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1 

‘YOU ARE,’ SHE SAID, ‘A LOUSE.’ IT WAS THE WORD THAT HURT. IT WAS the word, indeed, that set the infernal thing—the blunt object in question—into its fatal motion. Her opinion, I was long aware of. I had lived with it long enough. She knew that the word would hurt because I once told her it would. As the arguments grow old, we grasp about for refreshment, for new ways of twisting the knife. Without great effect. It’s the old insults, the old jibes, lurking deep in their furrow, that really bite. The deep griefs of a long, sometimes intimate relationship. Intimacy! Therein lies the trap. You do admit, in fonder moments, the gaps, the lacks, the secret hurts. The mood then shifts, and all you’ve done is stockpile ammunition.

It was only after I came across her rummaging in my black plastic bags that she first used the word. Martin Frobisher, as louse. The word ‘louse’, you see, has associations. It was an expression of my father. A louse was a person without principle. A human parasite. Always a louse, singular. Never the plural. Once you started talking about lice, it all got too close to the real thing. One ‘flaming louse’ after another, and a whole train of ‘lousy rips’, passed through my childhood; immoralists all of the darkest hue, but more usually parking inspectors, council employees, tax gatherers, hangmen and other forms of public service pestilence.

I struck her. Or at least the object struck her, with me, unfortunately, and as I have already explained in great detail to Clive Partington, attached to the other end of it. For this, I am in prison. This is the core of my story. The reason, in fact, for writing. The story of two sisters, my wife Coralie and Madeleine, the wife of Rollo. The story of my life.

The object was an epergne. What is an epergne? I hear you ask. If you had asked my father-in-law, Ernie, in happier days, he would have taken you aside, tears of gratitude welling in his eyes, and lectured you at fond and foolish length on the history of the epergne, its classical origins, its imperial antecedents, the growth of the native industry, the place of epergne design in the evolution of Australian decorative arts, the gradual use of native insignia, the sorry decline in the art of the epergne in the century of the common man. The epergne is, in short, a large, unwieldy object designed to suspend delicacies—usually fruit—above the table. Equipped with a column (Doric, Ionian, Corinthian), it has a modest footprint, as I believe the computer people say, making table space available for other forms of clutter.

Old Ernie collects them. No more, I suspect.

I struck her. My hand reached for the nearest blunt object, and closed around the pylon. I did not raise the epergne above my head and bring it down mightily on hers. The long swing began at waist level, and became two-handed as I leaned into the weight of the thing. The motion of the epergne began to describe an arc that did indeed curve upwards, and which was less the motion of an arm— now two arms—than the movement of a whole body, turning with and perhaps even dragged along by, now that the momentum was taking over, the weight of the object in question.

My defence, Your Honour. Was it me who swung the epergne, or the epergne, once set in motion, that swung me? What if the intention to mangle and maim which had existed at the outset of the swing had waned long before the object achieved its target? Can mens rea still be said to exist? I insist that the jury should have the opportunity to test the weight of Exhibit A, preferably in a long swinging motion that runs from right to left, beginning roughly at waist level and running upwards to connect with the temple of a female of approximately average height.

~

IT IS IMPORTANT THAT YOU, at least, have all the facts. For these, you have to go back. Stories are like that. You need the long trajectory, the full swing so to speak, if the whole truth is to be told. The accounts in the newspapers have all been far too short. They begin with the blow, and end in cautious speculation about trial dates. They deal in rumour and confusion, and generally play upon the most naïve of stereotypes. Accounts of the trial will also be short, full of gaps, topped and tailed to the point where the real truth will remain just about anyone’s bet, with the journalists drawing on all the daemonic arts of suppression and embargo to set rich disinformations in train. The whole miserable saga will be a-dancing in the imaginations of daily readers through spicy denials and refusals to comment, with shadowy hints and deeper suspicions flowing like delicious treacle in and around the well-heeled participants, the expensive locations, the indulgent lifestyles, the fatal blow itself.

Ordinary is better! Ordinary is safer!

I’ll find a beginning for you. A chance meeting at breakfast, in a small Left Bank hotel in the rue St-André-des-Arts. A Dan-Air package tour, with a bus trip down to Dover, a quick sardine-packed hop over to the airfield at Beauvais and a further bus trip the rest of the way down to Paris. My appearance at breakfast was opportune. There was an awkwardness with la patronne about whether or not the breakfast was included. I came quickly to the rescue, all petits malentendus sorted out in no time, and all parties, even the cranky patronne, left smiling.

Shall I tell you how they looked? An extraordinary thing it was, to come clattering down the rickety staircase in this tiny budget hotel and to hear the metallic ring of the Australian accent, unmistakable even in its mangled private school variant, scraping around the salon and clawing its way up the stairwell. Here were two sunny, golden-haired young women, greeting the gusty Parisian autumn with bare shoulders and the last trace of Australian tans, poring over maps, dragging them through the confiture and sending the breakfast apparatus flying as they furled and refolded and pumped and flattened, the two of them laughing and haggling their way through the day’s prospective sightseeing.

I had seen them on the bus the night before, as we made our way down from the airport at Beauvais, though they hadn’t seen me. They were asleep, fallen against one another. Jetlag, perhaps, or the legacy of some shrieking Earl’s Court send-off.

One of them was, of course, my future wife, Coralie, who was to topple, in the moments to follow. Hopelessly in love? I wouldn’t quite risk that. Hopelessly into a tangle of curiosity and intense amusement, I would say, of a kind that didn’t quite manage to sort itself out before we tied the knot.

The other was her older sister, Madeleine.

I will describe them to you. Each of them, distinctly. Coralie and Madeleine. In the earliest stages of our relationship, I would not have tried to do so. I would have described them as ‘the sisters’. The Australian sisters. A generic entity of taut and slender muscularity with blue eyes, blonde hair and slightly reddish face, flushed with excitement and enthusiasm for just about everything we saw as we walked the streets, the ‘French bread’, the ‘French cheese’, the ‘French windows’, the ‘French poodles’ and even, it seemed to me, the ubiquitous French dogshit that we wove our way around in our first negotiations with the city.

A generic entity they were, too, in the way they went about their touring—the frenetic exchange of banalities with anyone who would listen, the indiscriminate approval for anything that was vaguely old, for everything that was on record as ever having been admired by anyone else. The two of them swapped clothing, ideas, cameras, sunglasses, tanning oil, lipstick, maps and clichés, as they cheerfully and noisily tweedledummed and tweedledeed their way through all the prescribed tourist sites. Having ‘done’ Spain and Italy, they were now, God preserve it, ‘doing’ France.

Generic they were, until about three days after that momentous breakfast, that opportune descent, when they began to separate themselves into two quite distinct entities. Coralie started to distinguish herself by the sheer relentlessness with which she organised our days to ensure maximum ‘coverage’, with the drawing of lines across maps, the close consultation of timetables and opening hours, the economies in both francs and foot leather that could be achieved through the proper arrangement of our visitings and viewings. Each girl’s resources for awe and amazement, her capacity for admiration of all that was Fantastic and Wonderful, was carefully sequenced to ensure that the tempo of stimulation would be sustained throughout the day, and that every evening would go on to be just as Amazing and Fabulous as the day that it concluded.

Madeleine though, I gradually came to see, was actually quite interested in the historical detail. Through the froth and babble about all that was ever yet more Fabulous I did detect a real interest in exact details of the period and reign in which the side chapel was created, the precise phase in which the great work was painted, the actual order in which the oeuvres were published. We caught her more than once surreptitiously nosing through the more detailed sections of the Michelin guide, or tarrying to catch the tail end of what was being foisted on those who took the Guided Tour. Such dawdling, I also noticed, more than once put Coralie’s careful sequencings at risk.

