
  
    

    
      
    
  


  


  


  


  Louis Nowra is an acclaimed author, screenwriter and playwright who lives in Sydney. His novels include, The Misery of Beauty, Palu, Abaza, Red Nights and the Twelfth of Never. His plays include Cosi, Summer of the Aliens, The Golden Age, Radiance and The Boyce Trilogy.


  ICE


  LOUIS

  NOWRA


  ICE


  [image: Images]


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  First published in 2008


  


  Copyright © Amanita Pty Ltd. 2008


  


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. The Australian Copyright Act 1968 (the Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or 10 per cent of this book, whichever is the greater, to be photocopied by any educational institution for its educational purposes provided that the educational institution (or body that administers it) has given a remuneration notice to Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) under the Act.


  


  Allen & Unwin


  83 Alexander Street


  Crows Nest NSW 2065


  Australia


  Phone: (61 2) 8425 0100


  Fax: (61 2) 9906 2218


  Email: info@allenandunwin.com


  Web: www.allenandunwin.com


  


  [image: Images]


  


  This project has been assisted by the Commonwealth


  Government through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory board.


  


  National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-publication Data:


  


  Nowra, Louis, 1950–


  Ice/Louis Nowra.


  


  ISBN: 978 1 74175 483 4 (pbk.)


  


  A823.3


  


  Text design by Sandy Cull, gogoGinko


  Typeset by Midland Typesetters, Australia


  Printed and bound in Australia by Griffin Press


  10987654321


  For Mandy


  1.


  FOR TWELVE DAYS THE CITY had been waiting impatiently for its arrival. Some men, including many in the government, had dismissed the first reports as baseless rumours, until cables from Tasmania and telegrams from several lighthouses along the eastern coast confirmed the truth. But none of the newspaper stories, which grew more excited by the day, prepared the people of Sydney for what they were about to see.


  Hundreds of thousands of spectators stood on the Heads, craning their necks for the first sign of it, and lined the ridges and beaches of both sides of the harbour. Adolescent boys and young men clung to tree branches. Two military bands and three church brass bands fought for prime position on the rocky outcrop of Mrs Macquarie’s Chair. The piers, wharves, punts and jetties of Semi-Circular Quay were clogged with men and women in their Sunday best, publicans, whores, photographers in fig trees and on roofs, yapping dogs, country folk, Aborigines, Chinamen, foreign dignitaries and parents telling their eager children that they would and should always remember this day. Hundreds of horse buses overburdened with passengers, hansom cabs, barouches, jiggling broughams, dogcarts and landaus driven by glowing flunkies in full livery, dotted the slopes that led down to the quay where, throughout the morning, bunches of chained prisoners were escorted down side streets and hurried out of sight behind the storehouses. Soldiers and policemen formed a human barricade across the eastern side of the quay, where, for the first time that the city could recall, there were no ships at anchor. Lined up outside the storehouses were scores of carts and countless labourers stripped for work, sweating in the sultry summer morning. Out on the harbour yachts, fishing boats and hastily constructed rafts, draped with streamers and flowers, bobbed gently in the calm emerald waters, waiting expectantly for the first glimpse of the unprecedented, marvellous thing.


  Those people on the Heads, the name given to the north and south cliffs that were separated by only half a mile, and which provided a narrow, funnel-like entrance from the Pacific Ocean, were the first to see it. Perhaps see is the wrong word, because it shone so brightly that its shape seemed to burn into the retinas of the spectators, and everyone squinted or raised their hands to shade their eyes, as if they were staring directly at the noonday sun itself.


  As it passed between the Heads, its width was such that, for a few minutes, onlookers wondered if it could in fact squeeze through. Once it had cautiously entered the harbour, those in the yachts and boats were momentarily blinded too. The spectacle was so dazzling and beautiful that, it was said, people were rendered dumbstruck. The bands that moments before had been jostling for space forgot to start playing.


  Few, if any, of the spectators had ever seen an iceberg before. Of course they had seen drawings and photographs but, instead of a jagged, rugged surface, the summer sun had melted this one smooth, so that it resembled, reported some journalists, a white pyramid or a massive, lustrous, uncut diamond. The closer it came, the more the sun, now overhead, transformed it into an incandescent block of corrosive light. What the Sydneysiders saw was an iceberg that had, during its journey north from the Antarctic waters, been reduced by a third, but it still looked monumental and was easily bigger than Australia’s tallest building. The ship towing it into the harbour, compared to its payload, seemed as tiny as a child’s toy.


  As it made its stately five-mile trip up the harbour, the crowds began to cheer. The boats and yachts swirled around the luminous tower of ice like insects hovering around a lantern. The bands played loudly, but not the same tune, so that the iceberg’s languid journey was accompanied by a cacophony of jaunty popular music-hall songs and fervent religious hymns. The last to see the iceberg were those waiting at Sydney Cove. As the radiant freight appeared from behind the rocky escarpment of Mrs Macquarie’s Chair, the sun shone directly onto the ice, creating a glare so brilliant, so blinding, that the awaiting spectators automatically, and en masse, took a few steps back—as if, wrote one overwrought reporter from the Sydney Morning Herald, they had seen the effulgent light of Heaven. The children, none of whom had ever seen ice, pointed and cried out in wonder.


  It took some time to manoeuvre the ship and its valuable freight into a position flush alongside the quay which had, by order of the colonial government, been vacated by some sixteen ships the day before. As the iceberg was edged closer, the gigantic chains connecting it to the ship clanked and groaned until, with a thud, the mountain of ice hit the wharf, causing it to shake violently with the intensity of an earthquake, panicking some workers. Finally, after one final thump against the quay, as if in an agony of relief at having reached its destination, the iceberg stood still.


  Several young boys, dressed only in shorts, ran from their hiding place behind a warehouse, and dived into the water, where they attempted to climb the iceberg. They found it impossible, however, to get a footing on its slippery surface, and slid helplessly back down into the sea. The milling crowd pushed forward, creating such a crush that dozens of women fainted. The soldiers and policemen linked arms to hold the gawkers back. Even close up the iceberg was beautiful, its translucent sheen giving it the appearance of moist white marble.


  The ship’s gangplank was lowered, and a quartet of flushed investors, wearing dark suits and top hats, walked unsteadily up onto the deck. They were greeted by two men in rough clothes, one of whom was tall and well built, with ginger hair that, in the reflected lustre of the shining ice, seemed to one effusive reporter to resemble momentarily a halo. His partner, even taller, was solid and bearded. The businessmen shook the hands of the two men and applauded the scruffy, tired crew and captain, who were assembled on the poop deck. Then the Lord Mayor (The Very Australian Etiquette of culture following in the vulgar path of economics, as the Morning Sun remarked sarcastically) climbed the gangplank, shook the two men by the hand, and turned to the teeming throng. He shouted something but no one could hear him. Believing it to be a call to honour the two brave men, the crowd erupted in thunderous cheers, stopping only when one of the four merchants produced a revolver and fired it into the air. It was a signal for the workmen to begin. Driving carts filled with ropes, chains, saws, axes, spikes and sledgehammers, the workmen made their way through the crowds of dignitaries who stepped aside, according the workers respect they hadn’t hitherto experienced from the rich and powerful. At the same time, wharf labourers slid open the storehouse doors, revealing enormous mounds of fresh sawdust. The prison guards, carrying truncheons, escorted batches of lethargic prisoners onto the dock to help the workmen. The investors remained on board the ship to oversee the preparations, while the Lord Mayor, whose skinny frame seemed so gaunt within the voluminous robes that he seemed more a scarecrow than a human being, led the two men off the ship.


  The trio made their way through the exultant swarm. Up close both men looked weary and drained. Their red eyes were still squinting, as if they had been permanently blinded by their cargo. Women reached out to touch them and men grabbed their limp hands and shook them excitedly, causing the pair to grimace and bite their dry, peeling lips in pain. The crowd continued shouting congratulations while photographers yelled for them to look towards their cameras. The bearded man smiled shyly but appeared to enjoy the clamour and the attention. His partner, however, his pale face framed with ginger stubble, seemed curiously aloof, as if the cheering and yelling and the forcible shaking of his hand, the slaps on the back and pulling at his clothes, were happening to someone else.


  As the Lord Mayor motioned for them to step into the open carriage, both men paused at the same time, gazed back at the iceberg and then at each other. It was at that moment, the newspapers would report, that Malcolm smiled for the first time and Andrew grinned in reply. Sitting down next to one another they exchanged a conspiratorial wink of triumph. The carriage inched itself through the crush. Both men, the bottom half of their bodies unseen by the throng, gently massaged their frost-bitten hands that were stinging harshly from the handshakes. People threw flowers, torn newspapers and even sweets at them and then, at one point, Andrew, upon hearing his name shouted in a falsetto chorus, suddenly swivelled around and blew a kiss to five young women in an open carriage waving to him.


  Before the Lord Mayor’s carriage was halfway up George Street—Sydney’s main thoroughfare—the workmen and prisoners, supervised from the stern by the four investors, were crawling over the iceberg. A team of surveyors had methodically mapped out the first areas to be cut and pairs of men were carving out blocks of ice with saws whose teeth were the size of sharks’. A large group of spectators, badly affected by the heat, crowded into a section of the quay that lay in the iceberg’s shadow and, closing their eyes with pleasure, lifted their faces to feel the faint cooling breeze that blew across the ice.


  Merchant seamen whose own ships had been shifted to the western side of the quay ran their practised eyes over the ship and were shocked by its condition. The sails were threadbare, some torn, the funnel cracked and battered. The main upper topsail was parchment thin, as were the front jibs. The rigging was frayed and the wood around the forecastle and bridge had been warped by the Antarctic cold. The name of the ship was almost indecipherable and the guess was that it was called The Goathland. How on earth, wondered the seamen, did this virtual hulk sail halfway across the world, venture into the freezing Southern Ocean and tow a gargantuan lump of ice all the way to Sydney? What they did know was that the iceberg, now covered with men like ants crawling over a mountain of sugar, was worth a fortune.


  Once the carriage had arrived at the Town Hall, the three men squeezed their way through the noisy crowd to a dais set up in the portico. The Lord Mayor positioned himself between the two bleary-eyed men and held up his hands for silence. About five thousand people had gathered on the marble steps and were spilling out onto George Street in the blazing sun, some seeking relief under gaily coloured umbrellas. Most of the men wore bowlers or top hats and the women were resplendent in their wide-brimmed hats festooned with parrot feathers. The Lord Mayor’s voice squeaked like a small animal caught in a trap and could barely be heard a few yards away.


  Malcolm began to take an interest in the proceedings. Since his arrival he had felt like a piece of driftwood at the mercy of a turbulent tide, but now his senses began to accustom themselves to what was happening, as if the days of sleep deprivation had never occurred. He and Andrew had expected to be greeted only by the merchants who had invested in their scheme, not this frenzy. As he glanced at the new Grecian columns of the portico, the splendid facades of sandstone buildings across the street, and the distant church spires, Malcolm was surprised at the wealth and architectural confidence of the colony, one which had been in existence for just under a century. He had imagined Sydney as something closer to a sleepy subtropical port, rather than a booming city built around the most magnificent harbour he had ever seen.


  His thoughts were interrupted by the Lord Mayor, whose squeak was turning into a hoarse moan from the effort of projecting to so many. Ice, he was saying ... Australia has everything but ice. We have sheep, wheat and gold but we do not have ice, and these two men, these two adventurers, brave men from the Mother Country, have brought us a mother lode of ice at the height of summer. We have had ships bring Boston ice from the United States to quench our thirst, but only the wealthy could afford what little there was. Now, it is within the reach of all. This iceberg means democracy. This iceberg means civilisation. Now Australia has everything! We thank them! The Lord Mayor pushed Andrew forward. After taking a deep breath, he began his speech in the familiar deep baritone that seemed to bounce off the hats in front and, like a stone skipping across a pond, skimmed across the rows of spectators to the stragglers at the rear, who stopped shuffling in irritation, grateful to hear at last what was being said. He praised the brave crew and the enthusiastic people of Sydney and, finally, thanked his friend and business partner who had prodded and cajoled him into the great unknown land of ice. He then made room for Malcolm. Gazing at the crowd, Malcolm glimpsed a cluster of journalists at the side furiously taking notes and several artists staring intently at him while their obedient hands sketched his likeness. Beyond them, out in the street, were countless craning, expectant faces, all glowing with perspiration. (He was suddenly struck by a memory from childhood, of being jostled in such a monstrous crowd, only now he was the centre of attention and not that distant, diminutive Queen Victoria on a hot, hazy Glasgow day.) Then, as he was about to speak, he saw a woman in her early twenties lift her head up out of the pitch-black shadow of her hat, as if emerging from a dark sea. Her skin was preternaturally white, her hair blonde. He caught his breath as if he had seen a ghost. She smiled. All her teeth were gold and suddenly her mouth, reflecting the sun, was ablaze with brilliant light. He looked away, feeling an unexplained revulsion at the sight of such beauty sullied by primitive greed, and was thankful to hear himself speaking loudly and without contemplation. He was not to remember anything of his speech except for the vague recollection that he thanked the appropriate people and, of course, Andrew, whom he loved like no other man (and who, the crowd did not know, had saved him twice: the first time from utmost despair nearly a year before and then, just a few weeks earlier in the Antarctic, when that strong right hand of his had grabbed the sleeve of Malcolm’s jacket, pulling him back as he slid, slowly and inexorably, down the sloping top of the iceberg towards its edge, from where he would have dropped several hundred feet into the oblivion of the freezing sea).


  The Lord Mayor wanted the two men to stay and meet more dignitaries but both were keen to return to the ship and watch the dismantling of the iceberg. Returning to the quay they passed horse-drawn carts, laden with huge chunks of ice embedded in sawdust, labouring up the hill into the city. The bands had dispersed, as had some of the crowd, but an astonishing number of people had stayed. There were thousands, most of them huddled in tight pockets in the few areas of shade or stoically sheltering under umbrellas, watching the workmen hack and saw into the ice. Occasionally a worker would slide down a slippery slope of the iceberg into the sea, much to the delight of the children and laughter of fellow workmen. A long line of carts and wagons were backed up past the Botanic Gardens and around into Mrs Macquarie’s Chair. Those drivers who weren’t lying under their vehicles to avoid the sun squabbled with other drivers about the order of use of the few water taps to relieve the thirst of their forlorn horses, who had long given up swishing their tails and stood resigned to the heat, their eyes a squirming black porridge of flies.


  As the sun arched towards the distant Blue Mountains, the western side of the iceberg, coated in a translucent film of moisture, shone onto the houses and storerooms on the opposite side of the quay, causing their windows to glow like thousands of blank white eyes. It seemed to Malcolm that the whole of the port and the seedy district of The Rocks was mesmerised by the iceberg. A peculiar feeling crept up on him. He felt sorry for the diminishing iceberg, as if it were a rare animal stoically allowing itself to be skinned and chopped to pieces. On the way from the Antarctic it had sometimes tugged against its chains and cables as if trying to break free, and at other times rushed forward as if determined to ram the ship’s stern. Every day he could see the strain of its forced journey as it began to shrink, its moist sheen evidence of the perspiration of effort. Staring at the iceberg he realised it had been in a permanent state of transformation on its trek north. Sculpted by the sea, wind and sun during its captive journey, it had lost its jagged edges, its juvenile coarseness, and had become something classical and majestic. Now it was becoming ugly and paltry.


  Standing on the poop deck of the Goathland as it rocked gently in the swell created by a ferry filled with passengers gawking at the remains of the iceberg, Malcolm was amazed at the risk he and Andrew had taken—all because this colonial outpost had an insatiable craving for ice. As he watched a thirsty workman, hanging onto the side of the iceberg from a rope tied around his waist, leaned forward to lick greedily at the ice. Malcolm smiled. It reminded him of something he had neglected to do, and that was to taste it. Malcolm? He turned and saw his friend in a brand-new suit, his beard clipped and neat. We’re being picked up in half an hour. Malcolm had forgotten their engagement and didn’t really feel like going; he wanted to witness every single moment of the iceberg’s demolition. But he had promised Andrew he would go, and he owed his friend much.


  


  [image: Images]


  


  The carriage came for them near dusk, the driver looking like he had stepped out of an operetta in his heavy red jacket ornamented with black epaulets and tassels. As they drove up from the quay the two men were cheered again. Andrew nudged Malcolm and motioned to several carts emblazoned with hastily written signs advertising fresh ice sorbets. The carts were surrounded by children impatiently holding up coins and shouting out their orders. You—you did this, Malcolm, Andrew laughed. Malcolm was about to say No, we did this, when the sky exploded in demonic squealing. Both men looked up to see giant fruit bats flying slowly through the dying light. Malcolm had only ever seen small insect-eating bats. When he was a child he had wandered into the ruins of his uncle’s barn on Islay and reeled with shock when a sudden noise broke out and a dense black flock of what seemed like flying mice engulfed him. You are such a brave little man. Not a tear! Your father would be proud, remarked his concerned Aunt Meryl as she washed his scratched and bloody cheeks. For weeks afterwards Malcolm dreamed of his father (sometimes bearded, sometimes clean-shaven, sometimes speaking a thick Scottish brogue, sometimes English) on the deck of the Brahmin, fighting off squealing bats as he tried to steer the ship away from dangerous Tasmanian reefs.


  Everything’s bigger here, Malcolm heard his friend say. The bats, the streets ... the people are bigger and they talk louder.


  The carriage inched its way through the crowd and up a steep street before turning a corner and emerging into a wide road lined with regal sandstone buildings. Both men continued to be impressed by the signs of immense wealth. The makeshift town they had expected was a flourishing metropolis. As they travelled up a hill towards a ridge, the putrid stink of the city, a combination of human and horse manure and rotting meat, faded and a soft clean breeze enveloped them. Ahead were the silhouettes of windmills and palatial mansions. The carriage reached the top of the ridge, passed through a stately pair of wrought-iron gates and proceeded along a driveway through a vast orderly garden towards a three-storey mansion, its portico supported by slender classical columns. Some thirty people were gathered out on the front patio and there was a face peering down at them from every window, each straining for a glimpse of the famous duo. When the carriage came to a halt the guests and servants applauded and a barrel-chested man in his fifties, dressed formally like everyone else, stepped forward to greet them in the twilight. Good evening, gentlemen. Mr McEacharn, my name is Charles Reade. And how are you, Andrew?


  The two men were followed into the house by the reception party. Malcolm had the vivid sensation of being surrounded by excited hummingbirds as giggling, whispering women, wearing bright dresses, swirled around him. Andrew’s uncle had five daughters and they all seemed to be vying for attention. We’ve had some! We’ve had some ice! It’s lovely ice! they cried. In the sitting room Andrew, who was meeting the family for just the second time in his life—he had met them first the previous year when his uncle had taken the five sisters on a grand tour of the Mother Country—greeted each family member in turn with his usual ease and then introduced his friend. Malcolm, made unsteady by the potent mixture of excitement and exhaustion, found the pace dizzying, so that the family became one flurry of scented colour and bat-like squeals as they all interrupted each other so that no one was able to finish a sentence. Then the mother’s voice rose above everyone else’s. What is happening, Charles? Why isn’t he using the tradesman’s entrance? The room fell silent and all eyes focused on a swarthy man carrying a large block of ice on his shoulder down the hallway, leaving in his wake sawdust and water stains on the yellow carpet runner. Tradesmen, realising the power they had in delivering the evanescent ice, were flouting etiquette and barging in the front doors of houses and hotels, casually depositing wet footprints and trails of melting ice knowing they could not be admonished. This is blackmail, moaned Mrs Reade. All her husband could do was shrug helplessly and smile at his guests. What can we do? You two brought a once-in-a-lifetime gift.


  It was a relief for Malcolm when they at last sat down to dinner, and he could catch his breath. Just as he had been surprised by the size and unexpected splendour of Sydney so he was taken aback by the rich furnishings, the crimson wallpapers and conspicuous wealth of objects displayed on the sideboards. The long dining table was decorated with gleaming cutlery and the finest china and Venetian glass. Servants milled around dispensing drinks and placing napkins on the diners’ laps. Malcolm knew that Andrew’s uncle had made a fortune from sheep and sugar cane plantations in northern Queensland but he hadn’t expected this extraordinary display of luxury. In fact he had never experienced anything remotely like this opulence, and what impressed him was how the family took it all for granted. (Yes, my darling Ann, I felt comfortable in those surroundings and it seemed to me that even though I was brought up in poverty I could belong in a world where my success was reflected in every object I owned, and where every object would reflect my love for you, whether it belonged to the past or the future I imagined for us.)


  There were two dozen people at the table and Andrew was placed between two of the daughters and Malcolm between another two. The five of them ranged in age from ten to late twenties. Malcolm had the eldest (stick-thin, upright) on his right and a middle daughter (puppy fat, cheerful open face) to his left. Both smelled overpoweringly of geranium, as if they had rubbed masses of the flower into their skin and the pungent scent had so excited their nervous systems that their black pupils were mere pinpricks. The rest of the guests were relatives who ogled both men with undisguised admiration.


  Before the food arrived Charles clapped his hands and called for everyone’s attention. In the sudden silence, Malcolm heard what sounded like a tendon creaking with effort and saw, partly hidden by a heavy red velvet curtain, a dark-skinned girl sitting in a chair, holding a thick cord and lazily pulling a punkah back and forth, trying to coax some air into the stifling room. Charles made a short speech praising his nephew and Malcolm as if they were great explorers and then motioned to the head servant. There was a collective gasp when four servants carried in a giant silver platter on which was a life-sized carving of a swan made out of ice and placed it in the centre of the table. What would remain in Malcolm’s memory, even at the end of his life, as he lay in his deckchair on the rudderless Sunbeam, as the yacht spun in circles off the coast of Cannes under the bright Mediterranean sun that had failed to halt his decline, was the look of awe on every face. It was as if this was the most magical, the most beautiful thing they had ever seen. The light from the candelabrum shone through the swan, giving it a weightless, ethereal appearance, so that it seemed less a presence than a mere suggestion of one. I shot a swan once, said the daughter on his left. Elise ... her mother admonished gently. Well, I did, Elise whispered to Malcolm intimately. To think that an Irishman sculpted it, remarked Mr Reade and everyone laughed, even the Irish servants.


  Following the arrival of the swan came glasses of lemonade, rattling with blocks of ice, for the children and champagne, served with two chunks of ice the size of walnuts, for the adults. When a chunk of the iceberg was dropped into a glass of champagne it fizzled and popped. There was no conversation only murmurs of appreciation, lip smacking and the sound of sucking as everyone rolled the pieces of ice around in their hot mouths until they had melted, the only evidence of their existence being deliciously cold tongues. Malcolm glanced at the servants standing against the wall and saw their envy. From the kitchen he heard faint sounds of lurid laughter. Elise sniffed Malcolm’s sleeve. You smell of the sea, she giggled, and her sisters joined in. It seemed as if the ice had made everyone drunk. The dinner guests smiled, and said nonsensical things, bursting into laughter for no apparent reason.


  As they waited for the first course, Andrew, now relaxed and pleased to be hemmed in by so many women and relishing being the centre of attention, told the story of the journey to Antarctica. For a time there were no interruptions, only the sounds of the faint tinkle of ice against teeth and the sucking of lips, until Elise suddenly said loudly: Is Mr McEacharn always so quiet? Andrew gazed across at Malcolm ruefully, silently apologising for monopolising the conversation, but Malcolm was pleased to see his friend so unusually loquacious, so brimming with life, as if the achievement and the adoration of his relatives had energised him, whereas he felt curiously hollow because these convivial circumstances made it starkly obvious that his wife was not there to share the occasion with him. No, not all the time. He’s probably not used to five beautiful sisters in one room, boomed Andrew. The daughters giggled and he resumed his story, telling it so engagingly that everyone was spellbound except for the Aboriginal girl, who had tied the cord of the punkah to her big toe and was listlessly swinging her foot back and forth trying to create a breath of cold air from a block of ice on a tray set before her. At the end of the story (The gods must have been with us because there were no storms for the fourteen hundred miles of our journey to Hobart ...) Andrew’s uncle remarked that both men must be rich now, but, as his nephew pointed out, it was far from true. The cost of the ship, its crew and the consigning of the iceberg to the merchants meant they would earn only a fraction of what the iceberg was really worth—but, for both men, it was immaterial; what was important was the nature of their achievement. Is that true, Mr Sphinx? Elise asked pointedly of Malcolm. We would have liked to have made our fortunes, Miss Reade, but we have made enough to seed future projects, he answered.


  As the swan slowly melted, its neck thinning, its upraised feathers subsiding into stumps, the diners consumed chilled soups, copious amounts of meat—including kangaroo, emu and possum, which the two guests had never tasted before—and drank iced milk, iced water and wine diluted with ice. After the privations of the preceding three months both men felt as if they were being deliberately stuffed, but when they declined a dish voices cried out, You look famished! You must eat!


  After finishing the main courses one of the sisters, Victoria, a fifteen-year-old with eyes full of curiosity, turned to her cousin and asked exactly how the iceberg had been captured and towed. The table fell silent as Andrew picked up a fork and violently stirred her glass of lemonade. See, he laughed, if I stir this vigorously, what happens? Victoria shook her head. The ice cubes vanish in a jiffy because of the motion. The same with currents. We were lucky to get calm waters, were we not, Malcolm? Malcolm, who had been staring reflectively at the ice carving before him raised his head. Yes, Victoria. We faced many potential problems. Wave resistance, skin resistance of the ice, drag and sea currents. All would have made the journey a nightmare and, even if we had succeeded in bringing the iceberg despite these things, it would have been the size of the ice in your glass. The gods were with us, as were the currents. And, of course, the chains and steel cables held fast. Victoria was about to ask another question when Elise interjected. So, Mr McEacharn, just how thick were the cables? Malcolm looked her up and down. About the circumference of your waist, Miss Reade. She beamed and addressed the table. So, they were very thin? Everyone laughed and Malcolm smiled. My mistake. That thin, Miss Reade, and they would have snapped.


  The desserts were ice sorbets, dyed red, green and yellow. As they ate them Andrew told the table how Malcolm had such a refined palate for ice that he could tell the region or country it had come from, even to the extent of naming the frozen lake or ice field. Could you tell with a sorbet? asked Charles. Malcolm shook his head. The flavours are too strong. Elise interrupted with a loud moan. Poor Swan ... Its neck had become as thin as a splinter, its beak had melted away and water rose up the sides of the concave platter, threatening to spill out onto the table. Then, before anyone could object, Elise abruptly stood up, leaned over and broke the swan’s neck. Clasping the long piece of ice in her hand she thrust it at Malcolm. Taste it! What does this taste like? she demanded. Her father told her to behave but Malcolm smiled, took the ice from Elise and held it up to the light. It was translucent on the outside and, running down the marrow of the neck were fuzzy blisters of an ice seam, like tightly woven spider silk. He closed his eyes, licked and sucked. After a few seconds a flood of memories rushed through him. It was as if he were experiencing the taste of ice for the first time and he could see his mother’s hand holding an ice in the shape of a banana and placing it in his mouth; he recoiled at its bracing coldness but then, almost immediately came the sudden release of the startling tang of sherbert. So, what do you taste, Mr McEacharn? demanded Elise, bringing him back to the present. He sucked again. It was the most lucid ice he had ever tasted, pure and unadulterated—or so he thought at first, but then a doubt crept in. Beautiful. A slight touch of ... but he couldn’t pinpoint a subtle subterranean addition to the overall flavour. It wasn’t noxious or unpleasant. Maybe it was the unique taste of purity. He had never had ice like it before. He could recognise Norwegian ice with its delicate soft creamy taste and the brackish taste of Boston ice that, over the years, had become so acrid that at times it tasted like sewage. He shook his head. This is a singular taste that defies my tongue. After all, it’s the first time I’ve tasted ice from Antarctica.


  Let Mr McEacharn have his ice in peace, ordered Charles, and he turned to Andrew. What will you two men do next?


  We have some ideas, his nephew replied.


  Two such men as yourselves about town will prove irresistible to our ladies, said Mrs Reade, glancing at her daughters.


  Not if my wife has anything to do with it, smiled Andrew.


  And what about you, Malcolm?


  The iceberg’s his mistress, said Andrew, causing everyone to laugh.
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  After dinner the family urged Malcolm to stay but there were just too many people in the hot, stifling house. He needed time to himself and he was desperate to get out into the fresh air and clear his mind of the fug of alcohol. As he was saying goodbye to everyone in the sitting room Elise grabbed a large brown egg engraved with bush scenes from the mantelpiece and threw it against the iron fireplace. It smashed into several pieces. That, she shouted proudly, looking directly at the confused Malcolm, is an emu egg. Her family was silent for a moment, as if Elise had committed an embarrassing faux pas and then, as if the incident had never occurred—or perhaps resigned to her habitual, aberrant behaviour—they continued with their leavetaking. Andrew, who was staying overnight with the Reades, guided Malcolm through the house to the portico. Passing the dining room they saw servants devouring the remains of the swan, while the Aboriginal girl, freed from her duty, licked the cold water from the platter. From the hallway, they glanced into the kitchen and saw two male servants dropping pieces of ice into the willing mouths of the kitchen maids. Outside the two men hugged for some time in an embrace of relief, friendship and weariness, before Malcolm clambered into the carriage. Andrew waved until his friend had been swallowed up by the balmy darkness.


  (As you know, my darling Beatrice, all I have written about the dinner party is more than mere conjecture. Victoria, one of the Reades’ daughters, the one who sat at Andrew’s left hand, kept a diary, and next day recorded everything she remembered of the occasion, including her sister Elise’s appalling behaviour—as usual, and the observation that Mr McEacharn has a soft Scottish burr. He seemed content to allow Andrew to shine. When he said goodbye—and how we wanted this ginger-haired hero to stay with us—I noticed that he has green eyes that seemed deep as the sea, and which made it impossible to find out what they really saw without immersing oneself in their great depths and drowning in them. He probably thought I was a child and a fat one at that—I will go on a diet so that next time he will pay more attention to me. Today as I write, most of our ice has been eaten or melted away, but it was a splendid night and I will remember the day ice came to Sydney for as long as I live, as will all the people who saw it. Andrew may have helped, but it was Mr McEacharn who dared and won. Oh, that man, how impenetrable he was, how handsome, like heroes should be. Elise, with her ridiculous behaviour, made a fool of herself again by smashing our emu egg. Thank goodness Mr McEacharn didn’t seem to know what her actions meant. There is another entry a few days later, which should interest you, my darling, when Victoria writes of how Elise is irritating the whole household with her endless lovesick chatter about ‘You know who’.)


  As he was driven down the sandy road that led from the breezy ridge dotted with mansions towards the sultry bowels of the city, Malcolm thought that sleep was what he wanted most, but when he saw the distant glow of the quay, where the iceberg was being demolished, he realised he couldn’t. He was too excited, too overstimulated to sleep. He told the driver to stop. He would walk the rest of the way in the hope that the exertion would tire him.


  Between the mansions on the ridge and the city itself, and on both sides of the road, there were taverns filled with the laughter of rowdy men. Stopping outside one Malcolm peered inside and saw a crush of men pressed against the long bar holding out glasses of whisky or rum in one hand and coins in the other, while busy, sweaty barmen hacked off small pieces of ice from a slab the size of a tombstone to place in their drinks. (I felt a sense of light-heartedness, my precious Ann, at the thought that I had helped create some happiness, even for these working-class men, out of something as ephemeral as ice.) He walked on, intending to take a short cut through an enormous park of fig trees and eucalyptus. Before entering it he saw a ghostly bluish mist to his right. He didn’t know if it was close or distant. It rose out of the swampy ground and mingled with the night sky. Suddenly there was an explosion and flames of many hues spurted into the air and then just as quickly died away. There was another explosion. Several laughing, shouting adolescent boys emerged from out of the mist. It was then that Malcolm realised that they had been setting light to the swamp gas. One of the boys, stinking of cheap rum, lurched at Malcolm, yelled Boo!, and vanished with the others into the park. Sydney was not what he had expected at all. Like the behaviour of that strange Elise with her nervous unpredictability, everything seemed rawer and younger, as if the colony had yet to learn the airs and graces of a true metropolis.


  As he passed through the city on his way to the quay, Malcolm felt as if he were witnessing a riotous bacchanalia where God was forgotten and Australians had reverted to paganism. No one appeared to notice the late hour. Loud, aroused men and women sang and danced on footpaths with an almost indecent physical closeness. The women, he noticed, were buoyant, lively and vigorous, as if owning the streets—so different from the diffident, coy English women. Promenading couples gorged themselves on flavoured sorbets and ice-cream. Four ounces of ice for a lady, prostitutes called out from alleyways. Butcher carts rumbled past with coffin-sized hunks of ice buried in fresh pine sawdust, drays filled with ice headed towards the breweries, wagons groaning under the weight of ice lumbered up the steep streets, making their way to the outer townships, hoping to get there before the onset of another hot day. Restaurants were still open and advertised sherry cobblers, wine or liqueur with crushed ice. Ice-cream sellers raised their prices to more exorbitant levels hourly. Some heartless people dropped pieces of the ice in the hands of beggars and vagrants, as if giving them the equivalent of gold sovereigns, and these poor men, jolted by the sudden chill in their palms, and believing what they possessed would make them rich, ran through the streets, looking for someone to buy their prize, only to find when they arrived at a bar or shop that the piece of ice had melted to the size of a hailstone in their warm, excited hands.


  Turning the corner into Semi-Circular Quay Malcolm was greeted by a remarkable sight. The iceberg, lit by hundreds of lanterns, gas lights and torches was a glowing and flickering yellow. Now diminished in size, it resembled a half-eaten sorbet sprinkled with aniseed. The quay was still crowded with people and carts. The shouting, the hilarity and the crunch of wooden and steel-rimmed wheels on the cobblestones created a raucous dissonance that assaulted the ears. Malcolm made his way to the ship through jostling crowds of drunken backslappers and elated women roughly grabbing him and kissing him. Back on board he leaned against the deck railing for a few hours, watching the workers methodically cut into the ice. Then he went below to continue writing the last of his letters to Ann before falling asleep at his small desk.


  Near dawn he was shaken awake by an excited crewman, saying, You must see this, Mr McEacharn. A bleary-eyed Malcolm followed the man up on deck and saw that all the workers were standing motionless on the iceberg, their gaze directed towards one spot where a dirty grey object, like a giant butterfly cocoon bound with lianas, had been partly dug out of the ice. One of the workers was bending over, examining it closely. He untied the ropes that wound itself around the object, gingerly opened one end, then reeled back in surprise, nearly tumbling into the sea. A workmate stepped forward for a look then yelled out, It’s a man!


  By the time Malcolm had climbed the slippery stairs carved into the iceberg the body had been fully unwrapped. He had seen a corpse dug out of deep snow a few years before. It had been that of an old church sexton whose arms and face had partly decayed before falling snow had covered him, arresting the putrefaction. But this was a remarkably well-preserved corpse, about twenty years old with a calm expression on his face, like that of a sleeping child. He wore an old-fashioned uniform of blue trousers, blue flannel shirt, black silk handkerchief and black tarpaulin hat. At odds with the clean, neat clothes were his bare feet. There was no mark of injury on him or anything to indicate how he had died, but it was obvious that he had been carefully and solicitously wrapped in an old sailcloth. He was so well preserved he may as well have died the day before. How long he had been buried in the ice no one could guess. Perhaps he had been part of an exploration party or even the crew of an adventurous whaling ship. As Malcolm later wrote to the Frenchman, It was the perfect preservation of the youth’s long eyelashes that unnerved me; I expected his eyes to open at any moment. It was as if the iceberg were no longer simply there to supply fleeting greedy pleasures to the people of Sydney, but had waited aeons for someone to arrive in order to disgorge its human cargo—and I marvelled, Monsieur Nicolle, at the miraculous preservational qualities of ice and, except for the fact that it stops putrefaction, and therefore suspends Time, the body in the frozen tomb, although seemingly filled with life, was incapable of being resuscitated.


  As the morning sun rose in piercing rays, Malcolm organised the removal of the body. It was carried to a nearby storehouse that smelled of wool grease and placed in a long shallow box that was packed with ice. It became an immediate attraction and the investors, keen for more profits, charged an admission to view it. The audience, for that’s what they were, filed past in respectful silence, pausing before the corpse, amazed by its lifelike appearance. Women remarked on how beautiful the dead man was and how he seemed to be merely sleeping. Lady Robinson, the governor’s wife, was so moved that she was quoted in The Sun as saying, This anonymous body does not so much resemble a young man as an exquisite piece of jewellery rescued from an ancient grave. Malcolm invited foreign sailors to inspect the body in the hope they might identify it. Japanese, English, French and Canadian sailors did not recognise the clothes.


  Andrew arrived with his uncle and the five sisters in tow. Elise’s reaction was a sharp snort of derision, as if the corpse were an actor feigning death. She then glanced across at Malcolm, standing in the shadows on the other side of the open box, and gave him a sly smile as if they were sharing a secret as intimate as her breaking of the emu egg. Only then did he realise that the gaunt woman, in her highly strung, clumsy way, was trying to let him know, by calling attention to herself in a clutch of five sisters among whom she was the plain one, that she was much attracted to him. He was relieved to hear loud, confident American voices echoing in the cavernous wool store as they arrived to view the corpse. Several of the sailors peered closely at the body and then murmured their mutual agreement that he had probably been an American merchant seaman or whaler. Outside the wool store Malcolm asked the oldest officer why the body had been buried barefoot. The man smiled at the naive question. Everyone needs shoes; dead men don’t. For years Malcolm would speculate, late at night after several brandies with Andrew, that the flavour he had been unable to identify in the piece of ice shaped like a swan’s neck was really the taste of the dead man. The following morning Malcolm supervised the removal of the corpse, which was beginning to decay in the torrid heat. It was gently placed on the back of a hospital wagon, the body packed with blocks of ice, then driven to the morgue for an autopsy. (How kind people are to the dead, my darling. Like the frozen old sexton carried for miles in a torch-lit procession. It’s as if the dead can feel even the most minor of bumps that in life no one would have noticed, let alone cared about.)


  By late afternoon on the third day the iceberg was a fast-melting crater, most of the remaining ice salt spoiled so it was practically worthless. Hospitals could now afford to buy the ice and used it to cool the fevered bodies of scarlet fever and malaria patients, while slaughterhouses waited their turn to buy the ice even more cheaply. Andrew and Malcolm spent a day signing papers, receiving moneys from the merchants and paying off the captain and crew. Andrew was still lodging with his relatives but Malcolm rejected the invitation to stay with the Reade family so as to avoid the giddy, contrary Elise. Instead, he packed up his meagre belongings, including the letters to Ann he would never send (but while writing he had felt that she was reading them; an invisible yet palpable presence looking over his shoulder), and shifted into a seaman’s hotel. The crowds at Sydney Cove faded away, the streets were quieter at nights and the hard-working labourers drifted off to the notorious Rocks to spend their money on drink and whoring.


  By the fourth evening the only sign of the iceberg’s existence was a barely visible greenish circular rim. Children treated the crater as a swimming pool and laughed and played in its cold waters. An earnest teenage boy, his face pitted with smallpox scars, came up to Malcolm, as he strolled back from the quay where he had inspected what remained of the iceberg, and shyly asked him to sign the front page of a newspaper that had a caricature of he and Andrew standing on top of the iceberg, which was depicted as being as high as the Matterhorn. As he autographed it Malcolm was amused to see that Andrew’s face was hidden behind a florid beard that gave him the appearance of an ancient sage, while his own young face made him seem like the older man’s son. In reality, there was only a decade’s difference in their ages.


  As he was about to hand back the newspaper Malcolm’s eyes fell on something in the cartoon he had not noticed at first. Secreted in the iceberg below the two men, as they stood on the peak, was the faint outline of a tiny human figure, his eyes large and horrified, his mouth also open wide, as if caught for all time in a frozen cry of help. It was meant to be funny, but Malcolm was so appalled at this desecration of the sailor’s saintly, blissful expression that, without another word, he thrust the newspaper back into the boy’s hands and hailed a hansom cab.


  Dr Cooper, the coroner, had just completed the autopsy, in the hospital morgue, when Malcolm arrived wanting to find out more about the frozen man. Pleased to have a witness to his skill, Cooper removed the canvas blanket from the corpse. Malcolm was shocked to see how quickly it had decayed once freed from its icy prison. The body had been cut open from groin to throat and the wound roughly stitched closed. The putrid stink was almost unbearable, but Cooper, sucking heavily on his pipe, didn’t seem to notice as he pointed out bruises around the ankles and chest of the dead man. These injuries are not the cause of death, Mr McEacharn. Do you see much theatre, sir?


  The question puzzled Malcolm and he shook his head. A man with a job like mine must have a hobby. Theatre’s mine. In fact, I am the Sydney Morning Herald’s theatre critic. Of course, you can easily imagine how I am the butt of humour. If I praise a play people say ‘Cooper’s given the play the kiss of death’ and if I give it a bad review they say, ‘Cooper’s autopsy’. Malcolm smiled cautiously, wondering if the doctor were teasing him. You ever see Lola Montez? Of course not, you’re too young. She came to Australia and achieved notoriety by whipping a critic in Bendigo. By the time she arrived in Sydney, the theatre critic of the Herald was so scared to review her show that, knowing my fascination with the stage, he sent me along in his place. She did her famous spider dance and I was smitten. And do you know what I thought? ‘I wouldn’t mind giving her an autopsy’. And so, voila, she determined my avocation.


  Malcolm didn’t know what this had to do with the corpse, so he just smiled, thankful that the rich oily tobacco smell was overpowering the odours of putrefaction. The crowd that night, half of them jeering, half of them cheering Lola Montez, reminded me of the first time I had been part of such a partisan crowd. I was eight or nine when my father and mother took me to a hanging. You should have seen the audience—I mean crowd: thousands. Everybody likes a good hanging. There were three convicts, one a mere boy of fourteen or fifteen. They had escaped and stowed away on board an American ship moored in Sydney Harbour. The poor souls did not realise that the ship was part of the United States Exploring Expedition that was reconnoitring the Pacific Ocean, top to bottom. So the three stowaways found themselves part of a six-ship exploration of the Antarctic under the command of a madman called Lieutenant Wilkes, who, in a fit of hubris on the high seas, bestowed the rank of captain on himself. The stowaways were eventually found and became part of the crew, and served admirably. Little did they know that after four months in the cold and ice the ships would return to Sydney where, of course, the lunatic Wilkes handed the three men—well, two men and a boy, a drummer boy—over to the authorities, who rushed them to the gallows. What tiny little feet he has, I never noticed them before, murmured the doctor, and he momentarily fondled the seaman’s feet as if he were gently touching those of a woman. Ballerina’s feet, he opined before withdrawing his hand and resuming his story.


  Mr McEacharn, the changes in our society in the last forty years have been enormous. Back then, convicts, who made up a considerable portion of our population, were feared and reviled. So the hanging was a lesson to convicts not to escape. It was very exciting for a young boy like myself. Just like the theatre, there were food stalls, whores plying for trade, people dressed up in their Sunday best ... Oh, yes, it was thrilling. The two men were hanged first but when the boy was to be given his punishment of one hundred and five lashes, half the crowd jeered and booed, as they were to do when Lola Montez performed. They thought he was too young to receive such brutal correction. But the boy, as noble as any bit player in Shakespeare whose point in being on stage is to die, accepted his fate calmly. Before he was tied to the whipping post he said, or so it was reported, ‘I don’t care if I go to Hell, I just don’t want to freeze ever again.’ Then he submitted to his punishment. By the time he had received one hundred lashes his back was a mass of bloody flesh and exposed bones. The doctor pronounced him dead but he was still given the extra five lashes, each one accompanied by booing and jeering from the crowd. When he was done, the executioner, for that’s what he was, addressed his audience as ‘sons of convict scum’ and would have been torn apart if not for the help of several policemen, who hurried him out the back. It was my first taste of theatre.


  I don’t understand the point of your story, Dr Cooper, said Malcolm, irritated that the doctor hadn’t covered up the corpse and was chatting, seemingly to no purpose. Is this body that of a convict?


  No, Mr McEacharn, none of the convicts died in the Antarctic. But I remember that before he was thrashed the young stowaway asked a prison guard to take off his shoes, telling him: ‘I’ll not be killed in a dead man’s shoes.’ As I was examining this corpse I noticed, as you must have, that it has no shoes. I started to think as I was watching a pantomime last night—do not go to the Theatre Royal to see it, it’s a waste of money, except for the chorus line of girls pretending to be koalas slipping out of their furs on a hot night—that the young convict and our corpse may have something in common. Certainly a long bow of coincidence, but you must remember that a young country invites coincidence, while old empires embrace fate. This morning I went to the library and read Voyage to the Southern Ocean by William Reynolds, once a supporter of Wilkes and then his staunchest critic, who wrote so evocatively of the exploration of the Antarctic. In one section he writes about a seaman who fell from the yard and bounced off the rigging into the sea where he floated, feet up, until a running bowline was flung around his legs and he was hauled aboard, where he soon died. A grave was dug in the ice but before he was buried Wilkes demanded that his shoes be taken off and given to—and these were Reynolds’ exact words—‘to a young Australian lad who had no shoes’. If my hypothesis was correct, then (and here Cooper tapped his thumb lightly on the pale violated chest) I would find water in his lungs. And I did. This man, Mr McEacharn, died forty years ago.


  Cooper grinned proudly and tapped his pipe on the edge of the autopsy table, spraying the black tobacco remains onto the floor. Malcolm stared at the young sailor’s face, which had decomposed more slowly than the rest of the body. The boy’s beauty and youth were still apparent, which made the sight of his lifeless form even more heartbreaking. How long would he have remained perfect in the ice, Dr Cooper?


  Forever, Mr McEacharn. It’s as if he would have been in the perfect coma. Forever.


  


  [image: Images]


  


  Malcolm put on his suit and went down to the hotel basement where he had stored a large trunk. He opened it and saw that the tablet of ice had shrunk from the size of a suitcase to that of a household Bible. He wiped it free of sawdust, placed it in a billycan and walked out into the streets. The quay was quiet now. The shouting ice-cream sellers, cursing workers and ebullient, unruly crowds had gone. There was no breeze to relieve the oppressive humidity as he walked up to The Rocks, that greasy, notorious part of Sydney with its slums, rats, pongs, infections, ramshackle hotels and all manners of sin. He went from one brothel to the next. At first he was circumspect about the type and colour of the woman he sought but, concerned about his rapidly shrinking piece of ice, he began to ask immediately for what he wanted. Finally, a madam said she had the sort of girl he was after. She escorted him upstairs and opened a door. The girl was sitting on the edge of the bed wearing a green chemise and staring at a comb in her hands. She was about sixteen or seventeen but no beauty, with large breasts, thick lips and tight curly hair. Her skin was so black that it was bluish in the soft light. She smelled of stale sweat and cigar fumes. The room was unbearably hot and hummed with insects. After the madam left, the negress casually peeled off her undergarment and lay down on the lumpy mattress, waiting silently for him to undress. The weight of her body caused the musky scent of eau de cologne—sprinkled on the limp sheets to mask the odours of sex—to rise and fill the room. He took off his jacket, but that was all. He sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed the billycan across his forehead to cool it. So what you got there? the girl asked in a thick Caribbean accent. Malcolm took the nugget of ice, now the size of his fist, from the can and held it up before her. Her dull brown eyes lit up. Close your eyes and don’t move, he said softly.


  He placed the ice on her stomach. She moaned and shivered in pleasure as he rolled the ice back and forth across her belly until it formed the shape of a translucent white globe. Her dark skin glistened with moisture as if oiled. He rubbed it against her breasts. Her slack brown nipples grew erect. He placed the shrinking ball on her pubic hair, which sparkled like morning dew in the lamplight. Then he nestled the ice in her bellybutton, watching it melt away until the cavity filled with cold water and a drowned mosquito. All through this he said nothing. After half an hour the girl opened her eyes, prepared for this taciturn, strange man to mount her, but, having forgotten her, he was staring vacantly at the water in her navel, as if he saw in the melted ice something infinitely sad.


  2.


  ONCE THE ICE HAD MELTED in the black hollow of the whore’s bellybutton, Malcolm rose from the edge of the bed and silently left the room, leaving the girl puzzled as to why he did not take her. Yet even though he had not had sex, he was caught between guilt as to what he had done and pride that he had not gone any further with her. The truth was that, as a deterrent to any physical attraction, he had chosen her because she was the polar opposite—in skin colour, position in life and personality—of Ann, whose blonde hair, green eyes and astonishing, almost translucent white skin gave her an ethereal beauty, perhaps even more ghostly now that she was dead.


  Walking back to his hotel, consumed by these thoughts, he heard a man call out to him from across the street: Well, if it isn’t Malcolm McEacharn. What are you doing in this neck of the woods? Malcolm paused and saw a figure cross the street and approach him with an unsteady gait. Quite famous now, said the man coming closer, holding out his hand. Remember me? Roger. It was then that Malcolm recognised him, Roger Chilton, the seaman. The Australian was drunk and cheerful, his beaming sweaty face shining in the moonlight. So, my mad captain’s plan worked? Malcolm wondered if Chilton expected some sort of remuneration, but the Australian seemed merely bemused by the success. Malcolm was tired and craved solitude, but the gregarious Chilton insisted on accompanying him to his hotel. They walked through the narrow, winding, rubbish-strewn streets of The Rocks, with its acquiescent cries, moans, drunken laughter and hoarse foul arguments, and down to the quay. Chilton told Malcolm that he had given up the sea and had become a shipbroker. He continued to talk in the disconnected way of drunks until they reached the hotel. After a curt goodbye Malcolm was about to go inside when the Australian snapped his fingers and said, I know what I forgot to mention. It’s been on the tip of my tongue. I was thinking of you a few weeks back. I was in a hotel down in Melbourne and I got talking to this old man who’d been a sailor and had nearly drowned in a shipwreck. You know what the name of the ship was? The Brahmin. Ha! I thought that would get your attention.


  Malcolm found it impossible to sleep. He spent most of the night sitting in a chair by the open window trying to find relief from the heat in a slight southerly breeze off the harbour. He would have liked to have set out for Melbourne immediately but he and Andrew had work to do. They had pooled their money for a venture they had often talked about—starting their own shipping company to bring immigrants to Australia. They had put a deposit on a sturdy ship but they needed freight to pay for the voyage back to Scotland, where it would be refitted. However, there was a glut of ships and the cost of freight had fallen so drastically that there was little money to be made relative to the costs involved.


  When Andrew first heard of Malcolm’s scheme he was against it, reminding his friend that every shipping firm, no matter how desperate for cargo, had spurned the venture he proposed. Eventually he gave in because Malcolm was right (as usual, his more forceful and persuasive personality overcoming Andrew’s hesitance); they needed the money. And so they found themselves being escorted into a Circular Quay storehouse by Qung Lock, a stocky Chinese merchant dressed in a Western suit. Qung Lock, who was reputed to be the wealthiest Chinaman in Australia, spoke a curious mixture of Cantonese, English and French. As the huge storehouse door was slid open by several Chinese watchmen, sunlight poured into the gloomy interior. The first thing to strike Malcolm was the odour of rot and sweetness and, as his eyes grew used to the dim light, he saw endless rows of coffins vanishing into the darkness of the rear of the building, as if there were an infinity of the dead. Qung Lock escorted both men down an aisle of coffins, proudly pointing out that they were lined with zinc, with each one having a label stating the name of the deceased, his age, and what region of China he was from. It had taken more than a decade to collect the bodies. Despite some of the dead having converted to Christianity in Australia, a service was performed on the body’s arrival at the storehouse to restore them to their original religion. It was a Chinese custom and sacred duty, Qung Lock told them, to have the remains of their countrymen who died on foreign soil conveyed back to their native country whenever the means and opportunity presented themselves. The Chinaman pointed out the place names of where the dead had been disinterred; most of them were from far-flung goldfields. And that is the two-way sword of life, messieurs. He smiled. They worked themselves to death in order to pay for their return home as dead men.


  No other ship would transport the one hundred and eighty-eight corpses back to China. Most sailors were superstitious and, also, there was a general dislike—or, if you prefer, a wariness—of the so-called Celestials and Mongolians. Over the following days the two men refitted their ship and hired what some wags called a skeleton crew, most of them sailors who had helped tow the iceberg and were eager to return to England. Seamen from ships moored nearby, observing the coffins being loaded onboard, were sure that the cargo foretold disaster. Throughout the morning of departure hundreds of Chinese conducted a religious ceremony on the quay, next to the mortuary vessel. They burned incense, lit tapers, chanted, ate, drank and smoked opium. At least the passengers won’t complain about the food or their quarters, remarked Andrew to his partner ruefully, his pronunciation hampered by the fact that his nostrils were packed tight with lavender and thyme to keep at bay the smell of the putrid corpses below deck.


  Malcolm, who was staying behind in Australia, watched the ship set sail, escorted by a small steamer filled with merry Chinese who sang, played musical instruments, rejoiced and ignited firecrackers. The noise was such that some of the female spectators lining the quay, including the five Reade daughters, covered their ears. Then he jumped into his buggy and raced to the better vantage point of Mrs Macquarie’s Chair. He was in time to see the jaunty steamer turn back on reaching the Heads as the mother ship passed out into the Pacific Ocean, its sails blazing orange-red from the setting sun. Watching it Malcolm thought, as he was to write to Andrew, How strange it was to come through the Heads with an iceberg in tow with one corpse embedded in it, and to then watch the ship exit the Heads filled with dead Chinamen. This Australia is a topsy-turvy land to be sure—it has made us begin our career as mortuary attendants in order for us to transport the living!


  This is where Malcolm stood, you said, when the ship, filled with the dead Chinese men, sailed out through the Heads. We were at Mrs Macquarie’s Chair. The view back to Circular Quay, where the Goathland had once been moored, was blocked by the white wedges of the Opera House, as if it were a splintered iceberg. The Heads were obscured by sea mist, but I could see, in your animated face, the excitement you felt to be standing in the exact spot where your subject had witnessed the ship returning the corpses to their homeland.


  In a neat piece of detective work you had determined the site from a drawing of Malcolm standing next to his buggy as he gazes to his right and into the distance. The sketch illustrated a newspaper article headlined Celestials shipped to Celestial Heaven. In it there was a quote from Malcolm that stood out amid the general tone of mockery in the piece. He mentioned that he admired the Chinese for their desire to give the dead a final resting place so that their unhappy spirits would not have to wander the world for all eternity. I’m beginning to know him now, you said, half to yourself and then, realising I was beside you, you smiled doubtfully. Well, at least at this stage I think so.


