimited African wealth . . . daily life in Kukuanaland is idyllic, healthy, and tidy,” and white civilisation is seen as corrupting with its “guns and gin”. Now Western tourism is seen as the corrupting agent.


       


      Okot p’Bitek. See his work The Song of Iawino, Nairobi, 1966, which contrasts a traditional African woman with a modern African woman, and regrets the loss of traditional communality and unity, which he sees coming from the decline in village life.


       


      Aversive Racism. Cindy was using a term of Dr Joel Kovel, who described three categories of racial relationship in his book White Racism: A Psychohistory, Pantheon Books, New York, 1970. He sees the dominative racist, the violent, intimidating Klansmen type; the aversive racist, willing to undertake social reform impersonally, but reluctant to establish intimacy with black people, sometimes a transitional stage towards his third category, which is being free of racism. It is not a book which travels any great distance.


      There seem to be other possible categories in Australia. Those who are, by impulse, dominative racists but whose behaviour is held in check and appear to be aversive racists. I think official attitudes restrain dominative racism of the overt type. There are those who are aversive racists but who are driven by guilt or ideology to act as if they are free of racism and to claim themselves free of racism. There are, too, those of goodwill who are unconsciously racist, usually in a patronising way.


      Some humour appears to be racist but is in fact a form of heresy humour, a way of shifting racist feelings from the serious to the absurd.


      Some “racist” humour is also a reaction against insufferable people who virtuously parade themselves as free of racism and who establish artificially solicitous relationships with black people, like Terence Farman.


       


      The Stockholm Syndrome. In 1974, the Seeriges Kreditbank in Stockholm was held up by Jan-Erik Olsson, who took hostages and subsequently held them in the bank for six days. He requested, and was permitted, to be joined by a friend, Clark Olofsson. Police and psychiatrists observed that after a time the hostages showed hostility to their would-be rescuers and loyalty to their captors. One of the women hostages allowed Olsson to caress her and to masturbate near her. After the hold-up one of the hostages visited Olsson in prison. Anna Freud, in her book Ego and The Mechanism of Defence, discusses the same syndrome, especially the identification by a person with that which threatens him or her.


      For a good account of the Stockholm incident see New Yorker, November 25, 1974.


       


      Cindy’s Age. Cindy once said that she “started life pretty early”. She did. She was at university when she was sixteen and lived with an American lecturer for a time when she was seventeen. She told him she was twenty in an attempt to equalise their ages. She was seventeen or eighteen when she lived with me. She consistently put her age up when with older people. She is now about thirty-four. I suppose Cindy was never really sixteen, seventeen, eighteen or nineteen but she was “twenty” for at least three years.


       


      Legendary Lovers. Cindy was something of a legend when I met her, at seventeen or so. She’d been around the Libertarian pub scene and had been a classic beatnik. But she had her own special group within the Libertarians.


      A twenty-five minute film was made about Cindy and her special friends in the mid-sixties, the frivolous, pre-Vietnam sixties. The film was cinema verite and called “Huma Society” (this is a pun on the Huma bird—the bird which is supposed never to come to rest). She and her friends are shown playing a curious card game they’d invented, which used those miniature card packs designed for children and jumbo cards designed for stage conjuring. They are also shown at a fancy-dress party all identically dressed. They did set pieces to camera, recitations and impersonations, and so on.


      I remember being impressed that they were without a trace of camera shyness. Someone should get together a revival of some of those films.


      They all read and quoted and, in a way, lived by the spirit of the Alexandria Quartet by Lawrence Durrell.


       


      “Only the Interaction of Complex Things.” This is a quote from an essay, Realism and Some of its Critics, by Professor John Anderson, written in 1930.


      Professor Anderson was appointed to the Challis Chair of Philosophy in the University of Sydney in 1927. For thirty years he played a leading part in the intellectual life of Sydney. His influence first spawned some clubs at Sydney University and then loose groupings in Sydney known as Libertarians or Andersonians or The Push. Andersonianism gave Sydney bohemian life a distinctive style and theory for some time. His followers and students have gone in many directions—some are politicians, some judges, some still bohemian. A collection of his work was published, titled “Studies in Empirical Philosophy”, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1963.


      Curiously, despite the testimony to his humour and the powerfulness of his personality, none of this seems to come through in the anecdotes about, or in memorable quotes of, Anderson.


       


      Old Vadim’s. Vadim, a Russian, ran a cafe in Challis Avenue, Sydney, frequented in the sixties by show business people, journalists, people from the arts and bohemians.


      The story of the cafe is that in 1958 Vadim was about to accept a job as assistant concert manager with the ABC. Unexpectedly he met an old friend, who offered him the opportunity to reopen a burned-down coffee shop in Challis Avenue. Vadim took the gamble.


      One night an old Russian friend brought some French dancers and Robert Helpmann into the coffee shop and they were joined by some ABC friends. Helpmann returned the following Saturday night with Vivien Leigh and the show business connection was established. Then the crowd from the intellectual fortnightly, Nation, began to use the cafe.


      A Russian chef, Vera, was hired and she became well known for her beef stroganoff and cheese pancakes. It was in the days of very restrictive liquor licensing and the patrons had to keep their liquor under the table in paper bags. It was drunk from tea cups.


      There was a status arrangement in the tables and seating. First there was the lower level near the door for the outer circle, the public. The higher level was for those known to the management and then, in the arm of the L-shaped room, out of sight of the public, was the inner circle. Draughts, dominoes, chess and poker were played.


      But in 1968 Vadim closed the doors. He said that he could see a new generation of intellectuals, actors and show business people emerging and they were different to those he had known.


      When asked recently in what way, Vadim replied, “They are loud and dishonest.”


      Vadim now runs a haute cuisine restaurant in an elegant building directly opposite his old bohemian cafe.


       


      John Henry Challis (1806—1880). Professor John Anderson was the Challis Professor of Philosophy at Sydney University. Old Vadim’s was, and Vadim’s new restaurant is, in Challis Avenue.


      John Henry Challis was a merchant and philanthropist. He arrived in Sydney as a clerk with Marsden and Flower early in the nineteenth century. By 1842, he was a partner in the firm, dealing in wool and other merchandise. He was one of those who campaigned for the introduction of coolie labour from India to replace the convicts. He acquired real estate including Potts Point (around Challis Avenue). After retiring, he became a permanent traveller around Europe.


      The Chancellor of the University said in 1886 that “Mr Challis, who had been a bachelor and of somewhat peculiar habits, was married quite late in life to some person in England, but he never mentioned his marriage to . . . friends . . . Mr Challis never had a private residence in England but moved from place to place; he never gave an address, except that of ‘Reform Club’.”


      Apart from annuities to friends and relations, Challis left his fortune to the University of Sydney. It was used to establish chairs in anatomy, zoology, engineering, history, law, logic, mental philosophy and modern literature. John Anderson held the Challis Chair of Philosophy from 1927 to 1950.


       


      Horne’s Rule on Doing Conferences. “Take one of each paper and go to everything. Stay to the bitter end of all sessions, be there for the foyer chat in the morning, read all the notices, go to the parties in the motel rooms. Stay where the others are staying. Never miss a breakfast in the dining room. The talk in the shared car from the airport is part of it all. Sometimes something good is said while waiting for the luggage at the airport.”


      Home’s rule is unclear as to whether lust, and the satisfaction of lust, have a part in the conference.


      Horne was a student under Anderson and a leading Andersonian.


       


      Eric Bottral at the Conference. For an account of Eric’s behaviour at the conference see “Boozing with Hawke” in the National Times, January 20, 1979.


       


      Hard Cases. “Hard cases, it has been frequently observed, are apt to introduce bad law” (Wolf, 1842). That is, hard cases lead to legislation for exceptions.


      Oliver Wendell Holmes in 1904 said, “Great cases, like hard cases, make bad law.”


       


      The Match Game. “. . . Two or more players put any number of ordinary matches, from zero to three, in their individual clenched fists. Each had a chance to guess the total number of matches clenched, and the one who guessed correctly first would drop out, assured of a free drink. The last remaining clencher had to buy the round. ‘There was a lot of form and tradition to the game,’ said Richard Watts, who was then drama critic on the Herald Tribune. ‘You had to wait a while for your turn sometimes. Walker and a Trib man named Tex O’Reilly were the best. They rarely paid for their drinks. Walker once played a hundred straight games as a sort of test to see if there was an advantage in going first or last; he found a slight advantage in going first. Thurber was just a good player, not championship calibre . . . Thurber also drew ten mural panels for Bleeck’s showing the intricacies and subtleties of the match game. The murals became as much a part of the place as the match game itself “Thurber”, Burton Bernstein, Dodd, Mead and Company, New York, 1975.


      Professor Derek Marsh is acknowledged as the Australian Champion match game player at conferences.


       


      Across the Plains, Over the Moon tains, and Down to the Sea.“It was the road on which Cindy and I had driven. We drove from a long way inland on a hot day to the coast.


      We drove the car on to the beach and swam naked. It was that road in the dream.”


      “Was this trip of special importance to the affair? What was its significance?”


      “Oh yes. Yes, it was a climax. It symbolised everything. It symbolised the leaving of a hot, dusty and choking marriage for the clean, free sea.”


      “I want you to describe the trip and I want you to free-associate on the dream.”


      How do you describe to a psychiatrist when you are blocked by overlapping grief and jubilation. Grief from having lost perfection, and the jubilation from having had it. God, we loved then. It may have been neurotically doomed but god it felt right. I feel tears about it now. But I do not want to cry. Cindy released me. I don’t mean from marriage—I had left that myself—but from a living numbness. She was coming alive out of childhood and I was coming alive out of this numbness from an anaesthetised marriage.


      The marriage wasn’t bad in the hostile yelling way. I’ve told you about the marriage. We could never admit to each other that there was anything wrong with the marriage because we were supposed to be perfectly suited and had to live out all our private proclamations about how superior our marriage was to those around us. We had to live out our marriage propaganda. And I left my wife then, not understanding why, and Cindy left me later not understanding why.


      At the time of the trip Cindy and I had been together a month. We had to go inland, where a friend’s book was being launched.


      “You use the word ‘inland’.”


      “Yes.”


      In-land. Within-land.


      “Oh yes—I see.”