It all came to me in gentle stages. Those extravagant compliments and vacant superlatives actually contained coded messages, on the one side, about the near onset of boredom and of it now being time to move on. From the other, they hinted at a failure in appreciation, with each compliment and expostulation suggesting the need to tarry further.

The arm-in-arm progress through the galleries and grandes maisons, the Louvre, the Jeu de Paume, the Cernuschi and the Nissim de Camondo, just occasionally—I did begin to see it, even at the time—took on the character of hooling and shoving on the one hand, and dragging and slowing on the other; the interlinked arms actually said far more about divergence than kinship. And while nothing was lost of the shared accents, attitudes, clothing, makeup, cameras and clichés, there started to emerge not only two distinct personalities, but two personalities locked into deep and determined competition, with much of what had at first seemed engagingly generic arising less from deep kinship than from a knee-jerk determination, on the part of each, to hold, match and top the other.

It was, it always seemed to me, one of nature’s more desperate forms of loving. I have lived with it now for almost twenty-five years. Coralie, and Madeleine.

~

I HAVE JUST THREE VISITORS. There is Petra, my research assistant. Petra is the daughter of a former colleague of Rollo. She is writing a doctoral thesis at the university—I am not sure which university— on the Victorian government’s plans for resisting invasion by the Russians in the second half of the nineteenth century. The forts, the gun emplacements, the embryonic navy, the local militias. Obscure? One would have to concede that the plans appear to have been successful. I recall no such invasion.

There is my esteemed brother-in-law, Rollo, who arrives, always, in Cloth of Mourning. Discreet, judicious Rollo, who is known for ‘sticking by’ people, at least up to the point where the law declares them to be a blighter.

And there is my lawyer, Clive Partington.

He’s a former associate of Rollo. He recently quit the ranks of Rollo’s firm, Sawney Bean & Co, because, Rollo once darkly confided to me, he wanted to Help Mankind. Clive’s promising legal career was thus cut off in its prime. Clive was a victim of the deepest of legal professional hazards, as when pharmacists start taking their own drugs, or accountants start fiddling their books, or sweet-sellers start licking the merchandise. Clive had suffered a mid-life attack of Justice. He’d decided that the firm of Sawney, Bean & Co attracted the wrong kind of clients. Faceless racks of interchangeable corporate suits, always looking for ways to sail just that little bit closer to the wind. Clients wanting to be helped, indeed, but only in the sorry business of keel-hauling or scuttling each other. Or, in finding themselves becalmed and sinking, to be towed away from the consequences of their own excess.

In a few moments, Clive will arrive. His shirt will be white, almost luminous in the dim light. He will arrive looking crisp and clean, the whiff of soap by now at war with the musty and acidic odour of a long day of intense and sedentary work.

As my lawyer, Clive may come to my cell. It is gratifyingly modern. I am incarcerated by electronics—the door, the lights, the temperature, the levels of oxygen. My cell is small and clean, and has nothing in it with which I can harm myself. Other than myself. I have a bed, and a shelf for books, and an ensuite—an in-suite, rather—with a basin and a shining steel toilet bowl, which is my only companion through the long nights of solitary meditation.

‘Refresh my memory,’ Clive will say. ‘Refresh my memory.’

I will then supply poor fumbling Clive with all the memory he will ever need, all he needs in order to stand up and speak with conviction and authority for all that I am not. For my version of the whole story. I will sit and talk, and Clive will take his notes and wonder yet again how it could be that such a person had gotten himself into such a fix. How it was, as he would delicately and strategically put it, that she managed carelessly to stray within the range of a sweeping epergne. And why it was that I was not chasing bail.

Clive will survey me yet again with his practised trial director’s eye, and size me up for the stand. He will examine yet again those fabled Frobisher ‘boyish good looks’, just starting to look like idiocy and retardation, the fine blond hair now starting to run thin and silvered, the teeth starting to jostle one another for position, the spots, the wrinkles, the patches of dry skin, the grey creeping upwards from the temples, the nostrils and ears starting to sprout. None of it grave, none of it against nature and, certainly, none of it making me look less improbable, less inappropriate in the dock and witness box, nor less likely to be seen at all points to be telling the Whole Truth and Nothing but the Truth.

I had met Clive once before, in the dim and distant world that lay beyond the remand centre, at one of Rollo’s parties. Clive was the very model of well-fed legal decency, but already showing signs of foundering between the Rock of social conscience and the Hard Place of mortgage, school fees, club memberships, beach houses. I recall feeling the most exquisite and protracted boredom— Decency’s abiding companion—while subjected to long and windy tales of the young Sarah’s horse’s bottomless appetite and the state of the gutters at Balnarring, with the other party guests soon shuffling their way to the far end of the room and no sign of help in sight.

Clive, who has nobly agreed to ‘act’ for me, who has no doubt more than once sat through Rollo’s uncertain account of this whole miserable story—a version which would contain remarkably little real information (never have I so deeply valued Rollo’s steady and reassuring inability to see his own nose in front of his face), but just the mystifying details of its rather gory end, the ugly void and puzzlement to follow.

Rollo, you must understand, was and always will be the very epitome of decency, solidity and balance, and just about every other quality—both Coralie and Madeleine were at one on this point, as on no other—that I have always so manifestly lacked. I could not, in the circumstances, use Rollo. Sawney, Bean & Co (known to the summer clerks as ‘Beanies’) had long given up their criminal practice anyway, and had passed on to a higher cleave of miscreant. But I do want someone like him. I confess it. I do want a real lawyer, or, at the very least, someone who looks like a real lawyer. I want the suit, the buttoned-up cuffs, the discreet tie with its escutcheoned hints of clubbability, the well-modulated voice, the gentlemanly attention, the lingering whiff of soap and assiduous early-morning scrubbing. I want the moderation, the balance, the patience. The insensitivity to human nuance. Even, at times, the genuine concern for Justice.

I want, in short, to be represented, and by someone who can be relied upon to dress.

~

THEIR MOTHER SPOTTED THE MICROBE as I came in the door. Dragged in, as ’twere, on her daughter’s boot. I could see the spray-can finger twitching, but with no known disinfectant to hand, other than a chilling superciliousness. Which only served to temper her daughter’s resolve, and to bring out all my powers of ironic contempt. She would have liked to eradicate me—I do sometimes have this effect on people—in the same way that she eradicated all other intrusive house pests, all traipsers of life’s muddier realities into the house.

The daughters marvelled at my resilience. No-one could have been more studiously, more consistently courteous than I, in face of all her ham-fisted disparagements. No-one could have been more patient, more conciliatory while taking the full brunt of her assaults. No-one could have scored so many tiny victories in return, invisible to all but their intended victim.

A fair time we had of it, their mother and I.

Their father was not much older, at the time, than I am now. He came into my vocabulary from that moment, though, as old Ernie. A decent fellow, by any account, the tragedy of whose life lay in its very success. Dear dogged, decent, irretrievably vulgar old Ernie, who had the simple misfortune to be good enough at what he did—rising from gardener to nurseryman to building and landscape supplier on a large scale—to bankroll his way into a world which, by and large, identified itself by denigration of his kind.

Ernie left life’s major disinfections in the hands of his wife. By the time I’d sidled my way into the scene, he had retreated into his dogs, neatly kennelled far from the house. He had withdrawn into Rotary, where his particular brand of vulgarity was better appreciated, and into his unaccountable but passionate collecting of nineteenth-century colonial epergnes.

Gleaming silver epergnes, lovingly polished. Ernie’s desperate grasp at the higher life. Ernie’s shaft of light. Ernie’s burning bush. Ernie’s Sylvia.

