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No sooner did I enter the ward to visit Henry Carmon than Sister Bax warned me that I should prepare myself for difficulties.


‘Difficulties?’ I repeated after her.

‘I’ve told Mr Windeyer,’ Sister Bax explained, ‘and we’ve kept him fasting just in case the operation does go ahead, but our Henry’s set on backing out. Mr Windeyer will also be coming to speak with him soon.’


‘Does he say why he’s backing out?’


‘Only that going on with living only prolongs his uselessness and is another step to bankrupting the health system.’


‘How altruistic,’ I couldn’t help but say, looking at my watch and calculating how long I still had before proceeding to the surgery.

‘In some ways…,’ I began, ‘In some ways...’


But I did not complete the sentence.


I had been about to say, ‘In some ways, he has a case,’ deliberating upon how willing I would be to undergo surgery and everything that followed, only to return at the end of it to a spare, two-roomed flat without another’s presence to share, or hand to touch, or ear to listen.


But I held back. Thoughts unuttered could not be betrayed.


Instead, I said, ‘Just the same, bring in the pre-med when it’s due’ and, leaving Sister Bax in the sister’s station, made my way to Carmon’s ward, recalling his situation and the first occasion he had come to me several years before when he still lived in Carlton’s Amess Street.


His main troubles then had been minor aggravations - eczema, an infected sebaceous cyst and a bout of sciatica. His visits were few and far between. He spoke little overall except, on occasions, in his heavy accent to mention his native Vienna or recall some episode that had taken place there in ‘38. He then vanished and I heard in passing that he’d moved to Elwood. He resurfaced long after, stating simply that he’d been seeing another doctor nearer home and, because he had recently been getting stomach cramps and passing blood and his doctor was on leave, he had come to me. He had come by bus, train, then tram – enough to make me truly flattered.

Such flattery however carried its price. For, after examining him it fell to me to reveal the probable worst - a mass in his abdomen - and, without painting too bleak a picture, to refer him to a surgeon.


But I was concealing nothing. From the way he shut his eyes and nodded, he clearly filled in for himself what I was not saying.


‘And so,’ he said, ‘this is how I must at sixty-seven finish my karriere?’


‘That’s rather dark a conclusion at this stage, don’t you think? Especially as we don’t yet have a surgeon’s opinion or know precisely what’s going on.’


Henry Carmon was too intelligent to accept this at face value.


He simply said, ‘And if it is what we both think, what next?’


‘It depends on the surgeon, Mr Windeyer. An operation may be needed.’


‘And then?’


‘Convalescence.’


‘And then?’ he asked again.

‘Then the usual: routine regular check-ups with Mr Windeyer, and either with me or your other doctor to make sure you stay well.’


‘And you recommend this?’


‘If that is what Mr Windeyer suggests, that is how we should go.’

In the end, taking the letter of referral I had given him, he stood up, took deep breath, murmured just within audibility, ‘Ah, so much for what once started so well,’ and left.
When I dropped in on Carmon on the morning of his scheduled operation, he picked up a book from his night-table, opened it at a dog-eared page and handed it to me, indicating a passage that had been multiply scored, encircled and underlined. Looking even more gaunt and pale than he had been just two weeks before when he had come to me, and with his thinned-out hair combed back, he was sitting with his legs dangling on the side of his bed, dressed in a theatre gown.


‘Here, read this,’ he said.


He watched me intently as I read.

In the dark night, glowing summer turns to autumn, all its risks are transformed into a great poverty. And the man begins to complain because of his wretchedness: for where now are the ardours of love, the intimacy, the gratitude, the joyful praise: and the inner consolation, the secret joy, the sensible sweetness? How have all these things failed him? And the brimming violence of his love, and all the gifts which he felt before? How has all this died in him?

Beneath the extract was the name of its author: a Dutch mystic of the fourteenth century, Jan von Ruysbroek.

When he saw that I had finished reading, but before I could comment, he went on to say, ‘Tell me, doctor, I believe you to be a thinking man. Tell me. What do you want from life, from your future?’