      Well, at the launching we drank champagne, toasted, danced and cheered and sang. It was the first book by the first of our friends to publish a book. I remember holding Cindy and feeling the fire coming from her hot body. Everything was hot and delirious. It was a raging “inland” heat during the day and like the heat of the hot coals at night.


      “Tomorrow we go home. We’ll drive that 360 miles straight to the sea,” I said.


      “Yes. Please. Let’s do that,” she said. She could be as bright eyed as a child.


      “We will rise early at daylight and drive to the sea, across the plains, over the mountains, and down to the sea.


      I know a road over the mountains off the highway which is shorter.”


      “Yes, we’ll do that. We’ll swim naked.”


      Drunk, we made love in the motel. I tasted the salty sea juices which came from her. I sucked them from her to my parched river bed. Those juices left a taste that I can never swallow away. They were of the whole world.


      We rose to a squinting hot sun. We had fruit juices, grilled lambs fry and bacon, and very cold milk. We ate in bed. I saw Cindy’s teeth against the milk. Very white, perfect. Then we showered together and we made love in the shower under water, standing up.


      The day was very hot and we sweated as we packed the car. With bad love the packing of the car is the greatest irritation of all. For us it was the best of all games.


      We drove then along the blue highway. There was a shimmer by ten. The bush had that screech of hot insects, as though burning to death. And there was a smell of scorched foliage and drying mould. Cindy looked at the shimmer of the highway and said, “The road is dancing with us.” She said the sticking bitumen was a-kissing at our tyres.


      We talked about how love was not our word. Not the word we would use. We would escape its fouled-up connotations. We wanted a new word for what we had. We celebrated our feelings by eating peanut cutter sandwiches from a country store. They tasted as no other sandwiches have ever tasted to me. And we had a can of cold beer.


      We reached the mountains by two. They were cooler but still the sun was hot. They had more moisture. I supposed they were protected by the thicker growth. It was cooler because of the moisture. I drove on the winding road over the mountains. Further on I knew the shorter road which went to the coast. It was a stony and unsealed road with trees which touched overhead. The road jumped the car about because of the speed we drove over the stones—we were impatient for the sea. It is not a well-known road, no other cars passed us. It was our road. We saw the sea from the top of a rise in the stony road. Cindy squealed and pointed and hugged me. For all the driving she smelled as clean as the shower.


      We drove down the last of the stony road with the dust choking up through the car. Bouncing, we came to the sealed road and the coast.


      The car sang along after the stones. We drove fast to the sea, across the grass and on to the deserted beach. It was about four. We pulled the clothes off each other. Damp with sweat. Her body was just out of adolescence. Breasts only slightly larger than my own. We ran naked into the sea. Holding hands, into the cold sea. I remember the sea, cold and swirling around my penis. I felt enlivened.


      It was as if the journey had been a passing through—360 miles across the hot plains, over the moist mountains, through the tunnel of trees, and down the sea. We had been together a month then. It was the leaving of my stultifying marriage for the clean free sea.


      But do you know something—and it is this which upset me so much since I saw you last. Cindy and I have only been separated two years. The other night I was talking to her at a party and I told her that I had dreamed of the trip. She smoked in her new careless way and said, “What trip?” I said the trip from inland, over the mountains, and down to the sea. We made it. Remember?


      “No,” she said, “I don’t remember it.”


      I went out of the party and on to the balcony of the house and wept.


      I’m crying now.


      “That’s all right. When you’re ready, we’ll analyse the dream.”
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      SECRET

      FAMILY


       


      An Erotic Memoir in Six Parts


       


      Prepared for publication by the author from letters, monologues, conversations, diaries and other sources.


       


      Narrator’s note: This was originally to be published privately and circulated privately. I do not in any way wish to harm the conservative parties of this country. In so far as this memoir touches on political things (and caution delimited this severely) it does so simply as a fact of our lives. It may be suggested that the publication of this work is a ploy in a personal relationship—be that as it may, that also was not the energising motive behind my having this put down on paper. I recorded it out of joy and I dedicate it to him who gave me the highest sexual privilege.

    

  


  
    
      I.

      The Bad Dog

      and the Angel Custodio


      In that trance of black lust, like a dog, I fell entranced, fixed by the shabby immigrant of uncertain nationality who had caught my submissive, available eyes in the lane and flicked back a glance, knowing and commanding, stopping me, entranced and trembling.


      He moves his head for me to follow and I do at a distance, like a dog, the wordless, animal knowingness of male gutter sex.


      I follow him, he taking me I suppose at first to his room, but then it becomes clear that he is looking for any place, a doorway, a porch, an alley. We come to a church. He walks into a path at the side of the church and stands there.


      I follow him, the submissive dog. He does not speak but simply unzips himself. I kneel before him, burrow in with my fingers and pull out the soft, erecting penis and take it into my mouth.


      I am taken down, down into that self-contained black world where there is no other thing, feeling, or sound but a moist, hot penis and my yielding mouth. There is nothing in the world for that time but his penis moving towards its explosion and my mouth moving, shaping, and pulling and wanting it. The mouth that is saying without words, yes, come, use me, fill me. No outside world existing, no other reward, no other way of being.


      Holding his balls, drawing out the sperm, he grunts, his only sound, a giving grunt and then the pulsing sperm, the completed link, the joining by the highest sensation and the most brawny of fluids, two strangers in a path beside a church.


      He pulls himself away, he zips himself, and he steps around me, walking away. Not a word, no gesture, no sign.


      That was right and how it should be. I was left by him on my knees, shivering with stimulation, coming out from under that black, sexual hood. The exertion and the enlivened nerves of my mouth and taste making me quietly gasp, panting there on my knees, weak from the perfection of that enactment. Our silent performance. In all its human basicness, complete. Corporeal recognition and fulfilment of need and role. The perfect rightness of it beyond morality. The weeping, honest animalism of it. I was weak with a ringing, singing gratification. I could have thanked God for permitting me to be, still, a human animal.


      I stayed there for a minute as I returned to my identity, enjoying a recognition of where I’d just been and of where I was kneeling, of who I was, of my worldly connections, of my lover now waiting for me, of what I’d done—my smearing of that other life, a wilful disfigurement.


      I got up, one hand against the church while my knees recovered, and then strolled back to our town house, our pied-a-terre, my penis moist in the silk of my underpants.


      He was home waiting for me and I tried to be casual and not show the tired, remaining delight of my rutting.


      “You look guilty,” he said.


      I went and washed and showered and cleaned my teeth, sterilising myself back into our strict, shared world. Our hygienic arrangement.


      “I suppose you’ve been prowling the lavatories again,” he said, although without menace.


      He hadn’t alleged that for a year or so. He had once had one of his heavies follow me and then there’d been efforts to stop me from being promiscuous, including terrifying—but unsuccessful—“therapy” in some private hospital. When I was sixteen.


      “No.” “Why all the redemptive washing, all that tired humming.”


      “I just feel good.”


      “Only one thing makes you feel good.”


      “Leave me alone.”


      “I have some news for you.”


      “What?”


      “I’m going to marry.”


      I coloured. There in the lounge room I touched a Balinese carving for no reason, reaching out to it with a shaking hand, as if for balance. I stood there perilously hovering above his splintering statement.


      “You can’t.” That was all I could say.


      He had been escorting—courting?—I don’t know, this girl—woman—for a couple of years. I never thought, I had always seen it as a front for his political career, or an arrangement or something. I don’t know about these things. She was in the Country Party or her father was something in the Country Party. I assumed they didn’t do anything physically. I thought she was another sort of hostess.


      “You can’t.”


      He smiled.


      In passing I realised that I knew nothing about weddings, engagements, the etiquette of it all, another world. This thought went through my reeling mind.


      “What about me, us . . .” But as I said it, I knew there was no longer any leverage in “us”, or that I should not have tried to use it. Then I said, just as hopelessly, “What about all this?” indicating the apartment.


      “I’m going to leave you here—in your abnormality.”


      I had never heard him say anything which disowned our life, or anything so hypocritical. The clinical word “abnormality”. After the sexual life we’d had. After he’d inducted me into it. I was aghast.


      “I’ve never been unfaithful to you—not since the therapy,” I said without relevance.


      He smiled.


      “I’ve only been with people you wanted me to go with.” “I know all there is to know about you.”


      “It worked,” I said, desperately, “that treatment.”


      “I move out of here tonight.”


      “No!!”


      He laughed. “I don’t want to catch anything—wherever you’ve been—whatever sewer.”


      “You’d better have her checked too.”


      He hit me with the back of his hand, with his ring, as if he had been waiting to do it for a lifetime. It seemed so timed, so pent up. It was not like the other beatings, it was not sexual.


      His college ring had split my lip wide open.


      Senselessly I remembered what was different, remembered his always saying that I wasn’t to be hit about the face in sexual play.


      “I want,” he said deliberately, also as if rehearsed, “a clean life, a domestic life. I intend to father a child. You have no further part to play.”


      “Betrayer,” I screamed.


      He hit me again and again, his ring cut my face and I could taste now the blood in my mouth from my lip.


      “Yes,” he said, not trembling, no loss of poise at all from having struck me or from the gigantic things he was saying, “I’ve arranged for someone to take my place, here. With you.”


      He laughed to himself. I couldn’t take this second announcement in, let alone his private laughter.


      By the time I’d gone weeping to the bathroom, dabbing my cut lip, my bleeding face, he was gone. He’d taken only his clothes and toiletries, in the Vuitton luggage. He took no objet d’art nor any of the other memorabilia of our shared life.


      I was left, bereft. A frantic dog. I slid within seconds from clutching on to his presence, even though he was withdrawing it, clutching to those final moments of him being there in the room, slid to that extraordinary emotional sickness known bluntly as rejection. Unexperienced by me until then.


      But on top of that I was bereft of what they call “shared pathology”. That buttressed security which came from him telling me how I had been chosen to lead a very special life. How I had no ordinary destiny. That my relationship was with the great and powerful, in a special way, to serve and belong to the elite. To what reality did I belong now? I was too young now to handle it. I belonged through him. He was gone.


      I cried at my cut face. I thought, for the first time in years, of my sisters, my parents, and my blood became melting snow.


      I took what Valium I had and turned my blood and nerves into a stream of sluggish, chemically polluted snow. I was visited later that night by the doctor, who injected me with some other drug, and so I remained for weeks.


      I did not go to the wedding. I remember staring at the invitation which arrived and sensing, even as drugged as I was, that this was not an invitation to something but the closure of something. I sent them nothing, if sending something is what you are supposed to do.


