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Imagine this: you are an angry man, who’s just discovered his wife in bed with another man. There’s a toddler in the corner of the room, supposedly your daughter. Just to spite your wife you pick her up and leave, only to find you have no idea how to care for a little girl. What would you do? 

That is Macauley’s problem when he whisks his daughter Buster away with him to lead the life of a rural country worker. He has no regular job and roams the Australian outback looking for work, with Buster tagging along. Buster develops a strong attachment to her dad, however the feeling is not mutual, since Buster is the burden, or “Shiralee” of his life. After Buster nearly dies of a Flu attack, Macauley decides to leave her with an elderly couple and sneak off to pursue a free life again. With the characteristic dogged determination of a 3-year-old, Buster runs after her dad and clings on to him, refusing to go anywhere without him. Macauley is initially resentful, but after a while Buster’s loyalty and affection slowly seeps into his mind and he finds that he is deeply touched. He vows never to leave Buster again. As they resume their travels, they meet a wise old aboriginal gentleman who further strengthens their relationship, and a happy ending seems to be in sight for Macauley and Buster. Inevitably, tragedy strikes as Buster is run over by a car, which greatly agonizes Macauley , although the accident wasn’t fatal. To make things worse, Buster’s mum comes back to claim Buster back since she couldn’t stand how Buster brought Macauley happiness. It is up to Macauley to prove his love for Buster to the courts, and more importantly God, who is the only person who can save her from death now.

Before you say the story sounds extremely cheesy and reminiscent of a Korean drama, let me tell you this: it is anything but. “The Shiralee” gives a very honest view of parenthood, stripped of the annoying stereotypes that occur in most books, movies and dramas. This book tells the truth: Children are often “Shiralees” to their parents. Not that the word has any unkind meaning, as it is a parent’s duty to care for his/her child. In my opinion, the true meaning and moral behind the book’s title is never to underestimate the love and happiness children are capable of giving, and if they are burdens, then they are burdens you carry for a good reason.
I say that this book is very relatable because both the main characters are so believable, you would swear that you had met them somewhere before. Macauley is just like any other father: He smacks his kid when he is impatient, he sometimes wishes fervently that his kid didn’t exsist. At first meeting, Macauley isn't very reader friendly. He’s not the greatest dad ever, or the kindest, but he is responsible, and ultimately he loves his kid. Buster, on the other hand, is the essence of a 3-year-old: She isn’t very articulate, she frequently whines and asks questions every 2 seconds in addition to saying things that are very strange indeed. The magic of this book lies in the parts where everyone can find a piece of Macauley’s or Buster’s life that they can see in themselves. It is so difficult to find a book with characters that you can empathize with nowadays, but “the Shiralee” certainly does the job well. 

The scene in this book that I could empathize with the most is when Buster runs frantically after her dad in the night to beg him to take her with him, wherever he goes. The couple that her dad left her with was indulgent and loving, and in the eyes of others, it would be a dream home for any young girl. However I could understand completely. The scene conjured up vivid memories of how I refused to let my father leave to go on a business trip for a few days, when I was just about Buster’s age. Both of us absolutely refused to let our dads out of our sight, no matter how much we were cajoled. After all, all the treats and toys in world are meaningless if you can’t have your loved ones with you to share them with. I’m half embarrassed, half pleased to say that this book was the first to make me cry in a long time. Buster’s actions highlighted the seemingly fragile yet overpowering innocence that could once be found in all of us. Children are programmed to love their parents unconditionally. I’ve been wondering where all that love went after I grew up and cynicism kicked in, yet after reading this book, I have been overwhelmed by the previously forgotten feelings of affection for my dad in particular. Yes, it is possible to view your loved ones in a new light after reading “the Shiralee”. 
If you are a connoisseur of fine literature, this book will be right up your alley. D’Arcy Niland uses some exquisite and unusual writing techniques in this book. First of all, “The Shiralee” is not divided into chapters. Instead it follows a natural flow of narrating, and it makes you feel like you are truly listening to a storyteller recall the events. The characterisations are also particularly well crafted, with attention to each and every person in the story, so much so that they are unique, lifelike people. This is a skill of which I think most writers will be very envious of. Here is an example, which describes Mrs Sweeny, the woman who offers to take Buster as her ward:

The door opened and the doorway was plugged with a gargantuan female. This was the woman Sweeney called the Cow. She had a casky bosom, as if stuffed, an uddery bulge against the garish print dress covered with yellow and vermilion flowers. An amber scarf was tied around her head and tucked in, giving her a poly look. Her face was a massive blob of radiant flesh, with the features a long way in from the perimeter as though they had been superimposed, forming a face within a face. There was a vague, elusive doll-like prettiness about it. 
Basically, she is a fat woman, but instead of just describing her vastness, he manages to give her a bubbly, motherly personality just by telling us what she looks like. It is exceptionally easy to imagine her character from her appearance, like what you would normally do with a real person.
D’Arcy Niland’s characterization of Macauley is a masterpiece that, I believe, should win a prize or at least be used as a fine example for budding writers. We can see the change in Macauley through his actions as the story proceeds. Initially, a brutal violent streak bubbles beneath his surface, a rage that Macauley keeps barely tempered. He even got into brawls in front of his daughter. There is a part of the story where Buster is deathly ill and Macauley chooses to keep his pride over an offer of assistance that could save her life. Although those weren’t very fatherly things to do, they were a beautifully executed demonstration of his stubborn, proud personality. In stark contrast to his previous uncaring aloofness, when faced with a similar situation later in the book we are shown he has matured emotionally and learned from his previous mistakes. His gradual warming towards Buster is only shown in the details of his actions, which finally accumulates to an outburst of emotion at the end of the book, so that readers feel like they are slowly delving into his heart and soul. Macauley’s finely crafted character is a testament to the author’s writing ability, since as we all know, the devil is in the detail, and in this case, D’Arcy Niland has managed to tame the devil himself.
On the whole, the book was impossible to put down (not only because it wasn’t divided into chapters).It is a moving portrait of fatherhood, told with gruff humour and a gentle pathos - it's a gem of a book which lingers in the psyche and makes you reminisce, then think twice about what it truly means to be someone’s father or child. The book has no sugar coating, just like real life, where the going can get tough, but when loved ones stick together, even the most formidable of challenges can be overcome. From a writing style point of view, “the Shiralee” has stunning prose, tension in every angle and dimension with a superb ending, so it gets top marks in the entertainment department as well. If you are looking for a riveting and moving, possibly life changing book to read, “The Shiralee” is definitely your best choice. So do take my advice, I ensure you will not be disappointed- read it, enjoy it, and slowly savour it. 
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