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The Basket-Weaver’s Farewell


For Peter Gouldthorpe

With memories of Mornington

The Basket-Weaver’s Story …

Behind most stories there is usually another – its inspiration, if you like – which is often as fascinating as the final outcome. And so, since you are about to read this peculiar collection of my work, you might like to hear a little of just how it came to be.

Alan Carlton, a past student of mine from my high-school teaching days, had been promoted to the giddy heights of principal at an isolated island school off the Australian Coast. Alan phoned me one day in early 1994 to ask if I would like to put in a couple of weeks with his students as author-in-residence.

Spending time on what I assumed to be an exotic island was an opportunity I couldn’t resist. Who knows, I thought, I could even find a story there.

Well, I did, and more than one, but the island was no Antipodean paradise. By the third night I found myself sitting on the beach, sunburned as hell and thoroughly miserable, staring out across the strait that separated me from the mainland, drowning my sorrows with a six-pack.

What was wrong with the island I won’t go into here – I’ll save that for another day – but suffice it to say the cops on that place were kept busy. Very busy …

As I sat there, wondering why the hell I had ever agreed to come, a young cop wandered down through the scrub, gave a nod in my direction, then crossed the beach to stand alone at the water’s edge. He didn’t look too happy, I admit, so I let him be. It was clear enough that he needed some space. His name was Graham – I forget his surname – and I’d met him a day or two before at the town store. He was what was known as a ‘basket-weaver’. Nice expression. For those unfamiliar with it, a ‘basket-weaver’ is a term used in the Force to describe a rookie: a young cop new to the job. Graham had graduated from the State Police Academy two years before and, like a lot of young and starry-eyed professionals, he had made his mark on the city beats of the mainland within the first twelve months. His reward? A stint on the island – a whole new perception of what it meant to be a cop.

I guess he must have been staring out to sea for a good five minutes before he turned and looked back at me. I held up a beer as a sort of conversation starter and before long he’d stretched his lanky frame on the sand, beer in hand, and made himself comfortable.

We exchanged small talk for a while and then, little by little, Graham began to talk. I mean really talk. Maybe it was the booze, maybe he just needed a friend – maybe it was the opposite, maybe he needed the ear of a stranger. I’ll never know, but something seemed to come over him and before long I was listening to his troubles. The stories he had to tell.

He had graduated from the Academy with honours and, as I said, was all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and raring to go in this, his chosen vocation. I think he saw himself as a cross between a dedicated do-gooder and a knight in shining armour. Whatever, he was going to stamp out the Forces of Evil, of that he was certain. But something – basic humanity, maybe, or the glint of his badge – got in the way.

He found himself, like every other rookie, doing the mundane dirty work that young cops do: picking up the brains of freeway victims from the asphalt, cleaning up three year olds abandoned in sleezy downtown flats, breaking up fights between rival gangs in the city mall, all the while asking himself whatever happened to that bright-eyed dream.

So he told me all this and then, just when I thought he’d finished, he sat forward and took another beer, then started straight in on the big one: the story of Frankie, his mate from the Academy who had gone missing halfway through that first turgid year.

‘I thought Frankie was doing okay,’ he said. ‘He seemed to be coping better than me. We had the odd drink every week or so, if we could. I knew he was working on some drug case or other. Nothing glamorous, just hack work, following up leads on a couple of petty pushers – and then I heard that he was missing. He didn’t show up for work, didn’t call in, never turned up at home – he’d been living with his parents – and that was it. No leads. No nothing.

‘It was in the papers for a while, just a postage-stamp-size mention, and the Force followed through as best it could, but in a week or two the case was old news. I heard that his file got pushed further and further back on the commissioner’s desk – not that I ever saw it, or the commissioner, for that matter – until I guess it just dropped off the edge into the too-hard basket.

‘Six months later I was called out with my sarge, Peterson, to investigate a report that a body had been found in a concrete culvert beneath the Gateway Bridge. Anonymous, of course – callers like that never leave a name – so we went down, expecting to spot a suicide. We lost a lot off that bridge.

‘So the sarge and me cruise on down and we go under the bridge, around the foundations, like, where there’s these concrete drains, and we look down into this culvert. Hot and dry, it was, hadn’t been any rain for months, and there’s this body, stiff as a board, lying flat out on the concrete at the bottom. Two seconds it took to see that it was a cop. His uniform was ripped about and faded, but geez, it was still a uniform. Even his cap was still there, in a corner, covered in dead leaves and newspaper and other crap …

‘The sarge took off to call in, but I jumped into the pit to take a closer look. I didn’t look at the face – the head was twisted to one side. What hit me was the wound. The poor bastard had been gutted, and in that heat, that concrete coffin, there was no fresh air, not a breath. He’d just lain there for months. And mummified.

‘I wasn’t sick – I mean I didn’t throw up, although I’d done that often enough – so I crept over and turned the head towards me. Turned the face up. That’s when I saw it was Frankie. My mate, Frankie. Geez. What a way to go …’

Next thing he chucked his empty can on the sand and got up, wandering down the beach towards the water, leaving me sitting there, staring after him, wondering what in the hell I’d just heard. What in the hell it had all meant.

I thought for a while then I guess I fell asleep. And as I slept, I dreamt, which is where these stories came from.
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