  It seemed that death had always been with him, you remarked to me often, the more you researched. One of Malcolm’s first memories was of his mother telling him, when she received the terrible news that his father was not coming home, that he was happy in Heaven. After a few years Malcolm knew not to ask after his father, as it caused his mother to retreat into mournful silences or immerse herself in the distraction of housework. They remained on the island of Islay for several more years, a time Malcolm remembered, as most people remember their childhoods, as splinters of moments: the walls of a manse near their small cottage smothered in white flowers; men drunk on the island’s potent whisky crawling on all fours out of the hotel; the bodies of drowned fishermen washed up on the beach, only to be caught in the tremendous high tides which grabbed them and spun them around in the whirlpools created by the wild retreating seas; calm ocean mists that made him shiver with a loneliness he couldn’t explain; Celtic stone crosses in lush meadows; reed-fringed lochs; red deer; a bog he had to be rescued from by his exasperated mother; the foul odour of fulmar oil used for lamps; the church they attended, perfectly round so that the devil had no corners in which to hide, where they were relegated to a special pew for the widows and children of drowned sailors; and his last memory of Islay—the bare-faced cottages of the island shrinking as the boat ferried Malcolm and his mother from the island to Glasgow and the house of his grandmother.


  It took him a while to make friends at his new school. His Islay accent was mocked and he fought many a boy in the school-yard because of it. There was a gigantic metallic globe of the world, the size of a man, in the corner of the classroom, its halves held together by hinges. As a practical joke his classmates grabbed hold of him and locked him inside it during a lunch break, expecting that once the new period started he would bang against the globe’s walls to get the teacher’s attention. But as Malcolm lay hunched up inside the dark sphere he decided he would not give his tormentors the satisfaction of protesting his imprisonment, and so listened in silence to the teacher droning on about Bonnie Prince Charlie, knowing full well that each minute he stayed inside the globe was a further diminishment of his classmates’ cruel pleasure—and, in return, his own excitement at their lessening enjoyment grew.


  He stayed, cramped up inside the ball, until finally one of his classmates could stand it no longer and cried out to the teacher that McEacharn was inside the globe. Malcolm laughed to himself as the teacher called the boy stupid until there rose a chorus of voices confirming the boy’s information. Malcolm heard the teacher’s footsteps coming closer, then the slight shake of the globe, the squeak of the metal hinges and, as light flooded in on him, he saw the stunned expression of the teacher. From then on his classmates respected him, yet feared him too. There was something about this new boy’s stubbornness and, if they had known the word, his contempt for them, that was disturbing. Malcolm was left alone after that. He didn’t mind because he now understood that he was different. He was not part of a mob and he was stronger and more wilful than any of them.


  As a present for his ninth birthday his mother took him on a day trip to the outskirts of the city, where an enormous crowd craned their necks and jostled for a view of Queen Victoria turning on the water at Loch Katrine. The crowd was so dense that some who lifted their arms, hoping to gain more room for their bodies, could not put them down again, and those in front of them, on whom they rested their upper limbs, complained that they were being crushed. As he and his mother waited for the Queen’s appearance, the only sounds from the crowd were moans of pain and surly grumbling. It was the first time he had felt truly afraid, as if the crowd were a monstrous unthinking entity which at any moment would smother him. He could see only trouser legs and floral bustles until a portly stranger standing beside his mother lifted him up. The man asked him what he saw and when Malcolm said, A little green dot and men in red uniforms, the stranger laughed and gently lowered him again. As he descended Malcolm was struck by the realisation that his mother was no longer wearing her mourning grey but had come to the ceremony in a mauve dress.


  The next day was hot. His mother usually went shopping with his grandmother’s servant, but this time she had her son accompany her. As they walked hand in hand along Glasgow’s Buchanan Street her gloved hand trembled nervously in his like a captured bird trying to fly free from a trap. They entered a confectionery shop and she told him to choose a sweet. As his eyes greedily took in the bonbons, licorice and cakes, he saw a small doll, a negress with a wild shock of hair and big brown eyes, encased in a block of ice the size of a football. It was as if the ebony girl was caught in a spell. Next to it was a model of a schooner, also encased in a block of ice. A banner on its mast proudly proclaimed that it was Real Boston Ice. Intrigued, Malcolm asked his mother if his father’s ship were similar. She ignored his question and bought him a piece of ice in the shape of a banana that was cradled in a cardboard cup. Outside, they continued along Buchanan Street, his mother gazing in shop windows while he licked and sucked the ice. It tasted faintly of plant life, but what was so extraordinary about it was the way the ice numbed his lips and froze the bridge between his eyes, as if it could create, he wrote in one of those unposted letters to Ann from the Antarctic, a third eye made of ice. Once or twice Malcolm offered his mother a taste but, distracted, she shook her head. Then, as he was licking the cold water residue in the bottom of the increasingly pulpy cardboard cup, he heard a male voice greet them. He looked up to see the stranger who had lifted him up to see the Queen doffing his hat to his mother, who squeezed her son’s arm so hard that he almost dropped the ice banana onto the pavement.


  Whenever his mother bought him ice that summer he knew they would meet the man whom he was told to call Mr McTaggart. He and Malcolm’s mother met in parks and gardens where they strolled together, talking softly, while Malcolm sat on a bench with his ice, which came from as far afield as Norway or America. The American ice tasted slightly of something sour; he much preferred the Norwegian variety, which was sweet and milky. Watching Mr McTaggart and his mother stroll along the flower-lined pathways, he had a sense that his life was changing in a way he couldn’t quite fathom. It was easier to concentrate on the taste and cold sensations of the ice because ice made him happy. By the end of the summer his palate was so refined that he could distinguish between dozens of flavours no matter how subtle, and yet ice remained a mystery to him because he associated it with Mr McTaggart and his mother, whose relationship seemed as enigmatic and intangible as the ice, which never remained itself but was always fated to melt into water and then evaporate into nothingness.


  His memories of that summer were of his mother and Mr McTaggart meandering through parks, whispering to each other. His mother gave rangers a penny as payment for her son to be allowed to sit for hours on a bench, under the shade of cypress trees, licking ice. Policemen would patrol the gardens at regular intervals, keeping a watchful eye on potential beggars and aimless men muttering to themselves.


  (Perhaps these policemen protected him from a sudden, inexplicable, brutal attack by one of those men whose inner turmoil is only matched by their indiscriminate savagery. But I suspect no policeman could have saved you, my darling Beatrice. Are you listening? Are you hearing me? You see, it’s the randomness that is so upsetting, the capriciousness of fate that pierces the heart, as it does me, as it did to Malcolm. Blink, groan, moan, grimace, tell me that you are understanding me. I am trying my hardest to fill in the gaps in your research—and there are many—the putty of my imagination probably annoying you. If so, then open your eyes in wonderful indignation ... )


  One evening, near the end of that summer, Malcolm heard his mother weeping in her bedroom. He was gazing at an illustrated book of ships when she shuffled her way into the living room, her face puffy, her eyes red with tears and lack of sleep, and said, You won’t see our friend Mr McTaggart for two years. He has gone to India to make his fortune.


  During those two years, Malcolm’s grandmother died and bailiffs took everything of value from her home. He and his mother were forced to shift into a cramped one-bedroom flat in the centre of Glasgow. He was conscious that his mother was barely functioning. She was easily flustered and would weep silently for no reason. What he remembered most from the period was the poverty. The basic furniture, the patches on his one pair of trousers, the lack of coal to heat the rooms, and so little food that his mother would go without so he could eat. I should get a job, she would say occasionally, but then, glancing at her reflection in the grimy living-room window, she would muse, as if imparting advice she wanted him to remember for the rest of his life (and he did): A man’s looks are not affected by his work, but a few years of routine work is death to a woman’s beauty. His mother grew thin as she waited anxiously for letters from India, and when they came she grew even more troubled, but shared none of her worries with her son. Then one day she kept him home from school and instead took him to a formidable grey stone building where three men sitting behind a long table empty of everything except a ledger before each of them spoke to his mother about her son as if he was not there.


  He was sent to several rooms. In one an old man quizzed him on the names of British monarchs rather than those of Scottish kings. He conjured up some names which he thought might be the right ones but the man gave no indication whether they were correct. In a medical room a doctor examined his spittle thoughtfully. In another room he revealed his astonishing aptitude for anything mechanical and his lack of squeamishness when instructed to dissect a dead rat. After the final room, in which an elocution teacher shook her head in disappointment on hearing his thick Scottish brogue, he returned to the first room, where one of the three men nodded to his mother. Malcolm realised that it must have been a decision that meant much to her because she wept tears of relief and gratitude. On the way back to their sombre flat she bought her son an ice, the first in nearly two years. Your father’s passing away means a new life for you, she declared happily. He licked the piece of Boston ice that tasted as if infused with bracken. He had detected the faint flavour of mushrooms, fish and even cigar smoke in ice before, but never this bitter taste. But he finished it because he knew his mother had spent money she could ill afford.


  He didn’t want to go to a new school so distant from her, but she described it so enthusiastically, made so much of his good fortune in being accepted to attend it, he knew he shouldn’t complain. As the child of a dead Scottish sailor, Malcolm was to be cared for and educated in England at the Royal Caledonian School, Islington. He left Glasgow during the middle of a cholera epidemic when it seemed the whole of the city was desperate to flee. His mother had managed to secure one of the last remaining seats on a coach heading south. As it pulled out, filled with relieved passengers, he feigned happiness as he waved to his dispirited, drawn mother, wondering if he would see her again.


  At school he attended non-compulsory elocution classes to rid himself of his Scottish accent because, even then, he realised that his Islay accent made him seem a bumpkin. After nearly a year he returned to Glasgow for summer holidays to be greeted by both his mother and Mr McTaggart. They had married and now lived in a house in a better part of the city. His stepfather traded in Indian silks and draperies. As if to assuage her son’s wariness of her new husband she bought him countless ices. It seemed to Malcolm that the mysterious and inexplicable behaviour of adults was impregnated in every lick and suck of the frozen water.


  Each school vacation for the next four years he returned to Glasgow. He liked to take a window seat of the horse-drawn coach so as to catch a glimpse of a train. He was fascinated by them, by their speed (they went faster than a hare or pigeon), by their ferocious trajectory that resembled an iron-tipped arrow, and by their jaunty plume of trailing smoke. Malcolm not only found the train engines beautiful, but also the majestic viaducts and bridges that carried them: Man had imposed his will on the landscape and won. To his young mind there was more romance and nobility in trains than any painting or story of a famous Scottish military victory. He wished that he could be sent back to school in a train but his mother thought they were dangerous, something that Mr McTaggart would confirm, always bringing up the story of how, during a stay in Bengal, he had seen hundreds of victims of a terrible train derailment littering the earth, their brown bodies feasted upon by vultures. Malcolm suspected that in reality his smirking, condescending stepfather didn’t want to spend the extra money on a train ticket for him. It seemed to him further evidence that Mr McTaggart wished that Malcolm would not only cease to visit but would disappear entirely.


  Because his visits home were brief his memories of Glasgow were to become vague and, later, if he thought of the city, his recollection was of dingy buildings, his mother hurrying him past slum alleys filled with grubby, vacant-eyed children, unbearable stenches, shit and piss running down the open drains, thick brown smoke gushing out of factory chimneys, the strange colour of the sky that was luminously tinged with a permanent stain like iron rust, the lack of a clear divide between day and night, dull whistles from the boats on the grubby Clyde, hammering from the shipyards sounding a constant, clanging, percussive beat and giddy, narrow streets that dipped from sight as the tops of them vanished into the murk. In summer the gleam of sunlight poured onto the grey stone buildings, transforming them into something pale and wan, like faces emerging from a polar winter, and sunsets radiated waves of pink, russet and Indian yellow through the smoke haze. And yet, Islay, Glasgow and Scotland itself would remain important to him all his life, even when he was publicly ridiculed for ordering three hundred kilted men from the Caledonian Society to parade through the grounds of Goathland, playing bagpipes, their music so loud that it would drift down from the lawns to the nearby city of Melbourne itself in a sign of both his wealth and his folly, in trying to recreate the land of his birth in a young colony that put no value on the past, only on the present.


  His mother gave birth to a girl and both she and Mr McTaggart, as his stepson continued to call him, doted on her. It seemed to Malcolm that each time he visited his mother she grew more distant from him, as if drawing an invisible protective wall around her new family in order to safeguard them from the taint, or curse, of a boy so unfortunate as to be the son of a drowned man. When he was nearing thirteen his mother arrived unexpectedly at his school to take him to a London shipping office. She didn’t explain why they were going and he grew excited, believing that she was going to book a voyage for them both to India, but it turned out to be an interview. He was given the job of messenger boy. One of the owners had known his father and said his prospects were good because he had heard that Malcolm was intelligent and industrious; perhaps, if he worked hard, he could, after five or six years, rise all the way to the position of shipbroker. Once the interview was over, his mother took him to Pall Mall where she bought him an ice, at a price twice what she normally paid, and it was then, at the exact moment the frozen water in the shape of a bird was placed in his hands, he sensed his life was about to change again and he would have no say in the matter. She told him that she, Mr McTaggart and their daughter were going to live in India. Malcolm felt a curious detachment when he heard the news. It was as if any sad feelings he was expected to experience did not eventuate because he knew they would only irritate his mother with their messiness. He smiled, as he thought he should, and licked his ice in silence. This disconcerted his mother, who asked if he had anything to say. Yes, he said. I like this ice.


  He was sent to live with his father’s friend, a bachelor in his late forties who seemed to have little interest in the shipbroking firm he partly owned. Malcolm had now grown into a thin, sombre young man. He wore a black suit that gave him the appearance of a mortuary attendant and he had the air of a person preoccupied with some deeply serious issue. By contrast, Mr Lighter wore brightly coloured vests, velvet suits, and had a perfectly groomed beard. He often stayed out late and would return home drunk and whistling the music-hall tunes of which he was very fond. Sometimes he was accompanied by young girls of Malcolm’s age, even younger. He would order his charge to come out of his bedroom to meet them. Malcolm felt embarrassed to be talking—well, stammering really—with these gaudily dressed girls, awestruck by what they thought were signs of immense wealth, while Mr Lighter watched them eat hungrily or bounced them on his knee, saying in their presence, What you have to understand, Malcolm, is that there is no God, and the only certainties are death and, if we are not cremated, the worms that devour us. These young sprites make me feel young and, boyo, who wants to feel old? And, by the way, if you find a virgin, which is almost impossible in this gloriously immoral city, then your life will be extended for three to four years. Even just to be in the presence of these creatures is to give you a sense that life is not as fleeting as it really is. For a naive young man like Malcolm the sight of the rough ageing hands touching porcelain-smooth skin repelled him and, like many young people who have not experienced much of life, he was moralistic about his mentor’s conduct. Yet he said nothing because he had nowhere else to live and, in truth, felt a clod in front of Mr Lighter, who liked to laugh at the young man’s shy discomfort.


  His mother’s infrequent, banal letters finally petered out and he knew that he was now alone, profoundly alone except for his reprobate mentor. Lighter was an intelligent man whose library of books about ships, trains and exploration fascinated Malcolm. Even though he didn’t want to be a sailor like his father—and, indeed, had promised his mother he would never be one—it seemed to him that ships opened up new opportunities in one’s life. After long hours at work, which soon saw him rise methodically and rapidly through the hierarchy of menial jobs to a shared office, he spent hours in Lighter’s library learning about ship construction, exploration, and distant lands both real and imaginary. He was especially intrigued by Australia, with its cannibal Aborigines, immeasurable virgin land, huge cattle runs, unexplored deserts, jungle pygmies, gold rushes and fortunes to be made in bêche-demer. For a young man stuck in foggy, grey London, the bright skies, warmth and unlimited potential of Australia became as fantastical and mythical as the frozen world of Ultima Thule, another land which gripped his imagination after he read about it in Lighter’s library. The ancient Greek explorer Pytheas had found it, six days’ sail north of Scotland, far beyond the maps of those times. The island was shrouded in mist, the surrounding ocean frozen. The sun shone all day and night in summer and, in winter, the country was plunged into total darkness. The ice was as hard as quartz and the natives, golden-haired, green-eyed men and women who were inured to extreme cold, could make a fire on the ice—without melting it—making the area glow like, as one ancient historian wrote, the eye of a benevolent god. The inhabitants lived for centuries and, when they died, they froze so quickly they did not decay, and the living placed them upright on the ice so that they resembled Greek statues. The ice was, in places, so transparent that later explorers did not know where the reflections of the inhabitants finished and the real person began. What excited Malcolm, besides the dreamy poetical world it evoked (one which was, therefore, blessedly distant from the vulgar world of his mentor) was that it was thought to be only a few days to the north of Islay, where he had been born. There was something immensely satisfying in the fact that he had been born so close to a fabled land. It seemed to him that the ices he ate as a child were how Thule ice would taste: sweet and creamy. It bred in him a greater fascination with ice and where, a few years later, others saw only frozen Antarctic desolation, he saw enchantment and the forestalling, if not the conquering, of death.


  But there was another side to his degenerate mentor. Despite being in the shipbroking business he was intrigued by trains. He took Malcolm on his first train trip from London to Manchester, Because, as Lighter explained, you’ll either develop a deep hate for trains or a deep love after such a long journey. Arriving at the station, Malcolm felt an extraordinary sense of anticipation, and tingled all over. He could barely contain his excitement as Lighter escorted him to the front of the train so he could see, close up, the throbbing, hissing engine and immerse himself in the steam and warm mist. Once on board Lighter directed his charge to a window seat, while he sat behind him, also in a window seat. The train set off, as if straining against a leash, and then, as it broke free, it gathered speed and ran smoothly through the outskirts of the city. Malcolm saw houses and gardens rush by, at first in a blur, because he had never experienced such speed, then, as he grew used to it and his eyes could focus on single objects, he began to marvel at the mighty power of the engine. His mouth dried with pleasure and awe. It’s almost as good as a young minx, Malcolm! cried Lighter. Sometimes better! Can you feel its power? He turned back to face his young teenage ward, who nodded happily.


  As they rushed through the countryside, the wheels made a rhythmic sound, as if finger snapping in counterpoint to the train’s joyous whistles. Feel the wind, Malcolm! shouted Lighter, thrusting his head out the window. Malcolm did as he was bid. The wind hit him like a punch and he reeled back. He heard laughter and twisted his head around to see his mentor leaning out as far as he could. The strong wind contorted Lighter’s face and his grin seemed to be splayed across it like the visage of a melting rubber mask. Malcolm laughed at how funny he looked. He turned back to face the wind himself and squinted as it pummelled him. He felt elated, as if he were part of the very nature of speed itself which seemed to squeeze time, everything happened so fast; while coaches seemed at the mercy of time, trains conquered it. He began to laugh with happiness, and the realisation that his own grin was spreading messily and unevenly across his own face. He heard Lighter begin to howl like a wolf and he joined in, never having felt such abandonment and unrestrained joy.


  Lighter knew Thomas Brassey, one of the great railway builders and constructors of bridges, stations, tunnels and sewers. Brassey had constructed a third of the railways in Britain, even more in Europe and North America. He was a hero to many; even Malcolm had heard of him. One of his teachers used Brassey’s name as a spur to his pupils, most of whom were from humble backgrounds. Like the great man, he would tell them, anyone could rise from lowly origins to find fame and fortune. It was a lesson that had stayed with him, so when Lighter invited Malcolm to dine with Brassey he felt it to be an immense honour.


  The lunch was held at one of Brassey’s workshops. He was a man with heavy sideburns and a careworn, inquisitive face. He was probably in his late fifties but he seemed ancient to the youthful Malcolm. Brassey sat at the head of the table in a large improvised upstairs dining room from which, even with the door closed, one could still hear the construction of trains continuing down below on ground level. The other guests were mainly engineers. Among them was Brassey’s eldest son, also named Thomas, who had dropped in for a visit. In his late twenties, and taller than his squat father, he sat next to a timid Malcolm who, at nearly fifteen, was by far the youngest at the long table.


  Malcolm did not understand much of what was being said, but the conversation sounded fascinating, with its talk of initiating railway ventures in Africa and Australia. There was also discussion about new scientific breakthroughs that would change the world. For a man who seemed so old, Brassey was open to the possibilities of any idea, no matter how far-fetched, including fantastic fancies like electric trains that could travel two hundred miles an hour and, once the land had become too crowded with industrial cities, creating new ones underground, so that both above and below ground there would be thriving modern cities which would be a paean to British technological supremacy. He was so enthralled, if sometimes baffled, by the talk that he forgot to eat his food, causing Brassey’s solidly built son to laughingly dub him Master Skin and Bones.


  At the end of the meal Brassey, impatient to return to the workshops, stood up and glanced at Malcolm, as if noticing him for the first time. Did you enjoy yourself, sir? he asked, gently mocking the boy by addressing him as an equal. Yes, replied a shy Malcolm. Well, sir, my son is doing nothing this afternoon, why doesn’t he take you on a tour of my works? Thomas Junior looked down the table at his father as if going to demur. His interests are elsewhere, but he knows what I’ve done, said the senior Brassey loudly as he headed out the door, followed by most of the diners. Lighter, puffing a cigar, smiled knowingly at his ward. If you’re going on a tour, I might toddle off to study the plight of girls without a generous male benefactor.


  Thomas showed him through the workshops where men, most nearly naked because of the appalling heat of the furnaces, cast steel for the intricate parts of the train engines, all the time banging, yelling, cursing. You can see why I didn’t follow in my father’s footsteps, Thomas shouted in his ear. He guided his young charge outside, where he lit up a cigar and puffed it pensively. Malcolm began to wonder how he would get home. Ah, it’s too late for me to do anything important today, said Thomas finally. Let me show you some of my father’s other triumphs.


  As they were driven around London in a palatial carriage that boasted both a driver and a footman, Thomas, as he asked to be called, told Malcolm he was never really that interested in his father’s profession. His interests, just as strong and potent as my father’s, lay with ships. He was halfway through writing a five-volume history of the British navy and was having a yacht specially built for him. What really intrigued me when I was your age, Master Skin and Bones, was another aspect to my father’s engineering genius.


  During the remainder of the afternoon Thomas showed Malcolm the world underneath London. They inspected a section of the twelve-mile sewerage system his father had designed. The tunnels were large and long—so long that, as they vanished into the darkness, they seemed to stretch into infinity. Rats scurried noisily and the stink was overwhelming yet Malcolm could not help but admire how skilfully the system had been constructed. Next stop was the London Underground. They ventured to the end of the first section, which had been constructed just a few years before. Malcolm had expected it to be cold under the earth, but it was warm, even cosy, and fuzzy with coal dust. He glimpsed shadowy figures running through the penumbra of the tunnel and asked if they were workers. No, it’s a whole city down here—waifs, beggars, criminals, the desperate. They come here to hide and find warmth. They even have ladies of the night down here. They’re a problem sometimes because they get blind drunk, forget where they are and are human fodder for trains. It plays havoc with the train time tables. Suddenly a boy about Malcolm’s age startled him by running into the dim light, poking out his tongue, and rushing back into the darkness. Malcolm turned to the older man seeking an explanation, but all Thomas did was laugh. As I said, it’s a whole universe down here.


  Malcolm followed Thomas into a new tunnel being excavated. Hundreds of men, fluttering around like insects under the lamps, were either digging, concreting or laying down tracks. The work continued twenty-four hours a day. The men were so used to the poor light that, when a shift knocked off, they had to exit above ground when it was either evening or just before dawn so their eyes wouldn’t be hurt by the sun. The scene was bedlam and yet beautiful. Malcolm had never imagined such things going on beneath his feet. If there hadn’t been so much noise the construction would have belonged more to a dream than reality. He glanced up, imagining the city above him and everyone going about their daily lives unaware of what was happening below. The thought that Londoners had little or no idea of what was happening under their feet thrilled him. It was as if he possessed a marvellous secret.


  Taking a weary Malcolm home, Thomas asked the youth if he had enjoyed the day. It’s been the best day of my life. I think your father is the world’s greatest genius. Thomas snorted in surprise and then realised the lad was sincere. Strange, isn’t it? he murmured, puffing on another cigar. I would have given anything for my father to be a ship’s captain. Malcolm shook his head and said firmly, No, they drown.


  As they pulled up at Lighter’s house, Malcolm thanked his gracious guide and went inside, buoyed by what he had seen. Even the sound of Lighter’s leering baritone, commingling with a young girl’s awestruck voice as she was shown some precious object, didn’t faze him as it usually did. The experiences of the day so stirred him that he could not sleep. Other boys his age might have been made uneasy by what he had seen under London, but Malcolm thought it wonderful that while the city slept a whole world continued to work, play and fight under the very floorboards of houses, streets and factories. It was not a cold dark sterile cosmos, but a series of tunnels teeming with trains, people and workers who were, as he lay on his bed, digging further and further, creating a universe parallel to what was above ground. When he thought of this clandestine underground environment it made him feel safe. There were no monsters under his bed; there was a huge, productive, magnificent hive of activity.


  One day not long after, bored by the meticulous but hum-drum work of procuring cargo and cross-checking insurance claims, Malcolm asked Lighter to inquire of Mr Brassey if he could, on his day and a half off, spend time in his Camden workshop. In a short time he found himself working on the latest engines, proving himself technically adept, with a quick brain for finding solutions to the problems associated with attempts to expand the capacity of boiler pressures and the unreliability of brakes, resulting in many train accidents. Although he was only fifteen years old many of the senior engineers recognised that he had a special aptitude for the trade. Mechanical problems stimulated him because he felt that machanisms were, by their very nature, extremely logical and therefore were solvable. By comparison, ships were the accidental victims of turbulent nature, hidden rocks and reefs. Trains were not at the mercy of such vicissitudes, but subject to human error—and that could be corrected. He adored clambering over and inside engines, losing track of time as he fiddled with screws, piping and pistons. One and a half days working in the train sheds wasn’t enough. He was thinking of resigning his job as a shipbroker to become a train engineer, when his life was thrown into disarray.


  He was scrutinising engravings of the construction of the Taj Mahal in a book he had found that evening in Lighter’s library when he heard his guardian come home, the familiar sounds of drunken braying laughter counterpointed by shrill giggles. A few minutes later there was the sound of something shattering, a woman’s cry of shock and then silence. Malcolm reluctantly got up to investigate and walked in on a girl holding Mr Lighter’s silver snuff box in her hand. She was startled by his sudden appearance but recovered quickly and smiled flirtatiously. For a moment Malcolm thought she had several breasts, but when the girl brazenly stuffed the snuff box down the top of her dress to join the other stolen objects, he realised she was in the process of pilfering as many things as she could. Behind her lay Mr Lighter, a crude wreath on his head, his green jacket splattered with soil and his white shirt dappled with blood and glittering with broken glass. Stunned by what he saw, Malcolm allowed the young girl to sidle past him through the doorway, run down the corridor and out into the cold night.


  He didn’t tell the police about the girl. They deduced Mr Lighter had died of a heart attack as he’d poured himself and his young mentor (for there were two glasses on the oak table to be explained) a sherry from a crystal decanter before tumbling backwards against a potted aspidistra. The plant propped on a high stand, had overturned on him, literally crowning him.


  What followed was a procession of Mr Lighter’s relatives, who removed furniture and objects they deemed theirs by need or desire until Malcolm found himself in a house empty of everything except his single bed and the handful of books about ships, Australia and Ultima Thule he had kept for himself. He was offered an attic flat in the large house of a man who had gradually taken, as the saying goes, a shining to him. Andrew McIlwraith was ten years his senior. He had bought into the shipbrokering firm and had been so successful in rescuing it from Lighter’s negligence that it was one of London’s most prestigious and respectable companies. A handsome man with a flourishing salt and pepper beard, he came from a wealthy family who thought him to be sufficiently maladroit in society as to barely acknowledge his existence or, as one of his brothers used to say to anyone who would listen, including Malcolm: Andrew’s pedigree is impeccable. He went to Eton, can read Homer in the original, and in his melancholic, bumbling manner he tries hard, but he will never make a gentleman.


  Andrew’s wife had assumed on marrying her husband that he would, like the rest of his family, take his place in London society. So she could not hide her disappointment in his continued antisocial moroseness; in retaliation, she did not trouble to conceal her boredom with him. She hired insolent servants who brazenly talked back to her husband, and forbade him to enter parts of the house she had marked off as her own realm, including the main bedroom, making it clear that they had reached their quota of children with the two sons of whom he was inordinately fond. Sometimes she would laugh out loud for no reason and several times, in Malcolm’s presence, she fainted, her actions barely disturbing Andrew’s resigned pessimism. He’d pick her up from the floor and heave her carefully onto the couch or bed as if she were merely a sleepy, wayward child. She barely acknowledged Malcolm, but was relieved he lived above them so that her husband had someone to talk to.


  Andrew was fascinated by machines and construction. It was an interest that he had in common with Malcolm, who, because he had not forgotten his lowly origins, believed he owed it to Lighter to stay in the firm, as a way of thanking his mentor for taking him under his wing. The two men went on research trips to examine the latest bridges, ships, trains and factories. They studied changes in ship design and propulsion, from wood to steel, from sail-aided paddle wheels to four-screw, from reciprocating engines to the potential of turbines. As other men would cement their friendship by going to music halls or brothels, so these two men toured the sites of the engineering geniuses Paxton and Brunel, inspecting mechanical marvels, clambering over half-built ships, poring over bridge designs, studying the magnificent underworld of London’s myriad tunnels; the two of them were excited by the endless possibilities of what the human mind was capable of creating out of mere steel and bolts. They became enamoured of the idea of forming their own shipping line and spent a summer afternoon with William Inman, who was a pioneer in the steamship transportation of Irish emigrants fleeing the famine. He told them there was money to be made by emptying out Ireland. Migrants made ships more buoyant, if well distributed as ballast. He warned them to avoid cruise ships because they attracted brash and complaining passengers who wanted spittoons everywhere, demanded gambling dens in smoke rooms and complained that only those who belonged to the Church of England should be allowed in the main saloon. Finally he revealed to them something that was to become firmly ingrained in Malcolm’s mind, because it turned out to be all too true. There were six phases of a voyage for passengers: curiosity, misery (seasickness), relief, flirtation (On sea voyages women’s hearts become a seraglio of desire), boredom and deliverance.


  Andrew was Malcolm’s first real friend and the older man found in his young companion someone who, unlike his family, respected him and was enthused by the same things as he was. And so, in the attic, the two men, so different in age, temperament and politics (one a progressive liberal and one a conservative), drank scrumpy late into the night and talked of the technological wonders they had seen and examined, and envisioned their future together as owners of a shipping line.


  3.


  I WAS TOO AFRAID TO SLEEP FOR fear of the nightmares I would have about you, and so I stayed up late reading your favourite bedside book, Shakespeare’s Plays, Sonnets and Poems, crammed with meticulously inscribed comments and queries, from page to page, as if you’ve left a trail of mental footprints on the snowy blankness of the margins for your lovestruck husband to follow, as a way of finding and learning other aspects of you I did not know. I heard a scrabbling and faint whimpering coming from your study. I put the bookmark in the furrow of the book, in the section that is becoming a favourite of mine (as it was of yours, judging by your note: The moment needs ethereal music. Charlie Mingus or Pettersson won’t do, maybe Ligeti’s Lux aeterna) just where Paulina cries out Music, awake her, strike! I got up, walked into the study and turned on the light, and saw Mingus’s white furry rear and her curled fawn tail sticking out from under the wooden cabinet. I called her name but she didn’t respond, as she only really ever listens to you. Wondering what the fuss was about I got down on my knees and peered under the cabinet. Mingus was scratching and pawing at a slim loose-leaf folder. I pulled it out and, at the same time, a large cockroach fell onto the floorboards. Mingus pounced on it, expertly flipped it onto its back and set about tormenting it. I glanced at the folder cover. In big letters was written Ann Pierson. My heart thumped. So there she was.


  You mentioned to me that Ann was the key to Malcolm, but you never elaborated. Since I began writing this biography of Malcolm for you, I keenly missed her. Where was she? You must have put the folder on top of the cabinet and it had accidentally fallen down behind it. I thanked the industrious Mingus, who was busily removing two legs from the insect, and took the folder into the kitchen to sit at the table and read your research. As you said, you cannot write about Malcolm without writing about his great love, just as I cannot write about him without reference to you, because you are inextricably tied to your subject as he was to Ann and you to me.


  There were not many papers inside the folder—a couple of photocopied documents and a few email printouts—but there was a copy of a wedding photograph taken outside the bluestone church in Pickering. Standing before the front doors was a beaming Malcolm; next to him, wearing white, was an equally ecstatic Ann, her blonde hair brushing her shoulders. Of the few photographs you have of him, this is the only one that shows him at ease and not posing for the camera. His expression is unmistakable—he feels he is the luckiest man in the whole world.


  Who was this Ann? Who was this woman who obsessed him? Your notes merely state the dates of her birth and death and the fact that her father was Squire of Goathland. And that’s about it. Over the months, as I have been writing this for you, I have found out many more things about her. A trip to Goathland would probably tell me more still, but I cannot leave your side. However, I can tell you this, Beatrice: with the information I have gathered I feel I know her intimately, almost as intimately as I know you.


  By the time he had reached the age of twenty-five Malcolm and Andrew had left Lighter’s company and established their own shipbroking firm. The fledgling McIlwraith, McEacharn and Co. occupied Malcolm’s waking hours so completely that his life and work were the same thing. It left him with little time for women and as a result he was shy around them, not to mention sexually inexperienced. If he thought of sex, it must have seemed tawdry to him after what he had witnessed in the house of his mentor. Lighter’s leering, the coarseness with which he talked about sex, his young trollops with their vulgar laughter, his sordid death, all contributed to Malcolm’s unease about women. Yet they must have been attracted to him. You can see from the photograph taken a few years later that he was very handsome, with curly ginger hair, strikingly deep-set eyes and a clean-shaven face that accentuated his strong, determined jaw.


  One summer’s morning, as he walked to work through central London, a fiercely bearded man, in his fifties and clearly wearing his Sunday best, asked him for directions in a thick Yorkshire accent. As the street the man sought was on his way Malcolm offered to accompany him there. Just then a pale young woman, about nineteen years old, wearing a dark grey dress, green hat, and holding a green sun umbrella, came out of a drapery shop and said to the man in a soft Yorkshire burr, The manager said it was two streets along and then left. The man motioned to Malcolm. This gentleman said he’d take us there. It’s on his way. She turned to Malcolm and murmured her thanks. She was the most exquisite woman he had ever seen. This may seem extravagant praise, but one can see it from the wedding photograph and easily imagine Ann’s beauty from Malcolm’s breathless descriptions of her to Andrew. Her flesh seemed translucent, as if she were like a gecko he had seen in one of Lighter’s books, where one could see through the outer membrane of its pale flesh to its beating heart. Her green eyes sparkled like light playing on water, and her alabaster face glowed as if lit by an inner radiance. (And, of course, that’s how you are linked to her, as if her spirit has wandered across time before finding itself born again in you). It was as if she were an ideal of beauty, rather than a flesh-and-blood realisation of it. He could not speak. All he could do was nod dumbly in the direction they should go.


  It turned out that she was the man’s daughter, that his name was Pierson and he was the Squire of Goathland. He and his daughter were on a shopping excursion to London to visit a cousin who managed several garment stores. Trying to impress her, Malcolm told them that he owned a shipbroking firm that imported fine merino wool from Australia. Pierson asked if he had been to Australia. Malcolm said he hadn’t, but what he knew of Australians was that they regarded the sheep so highly that the women even rubbed mutton on their skin to keep it youthful. Fancy that, said Pierson’s daughter, bursting into laughter at the very idea. Her laugh sounded so gorgeous, so full of life, that Malcolm tried to say humorous things just to make her laugh again. But no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t coax a smile out of her. He blushed constantly, fearing he was making a fool of himself. He learned that every year Pierson would bring his daughter down to London, where his cousin’s dressmakers would make clothes for her. We may be from Goathland but my daughter is always à la mode. By the time they were standing in front of the cousin’s grand terrace Malcolm’s heart was racing and his underarms were damp with sweat. He felt gauche and plain and could only utter inanities as they said goodbye. Before the Piersons turned to go inside, the daughter held out her hand, nestled in a grey velvet glove, and asked for his business card: Just in case we want to import Australian mutton, she giggled. She slipped the card into her handbag, joined her father at the doorway and went in. He stood at the bottom of the steps for some time, in a state of numbness, unable to think or act. He had never seen anyone so beautiful. Then he slapped his thigh. She hadn’t told him her name.


  He arrived at his office in a daze. He felt dizzy at the mere thought of her, as if, like a child, he had spun around one too many times and was now gloriously, drunkenly giddy. He couldn’t focus on his work and by lunchtime he was debating with himself whether he should call on the cousin and ask for the Piersons’ address. But he felt too awkward, too bashful, too uncertain of himself to do it. And what if she was already in love with another man? Someone as lovely as her must have had many suitors.


  He was berating himself for his shyness when there was a sharp knock on the frosted glass of his door. He absent-mindedly called out, Enter, and upon hearing a pair of women’s heels, looked up and saw that she was in his office. Our cousin is interested in changing the company that imports Australian wool for his shops, she announced and sat down. He stared at her as if she were an apparition. She took off her hat and her long blonde hair tumbled down to her shoulders. I was terribly rude before. I forgot to tell you my name. It’s Ann. His mouth dried and he wondered what to say. His silence made her uneasy and she shifted in her chair. I do apologise, she said softly. Sometimes I bring my country forwardness to the city. My father tells me I should be more ... what’s the word? Discreet. She bit her lip. I’m sorry—it was the only excuse I could think of in order to see you again, Mr McEacharn.


  The following week he took the first holiday of his life and travelled to Goathland in the North Yorkshire moors. He stayed in the village hotel and, every day, he visited her at her parents’ property three miles out of town. He had expected the landscape to be barren and windswept but it was ravishing. Because it was summer the moors were awash in a shimmering haze of purple heather. There were pine forests, wooded ravines, farmlands and, dotted throughout the secluded vale, were what the locals called howes, Bronze Age burial mounds. Red grouse ran through the grasses and merlins hovered in the sky, patiently waiting to pounce on wagtails. With Ann’s mother, known throughout the valley as ‘Nannie’ Pierson, as chaperone, they walked beside the cold waters of the Eller Beck, and picnicked at the twenty-metre-high Malyan Spout, sheltering from the sun in a sombre world of mosses, ferns and bracken. On their rambles they would come upon small ironworks the size of houses, belching smoke and filling the country air with industrial noise. They seemed so tiny, quaint and uneconomic that they could easily have belonged in a fairy tale. Once, when they were crossing a stile, Ann casually picked up a foot-long venomous red viper that had been sunning itself and said to Malcolm, We call these hag-worms, then just as casually threw it away. She and her mother laughed at Malcolm’s surprise and shared a secret smile.


  Ann’s father was a different man from when Malcolm had met him in London. There he had been modest, even hesitant. Back in Goathland he was gruff, pedantic and acted the part of the squire with the consummate ease of someone born into the role. He had a fine mansion set on extensive farmlands with several tenants, a gamekeeper, farmhands and a steward. As well as overseeing the daily running of his property, he was also the parish magistrate. The locals automatically curtsied to him when they came into his presence. He kept a close eye on the minutest details of what was happening on his lands, so his life was filled with incessant interruptions from people asking for his advice on everything from the wood to cut for winter to problems with cows and poultry, and tenants wanting new fences, new sheds. They always want, want, want, Pierson grumbled, even in front of a person asking for something from him. Despite the timelessness of his world, Pierson was intrigued by the industrial age. He wanted to modernise Goathland. We can’t be forever in aspic, he said often to his daughter’s suitor.


  One evening, as Malcolm drank a beer at the bar before setting out to visit Ann, an old farmer, speaking in a thick Yorkshire dialect that, because of its insular vocabulary, was difficult to understand, told Malcolm that Nannie Pierson was a witch. Malcolm smiled incredulously but the farmer went on to tell of how she could cast an evil eye that bewitched both humans and animals. Another drinker told of an occasion on which he had been unable to go outside to bring in his sheep because of a wild snowstorm, but once the storm had subsided he saw Nannie Pierson standing calmly among the sheep, protecting them, wearing nowt clothin’, she were. Another customer called Pierson’s Goathland House the House of Bogles, which Malcolm soon understood to mean goblins or spectres. The barman swore that Nannie had once made herself so small that she squeezed through a crockery cupboard keyhole, danced across the fine china and came out without breaking a single piece. Although unconvinced by their fanciful stories he asked if Ann were a witch too. Who’s to know what mothers pass on to their daughters? he commented. What women have naturally is a sort of witchcraft. We hunger after them, lust after them, cannot think of being without them and they have done nowt to enthral you—or so you think. But enthral they do, just as you are enthralled, aren’t you, Mr McEacharn? Malcolm would always remember the words because they were true. She possessed him, enthralled him. He was sick with love. He could think of nothing else but her. She was the only thing in focus; everything around her was a blur. He found it difficult to eat, as if the merest thought of her was an impediment to swallowing. When he was in her presence time was compressed, like the trains squeezed time, so that when he was leaving her parents’ house it was as if he had just arrived. He felt cheated and empty as he stumbled across the dark moors back to the hotel. One time he sank to his knees, the marshy ground giving way slightly, so that he felt the sensation of sinking into the earth and groaned with relief, wanting to be swallowed up by the chthonic darkness until he was a part of the soil, as he wanted to be of her, until he was as essential to her as blood, breath, heart.


  One night, after they had eaten and Ann had played Chopin on the piano, the family sat in the sitting room and listened to Pierson talk endlessly about the responsibilities of being Master of the Hounds and a magistrate who had to judge his own people yet live among them. Malcolm had heard this before and as he tried to concentrate his eyes fell on an antique wooden dresser that displayed blue china plates, cups and cut glass. He asked Ann how old it was. She told him it had been in their family for four hundred years. It’s large, all right, but no one could climb through it without breaking anything, he joked, making it apparent he had heard the rumours.


  Ann shrugged, glanced across at Nannie and said casually, My mamma did. Her words prickled the back of his neck. Maybe, he thought, the villagers and the Pierson family were toying with him. He had to ask Ann about something else that was bothering him: I’ve heard that red vipers kill cattle and sheep yet you picked one up as if it wasn’t going to hurt you. Again, she looked at her mother. My mamma and I can’t be stung by the hag-worms. As for the adders, she turned them into stone. That’s why you won’t find any adders in Goathland. It was said with such an air of the commonplace that he didn’t know what to say. This was a different, primordial world quite unlike the familiar milieu of mercantile London. It made him feel an outsider, and he didn’t want to be, because he yearned to belong to Ann’s universe—she made him happy in a way he hadn’t felt before. It seemed to him that he had cast off layers of emotional armour. He felt vulnerable, light-hearted, light-headed. It was as if something cold, hard, unreachable had thawed to reveal, much to his astonishment, a softer, less ambitious man. He laughed without reason. He seldom slept because thoughts of Ann kept him awake, but he was never tired. In fact, he had inexhaustible energy.


  After a fortnight he returned to London certain of one thing—he wanted to marry that girl. Andrew noticed that his friend had changed. He was still punctual, efficient and hard-working, but he didn’t seem to be applying himself as ruthlessly as before. In discussions he no longer pushed his views as firmly. Whereas before he was aggressively convinced of the rightness of his opinions and ideas, now he was reflective, almost detached from what he was saying, as if he were two men—the one talking and the other back in Goathland in thrall to Ann. Their late-night palavar about machines and the new technological marvels became desultory prattle, as if Malcolm were no longer interested in his friend’s thoughts. He fell into long silences, broken only by the occasional unpredictable smile or grin that had nothing to do with the topic under discussion. Andrew grew jealous of this woman he had not met and who had infiltrated his friend’s very being.


  Ann may have been always present in Malcolm’s mind but their physical separation made him anxious and his previous temperate drinking was replaced by a desperate thirst as if the scrumpy, by relaxing him, brought him closer to her and so lessened his torment. One night he drank so much that his beaming face glowed red and he began to rock back and forth in his straight-backed chair, sighing I love her, Andrew. I love her. Then he moaned. God help me, Andrew, I so adore her. With that he slowly fell forward onto the attic floor with a loud thump, lay still and began to snore. Andrew dragged him across the floor and lifted him into the single bed. Looking down at his lovestruck, lovesick friend he was gripped by the terrible thought that Malcolm’s first experience of romantic passion, something that had utterly transformed him, might turn out as badly as his own marriage to that haughty, nasty woman below his feet. He laid a blanket over his sleeping, snoring friend, whose face still beamed in a bliss of scrumpy and love.


  Malcolm wanted to propose but feared that her father would not permit it. Pierson still seemed wary of him, as if he were not good enough for a squire’s daughter. Malcolm took every opportunity he could to visit Ann and sought to ingratiate himself with her father but Pierson seemed more interested in an experiment taking place in Goathland than his daughter’s suitor. Because of its unique terrain, the district had been chosen for a project to develop a prototype of the Mountain Railway Engine. The idea was to build and test a train that could climb the steep hills of Rio de Janeiro. Railway tracks were built across the bogs of spongy peat and up the steep gradients of the highlands. If the engine could work under such demanding conditions then the Brazilian government was prepared to place an order for fifty of them.


  Malcolm timed one of his visits so he could join the Piersons to see the first engine being tested. The whole village gathered on a slope from which they could see the train engine start from the work shed and rise to its destination at the top of the highest hill. The atmosphere was like a carnival. Families brought their picnic hampers, children played, and even those who were dubious about the success of the experiment were excited by the occasion. Ann bubbled with anticipation and could not sit still. It was due to her father that this was happening. Pierson had promoted these trials as a way of showing his more obdurate subjects that Goathland could be part of the new technological era. The boost to local industry would also inject an enormous amount of money into the Goathland economy.


  The trial began well, with the train moving smoothly along the flat surface of the moors, but when it came to climbing the steep track it stalled and then, alarming everyone, rushed backwards like an animal retreating from a predator, until it came to a stop near the entrance of the tin shed it had exited from just fifteen minutes before. Pierson was aghast, particularly when he heard sniggering from the villagers behind him.


  Malcolm reassured the disappointed squire that failure was common in the first trials of any new machine, but Pierson could not be consoled. Ann and her mother tried to cajole him out of his dejection but he dismissed them with a grunt and walked home alone through the merry throng, also wending their way home but, unlike their squire, decidedly pleased that the future had failed to live up to expectations.


  Malcolm felt sorry for Pierson. He had dared to do something for his village and the younger man admired that. Instead of returning with the women, Malcolm stayed behind to visit the engineering team in the work shed. He recognised several of the men who had once been employed by Brassey. It was obvious that the braking system was too feeble, but what intrigued him was why an engine which seemed so powerful could not manage even the first section of the rising gradient. The more he talked to the engineers and inspected the axles, crankshafts, boiler and brakes, the more he was convinced that the problems could be solved. The engineers listened respectfully but Malcolm could tell they wouldn’t put his ideas into practice—after all, everyone had their opinion and most were contradictory. Besides, the angry, embarrassed investors could not afford long-term solutions. Success needed to be immediate.


  The train engine was tested several more times during the following month but its failures were so monotonous that the villagers and even Pierson, unused to public failure, did not bother to turn up to witness them. The experiments became a standing joke whenever the locals got together. Ah, we’ve seen the future and it does not work!


  Back in London Malcolm discussed the technical difficulties with Andrew who suggested they collaborate to find the solutions. The project began to take over their lives. They laboured into the early hours of the morning and spent much of their business hours poring over diagrams and debating mechanical issues. Andrew knew that his friend was really doing this in order to win over Ann’s father, but he did not care. This was how he liked Malcolm. The younger man had an energy and drive that, harnessed to a fascinating project, gave an exhilarating sense of purpose to Andrew that lifted him out of his habitual doldrums. The two men complemented each other, with Malcolm’s extraordinary technical apptitude and incredible optimism counterbalanced by Andrew’s finicky attention to detail.


  Yes was the word that saved Andrew as they worked together. They had come upon what seemed an insurmountable problem about the steam engine and Andrew had thrown up his hands saying No, there was no solution. Exhausted and irritated, Malcolm told his friend that if they were to continue to work together Andrew should never use the word No again. And at that moment it struck Andrew, as if he had been cleaved in two by a bolt of lightning, that the younger man was right. He rarely, if ever, used the word yes. Yes, yes, yes; that one word saved him, freeing him from years of negativity. (Of course, over the decades of their friendship Andrew would often relapse into his normal pessimism and Malcolm would have to remind him that he had embraced the word yes before and could do so again).


  Malcolm took a leave of absence from the shipbroking business and took up residence in the Goathland hotel. A depressed Pierson thought him daft for even attempting to salvage the doomed project. Ann was anxious. As they walked the moors beside the railway track (their movements, for propriety’s sake, limited to the area visible from the Piersons’ front windows), she wondered aloud if Malcolm’s investment of time and effort in the project would tell against the prospects of their marrying if it ended up a fiasco. It was a chance Malcolm realised he had to take. He had to prove himself to his prospective father-in-law. If he succeeded then he would have the courage to ask for Pierson’s permission to marry his daughter.


  Having made no significant progress with the train themselves, the engineers were now prepared to listen to the young man. Malcolm modified the brakes and redesigned the boiler in an attempt to increase the pressure. It was tedious, demanding work but Malcolm thrived under the intense strain. He worked long hours, returning to the hotel only to sleep. He seldom saw Ann, and when he did he was so exhausted that he sometimes nodded off during dinner with her family. For the first time, however, he could see a growing respect in Pierson’s eyes. Perhaps it was for the immense amount of labour he was putting into the project rather than an expectation he would succeed, but at least he was proving something to the judgmental squire.


  Despite his fatigue he was happy. In the work he found a rhythm of purpose, something that shipbroking didn’t give him. While working he felt close to Ann, as if she were urging him on so that they could be permanently together. At night he had such powerfully erotic dreams about her he felt as if she were in his arms, and in the morning, as he washed his clammy belly and pubic hairs, he allowed himself to fantasise that her spirit had indeed visited him—and that perhaps his spirit had visited her and given her the same pleasure as he had experienced during the night.


  The radical redesign was to increase the power of the locomotive by incorporating a firebox that had two compartments, divided by a water-filled partition, which caused the steam pressure to rise from one hundred and thirty-five to one hundred and fifty pounds. The Brazilians were losing faith in the engine and were talking of approaching a German locomotive firm. The engine was tested for a week. There were several failures during which the train stalled or failed to climb a steep path, but once the flaws were corrected it at last proved able to rise up the steep sides of hills that, at times, were almost vertical.


  Of course, all the tests meant nothing if the locomotive could not repeat the success with carriages attached. Malcolm had wanted the train to undergo trials to test the limits of the load it could carry but the Brazilians had run out of time and money, so the trial would have to be public. Malcolm and the engineers spent the night before the test reexamining the engine. Theoretically, the engine could bear the load it was designed to pull. But when Malcolm watched the four carriages being attached to it and fifty passengers waiting to climb aboard—including Pierson and his daughter, railroad investors, reporters and the sulky Brazilian ambassador, who wore civilian clothes, not his usual military uniform, because, it was rumoured, he didn’t want the army to be dishonoured by association with another public failure—he felt queasy, especially as Andrew, who had come down with pneumonia, could not be with him.


  Malcolm hoped that if he succeeded Ann would be his. He also knew that because he and Pierson were now considered the public face of the experiment, if it turned out to be a damp squid then the humiliated Squire of Goathland would require a scapegoat, and it would be the young man from London—in which case the marriage would never happen.


  The train set off, watched by most of Goathland. It rose up the winding, steep tracks slowly, methodically. Malcolm felt every lurch, every momentary pause, every straining noise, waiting for telltale signs that a calamity was imminent. He feigned equanimity but his hands were damp with perspiration and his brow moist. During one moment when it seemed that the engine was straining to breaking point as it struggled to mount a steep incline, he glanced across the aisle at Pierson and his daughter. Ann’s face was shining with exhilaration as she peered out at the diagonal countryside. The tense Pierson looked over at Malcolm with an expression that seemed to be saying, My future as patriarch of Goathland, and your future as my son-in-law, is riding on this puffing, straining locomotive.


  Finally the train and its carriages inched up the last steep hill and came to a stop on the summit. For a moment it seemed as if the passengers could not believe the test had succeeded. Suddenly the Brazilian ambassador leapt to his feet and began to applaud wildly. The other passengers joined in, and they jumped from the train to get a better view of the achievement. Upon seeing the distant moors below they began to cheer.


  Malcolm felt nothing. Pierson got to his feet and enthusiatically slapped him on the back, but Malcolm felt no sense of victory. Forgetting his daughter in the excitement of the moment, Pierson hurried from the train to accept congratulations. Malcolm sensed someone sit beside him in the empty carriage. It was Ann, who kissed him fervently and, at the same time, slipped her hand between his legs, an action that startled him out of his numb state. The magnitude of his triumph flooded through him but he could not move. Her hand caressed the erection that throbbed eagerly as it tried to fight its way out of the cage of his trousers. As he moaned with pleasure he was filled with the wonderful realisation that he had won the hand that was teasing him to ecstasy. Outside the train men were throwing their top hats into the air, and he heard the engineers calling for him, but inside the carriage Malcolm’s eyes were closed as Ann giggled at his voluptuous discomfort and whispered into his flushed ears, My spirit will come to you tonight and you will ravish me.


  The next morning Pierson invited Malcolm to go hunting. This was the first time he had been asked and, even though he was weary and drained after the previous day’s tension and excitement, he agreed. As they walked through the wildflowers Pierson whistled popular tunes. He seemed carefree, as if relieved of an intolerable burden. The Squire of Goathland had been proved right and there would be no making fun of him behind his back anymore. He was an excellent shot and downed a hare. He cut its belly open and, before Malcolm knew what was happening, Pierson smeared the blood on the young man’s lips, intoning, This means you can live in Goathland. It was then that Malcolm understood that Pierson’s stubborn reluctance to accept him was because he did not want his daughter to be taken from Goathland to live in London. If Malcolm wanted to be her husband, then he had to live on the moors. Still with the scent of hare’s blood on his lips Malcolm proposed to Ann later that day in the oak wood of Mallin Foss, amidst a carpet of bracken, while her mother sat on a fallen bough nearby humming happily to herself.


  London newspapers hailed the achievement as another example of British engineering genius. Malcolm was celebrated throughout the parish because he had dragged it into the technological age, as the village newspaper enthused, and helped end our isolation. Goathland had finally accepted him. This meant everything to him—because Goathland was Ann, and Ann was Goathland.