Confronted by the question posed so boldly, I fell to toying with my stethoscope, absently clicked my biro on and off and offered the best that came to me then - on one foot as it were. And what I offered was nothing if not standard fare about pursuing my work precisely the way it was going, about working towards a fulfilling life and, of course, securing a safe and healthy future for my children.


‘Yes, yes,’ he intervened once he had the gist of it. ‘Very good! Admirable! And correct! Just how it should be. How it should always be! Now may I tell you what I wanted once?’


‘Go ahead,’ I said, knowing in any case that he had already decided to tell.


Whereupon he burst out with an explosion of words and a flare in his eyes that bordered on anger.


‘What did I not want? My God, the things I wanted! So many! So many! And as a native of Vienna, the home of so many of the famous - Freud, Wassermann, Schoenberg, Mahler - I had every right and reason to expect them. At eighteen, I entered journalism with some noted success; I wrote poetry that appeared in print and was a student leader supporting the Social Democrats. In Vienna, I shook hands with Werfel, saw Max Reinhardt take a series of curtain-calls, was introduced to Arthur Schnitzler who was genuinely complimentary about a thesis that I had written, and circuited the coffee-houses where I took part in discussion groups with other young men – and women – who aspired to be writers, professors, directors, conductors, concert pianists.

‘The world in which I circuited was splendid, cultured and prolific. In ideas, literature, architecture. Stefan Zweig described it all so masterfully, and there were people who said that to be famous in the world, you first had to be known in Vienna. My own contributions to its newspapers and journals were still modest. But my time would come! Nothing more certain! I had but to strive, reach out and touch and mine too would be the renown that had come to so many of my age – an aspiration that was not only mine, but also that of my type-setter father, who, in worship of Heinrich Heine, had named me after his literary hero supreme, nurturing the faith that his own son, Heinrich Karmenbauer, would in due course be another such Heine. I was a man whose time was yet to be.


‘And what became of that Heinrich Karmenbauer?’ Carmon went on to say. ‘Why belabour the point? As Goethe, second to Heine in my father’s pantheon of giants, once wrote, “Are not the flowers of life but themselves illusions? How many fade away and leave no trace? How few yield any fruit? And how rarely does the fruit itself ripen?” And as someone else wrote - I have forgotten who – “Is not the bitterest wine drained from crushed ideals?”


‘If you want to know about illusions, ask me! And about delusions! And the tasting of bitter wine. And about being cursed also, if you wish, my curse being to reach my maturity in ‘thirty-eight, during the Anschluss, the rape of Czechoslovakia, and then, of course, the spreading certainty of coming war. As a Jew caught in a place that was so quickly turning into a sewer of history, journalism became closed to me, the literary journals stopped publishing my work, while any political life I had considered I had now altogether to put out of mind. Fairy-tale time had passed. A Jew no more had a place in the Aryan reality that swallowed not just my beloved Wien but all of Austria, the home of Mozart, and – need I tell you? - Western Europe, Eastern Europe and so on, making pagan everything that had once been so noble, enlightened and grand. So, in all this, what was left to me?’

What had been left to him?’ He turned out his palms.


‘Once, these hands were white and soft and clean under the nails. Soon after, they became hard and callused from whatever work was still open to me – washing dishes, polishing windows, repairing bicycles and cleaning streets - humiliating drudgery after all I had been used to. In the evenings, I still wrote the poems and essays that I composed in my mind during those long days that I had to give to detergents, brushes, rags, oils, methylated spirits and turpentine. Only a small coterie of my friends ever heard them, but they were themselves so preoccupied and despondent over their much reduced state that even when we sat at the same table, they were clearly elsewhere. Increasingly, what I did write, itself dwindling with mounting tiredness and loss of audience, found its home – and, in time, its burial place - in my bureau drawers.


