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Praise for The Lost Dog


Longlisted for the Man Booker Prize 2008


Longlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction 2008


Winner of the NSW Premier’s Book of the Year Award 2008


Winner of the Christina Stead Prize for Fiction 2008


Winner of the 2008 ALS Gold Medal


‘This is the best novel I have read in a long time.’ A.S. Byatt


‘Reading The Lost Dog one is torn between contradictory urges – to race ahead, in order to find out what happens, and to linger in admiration of de Kretser’s ravishing style.’ New Statesman


‘A beautiful piece of writing – place your bets now for the Booker.’ The Times


‘Michelle de Kretser’s powerful imagination transmits an extraordinary energy to the narrative . . . a remarkable achievement. Fully to enjoy it requires slow and patient reading, but the effort brings ample rewards.’ Literary Review


‘A captivating read . . . I could read this book 10 times and get a new perspective each time. It’s simply riveting.’ Glasgow Evening Times


‘. . . confident, meticulous plotting, . . . strong imagination and . . . precise, evocative prose. Like The Hamilton Case, The Lost Dog opens up rich vistas with its central idea and introduces the reader to a world beyond its fictional frontiers.’ Sunday Times




Praise for The Hamilton Case


Winner of the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize (SE Asia and Pacific) 2004


Winner of the Encore Award for Best Second Novel 2004


Winner of the Tasmania Pacific Fiction Prize 2005


A New York Times Notable Book 2004


‘. . . one of the most remarkable books I’ve read in a long while – subtle and mysterious, both comic and eerie, and brilliantly evocative of time and place. I’ve never been to Sri Lanka but I feel it’s become part of my interior landscape, and I so much admire Michelle de Kretser’s formidable technique – her characters feel alive, and she can create a sweeping narrative which encompasses years, and yet still retain the sharp, almost hallucinatory detail. It’s brilliant. (Booker judges, where were you?)’ Hilary Mantel, Daily Telegraph


‘Multilayered and beguiling . . . The rackety lives of Sam Obeysekere and his family eloquently illustrate the fundamental messiness and illogic of the human condition . . . This novel – which also beautifully renders the sensuality of Ceylon – is a very artful and evocative plea for interpretation over explanation . . . The Hamilton Case does enchant, certainly, but – more important – the book admirably and resolutely sees the world as it really is.’ William Boyd, New York Times Book Review


‘. . . I devoured this book. De Kretser misses nothing: she has a keen ear for dialogue and an eye for detail.’ Christopher Ondaatje, Literary Review


‘De Kretser is an elegant and accomplished storyteller . . . nevertheless, it is not the story itself that makes The Hamilton Case exceptional, but the means of telling it . . . [She has] the extraordinary ability to write for the senses with the kind of intuitive grace and attention to detail that can only result from extremely hard work. The result is a novel so delicious that you have to keep stopping as you read, for fear of finishing too soon.’ Jane Shilling, Sunday Telegraph
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IN MEMORY OF LEAH AKIE
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Under cosmopolitanism, if it comes, we shall receive no help from the earth. Trees and meadows and mountains will only be a spectacle . . .


E.M. FORSTER,


Howards End


But surely it would have been a pity not to have seen the trees along this road, really exaggerated in their beauty


ELIZABETH BISHOP,


‘Questions of Travel’
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Anywhere! Anywhere!


CHARLES BAUDELAIRE,


‘Anywhere Out of the World’
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LAURA, 1960s


WHEN LAURA WAS TWO, THE twins decided to kill her.


They were eight when she was born. Twenty-three months later, their mother died. Their father’s aunt Hester, spry and recently back in Sydney after half a lifetime in London, came to look after the children until a suitable arrangement could be made. She stayed until Laura left school.


Look at it from the boys’ point of view: their sister arrived, they stood by their mother’s chair and watched an alien, encircled by her arms, fasten itself to her nipple. Their mother didn’t die at once but she was never well again. Breast cancer. They were clever children, they made the connection. In their tent under the jacaranda, they put together a plan.


Once or twice a year, as long as she lived, Laura Fraser had the water dream. There was silky blue all around her, pale blue overhead; she glided through silence blotched with gold. Separate things ran together and were one thing. She was held and set free. It was the most wonderful dream. But on waking, Laura was always a little sad, too, prey to the sense of something ending before its time.


She had no recollection of how it had gone on that Saturday morning in 1966, her brothers out in the street with bat and ball, and Hester, who had switched off her radio just in time, summoned by a splash. No one could say how the safety catch on the swimming-pool gate had come undone; the twins, questioned, had blank, golden faces. Next door’s retriever was finally deemed responsible, since a culprit, however improbable, had to be found.