  They were married in the Pickering church. Andrew was Malcolm’s best man; his wife was unable to attend because she was drying out in a sanatorium again. When Malcolm saw Ann enter the church in a brilliant white gown, her blonde hair glowing from the late autumnal sun, he could not believe his good fortune. He thought he was the most blessed man in the world. A bubbly orchestra of clarinets, bassoons and violins played at the reception at Pierson’s house. It seemed as though the whole village was there, drinking, laughing, dancing. How can a man be so happy? he said to Andrew, still puzzled by the miracle that had happened to him. Andrew continued to be astonished by his friend’s transformation from a responsible, ambitious bachelor to an uxorious carefree husband. It was a difficult time for the older man. His marriage was in tatters and Malcolm had told him that, because Ann wanted to remain in Goathland, he would stay there too. He would remain with the shipbroking firm but only as a silent partner. Andrew felt bereft but he couldn’t begrudge his friend such contentment. The aura of loneliness that had once been an intrinsic part of Malcolm’s being had vanished, and in its place was a boyish energy and joy as if, in loving and being loved, he had found the meaning of life.


  Sometimes you don’t know how unhappy or depressed you’ve been until you’ve experienced happiness. That, of course, was the case with me, so I know how it was with Malcolm. The deeper he fell in love with Ann, the more she revealed herself to him. Once married she withheld nothing (just like you, Beatrice, as if marriage offered both you and Ann a safety net, so that whatever you revealed of yourself or made yourself vulnerable to, you would not be hurt, but set free to be your true self).


  They had been given the marriage gift of Thornhill Farm, a huge house within walking distance of his Goathland House. The two maids and cook grew accustomed to hearing moaning noises coming from the sitting room, lounge room and bedroom and quickly learned to knock discreetly before entering any room in the house. The couple was insatiable and Malcolm, as he once confided in Nicolle, thought that at the moment of orgasm he spiritually fused with Ann, as if they had for a few brief moments transcended death, transcended God’s domain, to become one with the earth and sky. At the moment of orgasm he imagined, he was to explain to the Frenchman, the white cascade of his semen spraying into the velvet darkness of her womb as if he were creating a milky way of stars that spread through her warm, moist universe, his sperm giving her womb light, just as without her soft darkness there could not be light.


  He could not get enough of her. He knew the smells of her skin, her hair, her armpits, her undergarments and the taste of her vagina. He would not allow her maid to lace up her corset—he had to do it. Nor would he permit Ann or her maid to undo her bustle—it was an extension of her, so he had to be a part of her undressing and dressing. He wanted to know every single thing about her, even to the extent that she had to piss in front of him and she, in turn, would hold his cock as he pissed. Nothing was forbidden, nothing was secret. He was intimate with her undulating saunter, as if she were half floating rather than walking on solid ground; the balletic movement of her hands as she washed them in the bedroom basin; the laughing cry of Oh, no! when she hit a tennis ball into the net and the flush of her neck above her white sports blouse and jacket; the frown as she performed a tricky section of a piano score. Like every man in love he saw his beloved’s body through the microscope of lust and love and with eyes closed, even decades later, he could still picture her exactly. Sometimes, in a frenzy of desire, she would bite his face until it bled. He wore these wounds proudly and, when he was outside, he enjoyed the sensation of a cold morning wind cutting into them, a delicious reminder of her uncontrollable passion. The odours of their lovemaking in the sheets or on the oriental rug seemed to him to be the most heavenly scents imaginable, and when he was alone he would bury his nose in the carpet fibres and sniff the musty scent of her vaginal juices like some animal.


  He quickly became attached to the parish itself: its timeless ritual of turf cutting; the broken sandstone and winestone on the narrow roads crunching underfoot; the sight of sawmon poachers with blackened faces, old overalls and carrying lanterns hurrying across the fields next to Thornhill Farm that led from the river, their bags squirming with salmon; the scent of fresh honey from Ann’s hives, the odours of burning peat and the mouth-watering aroma of curing bacon; the pained bellows of the cattle being castrated when the moon was waxing; the sight of exhausted but exultant peasants holding aloft a doll fashioned out of the corn of the last sheaf of the harvest, and bearing it in triumph across the moors; the sword dancers and Plough Stots in gay uniforms marching into Goathland village accompanied by fiddlers and boys dragging ploughs, until they reached the square where they stopped to perform a mock beheading of a clown. Then there were the hues of the heather that passed through countless changes of colour between summer and early autumn, from dull brown to green to exquisite tints of mauve, heliotrope, pinks, reds and russets. Even the weather captivated him, be it the still brightness of summer or the winter gales and sleet that lashed and flailed him and which was sometimes so strong that the wind could roar down the main street of the village, lifting women and children off their feet, giving ogling adolescent boys a rare, brief sight of a woman’s bare thighs.


  There were other things about Goathland that once he would have found primitive, even silly. Luck, chance and magic preoccupied the locals. There seemed a rule for everything they did: Crush your eggs before you burn them to keep witches or ill luck away. For good luck put your right shoe on first. There were the endless stories of witches, ghosts and haunted places. On their first night at Thornhill Farm Ann stuck a bullock’s heart with pins and nailed it to the main chimney to keep the house filled with love. Their house was filled with love, so how could he not believe in that?


  Curiously, stories of happy love were rare in Goathland. It seemed to pride itself on its tragic love stories and poems, including one about a local lad called Johnnie who attempted to jump the local gorge but fell in and drowned. His lover was so distressed that she hurled herself into the gorge and drowned herself. Ann could recite the whole poem (Ti deeath poor Johnnie did rush. Deep i’ yon peeal his body ligs, which neean as yit could faddom—wi grief at her poor laddie’s doom, the lassie dee’d at t’ boddom. Theease hoverin’ ghosts he’ll meet.). But it was more than a poem to her; it was an actual event that had real consequences. She, like many others, had seen the ghosts of the two doomed lovers walking the moors. Another of her favourite poems was about a young man of Goathland, nicknamed Sailor Jack, whose lover died, so he went to sea to forget her. He ended up roaming the Arctic for the rest of his life, His thoughts to Goathland forever would fly.


  During this first year of their marriage Malcolm worked part-time finessing and testing the locomotive engines to be exported to Brazil. His routine had an easy rhythm of work, dinner alone with Ann, listening to her play the piano, making love when they went to bed and, again, early in the morning before he set off to the railway shed, feeling a joy he couldn’t articulate even to himself in knowing a part of him was still inside his sleeping wife whose beauty he found almost supernatural.


  When winter came Ann grew even more ethereally beautiful but thinner. Her face was luminously white but her pupils grew smaller until they were black pinpricks, like tiny black spots of fungus on a green leaf. One morning, as the wind howled and sleet lashed against the windows, he woke up feeling chilly. Ann seemed to be sleeping but her mouth was closed, as if she had no need of breathing. He touched her skin. It was unnaturally cold. His heart began to thump with fear. He shook her, yelled at her to wake up, but she didn’t.


  He rode his horse through the snowstorm to the village for help and returned with the local doctor, who could do nothing for Ann. She had died during the night. The Piersons arrived and they had to hold him down to stop him from going berserk. It was said by the villagers that his mouth foamed black with grief. Malcolm was inconsolable. His stomach heaved and he vomited bile and blood. He moved like a marionette operated by the strings of duty. His eyes were blank, his words few and delivered in a monotone that made listeners uncomfortable.


  The sexton of the church, George Baker, who was staying in another village, was sent for to dig her grave. After being told he was needed Baker had started the ten-mile journey back to Goath-land with a young fellow called Calvert. They stopped to have a drink at an inn but had an argument and Baker set out by himself through the snowstorm sometime during the early evening. The last Calvert saw of the sixty-eight-year-old gravedigger was a figure bent into the wind and snow. The sexton never made it to Goath-land. It seemed as if he had vanished off the face of the earth and no search party could find him.


  The days before Ann’s funeral were a blur of disconnected moments. Nannie gently stroking his hands, telling him to be brave and, without asking him, closing the blinds and curtains of all his windows so as to let everyone know there was a bereavement in the house; the printer showing him the black-bordered notes that informed relatives and friends of the date of the funeral; and on the day, mourners, like unnaturally silent crows, gathering in the house and outside it while the undertaker ceremoniously handed him a pair of black gloves, hatband, necktie and scarf to wear; the walk on unsteady legs to the church behind the coffin carriage, while the rest of the village trod softly behind him and, bringing up the rear, a dozen empty carriages representing those from distant farms and villages unable to attend because of the harsh weather.


  Ann was buried in the local cemetery on a bitterly cold day as the snowstorm continued to rage, the wind drowning out the banging of copper lids and saucepans, a joyous cacophony called Tinkling the Bees, which was made by all the women who tended beehives on the death of another hive owner. After the coffin was lowered into the ground a wreath of dried roses and daisies was dropped onto the lid. When the first spade of earth thudded onto the coffin the sound made him flinch, and he turned away to gaze up at the grey sky, praying he had been dreaming all this and was about to wake up.


  He felt he was responsible for two deaths; that of his wife and that of the sexton who had gone missing on his way to dig her grave. The only thing that kept him from taking his own life was the belief that it was his duty to lead search parties to find the old man. He went out day after day, whatever the weather. Most times he had helpers, sometimes he searched alone. Fifty-two days after his wife had died he and two farmers saw an arm and a shoe sticking out of the snow on a ridge. The rest of the frozen corpse was buried under a foot of snow. Superstitious locals found meaning in the fact that the sexton’s body had lain twenty-six days in the old year and twenty-six in the new. Some forty people, working in relays through the night, were needed to carry the body, on an oak door, back to the village. Their way was lit with torches to mark the route, and it’s said that those who saw the torch-lit procession, led by Mr McEacharn, never forgot its eerie solemnity.


  Malcolm could not bear to be in the house without Ann. He wept for no reason. He could not face sleeping in their bed and so he lay on the couch in the living room, wide awake, fearing to close his eyes because, once he did, Ann would appear in the darkness. Sometimes he found himself huddled in the corner of the room howling. He thought daily of taking his own life and sought consolation in imagining he and Ann as ghosts wandering the moors. He asked the Piersons to dispose of all of her possessions. Nannie Pierson warned that he would regret not keeping them, but the mere sight of the rug, bed or piano was too emotionally debilitating, filling him with absolute despair. Silent relatives came to pick out what they wanted of Ann’s possessions and left with soothing words and the items they had chosen. After a week there was nothing left. The rooms were bare. The silence deafening. He walked the moors conscious of neither time nor weather. She was still everywhere, as if her spirit was infused into Goathland and was part of the tracks, the river, lakes, ferns, trees and heather. He could not escape the fact she was dead. Sometimes, upon his return, he thought he saw a movement in the house, but it was only the breath of a breeze on a curtain or a reflection in the window of a tree shaking in the wind. Sitting on one of the few remaining chairs, he’d stare blankly at the fire he did not remember making and try to imagine the rest of his life without her. He had always had a sense of the future and striving to better himself or, after his marriage, had imagined himself and Ann living to a ripe old age, still hopelessly in love with each other. But there was no future, only a dreadful, dark present. Ann had taken the future with her. Only the arrival of Andrew stopped him succumbing permanently to his grief. Work, argued Andrew, would be his salvation. Work would take his mind off Ann’s death.


  All he took to London with him was their wedding photograph and a letter she wrote to him on the only day they had been apart in their twelve months of marriage. Every night, after working himself into exhaustion at the shipbrokers, he should have slept but couldn’t. He lay awake in his bed in Andrew’s attic and read her letter until the creases began to fray the paper. My darling, darling Malcolm, it began. I am not washed. Even my unmentionables are dirty. Sharing our filthy heaven together, in the parlour, in the bed, on the dining room table, on the rug—on that oriental rug that lifts us to the heavens, like a magic carpet ride. The pleasure, our mutual pleasure, is my True Doctor. This pleasure is our oneness. But Tiresias was right—the palm of pleasure for a woman is nine to one. When you prick me it is nine to one. So imagine my carnal joy when you take me. Last night my buttocks felt your beating heart. After it was over I was in my usual daze, my foolish daze. Indeed when I look at myself in the mirror after these prickfests I can see I have no thoughts in my head and indeed I have none because I am in true wonderment. One day separated from you and I am lost, one day gone and I miss you, my darling. The moment you come home, take me, do with me what you will—come to paradise with me. Your adoring yearning wife.


  The letter stirred him, upset him, and he knew he should stop rereading it, but it connected him to her. He heard her voice in the letter, he felt her legs entwined with his, he felt her breath tingling his ear. The sight of her smiling in the wedding photograph on his bedside table made him weep uncontrollably. He had given himself completely to her as to no other person. Until he’d married her he had been unloved and she had awoken love in him, as surely as if it were a delicious sweet emerging from melting ice. She had given him a purpose, a sense that he was human and loving, but a callous God had snatched her away from him, scooped his insides out and rendered him hollow.


  He didn’t so much immerse himself in work as plod unthinkingly through his daily tasks. It was as if another self was doing those things, a self as insubstantial as his own shadow. He allowed his shadow to work through actuarial tables, examine insurance claims and speak with agitated ship owners and dissembling sea captains trying to avoid responsibility for wrecking their ships or losing cargo. He felt worthless and guilty, and when drunk would babble to Andrew about how his lips were stained black with blame, though Andrew could never figure out why his friend felt such guilt. Malcolm could not sleep despite drinking huge amounts of scrumpy. During these long nights, he felt terrifyingly vulnerable, as if his skin had been plucked clean of feathers, and it was covered with the goose pimples of fear. It seemed that the darkness sweated with grief and dread like he did, so that night became a clammy hole impossible to crawl out of, it was inconceivable to even contemplate doing so, until, finally, thankfully, dawn broke in London. There was, in that weak spring light seeping around the edges of the curtain, a momentary gleam that seemed to be her spirit, kissing the top of the silver frame of the wedding photograph on his bedside table, offering an escape route out of the dark, gloomy maze of guilt, grief and fathomless sorrow. Then his shadow would rise from the bed, dress in mourning black (those colourful vests and casual clothes had been given away to Ann’s Goathland relatives) and, after sharing breakfast with Andrew downstairs, the two of them would walk to work, neither talking; Andrew silently pondering what to do with his angry, alcoholic wife, and Malcolm incapable of uttering a single word.


  After a few months the sight of the photograph and letter eventually became too much and, in an effort to rid himself of his constant grief and despair he put them into a safe-deposit box. Returning to his office from the bank he found an Australian merchant seaman waiting for him. The Australian, Roger Chilton, had been first mate on the Canteral, transporting wool and wheat from Sydney, when it was caught in a fearsome storm that lasted for five days. The winds pushed the ship into the cold southern regions, where it began to take on water. The captain, scared and drunk, ordered the crew to throw the cargo overboard. The action saved the ship and eventually they put in for repairs at Cape Town. They were there for a month but the captain refused to go ashore, blaming himself for the debacle, it having been the second time in as many voyages that he’d had to jettison his cargo. Once they were at sea again the captain didn’t leave his cabin except at night, when he would stagger drunkenly around the deck, cursing and reproaching himself for the bad luck that had haunted him on both voyages from Australia. Then early one morning the first mate was woken up by the cabin boy, who had taken the captain his breakfast. The door of the cabin was open, but the captain wasn’t in there, and nor could he be found on the vessel. Either he had accidentally fallen off the ship or had jumped into the sea. Chilton took command and ordered the ship to retrace the route it had travelled that night, but there was no sign of the captain.


  Chilton had come to the shipping offices to deliver his report and sign documents confirming what had happened. The Australian was a garrulous man in his middle twenties who had never been to England before. He had spent most of his days as a sailor in the South Seas and intimated, in that coarse manner common to seamen trying to ingratiate themselves to another male, that the most enjoyable aspects of his travels were the native women. His vulgarity irritated Malcolm and he had determined to get rid of him as quickly as possible when the sailor grew serious, saying quietly, I thought we were goners in that storm. A horrible way to die. One of my cousins, who lives in Bristol, nearly drowned when his ship went down. He said there is no fear like it. He was saved by a Malay. The fear of drowning didn’t leave him and he gave up the sea after that. Malcolm nodded sympathetically, asking where the cousin’s ship had been wrecked. She went down in Tasmanian waters. Malcolm knew the Tasmanian coast intimately. He had pestered his mother into giving him an atlas. From the age of seven he had memorised every island, every jagged part of the coastline, so when Chilton told him that the ship had struck a reef near Currie Harbour in the early 1850s, Malcolm put down his pen and, fearful yet eager to know the answer to his question, asked the name of the ship. The Brahmin, replied the Australian. The answer stunned Malcolm. When he recovered from the shock he asked more questions, but Chilton knew little else about the shipwreck, as it had happened before he was born and all he could offer were rumours and hearsay.


  Malcolm thought it was the last he would see of the Australian but several days later, as he was walking home in the evening through the rapidly darkening St James Park during the first snowfall of the winter, he saw a man standing in a clearing, his ecstatic face turned towards the sky, his mouth open and his tongue stretched out as far as it could go. Malcolm was going to walk past without saying anything when curiosity got the better of him. What are you doing, Mr Chilton? Still smiling the Australian said, This is the first time I have seen snow.


  Amused by this and realising that this talkative sailor was the perfect excuse to postpone going home to his cheerless attic flat, Malcolm asked him if he’d like a drink. At the pub the Australian waxed lyrically about seeing snow for the first time, explaining to Malcolm, You people of the Mother Country don’t know what it’s like to be an Australian. Few of us have tasted snow. Then he added proudly, Though I have seen an iceberg.


  The alcohol made Chilton even more loquacious and he related how, before he had taken command of the Canteral, a fierce storm had driven the vessel south, where they were becalmed for several days in the cold latitudes. One morning, as the ship drifted aimlessly in weather so freezing it burned his throat, a dazzling white iceberg appeared, so high and wide that it was impossible to gauge its true size. I was hypnotised, Mr McEacharn. And so was our captain, as I later found out. The day after he disappeared I was going through his logbook and saw that, from the moment he had seen it, he had made copious drawings of a ship towing an iceberg. There were many variations of how it could be done and scientific calculations of how possible it was and how much it would be worth to Australians. He felt so guilty about having lost his backers’ money twice in a row, he thought he could recover their investments by transporting icebergs to Australia. In summer, we would willingly pay a king’s ransom for ice, you see. So for weeks before he drowned he did drawing after drawing, trying to make the mechanics of it more practical. Asked whether the scheme was indeed possible, Chilton shrugged. I don’t know much about science, Mr McEacharn. And besides, he was not in his right mind.


  That night as he tossed and turned in his narrow bed, unable to sleep, Malcolm couldn’t stop thinking about his conversation with the Australian. Just how feasible was the scheme? How much money could be made from such a venture? The next morning he hurried to his office and rummaged through the box of material Chilton had deposited for the ship’s insurers and found the logbook. The Australian had been telling the truth. The captain had become obsessed by the idea of towing an iceberg. A few of his drawings were extremely realistic but the majority were obviously drawn when he was drunk or crazed, so that everything was out of scale and many of the notes accompanying the sketches were impossible to decipher. Disobeying company policy, and conscious that what he was doing was uncharacteristic, Malcolm took the logbook back to his attic and for several nights assuaged his loneliness by copying out the more sensible of the captain’s drawings and specifications. Then, one morning, when he arrived at work, he didn’t go straight to his office but instead walked the long corridor to Andrew’s much larger office and told him about it.


  Andrew listened and, at the end of Malcolm’s presentation, he laughed, only stopping when he noticed his friend seemed hurt by his response. He thought that the outrageous scheme was a product of too much alcohol, too much grief, but Malcolm did not give up trying to persuade him. He had done innumerable mathematical calculations to account for drag, cable strength and wave resistance. The more he explained, the more feasible it seemed. He spoke of how Australians craved ice during their long hot summers and of how they would be famous as the first men to capture an iceberg. But it was not only that. Malcolm was enthusiastic about something for the first time since his wife’s death. His cheerfulness returned and, as usual, his excitement was contagious.


  They built a tank in which models of ships towed ice cubes of various lengths and sizes. They spent long nights in the attic going over the maths and examining the few hydrographical charts of the southern oceans. As when they worked together on the mountain-climbing train, Andrew felt reinvigorated by the work. The sheer audacity of it was thrilling. Even so, Andrew thought that the idea was harebrained and probably wouldn’t succeed, though he never told his friend at the time for fear of him sinking back into grieving melancholia. Malcolm may have tried to hide the true reason for his determination to realise the scheme, but it was obvious to Andrew that he wanted to do it for Ann. The iceberg was the supreme gift. He would literally go to the ends of the earth in the hope that his guilt would be exorcised by the achievement that was accomplished in her name. (I thought you too had gone mad, like the captain of the Canteral, Andrew wrote from Glasgow a few years later, in the midst of his frustrations with an invention that showed little hope of success, and had proved such a financial drain that he penned the letter from a cheap hotel room into which he had been forced to shift in order to save money, but you turned me around, just as you need to turn me around now, Malcolm, because I fear our whole future is tied up in a project that I am gradually losing faith in. You must join me here in your home town because I need your faith, your ridiculous faith, your tunnel vision.)


  If the idea was difficult to plan, the realisation of it was even more arduous. Because Andrew had connections in high society he found himself engaging in the thing he hated most—trying to persuade people to invest in it. Discussions with businessmen tapered off into desultory small talk, dinner parties ended up in financial commitments as insubstantial as the postprandial cigar smoke, and meetings with investors collapsed under the weight of sniggering incredulity. It was only with the arrival of a quartet of wealthy Australians that things changed. The colonial merchants had earned a fortune from wool and sugar and were looking for projects to invest in. One of them was a close friend of his uncle, who owned the largest sheep station in Queensland, and Andrew was able to use the family connections to secure a meeting with him. The Australian thought the scheme fantastical but, as he convinced his fellow countrymen, Australians will pay anything for ice in summer. Their share of the scheme’s profit was so disturbingly high that the duo’s portion would be almost negligible, and because of this Andrew recommended to his partner that they give up on the project—but Malcolm wouldn’t and couldn’t. It was for Ann, so it had become a matter of life or death for him. What he didn’t tell Andrew was that, as he worked through the night, after his partner had gone downstairs to bed, he felt Ann’s spirit urging him on.


  It had been difficult to find a ship that was hardy enough to survive the hazardous journey. Eventually they found one and employed a former whaling captain who had travelled in the far southern hemisphere. He thought the scheme foolhardy and dangerous but he needed the money. So at the height of the northern winter the vessel, its name imperiously changed to Goathland at the last moment by Malcolm, sailed from Scotland, where the specially designed gigantic cables, chains and hooks had been forged. They crossed into the no-man’s-land of the Southern Ocean, leaving behind seagulls and sparrows. Malcolm had prepared himself by reading as many sailors’ and explorers’ journals as he could. He had been unnerved by Watkin Tench’s account of how the much-needed Guardian, which had been sent to supply the new colony of Port Jackson, had been wrecked on an iceberg, and mentally shivered on looking at Lieutenant William Bradley’s sketches of a ship dwarfed by an iceberg and frozen islands.


  As they neared Antarctica, in the southern summer, they passed isolated, windswept islands and finally anchored where sealers eked out their trade, hunting and bickering amongst themselves for their contracted year, after which a ship was supposed to arrive to collect them and the skins. These twenty men, a motley collection of Americans, Australians and Maoris, had only been on the island for half their term but seemed already to have forsaken civilised behaviour. The sealers gave Malcolm and Andrew hastily written letters to send back to their homes and, before the Goathland continued on her quest, an American, who was so used to the howling gale-force winds that he shouted even when none blew, asked them to check on two German sealers who had been living for a decade on an island fifty miles further south. Nothing had been heard of them for months and it was feared they were dead.


  When the ship arrived at the desolate, stony island, Malcolm and a handful of the crew went searching for the Germans. The rocks were slippery with lichen and sleet, and their progress was made difficult by the fetid boggy swamps. As they made their arduous way Malcolm and his men called out the sealers’ surnames until, eventually, they heard a distant cry. They came upon the two men on the leeward side of the island. Their straggly beards reached down to their waists. Their shapeless clothes were made out of stinking, badly cured seal skins. It was as if they were transforming themselves into their prey. The barren shore where they lived was strewn with the iron bins in which they boiled down the blubber and the bones of sea elephants, seals and small whales. Their dome-shaped hut was made of seal skins, with the living quarters sunk deep within the ground to shelter from the regular gales. Malcolm peeked into their hut but it was impossible to see anything; the stench of urine and putrefaction was overwhelming. He tried to talk to them in English but they only grinned, showing off their green teeth. One of the crewmen knew some simple German but after a time trying to converse with them said that the sealers spoke only gibberish.


  Unlike the other sealers, whose eyes were dead with exhaustion and loneliness, the Germans’ eyes shone with an inexplicable inner joy. Malcolm didn’t know if it was because they were glad to see him or they had lapsed into madness. Realising that Malcolm was leader of the group they motioned to him to come with them, frequently glancing over their shoulders to make sure they weren’t being followed. They took him to an area not far from their hut, which a slight ridge protected from the wind. It was a gravel-strewn area the size of a football field. Carefully laid out in a grid on the ground were sixty rectangular panels of rough wood, the size of doors. The Germans lifted up one panel and a sickening stench was released. Malcolm clutched a handkerchief to his nose and peered down into the hole dug in the ground. For a moment he merely saw a vague black mass, but then realised it was a heap of seal skins, ill-cured and rotting. He looked up at the duo, who grinned shyly, as if expecting praise, which Malcolm duly gave. Then, acting as if one, the Germans replaced the panel over the hole, their expressions now mistrustful, as if they thought Malcolm was going to steal their haul. They quickly returned him to where the others waited.


  Using hand signs, as if dealing with Stone Age natives, Malcolm asked the sealers if they wanted to join him on the ship. They motioned to the distant collection of holes housing the decomposing skins and shook their heads. Malcolm said goodbye and shook their greasy hands. When some journalists later criticised him for his grand manner and dandified taste in clothes Malcolm never defended himself, but he knew that one of the reasons for his appearance was his profound shock at how the two German sealers had shamelessly debased themselves by quickly and permanently regressing to a subhuman state. Every time I put on my top hat, which is made of seal skins, I think of those two German sealers and marvel at how easily we humans can become beasts, he once confided to Andrew, after showing him a scurrilous newspaper cartoon that mocked him for his epicene clothes.


  The Germans were the last humans the crew encountered before venturing into the ice fields. The only living things they saw were seabirds and whales also heading south, the water occasionally churning red as killer whales ripped apart sperm whales. They saw islands that rose thousands of feet into the sky, the tops of them never free of clouds and mists. It was as if they had been gently sucked into an unknown, vague nether world. The first iceberg spotted was flat topped with steep sides, and all of ten miles wide and half a mile high. The captain laughed at his two employers’ astonished expressions. You want us to tow that one? The icebergs became numerous, as if breeding before their eyes. Some were bottle green or jade in colour, some a cobalt blue. Others were black, pitted with dirt, stones and algae, and would be useless for drinking water. They came in all shapes and sizes; some worn smooth like the domes of mosques, and others jagged and torn as if they were juveniles that had broken off from the landmass just moments before. Most were flat tops covered with snow glistening in the sun so brightly the crew had to look away. Some had the fine, lofty spires of Gothic churches. There was one that resembled the Taj Mahal, its onion-shaped dome and minarets gleaming like the purest marble. At times Malcolm felt as if he had entered a land filled with the ruins of castles and abbeys of every variety, with long narrow streets and broad roads winding through them. There were alabaster fairy palaces of caverns and arches supported on lucid ice pillars worn round by the action of wind and water, luminous as though lit from within. Sometimes the spectacle was so dazzlingly hypnotic the crew had to remind themselves that they were in danger of crashing into them. On one occasion they came close enough to a small iceberg for the crew to hack a large piece of ice from it, from which they extracted miniature crabs, shrimps, tiny red starfish, and strange sea creatures of which no one knew the names. The sea and sky were full of life; breaching whales, noisy albatrosses wheeling across the churning clouds, darting petrels and swarms of cape pigeons. Their quest for an iceberg of the right size and clarity led them deeper into the ice fields, and their sleep was continually interrupted by the cry of, Iceberg ahead! At night they hove to, surrounded by threatening pack ice and icebergs that circled like predators inexorably rounding on their immobile prey. Because they were close to the south magnetic pole the compass arrow spun capriciously. Snow fell like frozen needles onto their faces.


  Further south the sea changed from green to deep indigo. One time the side of an enormous white cliff suddenly crumbled in a beautiful frozen waterfall, accompanied by clouds of ice smoke which rose in the air and hung there for several days. Sometimes the ocean was as smooth as a vast mirror fixed in an incandescent white frame of ice. Other times there were tremendous, unpredictable squalls, hurricane-force gales, waves breaking right across the ship, smashing the longboats, filling cabins with water, and the crew had to move about in scum and slime, ankle-deep in stinking water, their hands rendered virtually useless by saltwater boils.


  Most days the men kept from freezing by drinking grog, playing the fiddle and dancing on deck, so that if another ship had been passing by, her crew would have believed that the sailors spent all day partying. One night, Malcolm, Andrew and the crew lay supine on deck and gazed in wonder at the Aurora Australis lighting up the heavens with a sharp yellow colour, its edges bordered with purple, with bright flashes of pink. Light poured from behind the clouds, tinting their edges yellow, green, pink and orange. Coronas were like prisms sending forth a rainbow of colours. Coruscating rays flashed in thin lines of brilliant light, like electrical sparks, then vanished and reappeared at another unexpected point, then merged into one body of light only to break apart again. The men gazed at the heavens in awe until the light show faded, leaving behind a few glittering gems and a violet sky. Another night they saw the sun and moon appear above the horizon at the same time, illuminating the icebergs with deep golden rays. Nothing had prepared Malcolm for the beauty of Antarctica and he wrote long letters to Ann, describing for her the marvels and curious things he had seen, so that if he died on the expedition, which was a deep-seated fear, his letters might be found and understood as an expression of eternal love that defied death and time. (To think that someone like me is risking everything, and in so doing has found another world beyond my most wild imaginings. Yet I also know that if ever the ferocious sun of the tropics shined upon it, these crystal mountains and cities would melt into mere water, something that will never happen to my love for you. Yours lovingly, Sailor Jack.)


  Everything seemed a mirage. They thought they saw land everywhere but it turned out to be fog banks, packs of floating ice or dead whales. It was impossible to trust the naked eye. Once they were used to the warning cries of Icebergs ahead! they became more alarmed by an insidious and softer noise, when the usual sound and motion of a ship stopped, and they knew they were in the duplicitous calm of a close-by line of ice. Listening more carefully they could hear rustling and knew they were drifting into a cluttered ice field. Instead of eyes the lookouts were all ears. (One night, covered in bits of straw I had filled my cabin with in order to keep warm, I came out on deck and saw that the men on watch were as still as statues, listening intently for any sound or noise, their clothes stiff with hoarfrost, their beards rigid with ice, their appearance wraithlike, resembling the ghosts you and your mother said haunted the vales of Goathland.) When the low, distant rustling of ice was heard, it was time to tack. Sometimes there was no noise, no sound of waves or creaking, only the eerie silence which meant they were in the lee of an unseen iceberg. Such transitions were so sudden everyone would wake. Years before, in Mr Lighter’s splendid library, Malcolm had always imagined that the Antarctic would be quiet, like a graveyard at night, but there was constant noise, whether it be cracking ice, the ear-splitting boom of enormous slabs separating from the parent iceberg to crash down into the sea, vanishing only to rise up out of the water with the painful roar of being born, or pieces of ice the size of grand pianos rising up with the swell and then plunging deep into the water, sucking and growling as if played by a dying sea monster.


  In the mornings a delicate lacework of ice had settled firmly on the decks and masts, and when the dawn broke it was as if the ship had been constructed of diamonds during the night. In wild weather spray rose from the sides of the vessel into tall columns of white mist that fell onto the deck, covering it with a silvery veil. Despite the morning sun the rope ladders remained covered in hoarfrost, the crow’s nest caked in ice. The crew may have grown used to the daily dangerous encounters with rogue ice, bergy bits the size of houses and dimpled floebergs, but it was the jarring and brutal sound of the sharp crack of a large chunk of ice parting from an iceberg that never failed to unnerve the men.


  The ocean changed colour daily. One afternoon yellow algae in the sea formed a golden ring around every ice floe and, on another occasion, the sun struck an ice shelf at such an angle that the sky and sea turned white. The only colour was the ship itself. (If there is an afterlife, Ann, and there must be, then maybe it is a world as white and pure as this one, he wrote in one letter. From the same letter: The penguins stand like sentinels on the ice islands, their ceaseless chattering floating for miles across the smooth seas. One day, while Andrew and I watched from the ship, the crew seized several penguins. Several dozen of their anxious colleagues waddled after the men, as if to rescue those we had captured, and two of the penguins leapt into the boat, beating the men with their wings and nipping them and, while their attention was turned to stave off the attack, some of the bound penguins escaped, like magicians leaving their ropes behind. The crewmen grappled with the would-be rescuers and threw them back into the water. When the men returned on board I asked them what had happened. It was thought that the two penguins’ mates had been among those taken so they wanted to rescue them or join them. To think animals have similar feelings of affection to us! There were also many sea elephants that were as large as horses. The crewmen killed several of them. Whether through agony or rage the animals ate stones when wounded and, even near death, continued to swallow stones and pebbles stained with their own blood.)


  After twelve days they still hadn’t found an iceberg of the appropriate size. A storm sprung up. The ship shuddered and rocked in the freezing, howling wind. The wood buckled and groaned as the huge seas thumped against the sides. A rain of ice shrapnel battered the funnel in a deafening assault. During the storm the angry and increasingly fearful captain came down below and cursed and yelled at Malcolm and Andrew, who were trying to stay upright in the rolling, shaking vessel, telling them they would immediately head back north after they had ridden out the storm. The problem for the two young entrepreneurs was that they would be bankrupted if they returned without an iceberg.


  Three days later the seas were calmer but the captain was insistent. The crew’s nerves were frayed by the narrow escapes. As Andrew, the more diplomatic of the pair, was on the bridge pleading with the captain for more time, Malcolm, standing on the aft deck, saw an iceberg of the very size they had been seeking. Andrew pleaded with the captain to capture it but his words had no effect. A calmer Malcolm said quite simply that if they didn’t get an iceberg, no one on board would be paid.


  The captain reluctantly assented. They came alongside the iceberg too close at first, sideswiping it. The collision threw everyone off their feet. The bowsprit, fore-topmast and other small spars were carried away. They were now in the shade of the overhanging ice. Only the steam engines saved them, enabling them to quickly manoeuvre the vessel away before a monstrous chunk of the overhanging ice broke off and fell into the sea right where they had been a few seconds before. Even so it rocked the ship violently and freezing sea spray drenched everyone. They had barely missed obliteration and the nearness of their escape invigorated the men as if it were a sign of permanent reprieve from God. Gradually, painstakingly, the ship eased up alongside the iceberg once more.


  For the remainder of the day and into the bright summer night, Malcolm and Andrew crawled across the iceberg with the crew, drilling holes for the gigantic steel hooks that were attached to massive steel cables and chains. The bitter cold ate through their leather gloves. Malcolm and Andrew did not take rests like the others but continued with the monumental task, even though their fingers were frostbitten. Like miners with gold fever, who do not stop digging until they collapse with exhaustion, the two men kept at their task. When the eerie wash of dawn light appeared they were finished. The spent men toasted their achievement with rum. (Oh, and how difficult it was to hold that tumbler of rum, as it is to hold this pen as I write to you. But that burning of my throat gave me a sense that life had returned to my weary body. The crew and I also toasted sweet, humble Andrew who saved my life, which I will write of another time. I have done it, my beloved! The Goathland now tows our fortune and our future ...)


  4.


  FOR FOUR DAYS AND NIGHTS MALCOLM sat in a Melbourne spit and sawdust bar, a fixture of implacable concentration, closely examining every man who entered, hoping he would recognise the one he sought—maybe he would be quieter in his demeanour than the rest of the strident drinkers (due to his horrific experiences) but if he didn’t the barman, once convinced that the polite man in a suit was neither a policeman nor debt collector, would point him out.


  He had sailed south the morning after Andrew had departed for Hong Kong with the Chinese corpses. Immediately he had arrived he made his way to a public house opposite the Yarra River docks, which stank of festering meat and sewage. When the chilly southerly sprung up, the odours swirled inside the hotel, rancid, nauseating smells that reminded Malcolm of the demented sealers’ hut. On the fifth day, near noon, a shambling figure appeared in the doorway and the barman motioned to Malcolm, mouthing silently, That’s him. Mace may have been only in his fifties but he had the gait of a much older man. He wore a ragged shirt, grubby trousers and carried a wet hessian bag. His face was a scribbled map of broken veins, a hillock of a bibulous nose and two uninviting bloodshot eyes. Malcolm approached and asked if he’d like a drink. The man was suspicious and asked why a stranger should do such a thing. Because I am buying your time, Mr Mace, replied Malcolm.


  He told him that Chilton had met him once but Mace didn’t remember. The old man was taciturn, evasive and wary of Malcolm’s motives. All I want to know is the truth. The facts will make me happy. Mace gulped down his drink, rose to his feet and barked at Malcolm: The Brahmin sank. That’s all you need to know. And that, sir, is all I want to remember. Then he walked out of the hotel. Malcolm quickly considered his options. He knew that he would always regret not knowing the truth, not knowing everything. He did not get up to follow Mace immediately, but remained in the dismal ale house, wondering if he could justify his dash to Melbourne as being not a spur-of-the-moment act of madness, but something rational and necessary to his being. He thought it was more than a coincidence that he had run into Chilton that night in The Rocks—it was Providence. He had come so far, and now he was in danger of losing the only connection he had to his father. Chilton had reawoken a desire that had remained dormant since his mother had, by her violent silence on the subject, forbidden him even to imagine what had happened to his father at the bottom of the world.


  Fearing that Mace would never return to the hotel, Malcolm scrambled outside onto the muddy street. The reeking air was hazy with flies. He had seen Mace turn right when he’d left the hotel but he was nowhere to be seen. Malcolm jogged to the intersection but there was still no sign of him. There was a hotel to his left, across the street, and he zigzagged to it through an obstacle course of horse shit. Upon seeing Malcolm over the rim of his beer glass, the old sailor blinked with surprise, as if he thought the previous meeting had been an alcoholic hallucination. Malcolm stepped up to him and smiled, I’m willing to pay you much more money than you get from your winkling.


  It was hard to know if Mace strung out his story in order to prolong the free drinks, or whether he genuinely found it difficult to dredge up memories he wished never to revisit, but the stammering process took a fortnight. Mace was a winkler, collecting periwinkles from local beaches, after which he had to wash and clean them in the kitchen of his boarding house before selling them to hotel patrons. So he was more than willing to forgo the back-breaking toil in favour of being paid to sit in a bar and talk. Late morning Malcolm would arrive at Mace’s boarding house for ex-sailors and take him to a barber’s for a shave, then out to breakfast, after which the old seaman settled in for a session of heavy drinking. Once the man had downed his first ale, and stilled his shaking hands, Malcolm, who seldom drank more than two whiskies a day, started asking questions. As the hours passed he would have to cajole, plead with and badger Mace, whose answers could be vague, contradictory and often infuriatingly terse. In these moods Mace was obstreperous, drunkenly calling his interrogator a confounded pettifogging bum bailiff or worse. By the time night came Mace was so inebriated that he was incapable of remembering and would weep silently, whether from remorse, memories of the shipwreck or just maudlin self-pity about his wasted life Malcolm couldn’t be sure.


  In an effort to stop him drinking himself into insensibility Malcolm would force a reluctant Mace to go for walks with him. In this way Malcolm got to know Melbourne well: its American brashness based on the untold wealth of gold rushes; its Yarra River, not so much a river but an open sewer, contaminated by wool washing, fell mongering and bone crushing; its remarkable summer storms dubbed the rain of blood when fine brick dust matter picked up from desert storms would fall as red drops of mud. Then there would be the sudden cold changes where there was no bleaker thoroughfare on earth than Swanson Street or Elizabeth Street, which were clear unbroken passages for the shrieking, relentless winds from the South Pole. Yet there was something about the city he liked, as if it summed up what was so attractive about Australia: what he would later call its dirty prism of classless democratic optimism.


  On their walks Mace enjoyed looking at the Living Skeleton, a man dying of consumption who was on permanent display in a shop window. Mace would burst into laughter, for no apparent reason other than the macabre pleasure of recognising another fellow wreck. When it was raining they wandered through the huge E.W. Cole emporium book arcade listening to its orchestra. In the early evening they went to music halls packed with drunken soldiers, amazed country folks, prostitutes and thieves. They saw a seance by a ‘spiritist’ who spoke to the ghosts of King Arthur and Mary Queen of Scots, an African woman dressed in a tiger-skin dress writhe and contort with a fifteen-foot-long iridescent green python, and an adult male dwarf in a dress pretending to be a little girl, singing bawdy songs as if ‘she’ were an innocent who did not understand the salaciousness of the lyrics. Mace watched the performers with a detached air, as if everything was happening on the far horizon. He only sparked up when fronting the theatre bars where barmaids dispensed brandies, ale, nobblers and claret.


  One afternoon, while they sought cover in the foyer of a theatre from a shower of red rain, Mace showed an interest in seeing one of the variety acts called The Disappearing Woman or, as it was ornately subtitled, L’escamotage en personne vivante. The theatre was only about a third full and they had to sit through a program of plate dancing, mental telepathy, a ventriloquist whose lips moved more than the doll’s, a mechanical orchestra (its crashing metal sounds so irritated Mace that he hummed his own tune throughout) and a nigger minstrel show set in a Louisiana mansion, at the end of which the stage was cleared of any furniture, leaving backdrops that represented the southern drawing room. In the centre of the stage was an open copy of a newspaper, laid perfectly flat. An impeccably dressed magician entered and placed a chair with a cane seat on the newspaper. Then he motioned his assistant onto the stage. She wore a long, white Grecian-styled costume. She seated herself on the chair and the magician told her that he had the power to make her disappear—where did she want to go? In a giggling voice she suggested the nearby Coles Arcade because she could quickly return from there. The magician made her sniff from a bottle of potent liquid, which she did, and quickly fell into a deep sleep, with her head drooping gracefully to one side. That’s a handy potion to have, said a suddenly perky Mace. The magician produced a large red silk shawl, which he gave to the audience members in the front seats for examination. This was lightly placed over the girl’s head and tied at the back, then drawn downwards so as to completely envelop her. He then walked around her, and after again showing that she was underneath the veil, he stood for a moment to the side of the chair. He touched the veil lightly with both hands, whereupon it vanished, as did the woman, leaving nothing behind except her dainty lace handkerchief on the seat of the chair. Wish I could have done that to me wife, guffawed Mace loudly, causing the other men around them to laugh.


  But Malcolm couldn’t. He was seized with an inexplicable terror. He stared breathlessly at the limp handkerchief on the chair, conscious that his palms were moist with perspiration and his heart was beating wildly. He could barely restrain himself from rushing on stage and searching frantically for the woman. The magician must have noticed his distress, because he stepped forward and, through the haze of cigarette and cigar smoke, peered down at Malcolm and addressed him directly: Do not be afraid, sir. Perhaps that is not the end of the matter. For some reason Mace found this hilarious and jabbed the stunned Malcolm in the side. Hold on to your hat, Mr McEacharn! The magician looked at the audience and around the theatre, inquiring repeatedly, Where are you, ma belle? The phrase unnerved Malcolm even more. Then, as he became aware of the scent of jasmine, a woman’s voice cried out next to him: Here! Malcolm turned and jumped, astonished to see the magician’s assistant sitting next to him. There were frightened screams from several women in the stalls and up in the gallery. The attractive assistant smiled at Malcolm, stood up, and returned to the stage accompanied by tumultuous applause. Mace whispered in his ear: You just can’t get rid of the bitches, can you?


  Most nights Malcolm would leave Mace behind in the local tavern, or he would stay long enough to help the old seaman back to his ramshackle boarding house. Mace would stand before the front door, shaking his head in bewilderment and saying to no one in particular, What in the hell is this place? Back at his hotel overlooking the Treasury Gardens, Malcolm worked into the night, transcribing his notes, comparing them with previous entries, filling in gaps and trying to reconcile contradictions. Why do you want to know all this? Mace often asked when on the cusp of drunkenness, irritated and puzzled as to why his interrogator was so persistent, so demanding of his ageing memory, so indifferent to his wish not to remember, so dismissive of his recurring complaint that having recovered his memories of the shipwreck he could no longer blot them out. The only answer the winkler ever got was, I have to know, that’s all you need to know. Finally, after a fortnight, when Mace began to repeat himself, forgetting he had told him the same story several times before, Malcolm realised that he could gain no more information.


  After having written up all the notes, Malcolm had them typed out. The manuscript took many hours to collate, requiring countless corrections in order to construct some sort of coherent narrative from the fragmentary and sometimes conflicting information the winkler had given him. The document meant much to him. For the first time in his life it gave him a sense of certainty about his father, whom he did not remember and who existed only as a silhouette at his open bedroom door, but whose death was associated with one of his earliest memories when his mother, upon hearing the news, shrieked in anguish and wept through the night in the room next to his.


  Once he had checked the document he hurried to Mace’s favourite tavern. It was late afternoon but the old sailor wasn’t there and the barman hadn’t seen him for two days. Malcolm walked to the boarding house where the landlady, impatient to see that old sot gone, one way or the other, told him that the stinking winkler was ill with pneumonia. Mace’s small sparse room stank of sweat, alcohol and the nauseating odour of putrefying seafood. His eyes were yellow and he coughed as though his lungs were clogged with mucus. He groaned in protest when he saw who was visiting him. Malcolm felt briefly sympathetic, but he had spent too much money and too much time on the tosspot to spare his feelings now. He opened the curtains, despite the moist voice complaining that the sun hurt his eyes; Malcolm needed the light in order to see the typescript. He pulled up the solitary chair and began to read. Mace demanded a drink, but Malcolm said he wouldn’t get him one until the sailor had confirmed the facts in the document and had signed it. Signed it? What for? moaned Mace, tiny bubbles of moisture emerging from his throat and floating up through the motes and dust before silently exploding. Because, Mr Mace, this will be a true account and if it is true you will sign it, if it isn’t, don’t sign it. You see, Mr Mace, my need to remember is greater than your need to forget. So Malcolm read to the dying man.


  


  


  My name is Joseph Mace. I was a crewman on the Brahmin. We set sail from Glasgow for Sydney on the fifth of February 1854. The ship held general cargo, five passengers and a crew of thirty-seven, including twenty-eight Malays, under the command of Captain Malcolm McEacharn. Our master was a tall man, with ginger hair and beard, and a thick Scottish accent. The only personal matters he told me were that he had a young wife and son. He was a fair man and was supremely patient with the Malays, whose English was almost nonexistent. It was my first voyage to Australia and I had never sailed with a coloured crew. We ran into terrible storms trying to round the Horn and so it was with some relief that we sailed into Cape Town harbour for minor repairs and to pick up fresh food, like sheep and chickens. While there, several of the Malays failed to return to the ship in time so a friend and I went in search of them and found the Lascars in the most sordid section of town, the day after we were supposed to set sail. The five passengers consisted of one married couple and three men eager to get to the Victorian goldfields. The three prospectors caused a racket because we were delayed a day in our departure. The night after we left Cape Town, these three men attacked the Malays with sticks and iron bars and, if it hadn’t been for the captain’s intervention, the poor darkies would have surely died. As it was two had broken arms and one a broken leg.


  In late May we entered Bass Strait. I had heard about its treacherous waters and furious westerlies, but nothing prepared me, not even rounding Cape Horn, for the cold, ferocious winds. There was little we could do but ride out a three-day gale. We close-hauled and used only double-reefed topsails. The nights were fearfully dark and, because of the overcast skies, McEacharn had been unable to take observations by the sun. Around midnight on the twenty-first of May, on the third evening, we were well offshore between Cataraqui Point, on the south-west coast of King Island, a spot already notorious for its shipwrecks. We were expecting to make landfall the following day. I was on deck, clinging to a rope for dear life with one hand, trying to secure a hen coop that had come loose and was sliding back and forth along the deck, when I was thrown off my feet. Even above the noise of the storm I heard, and can still hear now, that sickening sound of cracking wood and metal. Thankfully I kept my grip as the ship rocked violently sideways and then stabilised itself at a perilous angle. I heard frightened Malays and the passengers (especially the wife) cry out. The captain made his way past me and I followed. We peered over the starboard side of the bow and saw churning, wild water. We had struck a reef. The first mate arrived and yelled out over the noise that we should abandon ship. McEacharn was very calm and asked for a damage report. I remember him looking at me and smiling as he remarked: ‘The Brahmin is a tough ship, Mr Mace.’ A few hours later he addressed us all below deck. The structural damage was not as severe as first thought. ‘Let’s ride out this storm, because I know the ship will,’ he told us. But near dawn, the gale had become even more savage and then, as we were pondering our fate, we heard ominously loud cracking noises and water began to pour in on us. Captain McEacharn gave the order to abandon ship. I helped launch the longboat. The wind and the rain and the sudden tilts back and forth of the shivering, splintering ship made it an onerous task. The passengers, plus several crewmen, were the first to go. But as the final passenger was lowered into the longboat, it jumped around in the wild waters, filled with water and suddenly capsized. Oh, how I remember the feeling of powerlessness as the sea swamped them. In the brief moment of the capsizing, one or two heads bobbed to the surface amidst the white foam, but just as quickly vanished. The master’s eyes were of abject misery. He ordered the launching of the gig and jolly-boat. They are, as you know, not very large, and so only a few crewmen could fit into them. But it was successfully launched. I thought the jolly-boat was too full but Captain McEacharn ordered me to get in. The rest of the Malays, now realising that there was no boat for them, jumped into the water and tried to swim the mile to shore. The jolly-boat bounced around in the waves as if having a fit. There was no time to be frightened. We hung on for dear life. I looked back and saw the ship breaking up before my eyes, then I saw the master, now the last man on the Brahmin, after he had done all to ensure the survival of his crew, dragging the hen coop I had failed to secure along the deck. He grabbed it and, holding on to it, threw himself overboard. Once he hit the water he disappeared as if weighted with lead and then, miraculously, he appeared again as the coop surfaced. He clung to it for dear life and rode it like a bucking horse towards shore. Then, a hundred yards from safety—perhaps the water had made the wood too slippery—he slowly slid off the coop, whilst at the same time frantically trying to grip some part of it. But there was nothing to grab and he went backwards into the sea. I watched in vain for him to surface again.


  That was not the end of our travails. Once I managed to get to shore I was exhausted and crawled behind a sand dune with the others to avoid the howling gale. By afternoon it had eased and we searched the beach for other survivors. Only one of the passengers had survived and he was badly cut by the rocks he had been washed upon. Captain McEacharn had died, as had all of the officers, nine of the crew and the boatswain. Over the next few days some of their bodies washed ashore, including that of your father. We buried him on the beach and marked his grave with a marble slab, one of several that had been washed ashore from the Brahmin, which gives you an idea of the ferocity of the storm.


  We were a sundry bunch; Malays, Irish and English crewmen. The island was deserted except for kangaroos and two old Aboriginal women who spoke pidgin English. Georgia and Maria. As I was to learn from the garrulous Maria, she and Georgia were originally from Van Diemen’s Land. Both had been forced to become sealers and hunters by David Howie, the so-called ‘Straits Policeman’. On one occasion, while they were hunting seals, their boat carrying about a dozen native women capsized in a squall, and all drowned except Maria, Georgia and her two children, who managed to make it to shore. The children were long since dead and for many years Maria and her companion had been the only inhabitants of King Island. They had kangaroo dogs and had been employed hunting kangaroos and wallabi, and bartering their skins to occasional visitors from Launceston for provisions. The main buyer was Howie, a miser, who lived off the remains of shipwrecks. The women’s last supplies, consisting of one bag of flour, one bag of sugar, one bundle of tobacco and only one bottle of grog had been dropped off two or three years before. Their only food was kangaroo, wallabi, and shellfish. Both women, scared to leave the island for fear of being punished by Howie, remembered seeing horrendous shipwrecks, including a convict ship that broke up near where the Brahmin had and for months the decomposed bodies of women were cast upon the beaches. Another shipwrecked vessel had only three survivors, two men and a white woman. For weeks the trio was drunk on rum that had floated to shore in casks from their ship. They drank all day and night, shot at Maria and Georgia if they ventured anywhere near them, until the white woman, by this stage wearing nothing but a pair of men’s boots and living only on mussels, shot both men where they slept. The next day a rescue party found her, but she objected to leaving the island and, screaming out all sorts of obscenities, shot herself. The rescuers left behind casks of salt pork and rum, which Maria and her friend feasted upon for months. This they called the Good Times. Other ships broke up on the reefs, so that the beaches came to resemble one great mass grave. Rescued sailors called their ill-fated home the Isle of the Dead.


  These two old women gave us some of the kangaroos they killed. We had hoped that Howie would arrive on that windswept island but for five months we twenty-five survivors, dependent on those two gins and unable to repair the gig, had enough time on our hands to despair of ever being rescued. The surviving passenger began to lose his reason and he would often go off by himself and dig holes in the hope of finding gold. During the five months of our stay the Brahmin gradually broke up and vanished below the waves. Occasionally some of its cargo would drift in to shore. One time a cask of rum washed up and all of us got roaring drunk, including the two native women. But during the evening, as she laughed and sang in her original Tasmanian language, Georgia suddenly stopped, sighed and fell backwards onto the sand. Maria was too drunk to realise her companion was dead, but next morning she began howling and grieving, rocking back and forth for hours until night came and, thankfully, she stopped. It must have been a week later when, as I helped Maria skin a kangaroo, a skill she had taught many of us, I saw strangers coming towards me. They were sailors whose schooner the Water Witch had been shipwrecked two days before, near where the Brahmin had also foundered. The Water Witch had set out from Melbourne for Port Louis, Mauritius, with twenty thousand pounds in specie. Even though her longboats had been smashed beyond repair as it suddenly broke up, all twenty-five hands survived, having, through what they thought was some supernatural agency, been picked up by the storm-tossed waves and delivered alive on shore. Now there were fifty of us, but among the new sailors was a carpenter who knew something about boat building. The Brahmin’s gig was repaired and two crewmen sailed it to Melbourne, where they raised the alarm. Two ships came to our rescue—and, of course, to recover the specie. We all returned to Melbourne, including Maria and the gold-obsessed passenger, who was bound up to stop him leaping off the ship in an attempt to return to the island, which he believed was the mythical El Dorado. Those five long months on that desolate island, plus watching McEacharn struggling for dear life as he clung to that chicken coop, made me vow never to return to the sea. This is the whole truth about Captain McEacharn, the Brahmin, the shipwreck, and my five months as a castaway. Joseph Mace, ex-sailor and winkler.