Poor kindly grieving Ernie. For his daughter? For his bloodied objet? What does happen to the various exhibits, once they have told their story? What does happen to the torn underwear, the sneaker that matches the betraying footprint, the blunt and bloodied instrument, the odd buckled epergne? Where, oh where, is my own life’s dark repository, my own sanctum sanctorum, my black plastic bags?

Utter superficiality, I’ve often noted, is one of the more fertile seedbeds for a complicated life. With Coralie and Madeleine, I could soon see, it was the attempt to take the rigours of domestic instruction— from home, kindergarten, and a range of private schools and colleges on the Nicer Side of Town—into the wider fields of living that led to the deepest complexities and conflicts in their lives. May I still risk some sort of collective comment about the sisters, now that age and experience have levered them apart? Now that the blonde hair has suffered various fadings and enhancements and the eyes in question look out through different shades of blue? It was the tension—between the disinfected vision of life that upbringing and education equipped them with, and the general human muckiness we are all pitched into, on all sides of town—that created some of their more spectacularly distinctive characteristics. Trying to live out the deep tenets of some eternal Fernwood Academy headmistress’s prize night speech. Trying to turn their mother’s relentless domestic hygiene, the rigorous compliance models of potty training, bedmak-ing and wholesale disinfection, into some kind of Philosophy of Life. 

All such comments will have far greater force and conviction, I can assure you, once I have spun my tale and let you a little further into its recesses, the secret lives of each.

~

WHAT WERE THE SISTERS REALLY like? It’s not so easy, after such intimate and ongoing acquaintance, to wrap them up in a few quick lines. Even for you, Your Honour, for whom Human Nature is no doubt an open, if somewhat disreputable, book. Always, there is the temptation to read later conflict, later disillusionments, back into those first moments. Always, when things have not gone well, there is an easy refuge to be had in retrospect, the truncated wisdoms and epigrammatic malice of long hindsight.

It’s much better, I think, simply to reveal these people as we go. As they did the things by which we got to know them. I want this story to have that kind of rhythm to it. Like a newly opened conversation with a stranger. Straying from topic to topic and every now and then pausing a while where there is a point of interest.

I have hinted, for example, of prettiness. It doesn’t tell you much. Nor, to be fair, did either of them set much store by it. Both were, in the estimation of all, admirable young women. Coralie’s features were always cleaner, more sharply defined. Running mildly hawk-like as she swept into gracious middle age. It’s one of those intriguing questions to which there is no real answer, whether the tone of thinking moulds the features, or the features mould the tone. In any event, Coralie did steadily begin, in God’s good time, to look more and more like Coralie.

She had always been known as a straight talker. The blue eyes were, and remained, large and attractive, though the word ‘piercing’ might, in more recent years, edge its way in. Whenever they lighted on you, you knew without a word being spoken that some further explanation was required, some justification, so to speak.

‘What on earth do you mean, Martin?’

After all the efforts I had put into disguising, deflecting, colouring, texturing and generally blurring whatever it is that I wanted to say. Coralie’s was, distinctly and relentlessly, a plain English version of the world. A word stood for a thing. If the thing was not there, then the word had no place being there either.

Coralie was most at home in silk blouses and severely tailored suits. Increasingly. It was when she slipped into something more comfortable that tension levels began to rise. Wide-eyed, Coralie was, but wolfish. Outdoing all others in a carnivorous, omnivorous appropriation of just about everything upon which everyone else had ever been known to place value, pillaging the Tate, the Uffizi, the Louvre, the Prado, the National Portrait, the Hermitage. Soaking up, imbibing, collecting, consuming, with all of ‘Europe’ as some kind of appreciable object that could be shipped back home.

The blue eyes would rove across the terrain, in deep awe—but more in awe, I do now deeply suspect, at the impression she would make in Armadale, Canterbury, Mont Albert on her return than at the rich aesthetic worth of what she saw.

Her older sister, Madeleine, was of softer mien. The blue eyes were, at first blush, less exacting. Even at the time of our first meeting, the corners were showing the sore toll of gaiety and laughter. Her gaze was more inward. Her features were always gentler than her sister’s, the skin less defensively drawn against life’s ambiguities. Both skin and features responded, in the time that followed, to the years of bland compromise and flaccid indecision, to the pampered boredom of life with Rollo, in a softening that wasn’t just born of alcohol and ease and overeating. Madeleine’s openness, her general accessibility, were marked in a face, a body that might be said to have gone a touch flabby, were it not that most of her was undetectable beneath the layered clothing, the swimming caftans and floating scarves to which she had become addicted.

The soft looks were misleading.

‘Martin,’ she would say, at increasingly frequent intervals as the years wore on, ‘you are such an all-out fool.’

We met in Paris. Coralie, Madeleine and I. We were all out of our own water. We were all well out of our depth. Had we stayed in our native suburbs, no such meeting, no such exchange would have happened. Paris went on to heighten everything we did. It gave us something to let slip in conversation; how we met in Paris, in Paris of all places, and how I saved them with my command of French.

Let me tell you though, Your Honour, I was a good sight more adept at ‘doing the French’ than in really speaking French. My fabled ‘gift for languages’ is in fact a gift for looking like someone with a gift for languages. My simulations and my gestures were picked up by the dozen as each day went by, just by watching what the French did in the streets, and doing likewise.

All passed so pleasingly with these two sunny travelling companions though, with the patronne, to her eternal credit, doing nothing, even by a gesture, to dispel the marvellous impression I was clearly making on the two of them. Even, indeed, the infernal Madeleine, who seemed to see what was going on from those very first moments when I sat myself down at that breakfast table in the rue St-André-des-Arts, announcing that I recognised the accent, and offering my assistance. Coralie had smiled and made all the room for me that I could ever need, while Madeleine moved her things out of harm’s way and looked at me from a cautious distance that brought on, of course, 

the worst itch of all: the itch to show, to perform, to ring the inner rattle out into open forms of living. I needed, in short, to impress. To impress, and desperately. I called to the patronne, in what I knew would sound to them like more than passable French. With a splendid gesture that I had just seen executed by a native Frenchman seated at another table.

The sisters cooed and billowed. The patronne saw what was happening, and smiled indulgently.

‘Have you been here long?’

~

I HIT HER, THOUGH ONLY after provocation of the severest nature, with an epergne. This is not an excuse. Certainly, it is not a defence at law, unless the fact that the blow was struck with so awkward and expensive an object is itself some evidence of lack of aforethought. Unless the fact that the blow was struck with so precious an antique—part of the National Heritage, indeed—might somehow indicate to our twelve citizens good, true and probably heavily mortgaged to boot, that we are here talking about a crime passionel, unpremeditated, unplanned and, above all, entirely uncosted.

I offer you context. Perspective. So that you will see the thing in all its colours. I tell you this because, in a sense, it is the motion of the epergne that will guide us through, its little residual ring of dust on the table probably a greater cause for pain, I do suspect, in the grime-less sites of Coralie’s and my existence than the actual blow itself.

The swing, the blow, you see, is the only thing in all this narrative that actually amounts to a story, in the way that you would normally anticipate a story to run. It began at a certain point and ended at an even more certain point, linking cause and effect and action and consequence and intent and outcome. It distributed itself along a neat chronological trajectory, which, while entailing no more than a split second—perhaps a full second if we include that grasping about behind me for a suitable blunt object—could happily be told, from ‘Once upon a time’ through to what we might loosely call ‘Happily ever after’, once this crime passionel was abruptly concluded and the unfortunate hate-object in question most smotingly epergned into deepest oblivion.