      I saw him once, to get him to sign something about the apartment. I came on with a drugged blankness which passed as civility, while yearning for him to put his hands on me, and he, he was buttoned up in a lawyer’s suit and wore a minute lapel badge I hadn’t seen before. The sort of badge which is supposed to communicate only to those who also belong. Maybe it was the League of Married Homosexual Statesmen.


      I had no strength of self for months after he left me. I found it unappealing to “play in the streets”. I worried with a drugged resignation about the “someone” who was to take his place. No further word had been spoken about this. Still the cheques continued to arrive from his office.


      Much of my time was taken with unsatisfying drinking. Never having a true desire for any particular drink, always beginning drinking by saying to myself that, although I didn’t feel like it, if I drank I would feel like it. I made plans to run away. I tried to learn Spanish, became very “Spanish”. I suppose running away to another culture. I now felt, saw, and became perplexed by “normality”, those people in the shops. It seemed, as I shopped, to be so desirable to be like them now, the drab ones. After all those years of feeling privately superior. I wanted what I imagined he now had—the tidal routine of home-life, the idea of being woven into a rope of kinship and in-laws, and talkative, amusing children. In parkas.


      That’s how it all looked to me.


      Of course, with his sexual ambiguity, and because he was who he was, and because he was controlled by ambition and by pledges and oaths and deals, he had had to pass over to this new life and he did it so lightly, passed so lightly from our bizarre homosexuality, with its rituals and peculiar mechanics, with its lubricants and locker-room maleness. My memories of it ached around the place—warm, wet semen, groins, soft body hair, silk underwear, the other specially made garments. Even its terror.


      To outsiders—“special associates”—it had been good cuisine (done by a catering service—not by me), privately projected movies, and those strange evenings, lasting through until dawn, where everyone knew their part, untold, unasked, where not only the music, the lighting, the clothing, the behaviour, was satanic but the air seemed different and one’s breathing was all changed.


      And the quieter times, when I was the beautiful boy who shared this large apartment with him and was something of a mystery. A desirable young thing who obviously did what he was told. Who was directed to flirt with those important old men and sometimes more. But it had been a workable, shared . . . home . . . with its guest bathrooms and plenty of other space, the rambling courtyard.


      I retched now, yearning for the odours of those days. I sweated in a fever of withdrawal, craving the pungency of a male intimacy.


      All that remained, it seemed, was dirty laundry, unopened junk mail and a plaintive note from the cleaning person about “not her job to pick up after occupants”. I waited, for the key in the door which would tell me that the replacement, if that is the word, had arrived.


      I thought I was sickening and had tests.


      I was sickening, but the tests could not find the sickness. I was a sick dog with no master.


      Then—suddenly, unbelievably, unexpectedly, without warning, as if in answer to a prayer, like the clouds parting, the end of a bad dream, the beginning of spring—the telephone rang.


      The telephone. It lets anyone into our lives at any time, it can strike so wilfully. It can be the sword; it can be the soft wings of an angel custodio.


      This time it was the soft, feathered wings of an angel custodio which folded around me.


      I was just leaving. I was outside the door when I heard the ringing of the phone. I took my key out and let myself back in expecting that, as always, it would stop.


      It didn’t. It was he.


      The first call he’d made to me since he had left for the outer world.


      He began with that desultory, false conversation—how are things? living it up? did you get those forms? And then he moved on to the shared lore of our life together, moved in that direction with a forced naturalness. How’s Zonky? (the cat) and so on. Embarrassing to relate. Yes, I kept thinking, I know, I know what this is all about—but why doesn’t he just come up and screw me instead of behaving like some ordinary lover. I was filled with another perplexity, this behaviour of his, as if he had to “win” me back. He kept on, about the cars in the garages of the town houses “wetting themselves”—a reference to a joke we’d had about the oil stains on the floors of the garages. I was embarrassed by his soppiness. Say it! Say it! But no, he had to sustain this false prelude.


      He suggested he might drop around and, for the first time, said, “If it’s all right.”


      If it’s all right.


      Oh shit, I hated him like this.


      As I listened, I tried on a new feeling though. Could it be the helmet of power? After all these subordinate years? I said, in my special cocksucking voice, as soon as I felt the power, “Only if you promise to fuck me until I cry.”


      Was my voice right? Did I say it right?


      He cleared his throat. “You know that’s what I meant,” and I think I detected some disconsolation. Oh, I wasn’t accustomed to this.


      “What about, say—five minutes from now,” I said.


      He managed to laugh and said no, it would have to be later, after a meeting.


      The meetings.


      Oh the time I’d spent waiting for meetings to finish. As a schoolboy dozing in his car.


      But making me wait was a retaking of command.


      “I’ll wait,” I said, “I want to be made to wait.”


      I could have tried to make him come now and skip the meeting. That would have been a test of this power. But I didn’t dare. And I didn’t want to.


      The conversation ended with me quivering and wet.


      “Hah, though,” I said to myself, “nevertheless,” prancing to the mirror, sighing, throwing myself on the bed, “nevertheless, now who the dog and who the master?” He needed me.


      I had the usual trouble that evening filling the time until he arrived. The dreaded jigsaw. And it is unfair to a book to use it to “fill time”, I always say. Concentration is always running ahead to the time of the appointment. When he arrived I did the girlish thing of saying, “Sit down, I won’t be a minute,” and then going off to the bathroom again. Or maybe these days girls don’t do that. Only hysterically dependent boy lovers.


      And then to bed. I swear I have never seen so much semen. We were supposed to go out to a late dinner. But we just didn’t make it. He poured out his whole self all over me. Dear Jesus, I could kiss you for bringing him back.


      I didn’t mention The Marriage. I felt that I shouldn’t make him assert loyalty one way or the other. Yet. So I gave him joy, unconditional joy—without emotional payment. That was my tactic.


      I gave him joy and he came gushing over me in a flood. And I, not too badly either. That woman must have been scaring it back inside him. It certainly rushed to greet me.


      We were awash.


      I brought him things so that he could do his favourite number to me and I wore the nightgown he required me to wear—just to make absolutely sure that it was to be as it was before. It was, it was old times again.


      As I lay there under him and he began to come, I couldn’t help but register the quantity of it to myself, and I swear I rolled my eyes in pleasure. He whimpered as he let it flow out. It was nice to hear someone as important as he whimper, and to feel his involuntary clutch.


      Poor man.


      That wife was doing him no good.


      That, though, was my last and only playing about with the idea of being Master.


      I wouldn’t have done it very well anyhow.


      After pouring himself over me in that starved embrace, he got up with not one word of sexual gratitude, drank scotch, poked about the refrigerator and ate half a quiche.


      He didn’t say much, but looked relaxed almost to the point of torpor. It was then I experienced the most diminishing gesture I know. The gesture which spelled out the new contract.


      He looked at his watch.


      But you must realise that, because he’d said nothing, and I’d asked no questions, and because he had obviously wanted to have me so badly, I had at this point a fantasy that he had come back to me. Come back to live with me. Maybe he had, by using the old intimacy, moving about in it the way it had been, using the language of our domesticity, maybe he had let me have this fantasy to, say, get my total participation. Or to be able to strike it down cruelly.


      But. As soon as he looked at his watch I knew where I was. I knew that a dreadful new lock had closed on me.


      The looking-at-the-watch gesture said, “I have demands on me above and beyond you.” The eating from the refrigerator said, “I have the run of the place again.” The way he sat in the armchair now and looked at me said, “I have reclaimed you, but in a different way.” The way he had used me, tortured me, in the bed said, “I am still this to you.”


      I felt it in my stomach as I leaned against his legs and looked up at him. I was a vassal, now to be always in some low level of need, and this would be the difference, most time I would be in need of him and having to live within the shadow of his absence.


      He went then to his suit and took from its pocket a black box. I was shocked by premonition. He took out a silver bracelet. A metaphor coming true.


      This was a manacle.


      He said firmly, “You are to wear this.”


      He dangled it. It was a plain silver, small-link bracelet. There was no engraving on the plate.


      That was right.


      “Put it on,” he said.


      The way he said that, it was the old days again. I had changed from sharing his daily life, I was now being kept for his pleasure.


      “Yes.” My heart was hurting.


      “Hold out your wrist.”


      I held out my bare arm to him; liquid with submission, I could not have stood.


      “Yes.”


      He clicked it on.


      “It has a lock to which I have the only key.”


      I was breathless with feeling for him, breathless from his perfect authority, the unfaltering confidence of his command.


      How hypercharged life is when it breaks out of propriety. I was sorry, as I trembled there against his legs, for those people with well-behaved love. How good it was to have one’s integrity utterly infringed, to be the trembling, crushed, infringed self.


      It was for me a re-experiencing of that same true feeling, the lightning-struck feeling when he had come to the school that first time and taken me to the hotel room.


      I was shaking.


      “Thank you,” I said.


      My eyes were crying. He ruffled my hair and said, “I’m not passing you on. I won’t pass you over to the animals,” and laughed in his private way. I was so weak I couldn’t bother with the implication but allowed his words to further eliminate any false sense of self-pride, of “integrity”, and thus allowed myself still further to flow free and true in a near swoon of submission.


      He then, in a business-like way, dressed back into his suit, me tying his tie, helping him with his coat, his laces. I saw him out and then fell naked back on the sheets, my anus awash with semen, my mouth still cloyed with its taste, and a silver bracelet locked on my wrist.


      ‘Til ring you,” he said as he left. “The House is sitting next week.”


      The new purpose of the telephone, the telephone as chain, as a chain which permitted me to go only as far as the sound of its bell.


      “Til ring you” was an instruction.


      Oh, I knew who the dog and who the master now.


      When I did sneak out and give myself to a drunken sailor or some migrant worker, it affirmed the meaning of the bracelet. I was restored to my sense of wholeness for all the nights I spent aching for him. I did a lot of sexual aching, harder for a seventeen-year-old boy. Never able to masturbate, for fear he would need me.


      Always to be there for him when he wanted my body, when he was not too busy running the country. Or being a husband.


      I was faithful to him, in my fashion, but I was still, too, a naughty bad dog sometimes in the early hours of morning out in the dark city.

    

  


  
    
      II.

      The Letters


      I’m going to get out the letters.


      “I’d rather you didn’t.”