To the unfolding of these events, the boys brought the quizzical detachment of a general outmanoeuvred in a skirmish. It was always instructive to see how things went. They were only children, ingenious and limited. They had no real appreciation of consequences or the relative weight of decisions. If Laura had owned a kitten, they might have drowned that instead.


The pool was filled in. For that, too, the twins blamed their sister. Their mother had taught them to swim in that pool. They could remember water beaded on her arms, the scuttle of light over turquoise tiles.
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LAURA, 1970s


LONG-FACED AND AMBER-EYED, what Hester brought to mind was a benevolent goat. She had spent the first seven years of her life in India, from which misfortune her complexion, lightly polished beech, never recovered.


Every night, Laura listened while Hester read about a magic land called Narnia. By day, the child visited bedrooms. They contained only built-in robes—a profound unfairness. Still she slid open each door. Still she dreamed and hoped.


Glamour, on the other hand, was easily located. It emanated from the sky-blue travel case in which Hester kept her souvenirs of the Continent. There was a tiny Spanish doll with a lace mantilla and a gilded fan. There was a programme from Le lac des cygnes at the Paris Opéra, and a ticket from the train that had carried Hester over the Alps. Dijon was a menu gastronomique, Venice a sea-green, gold-flecked bead. An envelope held postcards of the Nativity and the Fall as depicted by Old Masters, and tucked between these arrivals and expulsions, a snapshot of Hester overexposed in white-framed dark glasses against the Greek trinity of sea, sunlight and symmetrical stone.


Laura would beg for the stories attached to these marvels. Because otherwise they merely thrilled—they were only crystals of Aeroplane Jelly: ruby red, licked from the palm, briefly sweet. Hester saw a small, plain face that pleaded and couldn’t be refused. But the tales she offered it disturbed her.


As a young woman, she had settled in London. There, stenographically efficient in dove-hued blouses, she survived a firm of solicitors, a theatrical agency and two wartime ministries. Then she turned forty and went to work for a man named Nunn. On the occasion of the Coronation, Nunn smoothed his moustache, offered Hester a glass of sherry and promised her tremendous times. Hester expended three pages on this in her diary but not a word on the practical arrangement at which she had arrived with the mathematician from Madras who rented the flat below hers. Novelties to which he introduced her included cheating at bridge and a sour fish soup.


In Hester’s girlhood it had been hinted that France was a depraved sort of place, so naturally it was to Paris that her thoughts turned when she realised, as her third Christmas in his office approached, that she was in love with Nunn. Hester imagined him making her his mistress in a room with a view of the Eiffel Tower— she imagined it at length. An accordionist played ‘Under the Bridges of Paris’ beneath their window; Nunn threw a pillow at him. Food was still rationed in England, so Nunn gave orders for tender steaks and velvety puddings to be placed under silver covers and left at their door. Their bed was draped in mauve silk—no, a deep, rich red. When Hester learned that her employer intended to spend the holidays with his wife’s parents in Hull, she crossed the Channel anyway. Nunn might detect traces of French wickedness about her when she returned and be moved to act.


Paris, in those years still trying to crawl out from under the war, was morose and inadequately heated—scarcely different, in fact, from London. But a precedent had been set. Every year, Hester penny-pinched and went without so that she might go on spending her holidays abroad. Partly it was the enduring hope that she might yet return with something—an anecdote, a daring way with a scarf—that would draw her to Nunn’s attention in that way at last. Partly, and increasingly as time passed, it was the dismay that pierced her at the prospect of solitary days spent in London with neither companion nor occupation (for her arrangement with the mathematician was confined to alternate Wednesdays).


When Nunn’s wife finally came to her senses and died, he promptly married her nurse. Hester realised that she was fed up with England. On the voyage home to Sydney, she stood at the ship’s rail late one night. The eleven volumes of her diary splashed one by one into Colombo Harbour.


Because all this had to be excluded from the stories laid before Laura, they suggested journeys undertaken in order to seek out delightful new places. Whereas really, thought Hester, her travels had been a kind of flight.


The way to crowd out her misgivings was to talk and talk. So it wasn’t enough to describe the dishes on the handwritten menu from Dijon: a pear tart as wide as a wheel, snails who had carried their coffins on their backs. Hester found herself including the lilies etched on the pink glass shades of the lamp on her table, and the stag’s head mounted on the wall. She described the husband and wife who, having had nothing to say to each other for forty years, inspected her throughout her meal. Where recollection had worn thin, she patched and embroidered. Laura shivered to hear of the tight little square in front of the restaurant where once the guillotine had stood: a detail Hester concocted on the spot, feeling that her narrative lacked drama and an educational aim.