I’m now persuaded, after long discussions with my lawyer, that the killing of one’s fellow man or woman is indeed part of one’s public rather than one’s private life. It marks a point in one’s life where others are entitled to show an interest. I did knock her down, though with an enthusiasm that had wilted well before the weapon reached its mark. She bled profusely. Head wounds, I’ve always been told, are like that. The copious amount of blood not necessarily a sign of any great hurt. That much I confess. That much I have never denied. Even after gentle suggestions by Clive Partington, always on for a good tussle with the facts, that even this might be softened in various ingenious ways, if not altogether denied, I continue steadfastly to confess it.

The blood rose to my head. My thoughts ran to what was in that plastic bag. It was a combination of this unexpected nakedness, together with the word ‘louse’, that was more than I could bear. My fingers, casting about in distress, closed around the reassuringly solid fluted column of old Ernie’s precious epergne.

I have confessed the sudden want, the urgent need to have her face gone from in front of mine. All in a second. It is the cushion, though, that is the mystery. The autopsy said that she had been suffocated. It was the bloody cushion, propped under her head when the ambulance arrived—by which time I had long since fled to the beach house—that had almost certainly been the instrument of death, and not the epergne after all.

Because the truth is, I did not smother her with a cushion. I struck the blow, though I insist it was with as little force as I could muster once the thing was in full flight. I rang for the ambulance. I recall it distinctly, the long wait as we ran through the interminable telephone rituals of customer relations, risk management, personnel development, the warning from that infernal woman with the laughing commercial lilt in her voice that my call would be monitored for quality assurance purposes, the specific number I was directed to press—‘If you have just spattered someone’s brains across the room with an epergne, press six.’

I recall the blood on the phone, disguising the numbers and making them slippery, the fumbling with key, phone and gears. All the while, I knew that I should have been up there with her, and not on my way down to Sorrento. That even if the wound was not particularly serious, I should have stayed to make sure that the flow of blood was properly staunched. To fetch such cups of tea as might be needed.

I could already see that this whole business, when it was over, would require some very tricky explanations.

Most of all, I found myself wondering where on earth the blow came from. I tracked back through childhood and youth and middle age, looking for some sign, any sign, of the roots of that violence which had emerged in the instant when my fingers closed about the shaft of the epergne, with the very idea of it already shifting into horrified denial and a flood of excuses, even as the heavy epergne sailed through the air, Your Honour, its own momentum at least three parts deciding the issue.

Law, yes. Ethics, yes. But the laws of physics, Your Honour?

~

CONCEDE THE EPERGNE, BUT DENY the cushion. This is my option. It has the benefit of being the truth. But where would that leave me? Is there not a special kind of freedom in the total contempt, the total abhorrence of others?

Of course, everyone is now coming forward with much darker accounts of all my Works and Pomps, of all that they had dimly perceived but never quite wished to mention, the daily play-acting, the shifting montage of faces, my whole chameleon mode of living. When I look over my own life, though, I see very little that is strange. Not until the incident with the epergne, at least. My scholarship to study abroad, my chance encounter with the sisters in Paris, our commercial good fortune, even the complications with Madeleine and the betrayed, admiring friendship with her husband Rollo, my long and searching conversations about epergnes with my wife’s father; these are all brief spots of time in a life that has largely passed like simple breathing, easily explained along the familiar lines of passion, curiosity and contempt. There was nothing truly strange in any of it until the incident that has brought it to so sudden, abrupt and unpremeditated an Ending.

Yes. I knocked her down with the epergne, the sweep of her blonde hair disguising her face, and mercifully so, at the moment of impact. There was blood. I have never done anything like it before. I will do nothing like it again. I have always sought peace and tranquillity. The Middle Way. I have been known to shoo spiders, earwigs, even cockroaches out of sight, to preserve them from acts of violence.

I do vaguely recall fetching a cushion, and placing it beneath her head. I did not, however, smother her with it. It cannot be proven, it seems to me, either that I did, or that I did not. The business of the cushion is, of course, exactly the chink of light in a very dark case that poor Clive Partington has so desperately been fossicking for. He genuinely wants to help me, poor soul. He knows Rollo. We have imbibed together, in corporate boxes at the MCG. He wants to be of assistance, to genuinely earn the swingeing fee that I’m certain he is going to charge. I am, Rollo recently confided to me, one of the very few accused murderers in the whole city with a healthy credit balance. It gives my crime a legal gravitas matched by few others. But the full story of the cushion, I have never told. If it were possible to fingerprint a cushion, yes, my prints would be there.

I suspect Clive knows it, or at least suspects it, because he nibbles at the edge of it every time we meet. I think he does believe me capable of the blow, knows that we are all of us, indeed, capable of that one blow, struck at that one particular time and in one particular set of circumstances. But not the cushion.

I have never told him the full story. Because is it not perhaps all my fault anyway—the cushion as much as the epergne? But for my clumsiness with the aforementioned instrument, Madeleine would still be hanging the vile daubs of yet another of her dismal young ‘discoveries’ down on High Street. Coralie would still be on time for her meetings. Rollo would still be passing his days happily stapling the pink form to the green form and the green form to the blue form, in their correct and prescribed order, and Petra would be getting on with her thesis.

So you see, my guilt is comprehensive. It’s really just a matter of deciding which set of facts to attach it to.

But here, of course, is the nub. Do I actually want to live in those dismal realms, the flat suburban sureties that lie Beyond Reasonable Doubt? How far do I want to draw the innocent into suspicion along with the guilty, to ferret out the ‘real truth’ and in the process drag all sorts of other truths shrieking along with it? The Whole Truth? What hope would there be for any one of us, solicitors, judges and juries included, if the whole truth were to be told—frightening idea—opening up a veritable quagmire of unreasonable doubts and rank improbabilities? Loosening convictions, undermining ideals, unhinging commitments? Making life that bit less manageable for us all?

What interest can the law possibly have in knowing about the long years of Madeleine’s incessant niggling at me, and of Coralie’s insistent chipping away at Rollo? Does it really need to know about the dank and dismal underliving of our twenty years of cheerless party-going and joyless prosperity, of sustained and ritualised mutual irritation?

I think of myself as, at last, part of Mankind. Being helped. I think of the jury, all twelve of them, minds run up to judgment pitch by the standard fare of advertising jingles, mid-afternoon melodrama, American cinema ultraviolence and all the dubious wisdoms of the Glossy Magazine. But with all that, somehow making justice visible. Making justice intelligible. What time does the law have to take on the Whole Truth when engaged in such great matters? The Whole Truth, which would surely take just as long to tell as it did to happen, would so load the scale against every one of us, jurors included, that if I really told it all, they’d scarcely be able to come up with a decision about anything.



2 

LIFE. MY VERSION OF IT. HAS IT BEEN A COMEDY? IS IT NOW A TRAGEDY? Even Petra accuses me of not taking my situation seriously enough. The problem is that my life, like most people’s lives, is mostly not quite either. Not for long enough, that is, to be able to hang a label on it. I prefer comic. The really complicated thing about human existence, Dr Johnson wrote, is that usually it doesn’t quite fall one way or the other. Generally, it’s a haphazard, muddled mixture of both. Just as you are ramping your own little portion of gloom up to tragic pitch, someone breaks in with a good yarn. As you watch your whole life slipping down the gurgler, someone you happen to quite like rings up and invites you around to a good dinner.

Sitting here in prison, accused of murder—a murder I did not commit, let me tell you, though the memory of standing above a battered body with a bloodied epergne in my hand does make the proof of it a little tricky—with the whole world whipped into a frenzy by the newspapers, who feed on the public’s glee that someone in my position—someone who has had his moment in the social pages of Vogue—could stoop to such a crime.