      And why not? I want to show you what you were once. What you were when we lived together. Before power and marriage etc made your personality into a social technique, until it hides its face behind a flashed-on smile. You’ve become a shimmer of courteous responses. I watch you on TV. And with me you’ve become a grunt. Because your personality couldn’t survive your oh-so-model life.


      “I said not to get out those letters.”


      All those things you do at Home you’ve told me about to make me suffer. Do you know what they are? Elusions.


      “What word is that?”


      Elusions. What you do is not hobbies. They’re ways of evading the eyes and faces of people. To avoid the need to truly react. I see it all now. Because I study only you. The paradox of politics. It is at the very heart of life but, for those who pursue it, it is a way of escaping life. I see it all now. It’s all structured reaction. You and your coins and cannons. That’s interesting. Your two prized collections of coins and cannons. Money and guns. I hadn’t seen that before. When you come here, though, you drop the shimmer of courteous responses and become a grunting stasis, but at least that’s real. That’s animal.


      “Your vocabulary is overreaching.”


      Not quite a person. A grunting stasis. But that’s real. I’m the last remaining person on earth who knows you.


      And who can sometimes find you. Your Wife doesn’t know you. I can tell. The only time your muscles fall loose is when you are here. Is here, here with me! For those moments when I undress you, bring you to erection, when you lie naked, just another man, and when you moan and moan and cry out and murmur and cry and come—those noises show me that there is a writhing person in there. And my only moment of power. Oh, but then—zip—you’re gone again and each piece of clothing goes back on—hey presto—the Man of Affairs. Herr Cabinet Minister.


      “Don’t prattle.”


      I will. I will read out from the letters. Look at the letters, hundreds, now so nicely bound. Will you one day have a government person, or one of those heavies, come around and destroy them? Or me. Why do you permit me to have them? I suppose because there is no way of them being linked to you. How many pages you once effused—over me. Look.


      “You’re becoming hysterical. Take them away. Take them away from my face.”


      I will read. “. . .On that drive to Canberra you acted so impulsively, so impishly . . . did you realise that it was the first time that you didn’t have to be coaxed? Or bribed or forced? Although you had always wanted to do it, once you were made to do it, it was not until that day in the car that you initiated it. You had until then, I suppose, liked the game of feeling that it was against your will, your nature, or whatever. You enjoyed playing the stubborn, sullen boy. It was from then on, from that day of that drive, that you were a different person, a special person with a special destiny and aware of it. Which I had of course known, and had of course known you would one day be made to realise . . .”


      And I thought it meant at the time that I had “fallen in love” with you. But for you it meant that I was ready for anything that you required. That I was in a new phase. But at least your letters, if they were not “love” letters, were effusive and you were fascinated by me and you used words to me. At least there were words then, including words about yourself.


      Let me recall the “drive to Canberra”. That evocative memory. It was your election campaign. We were driving through the electorate. I was fifteen. No. I was probably fourteen. Had I even done the School Certificate? I had been released from school after one of your “notes” had arrived at the Headmaster’s office and I was told that there was a government car waiting for me. The faces of my friends staring down from the school windows. I’d pack my things knowing that I would be whisked away to some hotel, to be fucked into a daze. And later, sometimes, to be used by your “associates”. Made drunk. And the drugs, oh yes, the muscle relaxants. Or no—sitting around in hotel rooms while you talked to people about things I didn’t understand. That is what I remember most. You talking to foreign people. I remember once hitting on the idea of filing my nails in front of them. I think I wanted to embarrass you, it seemed an outrageous thing for a schoolboy to do and you said coolly, “Yes, your nails could do with some attention—we don’t like grubby boys,” and those in the room all laughed knowingly. I went from the room flushed and confused, close to tears, but you didn’t come after me. I came back later and they had gone and I cried in bed with you in the submission of utter lost confusion.


      Anyhow. The drive to Canberra. We were driving fast. I moved over to sit hard against you, remember? I put my hand lovingly up to your neck and my fingers into your hair. I did it because I now felt “in love” with you. Do you remember what you said? You said that I was too close, there’d be cars coming up behind us and you’d be recognised and lose votes. I said that you could possibly gain votes from homosexuals. You were amused by my using the word “homosexual” and said that it was the first time you’d heard me say it. I blushed, but you made me say it again, although I didn’t want to. You made me say that I was a homosexual, but I resisted saying it. And then I said it, turning weakly to you and taking your hand, putting it to my lips and saying it through your fingers and my kiss. “Oh yes, I am, I am homosexual.”


      “You have an unhealthy memory.”


      And you smiled—at the time I thought you smiled because I pleased you, but I think now you smiled because of private thoughts—and you said that I was a “special class” of homosexual. But there in the car then I undid your fly and went down on you, into that fundamental smell of urine and the lingering odour, almost imperceptible, of excreta (but it was there), down over your penis and through the imported underwear which you got for us, before you married—does she buy that dreadful underwear you wear now, or do you wear it to identify with the normal folk?—and I licked the head of your penis through the silk and it oozed its juice making the silk transparent and I worked my mouth and the silk on your penis head while we drove at 100 mph through the wheat country and the hot, dry sun. You spread your legs to give yourself. Moaning, on and on at 100 mph in that Rover car you had then. I smelled the hot leather of the upholstery. The ever-so-slight smell of petrol fumes. The slight dry-cleaning fluid smell of groin. I gobbled and stimulated you, taking your balls up into my mouth, my tongue working you around and around, playing up and down, and then a finger fully in your anus. And then you came into my mouth pulse after pulse, the semen taste overwhelming the mingle of smells, the taste of semen dominating and wiping out all the other senses, although they came back, one by one, the texture of the silk first.


      “Your memory is unhealthy.”


      Remember, I took from you your semen and then lay there, my face in your lap. I remember plainly, while I had my head buried down there and you were coming into me, I remember thinking—is he ever going to stop. Is he ever going to stop? Is this possible, what have I done? I was very young.


      “Don’t go on—stop now.”


      When you finally finished, I sat up, wiped my mouth on a tissue, wiped you, and did up your fly, and we drove into town across the bridge. Within half an hour you were addressing a meeting and shaking hands with the mayor and his wife.


      I remember you sending me to a newspaper office in the town to book space, or something, for your campaign advertisements, and a nosey old editor with an eye-shade asking me if I were your “son” or a campaign worker or what. I said, “Aide de camp.”


      I thought that rather good at the time until you told me back at the motel that I had mispronounced it.


      Those early campaigns were the only time, though, that you’ve taken me into your political life, even if I were only someone in the car, unexplained.


      Excepting, of course, the Camden days, and they were hardly political. Those house parties. The old men and senators, or whatever, feeling me, talking about me being “pretty”, and you saying to me after, “Just keep smiling at them, let them do what they want.” You were so torn then—you couldn’t do without my body then, but you felt that sometimes it did your career good for me to pleasure the Old Men of the Tribe. You were anxious though, the only time I could truly say you felt anxious about me, that I might become someone else’s boy, but yet you had to risk it, had to prostitute me. And then you got where you wanted and put me into this, this “town house”—is that what we call this? And it has come to this—me locked here, virtually, visited by, God what is he called? An accountant? He never lays a finger on me. More’s the pity.


      Why doesn’t she dress you with some style? You’re both rich. You used to wear such beautiful clothing, but why drip-dry shirts—why? They are for travelling. Tell her, tell her they’re for when you can’t have laundry done. And for Chinese waiters.


      “You are not to mention her.”


      Yes. We won’t bring her into it. She’s sacred. Miss Sacred Heart Country Party Whore 1955.


      “Stop!”


      And you came back from the meeting in town to the motel and came to my room giggling. You never giggle now. Aren’t Herr Cabinet Ministers allowed to giggle? I was sitting up in the motel eating chocolates and listening to country and western music and you thanked me for washing out your underwear. But then you giggled and said that the mayor had followed our car into town and overtaken us near the bridge. You had said hastily to the mayor that I was a “nephew”. “Nephew?” said the mayor. “No, you were alone in the car. There was no one else in the car when I overtook.”


      “You involved me in risks.”


      So you locked me away. No, we could go back to those days without the risks. I am older now. I would be a good private secretary. I’ve told you this so often. But, of course, I don’t hold the same charm.


      “You have your place.”


      My head between your legs.


      “I don’t think, really, that you need more whisky. Put it down.”


      How I wish you were always around to tell me to stop, to tell me what to do. I was reading some woman and she says that’s what it is all about—“extinguishing the consciousness”. Obliterating the personality. I understand my state. I relish it.


      “Theoretical books are bad for you.”


      Don’t worry, this is not about the liberation movements. That’s not my liberation. I know that. I know now that my liberation is to be found in the opposite direction. The liberation through obeisance.


      “Mmmmm.”


      For instance, I could cut your initials in my arm. I could do that to show you what I mean.


      “Don’t talk like that. I’ve had to stop you talking about that sort of thing before.”


      What about when you had that doctor friend of yours inject me with some drug which made me helpless and warm and open and you had me, when I was fourteen, you and then those other two men. For hours. I was so dazed I couldn’t work out what was happening to my body. You were training it somehow to behave in some sort of way you wanted, and you broke me so that I couldn’t behave any other way.


      “Oh shut up.”


      All right. But I will cut your initials in my arm.


      “Stop that.”


      He shouted at me, but I went to the bathroom and found a razor blade and came back to him.


      He sat there. I knelt before him, I was still in the satin jocks and satin smock that he liked me to wear, and I stretched out my bare arm.


      “If you must” he said, a change of voice, he was switching now, turning on to it, participating.


      You should brand me.


      “It would be safer to have you tattooed.”


      Yes. I’d like that too.


      “Go on—cut yourself. Cut my name in your arm.”


      He really wanted me to cut myself.


      I cut. I did it. I cut one letter. The blood came out in a string of globules. My body went cool with the shock of it. I stopped. I baulked at the second letter. I would have done it but I was stopped, the effort required to mutilate one’s skin, especially when the skin is perfect, as mine was, unblemished young skin, the effort was exhausting.


      “The other letter—go on,” he said, “cut the other letter.”


      The bastard.


      Bastard.


      I closed my eyes, opened them, and cut the loop of the next letter and then dropped the blade, I stared at the blood on my arm and then licked it, licked both the wounds, and then needed to sit.


      I felt faint, and then his arms were about me, the world moved, unsteadily.