  


  


  When Malcolm finished reading the document he asked the dying man if he had anything to add, but Mace wearily rolled his head on the pillow. Malcolm dipped a pen in an inkwell he had bought with him and helped Mace sign it. I am no use to you anymore, am I? Mace said in relief, his words seeming to percolate up from the watery depths of his lungs. Malcolm didn’t answer, then the old winkler uttered something which he didn’t understand, so Mace repeated it again: I curse you for making me remember. Now leave me alone. I want to die thinking of other things and you remind me of the worst time in my life. Malcolm left several pound notes on the bedside cabinet and, on the way out of the boarding house, gave money to the landlady to pay for Mace’s funeral.


  He spent the rest of the day in a curious mental state, almost as if he were detached from life, like a dragonfly drifting lazily above an agitated creek. He felt comforted by the small leather bag at his side which held the truth about the death of his father. The memory of that vague figure forever looming up in the darkness of his bedroom one winter’s night—to look in on him after returning from a voyage or saying goodbye before his fateful trip to Australia?—more outline than real man, now took on a brilliant substance. The bare facts of Mace’s story about the shipwreck could now be filled out by his imagination (as it always does, as I hope it does here for you, my darling Beatrice), so that he could picture, as if he himself had witnessed it, the caged hens becoming ever more hysterical as water poured in on them while his father, determined, not terrified, gasping for air and blinking wildly with the salt stinging his eyes, clung to the slippery wood as waves crashed down on him. He could imagine him bravely standing up for the Malays in Cape Town and cutting a noble figure (it turns out it was not a romantic fiction of mine, Andrew, but the unadorned truth) in making sure he was the last to leave the disintegrating ship. In knowing much more he felt the loss of his father more keenly, but there was a crucial part of him that was satisfied. Now, with Mace’s reluctant help, his father had become a man of flesh and blood.


  5.


  ICE STREET IS NOT FAR FROM HERE; in fact, it’s very close to where you are now. A few steps to the window—count them, as I did, my darling: one, two, three—and there, down below, a stone’s throw from your room, is Ice Street, ink-blotted with shadows cast from restored terrace houses and new apartment blocks on the north side. What is gone is the ice factory, which was really a two-storey house, with a verandah fringed by frilly wrought iron and elaborate carved trims around the upstairs windows.


  I remember you bursting through the front door and hurrying down the hallway as I lay on the living-room sofa rereading Vernes’s Les Indes noires. You were bright-eyed with excitement, shouting, Honey, it’s kismet! It’s kismet! On your daily walks with Mingus you often passed the street, paying its name no heed, but, of course, now that you had embarked on your research about Malcolm (as you call him so familiarly; as if, in writing his biography, he became your friend), the word ice was everywhere you looked. On that day you suddenly noticed the street name, the word looming like a large neon sign in your consciousness (and you theatrically slapped your forehead on telling me the story, groaning, D’oh, what an idijit I am for not having noticed it until now). Ice Street became a marvellous, serendipitous convergence for you, especially as it was merely a few minutes’ walk away. You tore the novel from my hands and announced that I had to accompany you to Ice Street Right now! I brook no argument. Ten minutes later we stood in the middle of the narrow street of what was once a working-class quarter, and you pointed out where the ice factory had been and told me what it looked like and how it had housed an amazing ice-making machine. The noise of it would have kept people awake, so that its destruction one Guy Fawkes evening would have been welcomed by the neighbours when they realised that their properties were not in danger, because the hissing clouds of steam meant that the factory’s brilliantly coloured flames would soon fizzle away as the melting ice turned to water. The local children, still clutching firecrackers, cheered, caring little about the feelings of the Frenchman and his business partner, who watched their factory and its exquisite, unique machine go up in flames, too stunned to register anything except the terrible beauty of the fire and billowing yellow steam. The man standing next to the Frenchman was, of course, Malcolm, who had only known the inventor a short time.
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  Two months before this catastrophic event Malcolm, who had stayed on in Melbourne after his time with Mace, in order to lobby MPs to expedite the change in law which would allow a new shipping line in Australian waters, was reading a newspaper in a cafe near Parliament House when he came upon an advertisement calling for investors in an ice-manufacturing works. The minister with whom he was to have a meeting arrived and, peering over Malcolm’s shoulder, spotted the advertisement he was circling with his pencil. He advised loudly, Avoid anything to do with ice and especially anyone who says the idea will work. Anyone who says that is a confidence man, Mr McEacharn. It was a statement Malcolm said later was pretty rich coming from a man whose porcine eyes glazed over with boredom if there were not the promise of a financial kickback for him in any business venture the government was involved in. It turned out that the Victorian government had once invested in a project to ship frozen meat to England, but by the time the ship reached the Suez the expensive freezing equipment had broken down and the rotting meat had to be tossed overboard.


  Despite the politician’s warning Malcolm wrote to Monsieur Nicolle. Although he had little expectation that anything important would come from a meeting, he was curious about the possibilities of making artificial ice, because he knew that if it were possible to do so, it would earn its makers a fortune. And he wanted, needed, craved money. He was now on the cusp of thirty and felt he had achieved little in life. He was possessed by a fear that his dreams of wealth and even fame were only that—insubstantial and never to be realised.


  The trip to Sydney would also be a welcome break from the tedious process of bribing government officials in oyster bars, coffee houses, hotels, once in a brothel, and even, several times, in government offices; it seemed all of them expected pay-offs. The gold rushes created a bureaucracy staffed by the timid, the cowardly, because they were the ones who did not leave their jobs in search of instant wealth. They soon found they were necessary in order to get things done in the corrupt colony and, in fact, were so much in demand that they could solicit huge kickbacks. The enormous amounts of money they earned became their own gold rush. If you couldn’t pay them they would, with the cruelty of those once despised or laughed at, destroy your livelihood by rejecting your proposal. The meek had, indeed, inherited the earth.


  After sailing into Sydney Cove, this time without the raucous fanfare of three years before—which now felt like an eternity ago—Malcolm caught a cab to what is now Ice Street. After he had alighted he was immediately confronted by the fact that he was standing before a house and not a factory. As he approached the front steps his suspicion that the operation might be that of a deluded amateur grew. He was met at the door by a tall gangly man with auburn hair, chestnut eyes and a face as perfectly oval as any cameo. He wore an expensive black suit with a pale green velvet vest, a white shirt with a high-necked collar in which nestled a white necktie like a bud ready to flower, and a red rose in the lapel that made him look more like a dandy than an inventor. His strongly accented English gave him the air of a music-hall comedian parodying a Frenchman. I am called Eugene, he announced, and guided Malcolm down a long gloomy hallway into a huge space filled with light. Malcolm was startled by what he saw. The whole interior had been gutted, even to the extent of getting rid of the first floor, and converted into one enormous room. In the centre of it was a machine the size of a shed. It looked like something out of an engineer’s nightmare, being a tangled configuration of vacuum pipes, steel rods, zinc moulds and an engine the size of an outdoor privy.


  Ice is water from which the heat of fluidity has been removed, remarked Nicolle, in what was obviously a well-rehearsed line for potential backers who knew nothing about the subject. He went on to explain how he had first attempted refrigeration based on the evaporation of ether but had now settled on a process using liquid ammonia as a refrigerant. It all made sense to the technically minded Malcolm—but did the machine work? Wearing a dirty blue workcoat over his clean suit, Nicolle turned the handle of the ten-horse machine several times and it kicked into life with several metallic shudders, after which he pulled on a lever. Water poured from a pipe into the zinc moulds, which were about eighteen inches square with a thickness of five inches. Ammonia hissed through the water, creating a thick white mist that gradually enveloped the machine. The noise of shuddering, shaking tubes, the clanking engine, the hiss of steam and ammonia, was almost intolerable and, amplified by the barren room, bounced back in oppressive echoes so that Nicolle had to shout in order to be heard. The entire process would take two hours and so, grabbing Malcolm by the arm with brash familiarity, the Frenchman led him out of the room, up a staircase and onto the first-floor verandah overlooking the street, where lunch was waiting on a table that trembled with the vibrations of the machine below.


  I have been wanting to meet you for a long time, Nicolle murmured. He served cold meat from a platter, then dumped what looked like garden weeds on top. He had been part of the Circular Quay crowd that had greeted the iceberg. You and your friend, Mr McIlwraith, made me impotent for a year, he grinned and, sensing Malcolm’s bewilderment, rushed to explain that he meant that he made no money because people preferred the taste of real ice and had rejected his artificial ice. Then before the hungry Malcolm could start eating Nicolle showed him a photograph of a perfectly preserved mammoth that Russian scientists had dug up in Siberia two years before. The mammoth is as perfect as the day it died—like your sailor in the iceberg. But that is in the future, Mr McEacharn. Malcolm asked what he was talking about. Well, grinned the Frenchman, we are talking about freezing bodies. Freezing meat to be precise.


  As a voluble and excited Nicolle described his vision, which even included the freezing of those people dying of incurable diseases in order to revive them centuries later when a cure had been discovered, he interrupted himself by admonishing his guest, who had eaten the meat but left the greens untouched, You must eat more plants. Malcolm told him he preferred meat. Plants. Special plants can save your life, Mr McEacharn. With that Nicolle stood up on the quivering floorboards and pulled down his right trouser leg to reveal a large violet scar deeply embedded in his thigh. My horse fell and the shaft of the gig speared my thigh. No doctor could cure me. They could not even close, shut up the wound. It stayed open like the mouth of a screaming man. When I was a boy my father taught me about the healing qualities of herbs and, using that knowledge, I cured myself. If that had not happened, I would have had to have been put in an enormous zinc mould the size of a coffin and frozen for centuries while doctors of the future found my cure. Listening to these words Malcolm wondered if the inventor were a quack. The only thing that could prove otherwise was rattling noisily down below.


  Mid-afternoon they descended to the large room and Nicolle switched off the engine. In the abrupt silence he gingerly patted the hot machine, as if it were a temperamental dog, and looked through the misty maze of tubes and rods at Malcolm on the other side. For fifteen years, Mr McEacharn, I have tried to design the perfect ice-making machine—and this is it. Nicolle tapped the glistening whitish water in a zinc mould. Malcolm followed suit. It had become ice. He examined it carefully. The ice had expanded towards the top, giving the block a wedge-like shape. Nicolle turned a mould upside down and vigorously tapped its bottom. The ice block fell out onto a piece of green flannel. Nicolle carefully wrapped it and placed it in a bin formed of a double casing of wood, lined with sawdust. There, said a proud Nicolle, it could be kept for several days without diminishing in size.


  Malcolm held a block of ice up to the light. More opaque than natural ice, it was riddled with fine concentric tubes created in the freezing process, which gave it a curious and rather pretty appearance. He licked the ice and recoiled slightly. He could taste the zinc and the bitter residue of ammonia. Nicolle rushed to answer Malcolm’s unasked question. Most people do not have refined tongues like yours, Mr McEacharn. Let me assure you that a piece of this ice in a whisky or glass of champagne will taste exactly perfect to the average palate.


  After Malcolm examined the machine more closely the Frenchman invited him to stay at his house, not far away in Bourke Street. Nicolle had twin eleven-year-old daughters with long black hair, flushed cheeks and beguiling smiles. Their startling beauty contrasted sharply with the plainness of their dowdy Australian stepmother. All the furnishings were of French design. I have tried to become Australian, remarked the Frenchman, but English furniture is so ... without elegance. He gave Malcolm a glass of champagne with a chunk of artificial ice, but much to the inventor’s disappointment Malcolm could still taste the zinc and ammonia. Yet Malcolm could see a future in shipping meat to the United Kingdom, frozen by such a machine. However, there was a problem. Nicolle had made a second attempt, after the botched original one financed by the Victorian government, but the ammonia had escaped from the ice-making prototype housed below deck; several sailors had asphyxiated and the rest of the cargo was damaged. If someone can solve the problem, Mr McEacharn, then he will become a very wealthy man.


  Over the next two months, Malcolm worked with Nicolle every day except Sunday to design a new machine that didn’t rely on ammonia. Even though he slept in the Frenchman’s spare room and ate dinner with the family, the two men never referred to each other by their first names, as if a lapse in formality would contaminate the project with a lack of rigorous standards. Back in London, Andrew was organising to buy a ship and was appalled that Malcolm had invested much of their money in an ice-making machine invented by a man whose two previous machines had failed dismally on the high seas. In an exchange of letters and cables (which were to set the tone, as you know, for all their correspondence—Andrew the pessimist, always believing doom was imminent, and Malcolm sure that the future offered unlimited opportunities for success) Andrew criticised his friend for his stupendous and expensive folly and, in return, Malcolm, whose aggressive optimism tried the patience of his partner, defended his decision, believing that the machine would make both men rich.


  But Malcolm and Nicolle failed to find a solution that would enable them to dispense with ammonia. Despite the many setbacks Malcolm enjoyed the cosy domesticity of living with the Nicolle family, though their closeness made him realise just how alone he was in the world. At night he liked to go to sleep listening as Nicolle read to his daughters in the adjoining room. The novels were always Voyages extraordinaires, and although Malcolm didn’t understand a word, Nicolle’s soft, murmuring French was strangely calming, like water lapping in a gentle brook.


  The twins were a product of the Frenchman’s first marriage to a beautiful Parisian. Years before, during the Third Republic, Nicolle had been in London trying to sell his latest invention, a mechanical arm for limbless soldiers, when violence broke out in Paris, and, as he told Malcolm at the kitchen table after dinner one night (much to the wide-eyed fascination of his daughters, who had heard the story many times, but had never grown tired of it), fearing for the safety of his wife and children, he rushed back to Paris only to find it a nightmare of mindless brutality. Barricades were mounted at every major intersection and manned by countless snipers, whose only joy was to shoot defenceless men and women in a competition with other snipers to see whose tally was the most. As I made my way to my apartment under a hot sun and past burning barricades, having to climb over the dead and moaning wounded, I was frequently shot at, although I was without a gun. There had been weeks of starvation so people were eating dogs, cats, rats and even zebras, elephants and other animals taken from the zoo. Eventually I reached my apartment only to find it ransacked. My wife was not there. Someone had made a fire of my papers and furniture, but by good fortune the apartment itself had not caught fire. I found the concierge. She was hopelessly drunk. I managed to get out of her the information that my wife might have gone to her mother’s house. It took me two days to get there. Two days without food or water to make my way on a journey that would have normally taken two or three hours at most. I saw things, Mr McEacharn, that still disturb me. Dead men carved open like slaughtered animals, heads on spikes, men and women openly making physical love as if there was no tomorrow—and there was no tomorrow for most of them.


  Finally I arrived at my mother-in-law’s house. The front door was smashed open. I feared for the worst and my fears were well founded. The house had been ransacked, like my apartment. The bodies of my mother- and father-in-law were rotting on the kitchen floor. I called out for my wife. ‘Lucille! Lucille!’ I heard a faint cry from the basement and ran down there. It was freezing cold, dank and stinked of rancid meat. I heard moaning. When my eyes grew used to the darkness I saw my wife sitting in the corner, her clothes torn, her hair and face like a witch. ‘Eugene,’ she said without emotion, as if I had been merely away for a day. It was then I saw her younger sister’s corpse squashed in an open box. Rats had eaten part of her face away, her body was covered in waterlogged sawdust. I was soon to discover that my wife and her sister had escaped a bloodthirsty, rapacious mob by hiding in the cellar, but the younger sister had died from hunger and Lucille had placed her corpse in the box of snow her parents used to preserve meat and cool wine. My wife seemed oblivious to her sister’s death, even that of her parents, no doubt because she was in a state of shock, so it took me some time to find out that our twins were staying with a cousin in St Malo, where they were safe from the blood lust of those monsters in Paris. All my papers had gone, my apartment was destroyed and my wife another person, a lesser person: a frightened, timid woman whose beauty had evaporated like the snow in the darkness of the cellar. I thought the solution was a new life, a world away from the madness of Paris, so we came to Australia.


  On the way out here I could not forget the sight of my sister-in-law’s body and I thought that if only it had been winter, the snow may have preserved her body so that the slow, hourly disintegration of her flesh would not have happened in front of my wife, the sights and smells of which had driven her mad. On my second day in Sydney I met a man called Mort who was trying to invent an ice machine. I became his assistant. In my mind I saw my sister-in-law frozen in ice, her physical perfection remaining as long as she stayed encased in ice, as if caught in time, stopped in time, as if between life and death like Monsieur Valdemar caught between life and death in a Poe story I read on the voyage out here. If that had happened my wife would, perhaps, not have been so tormented and maddened and would have realised that we were in Australia, and not in the Brittany of her childhood which, she thought, had changed beyond all recognition. And she would not have believed that her daughters were the progeny of Jesus. Finally her mind shattered completely. She was found on the railway line outside Redfern station having taken her own life, according to her suicide note, in the belief that her limbs, amputated by the train wheels, would be buried in order to give rise to apple trees, and that she too would rise from the dead, wearing my mechanical arms, having donated her limbs to God. So my quest for the perfect ice machine is a very personal quest, and one I can undertake in peaceful Australia, because this country has never been torn apart by the bloody convulsions that are so frequent in Europe. And that’s why I married an Australian. A native-born Australian. They have a blissful ignorance of the Old World and are open to new ideas. And, so, Mr McEacharn, there is nothing I wouldn’t do for ice. Ice is my personal salvation as it will be your financial salvation.


  And that’s pretty much what Malcolm wrote to Andrew in his effort to convince his friend of Nicolle’s determination. What could not be doubted was Malcolm’s resolution and zeal.


  Throughout the time Malcolm and Nicolle spent together developing a compressed cold-air system, the Frenchman saw another side to the affable Scotsman—an impatient man who could, without warning, throw a metal rod against the wall out of frustration, or, confronted with a minor problem, curse violently with all the vehemence of a labourer. And yet he knew that McEacharn enjoyed the time-consuming quest not only because of the mental stimulation—especially when they believed they were nearing a solution—but because of the physical evidence of their endeavours: the minor cuts on the hands, the dirt under the fingernails and the oil and grime on his face.


  During these exhilarating, frustrating weeks Malcolm witnessed another side of the Frenchman’s talents. A neighbour a few doors down from the factory had heard of Nicolle’s supposed miraculous remedies and approached him to cure her daughter of an ugly brown growth on her neck, the size of a fist. Nicolle made a graph of the tumour using a pair of compasses, boiled an onion until it was soft, and put the pulp in a napkin, which he then applied to the hideous efflorescence. He had the mother repeat the treatment every twelve hours and made the child visit him every second day, until the dwindling lump had vanished entirely, much to Malcolm’s astonishment. He had learned to place his faith in technology as a cure for humanity’s ills, but the Frenchman’s potions worked in a way that seemed incredible, even magical. Nicolle’s talents so impressed him that, like all men who have not had a father as a role model, he found someone to admire and he began to unconsciously copy the Frenchman’s behaviour, attitudes, cigar smoking and even his fastidious mode of dress sense.


  At first he was self-conscious wearing the expensive, dandyish suits he could ill afford, but he gradually became aware that he was treated differently and more deferentially, for it indicated that he was at ease with being the centre of attention and was indifferent to the criticisms of others. He was his own man, the suits said. In the beginning he may have felt like he was playing the part of a prosperous businessman but imperceptibly, and unconsciously he forgot he was performing and became the man he was pretending to be. (Perhaps that’s why you would sometimes become frustrated with him, Beatrice, saying in that quietly exasperated manner of yours, especially in the early days of your research, I just can’t get under his skin—let alone his fucking sartorial elegance.)


  After many frustrating attempts (escaped gases that nearly suffocated them, cracked tubes, lukewarm water instead of near-freezing, watery ice cubes ...) finally, in early November, a compressed cold-air machine prototype clanked out solid ice. The cubes may have tasted of zinc but there was no longer the nauseating taste of ammonia.


  Celebrating Guy Fawkes night twenty-four hours later, children let off firecrackers near the ice house and a solitary cracker, thrown by one excited boy, accidentally sailed through an open upstairs window and landed below in the main room on a pile of sawdust ready to be packed between double slabs of wood. The dry sawdust immediately caught fire and the neighbour’s daughter, the one whom the Frenchman had cured, ran all the way to Bourke Street to bring him the terrible news. Nicolle and Malcolm rushed through the lanes and alleys, but by the time they arrived there was no hope of saving the factory. All they could do was stand in the middle of the street, where you and I stood, and watch the ecstatic flames devour the interior. The fire did not spread to neighbouring houses because the massive ice cubes quickly melted. The water and steam quenched the fire, leaving only a smoking wreck and red-hot twisted metal for the tardy fire brigades to dowse. The Frenchman’s depression at another major setback was not helped by his wife, who scolded her husband in front of their boarder, declaring that, she had had it up to here with his stupid schemes and wanted him to get a regular job and wage.


  Malcolm’s strength of character, however, can be seen here in his quick recovery from the fire. While the despondent Nicolle stayed in bed for weeks, tortured daily by his hectoring wife, Malcolm wrote to Andrew telling him that the prototype worked and that it had proved itself repeatedly—which was a lie, of course, as it had been successful only once. His characteristically optimistic report (these letters were some of the last pieces you found during your research—but you didn’t have time to transcribe them, so I hope, my darling girl, my effort is up to your exacting standards) only annoyed Andrew all the more because he could see, from the distance of half a world away, that the fire and Nicolle’s dejection were major setbacks. Furious, he fired off a letter, underscoring the line You are a man subject to violent changes of opinion in a short time in the hope that his partner would come to his senses, give up the unnecessarily distracting project that was draining them of money, and return his attentions to their long-term aim of creating a shipping company. More critical letters arrived from Fenchurch Street, London. Andrew’s handwriting changed drastically from letter to letter, as if carried along by the emotional extremes of frustration, agitation and anger, made worse by his home life, which had degenerated into a morbid and irreversible danse macabre between Andrew and his alcoholic wife. Sometimes he was so beside himself at the time the letters took to reach Australia that he sent cablegrams full of staccato, chronic grumbling. Finally, in reply, Malcolm sent a long cablegram back to London, saying that, Yes, some of my ideas may be moonshine, but you for your part must take things easier, cultivate and digest some good author on the liver, and whenever you feel in a mighty mood get under the blankets and sleep for twenty-four hours. Let us talk over things quietly. A cablegram arrived in Sydney the next day saying simply, as if Andrew were resigned to his friend’s actions (and you can almost hear the exhausted resignation in the sentence), I will not preach any more cautions. It was what Malcolm had hoped to hear.


  A month later Malcolm himself arrived in London, even more enthusiastic, knowing that Andrew would not dissuade him from going ahead with the scheme. But the cost of constructing the ice machine, leasing a ship, buying and slaughtering the meat and paying for the publicity meant that they would have to postpone their dreams of the shipping line.


  Using Nicolle’s rough sketches, based on the prototype, the machine was built by Bell and Coleman in its Glasgow shipbuilding yard. There was added pressure when the partners heard the news that a ship carrying frozen meat had departed from Argentina in a blaze of publicity. In order to save money the two friends rented rooms in a boarding house near the shipbuilding yards, which meant they were never free of the ringing noise of metal smashing against metal, the roar of furnaces and the incessant coughing of the workmen, who were affected by the foul air.


  The Scottish engineers built a refrigerator chamber the size of a small schoolroom. Twenty-seven feet by twenty-seven feet with a six-foot, six-inch high ceiling (as you so carefully noted, translating the figures into metric in the margin, using the Mont Blanc fountain pen I gave you last Christmas. On the same day our friend Georgie, who was staying with us because her girlfriend was spending Christmas with her parents in Adelaide, asked what you were researching and you said Malcolm McEacharn. Why? asked Georgie, who had never heard of him. Because he was once one of the most famous men in Australia. And besides, anyone who builds a weird house like Goathland obviously has a twisted mind. In order to deflect more questions about him—so as not to contaminate the subject until, as you liked to say whenever you were starting out on one of your biographies, you were sure you were on top of him—you plucked an ice cube from the bucket that held our second bottle of champagne and, pausing before putting it in your mouth, announced, I have become a connoisseur of ice because of Malcolm. Then you grinned at Georgie and, in order to shock her—and you love to shock—said, referring to me, Of course I can take much more in my mouth since I married. After you had sucked the cold gobstopper for a few moments, you frowned and pulled it from your mouth. God, I must defrost my freezer, this tastes of prawns and peas. When I rub cubes of ice made from pure distilled water over your parched, immobile lips does it make you remember what you said last Christmas? Please forgive me for this digression, darling, but you will appreciate that I don’t have your tunnel vision, nor your research abilities—and, of course, I sometimes find it difficult to contain my anguish and my powerlessness to help you).


  So, all right then, let me return to the chamber. Its four walls and door were formed of double board, seven inches apart, lined with charcoal, which, it was hoped, would operate as a conductor to protect the contents of the chamber from external temperatures. The freezing mechanism was placed against the interior walls in an elegant metal filigree of rods, pipes and tubes.


  The machine, operating on the cold-air principle instead of ammonia, was completed in the early hours of a Saturday morning. The workers simulated wild seas by rocking the chamber back and forth but it continued to function. At the sight of the machine purring quietly on the workshop floor the engineers cheered, Andrew’s eyes filled with tears and a happy Malcolm could only nod with exhaustion. The machine may have worked but the costs had proved astronomical. Their financial position was precarious. While the machine underwent more tests, Andrew fretted as he waited for news of the ship from Argentina, whose success would undermine their venture. One morning, as Malcolm oversaw the engineers who were trying to solve the recurring problem of the machine capriciously lowering the temperature beyond what was needed—thereby using up more fuel—Andrew, wearing only shirt and trousers, burst into the chamber waving a telegram. He announced loudly, his words echoed by mist floating from his mouth like ectoplasm, The Argies failed! The machine broke down! Their meat went rotten!


  Upon hearing the news Malcolm, wearing a fur coat and hat, grabbed Andrew in a bear hug and they danced around the chamber until the senior engineer, his frozen beard surrounding his mouth like a glacier yelled, Mr McIlwraith, you’ll catch your death of a cold! Andrew didn’t care, such was his joy at the news of disaster for the Argentineans. It was a moment Malcolm would force his partner to recall when he was grief-stricken about the death of his sons in South Africa. Remember, my friend, you are capable of the greatest happiness and out of your happiness flows happiness for others, so please be happy on your behalf and on my behalf. Stop looking for the gloom in life. You know what I am talking about. You once helped me in my deepest despair, now I can help you, if you take my words to heart. Come to my Goathland with your new wife. The Australian sunshine will make you happy and we can dance like we did in the chamber.
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  Now that the Argentinean venture had failed Malcolm hurried back to Australia to try to convince the four businessmen who had helped fund the transportation of the iceberg to invest in the new project. They didn’t give nearly enough, so he approached Andrew’s cousin, Charles Reade. They discussed it in the study of the Potts Point mansion. Reade, in that familiar, brash manner of his, which Malcolm was beginning to understand was common to Australians, said that after the previous failures of such endeavours he was dubious about the chances of success, but would invest anyway, because you brought us ice, Mr McEacharn and this ice machine of yours might, just might, make us the meat-exporting capital of the world. After writing a substantial cheque Reade asked Malcolm to stay for lunch with his wife and daughters, including Elise, who was engaged to be married. Over lunch Elise announced proudly that her fiancé was a go-getter, like the Americans. Malcolm hoped he looked suitably impressed, but really he was relieved that this brittle woman had found her future husband. Mrs Reade suddenly piped up, pleased to have married off her plainest daughter, And what of you, Mr McEacharn? Has the time come to think of a woman in your life? The whole table fell silent, eagerly awaiting his answer. I’m too busy, explained Malcolm truthfully, diplomatically avoiding the eyes of the other four daughters, who gave off a queer aroma of geraniums and mutton fat.


  It was embarrassing for the four of us, Victoria wrote in her diary, and Mr Mc made sure he did not look at us when Mother was so obvious and of course he is not a bachelor really in that true sense of the word. He is a young widower. His face is no longer burned by the cold, his lips are no longer peeling and he is no longer exhausted and skeleton-like and wearing a baggy old suit. He is handsome and a dandy in his black suit and cravat with a red rose in his lapel. He spoke eloquently about the working of his fabulous machine and we all, Daddy included, feigned understanding. Perhaps Andrew, who has remained in London, would have been able to explain it to us simpletons. When mater talked about Elise’s fiancé I remarked that Mr Lachlan Cutter was a man who was hard to fathom as we have only known him for a short time. ‘Men are supposed to be complex,’ said Elise, and then Mr Mc joined in the discussion, suddenly declaring that, ‘We humans are layers. You peel off one layer and there’s another and then another.’ ‘What happens when you reach the centre?’ asked Elise. ‘We are like onions,’ said Mr Mc, ‘We have no centres.’ And then he gave a belly laugh as if what he had said was the funniest thing in the world. Of course, this shocked Elise. ‘But people must have a centre. They must have a soul.’ ‘Love is the soul,’ said Mr Mc. ‘If you’ve never been in love you have no soul,’ he said quietly, as if he were saying something sacred. It was strange hearing these sentiments coming from such a self-controlled man. I looked at Elise, whose expression was that of someone who had been lanced through the heart. Mater laughed and said that Mr Mc’s words were those of a young man, but my heart ran fast for I think that is a noble thing to believe in. Elise said nothing after that, which was good, because she always seems out to spoil the jolly moods of others. When Mr Mc said goodbye, Elise suddenly asked if he would come to her wedding. ‘I’m afraid I can’t,’ he said. ‘I hope to be on the high seas by then.’ With a gracious bow, he was gone. Now that I think about it, I suspect that Mr Mc must have loved his dead wife enormously. Oh, how my heart goes out to him with his talk of love and the soul and how I hate Elise who has no heart, no soul and who does not love Mr Cutter, but is still heartsick for poor Mr Mc.


  The investors’ money allowed Malcolm to buy the choicest cattle on the market. He also leased the Strathleven, a sailing ship with an auxiliary steam engine, loading it with a cargo of wool, copper and tin to help defray the costs if the freezer failed. Nicolle, his enthusiasm now returned (he was embarked on inventing a machine to mechanise rice growing), examined the freezing chamber after it arrived in Sydney. He was overjoyed at what he saw. The machine has risen from the ashes! he cried in his flamboyant manner, and kissed the startled Malcolm passionately on each cheek.


  The chamber had been bolted onto the middle deck. The machine itself was driven by a fifty-horsepower engine which burned only three tons of coal a day. Twenty-four hours before the Strathleven set sail on its epic voyage the slaughter began. A special abattoir had been set up near Circular Quay so that the meat would be as fresh as possible. The animals were butchered during the night, when it was cool. They were killed with a machete, the slaughtermen hacking into their necks with calm professional savagery. Under the penumbral light cast by kerosene and oil lamps the men and animals seemed to Malcolm to be more shadows than flesh. Only the grunts of the men, the nervous bleating and pained squeals of the animals, seemed real. At one point during the early hours of the morning Malcolm approached one of the slaughtermen, who was butchering a bullock, and asked for its heart. The worker thought he had misheard, but Malcolm insisted. When he was given the bloody heart Malcolm held it in his hands for some time, staring intently at it in the moonlight before lightly kissing it. Then, smiling to himself, he threw it back into a bin of guts and walked off to wash his hands. The incident puzzled the butchers. Maybe, it was thought, he was examining the heart for signs of disease. Why else would a fastidiously dressed man do such a thing?


  Through the night two meat inspectors went from corpse to corpse, choosing the best meat to be frozen. By morning, when the flies and crows came to feast on the bloody remains in the temporary abattoirs, the freezing chamber was full, with twenty-eight tons of quarters of beef and sheep and two tons of butter in small kegs. Some of the carcasses were suspended from the ceiling but most were piled one upon the other, some wrapped in canvas for the sake of cleanliness and others left unprotected. Once the chamber was fully loaded it was noted—and passed on to the press—that the temperature was the required twenty degrees Fahrenheit, while outside, at eight o’clock in the morning, it was seventy degrees. Before allowing reporters into the chamber Malcolm and Nicolle laboriously tapped and fondled every carcass, confirming that they were frozen all the way through. Even after inspecting the meat many reporters were cynical, believing it would, like the other attempts, fail to complete the long journey without the machine breaking down. There was also the lingering question that had yet to be answered: what would the frozen meat taste like once defrosted in London?


  A few days later the Strathleven left Australia. The temperature of the chamber was taken every four hours at the ends of the room and in the centre. The engine was kept going for eight hours a day and eight hours at night, with four-hour intervals between. Although he had a crewman as an assistant, Malcolm monitored the chamber himself as much as possible; he could only trust himself to do the job properly, and he was driven by fear of the dire consequences for both himself and Andrew if the venture failed. Rugged up in furs and using a lamp in the pitch-black chamber, he would spend up to half an hour at a time, especially when they reached tropical waters, examining temperature gauges and tapping the carcasses, carefully walking across the chamber, using the butter kegs as stepping stones, knowing it would be all too easy to slip on the rime-covered frozen corpses that shone coldly in the frugal light. The claustrophobic interior and its morbid contents occasionally set in chain a series of memories: of the sailor frozen in the iceberg, the microscopic sea creatures in a handful of Antarctic ice, Nicolle’s photograph of the mammoth thawed from the Arctic wastelands, and other memories that were to disturb him the longer the voyage lasted.


  One muggy evening, after the crew had returned from carousing at a tropical port of call, Malcolm entered the chamber and found a sailor spreadeagled on the carcasses. Drunk and curious to see the frozen meat for himself, the man had slipped and knocked himself unconscious. He was severely frostbitten. His injuries were a further warning to all the crew to stay out of the chamber that stood on the deck like a large crypt, a testament to what they considered a grand, futile folly. But by the time the Strathleven had squeezed itself through the Suez canal, with the freezer still functioning perfectly, some of the crew developed a pride in the fact that they might be playing a role in something historically significant. Malcolm’s telegram from Suez reporting that the meat was still frozen caused a sensation in the newspapers, both in London and back in Australia, because none of the previous freezing machines had survived that long before failing.


  During the final part of the voyage Malcolm’s nervousness grew, especially since success seemed so tantalisingly close. His visits to the dark chamber became more frequent and longer, as if he thought his presence would will the machine to keep functioning. Sometimes the visits caused sensory deprivation and he would hallucinate and talk loudly and wildly. His assistant, on hearing that beautiful English voice with its soft Scottish burr yelling and singing and crying out a woman’s name, would rush into the chamber and escort the euphoric or wild-eyed man out onto the deck. Those hours of auditory and visual hallucinations disturbed Malcolm to such a deep degree that he never forgot the experience. Years later, when he was dying, he would recall those times in the freezing chamber as if echoing them, or reliving them, sitting in his deckchair on the endlessly circling Sunbeam, while an agitated Andrew would listen to his ramblings and, at the same time, keep watch for rescue as night fell.


  After fifty-seven days the Strathleven entered the English Channel, but the fog was so thick the ship had to dock at Gravesend and pause there for two days—a wait that plunged Malcolm into a bad temper of frustration, as if the gods had decided, after such a problem-free trip to extract a payment from mortal men, forcing them to acknowledge that they are never in control of their fate—until, on the fifty-ninth day, the ship sailed again, making its apologetic way through the slowly lifting yellowish-grey fog arriving, finally, early in the morning, at the East India Docks.


  As the Strathleven dropped anchor Malcolm peered into the light mist and was able to make out a patient crowd of about fifty men. Andrew was standing on the edge of the pier anxiously scanning the figures on deck. When he spotted his friend, Malcolm answered his silent, urgent question by waving triumphantly. Andrew grinned, lifted up his arms in victory and cried out, It’s still frozen! The assembled men raised their hats and gave three cheers, the sound of which signified much more to Malcolm than the rapturous reception he and Andrew had received at Circular Quay. The iceberg had been a creature they’d captured, but the chamber was man-made and it meant that he was following in the footsteps of his heroes, the engineering geniuses, Brassey and Brunel.


  Unknown to Malcolm, the final stages of Strathleven’s voyage had been on the front pages of the newspapers, for it had only been when success seemed imminent that the English understood that both the colony’s economy and that of the Mother Country were on the cusp of transformation. Bullocks that were bought for thirty pounds in London could be bought for five pounds in Sydney, so anyone could see the huge fortunes to be made. But the crucial question remained—after defrosting, were the meat and butter edible?


  The following day Malcolm and Andrew held a luncheon in the saloon of the Strathleven for one hundred and fifty guests, mainly politicians, reporters and potential investors. It was a feast of meat (and, my darling wife, you may remember scrawling across the top of the page that contained the list: Oh my God, surely Malcolm must have suffered from constipation with this diet)—roasted lamb and mutton cutlets, boiled mutton, roast mutton, roast beef, corned beef, cold beef, cold mutton and, of course, bread covered with thick slices of butter.


  The first few minutes of the lunch were excruciating for the two men. No one touched their food until the waiters had served each guest. There was a toast, Andrew’s half-strangled cry of Bon appetit! and Malcolm cut into his meat while, out of the corner of his eye, he took in doubtful, sardonic expressions, reluctant knives cutting into the mutton, the raising of suspicious forks with the pinned meat, thick lips, thin lips, open mouths, globules of fat attaching themselves to strainer beards and moustaches, the food vanishing behind closed lips, noisy mastication and chewing, as each diner seemed to enjoy their hosts’ apprehension by withholding immediate judgement until one man finally cried out, It’s so succulent! to be immediately joined by a chorus of lip-smacking praise and murmurs of gastronomic pleasure. Malcolm sighed, softly expelling his terrible anxiety and, relieved, began to eat. The guests were right. The meat seemed as though it had only been killed the day before. Every morsel consumed confirmed his triumph. He could not stop smiling, and laughed as warm gravy trickled down his chin.


  There were many toasts, with one speaker declaring the meat to be more tender than Christmas ham, a comment that was greeted with the piercing tinkle of spoons tapping wine glasses in an arrhythmic percussion of enthusiasm that thrilled both men. Next day the newspapers proclaimed the lunch Evidence of a New Era. The two men were now celebrities and, three days later, a magnificent carriage picked them up from the Strathleven and bore them to Buckingham Palace, where a sheep and beef carcass had already been sent to be defrosted and cooked. Queen Victoria had invited them to lunch with several members of the House of Lords.


  When the Queen greeted them in her sitting room Malcolm was taken aback at how small she was and how much she resembled the man-dwarf dressed as a bawdy little girl in the music-hall show he had seen with Mace. He had to consciously stop from grinning and adopt the sombre thoughtful expression he thought was required.


  The lunch was held in a long, narrow dining room. An awed Andrew was tense throughout the meal and didn’t relax, even after the Queen had announced, in that little-girl voice of hers, that the meat and butter were splendid. By contrast Malcolm found himself strangely relaxed. The servants, the lords, the extravagant dinner set, the ornately carved furnishings, the paintings lining the walls (many of them hunting scenes that featured noble stags, wet spaniels emerging from lakes with freshly shot ducks in their jaws and bemedalled members of the royal family astride large horses with flaring nostrils) and even the Queen herself—all seemed a due reward to him. At first he put this sensation down to his exhaustion, but, as he was to realise afterwards he felt at home in this milieu because it was as if, in dreaming of being part of such a world, he had made it real without having to rely on any fantastical or divine intervention. He mentally noted the ease with which the lords lunched and how they condescended, in a cheerful, casual way, to himself and Andrew, viewing both of them as mere merchants. Far from being intimidated by this, as his partner was, Malcolm soaked it in, revelling in the vapid conversation, something he knew that, if he were to be wealthy, he would have to learn. He also covertly studied Queen Victoria and, like most people who saw her close up for the first time, thought she looked like a plump double-chinned doll. (Oh, I did want to bounce her on my knee, he joked to a horrified Andrew later.) He told her of the time when, as a young boy, he saw her inaugurate Loch Katrine and she smiled, revealing an erratic row of yellowing teeth. I like anything about my obstreperous Scotland. She asked questions about the freezing chamber and tapped a huge meaty bone resting on a silver platter with her fork and asked, How long would that machine keep meat edible, Mr McIlwraith? A dry-mouthed Andrew deflected the question to his partner, who answered that science had no definite answer as yet. She stared silently across the table at Malcolm, as if digesting this information, then remarked, It is curious to eat something that has been dead for so long. A few years ago I would have thought it unnatural. But now, technology makes the unnatural natural. One of the lords laughed, as if she had said something humorous, but fell mute immediately when he realised that his sovereign was musing aloud about a serious philosophical quandary that had been preoccupying her. I used to like the taste of Boston ice when I was younger. I did not think it would lead to this. She smiled at Malcolm and then turned to the lord who had laughed. Lord Berry, you can simper now. The embarrassed man forced out a noise that sounded like a bleating goat in the silence of the dining room. Malcolm marvelled at her insouciant power, while Andrew grimaced in empathy at the poor man’s humiliation.


  Victoria turned back to Malcolm and asked if he intended to stay in Australia and, when he answered that he saw it as a land of unlimited prospects, she interrupted him. That may be so, but that’s only if it contains Scots and the English. My son, the Prince of Wales, went there but a man attempted to assassinate him. On coming back to London he said to me that his two lasting impressions of the colony were arriving in Sydney Cove on a night saturated with pouring rain, escorted by illuminated ships, one of which was fitted up as a dragon which discharged fiery combustibles from its mouth—Roman candles and squibs. And the second impression of Australia was when he was at a picnic in the bush and he was surprised to see an uncouth man pointing a revolver at him. He said that time stopped and he could see the bullet spinning towards him and it hitting him like a fist into his chest. His would-be assassin was an Irishman, of course. The room murmured with indignation and empathy for the Prince. It’s typical of an Irishman to be such a poor shot, a surprised Malcolm heard himself say. There was a sudden silence. Everyone—including a shocked Andrew, who could see their whole venture collapsing into financial ruin because of royal opprobrium—looked at Malcolm, whose brain was now a choked intersection of many conflicting reactions (apologise, laugh or praise the Prince of Wales). He felt himself redden and his body dampen with perspiration. The Queen stared directly at him and pursed her lips for what seemed an eternity, before saying, Yes, thank Our Lord, it was an Irishman. She laughed softly and was quickly joined by a table full of hearty male laughter. Malcolm joined in, both in relief and with a joyous sense that he had dared and won. He tingled at how close he had come to social and commercial grief.


  At the end of the lunch Malcolm knew that the Queen understood perfectly well, although the two dozen lords did not, that the ice-making machine was the beginning of a revolution. The refrigerator chamber had defeated putrescence and it had overcome the inevitable decay of death. It was unnatural—and that was the point. It would turn notions of death and decay upside down. The unnatural would become the natural way of things.


  


  [image: Images]


  


  The best thing about planning for the capture and towing of the iceberg had been that its time-consuming and meticulous preparation meant that his grief was forgotten. But on the voyage to Antarctica he’d had time on his hands and Ann began to emerge from the depths of his thoughts until he could think of nothing else. He wrote letters to her ghost because he realised that he had become like Sailor Jack, the lover who could never return to Goathland but would wander the world as if permanently adrift. By writing to her he hoped he could rid himself of his rekindled desire and love for her and, on the journey to Sydney towing the iceberg, he found himself so crazed with memories of Ann that he prayed to her ghost to secrete herself so deeply inside him that he would not be burdened by the grief that occasionally incapacitated him. By the time he reached Sydney he had cocooned her in the deep recesses of his mind, or, as he once said to Nicolle, I interred her in my mind where she was present, but buried deep in the mythical country of ice.


  Dealing with her ghost and his sorrow in this deliberate manner seemed to work, until the Strathleven was being refitted for her voyage back to Australia (the chamber was to be used for passenger luggage in order to fit more migrants on board). Andrew had left for Harrogate Hospital to collect his wife, who had dried out again. One morning, while Malcolm was withdrawing money at his bank, he asked the teller for his safe-deposit box. He thought he could dispassionately examine the letter and wedding photograph. But one glimpse of the photograph and a cursory glance at the fragile letter was enough for Ann to break out of the mental compartment he had hidden her in. She revisited him in a tempest of memories that brought him close to fainting in the bank’s storage vault. Next day he went to Goathland. He was on a mission he didn’t fully understand himself, except that he was dimly aware that everything he had done and experienced since the capture of the iceberg, and even those weird hallucinations during the solitary long cold dark times he spent in the chamber surrounded by frozen corpses, was an unconscious preparation for what he now found himself undertaking.


  Ann’s father had died but Nannie was still alive. You haven’t forgotten Ann and never will, she said. He couldn’t visit Thornhill Farm, where Ann’s cousins now lived, for fear of breaking down, but he wanted a memento of her—anything would do. Nannie remembered the oriental rug she had taken as a keepsake, but had never used because she found it too foreign, too oriental. Malcolm was overwhelmed by the unbearable potency of the rug. It smelled of her, it gave rise to a frenzy of recollections that whirled around his brain without coherence or chronology. He ached at each fleeting memory. He felt a crushing burden of guilt at having tried to forget her. If he didn’t remember her, then who would? To forget Ann would be nothing short of mentally murdering her.


  Malcolm stored the rug in his Strathleven cabin for the voyage to Australia. One night, after several drinks with the captain, as the ship neared the equator, he returned to his cabin. Unable to sleep, he took the rug out from under his bed and unfolded it. Its swirling red, blue, yellow designs and tendrils of leaves and flowers were as bright as he remembered them, and with this recollection came the sensation of making love to Ann on it after he had ordered it for her from London. The memory was dazzling in its clarity, and with it came a feeling of profound loss that surged through him with such force, it was as if he were learning of her death for the first time. With a groan of grief he fell to his knees and, like a Muslim bending before Allah, he rested his forehead on the warm wool. It was as if Ann’s presence had impregnated the rug. The memories he had tried to sublimate flooded back in an overwhelming torrent until he broke down in tears of terrifying pain and heartache.


  6.


  I HAD INITIALLY HOPED THAT, IN writing Ice for you, it would merely be a humble echo of your research, but as you never finished researching the book—and, indeed, I am amazed at how sketchy and bare some of the information is—I have had to cut corners, do my own digging, even though I am not an expert like you, and even stoop to explain what I can only guess at. I suppose there are things I’ve written that may disturb you but, I hope, most of it entertains you, like a child rubbing its eyelids in order to see the psychedelic colours in the darkness. Do you see such colours under your eyelids? Do you see and hear me as I speak to you, as I read this out to you? You must know, you must feel that what I am doing is an act of love, submerging myself as I am in the world you were creating before the dreadful event that froze you in time.


  I mulled over this chapter on my walk with Mingus in the grounds of St John’s church, just across the road from our apartment. You had discovered that it was inextricably bound up with a momentous epiphany in Malcolm’s life. In the far corner of the garden is an invalid tree so ravaged by time that its main trunk is dead, but it continues to exist due to a determined offshoot. I was admiring how it clings on to life when I saw that it had fruit. I plucked one and realised it was a green acorn. Only then did I realise that the tree was an oak. I remembered reading how they live for over two hundred years. The gouged wound in the trunk and the sawn-off branches showed that there had been many attempts to save it, so it must be of special significance to the church. Perhaps it had been planted when the church was built over one hundred and thirty years ago. As I was marvelling at the idea that I was staring at the tree that Malcolm must have seen, I noticed one of the cleaners in the car wash next door run up to the wire fence that separates it from the church. He was in his early thirties, his hair arranged in a stiff quiff like a cockatoo’s comb, with close-set, hawk-like eyes that shone with a disturbing brilliance. Why are you trying to read my thoughts, man? I heard him say as he peered at Mingus, who was squatting to pee. He didn’t wait for my answer but continued, The TV antennas on top of them buildings there, he said, suddenly pointing them out, try to get inside my brain. Their security cameras try to get inside my mind. They try to record my thoughts but can’t. My mind is too strong for them. I began to realise he was paranoid. Every morning I see you walking your chihuahua in the church grounds as if it is just a habit that doesn’t concern me, but you’re walking here for a reason. I knew that. I know that. I know you want to read my mind. He was beginning to frighten me. But you can’t. I scramble my mind when anyone wants to read it. You want to kill me. It struck me then that the unsettling brilliance of his eyes, with their tiny black pupils, was a sure sign he was on drugs. But you can’t kill me. I can kill you though. Even if they put me in prison, they won’t be able to kill me. And that’s the truth. I felt trapped. If I walked off he might view it as a gesture of contempt and jump the fence to attack me. I didn’t know if he had a weapon secreted in his baggy blue overalls. But if I remained where I was then it was even easier for him to lunge and grab me. The stunted oak tree shivered in a sudden morning breeze and he glanced up at it for a few moments, then his attention was caught by tiny Mingus happily sniffing the grass she had peed on. Nice doggie, he muttered without expression, and abruptly walked back to finish cleaning a car.


  This, as you know too well, is the paranoia of those who take ice. The problem is getting worse. I see men and women talking to themselves, yelling, laughing, suddenly threatening passers-by without provocation. There is one particular fellow who sits on the steps of an apartment block opposite the video store, with trousers rolled up, picking at the sores on his legs which he himself has created in his search for what he thinks are tiny, flesh-eating bugs under his skin. There are so many men and women like him in this neighbourhood. High on ice, these jittery zombies walk, skip, run, gambol erratically through the very area which, one hundred and thirty years before, belonged to the Reade family who, in order to celebrate the arrival of the iceberg in Circular Quay, had invited Malcolm and Andrew to the glorious—and now vanished—mansion that had once dominated Darlinghurst ridge. Real ice had once made people happy, now this chemical ice gnaws at brains. I mention it because I know you wanted to call your book Ice and I wonder if readers will think it is about that hideous drug, the drug that ruined your life and mine. Yes, hear me, I know you can. Give me a sign. Any sign will do. And then you can begin your voyage back. That paranoid car cleaner couldn’t have been more wrong. I wasn’t thinking of him, but of you. My whole being is steeped in you, just as Malcolm began to allow his whole being to be saturated by Ann.


  At first he didn’t understand this. He knew he had been haunted by her in the refrigerator chamber when he had seen her apparition, but she had been more than a ghost—she had seemed almost as real as the frozen meat—and so he had talked to her, half-knowing she was not real, but at the same time surrendering to the notion that she might be. On leaving the chamber it would take some hours to recover from her visitations, and once he had, he felt acutely embarrassed that a crewman may have overheard him talking to his late wife in that frozen world of dead animals. From the time he had returned to London after her death he had immersed himself in work to avoid grief. Those times in the chamber had begun to rekindle his heartbreak—and that is an appropriate term, rekindle—because her presence in him was not something cold and lifeless like the frozen carcasses, but more like a silent blue flame that burned inside him or, to put it another way, like a low-wattage globe in a blacked-out room, illuminating very little, but glowing with solitary, majestic incandescence.


  It was as if he had found her in the Ultima Thule of the cold, dark chamber and had liberated her from its embrace, freeing her from the confines of memory and grief. She became so mighty a presence inside him that he felt he could have coughed her up as something even more firm and substantial than any spiritualist disgorging ectoplasm. How shall I explain this? She now took on a reality so strong and profound after he had brought the oriental rug back from Goathland and waited for the Strathleven to sail that he found himself, as in the chamber, conversing with her as he walked the streets of London or as he lay in bed at night. She began to overwhelm his being. He would find himself in an unknown street, miles from his hotel, or stunned to find himself in a restaurant watching a waitress clearing his dishes after a meal he did not remember eating. She so preoccupied him that it seemed his body had become an automaton empty of everything except her presence. He knew that, for his own sanity, he had to incorporate her into his life without her debilitating him, because he had so much to do, so much to achieve—and all these ambitions were to impress her. The trouble was that he had no one to talk to about her, not even Andrew, whose seething, drunken wife demanded all his time.


  So began a secret existence, the aim of which was the perfect compartmentalisation of his life in order that it did not interfere with his aspirations. And I hear you asking from your own dark chamber, How do you know this? And I can say to you, my darling, that the evidence I have found points to this and, of course, I have the required empathy to make connections, draw conclusions where others not in my position, in our position, couldn’t. Evidence? you ask. Let’s begin with the Turkish carpet, that delirious kaleidoscope of red, yellow and green. It is about the size of an average room, with thin black tassels at either end. When Andrew spotted it in Malcolm’s cabin on the morning of his embarkation, Malcolm explained that it was merely a memento he wanted to take back with him to Australia. To deflect any more questions, he joked to his bemused friend that he would be using it for any future Cleopatra.


  Andrew forgot about the rug because he had other things, more important things, on his mind. He was a deeply concerned man. Their venture had been a triumph, that much was true. The London Times reported it as a prodigious phenomenon, and it was printed in the London Journal that The grand fact has been demonstrated that fresh meat can be imported from Australia into England, and be landed here as fresh and in every way as in perfect condition as the day the animal was killed.


  The feat had been a topic of conversation in London for months. Both men accepted every dinner invitation offered and turned up to all manner of social occasions to promote their business. And yet, for all the interest in Malcolm and Andrew’s achievement, the cautious English shied away from investing, as if they believed the success had been due to luck and was incapable of repetition. After the investors had been paid out, the two men discovered that the experiment had proved so expensive that they were still out of pocket. By then it was too late. The freezing process was quickly copied and in a few years a dozen Australians became multimillionaires transporting frozen meat to England. Malcolm and Andrew lacked the money to compete and, to make matters worse, there was not enough capital to establish their shipping line. Back in Australia Malcolm dreaded Andrew’s letters and cables imploring him to come up with a way to escape their dismal situation. Andrew’s depression was made worse by the fact that his wife’s frequent periods of drying out were expensive yet ultimately futile, so much so that he wrote to his friend: I am seriously thinking of running for Parliament on the temperance ticket.


  For the first time Malcolm’s optimism and confidence began to flag. It seemed unfair that he could bring an iceberg to Australia and export frozen meat to England, yet have nothing to show for it except faded newspaper clippings. Then, one afternoon, as he sat in an oyster cafe in George Street, Sydney, reading a newspaper, he came across an article entitled, Is this Australia’s richest man? It was about John Boyd Watson, prospector and miner, and one of his daughters. Accompanying it was a sketch of a young woman sitting on a severe wooden chair, wearing a plain, full-length dress. Her dark hair was piled on her head with wisps of it falling over her ears, her eyes were focused demurely on a book resting open in her lap. Obscuring her shoes was a small dog gazing up at her with complete devotion. Underneath the drawing was the caption: Miss Mary Watson, the wealthiest young woman in Australia.