Here, indeed, you might begin to think that my life has taken a tragic turn.



I have been studying how I may compare 

This prison where I live unto the world; 

And for because the world is populous, 

And here is not a creature but myself, 

I cannot do it. Yet I’ll hammer it out.

Da-dum, da-dum, da-dum. There is more. I think I’ve got it right. There is a copy of Richard II in the prison library, but some wretch has torn out the very page. I keep intending to have Petra check it for me, or even to bring in a copy, but the urge slips away each time I see her.



Thoughts tending to ambition, they do plot 

Unlikely wonders; how these vain weak nails 

May tear a passage through the flinty ribs 

Of this hard world, my ragged prison walls . . .

Let me tell you of my first contact with tragedy. Let me take you into my private, now controlling obsession. A young Englishman, Marcus Clarke. Author of For the Term of His Natural Life. Always just His Natural Life, in his own lifetime. It was my mother who first suggested that I should give the book ‘a go’. I was thirteen. I sat and read it almost at one sitting. A big book, a harrowing book. My first cold-shock encounter with tragedy. Not now read as often as it was. A ‘national monument’, I’ve seen it described, to be placed alongside Shakespeare and The Pilgrim’s Progress on the family bookshelves. There was a time when anyone in Australia deemed literate had read For the Term of His Natural Life. There is an old view of literature— the more serious kind of literature—that we read it to find the other, the darkness that we dread in ‘real life’. The novel offered, it was said, a kind of national tragic catharsis. Something, indeed, in which to rub the national nose.

Which was, I now understand, exactly what the man intended. For those who haven’t gnawed their way through it, the novel—the only really substantial piece that the poor fellow ever wrote—runs the reader through a long and arduous tour of the antipodean gulag, tracing the misfortunes of one Richard Devine, aka Rufus Dawes. It runs for five hundred pages or so, and is always printed, I have noticed, in a tiny, incarcerative font. The bones of the story are simple enough. To many it will be familiar. For those for whom it is not—for those who have pushed such worthy national literary monuments aside to flick through such scurrilous ephemera as this present text—I have no qualms of conscience in ruining it by telling them ‘what happened’. Richard Devine is faced with a dilemma. Either he will confess to a murder that he did not commit, or see his mother’s virtue impugned. What choice does a Gentleman have? He chooses the former—without such choice, indeed, there would have been no novel—and as a result is transported in chains to the antipodes, to the living hell of Sarah Island, Port Arthur and Norfolk Island, enduring all the relentless brutality that the convict system had to offer. The fragile light of humanity was kept alive through the long years only by the memory of Sylvia, the golden-haired child for whom he yet again sacrifices his freedom, aborting an attempt to escape in order to take her to safety.

There’s an awful lot more to be said about His Natural Life. About John Rex, Dawes’ insidious doppelgänger, about the marvellous Sarah Purfoy, vamp and manipulatrix, about Maurice Frere the bully, and the Reverend North, the dipsomaniacal Christ figure—for some early commentators, the ‘Marcus Clarke-in-the-novel’—who sets Dawes on the final path to freedom and obliteration.

If there is any sort of moral to the story though, then surely it has to be that virtue and decency are outright disabling when it comes to the practical business of saving one’s skin. Sylvia loses her memory and cannot testify about how Dawes has rescued her and her mother from the violence of the escapees. She later marries Dawes’ nemesis, the brutal martinet Maurice Frere. Yet later—late, late in a very long novel—in another of Dawes’ escape attempts, on a boat out from Norfolk Island, he and Sylvia are brought together. The clouds lift from her memory. Now, Sylvia recognises at last ‘Good Mr Dawes’. It is, however, too late. There is a great big storm. Shipwreck follows. Dawes and Sylvia are discovered on the last page, floating in one another’s arms, on a still sea.

The Prison Island appeared but as a long, low line on the distant horizon. The tempest was over. As the sun rose higher the air grew balmy, the ocean placid; and, golden in the rays of the new risen morning, the wreck and its burden drifted out to sea.

There had to be more. There just had to be more! What kind of book gets rid of its central characters by grabbing at a passing squall? What kind of story reaches its height and then makes a last-minute curtain grab at a storm and wreck and a sunrise? Something was missing. I was thirteen years old. I distinctly remember hunting for the lost pages—trying to puff and rustle that terrible last page apart, as though several more of them must have got stuck together. As though someone had made off with the real ending.

I felt betrayed, back then. I felt the shades of that same betrayal while reading it yet again just recently, while hunkering down in prison for the Term of my own Natural Life. Betrayed by Marcus Clarke? Or by the writers of all the other books, who always and by whatever strained ingenuity had always managed to fish their hero and heroine from the foaming brine? Or was I coming to know, for the first time, by way of Clarke’s rambling scenario of antipodean misery, that life itself was a bit of a nil–all draw? That this business of short-changing was an implied but invisible term of the contract we’d all been born into in the first place. That just about everything I’d read to that point had been written to disguise the fact.

~

MORE OF CLARKE NOW COMES to me through Petra. It was the remand centre’s copy of His Natural Life that brought the childhood confusion back. There are multiple copies in the centre’s library. To remind us that things could be worse? For the rest—for my insatiable curiosity, in recent times, about the fellow and his writings—I rely on Petra Green. My research assistant, she calls herself. I hadn’t intended anything quite so formal. Most of what I now know about Marcus Clarke comes to me from her research. I pay her well. I give her few detailed instructions.

Petra’s first approach was cautious. There was an exchange of letters. There was a parental stipulation that there should be no epergnes within easy reach. There was, finally, a meeting, which went swimmingly. We did not discuss murder, or imprisonment. She agreed, for an hourly rate that could only be called generous, to assist.

Petra drops in on Mondays, during visiting hours, with bundles of new Clarke material. Drops in—if I can call it that, with all those close inspections in the outer waiting room, the grim passage through the sliding gates, the long wait amid scowling wives and bawling children, for me to be brought down. I think she rather enjoys the adventure. The warders have begun to joke and flirt with her. There are jokes about files being hidden in her bags. I think she likes that, too.

Petra is tall. I did not say gangling. A little on the bony side, perhaps. She is young enough to be a friend of my daughter, if I had a daughter. She is tall and thin, with long dark hair and huge brown eyes. Her clothing seems rather bright, a bit too summery perhaps for the grim spaces of the visitors’ room. Her jeans, her singlet, her bare arms and shoulders just a little too confronting for serious research. She is perhaps not altogether pretty. Her features may be somewhat too large and irregular, her gaze a little too intense. Her looks would not draw much attention, I suspect, from those of her own age. She is always cheery and bright-eyed, though, with an enthusiasm for detail and a quite savage scepticism that keeps me on my toes.

It’s one of the perks of getting older. You can spot the things that last.

‘Oh, come on, Martin!’

I love to see it. She laughs at my Big Picture approach, my soggy romantic leanings, my attempts to swallow up everything around me—dates, times, places, people—into ‘indulgent autobiography’. As she calls it.

She, on the other hand, has the strongest sense of a Real World. Of the boundaries that separate one mind from another, and the minds of us all from the Real World of verifiable, quantifiable, referenceable fact. Petra’s purpose as a ‘professional historian’, she insists, is to establish what is what, and what should be kept secure from the plagiaristic vortex, the maudlin meltdown musings of fogey amateurs like me.

‘Where, when, why, with whom and to whom? That’s real history. That’s what we should be looking for.’

She has a mortal dread of what she calls ‘rhetorical sludge’. She dismisses it at every opportunity. And with it, most of my favourite historians. Her big concern is that I will just soak Clarke up and smother him with my own baggage. She worries about the way I insist on poring over his fictions, when he wrote so much Real Stuff as well.