‘Meanwhile, people too were dwindling. On all sides, they were disappearing. My older brother was removed to a place called Buchenwald, an uncle and aunt were deported to Dachau, while Kristallnacht in neighbouring Germany with its rampage of synagogue burnings, smashing of shops and assaults upon Jews served as the surest sign of what was coming. In a time of general uncertainty, that action set the nation’s future into the cast of certainty. What, to many, may earlier still have been an option whether to remain and see through what was a likely short-lived political aberration or to leave lost every element of choice. Frightened people in their hundreds, then in their thousands queued outside the American Consulate and in the Kulturgemeinde pleading for visas to America, England, Cuba, Argentina and Australia. And as much as I loved, adored, even worshipped Vienna with its beautiful Gothic, Romanesque and Renaissance public buildings, apartments, coffee houses and shops, I too left it. No, not simply left it, but fled from it; almost as soon as I had a passport and a train ticket that, although it scarcely mattered where, if only to escape, took me far eastward to Shanghai where my parents, another brother and grandparents would join me in short order.’

Carmon shook his head.


‘They didn’t make it?’ I ventured.

‘Not one. Only a single letter, and that from a neighbour who wrote that Papa Ludwig, as he was known to all, was arrested the day before he was to depart, with Mama Klara also being taken when she clung to him as the SS dragged him away; my neighbour writing also that Grosspapa and Grossmama had gassed themselves, while Mama’s parents simply disappeared and Bruder Franz had run away, God alone knew where.’


Smoothing his eyebrows with finger and thumb as he momentarily contemplated the green linoleumed floor, he then said, ‘To think. That I who was born in a place with such promise should now have to exit the world through the tradesman’s door.’


I took the opportunity to interpose a comment of my own.


‘You mentioned choice before,’ I said. ‘And, given the Austria of the time, I fully recognise that you had no choice. But since then, somewhere, at some time, has no other opportunity arisen which may have allowed you to choose again those things you wanted most?’


‘To choose again the things I wanted most?’ he repeated after me with downright indignation. ‘Ha! What is this animal that we call choice? Listen! Imagine that you are wearing my shoes. You are forced from your home. There is only one port in the world that deigns to admit you, and you must take any work you can get because a man must eat and must also have a roof over his head. And then you are herded into what becomes the first ghetto ever in Asia because suddenly western Aryans and the Japanese who rule the place have discovered common blood. What becomes then of this beautiful butterfly you call choice in a world run by Huns both ends of the globe?’


‘But after that, I mean,’ I persisted. ‘Once you left Shanghai?’

‘Ah, after that, you mean?’


Carmon took to studying me with a scrutiny that carried in it as much of questioning as of statement: You mean to say that you don’t know? After all, being yourself the child of displaced and disinherited migrants, have you really been blind to the numerous hurdles and obstacles that, even to make a living – forget anything else - must have stood in their way?


In any case, he answered.


‘After that?’ he said again. ‘Listen! Where I appeared to choose, you be the judge, given my situation at the time, did I really choose?’


He twitched his lips as his nose sharpened.


‘Maybe it’s a question we should ask of my dear Hana! And, of course, you will ask, “Who is this Hana?”’

I nodded

‘I will tell you,’ he went on. ‘When I was introduced to her in the Hongkew ghetto, she too was an uprooted and displaced orphan, except for an uncle who brought from Mannheim to Shanghai where she worked as a basket-maker. I established a kind of fellow feeling with her, if only because I desperately wanted companionship then and she was one of very few young women on their own, a timid, nervous girl of twenty-two in need of protection which I felt able to give – indeed, wanting to give. Where she was jittery, I believed that I could help her master her angst, and where she had a rushed and tremulous way of moving and speaking, I thought that under my wing, she would become again the more cheerful, outward, confident girl that – so she said – before the war, she had been.


‘She, for her part, when I told her she could trust my word, took to clinging to me like a boat to its anchor.’


He sighed and extended his fingers.

‘You are probably thinking what a foolishly naive reason it was for getting mixed up with such a woman. I should have heeded Stefan Zweig’s warning to beware of pity. But, despite her being at times as changeable as the winds in the China Sea, yet, in our separate ways, we needed each other – I, for companionship; she for an anchor – and couldn’t properly part while not knowing how long we should be trapped in Shanghai. And so, a man being what he is – or, maybe, this man being what he was – to her Onkel Otto’s delight, I married her, not seeing, or not wanting to see, how I fell into a pickle.