  7.


  OFTEN HE THOUGHT OF TURNING BACK. But even if he wanted to there were no stops as the express train made its two-and-a-half-hour journey from Melbourne to Bendigo. The carriages were filled with excited investors, wanting to see for themselves the metropolis built on a honeycomb of gold reefs, a city of which it was said, only dreamt of gold and script. The cheerful atmosphere of the naive, optimistic men seemed at odds with the dry countryside the train passed through. To Malcolm it was scrubby and forlorn and colourless, as if the sun had leached the land. The brilliant greens and blues of Scotland were nowhere to be seen, and he wondered if he would ever be able to call this continent home. But if the landscape on the way to the famous cluster of goldmines seemed godforsaken, the desolation as the train approached the outskirts of Bendigo was horrific. The countryside had been ravaged. It was littered with charred tree stumps, rusting machinery and rotting bark huts, and, before his very eyes, hillocks of reddish dirt were being scraped away by hot winds so that the sky was stained red. Scrawny men in threadbare clothes wandered the pitted landscape, hunchbacked with the weight of their swags, picks and shovels. It was said that the convulsed earth was strewn with human skeletons and even those of dogs that had decided, like their masters, that it was better to lie down and die rather than go hungry and thirsty for another day.


  The station platform swarmed with beggars in rags and gaunt men with lifeless eyes, a long time bereft of dreams of striking it rich, who were offering their services as beasts of burden or guides for a pittance. Dozens of omnibuses were lined up, ready to take the investors on a tour of the flourishing goldmines. Before stepping outside, Malcolm sat in his suddenly empty carriage, pondering what he was about to do. There was no alternative. He had written to Watson asking him if he would be interested in investing in his shipping company. The telegram reply was terse: Interested. W. But Malcolm knew he was going to be regarded primarily as a potential suitor and he was prepared to do whatever it took, for his own sake and Andrew’s.


  Out on the crowded platform he was immediately surrounded by eager, disposable men. As if he were attending a slave market he pointed to a dozen of them to help carry a box the size of a large dining-room table from the guard’s carriage to the largest wagon he could hire. Riding in a landau, Malcolm escorted the wagon through wide dusty streets barren of grass and trees, yet lined with magnificent sandstone halls, churches and mansions, to the grandest house in the town.


  Watson was not there to greet him due to an urgent problem in one of his mines, so the butler arranged for the box to be placed in the cellar and asked that Malcolm return that evening for supper. He booked a hotel room near the Town Hall and filled in time by browsing the shops, which were filled with costly imports from across the world. When dusk fell he returned to Kent House, passing on the way the tired but excited investors being ferried back to the railway station to return on the express train to Melbourne in enough time to buy goldmine script before the stock market closed.


  Malcolm had expected Watson to be a large man—after all, he had been a miner—but he was short and slight, more like an imp than a man who had wielded a pick for years. He was taciturn to the point of rudeness. He didn’t thank Malcolm for his gift of a ton of artificial ice but merely hummed tunelessly when the box was opened in front of him, and then picked up a handful of sawdust protecting the ice, as if it were more worthy of inspection, and rubbed it between his palms like a moisturiser. Unlike the Reades, with their extravagant use of ice, the Watsons treated it as something too valuable to waste, and so the servants supplied only delicate shavings of ice that melted immediately on contact with their drinks.


  Watson had nine children: four sons and five daughters. Two sons and a daughter were absent, having been married off. The remaining children were as quiet and watchful as their father. Malcolm realised that the newspaper sketch of Mary, the second daughter, was rather flattering; in real life she was far sturdier and less feminine, though her glowing, inquisitive eyes gave her an attractive aura of natural intelligence. In her early twenties, she was the only daughter of marriageable age and obviously the newspaper illustration of her had been a subtle way of advertising her as a suitable prospect for matrimony. On first seeing her, Malcolm had felt a brief pang of guilt for his mercenary plans, but he justified his actions by the fact that her father was just as pragmatic in his wish to find her a husband.


  She sat next to her much shorter father and silently doted on him, passing condiments or utensils without being asked. No one spoke during the entrees and it made Malcolm uncomfortable, as if they were silently judging him; his table manners, even his clothes which, with the black suit and deep crimson vest and red rose in the lapel, seemed too fashionable alongside the basic, bland dresses and baggy two-piece suits and cheap cotton work shirts of his host and his children. During one of the heavy silences between courses Watson’s wife seemed to take pity on Malcolm and launched into the story of how her husband made his fortune. She related it with a lack of hesitancy that indicated she had told it many times before but had never grown tired of relating it.


  After spending his childhood in Scotland, Watson had mixed fortunes on the Californian goldfields. There was a futile year in Bendigo during which he was nearly buried alive in a rockfall. I thought, Watson exclaimed suddenly in his thick Scottish accent, as if he, too, were caught up in the events of twenty-five years ago, it was going to be my grave, but God, in His great goodness to me, willed otherwise. Then he tapped Mary on the hand, a signal for her to continue his biography. She told Malcolm, in her educated, certain voice, of how her father had shifted his operations to a mine called Paddy’s Gully, which ran underneath the city, and one day, when Daddy was down to his last half-crown, he struck gold. A monstrous reef of it. Then another one and another one, until he had found five reefs. The city is literally built on Daddy’s reefs. She sighed with pleasure and the whole family smiled, as if they were still conscious of their provider’s good fortune.


  Not once during the dinner or afterwards did Watson mention the ice or investing in the shipping company. Malcolm was also conscious that Mary seemed uninterested in him, as if she had already decided he was not her type. The first time he tried to make conversation with her he inquired lightly as to the whereabouts of the dog that was pictured at her feet in the newspaper sketch and she replied frostily, What dog? Perhaps, he reasoned to himself, she was irritated with her father for making her availability as a marriage candidate so obvious. When Malcolm rose from his chair in the sitting room to return to the hotel, after an interminable silence during which Watson stared glumly at the carpet as if he half expected to find a reef of gold in its pattern of yellow roses, he suddenly heard his host say without looking up at him, Tomorrow. Dinner.


  And so began his lengthy stay in Bendigo and the routine of visiting Kent House every evening for supper. Having little money, Malcolm spent his days reading newspapers in cafes, writing to Andrew (pretending he was making progress) and taking long rambles through the bustling town filled with both the flamboyantly rich and failed prospectors begging for money outside hotels where they wanted to drown their sorrows. Sometimes, when he returned from the Watsons after another useless dinner, its unbearable silences mixed with terse conversations and the oppressive sense that each dinner was a new audition, he passed the time going to the music halls which, because of the wealth of the city, featured some of the best actors and singers in Australia.


  Next door to his hotel room the loud chimes of the Town Hall clock became an acoustic barometer of the slowness of each day. He was stranded, waiting to be rescued by an indifferent Watson and his daughter. If he failed to secure Watson as an investor, or marry into the family, then God only knew what the future had in store for him. He couldn’t even cash in on his fame as the Ice Man, for that had well and truly passed, even though it had only been four years since the Goathland had sailed into Sydney Harbour. Australia, Malcolm realised, like all insolent young countries, had no memory. In the rush to be rich, the only thing that mattered was the present and the promise of the future. Australia held great possibilities, for the next scheme, the next step in opening up the virgin frontier which offered, and most times delivered on, the promise of fortunes to be made. The past, even the most recent past, was consigned to oblivion, like those abandoned mines honeycombing the bare Bendigo earth. Newness was all.


  Impatient by nature, Malcolm had to embrace patience, searching for clues in the rich man’s reticent table talk as to Watson’s interest in his project. Sometimes he thought that the old man was merely toying with him; that for this enormously wealthy man, their visitor was a plaything, an amusing distraction. As for Mary, he had no idea whether she was interested in him or not as they were never left alone. Other times, when he lay on his single bed in his hotel room, staring at the ornate swirling pattern on the metal pressed ceiling, he hoped that perhaps Watson was extremely cautious and that, maybe, he was taking his time sizing him up on the two fronts that he hoped would converge: the shipping company investment and a husband for his daughter. What unnerved Malcolm, who prided himself on his conversation prowess, something he had consciously set out to learn, were the prolonged silences which Watson and his family seemed to treat with special significance. The funereal atmosphere was made even more so by the servants, all of whom except for an Italian were Asiatics, who spoke little or no English, so that their communication with the family was in primitive English or hand gestures. Their footwear inside the house was limited to socks and stockings, which meant they appeared suddenly without warning, like ghosts.


  Then, one evening, as the family waited for dessert, Watson asked casually, as if he were soliciting Malcolm’s opinion about the weather, how much the shipping line would cost. Malcolm named the price and, after a pause in which when he exchanged a brief, significant glance with his wife, Watson said he would invest only if he would then own fifty-one per cent of the company. Malcolm wasn’t prepared for this development; he had always assumed that he and Andrew would have the majority interest. He pondered what to do. He was desperate for the money, so much so that he was prepared to marry a woman he didn’t love, but he couldn’t stomach the offer. Forty-nine per cent is all I am prepared to give you, said Malcolm, his mouth dry with fear. There was a collective intake of breath from the family. They looked at each other as if to confirm they had heard correctly. Malcolm found himself nervously twisting the serviette on his lap, silently apologising to the absent Andrew for what seemed to be an act of financial suicide. Well, well, well, murmured Watson, as if juggling his own surprise. He drummed the table with both hands, then smiled directly at his daughter’s suitor, perhaps impressed by his resolution. All right then, forty-nine per cent. Malcolm pretended nonchalance, but he could barely contain his elation—I had dared, Andrew, and I had won! But if he hoped that after dinner the details would be discussed, he was mistaken. No one could undercut Watson without suffering the consequences. We will go through the details in the next few weeks, he announced. It was then Malcolm realised the final result would depend on his wooing of Mary.


  He began to feel as if he were a prisoner, too afraid to ask for the date of his release from the governor, just in case he irritated him into postponing his parole. He was running out of money and his one suit was becoming shiny with overuse. At times he could barely contain his anger at the way he was being played with. As a vent for his simmering tension he attended cockfights and found release in the unbridled savagery of the birds and the yelling, screaming and cursing of the spectators who were also unleashing their festering frustrations at their ill luck on the goldfields. Occasionally, when he had drunk more than normal, he would find himself laughing at his awkward predicament. He had been in this situation before; Ann’s father had made him jump through hoops too.


  One morning a servant arrived from Kent House with an invitation to join the Watsons’ family picnic. It was held on the banks of a turgid stream that was muddy yellow with poisons from the diggings. After they had finished eating Mrs Watson told Mary to show their visitor the famous Paddy’s Gully mine.


  It was the first time they had been alone. As they rose from the picnic rug Mary stumbled slightly and he caught her in his arms. They both flushed with confusion at this first touch and Malcolm instinctively stepped back, afraid that she would think it was an uncalled for violation. Wanting to avoid another such accident, he allowed her to walk slightly ahead of him, and, as he followed her, he was aware that she had a slight limp and saw that the left heel of her sensible shoes was built higher than the other. His heart went out to her. Even in the sketch, when the artist made her right leg the same length as her left, she was still embarrassed enough about the defect to ask for the imaginary dog to hide her feet.


  As they walked towards the site where her father had made his first million pounds, their eyes cast downwards not out of shyness, but to avoid potholes, wheel ruts, craters and the treacherous empty mine shafts hidden by weeds, Mary said nothing and neither did Malcolm—he didn’t know what to talk about. After six weeks in Bendigo he knew next to nothing about her interests and if pushed, probably wouldn’t have been able to tell you what her voice sounded like. But he was glad of one thing. Like the black whore he had deliberately sought out that night in The Rocks, Mary didn’t resemble his dead wife at all, so he felt he was not betraying her. Ann would understand that his pursuit of Mary was not only a matter of financial survival, but a means of achieving the wealth and fame he craved, as only one who had experienced poverty could fully comprehend.


  At Paddy’s Gully there were three security guards carrying rifles at the entrance. They greeted Mary with great deference. She asked Malcolm if he wanted a tour of the mine. Really, it’s just a long narrow hole, but if you want to ... He shook his head, sensing the idea bored her. They said nothing for a time, and Malcolm could tell she was waiting for him to initiate conversation. Yet fearing being thought too forward or inept at flirtation, he was struck dumb. Finally she spoke up. Do you know the most devastating ejaculation in English? Her earnest face looked strong and masculine in the harsh sunlight. Eureka! she said firmly. Malcolm didn’t know if she were teasing him or not. I thought it was Greek, he said lightly. She grimaced as if he were mocking her and he shrugged an apology. Eureka, Mr McEacharn, is a word that means destruction. There was once a noble forest here, she said, motioning to the wasteland created by the miners. The children of nature, those natives, had their home here. It was their shelter, their abode. Then came the peaceful shepherds with their flocks creeping slowly through it. Then, from some solitary outpost, a solitary cry: Eureka! And before you can blink, there comes from the cities—Melbourne, Sydney, San Francisco—a storm of human beings. The peace of untold centuries is shattered. The very frame of the earth is torn asunder for hidden treasures. The ancient trees are felled for the service of the invaders, the saplings become supports of dwellings. Sometimes now, in the desert of blighted hopes that we call the diggings, a charred and sapless trunk is found still standing upright, a sentimental mute witness, like the shade of Hades. Next what happens is that the fancy of miners clothe the denuded trunk in romantic nonsense, as if it were one of a race of giants, long since passed away.


  How to reply to that outburst, or, more correctly, her speech? Was she criticising her father and the search for gold that had made her wealthy? Did she expect him to agree? But agree to what? He found himself smiling agreeably and nodding like a marionette operated by a tongue-tied puppeteer. Best we get back, she said, sounding disappointed.


  Wandering the streets that night, an agitated Malcolm tried to make sense of what she had said. He had felt awkward listening to her curious outpourings because he didn’t know what she meant by them. Maybe she was indicating how different she was from the miners and their world and how she hoped he was too. He also felt guilt at the thought that he had no lust for her, nor love. But there was something about her, maybe her intelligence, her unforced sense of equality with a man, that attracted him to her, so that he could say to himself with some relief, as he entered the Royal Sovereign hotel for a nightcap, I respect her, I admire her. Pondering this he fronted what was proudly called the longest bar in the Southern Hemisphere. As he was ordering a drink he heard a high-pitched Irish voice squawk above the hubbub, Good evening, sire. Looking across to a nearby table he saw a bobbing green and red parrot perched on the armrest of a chair, in which sat a stringy, hollow-eyed digger. Can you buy me a drink, kind sire? asked the bright-eyed parrot.


  Many people in Bendigo were to remember the courtship because of that bird. Every afternoon, Malcolm walked from his hotel to Kent House with the parrot he had bought from the Irish miner perched either on his shoulder or his arm. He taught the bird new words and phrases to ease both himself and Mary into conversation. He wanted to avoid those awkward silences that they lapsed into when they were alone. The joke in town was that the parrot was their chaperone. The three of them became a familiar sight as they roamed the blasted countryside, the parrot’s piercing voice floating across the paddocks in perpetual mindless chatter; It’s a nice day, isn’t it? Mary is a nice name. That’s a beautiful dress. I hope you are feeling well today. I like ice. When will the rains come? Sometimes the parrot would revert to its Irish accent and ask for a drink or a dance, which the courting couple pretended not to hear. Malcolm himself was not conscious of how strange this was because it did, as Mary was to remark with heavy irony, break the ice. She would answer the parrot’s questions and then embark on long monologues about opera, politics and the share market as if the parrot liberated her from her father’s bondage of silence. She assumed that the parrot was Malcolm’s way of overcoming a shyness that was a symptom of his widowerhood.


  One afternoon, as they drank iced tea on the front verandah, the parrot asked, Will you marry me, Mary? When she had recovered from her astonishment, she gave a relieved yes. Malcolm kissed her for the first time, then stood up and walked into the sitting room to ask her unsurprised father for his daughter’s hand. When he returned to the verandah Mary wasn’t there, only the parrot, bouncing up and down on its perch asking endlessly, Will you marry me, Mary? As he was wondering where she had gone, he heard the sound of something being smashed in the lounge room and, rushing inside, saw Mary triumphantly staring at the remains of an engraved emu egg scattered across the floor, looking like petrified rose petals. Why did you do that? he asked. Because that’s what we Australian girls do when we say yes to a marriage proposal. Malcolm remembered Elise doing the same thing when he’d first arrived in Sydney and now he knew why the Reade family had fallen silent with embarrassment. Staring at the remains of the egg, he heard the parrot’s piercing voice mimicking Mary’s Yes, as if mocking her answer.


  Mary prided herself on being the most musical of the family (as she would brag years later, I went to school with Dame Nellie Melba, or Nellie Mitchell as she was then, and we sang together, and some teachers thought, but perhaps they were wrong, that my voice had ‘more Body’) and wanted the famous opera singer Silvano Brassini, who was touring Australia and would be performing in Bendigo at the time of the wedding, to sing at her reception. But after arriving in town the Italian tenor, on being given a tour of a goldmine by some of his compatriots, came down with a bad case of gold fever, so much so that it was almost impossible for his handlers to drag him from the mine he had bought in order to fulfil his concert obligations while in the city. So the idea of singing at a wedding, no matter how large his fee, did not interest him. He replied through an intermediary, Only waiters sing at weddings. Watson sent his servants to try to change the Italian’s mind but all came back with the same story: Brassini had abused and ridiculed them.


  Watson was on the point of giving up when his daughter burst into tears. I want you to do something for me, Mr McEacharn, he said to Malcolm when alone with him, as if addressing a retainer. That same evening Malcolm went to the hotel where the Italian miners drank. Brassini was caked in dirt and stank of stale sweat, yet he seemed blissful, as if the search for gold had provided him with a higher purpose in life than singing. Instead of asking the tenor to perform at the wedding, Malcolm, acting as instructed, invited the Italian to come on a kangaroo hunt the next day in an area not far from his goldmine. I do not have the time! Brassini shouted at Malcolm, gleefully waving him away as if he were a pesky fly. Malcolm seethed at being treated as a servant by both his future father-in-law and this plump, stupid Italian, but restrained himself. As he left the hotel, he was puzzled to see Watson’s Italian servant on the hotel verandah, speaking quietly in his own language to one of Brassini’s fellow miners whom, as he listened, shook his head doubtfully. Malcolm thought nothing more of it, being more concerned about Watson’s reaction to Brassini’s response. But Watson merely grunted. I thought he’d say that. Anyway, we’ll still go ’roo shooting tomorrow, Mr McEacharn.


  Early next morning Watson, Malcolm and half a dozen servants and workers set off across the diggings towards the distant scrub. Near the Italians’ mine Watson yelled out There’s one! and fired at a target Malcolm thought was a figment of the old man’s imagination. Then Malcolm saw Watson wink at his blacksmith, who moved to within twenty yards the entrance to the mine. At that moment a figure emerged from the mine shaft, seemingly drawn by the sound of the shotgun blast, and stood confused, blinking quickly in the sudden sunlight. ’Roo! Over there! shouted Watson to the blacksmith, who spun around and fired his rifle. Brassini let out a cry and fell to earth, screaming in pain and clutching his leg. The hunters ran towards him. Blood poured out of his gaping wound, down the inside of his trouser leg and onto his boot. Sorry, I thought you were a kangaroo, said the blacksmith in a disturbingly detached voice. Brassini’s fellow miners clambered out of the shaft, including the one who had been talking to Watson’s servant on the hotel verandah. On seeing the writhing singer he seemed to flush with guilt. Brassini screamed for a doctor and one of his friends rode off to get one. You will live, Signor Brassini, said Watson, but it could have been worse. Much worse. Do you understand, sir? The tenor looked up from where he sat on the reddish earth clutching his leg and saw that the old miner was smiling. Brassini’s expression of anguish changed to one of astonishment as it dawned on him that he had been set up by one of his fellow miners. Can you come and sing at my daughter’s wedding? Watson asked with a smile.


  The incident made Malcolm realise that his father-in-law’s wealth was due to more than luck. Ruthlessness had played an essential part and was still doing so. He now understood, as he watched Brassini squirming in pain while waiting for the doctor to arrive, that Watson was also in control of his own life and future. I admire his hardness, he wrote to Andrew, inviting him to the wedding to be his best man for a second time. He was to say often, I learned valuable lessons from Mary’s father and one was the lack of sentiment if you want to achieve something.


  Once the wedding date had been set Malcolm sailed to Sydney to ask Reade for a small loan, saying it was for further help in establishing the shipping line. In reality, he needed money for a wedding outfit and the honeymoon. Upon arriving at the Potts Point mansion he was pleased that Elise was not there to moon over him. She was living in far north Queensland with her new husband who, her letters reported, was on the verge of a brilliant success. Reade was more than happy to provide the money after Malcolm showed him figures which proved that the number of immigrants coming to Australia was set to triple, meaning more ships would be needed. After leaving Reade, Malcolm was about to return to town when he saw the spire of St John’s church a few hundred yards away. He was not a religious man but he needed to assure himself that he was doing the right thing.


  At night he still dreamed of his dead wife. These dreams tormented and disturbed him with his unabated lust for her. But he never dreamed of Mary. It was as if he were so indifferent to her that she hadn’t even entered his consciousness. Sitting in a pew, he was so overcome with desperation and confusion that he found himself praying not to God but to Ann, asking her to forsake him so he could marry with a clear conscience. You have possessed me, let me go, he pleaded. Yet the plea plunged him into despair. He couldn’t believe he was demanding such a thing. If she abandoned him then he would no longer have a soul. She was his soul. He recalled those easy words he had spoken to the Reade family about people being made up of layers, like an onion that had no core, if they had not experienced love. Now he truly understood what he had been saying. If he dismissed Ann from his life, from his being, he would have no centre, no essence, no soul. He would be merely a man of layers with only a desolate void at his core. The emptiness, he knew with a stark sense of fear that chilled his bones, would end up destroying him.


  He looked at the stained-glass windows of Jesus, pilgrims and saints he didn’t know the names of and begged forgiveness from Ann for ever thinking of banishing her. He damned himself for ever wanting to rid himself of memories of her. Yes, they had haunted him and taunted him with the persistent awful realisation that she was dead, but those memories had sustained him and given him a reason to continue to exist when it would have been very easy, especially early on, to choose not to. She had, through her presence in his heart, made him a driven man. If he had allowed himself to wallow in self-pity, and had not striven to better himself, he would have been a man undeserving of her love, a love that was as organic to his being as the blood that flowed through his body.


  He sat in the pew for an hour cursing himself for his renunciation of her. Then, when he felt as if he were about to collapse in tears, his body suddenly convulsed, as if he were having an orgasm, and then he sighed and shuddered with relief. She had pardoned his lapse. He knew with perfect certainty that she would never leave him, she was in his blood, his sperm, his sweat. He walked out of St John’s tingling with euphoria. He had come to terms with the fact that he shouldn’t feel guilty about marrying Mary, in fact he had to marry her in order to become the wealthy, successful man Ann deserved. Her father had offered her up like a business deal and so he would regard it as a partnership, like the one he had with Andrew. No more, no less.


  When Andrew first met Mary he liked her because she seemed so normal, so sensible, compared to his own crazed angry drunkard of a wife who was dying a slow death of cirrhosis of the liver back in London. God forgive me, Malcolm, he confided to his friend as they sat talking and drinking the night before the wedding in Malcolm’s hotel room that shivered when the nearby Town Hall clock chimed, but it would be a blessed relief for me and for the boys if she passed away. Then Andrew finally asked the question that had been preoccupying him since he had received the news of the impending nuptials. Do you love this woman? Malcolm took a sip of his scotch—Andrew clutched his non-alcoholic fruit drink with the grim determination of a reformed drinker—and laughed. That’s a funny question. I like Mary very much. She is intelligent, an equal companion to a husband, and has many virtues, including a good business sense like her father. But Andrew wasn’t satisfied. Dare I ask—he began, but his friend interrupted. No, you may not, Andrew, but it is more than the money. I need a wife and a family. Ann would not like me to grieve anymore.


  Brassini, limping and leaning heavily on an ornately engraved walnut walking stick, sang from La Traviata in front of over a thousand guests. It was the largest wedding Bendigo had ever seen. Mary was happy, even though she knew Malcolm didn’t love her; she hoped, prayed that he would learn to do so, as widowers in novels often did. It was only natural that he still felt some attachment to his previous wife, even though he had never mentioned her. But there was another thing. He intrigued and frightened her. There was something impenetrable about him, as if beneath his urbane exterior, that never showed sullenness, dislike or aggravation, there was another, unknowable personality, with his own past, beliefs and future dreams. But the most disturbing thing about their courtship, as she was to say during an argument that the whole of Goathland heard years later, was that she couldn’t recall a word he had said during this time, but only the parrot’s.


  At the reception, Watson told Malcolm in that soft, wavering voice of his that he considered himself to be gaining not only a son but also a business partner. Malcolm sighed with relief—the convergence of money and marriage that he had sought was now a reality. The months stuck in Bendigo as prisoner of his own ambition had paid off.


  The couple honeymooned in the cool hills of Marysville, the town chosen by Malcolm as an obvious tribute to his new wife. But here there is a gap, as if you, Beatrice, couldn’t find out what happened or else you were leaving the researching of this period of Malcolm’s life for another time. Your next folder contains many notes to yourself about what and where you should be searching for material on the hectic years to follow. So I am having to do my own research now. Although you have written nothing about the honeymoon, it must have been important, especially for Mary, who we can safely say was a virgin. It doesn’t take long to discover, in those many books you have on Victorian society, that a bride of the time must have dreaded the wedding night. What a curious ordeal it would have been when the husband finally, after a blend of murmuring persuasion, jolly cajoling, flattery and sometimes undisguised irritation, entered her, thereby confirming her mother’s gnomic counsel: You will find there are intimate things to endure in your marriage, but it does give pleasure to him.


  We were too inebriated to consummate our marriage on our wedding night. Next morning you, bleary-eyed, beautiful, asked, Did we have sex last night? And when I told you we didn’t, you smiled and said that we had to do it even before we had breakfast, because the act made us husband and wife.


  Afterwards, we ate lunch at one of the many restaurants lining the pier below our trendy hotel room. What you put into me is slowly leaking out, you said proudly, as we gorged on the food, having forgotten to eat at the reception. Later, as we walked arm-in-arm along the pier, listening to the water slapping the poles, you stopped and looked back at the Woolloomooloo foreshore packed with hotels, shops and apartment complexes, and told me it was once a swamp. The methane gas used to rise from the swamps and young larrikins would set fire to the gas so that some nights the yellow, green and blue flames looked like Dante’s inferno. And now it’s tamed. That’s when I asked if you were going to write a new book. Could be, could be, you smiled mysteriously. I stood beside you, trembling with exhaustion after the draining wedding day, while you stared at the foreshore, lost in thought, perhaps imagining the inferno. The afternoon light bounced off the shimmering water, bathing your face and, despite your tiredness and hangover, it glowed, glowed as it had almost exactly twenty-four hours before, when I waited nervously at the altar for your arrival. I heard someone say, She’s coming. The February sun was so bright that anyone who entered the church doorway was rendered a mere ink blot and, for a moment, I thought it was you hurrying down the aisle towards me, but it was Aura, your niece, the flower girl, scattering petals before her. Then you arrived, a silhouette at first, your dark ethereal outline slowly vanishing to be replaced by your alabaster skin, shining like the sun hitting ice. (Your skin would have been the envy of those Victorian women who took pinches of arsenic in the hope that their faces would acquire a fashionable pallor). The sun’s rays sprayed through your blonde hair so that it seemed a brilliant and incandescent idea of hair rather than the material reality. When you were beside me you resembled one of those Nordic goddesses who are supposed to inhabit Ultima Thule. Even now, you look just as Nordic, ethereal and radiant as that day, as if you are permanently walking down the aisle, smiling at Father Thompson who, befuddled by your beauty, is going to forget the not in Lead us not into Temptation. And who could blame him? I felt blessed, privileged, elated that you were marrying me. After signing the registry we left St John’s and, escorted by a jazz band, and leading a serpentine trail of guests, we walked the two hundred metres to the reception at our favourite restaurant (the one where we had our first lunch together). The band played and people danced for hours and you, tipsy and joyful, danced the most, despite the fact that one of your heels had broken off. After throwing the damaged shoe away you whirled around the room with one shoe on. It did not affect your dancing at all, as if you didn’t need feet, but floated above the dance floor in a daze of euphoria. You didn’t want to leave the reception but your girlfriends—what you all call the clan—ordered you to go because the etiquette of the wedding reception meant you had to leave before the others, so that everyone could wave us off. I waited in the taxi and a few minutes later the clan emerged carrying you on your back, your one shoe still on, the other foot naked and grubby. You were laughing and yelling, I feel like a sacrifice. By the time we got to our hotel room one of the few words you could manage was Food! and, after nibbling at a club sandwich, you mumbled something and slowly fell backwards into an immediate deep sleep, while I stared at you, marvelling at your beauty and my good fortune. You have written nothing about Malcolm’s honeymoon but I can’t imagine him looking at his sleeping new wife and thinking like I did about you. After all, in defiance of all rational thought, he was falling even more deeply in love with his dead wife.


  8.


  WITH WATSON’S FINANCIAL BACKING Malcolm could at last launch the shipping line that had long been his dream. Since their fares were the cheapest available it was an immediate success, as he had predicted to his father-in-law. Malcolm knew that people wanted the opportunity to flee the Old World, with its famines, wars, pogroms, land clearances, slums, class system, overcrowding and dismal future. Because it was in its infancy everything was possible in Australia, whether it be mining, farming, building. The continent was virtually empty, except for Stone Age Aborigines and a scattering of people, most of them clinging to the coast. And so the immigrants put up with cramped cabins, rough seas, illnesses, inept ships’ doctors, callous crews and storms that threatened to engulf and drown them in the middle of vast, lonely oceans.


  While Andrew managed the shipping company from London, Malcolm operated it from Collins Street in Melbourne. The famous, plane-tree-lined street seemed to him to sum up the phantasmagoria of optimism and opportunity that was Australia; gilders, undertakers, Melbourne and Athenaeum clubs, newspaper offices, billiard rooms, livery stables, mansions, doctors’ surgeries, druggists, warehouses, schools, churches, barristers and solicitors, stockbrokers, real estate agents, building companies, tailors, photographers, exclusive shops that dressed women who did the Block—promenading Collins Street’s footpaths in fashionable Worth originals direct from London that flaunted the wearer’s wealth or marriage suitability—banks, insurance offices, barouches drawn by magnificent bays and steeds, mail phaetons, pony carriages, American buggies of every description, the tallest buildings in Australia: Gothic structures with pointed arches, ribbed vaults, high-pitched roofs and supporting walls reinforced by flying buttresses, and other buildings which were a curious and wonderful architectural fusion of Corinthian, Ionic, Doric, early English, late English, Queen Anne, Elizabethan, Renaissance Revival, Second Empire style and Italianate, so that the whole of the two-mile boulevard was a jagged skyline of turrets, towers and spires. Collins Street seemed to have only one purpose: to show off the extraordinary wealth of the colony, a wealth Malcolm now shared and wanted to enlarge upon until he was no longer dependant on his father-in-law.


  He and Mary lived in a house bought for them by her father. After a year she fell pregnant. She was pleased and not a little surprised, given her husband worked incredibly long hours and was seldom home. She supposed he was happy at the news, though he was so self-contained it was difficult to tell what his true feelings were. At times he seemed so artificially convivial that she felt like a business associate he was entertaining. Even his fastidious grooming and expensive clothes seemed like an armour worn to protect the real man. Sometimes, as she sat across a dinner-party table from him, she thought how curious it was, that this handsome man, with the red rose in his lapel, was her husband. She did not know what to make of him. Even his courtly manners, learned methodically from experts in deportment, conversation and elocution, seemed to distance him, as if he were an actor playing the role of gentleman. His unrelenting work, stoked by a constant willy-willy of energy, now impatiently released after several years of magnificent failures, distanced him even more from her, yet (and she always said this, even in the darkest moments of their relationship) she did admire him. He could have become a man of easy leisure living off her money, but he worked hard for his own successes. Her father called him Mister Spark, so brightly did he burn in everything he did, so electric did his actions seem. She tried to understand her husband, realising she would be living with him for the rest of her life. Determined to be a part of his life and share his interests, she accompanied him to music halls and theatres, a habit he had grown to like during his time with Mace. She sat through shows that featured a bawdy half-undressed singer whose innuendo-laden lyrics were as repugnant and coarse to her as they were amusing to her husband and the audience, an escapologist chewing his way to freedom through a block of ice, and a dead pig jolted into a hideous parody of life by electricity. She soon realised that he adored acts in which death was bypassed or reversed or ignored; women sawed in half, a girl crushed by a boulder, a decapitated corpse being brought back to life. For a logical man he seemed to be unhealthily fascinated by the irrational. Although she tried to enjoy these performances she could not hide her distaste. They were crude, vulgar and had none of the elevated tones of Wagner or Verdi operas which made Malcolm squirm as if, like the dead pig, the music jolted him into a parody of interest in her favourite art form.


  His remoteness began to gnaw at her, so that her body ached with her mind’s discomfort. Just whom had she married? A man who liked the cheap theatre sensations of the working class, but who was also driven by relentless energy, boundless optimism and a hunger for success fuelled by his obsession with the possibilities of the new age of electricity. Electricity in all its forms bewitched him. Whether it be the illusion of life given to a dead animal by a current or the prodding into momentary life of paralysed human limbs in electric baths. So convinced was he of the beneficial nature of the treatment that twice a week, before work, he visited a bath house a few doors from his office and lay in a gigantic enamel-coated tub where an electrical current, too weak to cause harm and often too weak to be felt at all, pulsated through his body, after which, he said, he felt invigorated. Mary thought the whole thing a piece of chicanery and was amazed that her husband could be duped by it. But then, this was another aspect of him that confused her.


  She hoped he would share his thoughts and, when she began to realise this would probably never occur, she wished he would at least get angry with her, just so she could see something authentic about him, something emotionally true. But even in circumstances during which a normal man would be justified in expressing annoyance, his smile would become wistful, almost condescending, as if he were Zeus looking down on lowly mortals. Her father, like everyone else, thought her lucky to have such an elegant, successful man who shone in society and behaved like a true gentleman, a rare breed in what members of their circle thought was a young, vulgar colony.


  And you can see how confident and proud he was at this time, judging from the photograph of him and Andrew—on one of his infrequent visits to Australia—you found in the company archives of the importers Burns and Philip. You pinned it on the wall above your desk. It shows Malcolm sitting on a stiff-backed chair in an upright, almost imperious manner. He has a slight manicured beard and closely cropped hair. He wears striped trousers, a lounge jacket with an upturned collar, a simple bow tie and a rose in his lapel. He is half turned away from the photographer and is staring far to the left, as if into the future. Sitting beside him is a similarly dressed Andrew, but with a cravat and no flower in his lapel. He is slouching back in his chair, arms folded. He has a full, dark, unruly beard and his melancholy eyes peer past the right shoulder of the photographer, as if looking into the past and only seeing heartache. Andrew seems to want to explain his misery, Malcolm wants to extol his vision of the future. He looks full of impatient energy and you sense he does not suffer fools gladly. You can also see that he would be difficult to get to know intimately and it’s easy to understand your frustration, and Mary’s.


  One night, at a ball, Mary overheard a woman remark that you could tell much about a person by their friends. The comment stayed with her. Perhaps it was a key to help unlock what he had hidden from her, whether on purpose or maybe at the urgings of his unconscious. His friends, she thought, might be a way of understanding him, especially as his father was dead and his mother had gone to India, a phrase he used in such a dismissive way that it implied she had vanished like one of those female assistants in a magician’s act. Really, Malcolm only had two friends—that she knew of: the lugubrious Andrew, whose eyes were the saddest she had ever seen, and the Frenchman Nicolle, whom she’d met for the first time at the wedding reception and who, when he spoke to her, could talk of nothing but of ice-making machines, herbalism and Theosophy. His spiritualist theories were made even more opaque by his rapid and badly accented English. But what made the brief conversation even more uncomfortable, in retrospect, was that he wore a suit almost identical to the ones her husband had especially tailored for himself, including a red rose in his lapel, which made him look like a disturbing simulacrum of her husband—or was it the other way around? If so, then it was even more unsettling that Malcolm had set out to consciously mimic another man. If these were his closest friends, what did it say about him? When she thought about it, the two men didn’t seem to add anything to her understanding of her husband, except perhaps to make him seem odd, which is something she hadn’t thought of before. After all, everyone else thought him so normal. Finally she decided that all she could do was place her faith in him opening up to her once they had a baby. Perhaps his affection for the child would enable him to desire his wife, its mother.


  Indeed, how can you understand your beloved from their friends’ behaviour or characters? Take your closest intimates, your half-dozen girlfriends. There’s Barbara, the advertising executive, a tall, buxom, single woman always dressed in black who wears stilettos and tight skirts that make her resemble a dominatrix. Tiny Sibylla with a squeaky voice and cheerful pessimism that perfectly suits her sarcastic weekly newspaper column. Debra, a gaunt wild-haired married woman with three children who never seems to see the positive side of anything. Robyn, the landscape gardener, with a foghorn voice and gentle disposition who is unable to marry a man unless her father adores him. Gem, the publisher, a chisel-faced beauty with disappointed eyes. And there is smart, aggressive Marianne, whose world is divided up into enemies and friends, a list that is always changing, so that one never knows when the enemy has become a friend and vice versa. The first time I saw you, ten years ago, you were sitting with your clan on a brasserie banquette. All of you were dressed in black, with thick white make-up and bright red lips, eyeing off the men at the nearby bar who, when confronted by the sight of seven attractive, self-possessed women, retreated, as if each woman was a limb of a black widow spider. Having a drink with a friend I backed off too and it was only because I met you at the top of the staircase, which led to the upstairs toilets, that we ever got together. I was tipsy, so were you. You swayed a little and then, as if falling on me, planted a kiss on my cheek. I’ve been looking at you. I think you’re cute. Come and say hello to me. I was stunned and could only watch in silence as you vanished down the stairs. Light-headed from your impulsive kiss and the alcohol, I returned from the toilets and sat down next to you on the banquette. What do you do? asked Barbara loudly across three of her girlfriends. I said I was a translator of French and German and you laughed, Ooh la la! Ten years later Debra is married and we are married but none of the others of the clan are. They all visit you here, in pairs or as a group, but never alone, because what could they say? What’s interesting, however, is that they visit you before heading off for a night on the town, where they seek out drink and sex as a way of dealing with your plight, you who remain stubbornly unconscious as a ghastly reminder of the frailty of life.


  It’s difficult to know how the clan, or each woman, illuminates something about you. I guess what you have in common is sexual confidence, intelligence, dirty jokes—and, boy, can you girls drink and party. When I swab your dry lips with alcohol, does it evoke memories of those parties when you jumped up and down on our bed—your head perilously close to the spinning blades of the ceiling fan—or sat on a piano top playing chords with your bare feet? Do you remember diving fully clothed into a swimming pool, kissing men and women with drunken abandon, and sashaying across rooms in high heels, flushed with excitement, knowing I was staring at your exquisite, wiggling arse?


  I met Barbara yesterday, by chance. Australia’s first ice lounge has opened down at Circular Quay. I visited it—for research, as you can well appreciate. There was, of course, the coincidence that Malcolm’s iceberg had docked at Circular Quay where the Ice Lounge, as it’s called, is located. The room is made out of three hundred and sixty blocks of ice imported from North America because, as you know (the information is in your notes), Canadian ice is still unpolluted, and so it provides the best and clearest quality. The ice glasses used to serve cocktails are created with pure water from New Zealand glaciers so that one’s tongue does not get stuck to the glass if you try to lick it. Before entering I was given a pair of fur-lined baggy overalls, furry boots, a fur-lined hat, thin inner leather gloves encased in thick outer ones. I was also given a timer to hang around my neck that would buzz when my time was up. After a short spell in an air-locked antechamber I stepped into a gorgeous domain. The room is made to resemble a lounge with ice curtains and furniture. In the centre of the room is an enormous ice statue of Michelangelo’s David. Everything except the floor is translucent and glowing with an eerie blue light. It’s as if everything is made of glass. If you stare too long at your reflection, as I did—wondering if I had really aged that much since your grotesque interment—it seems as if one’s very self is embedded deep in the ice. I felt as if my fraught soul had been captured and frozen. As I drank my vodka, while the barman casually smashed used glasses and chipped off any drinks spilled on the bar, I began to feel uneasy, not only from the sense that the ice had taken some essence of me and buried it deep within itself, but also because I felt buried in the ice, like the sailor discovered in the iceberg, only this time my face had none of his calmness, but an expression of someone on the verge of tears but unable to cry or grieve.


  There were about a dozen other people in the room but I easily recognised a familiar giggle, like that of a child laughing at someone who has hurt himself. It was Barb, who was with another of her anonymous temporary boyfriends (judging by his wedding ring, married, of course). She saw me and asked after you. I said nothing had changed and she said, I’m sorry to hear that, and I replied, Well, it’s better than the alternative. She looked at me as if I were ill and asked in a concerned voice if I was all right. As well as can be expected, I said, her stare making me uncomfortable. You must see a doctor, she went on. You know, like a therapist. She reminded me that the last time she visited you with Gem I was talking to you as if holding a conversation. Of course I was. I believe Beatrice hears me.


  Barb looked at me as if I were mad. I’m afraid I became testy with her, telling her that, as she had never experienced what I was going through, she was in no position to question my mental state. When I said that I had been consigned, like you, to limbo, the scatterbrain had no idea what I was talking about. She tried to change the subject by asking about how my work was going. I told her I had given up the translation of the Verne novel until you were released back into the land of the living. Her patronising look angered me even more and, motioning to the goofy guy she was with, I said, You must stop fucking married men—you ruin too many marriages.


  She was so shocked she couldn’t speak. Who the fuck is this spaz? said the boyfriend, as a waiter tapped me on the shoulder, telling me that my thirty minutes was up as I hadn’t heard my buzzer. My darling wife, I apologise for losing my temper with that woman. I’m sure I didn’t upset her enough to make her stop visiting you—and my darling Beatrice, I knew, looking at Barb, that of all the clan (and here I am being as objective as possible) you are the most beautiful, the most talented. And perhaps that’s why what happened to you was so shocking and unexpected. You never think terrible things happen to the beautiful and the gifted. Even your abiding interest in astrology was no help. If its predictions are true (and, don’t worry I will continue to read out the daily newspaper horoscopes to you), then why didn’t the stars forecast the crazed man and what was about to befall you? But then, perhaps the incident startled even the stars, unlike the wreck of the Altona (yes, I can feel you wanting me to get back to the story), which surprised Malcolm and Andrew, even though the actuarial tables of any shipping company proved that a disaster had to happen, because up until that point Providence had been remarkably kind to their firm.


  The Altona’s end came in far north Queensland, when a storm drove the ship onto the Great Barrier Reef, causing her to break up almost immediately. A dozen people drowned, but most of the crew and passengers were rescued, except for several survivors who wandered off into the bush in search of help. It was thought they were still roaming the coast, living off the land or had found refuge with Aborigines. On hearing the appalling news Malcolm sailed north to check on the situation himself.


  He disembarked at Cairns, a miserable shanty town built on mud flats that were infested with crocodiles and water snakes. The local representative of his shipping line, Rundell, a man who seemed to be permanently exhausted by his job and the tropical heat, escorted him to the site of the shipwreck, some three days north on horseback. The tropics astonished Malcolm; the luxuriant rainforests, the extravagant range of butterflies in brilliant blue, red, green and yellow, beetles with iridescent markings, barking frogs that climbed vines, tree kangaroos, huge bats with razor-sharp teeth, flying possums, countless species of birds, black cassowaries with blue necks and bony, helmeted heads, pythons twice the length of a man, deadly taipans, horned lizards, geckos shaped like leaves and those that sang like opera singers and yellow moths the size of his hand. And all the time the nonstop sounds of animals, birds and reptiles crying, screaming, growling, hissing, sniggering, clearing throats, banging, and sighing as loudly and frequently as his companion. The beaches were patrolled by monstrously huge crabs that Rundell said ate men; perhaps some of the survivors, he mused, had died that way.


  The two men stopped at an Aboriginal encampment not far from the site of the wreck to ask the whereabouts of survivors, but the natives pretended, so Malcolm thought, that they knew nothing about the Altona, despite their camp containing odds and ends from the wreck, including wooden crates and cutlery. The blacks paraded around in motley arrangements of clothes, with some of the men wearing sailors’ trousers and women’s hats, while the women wore petticoats and men’s jackets.


  All that remained visible of the Altona herself was a snapped mast and part of the stern poking out of the water. The graves of the drowned were on an embankment overlooking the waters to which they had succumbed. Staring at the dozen simple wooden crosses made out of driftwood Malcolm felt a profound sadness—and guilt. They had come all the way from England to start a new life in the Australian tropics only to meet with annihilation. That same night, before returning to Cairns, the two men camped near another Aboriginal tribe who, like the first, when questioned by Rundell in the local creole, denied all knowledge of the wreck, even though they could see the broken mast from their camp. Malcolm was kept awake by the relentless mosquitoes, Rundell’s heavy sighing—even in his sleep—the oppressive heat and even more oppressive thoughts of drowning men and women. He could not shake the dreadful images of gulping mouths filling with sea water, frantic limbs trying to thrash their way to the surface for air and bulging, terrified eyes. Finally, near dawn, he slept, only to be awoken by shrieking voices coming from fifty or so yards in front of him. Rundell also woke and both men, on seeing scores of ghastly white-painted natives running towards them, scrambled for their rifles, convinced they were about to be murdered. Then the warriors, only a few yards away, abruptly swung left and rushed towards another group who had jumped up from behind thick bushes, their black skins also painted white to resemble skeletons, their fearsome cries matching those of their attackers. Almost immediately the air was hissing with flying spears as the two tribes fought each other. The two astonished white men, crouching low and aiming their rifles, were only twenty yards from the battle. The Aborigines had an extraordinary ability to avoid spears thrown at them at such close range. Finally one native was transfixed by a spear that went right through him at such an angle that it pinned him backwards against a cabbage tree, but left him standing as if he were lazily watching the battle. The sight of the dead man spurred both sides on to even greater fury, for they closed in on each other and engaged in vicious hand-to-hand combat. It was easy to tell the local tribe because they had kitchen knives, tomahawks and iron bars made from the hatch battens pilfered from the shipwreck. Their inland opponents had only bush waddies and woomeras. The iron bars proved deadly, inflicting grisly wounds. After a quarter of an hour the enemy fled, leaving behind five dead and a handful of wounded.


  What stunned Malcolm was that the warring parties took not the slightest notice of the two white spectators within a spear’s throw. (When he was dying on the Sunbeam he mentioned this to Andrew, still amazed after all those years: They ignored us as if we were merely an audience that might appreciate their savagery and even applaud it.) After finishing off the wounded the victors chased the fleeing enemy into the dense rainforest. Now that the warriors had gone, the two men took the opportunity to ride into their camp, where only the gins, piccaninnies and old men remained. They asked them if they had seen any shipwreck survivors and a young woman pointed to a bark windbreak, behind which they came upon a naked white man in his early twenties staring contentedly at himself in a large oak-framed oval mirror that had once hung in one of the Altona’s saloons. His mirror self smiled on seeing them and he turned around, stood up and introduced himself, seemingly unfazed by his nudity. He said his name was Simon Ford. Short but muscular, with blue eyes and curly chestnut hair, he had a male member so big that it was never forgotten by men (and women) who saw it.


  When the Altona started to sink he had grabbed the floating mirror and clung to it. He woke up on the sand, his arms still clutching at his own reflection, and that was how the Aborigines found him. Believing that he was the protector of the mirror, they brought him back to their camp, allowing him to live because it seemed he had an important job caring for the sacred object. That was how Ford interpreted their actions, at any rate, and, before returning to Cairns with his two rescuers, he gave the mirror to the women and girls, who squabbled over who was to use it first in order to arrange their sailor caps in the most becoming manner. Ford rode the spare packhorse and, not long after leaving the camp, asked Rundell if he knew where he could find a platypus. When the weary man asked why, the sprightly shipwreck survivor replied, Because I want to stuff one.


  By the time the trio rode into Cairns two days later, Malcolm had been tied to his horse so as not to fall off. Delirious with malaria, he was put up in the doctor’s residence as there was no hospital, and there he grew weaker and more feverish, and soon was unable to distinguish between reality and hallucinations, so that at times he felt himself to be choking on a meal of gaily coloured butterflies or, in turn, being swallowed by a python, or being devoured, tiny morsel by tiny morsel, by huge mud crabs. When a wet sponge was applied to his forehead by Ford, who kept a bedside vigil, he felt as if he were one of the shipwrecked passengers drowning amidst the incandescent coral. Gradually the fever subsided and the pain in his joints lessened. One morning he heard his doctor say, as if from a distant mist-shrouded country, Mr McEacharn, this lady says she knows you.


  Upon opening his eyes Malcolm saw a slim woman with her hair pulled back in a bun and a pale drained face standing at the bedroom door. His eyes, weakened by the malaria, found it difficult to focus and he shook his head, not recognising her. Mr McEacharn, he heard her say. He blinked to focus and saw those familiar, piercing, pale blue eyes. She may have been only in her twenties, but the tropical sun—and, as he was to learn, bad luck—had severely aged her. Yes, I remember you, he said, recalling that strange, shrill daughter he’d met on first arriving in Sydney. Miss Reade. Miss Elise Reade.


  Elise had married her go-getter fiancé, Lachlan Cutter, who had, in the space of a year, lost his money in poor investments. He had dragged Elise north to search for gold but had found nothing and nothing found him. They were living on what little remained of her savings, while Cutter was said to be pondering his next move, telling anyone who would listen that he was not returning to civilisation until he was a rich man, a boast that caused the townsfolk to ridicule him openly; He’s a cut above us, is that Cutter.


  Over the next few days Elise visited Malcolm, bringing him food. In the afternoons, even though it was fearsomely hot outside, she lit a fire for him. Rugged up and shivering he’d sit with her and stare at the dancing flames for hours. Elise said fire was a maternal spirit, which, in his delirious condition, seemed to make sense. They’d occasionally play a game of Can you see the faces in the fire? and both would gaze at the flames and silhouettes of the burning wood, seeing in them the shapes of human faces. She’d ask him to describe the faces he saw, of which some were famous and others unknown, and she’d say, Yes, I recognise Mr Gladstone too, or Yes, it is the face of a drunken man. It didn’t seem strange to him, in his perilous condition, that she saw the same faces he did; in fact, it was a comfort and it meant that he wasn’t as harebrained as he sometimes feared. Only one time did he hold back the truth of a face he saw in the flames, because even in his feeble state he wasn’t going to share his vision with anyone, not even the concerned woman caring for him. He saw Ann’s smiling pale face, wavering in the staggering flames of a dying fire, and for a brief time he thought the flames had given her the energy to materialise from another dimension. She mouthed some words he didn’t catch, before vanishing, which caused him to cry out and reach for her, an action which Elise took for an attempt to grasp a glass of water. As he sipped the water, he wept silently. The tears, it seemed to him, filled up the glass as quickly as he emptied it. When Elise asked what he had seen he murmured, Someone I don’t know, wanting to keep the vision to himself, not willing to dilute what he had seen by talking about it, and especially not willing to share it with the overly inquisitive Reade woman.


  As his condition improved Elise read to him from several Jules Verne novels which, to his pyretic mind, seemed an equally feverish view of the world, with its monstrous fish, enormous submarines, giant holes in the centre of the earth and wives searching for lost husbands in the empty Australian desert.


  At the end of her week-long vigil Elise brought her husband to meet Malcolm. Cutter had a wild tangle of black curls and a bronzed, vacant face. Elise praised her husband extravagantly in front of the sick man lolling in a leather chair, describing Cutter as a man who got on with anyone, no matter what his station. Malcolm realised that Elise was angling for a job for her husband as the local representative of his shipping company. I am sure he does, started Malcolm, talking about Cutter as if he wasn’t in the room, wanting to tell her that he already had Rundell, but Elise seemed to read his thoughts. It’s tragic about Rundell, but the tropics do that to some men. The doctor and Ford had kept the news of Rundell’s suicide from him, waiting for him to recover enough to deal with the news that his employee had hanged himself, after writing a note scrawled in a drunken hand, that said simply: Life is shit!!!!


  After absorbing the news Malcolm didn’t have the strength to deny Elise. He told her that her husband could have the job if he wanted it. The offer had a startling effect on Elise. Weeping with joy, she hugged Malcolm so tightly that in his weakened state he felt as if she were crushing the very life blood out of him, bubbling Thank you, thank you. I will return the favour to you one day. I promise you. I make this promise. Cutter, standing in the far corner of the doctor’s living room, said nothing but shuffled uneasily as he watched his wife’s embarrassing display of gratitude.


  In the awkward silence that followed, Elise glanced at her husband, wanting him to express his thanks. Cutter mumbled something that Malcolm thought was a thankyou, only to be interrupted by the arrival of a smiling Ford carrying a box. This is for you, Mr McEacharn, he announced solemnly, and placed it on the sick man’s lap. Malcolm opened the lid and peered inside, automatically recoiling on seeing something furry. Take it out, ordered a pleased Ford. Malcolm saw it was a platypus and lifted it out. It’s for you, for saving my life. I trapped it and stuffed it. Malcolm examined its stiff body silently for some time, marvelling at how lifelike it looked. This is beautiful, he murmured. Quite beautiful. Ford beamed with delight.That animal made me want to become a taxidermist. When I was a boy I saw a stuffed platypus in the London Museum. I thought it was a taxidermist’s joke—you know, duck bill, mammal, beaver tail—and I learned taxidermy just so I could stuff one. Not many people can say that, Mr McEacharn. The gift moved Malcolm in a way he could not fathom and he looked up at the young man and smiled. Yes, not many men can say that, Mr Ford.


  A few days later Malcolm was well enough to return south. Ford accompanied him to Melbourne to open a taxidermy shop, funded by his rescuer. Elise and her husband saw them off. As the two men prepared to board the steamer, the taciturn Cutter shook his new employer’s hand, gushing, I will do my best not to let you down, Mr McEacharn. The statement did not bode well, but Malcolm was pleased for Elise’s sake. You are a magnificent man, she exclaimed, before kissing him directly on the lips, an act that in no way fazed Cutter, who cried out as Malcolm headed up the gangplank, Do you like ducks, Mr Mac? Malcolm looked back, wondering if he had heard correctly. I’m going to bag you the best ducks you’ve ever tasted and I’ll send them down to you in Melbourne. No charge. They’ll be a gift. Malcolm nodded his thanks and hurried on board, silently cursing the pushy Elise. Clearly his new manager was mentally unstable.