      He pulled me to him. I had earned it.


      “You stupid boy,” he said. I sunk to my knees.


      He had an erection. He had an erection and I felt it through the silk of his pyjamas. I kissed his penis through the pyjamas and I was back then in the car with the hot leather, I hugged him around his thighs.


      He led me over to the bedroom and pushed me down on the bed lifting the smock, pulling down the satin to bare my arse.


      My face went down on to my bleeding arm and I tasted again my own steely blood as I felt him move himself into me, as I arched my buttocks to take him. He came, ejaculating into me, almost as soon as he entered, and the throb and the thrust of the penis were so distinctly felt that it was as if they were drawn with pen and nib and ink on my nervous system, the hot sperm bursting against the sensitive lining of my anus.


      When he’d had his way, he rolled off and said, “You should put sand into the wound—-to permanently scar yourself.”


      I told him that I would do that. If I had been able to move, I would have done something like that. I was held to the bed by a heavy blanket of sensual pain. I was centred.


      I will do that, I told him, I will.


      I put my head against him and cried.


      He then said something, something humorous, maybe tender, he said, “They are the most obscene letters I have received,” and he put his fingernail on the blood-smeared initials and traced them, hurting me, tracing them with his sharp fingernail.


      He then asked me to come to the bathroom, he liad to go, he wanted me to wash him.


      I said that I would after I had put something on the wounds.


      He said that could wait.

    

  


  
    
      III.

      The Little World Left Behind


      Do you remember that on the day of his death, I kissed you on the mouth?


      A full mouth kiss. It was at a party, you’d taken me along because of how I’d been affected. We had heard of P’s death that day and everyone had been making all the right noises. We stood there on the fringe of the dancers’ skirts. The dancers revolved at the centre of the party, lapping at us as we stood in the darkened room. It was a backbenchers’ party. I remember water slapping along the jetty near the house. I took your head in my hands and kissed you on the lips. You went with the kiss. I had gone over the line of self-control by then with whisky and grief about P’s death. Was that grief? No, it was infuriation at being denied someone I wanted, that a person was denied me who had filled my mind and days for so long—as a person—not as a lover. A person who had talked to me. I would have been interested to have felt something as classical as grief. I would have been pleased to know that I had the capacity for the grand emotion. But whatever the inadequacy of my responses, I required, looking back, intense physical solace. I used sexuality that night to push away the presence of death.


      Yes. It was the gaping hole of death that I saw. The way death leaves staring, unwanted spaces in our lives. It is a penalty. It places people out of consultation or touch. They continue in your head but that is not enough, is, in fact, a reminder of the penalty.


      I hadn’t had much experience with death. It was a new insecurity, this realisation that the protective circle of people around us will go, one by one. And death itself, the experience of dying, must be a bad experience too, the whole self resists it, avoids it, we must sense something about the passing through to that other state.


      You seemed to want the kiss. I was hungering for it. It’s odd that our physical life should have gone on for years without kissing. Or maybe you kissed me when I was a boy at school, during those early days. But then the kissing must have ceased, until that night, the night of P’s death. I kissed you and I wanted to do it always and not to stop.


      But it was a members’ party or whatever, and there were key people at the party. So it had to stop. But to your credit you did not shy. I was conscious immediately afterwards that I should not have. Although there was one person especially at the party I would have been glad to have see us. To cancel at last that shy curiosity. Of course I would have loved, too, to have declared us to them all. But there was to be no coming out for you. You knew it was the wrong historical time.


      But I would have liked them to have all known and I would have liked to have declared those too who were part of our private circle from the Camden scene. It wasn’t as if they were prejudiced or that they didn’t know such things occurred even in their own ranks, but they did not want their category ruffled. They wanted no meddling with the well-secured boundaries of behaviour, expectation and conversation. As young A so nicely put it, no one in that crowd will accept his homosexuality when he declares it, not even his own father, they will simply say he’s into “liberated chic” or that he’s being deliberately “sensational”.


      But I suppose, at least, they have categories and that’s one way of keeping things endurable. I prefer that in a way. I heard someone say the other day they don’t believe in “homosexuality” or “heterosexuality”, only in “sexuality”. They want to deny the categories. Establish a broad, false harmony. They don’t accept that there just might be natural hostilities, incompatibilities, inherent enmities in the human condition, in the sexual roles, in their many devious forms. They are the sort of people who hate categories because they do not wish to be excluded from anything that’s going. They fear exclusion as a form of rejection, I suppose.


      Yes, P taught me this. Yes, P taught me lots of things. Yes, yes, and you too, you taught me too.


      I felt the bristles of your growth that night and they belonged so much with the sensation. Were part of the imprint of it.


      Maybe also it was my try at breaking the dumbness about us which had overtaken you after those voluble first years. Those words you wrote in letters about “my role” and “my reality”. Before there were so many books, so many new sexual experts. As you have said, the lessons and the knowledge hadn’t been lost to the tribe, it was in the hands of those who deserved to possess the lessons and the knowledge. But then you lapsed into dumbness, a refusal to express, or connect, except physically. Was this a lesson?


      But why did I think that kissing would break this dumbness? After all, kissing is another, but different, way of using the mouth, and precludes talking. Was your dumbness a way of avoiding verbal treason against your marriage? But you must have faced the disparity of your behaviour at the marriage ceremony.


      You are hardly as true as steel and as straight as an arrow. You and your talk about political candour. I remember hearing you on some ABC program and getting the giggles. I suppose you say that once again it illustrates the indigestible fact—that truth is divisible. That being frank in one place and not in another is everyday human conduct. That people can be corrupt in one area of behaviour and not in another.


      Yes, I know, you taught me all this a long time ago.


      Did you know about P? P, nicotine-stained, decayed teeth, shingles, dirty ears. He desired me too, and I let him have me. I was very young and unsure. I knew I was supposed to go only with people you told me to go with. Maybe I knew P was not one of those. I suppose it was partly because he was famous (more famous than you at that time). I remember also him saying in a leering way that he was a “behaviourist’’ and believed that he could have anything from anyone by offering the appropriate threat, or the appropriate and sufficient inducement, or the appropriate verbal formula. I remember being immobilised by revulsion when he made it clear that he wanted me. Mesmerised by it. And then actually going into his arms, saying no at the same time that I began to undress, going naked and shivering into his arms, giving him my young body. It was in a judge’s chambers and I remember some files and I remember thinking that I was being “defiled”. And it was true. I felt defiled. And it became a delicious feeling.


      You have made me feel abused, ravaged, and many other things. But it needed a sick, ugly and brutal old man to give me the sense of being lovingly defiled. I was young, in fettle and P was so debilitated. He knew what he wanted to do with me. Everyone you sent to me seemed to have some strange thing they wanted me to do to them, or they wanted to do to me. Their own act. Straps, pain, what-have-you. It sometimes took me days to recover and I had to go on with school as well. P had no trouble with erection, as sick as he was.


      You probably fucked me later that night. Oh I forget where you were. Probably some Important Meeting. Or “in with the PM”. Those hours that I spent dozing in your car after school while you were addressing something. All the pool drivers knew me.


      You probably fucked me that night on his sperm. A fantasy you know I love, the thought of which you cannot abide. Especially the idea of P’s probably infected sperm. He tried on other occasions. I said no—because of us. There, isn’t that unbelievable fidelity? I was scared about saying no because he did have power in the land. Didn’t he? I mean, I didn’t know what would happen to me with people like him if I said no. I prayed that you could protect me. But the rotten thing was that I liked talking to him, and he taught me so much, and I hated to say no to him. I would relieve him but I wouldn’t do the things he wanted. My head was full of chilling stories told to me by those boys at Camden. Probably just to scare me. I kept the act with P quite separate from our reality. I mean in my mind. Oh for all his intellect, public standing, public “integrity”, he tried to blackmail me one way or another into doing things with him again. I had to say no, too, because I knew that there were only so many times that a young body could do what he wanted me to do.


      How sentimental I am really deep down. Or was. But there—now the two things have joined—P now belongs to the same memory group as our “reality”, see, confession can do things to the pre-existing reality—P belongs now with our shared reality, tied with the same blue memory ribbon. Maybe you would prefer not to have had the gift of that confession?


      But you were supposed to know everything. You had me followed at other times. Or was I above suspicion then? Too naive and young to be capable of deception? Or did you know, did you engineer it?


      I think that when I kissed you that night of his death, I kissed P too, kissed the corpse with its rotting teeth goodbye.


      It was only once with P, or twice or so.


      My need for solace the night of his death was so crying a need because of the space he left in my life, not as lover but as tutor. We left the party and you had me and used me so hastily, rushing off then to meet the curfew of your marriage and you left a second space in my grasping, sad, needful consciousness, you left me doubly deserted and assailed—by death and by marriage.


      After you came pumping into me and then within minutes pulled on your trousers, leaving me panting on the bed in a mess, I went looking for something more, for something that would complete the solace I sought. It was far too late. But whisky and lust—neither can tell the time.


      Maybe I was trying to crowd bodies into the space left by P’s death.


      I found no one in the lavatories of the city and that was strange because there had on every other night, no matter what time, been someone hunting in the lavatories. But not on the night of P’s death—as if by ordinance, they had been cleared.


      Finally I had to telephone a woman I knew (you don’t know her—and you won’t) and ask her if I could come over to her place to stay for the night. She was fond and wanting to please and knew about me and felt therefore no threat from me. What I think she liked was someone unheterosexual to hold on to in the night, and she liked gossip about people in high places (I never told her serious gossip).


      We would caress for the comfort of it and then I would go down to her anus. The absolute self-abasement of it, and the unlocked relief that self-abasement gives. By showing another person that you will do those things which the culture abhors, to behave with another person in a way that is repugnant to cultural conditioning, its hygiene, and to self-image. Bringing together those two parts of the body—mouth and anus—which are by nature so closely related in function and yet in our culture severed, separated. The organ that sings in oratorio and the organ that cannot be politely heard. By kneeling before this common woman in this act of submission, lying with my face in her anus, I lost all identity—the body who went to concerts, pottery on Thursdays, who knew so many people—those things all fell away and I went spinning, falling outside culture and outside sex into that other world. Most of all, I lost homosexual identity.


      Lying there on the bed she would lift her dress, smile at me, pull down her pants, turn her arse to me and open her legs. For all I know, she probably smoked while I died there. I would put my tongue there, bury myself in her buttocks, buying myself in the smell of earth, body function and waste that had no gender.