‘I recognised the pickle soon enough. The marital pickle into which he had let himself be immersed had become clear soon enough. The war ended and, with the defeat of both Germany and Japan, visas for other places became easier to obtain. I had my sights on America, it being said that many refugee landsman would be heading there and I hoped to recover something of the intellectual and artistic life I had left behind in Vienna. Because, despite the seven lean years I spent in Shanghai, this, at least, had not been wholly knocked out of me.

‘But Hana had other notions. Her Onkel Otto had a second cousin in Australia and, as he had decided to go there, that was where she too wanted to go. She pressed, repeatedly argued for, then insisted upon. She had Onkel Otto read to me Tante Ilse’s letters which were almost Heinian in their glowing descriptions of the country’s climate, lifestyle and nature of its people; she argued over and over that, having already endured and lost enough in the world, she would settle for nothing less than Ilse had also written of; and often taunted what value did any scribblings that men called poetry really have when compared to a secure and settled life that she – and I, she would add as if in an afterthought - had well earned. Nothing so brought out her other side – her surly, ugly side – as this, and there were times when I had every reason to divorce and wish her a gute reise out of my life.’


‘But you didn’t?’ I intervened.


‘I didn’t,’ Carmon repeated after me. ‘Because there is still such a thing as decency, no?’ Carmon countered. ‘And, if he is only half-decent, what man leaves a wife who is carrying his child, even if he has lost all finer feelings for her, hm? Obligation, and duty, and humanity do remain, no?’


‘So, to be decent and hoping that a child may bring Hana and me a bit closer, I walked down the ramp at Princes Pier on a cold, wet and very grey day, burdened with a termagant for a wife and an infant, Bertha, who, somehow I already knew, would become like her mother, my mouth burning less from the salt of two weeks at sea than from anger against my Hana’s Onkel Otto and Tante Ilse and from the bitterness that rose in my throat whenever I thought of what waited for me on land.


‘And I did not have to be a prophet to see it. My worst fears almost instantly became flesh. It was not as a journalist that I found work. I did not become the famous writer Heinrich Karmenbauer, the child of Heine, Goethe and Thomas Mann, but Henry Carmon, first a hole-puncher at a boot-maker’s bench, then a process-worker on a assembly-line at GMH, and later a foreman in a small scrap-metal yard and, till I retired at sixty-five, a warehouse clerk, the same as I started with nothing finished that, to me, really mattered.


‘And do you know, doctor, how all this happened? Shall I show you what logic directed my path?’


Before I could nod assent, he was already showing.


‘It was not the logic that comes from the cosmos up there or from a god that rules the stars. Oh no! It was a logic right down here, that we make for ourselves and that runs like this: if you have a little, you find that you need more; if you have more, you must have still more; and even if you have everything, even that is not enough. So my dear wife Hana who wanted the good and free and comfortable life like her Tante Ilse, every year changed what she meant by good, free and comfortable. A room in a boarding house had to give way to a flat. I agree, that was all right. But then, because in Australia only a poor man or a man without pride lived in a flat, we had to buy a house. And after the first house, then another and not just any house – oh no, that would not do - but a bigger and more modern house, with large windows and light and a garden, so she would not have to blush when she or Bertha brought home their friends.


‘So, in the same way, Sunday afternoons at the Botanical Gardens or at Music for the People was also not enough. Hana and Bertha had to – they had to - go to Hepburn Springs for two weeks in summer, or to Sydney where my Hana found another cousin, and then, naturally, to Surfers Paradise or Hayman Island, if I came with her or not. And of course, Bertha had to take piano lessons, and ballet for a time, and because Bertha wanted, so it was then drawing classes and sculpture with everything she needed, which I gave, because... because Hana would press and press and press, “How can any father who really cares for his daughter not give her those things that might make some fine boy look at her, want to take her and treat her well?” So I gave, and gave, and gave. And if, sometimes a poem or a story did form in my mind while I worked, it quickly fell apart before some new demand or argument or gossip when I came home. Or if I wanted in the evening to read or work on an article I thought of, I found that she had asked the Fremders or Coopers or Breithals to come over, so that when they left, I was too angry or too tired or too bored for anything except to sleep, my life and my flesh becoming so eaten away bit by bit by empty nothings year after year after year… And then…


As he paused to rub with forefinger and thumb inner corners of his eyes, I recalled Thoreau’s words of how most men led lives of quiet desperation and I felt for him and knew that here was a man I should never forget.