  He arrived back in Melbourne so thin that his clothes hung limply from him. He looked bedraggled and ill. As his wife grew plumper over the following months he ate his way back to health, and by the time she was ready to give birth he was firm but stout, and would remain so for the rest of his life. He thought the extra weight gave him an air of distinction; something he knew was imperative if he was to realise his ambition of becoming one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the colonies. If Mary was unsure about his inner life, now further hidden underneath a physically imposing shell, then her suspicion that he hid his real self, or another self, from her was realised on the day before she was to give birth. He came into her bedroom as her maid was tidying her hair and announced without preamble, If it’s a girl we will call it Ann. She was so shocked that she said nothing. The name was, of course, that of his first wife, and the fact that a daughter’s name would be an unavoidable reminder of his dead wife struck her as unnatural as well as being, she recognised bitterly, a sign that he was still in love with her.


  That night she prayed for a son, but she gave birth to a girl. When she saw the look of absolute adoration in her husband’s eyes as he cradled his daughter for the first time, cooing the name Ann, she felt a sense of deep betrayal—it was as if the soul of his first wife had entered the baby through his loins, and that made her not a true mother, but merely a vehicle for the transmutation of his dead wife’s spirit into the flesh and blood of the baby in his arms.


  On the third day, however, the baby died of pneumonia. After the doctor had confirmed its death, Malcolm, paying no heed to his wife’s distress, plucked the tiny corpse out of the bassinet and, without a word, marched out of Mary’s bedroom with it and into his own bedroom, where he placed the child on his bed and, making it clear he was not to be disturbed, even by his wife, kept vigil over it through the warm spring night. In the morning he opened his door and allowed the nurse to take the baby away. Mary was grief-stricken but also felt an intangible sense of relief, as if released from the burden of caring for her husband’s dead wife.


  Malcolm may have been racked with despair but he gave no hint of it. He comforted Mary with gentle platitudes, showed concern for the other mourners, including his father- and mother-in-law, as if he were a professional funeral director, and marched in front of the cortege that was led by a twelve-year-old girl, already at her age a professional mourner, who, on the way to Carlton Cemetery, tirelessly and rhythmically rang a small bell to remind onlookers that a child had died.


  9.


  AFTER SPENDING THE NIGHT ALONE with his dead daughter, Malcolm had emerged from his bedroom a different man, or so Mary thought—not at the time, but months later—when she realised that her husband had become even more distant from her. It was as if he had walked into the bedroom a real man and had emerged fully immersed in pretending to be himself, as if he were permanently on stage.


  Because of the success of his investments and the shipping line—despite its one disaster—competitors had stooped to appropriating his and Andrew’s ideas and plans by secretly reading their cables, forcing the two to use an elaborate code. It seemed to Mary that her husband had also become an unbreakable code. She gave up trying to fathom his inner life and resigned herself to a partnership with him, which meant that he was forthcoming about his financial ventures—and it pleased her that he sometimes took her advice—but shared nothing of his personal ambitions, desires or doubts (if he had any). Even she had to admit that there were times when she could not tell if he were angry, happy, melancholic, tense or contented. His exterior remained the same, even when embarrassed servants turned up from some of the most important families in the colony to ask discreetly for the return of some expensive item missing from their employer’s house, which he would order his wife to give back—not in a stern voice or even a disappointed one, but in a tone of sweet reasonableness that made her feel even more her ignominy. His immaculate appearance and manners obscured his emotional distance from those who worked with him or thought they were friends; they never suspected that they did not know the real man but engaged only with a pastiche of him.


  After the death of their child he seldom touched anyone, especially his wife, except in the basics of sex, which, he made clear by his actions, not his words, was undertaken merely for propagation. Despite this they were to end up having three children: Neil, Susan and Ann Madeleine, the last named by Mary in a desperate attempt to assuage the guilt she felt over a momentary sense of relief on the death of her firstborn, and to hope that the first name would unite them both to his first wife. But, as if punishing her for the death of their first child, he refused to use it, so she was always called Madeleine. He treated his children kindly and, even when angry, never attempted to threaten or punish them. When they hurt themselves, however, he never tried to soothe them with his touch. He moved away from them as if he feared that in touching them he would harm them even more. What Mary did not know, though Simon Ford did, was that during those long hours spent staring at the tiny body laid out on his bedspread Malcolm had come to the conclusion that he was cursed and that if he were to show too much affection, too much love, for his children, it would be the equivalent of the evil eye and the result could be fatal. In order for them to live he had to remain aloof from them. He knew it was irrational, but the two Anns had died much too prematurely and there was no way he was going to invite the death of anyone close to him again.


  And there was something else. In those dark hours with the corpse, Malcolm had pondered the unpredictability of life and the capricious manner in which death snatched it away. What was worse was that Time was like a giant eraser. It slowly and insidiously rubbed away at memories, no matter how vivid and strong, until all that was left were vague, blurry recollections. He felt at the mercy of Time and brooded on how to overcome its nihilistic power. As the sun rose that morning he came to the conclusion that he now had the money to stop Time by embalming his memories, like the iceberg had preserved the American sailor. So Mary was right; he did exit his bedroom a different man from the one who had entered it.


  He had set up Ford in a shop not far from his Collins Street office and he was often in there during his short lunch breaks or after work, watching the taxidermist furnish dead animals with the semblance of life. Malcolm felt curiously comfortable surrounded by the stuffed owls, dogs, cats and even snakes in permanent lifelike poses with bright blinking eyes as if they were frozen in time. He liked Ford not only because of his exceptional skill but also because of his easy manner. He was always in a good humour, unlike the morose and pessimistic Andrew. In return Ford enjoyed his benefactor’s company. Sometimes they would not say a word to each other for days and then they would talk of their pasts. The taxidermist never tired of the iceberg story and the celebrated voyage to England with the frozen meat, so it wasn’t that surprising that Malcolm would have Ford accompany him to Tasmania to help him put the first of his plans into operation.


  A schooner was leased to take the two men and several assistants to King Island. The ship was becalmed outside the reefs for two days until a wind sprang up, enabling them to clear the reefs where they anchored. They left the schooner in two whaleboats, one containing a coffin, and landed at the southern end of the bay, on a wide sandy beach. After a short walk inland they found several empty huts built by kangaroo hunters and people like themselves who had come to find the bodies of those who had drowned in the many shipwrecks that encircled the treacherous island like a permanent wreath. Rosemary, planted by a mourner some years before, now grew everywhere, its smell counteracting the bracing sea air with a mournful sweetness. After a night spent in the huts, Malcolm, Ford, and the half-dozen seamen trudged for hours through undulating country where the underbrush was so thick they struggled to get through it, the thorns and sharp branches tearing at their clothes and cutting their hands and faces. Progress was further slowed when they had to make their way across rugged rock and soft marshy soil to Cataraqui Point. It was night time when they reached the grave, marked by the blank marble slab that had nearly been buried under the wind-lashed sand. There, in the solemn darkness, broken only by occasional flashes of lightning out to sea, the eight men knelt around the grave, offering up their thanksgiving to the Lord. They found shelter behind a sand dune and when dawn came they returned to the gravesite to dig up the body. It had been reduced to a skeleton, with an arm and a leg twisted at odd angles.


  After gently removing the bones and placing them on the ground Malcolm was astonished at how puny the skeleton appeared; he had always thought of his father as a large hulking man. The bones seemed scant evidence that this had once been a man, a brave soul who had died as a captain of a ship should. But he felt relieved because, despite his father’s diminished frame, the skeleton was a physical reminder of him. There were no paintings or photographs of him so the bones gave that remembered silhouette filling the doorway of his childhood bedroom a materiality and, therefore, some sort of reality.


  The remains were carefully placed in a canvas bag and the group made its arduous way back, bending into a howling, freezing wind, to where they had landed. On the way Ford shot and killed a Tasmanian tiger slut. There were collectors on the mainland who would pay handsomely for it to be stuffed and mounted. In its pouch he found a young pup. It was about two months old, and the size of an apple, but it quickly died when exposed to the bitter cold while Ford was examining it. Malcolm cradled it in his hands, silently studying it for some time, once or twice shaking his head. He handed it back to Ford and told him to put it in the hessian sack with its dead mother. As he was to say to Andrew years later in sunny Cannes, as if still burdened by the memory, I arrived on the island without a corpse and returned home with three.


  A week later Malcolm gave his father a proper burial at the Carlton cemetery and placed on top of the grave an expensive obelisk that detailed his bravery in remaining on board his sinking ship until everyone else had abandoned it. He felt that he was not only closer to the father he had never really known but, in a way, that his father now belonged to him. Or to put it another way, he now owned his father, just as he owned the memories of his hideous death that he had forced out of Mace. He had rescued his father from oblivion and triumphed over Time.


  Ford bottled the pup in alcohol and put it on display in his shop window. A fascinated Malcolm would often pick up the bottle and stare at the foetus drifting in the pure alcohol, its bare skin showing the faintest signs of hair, but no evidence at all of its famous stripes. Its eyes were closed and it appeared to be contentedly dreaming.


  So began what Mary called his disgusting hobby. His willing partner in this was Ford, a man who stank of pure alcohol and formaldehyde, a man whom she disliked because she suspected her husband told this untidy, smelly ghoul his private thoughts and shared secrets with him that he wouldn’t with her. When Malcolm first showed her the tiger pup she almost vomited—it was ugly, like something out of a nightmare. Yet he was entranced by it, excited by the notion that, it was born but not really born. She made her revulsion so apparent that it was the first and last time he showed her anything from what was to become an extraordinary collection, the likes of which had never been seen in Australia.


  (It appears that the tiger pup is the only specimen still in existence of what was part of the massive, strange menagerie, or so you speculated, after showing me a colour photograph in the Sydney Morning Herald of a bottled Tasmanian tiger foetus that was to be used as an experiment to see if it could be cloned. It was thought to be over one hundred years old. You’d planned to make an appointment with one of the scientists to see whether it was the specimen from Malcolm’s collection; and if it was, you wanted to handle the bottle that Malcolm had once held, Just so I can get close to him, so I can understand why he was so beguiled by such things. Those words were among the last I remember you saying, the night before the day that changed our lives. To be more precise, your last words to me were spoken on the telephone. You laughed and said, I think Malcolm’s taking over my life. I’m going for a walk to clear my head. Since then I’ve called the museum and one of the scientists told me that they don’t know the providence of the tiger pup. But it would be wonderful if I could prove it. If I could then bring the bottle to your bedside and wrap your fingers around it so that you can connect with him. Maybe the sensation of holding what he held will, like an electric shock that compresses time into an instant, connect you two together and shock you awake. I know, I know, I am clinging to the slenderest of hopes, but hope and prayers are all I have.)


  Now that he had properly buried his father, Malcolm moved on to the next stage of his grand project. He hired the architect James Starr to design and build a house on the highest hill that overlooked Melbourne and its rigid grid of city streets, dribbling away into dilapidated villages, undrained tracks, houses surrounded by swamps and bogs, and where cattle sank to their knees in putrid mud. Of all the architects he had interviewed only Starr seemed as obsessed by perfection as he was. The architect had no time for social niceties. His manners, if you could call them that, were abrasive; he saw no need to defer to his clients and, like Malcolm, did not tolerate fools. Mary was distressed. Malcolm had not listened to what she wanted. He pretended he did, interviewing those architects who were more than prepared to design something in the Gothic revival style she admired, but then dismissed them as nimcompoops and dunces. Against her wishes he chose Starr and added, when announcing his decision one night at dinner, that the native-born architect understood that a young country needed a new architecture and he would transform the curate’s egg of English styles into an Austral emu egg. The flippant mention of the egg, given what the symbolism of breaking it had meant to her, hurt Mary deeply. But she knew she could say nothing because he would be using his own money. The worst thing was that the house would be his vision and she would be relegated to the part of an extra in his extravagant spectacle. Infuriated, she fled the dining room, slamming doors behind her in a cacophony of protest.


  A crumbling mansion was torn down and a giant hole took its place. So enormous was it that the city joked that McEacharn’s digging his way to China. Starr was brilliant, but eccentric. He believed that there was such a thing as an Australian style of architecture and that it took from the best of all eras, melding them into a fusion that incorporated memories of our European past, so that like memories (as he wrote in an article you found), it contains the sharpest moments, the highlights, the bright shards of remembered light. He viewed his creations as divinely inspired; he frequently intoned in his squeaky voice that brooked no mockery, I am God’s work. But he had met his match in stubbornness. Malcolm was a man who, once he started out on a project that was important to him, kept a keen eye on even the most minor of details, whether it be the layout of the kitchen or the amount of gold leaf to be used in the wall trimmings. There were countless passionate arguments, most of which resulted in Starr storming out of his work tent, or walking off the construction site. But he always returned, knowing that this unique, all-electric residence would be the most beautiful he had ever designed. He could not bear the thought that McEacharn would bring in another architect to foul his vision if he resigned.


  The mansion rose slowly from the hole, like a creature emerging from its burrow. As it materialised from the darkness of the soil into the light of day, it drew a regular parade of onlookers, who came to witness the construction of what it was predicted would be the grandest house in Melbourne, if not Australia. At the same time Ford, now having closed his taxidermy shop and working exclusively for Malcolm, spent his time organising the collection of animal foetuses from across Europe and the Americas. As usual with Malcolm, if he was going to do anything, he was going to do it thoroughly. Every day there was a stream of deliveries of bottled foetuses and embryos to the warehouse, which was used as a temporary storage facility until the permanent space was completed. Once the process of collection was in place, and could function without Ford, Malcolm sent his assistant to England on a mission that not even Andrew was to be aware of. He was given as much money as was required to buy as many objects as he could from detailed lists his employer had drawn up, having written them out in a state of grief and remembered happiness.


  It seemed to Malcolm, as he neared forty, that he had found the true goal and direction of his life, and the strands that made up his secret self were slowly and methodically knitting together, gradually forming an unbreakable ligature of purpose before his eyes. Everything seemed to be going well: his businesses, the construction of the mansion, Ford’s missions to England (judging by his cables, in which the coded words frequently reported successes, both large and small) and his marriage, now that Mary had finally given up asking him what he was thinking. She had thrown herself into her role as the wife of an eminent man, involving herself in charities, organising musical concerts (the tenor Brassini was a regular guest singer, his exaggerated limp and awful English parodied at many dinner parties) and smart galas where she was, as Malcolm told her, the perfect hostess. They were now the wealthiest couple in Melbourne and, because of it, their parties and soirees attracted Victorian Premier Matthews, Governor Brassey (the very man who, a quarter of a century earlier, had taken the young Malcolm on a tour of his famous father’s projects), Police Commissioner Richards (whose authority was undimmed despite persistent rumours of the goings-on at his own dubious men’s nights), famous artists, knights, scientists and engineers—in fact anyone who mattered. Although they led increasingly separate lives Malcolm’s admiration for his wife’s social skills was obvious. I can understand that, because I admire your social skills, above all the way you set everyone at ease at dinner parties. As you know, it takes a few drinks before I can be spontaneous and relaxed. I have never told you this, but I’ll tell you now: I am shy and sometimes embarrassed to be in the company of your friends, especially your clan because they have important and interesting jobs while I translate French and German scientific papers and books on obscure topics that interest few people, and only specialists at that. But once the booze has taken effect and I am at ease, it doesn’t bother me because I experience a vicarious pleasure as I watch you throw yourself into party mode, radiant with pleasure at making everyone happy; your alabaster face glows with joy, your green eyes become incandescent. Even your blonde bob seems brilliant. Six weeks before that terrible day, at the last party we held, I could reply to a guest’s automatic question about what I was working on with an answer that did spark curiosity: Oh yeah, that guy—he wrote something about under the sea ... His name was always on the tip of people’s tongues but never tumbled out of their mouths—except once in the noisy pratfall of Herman Melville—so I’d have to tell them, Jules Verne is the guy who wrote Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, and then, as their eyes glazed over, I’d add, Since I was young I have adored his Voyages extraordinaires and have always wanted to translate one of his novels into English. The present translation of Les Indes noires is so dire that I consider it my duty to do it justice in English. It was you, of course, my darling, who suggested I translate the novel, even though you have always been bemused, even amused at times, by my addiction to Verne, whom you think of as a kiddies’ author (although without his spirit guiding me I could not be writing Ice for you). After I had finished simultaneously translating Bernard Kloster’s Abschleppen Eisberge and Gert Neuman’s seven-volume opus Die Pilze, for a ridiculously small amount of necessary money, you said to me, You’re exhausted—now do something for yourself. I have an advance for Malcolm’s biography, so we don’t need money for a couple of months. And you were right. I threw myself into the work, enjoying each page as if I had written it myself. Now, for obvious reasons, I have put Les Indes noires on hold so I can write this, so I can connect with you, in the way you wanted to connect with Malcolm by holding the bottled tiger pup. Yes, I know what you’re thinking—Get back to Malcolm’s story.


  As I’ve written, everything was going well, except for Elise’s husband in Cairns. Was Cutter a fool? A drunkard? Going troppo? Or all three? He was proving incompetent at negotiations with the militant maritime unions and there were frequent and expensive disputes with them. Much of his correspondence with Malcolm was about ducks. He was determined to send the ducks he had promised to his employer, but although he put them in the ships’ freezers they always arrived spoilt. Malcolm found it extraordinary that frozen meat could be shipped successfully to England but the ducks from Cairns always arrived in a putrid state. He wondered if Cutter was doing it deliberately, but the manager’s letters were always full of obsequious apologies and promises to send more of them, even though Malcolm begged him not to. The ducks also caused other trouble. One time Cutter removed his trousers, in order to wade into a waterhole to retrieve a duck he had shot, when the angry selector’s wife arrived, stole his trousers and did not return them until she had exacted an apology for Cutter trespassing on her land. He agreed to settle damages for an outrageous fee, which Malcolm had to pay, the result of which was a mournful letter from Cairns: I wound up as I began, discouraged and sick at heart that there is much drink among staff and much laziness. I am worried almost out of my life about one thing and another. Those ducks have been put in the ice room of the Barcoo immediately and this time I can see no problem about them arriving in perfect condition. Of course they arrived in the same vile condition as the previous ducks and Malcolm, not wanting this black farce to go on any longer, wrote back saying they had arrived in perfect condition and were delicious. But even resolving that didn’t stop the inefficiency in Cairns, nor the wharfies’ unrest and demands for better conditions and wages (Malcolm had always disliked unions and the union unrest in Cairns helped push this distaste into an all-consuming hatred). Rumours and gossip also reached Malcolm of Cutter getting drunk with his staff every evening, when they would strip down to their underpants and then hit each other with sticks for ‘exercise’ until their legs were black and blue.


  There was only one thing to do. He wrote to Cutter, saying he was reconsidering his position as manager. There was no reply for a week and then he received a letter, not from his dissolute manager, but Elise. I understand your position, Mr McEacharn. Mr Cutter’s a blockhead and has always been a blockhead. You’ve been more than kind to my wayward husband. He is my mistake. I will learn from it. She wrote of leaving him and finished her letter with: Mr McEacharn, I will treasure that time we saw the same faces in the flames.


  It was a typically odd thing for her to write but Malcolm had little time to brood over what she had said because he was keeping a vigil over a very ill Watson who had come to Melbourne to be closer to medical specialists. His father-in-law seemed to have shrunk, and his once-bright eyes dulled into a distant stare. He was afraid of dying in a deep, primal way and wanted his son-in-law to share his terror with him. It’s not the dying, it’s what happens to my body, Malcolm. I’m afraid, I’m afraid of what’s going to happen to my body. If my body rots, will my soul? He had a dread of worms which had come about because of the countless corpses of failed prospectors he had seen being devoured by worms after they had died of thirst, hunger or suicide. Will that happen to me? Will that happen to me? he asked relentlessly. Malcolm had never seen such concentrated dread in a man. As he ranted and raved, his faint Scottish accent grew thick and, at times, almost impenetrable. But what Malcolm now understood was that his father-in-law had a deeply superstitious mind of which he had had no previous inkling. Watson’s eyes would widen like a child’s on seeing something horrifying before him, and he half chanted, half bawled about goblins, brownies, sprites and firemaidens. Sometimes he howled like a dog, and shouted that he was The King of Darkness and Gold. He pissed and shat himself and screamed for his mother.


  Three days after Malcolm wrote to Cutter telling him he was fired, a telegram arrived from the Cairns doctor. Cutter had killed himself. He had been found in his bedroom, having stabbed himself eight times with his wife’s bodkin. He finally succeeded in putting the needle into the organ he had been fruitlessly searching for seven times—his heart—and had been found by Elise naked and slumped in the corner of the room where he had crawled off to die, as if wanting to be found in the most abject position possible. Malcolm hired a new manager and sent money to Elise, who replied with a brief note thanking him, adding, I am now a free spirit. Not long afterwards three frozen ducks arrived from Cairns with another note: These are the ducks my husband owed you.


  A day later Watson was struck down by a severe stroke and spent the last month of his life unable to speak, his face frozen in an expression of open-mouthed horror as if, at the moment the stroke paralysed him, he had seen an ineffable and terrifying vision. Malcolm organised for his father-in-law to be buried inside three lead-lined coffins, so as to permanently defy the worms, goblins and brownies that had so petrified him. As Malcolm marched with the miners from Kent House to Bendigo cemetery, before a specially built hearse that could withstand the weight of the three coffins, it seemed to him that his world had always been circumscribed by death rather than life, and this phenomenon made his quest to out-stare death—even conquer it—more urgent than ever.


  10.


  MALCOLM BEGAN TO DEVOTE HIS FULL attention to the completion of his house, which was taking longer than expected. Starr lived on the site. He was always attired in an open, flowing black frock coat, low-cut contrasting waistcoat with domed silver buttons, a loosely tied bow tie and high-waisted striped trousers slit over spats. The band of his bell topper incorporated a unique ventilating device, so that when the wind blew his hat would hum. It was said that he had worn the same costume since arriving in Sydney thirty years before. His wife was twenty-three years older and she treated her husband like a son and spent just as much time on the building site as he did.


  Starr didn’t eat until he felt hungry and then demanded food at once, and his wife would then order the on-site chef to immediately cook something on his own ingeniously designed portable stove. Watched over by his solicitous wife, Starr ate at a table only big enough for one, and used cutlery much smaller than normal, as if for a midget. Meat was eaten with a small knife and miniature fork, and dessert with a teaspoon. He drank wine from a tiny glass no larger than a thimble. Because he suffered from Bright’s Disease he thought that by eating small portions he could protect his aching kidneys. His temper, egotism and intolerance caused many workers to resign, which was why the house was behind schedule. When Malcolm confronted Starr about the time the construction was taking (Is it possible, Mr Starr, that this house will be finished by the end of the century!) the volatile architect would blame his workers for being sloppy and not understanding that the house, as he often said, is as subtle and complex as the most intricate jigsaw, and if one piece were put in the wrong place then the house will not make sense. All Malcolm could do was sigh with exasperation, because he knew that no other architect could possibly incorporate into one idea such a heady blend of styles.


  While this was going on, Ford made five secret trips to England, returning with crates of items he had found or bought. It was rumoured later that Ford had wooed many women in order to obtain what his employer had requested. Of course, all you have to do is visit the Sydney University medical museum to see Ford’s huge bottled penis to understand at a glance how he could be so successful with women, given he was not a suave or articulate man. (Ring any bells? It should. I remember you coming home from the museum so horny I squirmed with desire in the back seat of the taxi on my way from the medical museum, saying—and how sweet this sounds to the ears of a man—Ford’s penis reminded me of yours. But what occurs to me now is how strange it is that of all the thousands of bottled specimens, only Ford’s penis survives, and possibly that of the Tasmanian tiger pup.)


  Drunk and penniless in a waterside pub towards the end of his life, Ford, boasting of his sexual prowess and his many conquests amongst the pliant shop girls of St Kilda boarding houses and throughout the Yorkshire moors, became annoyed when his stories were not believed. To prove they were true he dropped his trousers in front of a bar full of patrons, including a drunken professor of medicine who, on seeing that stupendous donger, offered two pounds on the spot to purchase the freakish appendage after his death. It now floats aimlessly in a bottle next to other prodigious penises, including that of a sperm whale. (Forgive this digression, but I want you so badly. How easy it would be for me to close the door and lie beside you. I would listen to your breathing, feel your heart and then roll on top of you and take you like a lover should. This morning, while I was searching for a clean pair of underpants in my drawer, I came upon those photographs I took of you: standing naked in front of your reflection in the wardrobe mirror; lying naked and prone on the bed with your perfect apple-shaped buttocks ready for me; one where you stand in the middle of a field, legs wide apart, dress pulled up to your waist, smiling as you piss; the series of photographs of you with the vibrator. I have an aching desire for you that causes me to wake at night and squirm with lust. Sometimes I feel I am going mad with longing. Yes, yes, yes, yes—I know. Get back to what was happening under the house, because that is the key to Malcolm, isn’t it? Or perhaps you never knew. You suspected that something secretive and extraordinary went on under the house, but you never had the time to investigate whether it was true or not, as I have.)


  Starr may have been in charge of the construction of the house, but Malcolm was controlling every aspect of the construction underground. An inconspicuous cellar door at the rear of the mansion, near the servant’s entrance, opened onto concrete stairs that led down under the floor to a huge metal door, which opened into a foyer that forked off into long corridors leading to dozens of rooms with vaulted roofs and marble columns. There was an enormous generating plant with boilers powered by two nine-foot flywheels which, in turn, drove dynamos that produced enough electricity to light a town. It was housed in a distant underground room, reinforced with concrete, with a cork overlay to mute the noise. It ran everything below ground and above. The whole house ran on electricity, whether it be the servant bells, ceiling fans, kettles, stew pans, frying pans or ovens. So dependent was the mansion on electricity that it was referred to as The Electric House and visitors reported that, although one couldn’t hear the generators, the house seemed to pulsate softly, as if alive.


  Malcolm was so convinced that the future would be electric that he thought of becoming Lord Mayor of Melbourne just in order to introduce electric trams and to provide electric lights for the entire city. They would deliver so much light that night would become day and it would reduce crime because darkness created occasions for wrongdoing and violation. He saw a time when markets were lit up so brightly that people shopped through the night. Electricity’s benefits seemed unlimited. He had read that it could even save women from madness. If electrodes were applied to their genitals they were shocked out of their manias.


  Mary became increasingly curious about what her husband was building under the house. He fobbed her off until she confronted him one evening as he was supervising the unloading of several crates to be taken into the basement, demanding to know what was happening beneath her feet. The next morning Malcolm escorted her under the house, accompanied by the unshaven, untidy Ford, who had the pallor of a man who hadn’t seen sunlight for some time.


  Upon stepping into the entrance foyer she couldn’t believe her eyes. It was something out of The Arabian Nights, with an azure-tiled floor, emerald green and crimson walls, and a vaulted ceiling painted dark blue, embedded with tiny light globes representing stars. He opened a large oak door at the end of the hall and led her into a darkness that smelled of hospital disinfectant. Ford turned on the main switch and soft lights bathed a series of long narrow corridors branching off in several directions. Each corridor had shiny wooden shelves and vitrines from floor to ceiling. As her eyes grew accustomed to the dim light she let out an involuntary gasp—the shelves were stacked with bottled foetuses and embryos of all shapes, sizes and species. The subterranean world was a shrine devoted to her husband’s morbid obsession. The thoroughness astonished her. Every single species of kangaroo, wallaby, glider, possum, dunnart, bandicoot and rat was represented. Chicks had been extracted from eggs and, again, it seemed to her as if every bird from the emu to the sea eagle had been collected. Row after row of animals and birds; all bald, their eyes closed. They floated in their glass prisons, as if waiting to be born.


  The trio marched in silence along several corridors that branched off from each other, like a labyrinth. Malcolm stopped at one intersection of corridors and asked if she wanted to see the main rooms. Dumbfounded by what she had seen, all she could do was nod. Turning a corner she found herself in a wide hallway, almost like a long room. Floor-to-ceiling mirrors lined both walls. She glanced at her reflection and then jumped in fright when she saw an infinite series of images of herself staring back at her with open-mouthed shock. She looked over at her husband’s reflection and saw countless Malcolms smiling at her. Why this? she asked the first of Malcolm’s reflections. It’s a copy of the mirrored hallway in Versailles, his identical selves replied. But why?


  Before her husband could respond there was a sudden whirring, bull-roarer noise. Mary recoiled as something flew over her head and landed on Ford’s shoulder. It was a huge barn owl, with what at first seemed like a piece of string but which she soon realised was the tail of a mouse hanging down from its menacing beak. This is Harfang, said a proud Ford, softly stroking its breast. She catches the mice and rats. The owl momentarily tilted its head, as if to further open its gullet, and the tail vanished. Then, from the vantage point of Ford’s shoulder, it peered down at Mary. She felt that its huge omnipotent eyes, covered with a translucent golden glaze, bored right down into her soul, as if wanting to eat it. Malcolm gazed at the raptor with affection, then turned to his wife.


  Do you still want to see the main rooms? They’re not finished yet. She shook her head. She had seen enough. What distressed her was that Malcolm and his assistant didn’t seem to find anything unhealthy or perverse about this macabre underworld. It was as if her husband had built a queer, even inhuman cathedral to house his other self, the self he hid from the rest of humanity. It seemed to her that it was a sign of a giant fissure in his being and this other man, the man she did not know, was now running amok beneath the floorboards. She found this underground version of her husband so creepy, so unwholesome, that she was physically revolted. I’ve seen enough, Malcolm, she snapped, and hurried back the way she had come. But she quickly became lost among the many corridors and so she had to allow Ford, with that grotesque raptor still on his shoulder, to guide her out and up into the garden. There, in the sunlight, she gulped down the clean air that smelled of flowers and freshly cut grass like someone just saved from drowning. She vowed never to go down there again. She had spent the early years of her marriage desperate to know what was inside her husband’s mind, but now that she had seen physical evidence of his interior life she was horrified and did not want to know anything more. If the truth be known, Malcolm was pleased, because as a result she did not see the full extent of what he was constructing—for how could he have explained it without hurting her to the core of her being?


  He organised a celebration for the completion of the mansion and gardens. On a crisp sunny day in late spring he opened up his property to the public. An eager and curious crowd, thought to be upwards of fifty thousand Melburnians, turned up to gaze at the eccentric house which married architectural influences from across the centuries. Theoretically the forms should have clashed, but they were so subtly woven into a unified look that the proud architect termed it the New Austral Style. The crowd marvelled at the all-electric stately home with gardens so splendid and vast they rivalled the Botanic Gardens. Food stands, saveloy carts and dozens of ice-cream stalls were positioned across the lawns. Wherever you were in the garden there was either a Scottish military band, Italian hurdy-gurdy performers or Hungarian organ-grinders. There were strolling jugglers, boy acrobats plucked from the streets, clowns for the children and a galvanist who specialised in the use of vitalium and resurrectine. His covered wagon was lit up inside so that the public could see clearly the decapitated heads of pigs, cows and dogs simulate life by opening and closing their eyes. Their muscles twitched when attached to an electrical current, demonstrations of which caused some women to faint. On the huge front patio a harpist dressed as a mermaid played haunting music while inside the house opera singers and string quartets performed. Throughout the day, slow moving lines, whispering in envy, filed through the house in order to gawk at the two ballrooms, nineteen bedrooms, four sitting rooms, five drawing rooms, four dining rooms, smoking room, library, billiard room, conservatory and eight servants’ quarters. They gazed in awe at the electric kitchen, the telephone system, electric heating and a system for electrifying bath water. In many of the rooms life-sized copies of statues of Greek and Roman gods, carved from ice, shone with perspiration as they slowly melted over the day. Melbourne had never seen anything like this extravagant and unapologetic demonstration of wealth—even Governor Brassey’s enormous mansion, the nearest equivalent in size and imposing presence, seemed paltry and sober by comparison.


  Late in the afternoon, Malcolm stood on a platform in the garden and publicly thanked the proud architect, whose top hat seemed to hum with pride, and Mary, for whom he said he had built the stately pleasure dome. And this, he announced grandly, motioning to the gardens and the house, is Melbourne’s Taj Mahal. His impressed audience applauded and gave him three cheers, then he unveiled a massive wrought-iron gate to be installed that evening at the driveway entrance. Pointing to a name inscribed in wrought-iron letters three yards high across the gate, he announced that the house and gardens would be called Goathland. On hearing the word, Mary was suddenly nauseous. He had not forgotten his first wife and now had humiliated her with this public declaration of how necessary she had been and still was to him.
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  GOATHLAND MADE MALCOLM A HOUSEHOLD name and he ran for the position of Lord Mayor of Melbourne. Despite accusations that he was a snob and superficial dandy, plus a smear campaign alleging that he had attended Police Commissioner Richard’s men-only soirees, where it was rumoured blindfolded and naked women musicians performed and then serviced the men, he was easily voted in by an electorate who enthusiastically embraced his slogan, The world is electric—Melbourne will be the first truly electrical city. As far as Malcolm was concerned everything he had learned about electricity (and he had been as thorough as he had been in researching ice) had convinced him that the world itself was electric: the electricity flowing through telegraph lines was the same that moved human muscles. It was the force that throbbed from zone to zone, leapt from sky to earth in jagged bolts, darted from earth to sea, coursed in the sap of growing gum trees, ran along the nervous tissues of living human beings, and even made the facial muscles of the decapitated head of a pig or sheep twitch with life, making it grimace, the jaws move and the eyes open and shut.


  His enthusiasm and work ethic was admired because he did indeed electrify the city. He personally oversaw the construction of an electric tramway grid, which became the envy of the world. He also created the giant telephone mesh that had the unforeseen result in telephones being connected to popular brothels and thereby creating the world’s first ‘callgirl’ network. He was also conscious of his role as benefactor. After the great Flinders Street fire, which took two days to quell and destroyed most of the buildings lining the long thoroughfare, he paid, from out of his own pocket, for water plugs to be provided in all of the city streets. He gloried in his role as the magnate of Melbourne. He raised the first Scottish regiment at his own expense, fitted it out complete with kilts and feathered bonnets. Even though he knew nothing about the military he became its first commanding officer, employing an ex-soldier to drill them while, wearing the tartan kilt of the McEacharn clan, he oversaw it all from the comfort of a viewing platform. They marched to the sounds of bagpipes across the lawns of Goathland, making a noise the Englishman Ford found so hideous he would scurry under the house—that’s if he were not in the Mother Country on one of his frequent clandestine errands, with new detailed lists and drawings of something else Malcolm had remembered he needed.


  In spite of his success in changing the city for the better, and his uncommon philanthropy, he had his enemies. His friendship with the pompous and extremely unpopular Governor Brassey was often lampooned or criticised because it seemed that Malcolm had blatantly chosen sides in an increasingly acrimonious struggle between the trade unions, their socialist followers and the rich. Kiss my arse, Brassey, larrikins yelled whenever the Governor attended public meetings. Sometimes the abuse was even more coarse: Let’s put our arse on a Brassey! they would cry, a reference to Lady Brassey, who was responsible for the cycling craze which obsessed Melbourne at the end of the century. Malcolm earned the hatred of those he called the mob by having the police break up illegal demonstrations and eject agitators from his meetings or lectures. When trade unions wanted to hire the Town Hall for a public meeting to protest against the injustices meted out to the Jewish French soldier Alfred Dreyfus, he refused to allow them to use it. Violent demonstrations outside his Town Hall office went on for some weeks, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t as if he were anti-Jewish, it was that he loathed socialists and trade unions because they were organisations and ideologies that wanted something for nothing. Like most self-made men he believed everyone had to work as hard as he did, that men had to fight and claw their way from poverty to riches, and that the socialist ideal of the equal distribution of wealth would result in laziness and falling standards.


  Malcolm was derided by left-wing newspapers for his use of soldiers and police in the breaking of the great Maritime Strike that threatened to bankrupt his shipping line, for the foppish way he dressed and, worst of all, they mocked Mary’s seemingly incurable habit of stealing anything she could pocket from other people’s homes. She could not control the urge, and what made it even more difficult to understand was that she had no need of anything she pilfered. Malcolm ordered his wife’s maid to search her mistress’s bedroom daily for stolen goods. When she found them she’d pass the items on to Malcolm’s valet, who would track down their owners and return them with the standard apology: I’m sorry, this seems to have inadvertently ended up at Goathland.


  At Malcolm’s suggestion she underwent electrical therapy. Wires and probes, powered by large batteries, were attached to her body and she was given shocks to cause convulsions that her electrotherapist promised would shake her out of her weakness. The treatment would work for a few weeks, then she would relapse. The signs of her return to thieving were the tinkle of cutlery in her handbag on the way home from a dinner party in their carriage or, after Malcolm had forbidden her to carry a purse or handbag to the party, the outline of a silver serving spoon through her blouse.


  Sometimes the mocking of her uncontrollable habit in socialist newspapers would embarrass her into stopping, but the urge always returned. He did feel sorry for her, because he knew what it was like to be at the mercy of impulses so deeply rooted in one’s soul that they were impossible to control. The public ridicule of her illness, for that’s what it was, made him loathe the socialists even more. They were hypocrites. They wanted women to be allowed to vote, to be treated as equals, and yet they unfairly mocked his wife and the Governess, Lady Brassey, for her fitness campaign. Those brutes shouted you down, threatened violence and were driven by spiteful jealousy, because a mob was and is unreasonable and therefore immune to reason. He developed a plan of action based on his belief that envy was the root cause of their hatred of him.


  He wined and dined à deux the major leaders, agitators and any important socialist visiting Australia to stir up trouble. He wooed them, as one would a woman, by praising them and listening attentively and uncritically to their crackpot theories and ideologies. Then he would buy them off, providing considerable kickbacks to tone down their attacks on him or, in the case of one important English socialist, Mr Turner, who had come to Australia to cause mischief, making sure that Andrew bought him a house in an upmarket London suburb that effectively silenced the agitator as a spokesman for the working class. Very few refused his offers, which not only confirmed Malcolm’s theory about them, but also entrenched his belief that most, if not all, men could be bought. This conviction caused him to appear aloof, even condescending when he spoke at public meetings where, as he was booed and even sometimes jostled, he seemed strangely calm, as if his body were there but his mind was one step removed from the turmoil. In order to confuse them even more—and it maddened his opponents—he would say he was in agreement with their ideas, but didn’t do anything to act on them. If they wanted to give women the vote, then he agreed—but would not legislate for it. If they wanted a wage rise he would agree—and yet do nothing. Only intelligent unionists and socialists understood that this behaviour was an act of total condescension towards them, because it signalled that they didn’t matter to him. No attack or provocation seemed to penetrate his calm, smiling demeanour. He was impervious to their rhetoric and actions. Bill Maloney, a left-wing politician, was to remark that McEacharn regards us as merely the sparks in the electrical Melbourne he built. And, if truth be known, Malcolm was pleased with this analogy and would often joke about it to Ford as they gradually added to the main rooms underneath the house. The mob, of course, knew nothing of what lay beneath the Goathland mansion. Mary knew as much as she had seen on her only visit, as did the occasional scientist, to whom Malcolm and Ford would show the endless shelves of bottled foetuses, a collection many a university professor hoped would be the subject of a bequest to their institution when he died. But even these men were not invited into or beyond the corridor of mirrors.


  His fame as the man who brought an iceberg to a parched continent and who had successfully shipped frozen meat to England had long since faded. Australia was like the United States; it embraced new gadgets and new enthusiasms with dizzying alacrity and at the expense of past glories and successes. But elsewhere Malcolm’s reputation was almost that of a legend, especially in Japan, as he was to discover when a Colonel Katsura arrived from Tokyo to ask his help in building an enormous ice works—or, as Katsura called it, Iceworld. It would be the size of a football field and the interior would resemble a giant laboratory, capable of creating snow drifts, blizzards and snow blindness. Its purpose was to simulate a battlefield that would approximate the appalling wintry conditions Japanese soldiers would face if, as the solemn, moustachioed Katsura put it through his translator, we ever have to fight aggressors like China and Russia.


  Malcolm was reluctant at first. He was not only Lord Mayor but at the same time he also had to oversee his vast business empire. Katsura was persistent, however, telling Malcolm he would lose face, and even his life, if he returned to Japan without securing Malcolm’s participation in the project, because Emperor Meiji had expressly asked for him. The idea that the Emperor requested him appealed to Malcolm’s vanity. He employed his best engineers to design the battlefield and, several months later, sailed to Japan to inspect it as it neared completion. On board the ship were two kangaroos, gifts for the Emperor.


  Immediately upon his arrival Malcolm visited the enormous construction site on the outskirts of Tokyo. The giant steel dome had been painted white so that it resembled the shell of an albino tortoise. Inside the cavernous structure hundreds of workers were rushing to complete it on schedule. There were twenty-four massive ice-making machines, steel fans the size of windmills, jagged steel trenches that once caked in ice would resemble crevasses, huge arc lights to bounce light off the ice, and snow to simulate the effects of blinding glare. Malcolm was overwhelmed by the sheer scale of it. It was one thing to help design it, but the reality dwarfed the idea.


  It took him some days to get used to the reverence with which the Japanese treated him. Security guards followed his every move, as did a ten-piece orchestra of flutes that played Scottish marches and airs in his wake. The day before the ice-making machines were to be switched on he was escorted to Akasaka Palace to meet the Emperor. This was a singular honour, as the Emperor normally shunned Westerners. Meiji was dressed in a Western-style military uniform and sat on a black lacquered throne. In his thirties, his impressively large jaw was partly hidden beneath a timid beard. After a retainer introduced Malcolm, the Emperor stood up and held out his hand, greeting his guest with a stiff handshake that seemed the result of hours of earnest practice. You are a hero of mine, he said shyly. A hero out of Jules Verne! It was soon obvious that the Frenchman was Meiji’s favourite author. You are Captain Nemo and I am Doctor Aronnax. You have, like Nemo, built me a Nautilus on land. I have been informed that it is a perfect cosmos of ice. Then, as if no one else was in the room, crowded though it was with royal retainers, servants, maids, scientists and several stenographers writing down every word spoken, he veered off on a tangent, remarking to his guest: No mammal except man has a richer brain than that of a seal. Now, you would have seen many seals. I’m told that they are easily domesticated. Do you then believe that if properly trained they could serve as fishing dogs?


  The question perplexed Malcolm. It seemed that royals, like the Emperor and Queen Victoria, conversed in an elliptical fashion, without connecting phrases or ideas. He suspected that the Emperor’s inquiry might have originated in a Verne novel, of which he had read none, not understanding the French extracts Nicolle had read to his daughters, and having only a hazy recollection of those Verne books Elise had read to him when he was delirious with malaria. So he said that indeed it was possible. The answer delighted the Emperor, who pointed to the dozen or so obsequious scientists and announced: We will train fishing dogs!


  Malcolm motioned to a factotum, who then led the two tame Eastern Grey kangaroos into the audience chamber. They hopped towards the Emperor, stopped and then rose up on their back legs, causing the Japanese to gasp. They were taller than everyone else in the room except for the six-foot-tall Scot. Malcolm escorted the female to the Emperor and indicated that he should reach into the pouch. The Emperor gingerly reached inside and pulled out a gold bracelet made in the shape of a wreath of eucalyptus leaves. This is a present for the Empress, Malcolm told the enchanted Emperor, who patted the kangaroo, murmuring softly into its ear before she and her breeding partner were taken out into the palace gardens.


  After thanking him for the present Meiji asked what punishments Australians meted out to assassins. The question threw Malcolm. He considered it for some time, trying to recall if there had ever been an assassination in Australia. Then he remembered Queen Victoria talking about the attempt on her son’s life by a deranged Irish revolutionary. We hang them, Emperor. Meiji nodded sagely at the answer. As you know, Mr McEacharn, President Carnot of France, and President Garfield and President McKinley of the United States of America were assassinated. President Min of Korea was assassinated and even your Queen Victoria has been the victim of an assassination attempt. It is a plague. In Japan, we unfortunately provide the assassin or would-be assassin with a splendid sacred ritual of self-disembowelment, so a certain prestige is attached to the act of murdering a public official or even me, the son of a god. Last week an attempt was made on my life. Your ice battlefield will inaugurate a new approach to dealing with these monsters. Surely you would agree that these men should serve a useful death rather than a heroic one?


  Then, believing that his Australian guest understood what he meant, the Emperor clapped his hands. A retainer entered the room with a spider monkey hardly bigger than his hand. May I present you with Nemo? The monkey ran awkwardly across the slippery marble floor and jumped into Malcolm’s arms. Then it kissed him on the lips and tugged at his moustache, much to the court’s amusement and especially that of Meiji: Nemo likes you! It signalled the end of the audience and, as Malcolm exited backwards, clutching the tiny humanoid, the Emperor rose from his throne and called out to him: Mr McEacharn, we have found out much about you. We want you to modernise our electric tram system because my scientists tell me that you’ve made Melbourne’s the best in the world. The command so surprised Malcolm that all he could do was nod his agreement, knowing full well that such a project would take up much of his valuable time.


  The following day he returned to the dome. Waiting patiently outside were a thousand troops, wearing various prototype uniforms to test their suitability in snow and ice. The machines had been making snow and ice for over twenty-four hours and the interior had been transformed into a white wonderland. Like the scientific observers and journalists, Malcolm was rugged up in furs and wearing sunglasses. The samurai who had attempted to kill Emperor Meiji was escorted into the dome by guards. Wearing only a flimsy black gown, and trying not to shiver, the pale-faced man was ordered to sit on a snow ridge. One of the warders stood behind him with a rope which would be used to strangle him if he attempted to protest or flee. The fans were started and a blizzard of bitterly cold snow and ice whipped around the dome. Malcolm could see the prisoner’s teeth begin to chatter and mist pluming from his nostrils and mouth. As the blizzard battered him he tried to remain stoic and indifferent to the cold, but his eyes began to freeze and icicles formed on his closely cropped hair. Watching were impassive men with stopwatches, doctors, officers and photographers.


  For ten minutes all Malcolm could hear was the howling wind and his own methodical heartbeat. His throat was parched with the cold. Throughout the ordeal there were brilliant flashes from the many cameras. No one moved until the warder took a step towards the prisoner and kicked him. The dead man fell sideways, no longer a human but merely a lump of ice. He was to be left in that humiliating position for months as a warning to any potential assassin of the Emperor. His death had been deliberately inglorious. He had been reduced to a practical example of the terrible effects of cold on poorly clothed soldiers. Malcolm was disturbed by how unmoved he had been as he witnessed the gruesome punishment. Perhaps, he thought, it was like drowning. Once you gave into the realisation that you were going to die then there was no more pain and anguish. He knew he should have been horrified by the spectacle, but really, as even he was loath to acknowledge, he had been fascinated by how quickly the man had frozen to death. He felt as if he were witnessing, in an accelerated fashion, the way in which the American sailor had been consumed by the iceberg.


  The arc lights were turned on and the troops, blinking in the blinding glare, were escorted inside to practise warfare in the freezing conditions. At that moment Malcolm realised that Japan was going to become a great nation. Most, if not all Australians, especially fellow politicians, underestimated Japanese resolve and determination.


  Before returning to Australia Malcolm spent a month helping to organise the chaotic Tokyo electric tram system. Again, what impressed him was the thoroughness of the Japanese, and their meticulous attention to detail. They were determined to modernise to standards that would surpass those of the West. The success of the new electric tramway grid, and that of the dome battlefield, made him hugely popular and over the following years he often returned as a feted guest, something that meant much to him. The trips were lampooned in Australian newspapers and included cartoons of him as a slant-eyed Asian wearing a kimono, with Nemo on his shoulder whispering anti-white slogans in his eager ear.


  He was named Consul-General for Japan and was decorated with the Imperial Order of the Rising Sun by Emperor Meiji. He knew when the war between Russia and Japan began that the Russians would be defeated. He made a public and infamous wager about the outcome with his political opponent, Bill Maloney. The fact that Malcolm was proved right only further inflamed the mob against him. What they didn’t know was that their anger invigorated him. The unions and radicals were lampreys sucking out the blood of businesses. They demanded more money for less work. They had tried to destroy his shipping line, but he had crushed them during the Great Maritime Strike. Now they wanted to deport Asian and Pacific Island workers and put lazy, good-for-nothing white men in their place. Maloney’s mob did not understand, that they were like the samurai warrior he had seen freezing to death in the snow dome because his anachronistic values were useless in the modern world. One day he would tap the frozen Maloney on the shoulder and the socialist would shatter like an ice cube hit by a hammer.


  12.


  AFTER MALCOLM RETURNED FROM HIS first visit to Japan, the spider monkey, Nemo, became so attached to his master that he followed him everywhere except for the dining room, where he had disgraced himself with his lascivious behaviour towards one of the serving maids. Ford spent his rare days off chasing after floozies at Captain Kenworth’s Largest and Best Swimming Baths in the World on the St Kilda foreshore. One evening he came back to Goathland with some information he had picked up from his latest conquest, a country girl who was to be employed as a cleaner at a seaside attraction that was about to open. He thought it might interest his employer.


  Because he was Lord Mayor, Malcolm was given a personal tour of the waxworks museum by its owner, a Dr Roussel, an enterprising American who had caused a sensation in London and Paris with his lifelike models of famous men and women, including Lola Montez, the former mistress of King Ludwig, who was portrayed whipping the buttocks of a Bendigo newspaper theatre critic. The only time Malcolm could take the tour was in the evening, after a long day spent catching up with paperwork that had piled up on his desk during his time in Japan.


  Roussel was garrulous and his loud voice echoed through the corridors and chambers of the many rooms even though he never removed a plump cigar from his mouth. In the distance there was the sound of hammering and sawing as workmen rushed to finish the last exhibition room. Most of the museum was devoted to Australian criminals, murderers and bushrangers. These bloodthirsty men were surprisingly realistic in that many of the faces did not seem criminal at all, but innocent and charmingly adolescent. The most dramatic tableau was of the brutal and ugly Ben Hall, who was frozen in time grasping a sapling, on the point of tumbling to the forest floor, after being mortally wounded by thirty bullets. A catalogue card added that the police who shot him testified to the extraordinary likeness of the wax figure.


  There were over one hundred wax models of criminals who had been hanged in the colonies. You can understand, said the chirpy Roussel, why the colonists, a few years ago, made such a determined stand on the convict question, and refused any longer to receive the scum of England’s jails. Pausing in front of a tableau of one convict eating another convict, Malcolm could only agree. The convict scum have now become socialists, he mused. I hope they eat their own—which they will.


  Roussel laughed uncomfortably and escorted the Lord Mayor down a narrow corridor and into a large well-lit room, where, in one corner, there was a model of A Fat Boy of Sydney, who, although only twelve years old and five foot three inches, was an enormous twenty-three stone. Malcolm glanced at the catalogue card and learned that the boy had arrived in Port Jackson as a five-year-old, only two-and-a-half-feet tall and weighing four stone, but due to Australia’s abundant fresh food and Mediterranean climate had flourished. A bemused Malcolm patted his ample stomach and said to the American, And I, too, have flourished here.


  The centrepiece of the room was a scene that featured a famous American actor, James Coulson, who, while touring Australia for the third time, had married a local girl in Adelaide but on his wedding night had mysteriously shot himself. A tableau showed the teenage bride, still in her wedding dress, asleep in the marital bed, while the middle-aged and greying groom, with an expression of absolute despair, stood in the middle of the bedroom with a revolver pressed against his temple. Malcolm’s heart thumped and he felt dizzy, not because of the gruesome scene, but because he had once passed Coulson in a London street when he was on the way to his office. The wax effigy was such a striking and uncanny likeness that it may as well have been the real Coulson about to commit suicide. Roussel puffed with pride when he saw Malcolm’s astonishment. Yes, Lord Mayor, it is a very close resemblance. I saw Coulson perform extracts from Shakespeare once in New York. The expression you now see on his face was exactly the one—and I do hope I have duplicated it exactly—I saw when he was told that, because of his pathological jealousy, his wife, Hermione, was dead. He went on to describe how he personally moulded the faces of the more important people, like Coulson; those he had either seen in real life or copied from photographs. He was telling a story about a mother who fainted when she saw the wax model of her infamous son, when there was an urgent ringing of the front doorbell. Roussel hurried off to answer it and Malcolm was ruminating on what he had been told when he saw the bedroom door open at the back of the exhibit and, from out of the darkness, came a seven- or eight-year-old girl carrying a large jug. It was as if a wax figure had come to life. Oblivious to the gruesome scene she was passing through, she crossed the stage and stepped down onto the floor. Who are you, little girl? asked the startled Malcolm. She turned to him with a serious face. If you please, sir. I live here in the waxworks and I’m going to fetch some beer for my father and his workmates. Suddenly there was a cry of Mr McEacharn! joined by running footsteps. A breathless Ford, followed by Roussel, the cigar still clamped between his lips, came into the room. Mr McEacharn, there’s been a disaster.


  When he arrived at his office he was met by a crowd of hysterical women milling and wailing under the streetlamp. One of his ships had been wrecked on the far north coast of New South Wales. Most of the passengers were husbands and fathers returning from cutting sugar cane. The Motala had mistaken the eerie bright mimi lights, waving in the strong wind like a luminous flag, for the beacon of a lighthouse. The captain wanted to tack, but it was too late for them to beat back from the line of breakers that gleamed white in the darkness. There was a frightful crash as the vessel struck rocks. The line of surf was broken for an instant, then she heeled over on her side and lay among the rocks as the tempest roared around her. Miraculously some of the crew and passengers, clinging to parts of the shattered ship, made it to safety. But thirty men died, all of them from Melbourne. Malcolm attended the mass funeral and gave a eulogy which, it was reported in the Age, moved the mourners with its obvious sincerity couched in august tones.


  The sight of the wailing widows and orphaned children devastated him, and he felt consumed by guilt, despite knowing that there was nothing he could have done. Although he continued to present the public face of a debonair businessman in control of his emotions, he was so disturbed that he took to pacing the streets of the city after work, ignoring the abuse of louts or the curious looks of passers-by who recognised him. Often he was unaware of where he was going, so some nights he found himself in the sleazier sections of the city, where the poor huddled together for warmth outside the produce markets, prostitutes openly plied their trade and the air was rent with cries of: Stop, thief! Larrikin gangs, high on cocaine and wielding razors, slashed the faces of their enemies. Malcolm wandered aimlessly through these streets like a sleepwalker. How he hated the sea! It had taken his father. It swallowed people at random, like some pagan Gorgon. The sea proved there was no God. There was no wonder in the depths—only malicious chance.