      On rare occasions, including this night, she would cause her anus to give, stimulate it to release, and I would convulse, shuddering, smeared, and die as a person and find myself, alive in another state.


      It was there, in the arse of this woman who meant nothing to me, that I found release that night.


      I went home and back to bed, falling asleep with sperm and excreta odours about me. I again woke, hours after, and P’s death was a day or so back. I woke and tasted the night.


      I was able to go calmly about, sending an expensive gift to the woman, doing the other things that make my day. All this after a night of being enveloped, smudged and stained, and hurt by sexuality. I found solace in the overpowering infliction of it upon my consciousness. I had kissed your mouth and so kissed the corpse goodbye, and I still had your sperm dribbling from my anus. And I had knelt before this woman and buried myself in the excrement of her anus.


      I felt an exaggerated aliveness. I had no hangover, and I had things to do. I showered, had a glass of milk, a mango, and stepped out into the world.


      A friend had died and gone and I said to myself, a friend has died and gone. And I read the papers flicking through to the obituaries of P, “. . . a key figure in the extra-parliamentary life of the fifties . . . significant contribution to the constitutional history of this country . . .”, while at the same time I enjoyed the sore aliveness of my arse. My mind trailed in and out of the news of the day, and back and over the sensations of the night. It gave me a sharp, sunny affirmation that I was living and doing, and that I could go down the dark tunnels of sexuality with or without you, and I could forget for a while that P was dead and you were married.

    

  


  
    
      IV.

      A Map for the Child


      This is a map for the child. I think the map is probably educationally disreputable.


      “He likes those things. Brontosauruses.’’


      Not one word to show he understands our emotional complicity in the child. No registration of what the giving of the map to the child means.


      It shows the boundaries of the world, false boundaries, it’s even wrong for its time, it’s an imaginative reconstruction of an old map, it is art, not navigation.


      “It is unlikely that he will use it for navigation.”


      Yet once, just once, but obviously from premeditation, you touched me, while we were walking the child between us, you had had it left with you unexpectedly, you touched me and said, “The first child is ours—I think of him, I think of him as belonging to The Family.”


      Take the map.


      Take my heart, my blood, my sensory system—you’ve owned them,, depraved them—give them to the child as well.


      “Now stop that.”


      I have never complained about that—about what you did with my body. It’s my placing, my status, in your life that I can’t accept, now.


      You have never asked me to do this, to wear her clothes. Is this a way of humiliating her and me at the same time? I don’t mind that you lie back there, that you wait for me to undress you and to stimulate you, which is all too easy. But now that I have understood my role, and come to be good at it, you change everything. You want me to put on her things. It was never like this before.


      “No.”


      Was I gathering an identity, is that it? Do you wish to take that away? I’d rather be called a “predilection”, as you once did. I know that after all these years you say that you are not homosexual, that that is not what it is all about, you say. You live not only against yourself but against the temper of the times. You should be in the Gay Cause. Here look—on the map—it says, “The Course of the Great Wind Currents.”


      “Fix that eyelash.”


      I suppose you would simply repeat that politics and power have always been intuitive arts for those few special people who are able to use the mechanisms of power, whatever they may be, in whatever system, at whatever historical time. The trick, you would say, is always to belong to the pre-eminent elite. Did I get it right?


      Don’t be angry with me. But use me for what I am. A male. I give you my young body. I give you imaginative love. But not this.


      “Yes.”


      Oh God, her clothing fits me. We must be the same size, even this corselet.


      “I want you to welcome this.”


      But you took me as a child—a boy—because I was male. But I can’t argue against you. But I could draw another map for the child, of strange routes “outside the walled cities and cultivated lands”. Where you took me.


      I was an innocent boy when you so skilfully turned me into a moaning, weeping, naked boy on a hotel room floor.


      “Innocent?”


      All right, there is no such thing as innocence, but I was uninitiated. How did you find me? Why did you come that day to the school?


      You just smile. All right, so on that day on the floor of a hotel I was given the truth about myself and I embraced it. But how did you choose me? Who were those men who pointed me out?


      I wanted her to die in hospital. I would have lived with you and we could have raised the children together. Yes, I knew she had been ill. Oh the savage, regal fantasies of the subjugated.


      Even hustlers get their important lovers to make commitments.


      “Where do you get this nonsense?’’


      I sometimes hate the bizarreness of my life. Did you know that? You have made the bizarre my normality, but sometimes I try to imagine the other life. I sometimes crave in-laws, outings, and lawns. Isn’t that real life? Instead I stand here in her slip and her stockings.


      “Mmmmm.”


      But no, I complain about the way things have changed. Me standing here dressed like this. But not only that. We were different at those lunches. I was once the sexy boy and always needed, to be fondled and so on, by your important friends, able to sit about without talking and then tell you everything that was said in your absence. It’s not like that any more.


      But you’re not getting joy any other way, I can tell. You’re not getting it from her—I can tell that. I’m the only one who can give it to you.


      “The makeup is good.”


      The map makes a good joke. “Trade route,” it says, that’s what my life has been. And the map says, “Parts Yet Undiscovered.”


      We’ll see. Is something still to come?


      “Turn around, twirl around.”


      What will you tell her, for instance, about the map? That you found it in the street? That you got it from a wandering cartographer? Or that it was I who sent it as a weird present for the child. Dangerous for navigation. Does she know about me? Did she select the clothing, the underwear for me to wear?


      “You’re hypertense.”


      I’m hysterical.


      “You need the doctor.”


      No. Listen to me. Please. No, listen to me. Please come away from the telephone.


      “Perhaps you need to be sent away for a time.”


      No. I hate it up there.


      “Put on the gown now.”


      I have my own friends you know. People you don’t know. You claim to know everything I do and everyone I see. But you don’t. I have people here. I have to put your photograph in the drawer for fear that some stickybeak will seize it and say, “Why, you never told us . . .” or “Is he really . . .?”


      “Turn around. I’ll do the zip.”


      You are frightened that the words you might say would turn into silken ropes and bind your hands and tie you to my bed. You know that the feelings which move inside you, if once articulated, would become contracts which you’d be forced to honour.


      “Now put on the shoes.”


      You don’t try to present yourself any more. I mean with your clothing, your appearance. You don’t watch your weight. Does she really want you to dress like that? Obviously you don’t care a damn. Is it because you have a safe seat? Or does it give you a Plain Man image for the public? No frills. No foppery.


      “Mmmmm.”


      Mmmmm.


      “Fix that eyelash.”


      Does she really buy those underpants for you? They’re so cheap. Do you know what she’s doing? She’s killing you as a sensual being.


      “Don’t prattle.”


      Why don’t you take me on those trips? You have always promised. Are you frightened that I will kiss you behind the ear in public? I’m not like that now. I can converse. I read. Why don’t you let me meet people now?


      “You met President Johnson.”


      Yes, and he let his hand rest overlong on my shoulder. “And he wrote to you.”


      Don’t tease me. Yes, he wrote me a letter.


      “Maybe one day we will go to live in the Greek islands.” I don’t want to go to the Greek islands to live. I don’t want to go to the Greek islands. That’s not what I’m saying. There is another map—that is not the only “place to go”. I love this country. I’m more committed to this country than you, the professional patriot. I’m the one who cries at patriotic songs.


      “You are a silly boy.”


      I am not a “silly boy”. I am not a silly boy. I am your male love. A male lover who does not any longer know what is happening to him or where he is. I know I can’t leave you or do anything else with my life because of what I know about you and the rest. But nor do I want to. I want you. What are you now? Forty-seven? Overweight, balding. I want you to give our life emotional shape, size, status.


      “You are hysterical. You have overstepped.”


      Never have you thought to ask me if I was feeling well, whether I could have sex. You just come here and the next thing, without more than a grunt, you are panting, crying, holding me in desperation. But you grant me nothing.


      “The doctor will be here soon.”


      So the doctor will obliterate my mind, put me in a daze for weeks. Oh I know too what “soon” means. It means that I’m wasting time and you haven’t had your sex yet. All right then, I’ll lift up these skirts and petticoats, and you can gaze at her stockings, her suspenders, my legs—better shaped than hers, and just as hairless too. Have your sex. Imagine whatever it is that you want. It’s yours. You own it. There. I’ll hold up these skirts, pull down those feminine panties—take me.


      And bending over I let him take me. He stood there behind me, the skirt falling down over my head. My beloved. I am that too. I am too a surrogate, as well as a boy, yes I am that too. And he was right, I wanted to be overlapped with someone else’s identity—her identity. It was not only a humiliation but a victory. I could be her as well. As he entered up my body, dressed there in her clothes, I knew, it was revealed to me. I had lost another part of “myself” and I was filled with joy. He made me feel true. He made me right with the world again.


      I whimpered and tears came to my eyes.


      Oh yes, and yes give the child the mariner’s map. I hope it misleads him in the correct direction. I hope he realises that for some strange reason it is the wrong maps which are beautiful.


      “Here is the doctor.”


      He pulled out of me and, doing himself up, went to the door. He turned and said to me, “No don’t undress, stay that way.”


      They stood at the door together looking at me, still bending over, anus exposed. The skirts pulled up and the woman’s pants pulled down to expose my proffered self. The doctor made a gesture, a raised eyebrow, a request by gesture, and received the reply, “Sure, go ahead.” The doctor put down his bag, took off his coat, and came towards me undoing his fly.

    

  


  
    
      V.

      The Gift of a Son


      It’s his birthday, isn’t it?


      “I thought you would remember.”


      He’s thirteen, isn’t he?


      “Yes.”


      We will give him a treat, and then bring him back here.


      “That’s correct.”


      I’ll make him something, his favourite dish.


      “I want everything done correctly.”


      Of course it will be done correctly. You said once that he was our child.


      “Did I?”


      And that now we would come together. The three of us.


      “In the long run it has very little to do with you. But I want this thing done correctly.”


      And he came. What is your favourite . . . is the school food just as . . . and which sport do . . . and when you leave?


      And I prepared him a treat.


      “I feel sort of good,” he said, giggling and lolling back on the meridienne after his treat.


      I went with his father to the other room.


      Out of sight of the boy he grabbed my wrist. “I want this done correctly.”


      It will be. And I looked at him, and I said, just as you did it to me when I was a boy.