So the story that made its way to Laura was always vivid, informative, and incidental to what mattered. Conjuring the glories of Athens, Hester passed over the unspeakable filth of Greek public lavatories that obscured her memory of the Acropolis, greed and incaution having led her to consume a dish of oily beans in Syntagma Square. Calling up the treasures of the Uffizi, she didn’t say that she had moved blindly from one coloured rectangle to the next, picturing ways in which Nunn might compromise himself irrevocably in the filing room. Rose windows and Last Judgments dominated her description of Chartres, but when Hester had been making the rounds of that cold wonder, all her attention was concentrated on the selection of a promising effigy. Tour guides harangued, Frasers howled in their Presbyterian graves. Hester lit candles in a side chapel, knelt, offered brief, fervent prayers.


After talking about her travels, Hester was often restless. Turning the dial on her transistor late one night, she heard a woman say gravely, Away is hard to go, but no one / Asked me to stay.
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RAVI, 1970s


THE SEA TUGGED PATIENTLY AT the land, a child plucking at a sluggish parent. That was the sound behind all other sounds. Ravi’s life ran to its murmur of change.


The town, a pretty backwater, lay on the west coast of Sri Lanka, twenty-three miles from Colombo. The baroque flourish of its colonial churches threw tourists into confusion. They had come prepared for Eastern outlandishness, not third-rate copies of home.


The new airport wasn’t far away. At night, the tilted lights of planes were mobile constellations, multiplying from year to year.


Ravi lived in a lane crammed with life and food. Foreigners sometimes strayed there by mistake. If they noticed the Mendises’ house, they saw a box devoid of charm. But the house was built of bricks plastered over and colourwashed blue. It contained an electric table fan, a head of Nefertiti stamped on black velvet, a three-piece cane lounge suite. The roof held through ravaging rain. In the compound lived a merry brown dog called Marmite, who could sing the chorus from ‘Cold, Cold Heart’. There was also a tree with mulberries as fat as caterpillars, and a row of violently orange ixoras. The lavatory was indoors and flushed.


He hated girls and sisters. How had Priya come by a copy of the Jacaranda School Atlas? She made a great show of studying its pages. When Ravi came to stand at her elbow, she spread her hands and leaned forward, calling, ‘Mummy, Mummy! Aiyya is breathing on my book.’


On the veranda, their mother was singing to the baby: John, John, the grey goose is gone. In a classroom that resembled a stable, with a half wall and a wooden gate, Anglican nuns had taught Carmel to sing. Her husband could play the guitar, and there was the radio, of course, but music in that house meant singing. The older children sang Why can’t my goose and Christmas is coming, The goose is getting fat. Geese, like God, were taken on trust and for the same reason: they must exist somewhere, there were so many songs about them. Carmel broke off to nibble Varunika’s tiny nose. Then it was Five golden rings, Four calling birds . . . She had sung it to each of her children, standing them up on her knee.


The baby was beneath Ravi’s attention. But he was only ten months older than Priya. The two fought or played with ferocious concentration. In cramped rooms, they exercised childhood’s talent for finding secret places.


There were games with the neighbours’ children. Brandishing a stick to signify authority, Kang kang buuru! chanted the leader. Chin chin noru! came the chorus. ‘Will you do what I say?’ ‘yes!’ ‘Run, run, run and bring me . . .’ When it was Ravi’s turn, he would request objects that struck him as magical: a square white stone, a green feather. But Priya set daring tasks, ordering her subjects to pluck a mango from a tall tree, or to pull the tail of the chained monkey who performed for tourists, his face savage and full of sorrow.


Long after a shower was installed in the house, the children went on making a game of well baths, each icy bucketful eliciting screams of joyful fear. The bathroom and lavatory, the last rooms in the house to be built, were not completed until Ravi was almost four. Perhaps a memory of this work, an odour of damp cement, a sense of walls rising, his parents’ preoccupation with the shaping of domestic space, ran under a game the boy devised when he was older. Accompanied by Priya, he would roam the town looking at houses. When he hissed, ‘Here!’, the children would stand and stare. Priya liked to speculate about the people who lived in the house: she assigned names and ages to the children, she sought Ravi’s opinion on whether their mother was stern or smiling, she dithered over the dishes they preferred. Ravi bore her babyish chatter in silence and contempt. He cared nothing for the lives enclosed within a set of walls and was excited only by the character of the house itself. A circular porch lent this one a jovial air, a double row of openwork bricks rendered another spiteful, while a third, an upstairs house situated deep in a treed garden, exuded a sinister charm. Ravi’s imagination worked to penetrate the enigma of each dwelling: the brilliance and dark within, the disposition of rooms, the dusty places where dead flies collected.