‘And then...,’ he resumed, ‘the next link in this chain. Surely you can guess.’


I preferred not to put my guess into words.


‘What happened then?’ I asked instead.

‘I can see that you are being tactful,’ he replied. ‘You know, but don’t want to say. They left, of course. Both of them. Hana and Bertha. What else? After all, how much more could a man on a salary provide? Or, let me ask differently: who provides more? A man on a salary or a diamond merchant who is his own boss and wears his money on his sleeve and a ring on every finger? It wasn’t long after they met that Hana waved her wrist and said, like they say, ‘Goodbye, Charlie!’


I was toying absently with my pen, pondering, perhaps too overtly, over an unexplained matter.


‘You look to me uneasy,’ he said. ‘And I know what you are thinking.’


Carmon scanned my face with dark sad eyes accompanied by a faint ironic smile.

‘You are thinking: “For not becoming the Heinrich Karmenbauer you wanted to be, or, in Australia, even the Henry Carmon you fantasised you might become, you have blamed the Germans and the Viennese, then Shanghai, the Japanese, your wife, her uncle and aunt, your daughter, your different jobs here, and so on.” And I also hear you ask, “Where was your voice in all this? Where? Because, surely, if you were so desperate and really wanted to be a journalist or a writer, why did you not pack your bags first and do what you wanted most?” And, yes, born into your generation, which, in so many things, even in marriage, is so easy come, easy go, you are right! But apart from those old-fashioned things like obligation, duty and so on, I had no stomach for scandal, our friends were mainly Hana’s friends, and, as in Shanghai, I guess I did not want to be alone again, I was afraid of being alone again, an orphan, a solitary with not one soul I could call close. Of course, when she left, I had to face both: the scandal and the loneliness.’


Carmon clasped his knees with his hands over his theatre gown.


‘But even that doesn’t satisfy you, does it? “Why didn’t you still go on to do what you wanted?” You ask. “After all, other writers, artists, everywhere live with difficulties, sometimes worse than yours, and still produce great work. What else went wrong?” Well, my friend, you want to be a writer? That is easy. All you need is a pen and a sheet of paper and you can write. But if you want to put up a shingle that proclaims to everyone ‘I Am a Writer!’, get it published first, have it read, have it accepted, recognised. But, as I learned early on, even among my own landsman, who wanted to read German in this country? Who published anything worth anything in German? Or translated stories, poems or articles into English for the local journals? And as for writing in English... Oh, yes, many times I tried. I spent many years listening to the people speak it, reading the newspaper with a dictionary by my hand, even breaking my teeth speaking it until I felt ready to write in it. But even when my work was as polished as I could get it, did anyone care what a German Jewish alien in this country wrote about? Or what he brought of his own culture, ideas, thought and traditions? Or how he saw this new country of his adoption in which, for all his best efforts, he long remained the newcomer, New Australian, Fritz, Jew, reffo, wop? For whom then was I to write for? The wind?... So! If you want to talk of choice… What choice, hm?’


If I thought that this was his final coda, he still had one final reprise. He looked about him dolefully, his gaze falling upon the book he had earlier passed to me.


‘Ah, yes, yes,’ he went. ‘Where that secret joy, the sensible sweetness, the gifts I thought that I might have had before?’ He then spread both hands across his belly. ‘While, now, this, - the cancer in there you want to remove, and this wasted, kaput, empty life and body you want to save, that you want to take out, while you leave another far worse one to eat, eat, eat away at the core? I do not want this operation, I do not need this operation. In me there is nothing to save. If the surgeon cuts me open, apart from the cancer, he will find that I am hollow. I have already told the Sister that I don’t want it. She said she would tell the surgeon. I came in to have it, yes, but I have thought more about it and I want none of it. Not the pain, the indignities, the tubes, the recovery, the long weakness that people have said follows after it. Far better that I should ask for my clothes, get dressed, go down the steps and walk out into the street and the sun a free man, a man who has at last acted by his own choice, giving himself up to whatever simple nature has intended for him. Because, even if I do live a little longer, what for? For what? For whom?’