      “I’m not interested in you.”


      I told him that I would pleasure the boy, and that the boy would thank me for it, for having taken him over the dreadful chasm.


      He was a divided person, savouring the situation and exercising his parental responsibility at the same time.


      I told him to wait, feeling my control, however slight, of this part of the situation.


      I left him and went to the boy. Now to open the gate.


      I was the medium for them both. It could only be me. This was my moment. My moment.


      The boy was lying back blissfully on the meridienne, a lazy smile on his face.


      I sat down with him, moving his body over a little, sitting against his thigh.


      Feel nice?


      “Yes . . . oh yes.”


      I’m going to make you feel nicer.


      “I know.”


      How do you know?


      “I just sort of know.”


      You want me to do it, don’t you?


      “Yes, I suppose so . . .”


      What am I doing to you? I asked him.


      “I don’t know, but . . .


      The drug was making him verbally lazy.


      He smiled up at me, saying do it, do it, his boyish lips mouthing the words.


      I took off his shoes and socks. I undid his belt.


      This will make you comfortable.


      He lifted his backside for me to take off his trousers. Has someone else done this to you? I had not considered that. Anxiety clutched my breathing.


      “I feel sort of weak but nice . . . I can hardly bother to move.”


      Has someone else done this to you? I tried to keep the urgency from my voice.


      “No . . . just at school.”


      What? What happened?


      I tried not to lose him by sounding like a school authority.


      “Just sort of played around. Nothing.”


      And with yourself?


      “No.”


      He smiled.


      Was he lying?


      But you know what I’m talking about and what I’m doing to you.


      “Sort of,” he smiled—teasingly?


      Was he already a lying virgin-pretender? A tease?


      I took off his trousers and cotton underpants. All with his name sewn in.


      And then his shirt.


      He was languidly co-operative.


      It’s good for this to be done to you.


      “Yes. I like you. I’m glad it’s you.”


      There was a genuineness in this. He was a virgin.


      I knew how he felt now, tingling with the wanting. The wanting of the touch which would dissolve him. I let his body lie there, untouched for those trembling seconds or more, with him looking up at me wanting—the wanting of the touch which, if it did not come, would drive him into a craze.


      His body was splendid, in the way that thirteen year olds are—an age where there can be no real defect. Physique just smoothes it away—the whole man was there, and the whole boy, and the female, all in superimposition.


      The wispy hairs around his crutch were the only hairs on his body, apart from the light blond hair of childhood, so gracefully hermaphrodite.


      He took my hand then, could wait no longer, and took my hand and placed it on his penis, and gasped, quietly, with relief.


      I gave it a touch of acceptance as it erected, rigid quivering, and then I took my hand away.


      I bent down, pausing though, my mouth just above his penis. I looked at his face, his eyes closed, his breathing broken and reckless.


      He opened his eyes pleadingly.


      “Please.”


      Oh, yes, I knew that “please”. Behind that “please” lay the offer of anything he could give.


      I held his eyes, still not giving him the release he begged, receiving from him the begging gaze, seeing the fear that it might not happen which dances along with all totalisation.


      I closed my mouth around his penis and he murmured loudly, “Oh yes—yes.”


      My hand went under him.


      His whole body, his anus, opened like a flower, as I put my finger there, an eager yielding.


      “But . . .?” Again a question he had to ask did not complete and which contained no true concern, and which drifted away.


      He knows, I whispered.


      “I don’t care, really,” he smiled up, opening his eyes, conspiratorially, carelessly. “I like you. I like you touching me. I knew you would—it was in your eyes. I want you to do everything.”


      I know you do.


      “I like your finger in there.”


      Yes, he liked everything.


      He sat up, lifted my head from off his penis, taking the initiative, and, holding my head, he kissed me in that dreamily drugged way, his young saliva running to my mouth like juice from a crushed fruit.


      “You get undressed too,” he murmured.


      I did.


      We lay there on the day bed and then tumbled off, rolling about on the carpeted floor, embracing, our mouths locked in an endless kiss. I loved him in two ways, at least—as my child, and as an object of beauty—and he probably loved me two ways, at least—as an adult with whom nothing was forbidden and everything granted, his first adult of that kind, and he probably loved me as a simple instrument of his excitement. But I loved him another way, as the linkage, something I had not dreamed of until recently, when the dream had become a plan and I had realised that it was all part of a huge eternal program. But now it did not seem like a dream or plan, but presented itself as an inevitability. Oh yes. I sighed with the clear sudden realisation. It was an eternal inevitability.


      The drug peeled him of everything and he was a physical young animal of pure feeling. The drug had put back into his blood that which a lost society had taken out. He now knew no maths, no morals, no geography, no manners, no propriety. The ultimate state of being.


      I tried to slow him down but he could not wait, and I held his penis tightly as he poured himself out on me with great gasps and sighing, and I felt the outbursting too through the lining of his anus. Thirteen solid throbs of his penis, spilling and spilling.


      Opening my eyes I saw his father’s face from the other room. He was beyond parental apprehension now, he was the enthralled voyeur observing not only the erotic display but the loss of his own centrality in two lives—his repositioning in our lives and its endless dark possibilities. The exploding enlargement of his parenthood.


      The boy was crying with the relief which comes from the only liberation.


      “What happened to me?” he asked dreamily. “I’m all wet,” and then giggled. “Oh I think I must have fainted or something, oh I’ve never felt like this. This is, this is—heaven.”


      You’ve been relaxed with something. I put something in the drink, I said, as a birthday treat.


      Yes, he was right, I too felt like I had fainted. I had passed momentarily across to that special state of consciousness and back again. That orgasmic state, oblivion.


      “We’ll do it again? Can we do it again soon?”


      Yes. I’d like you to come to visit me again. Soon.


      He went to sleep in my arms. I disentangled myself, wiped him, and put a blanket over him, there on the lounge floor sleeping with a beatific smile.


      I could not but help consciously acquainting myself with the fact that I had a father and a son now as lovers. I couldn’t help enjoying the cheap novelty of it. But it pays to take whatever pleasures you can get your hands on, however trinkety. But there was another feeling less trinkety, a background feeling in my mind—I had a new security, a new place in the arrangement of things.


      His father came into the room.


      I told him that his son had loved every moment of it.


      “I saw that.”


      He poured himself a fresh drink.


      The cheap novelty of it disappeared and I was rivetted by a realisation of yet a third implication. I was joined to a line though history which went back to the first primitive tribal person who went my way, who took a virgin boy lover, and every boy who became a man and took, in due turn, a boy lover, through to Socrates. I had played a part now in the continuation of that chain. I had played my first part as a child in becoming a man’s lover. I had now played my second part. I now belonged fully in that historical line. It was a way of passing on and preserving the special reality, a way of giving new life, the birth for the boy of a new reality, a joining of him to a secret family, the other family. To belong to that chain is to belong to another life.


      I went to him, promising him by words and physically that I would not use the boy against him, and thanking him. That we all belonged together now.


      When the boy awoke he stretched and smiled directly at me, he looked as his father. His father told him to dress. He dressed slowly and I saw a beginning of haughtiness in the lazy way that he dressed there and the brazen acceptance of his father’s presence. He showed no hint of shame.


      He seemed, too, to have a consciousness of his relation to me and his father’s relation to me and this I supposed relieved him of fear of his father, maybe this was his dawning in that way too, yet another new power acceded to him that day. He did something which suggested that he had realised something about his power over us. His new self. He dressed before the bedroom full-length mirror where we could watch him, and he at the same time watched himself. He touched his body with his hands, oh that body, as though feeling himself as a body for the first time, and he did so admiringly. He held his own penis for a moment, bringing it to half erection, and then, smiling at us, he tucked it into his underpants. The other thing was the way he brushed his hair, using two hand brushes, showing a new care, and he then came over to us, kissed me on the cheek and whispered, “Thank you,” and then he kissed his father. His father looked down at his drink as he received that rare, that most preternatural kiss from lips that would never again kiss innocently.


      “We must go now,” his father said.


      There was now in the boy’s walk and movement a lascivious confidence and that also was in his kiss.


      Again at the door he took my hand and said, “This was the best birthday ever. May I arrange to see you again—soon?” And he leaned gently against me.


      Oh yes, we’ll do things together, oh yes.


      “Come on now,” his father said, looking at his watch, “I have a meeting.”


      It was his son’s birthday but I had received the gift.


      And now we were a family of a special kind with a long, long history.

    

  


  
    
      VI.

      The Wand and the Cup

      (and the Magician)


      He is fourteen now, with some soft facial hair, perhaps he would be shaving were it not for the oestrogen which he chooses to take, has long, groomed hair of the fashion now passing, which his mother and sister praise and brush.


      “I dreamed of my mother, but she had no breasts.”


      You are your mother—with no breasts.


      “Yes, I have the female thing—my father shouts at me and makes me cry.”


      But he is rugged in the Australian private-school way, although at the window of his face a dandy—and sometimes a lady—appear now and then. He is not yet dressing true to himself. He is limited to school clothing and that boring denim of the weekend.


      He loves eating in good restaurants even now. He doesn’t, like some of the young, repudiate all these things because of some voluntary poverty principle or food fadism.


      “What is vol-au-vent?” he asked with a slightly reluctant innocence, but at least he asked. He risked his ignorance with me when the pressure is, at his age, always to pretend to knowledge. I smiled over at him, acknowledging the honour he paid me, the honour of being asked, of showing his ingenuousness.


      I do not touch him there in the restaurant for fear my hands, once having touched his breathing body, would singe, burn, melt, perhaps weld to him.


      I tell him what vol-au-vent is.


      “Yes, I do know, I’d forgotten.”


      I had so wanted someone like him in my life, so wanted to venture into my second part, and—whether by manipulating myself into liking him as a way to achieving that preternatural irony, or whether from spontaneous affection, or whether by being myself manipulated in other people’s plans—it had happened.


      Maybe I wanted him to break my heart and then, years hence, I could play with his heart and body when he found he needed me again and, returning to me in desperate dependency, would need that which he, now and for a couple of years, would use so lightly and thoughtlessly.


      I had travelled that route. My first man, his father, I had frustrated to anger and violence in the first years. Submitted with feigned indifference. Refused to show pleasure. Forced him to use pain and narcotics. And now he used me like a goldfish in a glass tank, taken out when he wanted to hold a twisting, pulsing life, but for the most time left to swim restlessly, to look out at him, screamingly, yet unattended. To yearn for his presence over his photograph in newspapers.