‘You say you want to know about Marcus Clarke. All we seem to be coming up with is the Life and Opinions of Martin Frobisher. If you ask me.’

Human Repetends. It was very perceptive. It was pretty well exactly what I was setting out to find. Has any biographer worth his salt—and passionately engaged—ever done any differently, I’d like to know? And with me, at least—as I explained at useless length to Petra—you’d at least get to see how the biographies stitch up behind. Both his and mine?

‘Oh, Martin, do come on!’

Worlds of glittering hypothesis, the finest of fine fablings, crumble and disperse at her word.

But why Clarke? Petra has come to ask.

What can I say? It’s like so much of what we do. Pushing on ahead, in the hope that our reasons for so doing will quietly emerge. Trusting that the ending will deftly circle back to rearrange the rawest beginnings into some sort of order.

Most weeks Petra brings me bags full of articles, photographs, photocopies of archived materials, microfilm copies of old newspapers. She brings me mounds of literary criticism, which is mostly all there is on Clarke. She knows, though, that I have no interest in writing criticism. There is more than enough of it around. There was a symbolic moment—there are few moments in the spare reaches of the remand centre that do not qualify—when the pile of stuff that has been written about Clarke toppled over and buried the lesser pile of what Clarke himself had written. And by the time I’d more or less got the piles back together again, that stuff that had been written about him was so mixed up with Clarke’s own work you’d be hard put to work out what was what.

Petra is not particularly interested in Marcus Clarke, but she is increasingly intrigued by my interest in him. And the more time I spend with Petra, the more I find that I am interested in her interest in me. The real business—the crime, the flying epergne, the victim, the bloodied cushion—all this remains as vacant hub, the intriguing vortex around which all else spins. We do not discuss the blow. We do not talk about Madeleine, or Coralie. Her visits do not coincide with those of Rollo. There is something deeply pure, something truly prelapsarian, about the time I spend with Petra.

Petra has, I have noticed, perfect teeth. She hails from the city’s dentally pious legal upper-middle classes, from a safe and solid family environment in Canterbury. She is now experimenting with the seedy side of Melbourne life, in the form of torn jeans and a flat in Abbotsford, shared with a boyfriend called Edward. She carries all the burden of Canterbury neatness, the strict culture of high walls and ordered gardens, of boundaries and barriers, of what might be brought inner and what must be kept outer. Edward is writing a doctoral thesis in philosophy. The jeans are cautiously and meticulously hand-torn.

She arrives, most weeks, with her bag stuffed with new material. Edward drives her from library to library. Rollo arranges for her to be paid. I need Petra. We work well together.

~

CORALIE AND MADELEINE. IT WAS natural enough that I should have chosen Coralie at first—or that I should, indeed, have been chosen by Coralie. I suspect that some kind of confabulation had taken place on that very first day. That it was decided between them that if I was to be anyone’s, I should be Coralie’s.

It suited me too, of course. From the outset, Madeleine was cautious, sceptical, ironic, more interested in penetrating and subverting than in complimenting. Coralie, on the other hand, seemed to have such a firm grip on so many things, and such an appealing way of grasping at the rest. It was her desire—uncomplicated, vigorous, greedy—that drew me to her, that seemed to open into life so splendidly. Bit by bit, I slid in her direction, under the approving but probing eye of Madeleine.

Perverse indeed. They were both soon attached to me. More to me than to each other. I heard it, in the end, from both sides. Their mother thought the best way of putting iron in the soul of each was to preach the virtues of the other, thus sowing the seeds of resentment, a level of competition which was easy at first blush or jibe to mistake for intimacy and affection, but which soon revealed its hard serrated edge, its own rich meed of jostling and contempt.

By the time I came along, the close bond—the terrible, deathly struggle between the two of them—had dissipated to a degree, as they headed off into different camps. Coralie moved towards the professional and corporate, and Madeleine to the aesthetical and alternative. Each so heartily despised the chosen path of the other, each was so bereft of any form of envy for the other’s achievements, that it led to an entente cordiale of the kind that allowed us all to get together—including Rollo, of course—in a range of public places, theatres, restaurants, cocktail parties, corporate boxes. Strangers would comment indulgently on the ‘closeness’ of the sisters. How alike they looked (which they no longer did), how close they seemed (which they were not), how fortunate they were to have each other (for years they had only met in the company of others) and to have Rollo and me to support them in their various endeavours.

Ho. Ho. Ho.

The truth was—and perhaps this is always the case in such matters—it was the gaps, the chasms and crevasses, the sheer difficulties in the relationship, that scripted and directed these cheery enactments. Good simulations—witness the success of my appalling French—bring with them such energy, so much that seems to be lacking in the real. I suspect it’s why people seem to like me, to want to be around me. I always seem to them to have my feet so solidly planted on whatever patch of ground it is that they happen to be standing on. They feel safe. They feel understood. I am their rock.

It takes work, though, let me tell you.

The sisters knew better. This is the price of intimacy, of long acquaintance. Both of them even seemed to value, I came to realise, what they saw as my ‘superficiality’.

‘It makes you reliable, Martin,’ Coralie would call from the bathroom, as she rolled her stockings up her thighs, or mouthed her lipstick into a preciser symmetry.

‘You’re somehow always there. Doing what is needful. Whatever it is that people happen to want.’

Madeleine, always the more contemplative and lateral, was also intrigued by what she saw as my sideways shifting, my kaleidoscopic turns.

‘And what do you think, Martin?’

Give us the fool, Martin. Do us the buffoon.

Madeleine liked to spatter me about like quicksilver, and watch with perverse amusement as I tried to pull myself together.

I have to admit it. I was fascinated by the tussle.

From the outset, I saw myself as teamed up with Coralie. But was this largely because I had already received a solid rejection from Madeleine on the very first night? Not a rejection that was ever set out in words, but it was there in her eyes. She does have a bit of French of her own. At the table, she leaned back in her chair. As though to decline, or at least to think. While Coralie leaned forward. As though to seize.

Our bodies do tell us things of which the mind wots not. Or at least not until much, much later.

Let me tell you of the logistics of seating on a certain park bench in a small garden alongside the Anvers metro, where we stopped for a breather on our way back from Sacré Coeur. It was the very next day. Madeleine had gone off to find a lavatory, and Coralie and I were seated on the bench. Not hard up against each other, I should say. Madeleine came back after a time. The question was, would she sit between us—which would require a certain movement on Coralie’s part to create the space—or would she opt for a place on the far end of the bench, which would also require a small movement on Coralie’s part, in my direction? Madeleine chose the space at the end, and Coralie obligingly shoogled along towards me.

Our bodies touched. It was in that moment, in effect, that the marriage was conceived. Consummated, in a sense.

Besides, Rollo was already waiting in the wings.

We all know the famous aphorism of Groucho Marx, of not wanting to belong to any club that would have him as a member. Let me tell you something so horrible, so very teeth-grittingly intimate that I am embarrassed to admit it, even to my gleaming toilet: I have always had a sneaking contempt for anyone who has shown any sign of trying to love me. I have even questioned my own parents’ wisdom and credibility on that very basis.

It is a characteristic of fragile personalities—and mine is indeed fragile—to despise those who love us and to pursue, pathetically, abjectly, those who do not. Despise is strong. So is pathetic. In fact, it usually takes much subtler, less direct forms. It inscribes itself in familiar and acceptable social rituals of ambition, professionalism, even the Life of Art. The truth is, though, that it is generally the antagonist, not the friend, who is the first object of wonder and attraction. It was probably Coralie’s rapacity and Madeleine’s slicings, peelings and choppings, rather than any real affection, that kept our whole bunfight a-kicking. It fed from the outset in delicious ways from the deepest of resentments, and from the need to hang in there, to be armed and on site, so to speak, in order to score the next point. It was this, I really do suspect, rather than vows and protestations of eternal fealty, or legal contracts or accounts-in-both-names, that kept the whole rickety show on the road for quite so long. And all epergnes assigned to their proper places.