I glanced at my watch. My surgery was looming ever nearer. I stood up to leave.


‘The least we should do,’ I said, ‘is to remove the growth. In two or three hours, the operation’s over. Then we can deal separately with all the whys, what fors and for whoms. The times have changed. The nation is more sophisticated than it was in those parochial, backward fifties and ‘sixties when you came and that I, too, remember well for their drabness. Your command of the language is A-1, and from what you have told me, there is so much you can still do. Poems, maybe, stories from life, even your memoirs – Vienna, the journey to Shanghai, Shanghai itself, arriving in Australia? And how much more? I know a man, a one-time presser, who took up painting at seventy-five and a manufacturer who completed and published his Masters thesis at seventy eight, and also an accountant who later graduated as a dentist with his son.. They are the inspirations I look at when I feel flat. Remarkable men who always find another project, another cause. While, what a glut of material you must have accumulated in your life, even if it’s still only in the mind!’

Carmon smiled a hapless smile..


‘Do you think I have not thought of this? Surely, you have read Kafka? His story of the man who stood till he grew old and lost all his strength outside the gate to the law, held back by the gatekeeper from entering, and learning only when the guard was about to close the gate  that it was all the time intended for him? How that man is me! I have kept putting off, I know, first in German, then in English, even though my reasons were all true. But now, like I said, I am hollow. I am also dry.  And though I know what you are saying, perhaps the worst of all, I have lost… I feel I have lost my nerve.’

Just then, Sister Bax entered the ward. With direct and sure steps, she approached. She carried a kidney-dish covered with a cloth in which there rattled syringes and ampoules intended for Carmon.


‘Well, Henry,’ she said with a breezy familiarity to which even a formal Viennese like Carmon could not take offence as she drew the curtain around his bed. ‘It’s your hour. Very soon, you’ll be on the way to theatre. This is your pre-med. So, will it still be “No”, or will you lie down and turn on your side so I can give it to you?’

Sitting in his theatre garb on the edge of the bed, Carmon wavered. He turned from Sister Bax to me and back to Sister Bax. Through the window, across the road swelling with work-bound traffic, the public garden glinted moist and fresh under the morning sun. Although distanced from it by concrete and glass, I could understand how it might beckon a man, no matter how ill, outdoors.


Carmon searched for words.


‘Sister... I... My clothes... I... Will you... I have decided...’

‘Your hesitation is normal,’ said Sister Bax. ‘No-one likes an operation. But in a couple of hours, it will all be over…’

Becoming more demonstrably tossed between resolve and indecisiveness, he looked again at each of us, plaintive, blinking, trapped. I was reminded of a possum I had once cornered in my study.


‘Marble, flesh or paper,’ he said, his gaze turned dolefully aside. ‘What does it matter? It’s all the same. Everything comes to the same end.’

He then bent his head, covered his face with his hands and swayed. He could have been praying, weeping or grieving.


Sister Bax and I glanced at each other, recognising alike Carmon’s need for inward searching, and waited.


And when he was done, Carmon took deep breath, lay down and turned to a side, and, pulling up his theatre gown, bared a buttock.

‘Sister, do what you must,’ he said, adding. ‘And so, and so to end a karriere. When I think of what I might have been!...’


Sister Bax, moving in a dignified unselfconscious way with confident efficiency, deftly took swab and syringe from the kidney-dish which she had placed on the night-table and, saying, ‘Now, just the faintest sting’, plunged the needle into Carmon’s flesh, and, on removing it, said, ‘You are an obliging fellow, Henry, aren’t you?’


To which Carmon replied resignedly, ‘If I am still to live and do something yet, do I have a choice?’