  How do I know he thought these things? Remember, it was almost eight months ago when you wondered out loud if Nicolle’s papers were held in any Australian archives. We were smoking a joint and you said that the brilliant Frenchman may have written about his colleague. If he has, you said, half in hope, then it would give me another angle on Malcolm—or another layer at least. Because he was a man of layers. Every individual consists of a layered self, with some layers hidden beneath the threshold of consciousness but constituting, nevertheless, the individual’s identity. These were part of a series of thoughts you scribbled down when you were stoned because, as you said, it could be a key to Malcolm. But this idea of layers comforts me in a way you couldn’t have anticipated. It’s crucial for me to believe that there are layers to you. It strengthens my belief that just below the threshold of your consciousness there is a rich inner layer of life, one that will bubble to the surface of consciousness if I wait long enough—and, my Beatrice, I will wait until my dying day.


  Just over a week ago—and I apologise for not telling you sooner, but I had to make sure that what I’d discovered was the real deal, as you would say—the head librarian at the Mitchell Library rang me to say that some boxes of Nicolle’s papers had been found. He apologised for the tardy response and told me he had personally overseen the search after hearing about what had happened to you. He was not there when I went to inspect the papers. In his place was a wizened librarian (old and cynical enough not to care about what people thought of his opinions and, I suspect, old enough to have no respect for the mountain of papers, letters and manuscripts that are still to be sorted). He escorted me down into the basement storage rooms and directed me to a cluttered corner, a section the librarian said that he and his fellow workers called The Kooks and Weirdos slush pile. So every day for the past week, my darling, I have been squirrelling through the boxes and, would you believe it, your guess was right: I found a journal that Nicolle had kept. In it he writes about his cures and beliefs—and Malcolm’s psychological breakdown after a catastrophic night in Chinatown.


  


  [image: Images]


  


  The Frenchman had retired to a three-hundred-acre property near Wollongong after marrying a woman who did not nag him to be sensible. His residence, Whiteheath, was on the shores of Lake Illawarra. As usual the furnishings and bed canopies were of French design. He had a laboratory where he conducted obscure experiments and there was a blast furnace in one of his workshops. The grounds of Whiteheath were filled with orchards and gardens. He also grew rice. His servants, house boys and workers were natives from the French-speaking islands of the Pacific. He was renowned in the area for several reasons. He had had one of the first gramophones in the colony and treated amazed visitors to the operas Carmen and The Barber of Seville. He cured wounds and sores of every description with his herbal remedies. Every Sunday night the household gathered in the drawing room, where he delivered a lecture or sermon. Afterwards the servants were served supper in the dining room. He had self-published Lectures delivered by Eugene Dominque Nicolle, C.E. at Whiteheath, Illawarra, in which he wrote about the religious and psychological benefits of spiritualism and Theosophy. He had, as you know, always liked Malcolm for giving him credit and royalties for his ice-making inventions, so he was pleased to welcome him when he arrived at Whiteheath, unannounced and trembling with fatigue and nervous exhaustion, after driving himself almost demented with his obsession for a young woman. There was no one else he could turn to. Ford had become such a woeful alcoholic that he had resorted to drinking the contents of the foetus bottles when he was unable to get hold of regular liquor. Andrew was in deep mourning for his two sons killed in South Africa. And, of course, there was no way he could confide in Mary. He had seen Nicolle cure people’s physical ailments and he hoped the Frenchman could help lift him out of his severe and almost suicidal depression.


  Largely due to Malcolm, Melbourne had become a modern city, with street lighting, trams, power poles, six-storey hotels, world-class restaurants, handsome and luxurious houses, well-lit squares and wide streets, and he should have basked in a well-earned glory. But he was restless with despair after the mass burial of the men who had drowned in the shipwreck of the Motala. His nocturnal wanderings were a way of trying to exhaust himself so he could sleep. He sometimes found himself in the market district, where there were grisly sixpenny lodging houses. Those who couldn’t afford to pay for a room slept bunched together in back lanes and under shop awnings. The professionals suffered even worse than the uneducated. A flood of writers, governesses and lawyers from England, hoping for a new start in the Antipodes, had overestimated the market for their talents and every day one or two corpses, wearing their best clothes, were found floating in the brown water of the foul Yarra. There were also the wretched Aborigines, drunk on methylated spirits and Tabasco sauce, with their ragged clothes, odd boots and shoes, emaciated bodies, looking decades older than they really were.


  One evening he found himself at the rear of the Victoria Market. It was in near darkness because the larrikins had smashed the electric lights he had fought so hard to have installed for nighttime shopping. The air was filled with the stink of rotting vegetables and horse dung. He should have felt in danger, but he was in such a self-absorbed state, burdened by the sense of responsibility he felt at the deaths of so many people in one of his ships, that it didn’t occur to him he should be afraid. He was unknown at this end of town and he liked the sensation of being anonymous. As he glimpsed three consumptive men huddled together in the shadows of a food stall, he heard a coarse female voice, Do you wish to see a lady, sir? He had become used to the question during his walks and absent-mindedly glanced across at a girl moving out of the shadows. Her face was ghostly pale, her blonde hair fell to her shoulders and her green eyes, caught in the moonlight, shone like polished emeralds. She was almost an exact replica of his dead wife. His mouth dried and his heart raced. Surely this was Ann’s ghost? He stepped closer and saw that it was no apparition but a girl about eighteen years old. But in order to be positive the astonished man gingerly reached out to touch her face. Startled, she stepped back, looked him up and down as if judging his potential as a menace, then smiled and told him her price. The words half a guinea snapped him back into the reality of the situation. She was only a whore. He wanted to walk away but found he couldn’t. It was as if he would be walking away from Ann. In a way he couldn’t fathom, the whore seemed a living embodiment of his dead wife.


  She took the numb Malcolm to a cheap hotel where she was known to the desk clerk, who leered on seeing her companion, Oh, you have a fine gentleman tonight, Nell. On any other occasion the remark would have sent Malcolm scurrying off into the night, but as he explained to Nicolle, I was spellbound, even though she had the voice of a fishwife. The room was humid and claustrophobic, similar to the one in The Rocks where he had sought and finally found a black woman. Nell surprised him by slipping off her shoes and stockings before he had even come to terms with being in the room with her. Then she slowly peeled off her pale blue dress and stood before him in a satin corset with vulgar red and yellow stripes. She smiled coquettishly and asked to be unhooked. Confused into silence by his own inexplicable behaviour, he did as he was bid. With a sigh of relief at ridding herself of the corset, she flopped down on the bed, patting the place where he should lie.


  He stared at her body, which was bathed in the light of the bedside lamp. There was a jaundiced tinge to her skin. Her green eyes had a yellowish glaze and her breasts were too large, with coarse prominent nipples, as if she were in a constant state of arousal. He told her to dress. She reluctantly obeyed and only agreed to talk with him when he gave her more money. Sex was easy for her, conversation was a trial. He asked her about herself, but all he got out of her was that she was an orphan and wanted one day to be a milliner. Her words sounded a glib and practised lie. He tried to find out whether she was in any way related to Ann or her relatives back on the moors, but the physical resemblance was purely coincidental and, besides, she was from Irish stock. Her stunted English was her second language. She had arrived in Australia as a child speaking only Gaelic. Still, despite her common manner and her background, he offered her a deal. At first she didn’t want anything to do with it, but she relented when he told her how much money she would earn.


  Malcolm spent the next few days organising her life with the same attention to detail that he gave to the electric tramway system. He gathered up two of his Ann’s favourite dresses from the wardrobe in his underground lair and had exact copies made of a violin bodice, dyed dark green, with a black piece of material in the shape of a violin body inserted down the back, and a more casual outfit: a red knitted silk jersey fitted the figure down to thigh level above a green flannel kilted skirt. He sent the young whore, in the company of Ford, to the best hairdresser. He was to make sure that she didn’t return with a contemporary style. She whined, of course, about how old-fashioned it made her look, but Malcolm was insistent. Nell wanted her hair to be wavy and carefully sculpted with wisps of curls daintily adorning her forehead; instead her hair was pulled back from her forehead and roughly piled on top of her head with most of it spilling down her back and her ears exposed. She complained that the hair style made her look like a wild animal, but a delighted Malcolm demanded she keep it.


  Her finicky benefactor installed her in a flat not far from his Collins Street office. The arrangement was simple. She was not to see other men and was always to be available to him, day or night. The wattage of the electric lights was reduced to give the flat a muted light that would soften her coarse skin. He made her wear thick make-up to achieve an unnatural whiteness, and her breasts were bound to make them smaller. She found it ghoulish, Malcolm told the Frenchman, and I knew it was, but I couldn’t stop myself. He would stare at her for hours on end or lie on the bed next to her not saying anything, forbidding her to talk just in case she spoiled the illusion. He called her Ann, taught her to walk like his dead wife, and gave her the same books Ann had read and, even though Nell was illiterate, she pretended to read them silently in a red armchair while a contented Malcolm imagined he was back with his dead wife and he could hear a hissing wind outside blowing across the bleak moors.


  It was as if Nell had only lived in darkness up until then. She was pained by the glare of electric lights and hated daylight because the sunlight hurt her eyes. It was sometimes impossible to know what she understood or if she were merely stupid. She hated the long silences when he lay beside her or just watched her. She liked him combing her long blonde hair, counting as he did so, until, as he had with Ann, he reached one hundred and one strokes, their special number. She seemed to enjoy the flat and the generous amounts of money he gave her. The curious thing was she never seemed to spend money on anything and yet always complained of being broke. Sometimes when he came into the flat he could smell cheap cigarette smoke, even though she denied being a smoker. Occasionally he would discover her in a dazed state in the red chair or on the bed, a result, she said, of women’s problems. Then there were times when she was irritable and tense and would yell at him: Just fuck me, for goodness’ sake! But, even though he had tried to make her look and behave like Ann, he found he was unable to have sex with her because she was not exactly like her. Yet he fantasised about possessing her and spent his nights tossing and turning in his bed, fighting the impulse to imprison her under the house where he would teach her to read, make her speak like Ann, make her smell the same, force her to imitate the same moans and words Ann had used when they made love. If he could do that, then he would be capable of having sex with her. The sleepless nights, the all-consuming obsession with her, gave him the appearance of a troubled and weary soul. His speeches as Lord Mayor rambled, his fabled attention to detail wavered. He knew associates were gossiping behind his back about his behaviour, but he didn’t care. His thoughts were elsewhere. He was preoccupied with the notion of imprisoning Nell in the bedroom under Goathland. He justified the kidnapping to himself as being for her own good. She would never have to sell her body again. As this fantasy began to take on a sense of the inevitable, Nell’s periods of stupefaction became more frequent.


  One night, after making his decision, he went to her flat in a state of agitated elation. He would talk to her about his plan and, if she didn’t agree, then, with the help of Ford, who was waiting downstairs in a carriage, he would force her to go with him. She would become a living memory. Grief would no longer possess him. He would have a new Ann—a poor imitation of her, to be sure, but at least she was a living thing. But Nell was not in the flat. There was the smell of cheap cigarette smoke and a sickly sweet burnt odour. She should have been there—after all, he paid for her to be always on call. Furious at her effrontery in sabotaging his scheme, and maddened by her disobedience, he ransacked the rooms, smashing paintings, chairs, vases and glasses, overturning couches and the bed. His fury reached a peak when he threw the mantelpiece clock through the window, causing it to shatter. The glass fell onto the street three storeys below. Exhausted by the effort, he paused to catch his breath when, over the sound of his own panting, he heard Ford’s puzzled voice calling out from the street, You all right, Mr Mac? Malcolm slumped on the floor, clutching his face in despair. He didn’t know how long he remained in this position until he felt his assistant touching his shoulder, asking if he wanted a doctor. Malcolm shook his head and Ford cleared his throat before saying, I ran into the man in the flat below on the way up here—he knows where Nell goes.


  Malcolm had bought several properties in Chinatown, but had never been in the alleys behind the many doss houses and restaurants. It had been raining so the dirt side streets had turned to mud. Malcolm and Ford, both carrying lamps, made their way around the pools of water, through the rancid darkness. This was an underworld of thuggish white men, half-castes and Chinamen wearing cheap Western suits. They reached a wooden fence that was partly falling down. Beyond it were several shacks where a Chinaman they had spoken to in Little Bourke Street said they might be able to find white women. They clambered awkwardly over the fence, Malcolm tearing his trousers on the barbed wire. But he didn’t care; even his mud-caked shoes did not bother him.


  They had entered a darker, more desperate world, where the lintels of hovels and dens were decorated with Chinese characters. A young white girl loomed up out of the shadows and passed by, smiling inanely to herself. They came to a wooden building slanting sideways in the mud. Hessian bags filled up the holes of windows, while the night breeze rattled loose boards. They made their way to the first shack, its mildewed wooden walls reflecting brightly in the light of their lamps. Ford knocked but there was only a softly slurred Who is it? coming from within. The two men pushed open the door and entered. They made their way down a hallway until they entered a room filled with the pungent sweet aroma of opium smoke wafting through the air. The only light was from a few red paper lanterns. About twenty people, a mixture of races and sex, were lying on dirty mattresses on the floor, many in a state of acute stupefaction. Malcolm stepped carefully over prone bodies, peering at each sweating, jaundiced face in turn. But Nell was not there. A shrunken-eyed Chinaman and a pretty, neatly dressed young white woman were fiddling with a pipe. Malcolm asked the woman if she knew of Nell. She shook her head impatiently as she waited for the Chinaman to prepare her pipe. Malcolm watched, fascinated by the addicts’ ritual. On a wooden box between them was a little saucer with a dark, treacly substance at the bottom. The woman held the long opium pipe to her lips. The Chinaman extracted a tiny quantity of the glutinous liquor from the saucer on the point of a needle and, rolling it round like a pea, held it over the lamp flame. He rolled it round and round till it frizzled, swelled and then became reduced in size, so as to fit into the tiny aperture of the pipe. As he pushed it in, and held the filled pipe over the flame, the girl inhaled in one long sucking breath, which she swallowed and then, with a slight moan, smiled blissfully, her eyes glazing over with contentment.


  The two men sloshed through the slimy water and mud to the next shack. It may have been smaller but it contained more bodies. People—white, Chinese, men, women—sprawled indiscriminately over each other, so that they resembled one giant multi-limbed sloth. Malcolm and Ford lifted the bemused and insensible drug addicts from one another, their actions barely eliciting a protest. On separating a half-naked white man from a woman, Malcolm came face-to-face with Nell. She appeared unconscious. Her dress was soiled and torn. He said her name and, on the fourth time, she opened her eyes and focused on him as he bent over her. Why, Malcolm, she said in a peculiar nasal tone, you are not done with me yet? Malcolm asked Ford to help him carry her outside, but on hearing his words Nell softly protested, Oh, let me be, Malcolm. Let me be. A distraught Malcolm implored Ford to help him, but the assistant shook his head. She’s beyond saving, Mr McEacharn. Look at her.


  And, Eugene, said Malcolm, telling the story to Nicolle, I realised that not only had the opium begun to ravage her features but that she had never really looked like Ann. In my madness, if that’s what you want to call it, I had imagined a closer resemblance. My grief had blinded me—literally. I gave her some money and left her there. I hid myself under Goathland for two days and two nights gazing at my infinite melancholy selves until I realised I had to talk to someone. I remember you curing with herbs. Can you cure me?


  As the Frenchman noted in his journal: M is wealthy beyond anyone’s imagination. He is plump with rich food. His specially tailored clothes are as exquisite as his manners. Yet he seems like a lost boy. I spent several days with him, knowing that the only cure for his affliction was to speak to Ann. But I had to convince him that this was possible. Knowing the fine mechanical order of his brain, I knew I would have to be logical and practical.


  The first thing that Nicolle showed his distressed friend was a photograph of a pensive woman facing the camera, while a shadowy, white, human-like figure hovered in the background, like a benevolent spirit. It’s a ghost, Nicolle explained to Malcolm, who remained sceptical of the existence of spirits. There are several pages in the journal that describe what Nicolle told him, in an attempt to convince his friend that another world existed that rubbed up against the normal one. When the Frenchman spoke of how one could hear voices of the departed from the perpetual darkness they existed in, the only way Malcolm could imagine such a concept was in remembering the time school bullies locked him up in the giant globe—as he had huddled in the darkness he could hear the muffled voice of his teacher, as if issuing from another world.


  Realising he was getting nowhere persuading the practical Malcolm of the existence of the spirit world, Nicolle decided on another tack and, as an aide-memoire of what he had said, and so as not to repeat himself, wrote eight pages of notes in which he sought to convince his friend, in the language of technology which he felt most comfortable with, of the existence of the soul beyond death. He wrote of how the telephone provided an opportunity for two people to interact when they were apart, even halfway across the world. It was a scientific fact that every human being emanated electricity, and that they could be aroused sexually and emotionally by electrical currents generated by others. And what of the new invention of X-rays? They penetrated clothes and revealed the previously unseen. Like a Peeping Tom, X-rays could peek through walls into one’s home, see into one’s pockets, examine the internal organs without surgery, diagnose diseases unseen by the naked eye. Women could be seen sans clothes and revealed as mere skeletons. Research was advanced with the zoophone, which could hear the sounds of molecular vibrations throughout the natural world so that humans could listen to the sounds that vegetables emit. The boundaries between the possible and impossible were quickly narrowing at an astonishing pace.


  Scientists had revealed that chemical processes in the brain and nerves generated electricity; psychical researchers were also proving that telepathy and willpower were electrical. If one’s soul, will and spirit were electrical, then it stood to reason that the spirit of the dead existed in disembodied energies—a person with a strong electrical force manifested a powerful will that could manipulate others, infiltrate their minds, even overwhelm them. The universal energy contained within the body—the soul—persisted when the physical being died, so that in the universe an invisible energy—for want of a better name, ether— existed and was created by the disembodied souls of the dead. Memories were stored in this ether, in this shadowy realm, to make up an infinite reservoir of everything that passed unrecorded and unobserved. Our apparently impulsive irrational and inexplicable thoughts and behaviour and all our dreams resided there. Malcolm, Nicolle continued, having been calling his former colleague by his Christian name since he had arrived at his house in such a distraught state, and wrote down exactly what he told him: The world began with a divine spark. Our personality exists after what we call life leaves our present material bodies. If our personality dies, what’s the use of the hereafter? If what we call personality exists after death then that personality is anxious to communicate with those of us who still exist in the flesh on this earth. And it is a fact that there are people who can help you, who can be a vessel that enables you to speak to the dead, just as you would speak to someone across the world via the medium of the telephone. My friend, your intelligence is a barrier to what I’m saying—there is a method to find her, to talk to her. And there is only one way to do this. Trust me.


  13.


  I KNEW I’D SEE YOU AGAIN, SHE SAID. A nervous Malcolm, sitting in the narrow entrance hall of a large inner-city house, gasped as he looked up at a tall thin woman standing in a doorway, wearing a dark purple dress buttoned up to her chin. Her hair was massed on her head like an abandoned bird’s nest. Elise?


  She smiled and corrected him, Madame Violet. A terrible panic filled his being. Why had this upsetting woman appeared in his life again? He hadn’t seen her for a decade. The coincidence was more than serendipity. It was as if the gods were toying with him. Nicolle had recommended Madame Violet as a true medium and the best in Melbourne. The Frenchman had apparently no idea that Madame Violet was a woman Malcolm knew and was forever uncomfortable with. He had been reluctant to visit a medium and had only done so to honour a promise made to Nicolle. Elise smiled reassuringly. We saw the same faces in the fire, Mr McEacharn, and I knew then that we would see each other before the demise of our bodies.


  She stepped aside and motioned him to enter the room. He stood up automatically and then paused, his hesitancy obvious. I knew I had a special gift, even as a child—that I could talk to spirits from the Other World. You don’t have to call me by my professional name. Elise will do. Perhaps it was her calm manner or her saying that he could use her real name that decided him on staying, because he walked into the room. Elise followed him, explaining, My husband’s death set me free to do what I’ve always wanted to—and that is to help people.


  Heavy brown drapes covered the windows and the only light came from three green lamps that bathed the living room in an eerie glow. The room felt like a womb. He asked himself why he was there, why he, Sir Malcolm McEacharn, the wealthiest man in the city, and a man who hoped to be Prime Minister after the next election, was visiting a woman who was in all likelihood a fraud, as were all mediums and spiritualists. He resisted an irrational urge to laugh at finding himself in such circumstances with a woman who seemed to have dogged his footsteps since she had first met him.


  He sighed with resignation and sat down at the oval walnut table that shimmered in the green light. The day was hot and the atmosphere was oppressive. Before sitting down opposite him Elise turned off two of the lamps, plunging the room into near darkness. The remaining lamp reflected from the polished table onto her gaunt face, giving it a morbid green pallor. She explained that a guide from the Other Side would be helping her. His name was Silfax. He was a monk who lived in a canoe in a cavern on an underground lake. He wore a black mantle, his hair was dishevelled and he had a long white beard that fell over his breast. The description made Malcolm smile—it all seemed so preposterous. Elise closed her eyes and slipped into a trance. Before long a deep masculine voice erupted from her mouth. I am Silfax, with whom do you wish to speak? Malcolm was so astonished by the transformation of her voice that he took a few moments to compose himself.


  Ann, he said softly, still a little embarrassed to be there.


  Ann? asked Elise in her normal voice, and stared directly at him. Ann, your first wife?


  He nodded and Elise caught her breath in one ecstatic groan, as if the monk suddenly possessed her again. She closed her eyes. I am seeking her out, said the male voice, I am seeking her amidst the darkness of the lake which is everywhere and nowhere. Give me a moment. In the green glow that infused the sombre room all Malcolm could hear was Elise’s deep baritone breathing, and then the voice of the spirit guide returned.


  I have called her, I have been in contact with her. She says she is all right, that she thinks of you daily and always has.


  Malcolm found himself shivering with wonder and fear. She was near! She was alive in spirit!


  She ... she ... The voice seemed perplexed, then grew weaker. She is vanishing, she is vanishing into the night. I don’t have the strength to pull her back. I need time. Time to find her.


  Malcolm was agitated. How much time? How much time? he found himself shouting. His voice startled Elise and she woke from her trance. Why did you raise your voice? You can’t do that to the dead. You broke communication with Silfax. Spirits flee from loud voices, she admonished him.


  But I want to talk to her! How much time before the monk can find her again?


  Elise got up from the table, turned on the other lamps and sighed. Today’s seance was short. If you return here, you must be as calm as possible, even though your grief may be too much to bear. Silfax might be able to speak to you the day after tomorrow. Will you return then? I will have to calm Silfax so he is not frightened of you.


  Malcolm’s legs nearly buckled when he stood up. It was so frustratingly short and unsatisfactory but he was also strangely comforted. A wonderful, delirious thought spun through his mind: She was a spirit, a real ghost who had thought of him every day as he had thought of her. A sensation of ineffable joy began to flood through him as Elise guided him out into the sunlit entrance hall and to the front door. You are still grieving for her, Malcolm? He nodded vigorously to stop himself from falling to the floor and weeping in relief.


  He returned two days later. It took almost a quarter of an hour for Silfax to find Ann in the infinite darkness. The monk called out her name as if she were a long way away. Ann, come closer. There was a silence and he cried out several more times in a pleading voice, Come closer, come closer, your voice is weak. Come closer, I cannot hear you. What are you saying? Ann, what are you saying? Your voice is too faint. This was followed by a silence that seemed like an eternity in the still, suffocating room.


  Malcolm was guilt-stricken when Silfax explained that when so many years had passed between death and being called into the light, the spirit, like an athlete who has not flexed his muscles in some years, is weak and frail. Silfax asked Ann to show her presence in a way that did not require her to speak. She is here, said the male voice and suddenly the table rocked, almost upending Malcolm in his chair. The lamp soared a yard into the air and then the table steadied itself and rose as if to greet the lamp. Elise, still in a trance, did not seem to notice the bizarre event. Then the table, with its lamp back in its place, slowly descended to the floor. Elise sighed with weariness and opened her eyes. Ann has expended all her energy in convincing you of her presence. If you return often then she will become stronger. Malcolm was elated. He had not felt so happy since he had lain beside a sleeping Ann, on their honeymoon night, after making love, thinking to himself as he gazed at her blonde hair and gorgeous pale face, I am the luckiest man in the world.


  Every visit to Elise drew him closer to Ann, as she inched her way through the thick eternal darkness towards the green light. During one consultation, as the table floated around the room, he saw briefly, tantalisingly briefly, a woman with blonde hair and wearing a green dress dart in and out of the drapes, more apparition than reality. Elise confirmed it was Ann, pushing into our world. There was the occasion when Silfax’s deep voice vanished and in its place was a woman with a Yorkshire voice. Is that you, Malcolm? the faint voice asked. He almost swooned with joy: it was Ann’s voice! His heart pounded. He had waited so long to talk to her, so long.


  Ann, I am here, he managed to say. She told him she didn’t have much time as speaking took so much energy. I have always loved you, said Malcolm desperately. Not a day goes by when I haven’t thought about you and my love for you gets deeper and deeper. There was a silence and, for a moment, a despondent Malcolm thought Ann had gone, but the faint Yorkshire voice returned: And I have always loved you from the first moment I laid eyes on you. Then she apologised for having to go. Malcolm stayed at the table, drained of energy, exhausted from both the joy of hearing her and the strain of immense concentration.


  He became obsessed with talking to his dead wife. There were seances when Ann transported sea creatures from the Other Side as proof of her world, so, at times, the carpet writhed with crabs, starfish, sea urchins, abalone and cockles or, most disconcerting of all, eyeless lobsters with semi-translucent pink shells. Strange noises would fill the room, like the sound of a raptor’s strong wings. At other times a sudden gust of wind rushed around him, smelling of the sweet scent of roses. Sometimes Ann wouldn’t just talk to him but would try to be born again. On these occasions, Elise, in a trance of possession by Ann, would lift up her dress to reveal her bare loins. Far from it being an erotic sight, the frail green light bathing her legs and groin gave the scene a clinical aura. Ann groaned, moaned and yelled with the effort of being born. An object, like a newborn’s head with matted wet hair, would slowly emerge from between Elise’s thighs. The effort was tremendous and Elise’s tortured face was bathed in sweat and her legs quivered with the strain. Then the head, if that’s what it was, would slowly retreat into Elise’s vagina. On several occasions a mucous-like white viscous substance would trickle out of Elise’s mouth, as if Ann were seeking another orifice to escape from in order to be resurrected. The glutinous substance, not unlike cold treacle, would settle on Elise’s bosom before seeping into her blouse, dissolving like sugar in water.


  One evening, as Ann went into a rhapsodic aria about her love for him, Elise, her face glowing in ecstasy, floated up to the ceiling, intoning in Ann’s voice, Do not be afraid, do not leave your chair, my love for you makes me lighter than air. Elise slowly drifted downwards and kissed Malcolm on the mouth, the rapturous voice from the Other Side cooing: My breath, my love, is inside you, Malcolm. Her breath tasted sweet like vanilla.


  After these visits Malcolm felt himself floating like Elise through the seance room, as if drifting in a cloud of happiness. His attention to his duties as a minister of federal parliament vacillated and he left the running of his businesses up to others. Those who courted him as a future Prime Minister found his new wayward behaviour bewildering. One day he seemed focused on the idea of governing Australia, but on other occassions he seemed distracted and met his supporters’ plans with a bemused expression, as if he found their schemes frivolous and insignificant. Sometimes he could not be contacted because, unbeknown to everyone except Ford, he was contentedly holed up under Goathland in the underworld he had built, like a Minotaur in the hub of his maze. At such times only Ann existed, and she overwhelmed any thoughts of his family or politics.


  Even Mary, who was living an increasingly separate life from her husband—their bedrooms now at opposite ends of the house—noticed his peculiar withdrawal from those around him. Whereas before he would converse on all manner of financial topics at the dinner table, or even indulge in small talk in an almost self-conscious way, as if signalling to the servants and to her that their marriage was functioning well and was proceeding in a civilised manner, he now withdrew into a curious silence. His muteness did not seem a product of anger or sullenness, or even sombre preoccupation, but more a silence created by some drug that made him view the world around him as nothing more than an amusing bauble. He smiled blissfully, not at the people around him, but at something that was inwardly pleasing him. His eyes seemed dazzled by joy. Once, when a servant accidentally dropped a plate of roast beef and vegetables on his lap, he did not react, nor did he seem to notice. As the servant was apologising abjectly and cleaning his employer’s lap with a table napkin, Malcolm glanced at him and smiled, as if he had just noticed what had occurred but had witnessed the incident happening to someone else. His detached attitude disconcerted Mary and, fearing that there was something wrong with him mentally, she asked, Is anything the matter, Malcolm? He slowly looked up from his lap, where the servant was collecting the remains of his dinner, smiled gently and said softly, like a parent to a child, There is no matter. With that opaque comment, he rose from the table and went to change his trousers.


  One evening, with Nemo clinging to his neck, he went under Goathland to inspect a new series of wooden shelves built to house the ever-expanding collection of foetuses and embryos. Ford, who had been supervising their installation, seemed edgy and preoccupied. Even the normally serene Harfang was fidgety, as if his keeper’s shoulder was a hot plate scalding the owl’s claws. The shelves were expertly crafted and the wood glowed with many layers of varnish. Malcolm thought his assistant’s glum manner was due to imperfections in the work and laughed: It’s all right, Ford. They are perfect. Indeed we must use this craftsman again. Ford took a dead mouse from his pocket and threw it down the corridor for the owl to eat. Harfang flew off his shoulder and Nemo jumped from Malcolm’s arms down onto the floor. Ford began to tap one of the glistening shelves in a preoccupied, agitated manner, as if trying to find the words to tell his employer something important. For God’s sake, what is it, Ford? His tipsy assistant took a deep breath and then it poured out in one long breathless gush. That morning the master woodturner had been talking to Ford about some of the special jobs he had done and, for his money, the weirdest was making an oval table that could, through the use of carefully hidden levers, levitate into the air.


  For some minutes Malcolm said nothing. The only noises were Harfang devouring the mouse and Nemo trying to snatch it from the owl. When he turned back to Ford, it seemed to the assistant that Malcolm had aged a decade. You come with me, he snapped.


  Nemo jumped into the carriage without his preoccupied owner knowing he was there. Once he realised that the monkey was with them, Malcolm didn’t want to waste time by returning him to Goathland so they pressed on through the night, Ford whipping the horse, urging it to go faster, while Nemo jumped up and down with delight. When they arrived at Elise’s house, Malcolm sprang out of the carriage and ran to the front door, ordering Ford to follow him. The door was opened by a startled maid and the two men barged in, the monkey close behind.


  Malcolm violently pushed the living-room door open. For a moment he could see only green-tinged shadows and then his eyes made out four people sitting around the table, while a silver trumpet looped lazily in circles near the ceiling. Malcolm turned on the light. The three clients reeled back, startled at the sudden noise and bright light. Elise awoke from her trance and stared uncomprehendingly at the two men standing in the doorway. The trumpet plummeted to the floor. Without warning, the monkey rushed between Ford’s legs and into the room, jumping up onto the table and frightening the women. I want to talk to you, Elise! shouted Malcolm.


  Ashen-faced, she escorted the astonished women out of the house. When she returned she saw Ford had overturned the seance table. For some time Malcolm stared at its exposed innards, with its pulleys, metal levers and wires. He began to laugh. It was loud and crazed, almost like sobbing. It proved so infectious that both the monkey and Ford joined in.


  Elise yelled at the manic trio to leave the room, but her threats were futile. The laughter continued and then Malcolm, his face shiny with tears, picked up the trumpet, examined the thin wires attached to it, and turned to the anxious woman. I fell for your silly tricks, he said quietly and threw the trumpet away. It landed and bounced against a curtain, and it parted momentarily, revealing something that caught his eye. He strode over to the window and ripped back the drapes. A linen dummy, wearing a blonde wig and green dress, was hanging from a second curtain rail. He grabbed a piece of string attached to the dummy that he had thought was his adored dead wife and pulled. The dummy sailed off to the other end of the rail. Malcolm stared at the poor likeness of his wife and chortled. To think I fell for that, Elise. He looked across the room at the apprehensive medium. I wanted so much to believe it was my Ann that I believed in this silly thing, in that voice. Those words were not hers. It was you with that love talk.


  She clicked her tongue nervously, unable to find the words to defend herself. Sir ... Ford called out, waving several sheets of paper he had found in a cabinet drawer. He handed them to his employer. Malcolm quickly scanned them. There were notes about Ann, her date of birth, the date of her death, where she lived and other facts. There was also a cable from a detective in London asking for his fee for travel and accommodation in Goath-land. Malcolm shook his head in disbelief and glanced at Elise, who shook her head in return, as if protesting her innocence in mime. He tore up the notes and yelled at his assistant, Destroy it! Elise let forth an involuntary cry of anguish as Ford, watched by Nemo, who was hitting the trumpet against the cabinet with delight, began to smash a chair against the elaborate table mechanism, quickly bending and breaking it.


  Silfax will hate you for this! Elise screamed. He will never allow your wife to speak to you again!


  Malcolm advanced menacingly on her. You disgusting creature, he snarled.


  She stepped back. I was only trying to help you.


  Now her back was against the wall. The screeching, excited monkey was leaping across chairs and couches, as if he too was moving in on her. I have always loved you from the first moment I saw you. We are kindred spirits. We both belong to the flames, she cried.


  You! a furious Malcolm yelled, pointing at her. You belong in the flames of Hell. As he took another step towards her she pulled a bodkin from her mess of hair. You belong to me! she screamed, and lunged at him with the needle. At the same time the monkey jumped up at her, and found himself in the path of her thrust. The needle plunged directly into Nemo’s heart and he fell dead at his master’s feet.


  Elise was confined to Kew Asylum. She was assessed a lunatic, not only for the slaying of Nemo but also because Malcolm had convinced the doctors that it was more than probable she had used a bodkin to kill Cutter, her husband. Every time Elise screamed to the staff that she was sane and that Sir Malcolm McEacharn had used his connections to have her incarcerated—or entombed, as she termed it—it was considered another example of her paranoia. What was once love for Malcolm, that had possessed her from the moment she’d seen him step out of the carriage to the applause of all who had gathered on her father’s patio, and which had reached its blissful climax when she had descended from the ceiling to kiss him, was now transformed into a seething hatred.


  One night, as Ford emerged from under Goathland drunk on the alcohol used to preserve the specimens, he saw the silhouette of a woman scurrying across the enormous lawns towards the rear of the mansion. There she crouched near one of the back doors, as if trying to decide which one to enter, her unkempt hair tumbling down her shoulders. Ford ran around the side of the house, nearly falling over several times in his desperation, and found Malcolm in his study. The two men rushed out into the backyard where they saw the woman about to sneak in through the servants’ entrance. Upon hearing footsteps she spun around and Malcolm stopped. Her thin face was pasty white, her eyes gleamed with loathing. She growled on seeing him, You entombed me! You buried me alive, Malcolm! and sprinted towards him. The drunken Ford reacted slowly, but Malcolm was sober and saw the moonlight shining on the naked blade of a carving knife. In a spitting rage, yelling the foulest words, she lunged at him. He sidestepped her thrust and put out his foot, tripping her up. She fell to the ground and he jumped on her back as she screamed muffled obscenities into the lawn. Ford seized the arm which held the knife and tried to take it from her, but her fingers gripped the handle so tightly he had to bite her wrist.


  They tied her up and returned her to the asylum. The night staff bundled her off to a closed ward, shrieking, biting and calling on Silfax to help her. For days afterwards she screamed out that she would escape and kill her tormentor. In an effort to calm her she was stripped naked and hosed down daily. Even when she had lost her voice from her incessant screeching she still mouthed threats to Malcolm’s life. It was thought her idée fixe was permanent. The chief psychiatrist told Malcolm that she would never be released, but, as a precaution, he should buy a gun. If she did escape, she would probably attempt to carry out her threat of killing him and then herself.


  You didn’t know about this incident because the letter detailing it is pasted into Nicolle’s journal. An angry Malcolm wrote to him, telling him of Elise’s behaviour and ridiculing the Frenchman’s spiritualist beliefs. He severed their friendship, accusing Nicolle of placing his most precious lifelong dream of seeing Ann again in the hands of a madwoman who pretended she was in contact with my dead beloved wife, and who now has become my potential murderer.


  Elise died three years later, still incarcerated in the asylum, believing she would pass over to the Other Side.


  14.


  A FEW WEEKS BEFORE THE GHASTLY day that changed our lives, you found one of the very few personal profiles of Malcolm, written by a pseudonymous journalist. Why he gave the interview is not clear. He was fifty-one going on fifty-two. He had achieved an incredible amount and was much envied for his wealth and connections, and had made a meteoric rise from Lord Mayor to the front bench of Australia’s first federal government. He may have consented to the interview as a form of public relations in his plan to become Prime Minister. But it is curious that there are very few interviews with him. It’s too easy to say that it was a different time then, when it was public behaviour not private that mattered to newspaper readers. As you said to me on more than one occasion, you cannot know Malcolm unless you take into consideration his political self. He had become Lord Mayor in order to make Melbourne the home of technological marvels, and he became a member of the federal government to do the same for the whole of Australia.


  Perhaps politics was a way of sublimating his thoughts and desires about Ann, which the crazy spiritualist had inflamed to such a degree. And even if he did not believe in spiritualism he could still not get it out of his mind that Ann was not dead but, like you, merely in a coma, preserved in the Other World waiting to be reborn and restored to him, if only he could find the means to achieve it. Throwing himself into the covert scheme of becoming Prime Minister of Australia was a way of staving off these thoughts and dreams that, if he were not careful, would crush him with an intolerable yearning.


  Naturally he didn’t want to remain a cabinet minister. He was a self-made man and never wanted to have to answer to anyone (probably not even the public). Still, the lack of newspaper or magazine interviews or profiles was unusual for such a public man and, no doubt, he was reluctant to have people prying into his personal life because if the mob were to discover anything about it they would desecrate a secret world with their greasy paws, salacious curiosity and sordid minds. What is obvious is that ‘Lassus’ was chosen to write the story on the understanding that he would be complimentary, impressed and sycophantic—and he duly was.


  


  


  A Profile of Sir Malcolm McEacharn, by ‘Lassus’ of Melbourne Punch


  Sir Malcolm McEacharn, in association with Andrew McIlwraith, came to Australia twenty-five years ago. In a dangerous and brave commercial venture, the pair conveyed an iceberg from the frozen wastes of Antarctica to Sydney during one of our infernal Antipodean summers. The arrival of the ice created joyful pandemonium. Sir Malcolm remained in Australia, finding, as he put it, ‘a young and vigorous country without memories or barriers to ambition’. Two years later he brought to a successful termination a series of experiments in the carriage of produce from the colonies to England, and it is largely due to him that we now prosper from the immense frozen food trade conducted with the Mother Country. And of course, it is primarily due to Sir Malcolm that we have year-round icemen, ice-cream sellers and ice chests. His ships, sugar cane plantations and goldmines bear his name. He owns ninety-five addresses in the very heart of boom-time Melbourne—great realms of Elizabeth, Flinders, Queen, Russell and Little Collins streets, including Chinatown. He is the director of Messrs Burns, Philip and Co., the South Australian Brewery Co. Ltd, and chairman of the Brisbane Tramways Co. Ltd. He is president of the Caledonian Society of Melbourne, vice-president of the Melbourne Chamber of Commerce, member of the Council of Zoological and Acclimatisation Society of Victoria, to which he has donated several native animals and birds of Japan. He was Lord Mayor of Melbourne for three years and was knighted just before entering Federal Parliament two years ago as a member of the first Federal House of Representatives. Before coming to Australia he married Ann, daughter of James Pierson, of ‘Goathland House’, Goathland, Yorkshire, England. She died twelve months later. He then married Mary, daughter of the notable John Boyd Watson, of Bendigo, Victoria.


  ‘Goathland’, Sir Malcolm’s huge, sumptuous mansion, is, despite its architectural nod to previous eras, modernity personified. ‘Goathland’ is unique. It is entirely electric, even to its doorbells and kitchen appliances. On arrival I had the good fortune to see Sir Malcolm McEacharn on the porch enjoying his morning cigar. ‘Good morning, so you have come to visit Goathland? What information can I give you?’ asked Sir Malcolm cheerily. I informed him that we wished to find Sir Malcolm and Lady McEacharn at home and, with their permission, to carry out an interview with them on the lines of those which are now appearing in Punch, to which Sir Malcolm graciously consented, and led me off to show me the many points of interest surrounding his beautifully situated home. As we strolled across his commodious lawns he spoke enthusiastically of the progress of science, of railways, bridges, higher and higher buildings, electricity, light and the miracle of telephony.


  We stopped and he drew my attention to the view. ‘You know, we are on the highest point of land in or around Melbourne, and from here on clear days you can see right out across the Bay.’ He indicated the panoramic view that was truly beautiful, for there at our feet lay the young City of Melbourne, and beyond it the historic Hobsons Bay, which had been the scene of many tragedies in the earlier days, and it seemed hardly credible to think that in the short space of fifty years, on the site of what was then not much more than green fields and pastures, has sprung up the Queen City of the Southern Hemisphere, with its broad and busy streets. I could not help thinking what satisfaction this must be to men like Sir Malcolm, who had been instrumental in helping to build up the business and commercial greatness of Victoria.


  Of course, we know that there is another side to Sir Malcolm. The McEacharns’ parties and soirees are renowned throughout Melbourne and are frequently reported in the newspapers and journals. One of the most famous occurred five years ago when Lady McEacharn hosted a party in honour of the Federal Convention visitors. It is said that many a political breakthrough was made for the establishment of a federal system that night. Over two thousand people attended, including the Governor and Lady Brassey. The vice-regal representatives are distinguished friends of the McEacharns. Sir Malcolm’s friendship with the Governor goes back to London, when they met because of Governor Brassey’s famous father. When Governor Brassey left Victoria at the turn of the century, the McEacharns hosted an elaborate farewell where Lady McEacharn wore her famous Limerick lace dress worn over turquoise-blue silk and offset with a magnificent diamond necklet. She presented Lady Brassey with a basket filled with pink and white azaleas, ornamented with satin ribbons in the Governor’s colours bearing emblems proclaiming good luck and farewell. Governor Brassey, in turn, gave the McEacharns a bottle containing a cleverly constructed model of Sunbeam, the yacht Sir Malcolm and the Governor often went sailing in.


  Last year, almost to the day I was graciously allowed to interview one of Australia’s most famous men, the McEacharns welcomed Nellie Melba to ‘Goathland’ on her return from overseas. A contingent from the Presbyterian Ladies College, Lady McEacharn’s alma mater, greeted the glamorous, internationally successful former pupil with a trilled ‘coo-ee’. As a thankyou Melba sang a Gilda aria from Rigoletto. ‘Afterwards,’ said Sir Malcolm, ‘Miss Melba joined the girls from PLC out here on the lawns for a boomerang-throwing contest, which she won, of course.’ I asked what was his lasting impression of the Currency Lass sensation. ‘Electric blue eyes and a frank mouth,’ replied Sir Malcolm, pointing in the direction we should go.


  Leading the way to the terrace, Sir Malcolm said: ‘I have some very fine specimens of the Japanese gardener’s art here, some of which are over fifty years of age, and, as you see, they comprise perfect miniature models of the oak, ash, elm and numerous other varieties of English trees.’


  ‘What are your favourite hobbies, Sir Malcolm?’ I asked in these exquisite surroundings.


  ‘Well, my limited time will not allow me to indulge as much as I would like in any particular hobby, but I have a great collection of many things, and could keep you interested for a whole day amongst my curiosities, some of which are very rare indeed. At the present time I am engaged in making a collection of all forms of embryonic life, and I think I have already one of the largest collections of specimens in one set extant. The underground rooms are in the process of being renovated, otherwise I would be pleased to show them to you.’ I expressed disappointment. ‘Perhaps another time,’ smiled Sir Malcolm.


  Moving towards the house, Sir Malcolm remarked that only three weeks before he had lost his favourite pet, Nemo, a little monkey barely the size of his hand. ‘It was generally a race on my return home between the dogs and the monkey, to see which should give me first welcome.’


  ‘Do you prefer England to the colonies, Sir Malcolm?’


  ‘Well, yes and no. But I feel there is every bit as good a field here for my energies as I could find in any other part of the world. Sir Edmund Barton and Count Vay de Vaya are staying with me right now,’ and, proceeding to the verandah, I had the pleasure of meeting our Prime Minister, Sir Edmund Barton, Count Vay de Vaya and Luskod, the Hungarian Monsignor whose special interest is the Orient. He told me that he was soon to sail to Korea, where he would be the first Vatican representative to meet Emperor Kojong. The Monsignor Count was divulging to me tales of Sir Malcolm’s audiences with the Emperor Meiji—Sir Malcolm being one of the few Europeans with whom the Emperor has conversed—when Mr Andrew McIlwraith joined us. I expressed my condolences to him regarding his two brave sons, who died tragically in the recent war in South Africa. ‘They died for what they believed in,’ he said graciously then made a dignified exit inside.


  Continuing the interview, Sir Malcolm said, ‘If I have an extravagance, it is a really good cigar, and I can thoroughly recommend these. Will you try them?’ I did so, and indeed it was a superb indulgence. I asked him about his work habits. ‘I certainly do a great deal of my work at home, mostly in the early morning. My business secretary calls at nine o’clock, then my Parliamentary Secretary, and when I have completed my task with them I usually make my way to town. If you will excuse me for a few minutes I will change. I have promised to play tennis with Sir Edmund. The Prime Minister and I play as vigorously as our fitness allows.’ He puffed on his Havana cigar and playfully tapped his stomach. ‘In the meanwhile I will take you to Lady McEacharn, who is in her study.’


  On the way inside Sir Malcolm paused to introduce Mr McIlwraith’s wife, the former Holte Leichburgh, who hid her grief behind a charming smile and received my condolences with the languid southern American accent and polite manners of which we Australians are so fond. In Lady McEacharn’s study I questioned her as to whether she had the aid of a secretary in order to enable her to get through her correspondence. She replied, ‘Oh, no, I do not employ a secretary; I attend to all my own correspondence. I am as fond of writing as Sir Malcolm is of the telephone.’


  ‘I am ready now,’ said Sir Malcolm, coming in and taking me to his office, where he pointed out two telephones on his desk. ‘I have the best telephone service that one could wish for here. This is my direct or private line to the office, while this connects with the exchange. It is also installed in all parts of the house, even to my bedside. I will show you.’ He escorted me into his bedroom. ‘There, you see I can lie in bed and converse with my private office or any part of Melbourne.’


  Seeing a box of bullets at the bedside, I asked: ‘You evidentially are prepared for midnight visitors?’


  ‘Yes. I have also this little toy here; rather an ugly little toy to a person who views it from the business end,’ he said, showing me his revolver. ‘You know I can shoot and I can promise you they would receive a very warm reception in this house.’ I asked him what person or peoples he was referring to. ‘There have been threats, I can say no more,’ he declared and we returned outside.


  Not wanting to detain Sir Malcolm any longer from his game of tennis, I wished Lady McEacharn and Sir Malcolm McEacharn goodbye, but could not resist the temptation of taking a final snapshot of Sir Malcolm enjoying a game of tennis with the Prime Minister.


  


  


  There are seven photographs accompanying the article. One is of the magnificent ‘Goathland’ itself. What is fascinating about ‘Lassus’ is that he doesn’t explain the extraordinary impact the house and its gardens had on people when they first saw it. The mansion seemed to have been designed by an architect in a state of delirium. From the rear it would have appeared Georgian, from the side it looked Elizabethan and from the front Victorian Gothic. There was not one roof but a series of them, from the slightly angled to a sharp A-shaped main roof with balconies inserted into it for no apparent reason. There were large vertical windows which filled some rooms with blazing bright sunlight and tiny square ones, the size of a matchbox, which provided only mere pinholes of light. The strange thing is that this huge sprawling mansion, of such an eccentric design, appeared totally at odds with Malcolm’s public persona of a calm, logical mind.


  There is also a photograph of a portly Malcolm, sporting a considerable moustache, pointing out ‘specimens of Japanese gardeners’ art’. Malcolm’s wife, Lady McEacharn—stout with a bland face and dark eyes, like two dried dates sunk deeply in a bowl of blancmange—is pictured at her desk and there is a photograph of a plump Malcolm, wearing an incongruous white suit and white homburg, about to serve to a trim Sir Edmund Barton, also dressed in white. There is also a picture of Goathland’s marvellous vestibule, filled with potted aspidistras, with plinths either side of the entrance containing herms of two Negro women, and a long, carpeted staircase leading up to the first floor landing, which is filled with light from enormous stained-glass windows. In the last photograph a proud Malcolm is standing with four of his staff, one of whom is a lanky man of indeterminate age, his thin face obscured by his right hand shielding it from the sun. He is not mentioned in the article, but this is Malcolm’s taxidermist and assistant, Simon Ford.


  Of course there were other newspaper and magazine articles about Malcolm, many not so flattering, like the one in the New Australian. Ten days after the party farewelling Governor and Lady Brassey, Goathland was opened to members of the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science, which at the time was conducting a conference in Melbourne. A reporter covered the function:


  


  


  The members of the New South Wales contingent, dressed in the brightly coloured senatorial robes of the University of Sydney, did not seem altogether at ease at a Melbourne garden party. Some of the delegates spent their time studying ladies who were wearing cockaded hats, pointed shoes and impossible pockets, with fans hanging out at the back, like the tail of a new species of bird. The Dean of the Faculty of Science at the University of Sydney wandered about most of the afternoon, gazing wistfully at the sky, as if he would like to liquefy air ... a female guest from New South Wales complained that the dresses at the function were inferior to those worn at Lord Beauchamp’s first garden party in Sydney ... There was not much of that mingling of the youth of both sexes which causes young ladies to say that they hate garden parties, and young men to vote them an awful bore, and both never to miss an opportunity of attending.


  


  


  The report did not bother Malcolm and, in fact, he was amused by the gentle satire, but his wife was appalled by its mocking tone and blamed her husband for having invited the socially inept scientists in the first place. Scientists belong in the darkness of their laboratories, not in the bright light of society, she was reputed to have said. She banned them from attending any more parties at Goathland, a prohibition that cut Malcolm deeply, because he knew, unlike Mary, and would state, many times publicly, almost like a mantra, that scientists were the saviour of my past and the future progress of mankind. But he did not argue. He knew, through rueful experience, that his wife was slow to temper and slow to forgive, which had made for some uncomfortable times, not made any easier by her unspoken intimation that, if it wasn’t for her fortune, he would have nothing like the wealth he had now.


  But it was an article that you found by accident that excited you just as much as the Lassus piece. You came home from the Mitchell Library and waved a photocopy of it in front of my face, beaming like a child who had been given an unexpected present. This was published just after he entered Federal Parliament. No wonder it caused Mary the most distress.


  Next to an old photograph of Malcolm as Lord Mayor of Melbourne, looking pompous and plump, with his moustache retouched to make his face more like that of a walrus, was an article in the socialist newspaper, Morning Worker, filled with satire and dripping with sarcasm:


  


  


  In civilisation everything is justified by success, and the sneers of the mob are nothing to the man who has at last succeeded in getting the mob under the heel of his two guinea boots. Sir Malcolm may not be enthusiastic about his early struggles, yet he certainly is not ashamed of them, nor does he think it necessary to apologise for the fact that he is ambitious, and that in a most worldly sense. As we all know, it was due to his early successes as an importer of an iceberg, exporter of frozen carcasses and transporter of human cargo that M.D. McEacharn’s name became prominent to those in economic circles, but it was during the great Maritime Strike of 1890 that M.D. McEacharn first loomed large in the eyes of the general public. Who could forget McEacharn’s memorable speech at the Athenaeum Hall? It was a fighting speech, almost brutal in its frankness, and frankness was a currency not used during that bitter engagement between capitalists and unionists. Trades Hall tactics and politics received a scathing trouncing from which they have never completely recovered. McEacharn then invited the English socialist Mr B. Turner to dinner at Goathland. It was a masterstroke, and, in making the Socialist Advocate his own mouthpiece, Capitalist McEacharn achieved a double triumph. He scotched a socialist and stopped a strike.


  It’s common knowledge he gained his knighthood by flattering and feasting Lord Brassey, so he will get votes by flattering the electors to the requisite extent. He’s called a ‘lightning change artist’ with social skills acknowledged, even by this writer, as brilliant. People remember his one-time bumptious rudeness, now his manners are commencing to feel more at home in their unaccustomed abode. (Maybe the glory of the Mayoral robes ennobled him.) He has graduated in good taste as to almost rank now as a judge upon it. He has come to the rescue of the haberdasher and tailor. He has set the fashion of being well dressed and although he has hardly a fashion-plate figure, he yet contrives to stand out conspicuously as one of the best-dressed men about town. He is among the front rank of Australian public men, for he is a man who has been helped immensely more by his foes than his friends. It does not matter very much when he declined to grant the Town Hall to a crowd of the frenzied who desired to make a public exhibition of themselves over the Dreyfus case; but when he also refused the hall to a jingo group he went perilously near to disaster. It should have shown him, as doubtless it did, that he will yet have to take a side in politics.


  Having noted Sir Malcolm’s social success, extending as it does throughout the realms of art, sport and philanthropy, it would be churlish not to pay homage to the charming influence in it all of Lady McEacharn. A true womanly woman, her heart filled with a mother’s cares and affections, it was not easy for her to pose in public as Lady Bountiful, a part filled by her in private life with a naturalness and sweetness too sacred to be described. To a Lady surcharged with the sense of honour, delicacy of feeling and conscience, it was a painful shock to find Society’s associations with charity movements inextricably blended with a penchant for picking the till at bazaars and surreptitiously transferring charity-given turkeys for home consumption. But experience, if it has not reconciled her conscience, has armoured her susceptibilities, and she can now listen, with no other sign of indignation than a smile of disdain, to aristocratic acts being dubbed ‘eccentricity’ and ‘kleptomania’, which, in a lower strata of society, would be brutally denounced as ‘petty larceny’ and ‘common theft’.