~

I HAVE SPENT MORE TIME with Clarke, over the last few months, than with any other human being. Apart, perhaps, from Petra. Hours, I have spent, watching Petra watching Clarke. She is tracking down every jot and tittle that he wrote, everything that was ever written about him, everything that he may or may not have put together, alone or with others.

What was he really like? What sort of person was he? From where, indeed, did all the darkness come? How would you describe him to your friends, for example, if you were to invite him to the Beanies box? If you were to prop him up at a barbecue, or bring him along to drinks somewhere and say, ‘Meet my friend Marcus Clarke’?

No-one has ever had much luck with this one. He came, he wrote and he went, leaving oddly little personal trace. There are accounts by friends. Mostly pretty suspect. There is an admirable biography, now showing its age, and perhaps more in the Petra cast of Who did What to Whom, anyway, than in the sludgy Frobisher inward-probing mode. It notes from its first pages how elusive the fellow was, of how amid the vast production we only get ‘mere glimpses’ and ‘share but few of his private thoughts’.

Petra has been a veritable bloodhound on his trail, and most of what she has found is speculation mounted on rumour, and rumour mounted on speculation. Mostly mere recyclings of Clarke’s own clever versions of himself. He did a fine job, in all, of launching himself on the public while hiding pretty well totally from public view. Most of his writing is persona, fence, barrier, shield, mask, performance, deflection, enactment, subterfuge. It’s as though the closer you draw to the man himself, the thicker the resistance. The closer you get to the truly personal, the wilder the fictions spin.

He was, in his own words, full of the fashionable ‘affectation of cynicism’. Writing, for the most part, witty, allusive satire. Full of breathless surface skitter, with no-one much at home. The darker hues of His Natural Life were the Grand Exception rather than the rule. Most of his writing was more in the shadow of the Left Bank—Clarke was far better at ‘doing the French’ even than I was—than the shadow of the gulag. Usually, he was more interested in exposing the follies and foibles and hypocrisies of Melbourne’s ‘wealthy lower orders’ than in exploring the Heart of Darkness from whence they sprang.

Petra, I set to the task of chasing up his life. To finding out about the man. The facts.

His circumstances ill-fitted him for humour. His mother died when he was very young. His childhood was painful. Early editors and commentators wrote of his ‘almost morbid reticence about his childhood and early life’. While still in his teenage years, he saw his father slip into insanity. The family finances were left in tatters. The precocious son, seventeen years old and near to penniless, was packed off to the Far Ends of the World.

The photographs, just one or two of them surviving, don’t tell us much. We see a little man, fastidiously dressed. There is a highly theatrical shot of him with boots, hat and whip. A Young Man Full of the Future. Bristling with wit and aggression. We are told that he had a stammer, which of course the photographs don’t show. We know that one arm was shorter than the other, following a childhood operation. The photographs are carefully disposed not to show that either. The flaws are neatly covered.

His stories tell of an unrestricted adolescence, with shadowy followings-up in Paris. Clarke seems to have spun his own story out into a whole range of crafty fictions, like the stories ‘La Beguine’, ‘Human Repetends’, ‘Holiday Peak’ and ‘A Sad Christmas Eve Retrospect’— with his biographers furiously trying, for more than a century now, to spin them back again into the Life of the Author.

Stories. Not facts, Petra reminds me. She will admit them, though, as ‘throwing light’ of an interesting but always dubious kind.

So, a wild-eyed and eager schoolboy, I strayed into Bohemia, and acquired in that strange land an assurance and experience ill-suited to my age and temperament.

Fine things were expected to follow. ‘My plan of life,’ he wrote to his friend Cyril Hopkins, brother of the poet Gerard Manley and later, Clarke’s own biographer, ‘was an easy-going existence as an attaché to the embassy of Paris or Vienna, with a connection among the literary people.’ Instead, he was sent to the antipodes.

Perhaps I had hoped also to achieve fame as a novelist myself, and now by some hard fate all is changed and I am cast out like a leper into the wilderness.

The leper entered the antipodean wilderness with excellent connections, which he largely managed either to misuse or to sever himself from in a relatively short period. A career in banking fizzled. A career as a grazier fizzled. A career as a property manager fizzled. A career as an editor and newspaper proprietor fizzled. A career as a librarian sputtered and probably would also have fizzled if Clarke himself had not fizzled first, dying in personal bankruptcy at the age of thirty-five, leaving a wife and six children behind, together with a pile of unfinished and unsaleable manuscripts.

In the meantime, he left the portrait of a city. There was nothing better before. There has been little better since. His productivity was enormous, and in just about every genre: poems, novels, plays, farces, musicals, stories, histories, essays, reviews, parodies, pasquinades and satires.

The centrifuge started spinning soon after his arrival. It was still wheeling at his death. Scholars and bibliographers are still turning up new work.

Out at the margins, the stuff is often fugitive, glitzy and superficial, with a tendency to fade off into clouds of world-weary retrospect and slick bogus nostalgia, wrapped up in a breezy prose to keep the reader moving, moving, moving. Better looked at from a distance, or at high speed, than at close quarters.

Moi? Je flane!

But did Melbourne—Clarke’s ‘Fawkner’s Town’—really exist before he put pen to paper?

I understand that there were already buildings. I know that there were people in the streets. There are papers, records, even photographs to show that the place was up and running well before his time. For my money, though, it was Clarke who clad the town in colour, texture, character. It was Clarke who drew aside the veil, who equipped the nation with the history that it was so keen to bankroll its way out of, the past of which it did not feel the need. It was Clarke who filled the streets with rich but telling fictions. The full gamut. There were his portraits of the city’s Wealthy Lower Orders. There were his savage assaults on the grasping middle ranks, the brokers, the dealers, the lawyers from Parchment Buildings and the gross feeders from Nasturtium Villas. There were his descents down to a ‘lower octave’, his portraits of Melbourne’s ‘unvarnished’ ranks, the Outer Darkness of Fugitives, Marginals, Outcasts and Old Lags. It was Clarke, above all, who took the place and stretched it, who made it a thing of Mind and not just Body, who supplied the battery of images, portraits, mirrors through which this spot below the Styx might come to know itself.

There is young Meliboeus yonder, for instance. Meliboeus is five and twenty, red-headed, freckly, stupid and conceited. His father was a convict and his mother a cook, but Meliboeus has 50,000 sheep, and drives a drag. He is consequently among the upper half-dozen, and as he looks around to select a partner from among the mass of beauty on all sides, he knows very well that the dove-cote is fluttered by his eagle glance. He knows that he has only to throw his handkerchief, and any one of them will pick it up, from poor little Blanche Gabion (only daughter of the late Captain Gabion, who died of fever in Perth when Blanche was a baby), who lives with a stern female relative, and thinks of going out as a governess, up to the haughty Miss Belinda Battleaxe, whose proud papa was a publican, and who has a fortune nearly as big as her feet.

It’s nothing if not lively, but it didn’t all go well. Think of the Mac-Mammons, the Dudley Smooths, the Meliboeuses and Battleaxes, the Nine Ugly Misses Mucklepenny, the Young Tallowfats and Misses Shoddy, the Model Legislators and Democratic Snobs and Parochial Committee Men of Fawkner’s Town. Is it at all strange that Clarke’s principal targets were not especially grateful for the help? The knowledge was not needed. One of Clarke’s own early essays offered a breezy warning.