This game, at once deeply satisfying to both children and the source of bitter quarrels, continued throughout the long Christmas holidays one year.
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LAURA, 1970s


A SUMMER CAME WHEN, HAVING twirled up the seat to adjust its height, Laura would photograph herself in the booth at Central Station. There were weeks when all her pocket money, changed into twenty-cent coins, disappeared that way. The result was always the same: a gloomy adolescent skulking under a bush of hair.


One day she pulled back the pleated curtain and emerged from the booth to see Cameron. Her brother had his back to her and was using one of the payphones, listening with one palm on the tiled wall. His head drew all the light in that dim place. The receiver, pressed to it, had the black potential of a gun.


Laura dodged back into the booth. Why had Cameron left his office to use a public phone? When she heard the whirr that signalled the delivery of her photos, she peered out. He had vanished.


The way home lay past gardens that were gatherings of green decay. Rain might fall, caressing and warm, hardly different from the thick, damp heat that preceded it. Now and then a cloudburst encouraged delirium. Timetables and commuters were thrown into chaos, traffic lights blacked out, the broken bodies of umbrellas littered the streets. Sydney quite forgot that it was Western and efficient. It squinted over its brown back at Africa, at India; an old, old memory of wholeness stirred.


After the storm, pavements showed a heightened brilliance of blossom. Here and there, a stone face wore a cockroach veil.


When there was a scorcher, afternoon tightened around the streets in a blinding bandage. On the nature strips, the nerve had gone from the grass. But in the park the light was necklaces and pendants looping through trees. Laura lifted an arm from the elbow like an Ancient Egyptian; admiring her pretty hands, with their pointed fingers, her thoughts were bright and dark as leaves. Half-naked children were to be seen darting through a shimmer. Laura would have liked to join them beside the fountain, but an elf shouted, ‘What’s Vince gunna do for a face when the camel wants its bum back?’ and Laura recognised that she was no longer a child. She walked on, badly frightened. She had just realised—which is to say, felt—that she was going to die. The elf, too, was doomed, along with Vince and all that shrieking crew. The broad-faced European woman stealing municipal begonias would die, and those two snooty girls flicking their flat hair at each other. All the teachers at school and everyone in Fleetwood Mac. No one on earth would be spared. The galloping gaucho, the indigo Tuareg on his dune: inside each, the skeleton smiled. The dead strolled through the suburbs, through the city, their numbers uncountable and always on the rise. How could anyone, knowing this, select the correct concourse at Central, or deal with the yellow fat on a chop while not disdaining the multitudes that starved? The gravel slurred under Laura’s shoe, the planet groaned as it turned. Behind her, screams revived and fell like sirens.
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Her brothers, paid to apply the rack and the screw, Hamish in finance, Cameron in commercial law, rented a flat in Rushcutters Bay. Donald Fraser, the medical director of a hospital, often dined out. So Laura and Hester watched TV with plates on their laps. There were evenings when they sat on and on, homework and washing-up neglected. By the time the sound of a car could be heard in the drive, it was a point of honour not to move. It was not that Donald criticised Dallas or fish fingers. But he stood there, jingling his keys, before retreating to his room.


Wielding his electric toothbrush in the ensuite, Donald Fraser was reliving the moment when he had looked in on his daughter and his aunt. One was a glazed wooden goat, the other . . . he rinsed and spat, traversed by pity for the female morsel he had engendered. His daughter’s eyes were coins of a lowly bronze denomination. Crossing a room, she caused him to fear that she would collide with the furniture. He couldn’t conceive of the absence of beauty in a woman as anything other than a misfortune and had no doubt that he was responsible for Laura’s affliction. Long before her birth, mirrors had presented him with lips as coarsely suggestive as a double entendre. He pressed a hand towel to them. yet they excited women. For context is all. It was a mouth that would constitute an invitation on an attractive girl; on his poor child, it was an obscenity from which her father flinched.


She was the repository of all that was massive and defective in Donald’s lineage. He had escaped the worst of it. Even so, as he peered over the towel, he fell far short of his own ideal. Beautiful young women—stunners—were therefore necessary to him. His wife had been one. Her radiant fairness had passed to the boys, adulterated by the Fraser motif of thickly turned limb. But it was the girl who had suffered the full force of the paternal theme. The runt had copped the brunt. At her birth, Donald had thought of a piglet he had dissected as a boy. Loving his sons, he showed them no quarter. Laura, whom he didn’t like to touch, raked in money, extravagant presents, indulgence in all things except the failure in which she had played no part.