      I tried to introduce R, there in the restaurant, to the Sauternes experience—where the sweetness of the dessert makes the Sauternes taste dry. It didn’t happen. I don’t know why. The Sauternes not chilled enough?


      “Doesn’t taste dry,” he said, curious.


      How to impress someone so impressive. The young and beautiful are so impressive within the limit of their years.


      They work their enthralment with so little.


      Maybe it is easier when you have so little to work with, I can’t remember, it is all fresh stuff then, and they can give it such detailed attention and zest.


      When older, we have much life material but have to walk the line between impressing and intimidating.


      Oh, I had been in his place. Sitting youthfully, hands dangling so lithe. No matter how sloppy or unkempt, the gleam of youth turned it all to adornment.


      Oh, I had known the feeling of mild, instinctively understood pleasure which comes from realising that the man is having difficulty taking his eyes from you. I saw that R realised there in the restaurant just how enthralled I was. Since that first day, his birthday, he had been swimming towards a calculation of his power over me.


      I had known it all, known the fondling in the way a man had looked and talked with me.


      I had known it without qualm at all, unconcerned that men were spending money on me. Buying me. And, later, as the hold over men became conscious, I began demanding gifts, without shame, and exercising all privileges, exploiting by subtle test and sexual instinct the furthest limits of indulgence and demand in the power-sex entente.


      I, those years before, after uncertainly submitting to his father, after being coaxed and cajoled into a way of living about which I hadn’t an inkling, had sensed after a while the beginnings of personal power, but it was power without program, exploited only in the most trivial material ways, and which resulted, later, in my being exposed to a reversal of power, when I had to accept the indignity and hurt of being kept by a man and ignored by him for long periods.


      I had known the time when, stripped, my body would not be in my consciousness at all, but very much in his. There was nothing then about my body for me to consider—apart from realising that naked I was sitting on my hands, like a child, and his suggestion that I not do that, and then being self-conscious about my hands, blushing, dying.


      In those days, I had to just undress and there it would be, the physical perfection, the shading of hair on my legs and buttocks, my breathing faster, my penis rising to erection—the boy homosexual.


      And my moment of self-truth. That strange day when, after a sports carnival at school, I had noticed his father with two other men. I had looked across and realised they were watching me. I had met his eyes and blushed. Whatever recognition had caused the blush passed too quickly across the mind to be caught or remembered. One of the men came across, crouched down where I was flopped, and talked to me, had known my name. I kept looking over his shoulder at the person who was to become my lover, my protector. He stayed at a distance impatiently. They seemed anyhow to know something about me, and the questioning seemed, looking back, merely a formality. It was as if they had looked into my heart or my psychology while I slept and already seen that I was ready to learn about myself. When, a week later, a note arrived excusing me from school I knew in a wild guess that it was he, it was the next step. The waiting car on that first day, as I straggled out with my things, was driven by a chauffeur. I was breathing dreadfully fast and, although my mind wouldn’t let me say it, I did know why we were going to the hotel and why I had to go to that room number and who would be there.


      He was not “good looking” but I cannot ever recall thinking in those terms. Maybe I already knew that there in the heat, the bodies, the conformity to ideals of beauty does not matter, that beauty is a matter for conversation and aesthetics not for sexuality. All bodies are charged with passion. I know that.


      But oh, it wasn’t long after the first certain detached submission of myself, with all its implicit self-pride, that I found my penis reared and ached to be touched by him and my anus went loose and pulsated ever so slightly at the thought of his penis. For a time sexual instinct told me to hide this need but there then came the time to reveal the dependency, to go down on my knees and beg for him to fuck me. The passing from detachment, to pretended detachment, and then to moaning submission.


       


      He wanted to shoot the rifle when we were on the property, after his father had gone back to the city for a conference. I said all right. We put up the targets and shot for three-target, five-shot aggregate. He shot better than I—122 to 116.


      I then loaded the rifle and looked at the trees. I saw a blue wren. I shot the wren out of the tree. Bright blue cap, black eyes, blue scarf, pert tail.


      He gave a small wince.


       


      There, you shoot one. I said to him, smiling.


      He was perturbed but felt it was probably weak to show it.


      “But why, why shoot them?” he said, as if there might be a reason.


      To show you can strike against nature without reason, by pure human will, just to show yourself that you can.


      He aimed and then lowered the rifle. “No, I can’t,” he said, unsettled by a feeling that perhaps this was something he should be able to do, yet obeying the call of gentleness.


      I smiled, put a hand on him, and said that it didn’t matter. But, I thought, it does matter as a test of personality, to see if that hardness had come yet, whether he could do the thing that had no “sense”. Which calls and instructions did his personality still obey? I took his face in my hand and kissed him as the sun set across the eucalyptus. Never mind, I said. It marked him off, I thought, marked him off from me. Gentle boy.


      When had I passed that point of hardness? Had his father forced me to? I remembered no single test.


      Then, as I was getting the ammunition into the shoulder bag, picking up the spent shells, he pointed the rifle at a magpie and shot it dead.


      Well, I said, you can do it. It was I who was now perturbed.


      He walked over, picked up the dead bird, looked at its limp neck, circle-eyes, and then dropped it.


      “I’ve never done that before.”


      Every bird has its mate, you know, somewhere up there in the trees, watching you.


      “Oh shut up.”


      It doesn’t prove anything—except that you can do the senseless thing, I said, trying to ease him, if he in fact needed his conscience eased. It doesn’t mean you’re cruel.


      “Shut up. Don’t talk about it!” he said, and pointed the rifle at me.


      Oh yes. He could do that some time if not now, or even maybe now. And the afternoon chilled more than its wintery self as I looked at his wilful face and the finger around the trigger of his rifle. Knowing that, being who he was, and at his age, he could get away with it. Oh yes. And I didn’t care.


      I told him, anyhow, not lo point firearms.


      He said he would if he wanted to, and anyhow the rules didn’t apply to him any more.


      Now I was sure he could pull the trigger. I didn’t care much for the knowledge as we walked back across the paddocks. I resented him for having so quickly equalised our situation. Instead of me regaining through him a lost, softer self, he was becoming me. Surpassing me. I could do without another me.


      There was an earlier condition, before sham indifference to sexual submission. There was the first excited curious pleasure when I did not know what was happening. He had passed from that. He had a long distance to go before he came to the fourth phase, the exquisite pleasures of the induction of a young person together with mellow appreciation of one’s state.


      Mellow appreciation—when did one reach that!


      I told him to wash his hands. I told him that birds are filthy with vermin. Even the beautiful ones.


       


      He asked about promiscuity. He had urgings towards “the crumbiest people”. He said that his father wanted him to go only with me. I wanted him, I said, to go only with me. Reluctantly and with an uncharacteristic allegiance to truth above self-interest, I told him about the instinctive requirement of the special reality in which he now lived, the need to be promiscuous while with me. To give himself to the streets. To dirty men, to men who smelled, to mean men, to the lowest, in streets, trains, lavatories. It was life’s compensation to them, the miserable, those denied so much of what life had. To be given, when they expected nothing from life—nothing—to be given a superb young boy, a beautiful body for their pleasure in those passing moments of the night. For the boy who was to have everything in life the obligation of nature was for him to give himself to those lost in the night streets. It was, I told him, not only an age-old equation, obligation of office, but also one of the high pleasures of depravity. He would therefore have urgings, he the angel of a boy, to go with old men in suburban railway lavatories. I told him how, when I was his age, they’d tried to stop this happening, to break the age-old urgings and duties by some crude therapy, but they couldn’t tear out of me the sense that this was right. That it was part of the morality of our special condition.


      He nodded. But I do not think that he yet grasped the theology of it—only the earliest visceral urgings.


      I took the tarot pack there on the last evening of winter, in the room lit only by the yellow and blue of the open fire.


      The glow of the open fire lifted his face, lit it from the jaw as we sat on the floor.


      I took the pack and squared it, and then let it drop a few inches to the carpet. The pack divided perfectly.


      Take it, I said, take that card—it must be our card. The pack says so.


      He lifted it and turned it over. It was, of course, The


      Lovers.


      He looked over at me and smiled out at me, beamed there in the yellow and blue glow.


      Now for your card, I see you as a wand, I said. Perhaps The Page of Wands.


      I did a shuffle and had him take the top card. This is your card, I said, whatever it is, whatever the pack tells us.


      It was—The Page of Wands.


      “Hey!” he said, grinning, “that’s spooky.”


      Oh R, you are my wand. My page.


      And I the receptacle.


      I took the next card, saying that it would be my card. I am, I told him, his receptacle. I had him turn the card.


      It was the Page of Cups.


      I am the cup, the receptacle.


      I didn’t need to tell him the story of the cards.


      He shook his head. “I can read those cards,” he said.


      He looked at the Page of Cups and said, “He’s just a little older than the Page of Wands.”


      I took his hand, we are the lovers, you the wand and I the cup.


      His lips jumped across the inches between us, like a spark.


      We kissed, long and moist, we caressed, hands rushing to each other’s body under our clothes.


      Then, naked, sitting opposite each other, legs around each other, in the warmth of the fire, I told him that the cards forbade him to be anyone’s boy but mine. He nodded with tears in his eyes, and a lie in his heart. I leaned down on to him, took his penis in my mouth, as I had his father’s penis so many, many times, and found it, likewise, eager to give up to me. He filled my mouth. I had from it a sweeter sensation than from any other that had flowed into me. He moaned to the beat of my bursting heart.


      Later, over tea, I told him that I had salted the cards and done an overhand shuffle. Old conjurers’ tricks.


      “You didn’t!” he cried, affronted, hurt.


      No, of course I didn’t, I said to him quickly, touching him to reassure—frightened by how deeply cut he was by the idea of it. His tantalising gullibility. No, I said, not with the tarot pack, one must never do conjurers’ tricks with a tarot pack. The tarot pack tells it as it is, I said. It was just a bad joke on our love. I’m sorry.


      We kissed again, there across the table. “There will never be anyone else but you,” he said to me.


      I went to the bathroom and while I was there he called to me, “I knew it was a trick.” A voice trying, trying to be hard. “I knew you were tricking me.” Trying to learn the right lines. Trying to be like me.


      He was on his way.
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