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Preface

Dear H————

As you know, in 1995 I travelled to Papua New Guinea to give talks in libraries and schools as part of a goodwill mission. There was something I’ve never told you that happened there that might be of interest to you as a publisher, and which I’d like to tell you now …

One night in the ruined town of Rabaul I stayed in what appeared to be the only habitable place. A motel dug out of the ash, the only building left standing (through the unstinting efforts of the proprietor and staff, shovelling ash off the roof throughout the night of the volcanic eruption in September, 1994). The motel was clean and modern, with a commendable Chinese restaurant which I sampled in the company of the journalist assigned to look after me. After the meal the proprietor took me aside and, knowing I was a writer, suggested I might well be interested in something found by one of the staff during the tumultuous period that followed the eruption of 1994. It was, she explained slowly, almost as if I mightn’t understand, a kind of diary. ‘Really more a poem — but one that doesn’t rhyme. Anyway, a diary of sorts.’ And she flushed as she handed it over, saying I should read it and perhaps approach my publishers if I saw fit. She said the staff member who’d given it to her believed that the writer of the book was dead. Or at least that’s what he was told.

I took the diary a little unwillingly, knowing I’d have to make a comment on it in the morning. It was a leather-covered, closely written book. Some raving adolescent angst, I supposed, suppressing a yawn. Or more likely the proprietor’s way of making me read her own earnest scribblings. Everyone in the world has a publishable story, after all. Published writers the world over know that!

The book I’d brought with me to read on my travels bored me that night and I was restless. I had a feeling of entrapment in the mounds of grey ash that I knew full well surrounded me — mounds that seemed to me were possibly shifting towards the spic-and-span motel as most people there slept.

But when I began reading the diary, the daylight hours came all too soon. I longed to find out more about its author and prepared to corner the donor of this strange story, and ask questions. What was its veracity? Was the writer really dead? Had he (or ‘she’ for that matter) died in the ’94 volcano and this account somehow survived? And how could I find out who the writer actually was? There was a signature at the end in a somewhat childish hand — interesting, but of no real help.

At early breakfast I learned that the proprietor knew nothing more than she’d told me the night before. The staff member who’d entrusted the work to her safekeeping had gone to the mainland of Australia long since, and wouldn’t be coming back. She didn’t know his whereabouts and knew nothing else about the book or its writer. No-one else there could enlighten me, either. And in the days that followed it was the same. Over the years I’ve conducted some investigations of my own which have proved there was certainly a Reverend Franks in residence during the time of the eruption who’d returned to Australia. There’s no mention of a nephew but of a young boy who came to stay with him just before the eruption. That’s all. Whether it’s a real account or entirely imaginary, I finally decided the whole work should be presented to you, to make what you will of it.

And that somewhat childish signature? The diary, poem, confession (call it what you will), as you will see, is merely signed ‘Volcano Boy’.

Best wishes and looking forward to your response.

A.G.
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