If we are sentimental by constitution, let us read poetry and be happy; if we are practical by constitution, let us cut axehandles and be happy; the worst of it is that the practical people will try and write poetry, and the poetical people are compelled by hard fate to cut axehandles. This is why we get bad axehandles and worse poetry; and unless we establish a company which will reform humanity and put down human nature, I am afraid we shall never be thoroughly comfortable.

The poor fellow was never, I fear, to be comfortable. Human nature—his own, as much as that of others—pressed just a bit too hard. Clarke would not have dreamed, in the first flush of publication, of how far he too would be pushed into the business of making axehandles. Bad axehandles, indeed, and even bad poetry.

He would not have dreamed—one hopes, at least—that the whole thing would end up quite so sadly.

‘Do you think he’d have done better if he’d stayed in London? I mean, if he’d had clever friends, good criticism and tougher readers, would he have been stronger? Would he have written stuff with a bit more substance?’

Petra, I should tell you, has an imperfect notion of just about everything he wrote. She had just read an early piece that Clarke had written on art criticism in the colonies. Where one could, he more than hints, get away with Blue Bloody Murder. Clarke even had the gall to write—was it just banter?—about how he worked to depress himself down to levels suitable to his colonial readers’ comprehension.

You could argue, though, that if he’d stayed in London, he might never have written anything. Indignation. Disappointment. Agrophobia. Frustration. Anger. These are the great seedbeds for invention, for that thrilling touch of gritty nastiness. Could it have been the lack, in fact, that set the centrifuge in motion? Clarke lamented to his friends in London that the colonies were a ‘wilderness’ and the domain of ‘vulgarity and mob rule’. But what if the place had been more civilised? Was it perhaps the wilderness that brought out the best in Clarke? I put it to Petra. Was it the gap that yawned between what he wanted and what he largely got—between the youthful jaunt in Paris, and a stroll through the Outer Darkness of Fawkner’s Town—that set the imagination pumping? Was it actually the outrageous vulgarity of Fawkner’s Town, still in the flush of Land Grab and Gold Rush prosperity, that set the Peripatetic Philosopher on his way?

~

HIS NATURAL LIFE. HIS GREATEST work. It’s a vast novel, even in its truncated form. Truncated? Yes—because it turns out that my childhood instinct was right. My instinct to huff and to puff that final page into more pages was entirely sound. It really had been longer—the original serialised version, published in the Australian Journal between March 1870 and June 1872, was much longer than was ever intended in the original plan. It almost bankrupted the paper, exhausting writer and readers alike. Did Clarke at times default? Petra tells me she once came across a notice in the paper stating that in a particular month Mr Clarke had ‘failed to fulfill his obligations to this newspaper’. The tone is indignant, and terse.

There are improbable stories about Clarke being locked in a room and not let out until he pushed the next completed chapter under the door. There are tales of Clarke—more than a little dubious, for those who have checked the chronology—sitting at his rostrum in the library, where he spent so many years, penning his novel when he should have been attending to library business. There has even been speculation that, once he plotted his way into the depths of His Natural Life, most of the inspiration for the work started to come less from his real subject than from his own imprisonment within the novel itself. Within the publisher’s contract. Within the gargantuan plot that he had himself created.

What the long version shows—and even Petra seems inclined to agree with this—is Clarke pulling back, yet again, from the promptings of his own genius. Four hundred pages of retreating, in fact, and he was lucky to have friends and sponsors, like the prominent Victorian judge Charles Gavan Duffy, who could see what he was up to. For publication as a single volume, Clarke was told to get rid of the tangled redemptive plotting, the unlikely cheery ending. He simply chopped the thing in half, tidied up a few details, neatened up the ends and drowned his central characters. The novel was released to the public in its single-volume form in 1874.

The long version—veering dangerously out of control, I suggest, by the end—was built on a fall-and-redemption model. Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained. The convict system was the fall. The 1856 Eureka Stockade incident—Australia’s only substantial staging of armed resistance to Tyranny and Oppression—provided the upswing, the redemptive moment. The offspring of most of the early generation, the penitentiary generation, then appear in the second half, and generally in cleansed and redeemed form. Domestic happiness and material prosperity take the place of torture, cannibalism and murder. Clarke’s plot then suddenly truncates, knits and finishes in breathless and bewilderingly complex ways, with all his characters, their children and their children’s children suddenly crowding in on him and demanding to be fixed up with a suitable ending.

But I’m not sure, you see, how well shaped-up a good book needs to be. How impervious to criticism. As a publisher, I’m less interested in wisdom than in intriguing forms of weakness. I look for fractures, for rich uncertainty. I hunt for signs of excess. Cracks, leaks and confusion. I recall something that an English critic said about Jonathan Swift. That he was characterised by strength of feeling, and lack of insight into that feeling. Is that a criticism? I don’t think that my English critic had read Marcus Clarke. Had he done so, he might have found further use for his thoughts on Swift. There is a lot that is clumsy, mawkish and confused in what Clarke wrote. Much of his work was published while still more or less ‘in progress’, sent down in handfuls, like Dr Johnson’s Rasselas, to the printer. There are ill-thought-through essays that read like hasty imitations of essays written elsewhere. There are satirical pieces in which the satire gets lost in bile and anger. There are stories that work up a decent fictional lather and then make a quick grab at the sentimental and the melodramatic in order to get some sort of column-length closedown, a cheque in the bank and a chop on the table.

His Natural Life is better—even the long version, even if it is content to land you in the scrum. It’s got bits that don’t actually work terribly well, mixed in with vast and unforgettable shapes that invade the mind and lodge there. It’s one of those books where you’re invited to share in the sheer labour of trying to pull the whole thing together. Books where the pages are drenched with the sweat of authorial effort in trying to curb the brute that has been unleashed, just enough to get it—some of it at least—onto the page. Big, overreaching, messy tomes with grand fragments that stick out at awkward angles, mixed in with the most craven submission to the ruling fictional creeds.

Clarke’s His Natural Life is one of the best examples I can think of. The long version should, in my view, still be read. It’s an intriguing instance of a writer working against himself. Of a Frankenstein, having unleashed his monster, trying to pare its nails and scrub it up for polite society. Of a writer, overwhelmed by the power of his own imagination, trying to squeeze his best ideas back into other people’s moulds. It’s a book where we can see Clarke the publisher’s hack sitting across from Clarke the literary genius, the two of them nodding to each other occasionally across the desk. Here and there they may seem to agree on some small point—a paragraph here, a page or two there—but largely they are inclined to take the whole thing in very different directions.

I put it next to Crime and Punishment, and just about everything that D.H. Lawrence ever wrote, as one of the great-messes-that-happen-to-work. The whole book could stand as an excellent example for all of us in how not to go about putting a novel together. And with luck, just a few of us might show ourselves capable of making the same mistakes.

Petra had not read the book at all before she met me. She had scarcely even heard of Marcus Clarke.

I ran a test. Against Petra’s perfect teeth. Teeth which belong, I have always felt, to the longer, happy-ending version of the world. To the redemptive upswing. To the world of Canterbury, and not to the tragic zone. She ploughed her way through the longer His Natural Life. I asked her to read it in its month-by-month version, in the original newspaper. She picked up lots of interesting snippets— this was where she found his publishers’ notice about his failure to submit his copy on time. But the lying, the historical distortion, just seemed to go on and on. The fact that all these terrible things did happen somewhere, to someone, didn’t mean that you could pile them all onto the back of just one character.

There was a whole research project, Petra claimed, in just hunting down all the things he managed to get wrong.

She drummed her fingers on the table.

Oh, sludge, sludge, sludge!
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