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This is a story about an author who lost one of his characters. He was a famous 
author who had been writing for many years, and his books were on the reading 
lists at most secondary schools. People said he told the Australian story, whatever 
that means.

It is strange that such a competent, experienced author should lose a character. 
And the way he lost her was surprising. There was no thunderclap, no electrical 
storm. He did not wake from uneasy dreams with a sense of foreboding. He 
simply turned on his computer and found that all trace of the character, whose 
name was Amy Sargent, had disappeared from the novel. Every mention of her 
name had gone and every sentence that alluded to her had gone. The manuscript 
now read like a bad experimental novel. It no longer made sense.

At first he suspected some kind of computer virus. He called his friend, an IT 
expert, who came over and had a look and assured him that was not the case. 
Since the IT expert could not understand what had happened he blamed the 
novelist, implying it was because he hadn’t backed up his work properly. Then 
he used a few baffling technical terms until the novelist grew restless and asked 
him to leave.

So the famous author was left with a dilemma. Should he try to write Amy Sargent 
back into the novel or just get rid of her altogether, reshaping the manuscript 
around her absence? Neither of these options was possible. She was a pivotal 
character – she served as a catalyst for dramatic change in Gundawah, the town 
where the story took place. He could not easily get rid of her. But nor could 
he put her back in. Every attempt he made to rewrite her failed. Perhaps her 
disappearance had spooked him – whatever the reason he found he could no longer 
remember how to write her or write about her. She had become elusive, absent.

At around the same time, or maybe a day later, a young man woke up in his small 
flat near a freeway and sat down to write. An idea had come to him while he 
slept. His hand moved automatically across the page as his pen made words on 
the paper. He was an unsuccessful short story writer – his work was frequently 
rejected for being too static and introspective. It was full of characters sitting 
in small apartments drinking coffee and staring out the window. But this story 
felt alive. There was drama, there was conflict and tension. A newly formed 
couple began to argue over a small difference of opinion. Something minor had 
begun to escalate. It was clear they had reached a make-or-break point in their 
relationship. The female character was complex, volatile, fascinating, and lively. 
She leapt off the page. Her name was Amy Sargent.

At this point in the story I should point out that the famous novelist and the 
failed short story writer did not know each other. They were not part of the 
same circle; they had not collaborated, or ever taken any interest in each other’s 
work. After leaving school the short story writer had stopped reading the kind 
of novels the famous author wrote. He had started reading South American and 
European literature and graphic novels. His tastes – until then, largely formed 
by authorities in the institutions he attended – had started to become his own. 
By the same token, the famous novelist had never heard of the failed short 
story writer, had never given a writing workshop that the short story writer had 
attended, and had not ever read any of his works, which was not surprising, since 
none of them had ever been published.
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For the famous novelist the loss of Amy Sargent was a heavy blow. In the weeks 
that followed he attempted again and again to write her back into the novel but 
she continued to elude him. (He had once said in an interview that he felt as if 
his characters came to him of their own accord, and that the strongest characters 
wrote themselves.) Without her the novel would not work and the manuscript 
was useless. This distressed him greatly. His last two novels had not sold well. 
His readers had begun to find younger versions of the famous Australian author 
and his books were moving to the back shelves of the store. Royalties still came 
to him from reruns of televised versions of his novels, made twenty years 
before, but it was not the money that concerned him. Writing was what he did, 
it defined and made him. Without it he felt empty and useless. For some years 
critics had been saying he could not write well-rounded female characters and 
now that he felt he had created one, she had disappeared. 

In an act of desperation he placed a missing persons ad in a major newspaper 
asking if anyone knew the whereabouts of Amy Sargent. He hoped that she 
was out there somewhere in some form, and that someone had found her. He 
received a great number of replies but two stood out: one was from a self-
professed clairvoyant who said that Amy Sargent was living on the Gold Coast 
with an Italian hairdresser; the other was from a woman in prison who knew 
nothing about Amy Sargent but simply wanted someone to write to. The famous 
novelist dismissed the first response – Amy did not like beaches – and began an 
old fashioned correspondence by mail with the female prisoner. It lasted until a 
few weeks before his death. Towards the end of his life he became reclusive and 
stopped responding to phone calls and knocks on the door. The letters that the 
female prisoner received from him show a man struggling to comprehend the 
changes that had occurred in his life. The tone is one of bewilderment and rage 
and towards the end, acceptance. She seems to have offered him some kind of 
solace and an outlet for his frustrations.

As for the short story writer he went on to have a successful career, publishing in 
numerous magazines and winning many prizes for his work. He never submitted 
the story about Amy Sargent, deciding it was incomplete. He was known for his 
quirky offbeat writing which critics described as ‘European influenced’ when 
they were being kind and ‘un-Australian’ when they were not. 

It is interesting to speculate how the short story writer would end this story if 
he had written it. I suspect that if it were one of his stories it would probably 
end this way: two months before he lost Amy Sargent, the famous novelist drove 
his large black car on one of the freeways out of the city. He was on his way 
to a literary festival where he would be talking about his work and teasing the 
audience with hints about his upcoming novel, A Place in the Sun. He pulled 
into a service station seven kilometres outside the city and filled up his car, being 
careful not to spill petrol on his freshly-ironed trousers. Inside, the young man 
who worked there did not attempt to sell him any of the chocolates on special on 
the counter. It was the short story writer who worked there on weekends. They 
did not speak but the novelist noticed the young man’s face and thought even 
in that brief interaction how serious and solemn he seemed, as if he had a lot on 
his mind. He paid for his petrol and left. As he drove on the freeway towards the 
literary festival, before he turned on the radio or rehearsed some jokes for the 
audience, he thought about the young man and how he could serve as the basis 
for an interesting character in his next novel.

It is interesting to speculate how 
the short story writer would end 
this story if he had written it