  


  


  The article did not unduly trouble Malcolm. He had endured many attacks since he entered local politics and, as far as he was concerned, federal politics meant an amplification of wild and invalid criticisms by jealous socialists, whingers and whiners, and the lazy. (Of course, my darling, we’re now aware of just how journalists can get facts wrong, describing me as a scientist, rather than a translator of scientific papers, and you as a novelist, rather than a biographer.) Mary was hysterical after reading the piece and demanded he sue the writer and the newspaper, but the journalist was anonymous and the newspaper folded the day after the piece was published. Although he expressed empathy with his wife’s distress, she did not believe him, or want to believe him, so caught up was she in her own pain that sought no amelioration, so she could, as some people do, luxuriate in the hurt to keep the wound fresh and unhealed and the sting even more prolonged and pungent. After two days of screaming at her husband as if it were his fault, demanding of him that he seek revenge, any sort of revenge, even to the extent of physically harming the culprit or culprits, she took to her bed for five days, demanding silence from everyone so that the servants had to communicate in hand gestures. The weekly Scottish regiment practice on the lawns was cancelled, Ford was bawled out because of his tuneless, mindless whistling, and she cried out in pain whenever Malcolm’s telephone rang in the distance, even though it was muffled by the closed doors of several rooms.


  He was content to be fair game for his envious enemies, but he did wonder aloud in a letter to Andrew, back in London, why the journalist went out of his way to slight Mary. (And how did the hack know about the stolen turkeys? That pointless aberration of hers when, as usual she had no need of them, as there has been no need of necklaces, spoons, bracelets, fish knives and so forth. The puzzlement for me is that even electric therapy has not helped one iota, and in fact her last therapist complained that his watch ‘went missing’ after a session. But that is enough of my complaints. Perhaps age and even that detestable newspaper article may help lessen her inexplicable compulsion.)


  Reading the Punch interview it is easy to be impressed by the many positions that Malcolm holds. His range of interests and abilities was wide and eclectic, and his honours were many, including the knighthood. At the time of the Punch profile he had resigned as Lord Mayor of Melbourne and was a minister in the fledgling national parliament (the man he was playing tennis with probably didn’t expect that Malcolm was planning to usurp him and become Prime Minister himself). There are other intriguing aspects briefly mentioned in the article—his intense curiosity about any new gadget, his taste for things Japanese, at a time when it was uncommon in Australia, the recent death of Nemo, his pet spider monkey, the bottled animal embryos and foetuses. There was also the revolver in his bedroom, which was never properly explained. There is one blatant lie, amongst several subtle ones, in this piece of celebrity fluff. The underground rooms were not being renovated—in fact, they had been enlarged the year before.


  The article also barely mentioned Andrew and his second wife, Holte, an attractive languid woman from the American south whom he had married two years after his first wife had died from cirrhosis of the liver. The death of his two sons in the Boer War had further increased Andrew’s natural pessimism. He thought a holiday in Australia and a stay with his friend, whom he had not seen in a decade, would revitalise him. Malcolm tried to take his friend’s mind off the calamity of losing his only sons by introducing him to important people, like Brassey and Prime Minister Barton, and showing off the buildings and businesses their firm had built, but Andrew continued to mope, which irritated both his wife and Malcolm. He may have been bored by Barton, but Holte wasn’t. During the Prime Minister’s stay the two found themselves in agreement against Malcolm. Barton supported the White Australia Policy and found a sympathetic listener in Holte. Her talk of the niggra and their brutal simplicity amused the Prime Minister. Only Malcolm’s close friendship with Andrew stopped him from turfing the American out. He hated talk of the inferiority of races. Pacific Islanders and Japanese labourers worked hard for him in the Queensland sugar cane plantations, and some had risen to be managers. As far as he was concerned, if anyone worked hard like he had then they would achieve their goals. What troubled him was that the foolish Barton’s attitude towards other races was shared by most Australians. How could they be so blinkered? He knew one of the most formidable projects he would embark on as Prime Minister would be to change this attitude.


  Andrew’s morose behaviour bored the indolent Holte and she made certain she was seldom in his presence. She took to sitting on the front patio sipping gin and tonics through the hot days or strolling around the garden, under the shade of a white sun umbrella, stopping to talk to the happy, sozzled Ford, who, at lunch times, lay on a deckchair in the shadows of the willow tree that guarded the cellar-door entrance to the underground section of the house. The more tipsy she was, the more amusing she seemed to find him. One humid afternoon, while Andrew slept for a few hours at the urgings of his wife, who was becoming increasingly irked by his habit of dozing off during dinner parties, Malcolm went under the house to check on a new batch of embryos that had arrived from Mexico. Walking down the corridor that led to his assistant’s office, he heard moans, not unlike Elise’s when impersonating Ann’s spirit. When he turned the corner he was stunned by what he saw. A drunken, undressed Ford and Holte were on the floor of the office, stinking of the alcohol used in the preservation of the specimens. Harfang, perched on the back of a chair, peered down at them as if they were potential prey. The American was supine on the carpet, while Ford thrust in and out of her. She was gasping obscenities while he, grimly silent, went about his business. An appalled Malcolm was about to say something when Ford groaned loudly at the same time as she did. He rolled off her and she turned to face Malcolm, as if she had been aware of him all the time, and smiled. She pointed between Ford’s legs and slurred: Once he dies, pickle it and send it to me. I want it as a keepsake. Ford laughed. I was hoping to give it to Harfang. Holte thought this was hilarious and they both began to cackle loudly. Malcolm stared at Ford’s moist member, glistening under the bright glare of naked light globes, and remembered that the thing had been instrumental in acquiring several important objects he had needed to complete his underworld, and therefore there was nothing he could say to his assistant. Even Ford, drunk as he was, knew it and smirked at his employer as Holte noisily guzzled down more raw alcohol from a jar.


  My poor Andrew, was all Malcolm could think, when he came out from underneath the house and gazed up at the closed curtains of his friend’s bedroom window. It had been pointless to admonish the drunken fornicators, because they had no sense of shame about what they had done. In fact, Ford had risen from the floor and sat naked on his office chair. Holte joined him and perched on his lap where they shared a fresh bottle of the pure alcohol, not caring in the least about being caught in the sexual act or even being seen naked. Malcolm knew he had to send Andrew back to London before he found out what his dreadful second wife had been doing. (What atrocious luck you have had with wives, Malcolm would write to him.)


  He convinced Andrew that on his return to England he should throw himself into work as a way of forgetting his grief, just as he, Malcolm, had done at his friend’s urging when Ann had died. During the eight days before Andrew and his wife sailed back to London, Holte would meet Malcolm’s disapproving stares with defiant ones, as if daring him to reveal what he had witnessed. The day before she departed Holte emerged from under the house, slamming the cellar door triumphantly behind her, lipstick smudged, hair tousled and very drunk. She ambled up to Malcolm, who was on his way to a meeting with his political advisers, and drawled, Andrew is as boring as his cock is short, where your Ford is as exciting as his cock is stupendous.


  Once Andrew had sailed away Malcolm’s spirits lifted, only to plummet when his plans to become Prime Minister were foiled when he narrowly lost his seat in the Federal election. The result had been so close that a court ruled that a new by-election be held because of what the judge termed voting irregularities. The loss had been a shock to Malcolm. He had underestimated his opponent, the socialist, Bill Maloney.


  As far as he was concerned, Maloney was a ratbag and bohemian. He was against the anti-strike legislation which Malcolm had initiated in Parliament, he promoted loony ideas like bimetallism as the monetary standard. He supported White Australia and was obsessed with the Japanese threat. He made misty speeches which pushed his extreme and eccentric views, telling Melbourne that he wanted to save the human wreckage.


  Why would one do that? Most people wreck themselves, so why does society have to save them? remarked Malcolm, at a private luncheon that was reported in the press, resulting in more controversy.


  Realising he had better face Maloney’s Mob, as he facetiously described the socialist’s working-class followers, Malcolm decided to speak at the North Melbourne Town Hall two days before the new by-election. He thought that if he confronted Moloney’s followers then, maybe, they would vote for him as someone who had deliberately entered their lion’s den and was therefore a brave and resolute man.


  The number of people who came to the meeting astonished him. There were over a thousand excited spectators squeezed inside, the front door having been broken off the hinges. A posse of policemen escorted him onto the stage to the large ironical cheers of: Welcome, Mr Slanty-Eyed Australia! He felt he had entered a coliseum where the whole audience was baying for his blood. By the time he had fronted the lectern the barrage of noise was deafening. He looked out at the gesturing, shouting men and women. These were the same sort of people who had locked him up in the globe. He would overcome them as he had triumphed over those bullies.


  There were cheers from the few middle-class men and women in the front row, but these were drowned by hooting, the tramping of feet and incoherent ferocious yells from the sides and back of the hall. He waited for the noise to abate, but it didn’t, so he had to shout. This is what you may expect from the socialists.


  Newspapers reported that the next words of his that could be heard were: They are men who do not know how to work, but live on the charity of others. This caused more hooting and, as was noted by some newspapers, a change was seen to come over him. And indeed it had. It was at that moment, as he gazed down on his caterwauling opponents, that he realised he would not become Prime Minister and would, in fact, lose his seat. These brutes hated self-made men like himself. They wanted to bring successful or talented people down to their base level. They hated innovation and feared the future. The epiphany gave him clarity of thought he had not felt in some time.


  A smile brightened his face as he grew amused by the heckling, baying men and women. He carefully surveyed them from the stage, as if he had all the time in the world. He would give them something to howl about. The lot of you should be in a circus. Two women, with babies in prams, shook their fists at him, shrieking indecipherable threats.


  Driven to fury by Malcolm’s insouciance, the interrupters adopted a plan of shouting numerals in unison, the counting being followed by prolonged booing as their calm foe raised his voice over the noise, saying how he would make the whole of Australia electric, just as he had electrified Melbourne. And do us out of a job! voices yelled. He shrugged his shoulders as if amused by a child’s naive remark. He began to see the positive side of not becoming Prime Minister. The stress would have killed him, especially when he presented to the public his grand idea of freezing people at the moment of their passing. The dead would have remained in ice until a cure had been found for diseases, wounds and poisonings. Death would have been defeated and the linear and destructive march of time overcome. It was their loss.


  A voice started singing There’ll be a Hot Time in the Old Town Hall Tonight. Others joined in and Malcolm waved his hand as if conducting the singing, an action which infuriated them and a voice, trying to put a stop to his patronising behaviour, called for three cheers for socialism. The hall erupted in cheers, at the end of which Malcolm laughed and roared back, enjoying antagonising them: Socialism will bring the country to ruin. You have no sense of how the world is changing. I brought you ice, I made your city electric. Don’t you monkeys understand. A mouth organ began playing John Brown’s Body. Hundreds sang along. Some also pretended to act like monkeys, which only made Malcolm’s eyes gleam with even more cynical delight—here was proof that they were indeed hairless Nemos. He imagined them jumping up and down in anger at not getting a banana or frantically masturbating.


  The crowd began crying out Maloney’s name. The policeman in charge became afraid that a bloody riot might break out and convinced Malcolm to leave the meeting in the hope of defusing the tense situation.


  Outside the Town Hall more people joined in, cheering any mention of Maloney. A protective ring of twenty policemen escorted Malcolm to his carriage. The mob followed, howling and shrieking threats to castrate him, to Do him in, tar and feather him so he’ll look like a nigger!


  The carriage slowly pulled away in jerky manoeuvres, as the driver tried to avoid protesters throwing themselves in front of the spooked horses. Malcolm sat back in his seat and serenely watched the spittle splatter his windows.


  He lost again to the loony Maloney, as he knew he would. The last time Malcolm would ever address a public meeting was a month later at a valedictory dinner held in the Pianola Rooms, Collins Street. Five hundred people attended to pay their respects to him and his wife Mary, who was now almost totally estranged from her husband.


  He was thanked for electrifying the city, instituting a fund for the relief of the relatives of the soldiers who fell in the Boer War for the defence of the Empire, for being a member of the first federal parliament, for his business acumen, for his iceberg, for his shipments of frozen meat, for bringing thousands of immigrants to Australia, and so on, in what he thought was an endless drone of eulogistic excess. As he sat at the head table, a three-foot-high ice sculpture of the Strathleven before him, he had a feeling that he was listening to his own obituary. Despite being called a great man he felt a failure. He hadn’t become Australia’s second Prime Minister, Alfred Deakin had, and of all the ironies, the new Prime Minister was an enthusiastic believer in spiritualism and, as Malcolm had discovered, had attended many of Elise’s seances, credulous before the sights and sounds of the levitating table, strange sea creatures squirming on the carpet and the guide Silfax fetching in, from the eternal darkness, spirits of the dead whom Deakin wanted to talk to. For months after the election Malcolm would suddenly break out in mirthless laughter on hearing Deakin’s name—the Prime Minister still did not know that Madame Violet had been a fraud.


  By the time Malcolm rose to speak at the dinner he felt exhausted from the recital of everything he had achieved. He had sounded like a driven, ambitious man and, although he knew the cause of it all, he could and would not name it. He made a speech about how immigrants like himself had, through hard work, been allowed to succeed in Australia’s democratic, classless society. But now, he said, immigrants aspiring to what he had achieved, would be ground down by the anarchists, socialists and the lazy majority who wanted money and goods lavished upon them without having to toil for them. His words were greeted with as much applause and cheering as the hoots and jeers that assailed him in the North Melbourne Town Hall. He did not stay long after his speech because he dreaded seeing the model of the Strathleven melt. Unlike the ices his mother had bought for him, there would be nothing inside the ship, all that would be left would be water. The sight petrified him because it reminded him, with the force of an eternal truth, that perhaps that’s all human life was: ice that melted into water and evaporated into the infinite sky. And that this would one day happen to him.


  No longer possessed by ambition after his public humiliation, he became introspective. The two halves of his being which he had been so careful to keep separate—the ruthless businessman and the secretive man whose inner world was unknown to anybody except maybe Ford and certainly Nicolle—vanished, and in their place was another man, more solitary ghost than someone of flesh and blood. His many businesses now operated without his supervision. His appetite waned and he shed weight. He often sat in the garden lost in thought, or spent days and nights under Goath-land, lost to everybody except the permanently sozzled Ford. He disbanded his Scottish regiment and, as they marched out of his Locus Solus, the Goathland estate, playing ‘Lochaber No More’ for the final time, he found it hard to hold back his tears; it was as if he were consigning to oblivion the Scotland that had formed him as a youth. Sometimes the staff caught him in the corridor of the house that led to his study, staring at a full-length mirror, wondering aloud in a thick Scottish brogue, Who are you, bairn?, as if he did not recognise himself.


  He visited Japan for the last time as guest of the Emperor. Even though he believed his body wasn’t up to the rigours of the journey, he had gone through with it because he felt that during the little time he had left he wanted to say goodbye to the man whom he admired for his courage in dragging Japan out of the feudal era. He was upset to see that the living god had wasted away, his physical appearance made worse by that fact that his old military uniform hadn’t been taken in so it was several sizes too large for him, as if he were a boy in a man’s clothes. Malcolm knew that this brilliant, proud man would die soon.


  The Emperor praised Malcolm for his ice dome because it had hardened his soldiers and helped them defeat the Russians. You are my Jules Verne and my Nemo rolled into one, he declared before his court, and I will make sure that your deeds are remembered by us forever—which they have been, my darling, because as I write this, Her Imperial Highness Princess Hisako of Takamado has just had her novel, Lulie the Iceberg, translated into English. It’s the story of a young iceberg’s journey from the Arctic to the Antarctic, based on tales told about Malcolm’s iceberg from one generation of Japanese royalty to the next.


  The kangaroos had died from what the doctors said was homesickness. The Emperor inquired about the spider monkey and Malcolm lied, saying Nemo had died of a heart attack, which in reality was what he feared fate had in store for himself. Doctors had diagnosed an irregular heartbeat and warned him that the organ could fail at any time.


  Back in Australia, and following his doctor’s advice, he sat still for up to eight hours a day in case excessive movement would cause his weak heart to collapse. He felt like a frail empty glass tube that would shatter if touched. He spent hours under the house or in the garden of Goathland, as if haunting it.


  Mary, irked by her somnolent husband and his silences, and growing tired, she said, of the lack of culture in her native Australia, pleaded to live out the rest of her life in England. Her reputation as a kleptomaniac had made her social life in Melbourne untenable and she thought that in England she would be able to start a new life with a clean slate. He bought Mary and the children an estate in Wigtownshire from the Earl of Galloway. His wife was delighted to leave Goathland—after all, it was Ann’s memorial, and Mary had always felt she was merely a guest there.


  He saw his family off on the French passenger ship l’Etoile. As his wife fussed about in the luxurious first-class cabin, and stewards rushed in and out with vases for the countless bouquets, Malcolm said goodbye to his three teenage children. They lined up formally, as if in a photograph. He tried to find the appropriate words of affectionate fatherly advice but could think of none because he did not really know them. They had been brought up by nannies and governesses and, although he could see their physical resemblance to him, they had become spoilt and unexceptional. It wasn’t that he didn’t like them, it was as if they belonged to someone else. As the ship’s horn sounded, Mary ordered the children from the cabin. They hurried out, eager to escape their father, whose awkwardness in their presence was painfully obvious.


  Malcolm knew he would not see Mary for a long time, if at all, and waited, as men do in these circumstances, for the woman to determine the tone of the farewell. She scolded a clumsy steward when he dropped a vase, then addressed her husband. I loved you once, she said, staring directly at him. My sanity came when I finally understood that you could and would never return that love. You only ever loved Ann—and how could I fight a ghost? Her words stung him, and he realised just how much he had hurt her. He wanted to apologise, but knew it was years too late. I never knew you, Malcolm, but after a time I didn’t care. Allez! she snapped at the steward who kept dropping the pieces of the vase he was trying to gather up.


  After the steward scurried from the cabin the couple stood in silence amidst the pungent, stifling scents of the flowers. Aren’t you going to say something, Malcolm? What could he say? He wanted to say something opportune, something that wouldn’t upset her more because she seemed to be spoiling for an argument or a fight. The horn sounded again. How he loved that sound—it promised new experiences and adventures. Finally he said: There are six stages to a long sea voyage: curiosity, the misery of seasickness, relief, flirtation, boredom and deliverance. I never felt boredom myself, but many people do.


  There was a long silence and Mary’s expression changed from astonishment to anger before her eyes lit up with delight, as something dawned on her. You know, Malcolm, you are quite, quite mad. I am happy now that I know that. Farewell. He went to kiss her on the cheek, but she lurched backwards into a shelf of vases, most of which fell, breaking and scattering the flowers across the cabin floor. Malcolm left immediately to the sound of her calling for the stewards. He walked down the gangplank to where Ford waited for him, swaying unsteadily and waving to the three children who pretended not to notice him.


  He had no objections to his family living in England far from him; in fact, he had no objections to anything. Even Ford falling down drunk on the lawns or in the underground corridors did not bother him. Instead, he felt sorry for his assistant because it seemed to him that he was to blame for Ford finding solace in drink in order to deal with his employer’s sometimes impossible demands, plus working and living in that queer, preternatural world under the house. It was around this time that the amiable tosspot reached his breaking point. His employer asked him to fetch a fresh bullock’s heart. As Malcolm nailed it to the inside of the cellar door, he heard Ford behind him slur quietly, I can’t take any more of this sort of thing, Mr McEacharn. My nerves are shredded and diced.


  Sometimes Malcolm would find himself in the throes of inexplicable anger and he’d visit his lawyer to change his will yet again. In the case of his eldest daughter he granted her a share of his estate on condition she did not marry a man whom he thought an indolent sponger. Then it was changed to give the money to her brother. The will became even more complicated by the addition of eight codicils, three of which had been made on the same day (It must have been a stormy day at the testator’s residence, a bemused Judge Eve would later comment when adjudicating on the portioning of the estate). Even Malcolm realised that the changes to the will were based on momentary whims and dislikes but he seemed to have no control over his irrational decisions, just as his wife had no control over her thieving.


  After the construction of Goathland had been completed Malcolm had had no contact with Starr. The architect’s wife died and without her steadying influence he became more eccentric. The mansion had been his greatest achievement but no one else in Australia was wealthy enough to afford to build his extravagant fantasies anymore.


  One evening the architect staggered into a clothes shop. The staff thought the poorly dressed man talking to himself was a drunkard. The police put him in a cell for the night, with the day’s haul of inebriates. He had angrily refused to part with his battered bell topper that hummed at the slightest movement and it was still on his head when he was found dead in the morning. Searching for his identity, the police found that his pockets were filled with miniature cutlery. There was also a note saying that he wanted to be laid to rest in the gardens of the mansion he had created. Ford and Malcolm were the only mourners when he was buried near the entrance gates. Walking back inside the house, empty except for the servants, butlers, maids and cooks with very little to do, Malcolm reflected that with Starr’s burial Goathland had become a cemetery, ceasing to be a living monument to his fame and wealth. The house and gardens reeked of loneliness and death. Even the house itself was exhausted. The internal electrical wiring was fraying or not working. The hot water did not heat, the ceiling fans failed to turn and the doorbell remained silent. He sensed that if he were to avoid a complete physical and mental breakdown he had to visit the one constant in his life besides Ann. It was time for one last voyage with the man who had helped him recover from his wife’s death. The former Victorian governor, Thomas Brassey, now living in retirement on the east coast of England, loaned them his favourite yacht, Sunbeam, to sail the waters off the Cannes coast. Holte had run away with a younger man, leaving Andrew without a wife, without sons and in such a state of depression that Malcolm wondered whether his friend would survive the holiday.


  15.


  FOR FIVE DAYS THE TWO MEN SAILED off the coast of Cannes. They seldom talked, but sat in their deckchairs, basking in the sun, while the large Italian crew—who knew no English or French, and therefore would not bother them with chatter—kept the yacht on the same preordained course each day arriving back at the quay just after sunset. On the sixth morning Malcolm woke up in his hotel suite feeling strangely dislocated, as if he were a shell that had opened during the night, allowing the mollusc of his soul inside to escape unprotected into an unknown world, leaving behind an empty container. He watched himself dress in a white linen suit and was frustrated by how long it took him to tie the laces of his white canvas shoes. He walked out onto the balcony and reeled at how the sun hurt his eyes. He ordered a pair of sunglasses from the concierge and, when he arrived at the quay, Andrew smiled. You’re such a dandy, McEacharn. And Malcolm laughed too because he knew he was going to die, but at least it would be out at sea, the sea that had so dominated his life—and just as it had taken his father and all those people who had drowned in his ships, so it would claim him, but he would not be buried there: his eighth codicil threatened to disinherit everyone unless he was interred where he wished to rest for eternity.


  Out on the water he was unusually garrulous, commenting on the weather, the incompetence of the crew, and marvelling at how far the two of them had come since starting their first business together as shipbrokers. Then he launched into a confusing rant about kissing the black lips of death, claiming he was the antipodean Shah Jehan and, more frighteningly for Andrew, declaring that Ann had died for him. Malcolm praised his lifelong friend: You were courageous to the point of foolhardiness in saving my life. Finally he settled into a long monologue about the search for the iceberg. He rambled on about monstrous blocks of ice, streaked with green veins. He compared icebergs to enormous amethysts that shone like the sun. He talked of how the polar birds deafened the crew with their cries. The sounds of cracking ice sounded like cannons as the gnarled ship ploughed through ice fields, drift ice and pack ice. Here and there, he recalled, as if still amazed, were oriental ice cities with minarets and mosques, hidden behind the grey mist of snow dawns. The flying ice and snow felt like glass splinters cutting into their faces. There were sharp peaks like needles, sheer cliffs, a forest of ice mirrors blinding them until they found themselves where even birds refused to venture. There, he said loudly, suddenly sitting upright in his deckchair, I sensed Ann. I felt close to her in that Ultima Thule and as I wrote letters to her I could feel her eternal, living presence. It was as if her spirit had impregnated every molecule of Antarctic ice.


  One of the crew startled the two men with cries of: No! No! No! It was then that Andrew realised they were travelling in circles. The rudder was stuck and the inept Italians were trying to free it. Malcolm glanced at the crew and remarked to no one in particular: Ah, so this is the way I’ll end. He smiled as he looked around the yacht, as if taking it in for the last time. You know, Andrew, I feel as though I am on one of those miniature yachts in a bottle and, because there is a cork stopper at its mouth, I cannot get out.


  He fell silent for a few moments and then he urgently grabbed his friend by the arm, as if conscious he was perilously close to death. I want you to do something for me. As the yacht sailed in an ever-widening orbit, members of the crew semaphored passing boats for help. Malcolm began to talk in a rush. Some of what he said made sense, some of it seemed like delirious prattle, but what he could understand shocked Andrew. He thought he knew his friend but there had been a hidden part of his partner, perhaps even the kernel of his being, that he had kept secret from everyone. After an hour of this feverish monologue Malcolm fell silent in mid-sentence, as though he had run out of breath. Andrew saw that his head was resting against the back of the deckchair. He felt Malcolm’s wrist but there was no pulse.


  Not long afterwards the crew freed the rudder. Andrew didn’t tell the Italians that the man sitting in the deckchair next to him, wearing an immaculate white linen suit, white hat, red rose in the lapel and sunglasses, was dead. As they sailed back into port, a devastated Andrew, looking almost as lifeless as his fifty-eight-year-old friend, was even more conscious, now that he was gone, that if it hadn’t been for Malcolm’s restless spirit, optimism and energy he would never have become so wealthy and esteemed.


  Once they docked he organised for the corpse to be sent to England. It could have been a drawn-out affair but Andrew, who had dealt with the corrupt French customs authorities for many years, paid off several well-connected officials, and the body was soon making its way by cargo steamer to Scarborough, from where it would travel by rail to Goathland, the village where, as Malcolm had stipulated in his will, he wanted to be buried.


  Mary did not attend the funeral but sent a telegram to Andrew that stated baldly, Why should I attend my husband’s interment and watch him being buried next to that woman. Her death blighted my life. She bewitched him in life as she did in death and should have been burned at the stake. Most of Goathland turned up to the funeral. Many of the older mourners not only remembered Ann’s tragic death, but the young man who had been all but destroyed by it.


  A week later Andrew, respecting Malcolm’s request for a last favour as he was dying, sailed to Australia in one of their ships, painted with the blue streak of mourning around her hull. When she docked in Port Phillip Bay, Ford was waiting for him on the pier, unshaven and dissolute-looking, as if he were a beggar cadging for coins. As they motored to Goathland in a brand-new car Malcolm had driven only once before leaving for Cannes—so that he could experience what he said was a symbol of one of the twentieth century’s technological marvels—Andrew told Ford the reason why he had come. Malcolm’s assistant was relieved, yelling over the noise of the engine, It was a great burden even before Mr McEacharn died.


  He didn’t quite know what to expect as Ford escorted him under the house. When they stepped into the basement entrance hall the giant barn owl flew out of a dark corner and landed on its master’s shoulder, staring at the interloper suspiciously. Ford switched on the lights and an apprehensive Andrew saw several corridors forking off at regular intervals. Ford motioned to a corridor and Andrew followed him down it. As they were passing an enormous metallic globe of the world, Ford paused and touched it. That, he said to Andrew, cost a pretty penny. The school didn’t want to give it up, but they needed the money for a new classroom.


  Andrew had been expecting to see a few shelves of bottled foetuses and embryos, not interminable rows of them. The specimens looked monstrous and alien in the penumbra, each one was like a fleshy tear in an endless wailing of grief. They turned from a corridor into a large hallway. Andrew jumped in fright. He was astonished to see an infinite series of himself, scruffy Ford and the owl. Malcolm hadn’t mentioned the mirrors. Ford was amused by Andrew’s never-ending startled expression and explained, Mr McEacharn thought that Eternity or Heaven, call it what you will, would be mirrored so that everyone would see that they would have an infinite series of souls through the aeons and therefore exist for all time.


  They paused before a mirrored door. Ford pulled out a bronze key and thrust it into the lock. The door swung open and only darkness lay before them. As Ford fumbled for the light switch Andrew felt his throat dry, afraid of what he might find.


  When the lights came on he was stunned. He remembered this room immediately. It was the living room of Thornhill Farm. It was an exact replica, right down to the light fittings, the draperies, curtains, even the oriental rug. That was the first thing he bought for her, said Ford, motioning to the rug. He then pointed to the piano. And that was the first thing I bought from one of her cousins because no one could play it.


  Andrew recognised the stool, the plump green upholstered and buttoned ottoman, the red pouffe, the sewing table discreetly in the corner, the painting of a woman in a white dress reading a love letter, the sideboard with its silver teapot, embossed with the ferns and brackens so particular to Goathland (it was a present from Malcolm especially designed for her to celebrate the first time they had made love), the sturdy Welsh dresser, with its gorgeous blue china plates and cut glass. My goodness, they didn’t give that up without a fight. It’d been in the Pierson family for four hundred years before it was inherited by Ann. Cost an arm and a leg and, on top of that, I had to copulate for a week with one of the cousins—ugly as sin, she was, but she wanted a baby because her husband couldn’t give her one. Well, I gave her twins. Andrew glanced at the jaundiced, hungover eyes in disbelief. Ford saw Andrew’s doubtful expression as he took in the shopworn face and grubby clothes. I didn’t look like this, nor smell like this. I behaved like a gentleman, or if the lady desired it, like a larrikin. Let me tell you something, Mr McIlwraith, women give themselves to strangers easily. They like the danger. They give their hearts even more easily. Even so some things were impossible to pry loose from their owners so I had to—what’s the word—‘purloin’ them. He laughed at his own daring. The last time I was there I was caught red-handed but I was bailed. So I skedaddled out of the Mother Country before my trial. If I ever go back I’m in a lot of trouble.


  Andrew picked up a stereoscope and peered through it. He was confronted by the startling image of a photograph of an Arabic prince, sitting on cushions, grinning lasciviously as he’s fed dates by a smiling girl, about fourteen, wearing only a translucent muslin dress. Behind them was a painted backdrop of indoor palm trees with an open window revealing minarets and a night sky filled with stars. There was something so sexually confronting about the Arabian Nights scene that he instinctively put it down. He heard footsteps ambling over to the far wall. A door opened. Ford switched on a light and motioned Andrew to follow him inside. Again he was jolted by the sudden appearance of infinite successions of himself. Ford stepped aside and Andrew entered, stopping in mid-stride. My God, he heard himself say as he stared wide-eyed at Ann lying on the bed in a green dress, her long blonde hair streaming over her pillow, her eyes closed as if she were sleeping. He shivered in the freezing cold room. It can’t be, he told himself and stepped closer. Her skin was waxy and lifeless. That took months for Dr Roussel to make, especially the face, because the only photograph he had to work from was of their wedding day and her face was obscured by shadows, Ford said as he bent over the exquisitely rendered effigy. Ann seemed to be in a coma. Andrew trembled at the amazing likeness and touched her face, relieved that it was cold. She looked like an image of the fairy tale Snow Queen he had seen long ago in one of his children’s books. It was as if she was frozen, like the perfectly preserved American sailor excavated from the iceberg. Two potpourri bowls flooded the room with the scent of roses and daisies. He touched her blonde hair. That’s hers, Ford confirmed. Andrew looked across at the assistant who stood on the other side of the bed grinning proudly. What do you mean, Mr Ford? he asked, fearing the answer. Her hair was the only thing not corrupted, Mr McIlwraith. For a moment Andrew thought he had misheard, then realised Malcolm must have forced Ford to dig up Ann’s coffin in order to retrieve her hair. At that moment the full extent of the power of Malcolm’s love for Ann and his grief at her loss struck him like a physical blow and he found himself struggling for breath.


  He gazed around the room. Except for the floor-to-ceiling mirrors, it was an exact replica of the bedroom he had seen when he visited the blissfully happy couple when they had lived a few miles outside Goathland village at Thornhill Farm. Ford grabbed a small brass handle discreetly attached to a mirrored wall and pushed. The giant mirror slid open, revealing racks of dresses, rows of shoes, corsets, bustles, chemises and other underclothes. There was even a white blouse and jacket with the accompanying long red dress that she wore when she played tennis. All hers—bought from friends and relatives or exact copies made. He drove tailors spare in making sure they were the precise size, colour and style as those he remembered his wife wearing. Ford closed the door. He would spend hours, sometimes days and nights in this room. He said to me once that the only problem was that he grew old, fat and wrinkled but she remained unaged. He pulled out sheaves of letters from a large oak chest of drawers. These are the ones he wrote to her after she died, when he was in the Antarctic. Inside another compartment Andrew saw a neatly arranged set of black gloves, hatband and scarf. Next to the mourning clothes were several printed black-bordered notes informing relatives and friends of the time and date of the funeral. Ford opened another drawer and showed Andrew a tiny bottle of arsenic. What’s this about, Mr Ford? Without a word, the sot opened another drawer, pulled out a small brown envelope and handed it to Andrew, who opened it. Inside was the official autopsy on Ann’s death. He read it slowly, finding the doctor’s semi-illegible handwriting difficult to decipher, until his eyes fell on the word arsenic. He took a deep breath and read on. It seemed that, unknown to Malcolm, Ann had been taking minute quantities of arsenic to maintain her fashionable pallor. The accumulated poison in her system killed her. That is why, wrote the coroner, the local physician had remarked on his arrival at the deceased’s house that her distraught husband had met him at the door with black lips. In his anguish at finding her dead Mr McEacharn had passionately kissed her as if trying to breathe his own life into hers and, in so doing, his lips were imprinted with the residue of arsenic that had bubbled up from her stomach. Then, as a casual addendum, was the finding: Mrs McEacharn was four months pregnant.


  My God, Andrew murmured, handing the report back to Ford, who had patently read it years before and therefore showed no surprise. She did die for him. It was almost too much for Andrew, who slumped down on a chair and stared silently for some minutes at the infinite reflections of Ann’s simulacrum, himself, Ford and the owl with its inquisitional eyes. He had known nothing about the way she died. And he had known nothing about this underground shrine to her. No one had except for Malcolm’s alcoholic aide and, perhaps, Eugene Nicolle. He knew that Malcolm had loved Ann, but he did not know that the love was so deep, so permanent, so much an essential part of his being, that he had created this nether world of grief and memories. It was remarkable how successfully he had kept this side of himself from his family and the rest of the world, all of whom thought of him as an arch capitalist, with a facile eagerness for fortune and honours. It was even more amazing that this double life had not driven him mad. Perhaps this was why he pleaded with Andrew as he was dying, I do not want Ann or me to be laughed at after my death. Destroy everything under Goathland before anyone finds out just how madly, and I mean madly, I was in love.


  After they left the bedroom Ford showed him the thick ledger books that detailed the items Ford had had to buy, beg or steal. The enormous lists were written out in Malcolm’s untidy scrawl, with impatient crossings out, attempted erasures and precise corrections to make sure Ford understood exactly what he was meant to acquire. The catalogues were a memoir of his short time with Ann. He had remembered everything in astonishing and minute detail. The two rooms most important to the couple had been recreated in order to transcend Malcolm’s horror of impermanence, both in life and in love.


  Throughout that night a troubled Andrew sat by his hotel window overlooking Collins Street. The electric lighting, the noisy trams and fire plugs that lined the fashionable boulevard were due to Malcolm’s industry and foresight. Some things now began to make sense. Malcolm had blamed himself for his young wife’s death because he had constantly praised her beauty and had gloried in it. She determined always to be beautiful for him. He also remembered Malcolm standing in his office doorway after spending weeks in Goathland and seeing a man transformed by love. Malcolm was no longer the gaunt, serious young man whose very pores gave off the odour of loneliness and lovelessness. Like mystics who find the meaning of life in God or the gods, Malcolm found it in Ann and his absolute love for her. His whole career after her death was for her, the only way he knew how to repay her for what she had done for him. Then he began to forget her, which horrified him. Time became an enemy and so he created his Taj Mahal, just as the grieving Muslim widower Shah Jehan had for his dead wife. Inside its time warp, time would stand still. She would never die, just as all those bottled foetuses and embyros would remain suspended in time and never decay. He would not forget her. The duplicated bedroom and living room inside the underground mausoleum was his Ithaca. He would always come home to his patiently waiting wife. She became more important than Mary and their children. The unbridled happiness he felt during his brief marriage would flood through him as he lay next to her wax replica. He’d talk to her countless reflections that stretched to infinity, which meant that there was no end to her. She gave him his core. Everything he had experienced in life from poverty to wealth, from the iceberg to becoming the richest man in Australia, were layers of experience that were merely that—layers. She had given him a heart, had made him experience love, and that, he instinctively knew, made him human, made him a man with a soul. Without her he would have been a collection of layers that had no centre and no core.


  It took two and a half weeks for Malcolm’s subterranean world to be dismantled. The two men worked long hours demolishing or destroying anything that related to Malcolm’s unhealthy memorial to Ann. They tore up her dresses, threw out the perfumes, burned the rug and disposed of the arsenic by pouring it down the toilet bowl. The countless bottled specimens were either thrown away or donated to Melbourne University’s science department. Wreckers were brought in to take away the miles of shelving, hundreds of vitrines, thousands of tiles and the many enormous mirrors. Once it was an empty shell, and no evidence remained of what Malcolm had built under his mansion, Andrew, as Malcolm’s executor, arranged for Goathland to be subdivided and sold. The night before sailing back to London, and with the help of the permanently inebriated Ford, he carried the effigy of Ann out to the garden furnace. It had been so expertly crafted that she weighed the same as when she were alive, and was so lifelike that when the two men awkwardly pushed her feet first into the furnace they both thought, for a brief moment, that they were incinerating a real body. The green dress flared into brilliant flames, the wax melted and fizzled, and the hair crackled as it burned. Acrid black smoke, with sparks of incandescent colours, poured into the night sky until she had been totally consumed by the fire. The only evidence that remained of her were a few sparks dancing like fireflies in the night sky. The last thing they did was to walk to a nearby park, where they released Harfang. He flew onto the branch of a nearby plane tree and sat there for a time watching the two men who stared back at him, wondering what the owl would do. Then, as if he knew what was expected of him, he hooted twice, as if in farewell, and took off into the darkness. A despondent Ford shrugged at losing his friend. He needs a sheila. Every male does.


  In the morning the two men went their separate ways; Ford to a hotel room in what he called my new watering hole, and Andrew back to his job and a new, but ultimately futile, attempt to get elected to the council of Hertfordshire on the teetotal ticket with the slogan: I believe there is too much liquor available and too many licences to sell it granted. It is injuring the moral and physical character of the nation. The melancholic man lived for another three decades never speaking to anyone about what he had found under Goathland. He never remarried, believing that he was fated to always choose the wrong woman.


  Ford liked to amuse fellow bar flies with stories about his trips to England and Scotland to find certain unmentionable things at the bequest of Sir Malcolm McEacharn, and brag about how he had seduced upwards of two dozen Goathland women, from the beautiful to the ugly-as-sin. When he talked of the replica rooms and the lifelike dummy of Ann, his incredulous listeners would laugh, thinking that these were tall stories or drunken fantasies, because, really, no one could imagine that that fabulously rich man, that plump public man, that anti-unionist, anti-women’s suffrage, that dandy, that bourgeois brown-noser of governors and hater of the hoi polloi, had a romantic bone in his body.


  Two years after Goathland was levelled, the publican at Ford’s hotel heard screaming coming from one of the upstairs rooms and smelled smoke. As is reported in a small item in the Argus, he found Ford, with a bad case of DTs, crying hysterically, I’m melting! I’m melting like Ann! as the curtains burned and the flames ran across his bed and onto his clothes. But he made no attempt to slap out the flames or take off his burning clothes. The publican tried to belt out the flames with the floor rug, but to no avail; the soak burned to death.


  I’m melting like Ann! What a horrifying phrase. Just as the innocuous word Ice, which you wanted to call your biography of Malcolm, is now a word that conjures up how one man ruined your life and stopped mine in its tracks. No one knows when you will wake. You lie there, as I imagine the replica of Ann must have looked laid out on her marriage bed. You may look lifeless, Beatrice, but you are alive. Sometimes it is as if your body is a manifestation of this world but your mind exists in the Other World. I can understand Malcolm’s craving to speak to his dead wife, but then again, you are not dead. You exist but do not exist. You are not dead, so I cannot grieve. Like Malcolm, I have kept your bedroom exactly as it was on the day you went for your last walk. I sleep on the divan in the living room with little Mingus and, just as Malcolm spent hours in the replica of his Thornhill Farm bedroom, so I sit in a chair in our bedroom, imagining you asleep yet soon to awake. Sometimes I spray some of your favourite perfume on myself. I fondle your gold bracelet, designed in the shape of a wreath of eucalyptus leaves. I open the wardrobe and smell the rich musty, sexy odour of your shoes and imagine your feet in the black stilettos, your crimson mules, your 1940s strappy high heels. I take out each and examine minutely every one of your dresses. Yes, every single one has a memory for me. The dark emerald green dress with its semi-transparent top that needs a black bra so one can’t see your nipples, which, as a favour to me on my birthday, you wore without a brassiere to Salt, a trendy restaurant, even though you blushed at first. By the end of the meal you glowed with the attention from waiters and the covert ogling of a nearby table of businessmen. Then there is the pale pink flapper dress that shimmers with beads, and over a dozen black dresses, including the Armani one I bought for you when your biography of Alfred Deakin, Australia’s second Prime Minister and lifelong spiritualist, was launched. With your black dress, height, white skin, red lips and blonde bob you looked like an ice goddess, as if you had emerged from Ultima Thule. I lay out your panties and bras on the bed and visualise you in them. Before I visit you I smell them, sniffing in your odours, the faint scents of your perfume, vaginal juices, piss and shit, so that when I arrive in your antiseptic world I still have the real smells of you on me.


  I write this on the kitchen table because I want to keep your writing desk untouched. On it are notes to call librarians, museums, plus the calls you wanted to make to Gem, your publisher, about Ice, girlfriends and the veterinarian (next to his name, the query: Date of Mingus’s next shot?). I read your favourite books because of your copious marginalia, so direct and urgent I can actually hear your voice: Sloppy verb. Cliché! Spot on! Yes! Remember! ... Yes, I remember, I have to remember, so I can stay sane. I try to collect everything of yours, and keep it exactly as it was on that terrible day, so that when you awake it will seem as if not a day has passed. I can’t be like Thomas Jefferson, who spent weeks delirious with grief. He roamed the grounds of Monticello, he rode in aimless circles for hours, and rambled and wept. And then he did something he would always regret. He burned all his wife’s letters and papers—except one. On her deathbed his wife began to copy a quotation about the death of a loved one from Tristram Shandy, but she was too weak to complete it and Jefferson finished it for her. He kept the lone scrap, folded it around a lock of her hair and hid it away in a secret compartment of his desk. I’m not like Jefferson; I can’t burn or destroy anything of yours because you are not dead and, even if you were to die, I’d hoard everything, as Malcolm did. I have kept all your letters to me and printed out all your emails.


  Those wonderfully erotic emails followed me around lonely conference hotel rooms where, after a day discussing the theories of the translations of scientific papers, your words aroused me to such an extent that I was almost hysterical with desire and longing. Nothing can prepare one for grief, and certainly no one can prepare you for the love of one’s life to be in a coma. What is it? Is it like being buried in ice? Like those sideshow acts where men and women are frozen into a block of ice and chopped out barely alive? Last night I had a nightmare. I was a young man and I entered a sideshow tent to view a hauntingly beautiful woman who was imprisoned inside a block of ice. It was you. I returned to the carnival late that same night after the crowds had gone. As I stared at you my love melted the block. When you kissed me I turned to ice. Perhaps I dreamed such a thing because I had been writing about that wax effigy of Ann. The bedroom must have been cold so that the wax wouldn’t melt—she may as well have been buried in ice. I understand Malcolm’s motivation to preserve everything about his dead wife, perhaps better than you do. In fact I’m certain of that, because I can put myself in his position.


  Just as this book Ice is my way of keeping your spirit with me, so he recreated a world to keep Ann for himself. And it seems to me that at times I have been unable to distinguish myself from Malcolm. How I will deal with you dying, I do not know. It is hard enough now. Remember that story about a man with TB who was mesmerised at the point of death? For the next seven months (five months less than you) he was in a hypnotic coma. Doctors debated what to do and finally they agreed to wake him, realising that if they removed him from his mesmeric state, they might also cause his second and final death. They woke him, he screamed, and died immediately.


  Oh, God, that will not happen to you, of course. And why you? My parents, whom I don’t like and whom I haven’t seen for years, are still alive, while your mother and beloved father are dead and your brother lost to a failed pancreas transplant. You have lived through many losses. I have had none. Is this the pain the gods gave me? The gods must have a wicked sense of humour because I have lost you and yet not lost you. The cruellest times are when your body makes a movement or, as I read this to you, your eyes suddenly open or, as I am combing your hair with one hundred and one strokes, you appear to smile or cry and my heart leaps with hope. But they are false signs of consciousness. I have tried to wake you by playing CDs of Pettersson and Mingus. Sitting through the day, listening to the music in your hospital room, I gaze out the window down onto Darlinghurst Road and to Ice Street, where people go about their own business unaware of you or me. As night falls I see myself reflected in the window. I am the drained face, with Mingus on my lap, staring at the reflection of you in bed, inert, pale, ethereal, both of us trapped in the rectangle of dark glass, prisoners of our fate and your fate. I have prayed that you will suddenly sit up in bed and say, That’s not true. Malcolm didn’t do that! or How did you find out all that stuff about Ann? Isn’t Ann’s letter almost like the one I wrote to you? And it is, my darling, and the way Malcolm thought about Ann is the way I think about you. I know him so well. I may not be famous like he was, nor a heroic adventurer out of a Verne novel like he was at times, but as with his love for Ann, I did not know love until I met you. By loving me you made me human. Why, you even look like Ann. It’s uncanny, as if you are now the wax replica he had made of her. Your blonde hair, green eyes, unnaturally pale face are so similar that it seems to me that it was more than coincidence that you chose to tell Malcolm’s story—a point I mentioned to Gem when I had a meeting with her about publishing this book. I have told none of your friends I am writing this, so naturally Gem was surprised. I said that this is more than a biography. I mentioned how ice played a crucial part in Malcolm’s life, just as another form of ice has played a part in yours. I explained how similar you and Ann look. Of how what I feel for you is the same as what Malcolm felt for Ann. Gem knew little about him because, as usual, you had not given her much information about the subject of your biography. So I told her about the iceberg, the sailor buried in ice, the Strathleven achievement, McEacharn’s fame and wealth, his strange secret life devoted to his dead wife, of crazy Elise who dogged his footsteps over the years, of Tyrone maddened by ice, of the thousands upon thousands of bottled foetuses and embryos, of Ford tracking down everything that belonged to Ann, of how Malcolm brought the happiness of ice to Sydney but how the drug ice has brought misery, of Emperor Meiji and the domed artificial battlefield of ice and snow, of the car cleaner angry and paranoid with ice believing I could read his mind, of how Malcolm and I were both locked up in a globe of the world by school bullies, of Nemo dying with a bodkin through his heart, of another coincidence—your St Vincent’s hospital room overlooking Ice Street—of Malcolm being maddened by grief, just as I am maddened by being unable to grieve, of Malcolm dying on the yacht telling Andrew that he had to destroy his unusual memorial to his dead wife, of his everlasting love matched only by mine for you. Oh, I told her so many things and explained that more research would reveal more coincidences between Malcolm and Ann’s life and ours, so that the book was their story and also our story.


  After listening, Gem asked po-faced, Did you tell her you were writing this? I could hardly believe her words. She’s in a coma! I cried out, exasperated. She seemed startled by my vehemence. This is an act of love, I explained after calming down. I am on my way to completing what she started. Gem frowned and, for some reason, shifted nervously in her chair. She looked at me as if I were crazy and asked me if I were seeing a doctor. What for? I said.


  You seem to be under some stress, that’s all. Her inability to keep to the subject was very irritating. She must have noticed this because she then asked: What about this underworld McEacharn built? Is there any evidence for this? I told her all you had were unsubstantiated rumours of what lay beneath Goathland, but that I had been able to confirm it. She shook her head in bafflement and fiddled absent-mindedly with a fountain pen, not realising that black ink was leaking onto her crimson fingernails. I thought she hadn’t started. I mean, I hardly knew anything about the project. She told me she had done some research, but not much.


  How can you deal with a woman like that? I said that I had used your research as a springboard for the book and that I had found out many new and wonderful things when I, too, was researching Ice. After I had cleared this up, she didn’t say anything for a time and then she smiled. You know how infrequently she smiles.


  Well, she said, speaking to me as if I were a child, show it to me when you’ve finished. There was no point in saying anything else. What in the hell did she know about my situation? Would she be able to cope with the fact of a loved one existing in the realm of the living dead? Had she felt such despair? I could have told her how this book has kept me mentally together when I felt myself plunging into the cold depths of anguish and have, God forgive me, found myself trying to wake you by making love to you and, yes, it was love making because all I wanted to do was find a way of waking my sleeping princess.


  Yesterday, after copying out those words above I am to read to you, I had a coffee outside Maggie’s cafe, with Mingus sharing my toast. I confess that I was thinking of going to a medium, even though I don’t believe in them, just in case, in case there was a faint hope that the spiritualist could contact you—but can a medium contact a living person? You are not dead, you are living. I suppose only someone in my position could contemplate such a mad notion. To stop myself from these thoughts, I reread the Sydney Morning Herald article I always carry in my jacket to remind myself that what happened to you is real and not some nightmare from which I will awake. The heading is Mental Patient Stabbed Stranger in Park. It talks of how a Danny Tyrone stabbed and then bludgeoned a woman walking her chihuahua in Yarranabbe Park. When the paramedics arrived Mingus was barking hysterically, trying to protect her mistress who lay on the ground, her battered face covered with her blood-clotted blonde hair.


  Tyrone had bought knives and a hammer from a hardware store. He heard voices telling him to kill. He sat in the park and listened to his voices eliminate potential victims; a child, an old man, an old woman, a teenage boy. A singer in a rock band told the court that he was walking his dog when Tyrone approached him and told him to Stay lucky. When the rock singer learned about the incident, after seeing it reported on TV, he was quoted as saying: I was in total shock when I realised that the guy had thought of killing me. Those chilling words will stay with me forever. After approaching the rock singer Tyrone’s voices told him to kill a blonde.


  The case brought calls for a review of the care-in-community policies. Dr Carmen Firbank, of the Sanity Trust, said she was concerned at the number of extremely disturbed patients allowed to discharge themselves, abscond or simply leave psychiatric wards without adequate efforts to protect them and the public. Mr Tyrone had spent six months in a secure unit after stabbing a nurse at a clinic, where he was being held for his addiction to the drug ice. He was released and, the day before he went berserk, his girlfriend grew frightened by his violent behaviour. He had ingested massive quantities of ice. He began to carve out cancerous sores he was convinced were secreted under his skin. The girlfriend alerted the hospital’s crisis line and an appointment was made. Later the next day Tyrone was admitted as a voluntary patient. He was assessed and given an hour’s ground leave, which meant he could walk around unescorted. He immediately fled the hospital and bought some ice. He took the drug and went to a hardware store where he bought a hammer and two carving knives. The police said that the victim, Ms Beatrice Taylor, 35, a novelist [sic] was unfortunately in the wrong place at the wrong time. The Public Prosecutor is still to decide if Mr Tyrone is mentally stable enough to stand trial. At the end of the item the reporter talked about me: Her husband, Mr Rowan Doyle, 42, a scientist [sic] said that his wife was still hovering between life and death, but he was extremely hopeful that she would soon come out of her coma. He added that he felt no animosity towards Mr Tyrone. But every day I struggle with thoughts of vengeance against that man who entombed you in a nether world. I fight my natural feelings of revenge towards Tyrone, because, my sleeping beauty, I know that hate would take up too much energy—and would dilute, and therefore limit the infinite love I have for you. As coincidence would have it, I was paying the bill for breakfast when my mobile rang. It was Dr Carmen Firbank, who told me that The Iceman, as I now refer to Tyrone, had been sentenced to indefinite incarceration in a mental hospital. It made me laugh at the bleak irony of it all. Because I have also been sentenced to living with the indefinite.


  That man Danny Tyrone, a Mr Bad Kismet if ever there was one, cut short your research and prevented you from even starting this book, so all I have is Ice and I cannot rid myself of this story that I am writing for you. Ice is everywhere. Not a day goes past when there aren’t newspaper articles about global warming, melting ice caps, hundreds of icebergs moving relentlessly towards New Zealand and about bodies that have lain in ice for decades, even centuries, but are now emerging from their graves and which confirm what is in this book, and there are always stories about people having themselves frozen at death to be brought back to life when there is a cure for the disease that killed them and if you want any more proof of Malcolm and the iceberg then I can tell you that Britain’s biggest water supplier Thames Water is now considering towing icebergs from the Arctic to London to solve what could be the nation’s worst drought in a century and stories of ice are everywhere, why there’s an American professor who was reported in today’s paper saying that Christ didn’t walk on water but a piece of floating ice on the Sea of Galilee apparently it was cooler back in Jesus’s time and so it might have been nearly impossible for distant observers to see a piece of floating ice surrounded by water, oh yes I have become quite the pagophile, and you must remember a cure is always around the corner for example Jules Verne’s wife was once near death but she recovered yes yes before you squirm at my poor punctuation, my lack of skill in this area always causing you amusement then let me go on because I have news for you that will make you smile in the Ultima Thule you now inhabit several pieces of news in fact the first is that I read that ice saved the lives of two ice addicts who overdosed so their friends dragged them to the Pittsburg cemetery and covered them with eighty-five pounds of real ice placing it beneath their heads and arms and around their rib cages which of course slowed body activity and prevented rapid absorption of the ice so that they lived so that ice cancelled out ice and the second concerns a woman who has been in a vegetative state for five months and she appeared in brain scans to imagine playing tennis on being given the command by doctors to do so there have been a couple of cases lately where coma patients have suddenly woken up after years of being asleep and of course there is the case of a man who woke up after nineteen years in a coma to find that his brain had self-healed and in fact had rebuilt itself so now we know that even though you show few outward signs of consciousness your brain is methodically rebuilding the white matter necessary for you to interact with the outside world and I’m beginning to believe that as long as I continue on Ice you will stay alive waiting to be reborn and our bodies will enter earthly paradise again and forgive me for all the shortcuts and fictions I have had to occasionally resort to in order to keep the story of Malcolm and his beloved moving along because I hope that it is keeping you alive too and so I cannot end this story as I cannot conceive of our love ending and so I cannot end just as I cannot make a full stop because if I do I am afraid you will perish like the man in the trance if I stop and so I cannot put an end to this story just as I cannot put a full stop to our love
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