Donald put the thought of his daughter from him by recalling the image of a succulent oncologist who was driven to adjust her goldilocks if ever they met in the lift. But her smile contained a pink expanse of gum. So he had pretended not to understand when she ‘accidentally’ called his extension. Emboldened before the bathroom mirror by this proof of standards, he dared to let the towel fall.


In the rumpus room, they were eating Tim Tams straight from the packet. An ad break interrupted a Ewing machination—something involving a secret and a lie. It must have been the reason Hester chose that moment to confide that she hadn’t always been the last after a run of boys. A sister had contracted diphtheria in India at the age of three. Pinafored Hester, lingering outside a window, heard her mother say that the child’s throat seemed to be lined with grey velvet. ‘That was the infected membrane,’ said Hester to Laura. ‘Dr Norris had ridden through a cyclone to reach us but he was too late. Ruth choked and died.’


yuk! thought Laura. The unfairness of being saddled with an old bag as companion had recently begun to oppress. Thankfully, the Ewings had returned to cavort and divert. Hester went on holding half a Tim Tam. Eventually, she placed it on her saucer and drew a hanky from her sleeve. Laura thought, If you cry, I’ll have to kill you. She waited, sliding her eyes sideways and holding a cushion like a shield. The whole hanky thing was disgusting, too—what was wrong with a Kleenex?


Hester was in the grip of a senseless thought: Death runs in our family. For a long time, the space occupied by Ruth had remained visible; the child Hester had to step off a path or choose a different chair. A Ruth-shaped form, something like a mist but less definite, still moved now and then along a passage or across a window. Back teeth together! said Hester to Hester. It was the only salve known to her childhood: offered when a funny bone collided with a cupboard, when a sister died. Over the years that followed, the command lost its power; it survived in the present as a joke. It wasn’t that Hester regretted the shift, exactly. But the saying belonged to a world that was imperfect and solid: how had it grown as light as mockery? She wiped her ringless fingers—carefully, one by one.
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RAVI, 1970s


ON THAT DAY IN 1779 when Captain Cook died in Kealakekua Bay, an Italian apothecary arrived in Galle on a ship registered in Rotterdam to the Dutch East India Company. One of these men was already famous and the other would die in obscurity, but each had his part in a great global enterprise that ran on greed, curiosity and the human reluctance to stay still.


Ravi’s pedigree reached back through two hundred years to the Italian adventurer; on his mother’s side, which didn’t count. Of his father’s ancestors, however, he knew almost nothing. No tales circulated of them, for they lacked exoticism and hence the glamour from which legends are made.


Mindful of his wife’s European heritage, Suresh Mendis had once brought home a sideboard inset with speckled mirrors and a portrait of Edward VII. It was solidly constructed from teak, but two of its clawed feet had been sawn off and one of its drawers was stuck. Suresh told his wife that he had acquired it from a colleague who was emigrating and had let it go for next to nothing. Suspicion fluttered in Carmel, but this was in the first year of their marriage, and they hadn’t yet learned to look on each other’s wishes as flaws.


Propped on bricks, the sideboard was placed on the back veranda to await repair. There it stayed and became, in fact, a useful receptacle for the odds and ends that every household accumulates: a pot of glue, string, receipts, a saucepan without a handle, a cracked dish that might yet serve for the dog’s rice. ‘Look in the sideboard,’ the Mendises would advise each other when they had searched everywhere else for an elusive object.


It was here that Ravi came to stand when his father went into hospital with pains in his stomach and failed to return. The sideboard, ever further advanced in decrepitude, one of its mirrors shattered by a cricket ball, a second monsoon-warped drawer now as unyielding as the first, had nevertheless endured. Ravi was just tall enough to lay his head on the battered board, beside a blurred whitish ring left by a glass. Marmite, believing this stance to signal a new game, trotted up and remained beside him, gently wagging her tail.
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LAURA, 1980s


SHE NOTICED AN ANT SCURRYING about the bathroom basin. Overcome with tenderness—for where could it go? on what could it subsist?—Laura resolved to pick it up in a tissue and deposit it outdoors. But her need to pee was urgent. Satisfying it, she grew dreamy and remained seated far longer than necessary. She turned on the tap to wash her hands and recalled the ant too late, as it was swept away.


Afterwards Laura thought, Perhaps suffering isn’t a sign that God is absent or indifferent or cruel. Perhaps all the horrible things happen because he just gets distracted.


She was sixteen, a metaphysical age. The Absent-Minded Almighty: having created him in her image, she felt quite protective of him and worshipped him tenderly until the phase passed.




[image: 9781743431979_0028_001]


RAVI, 1980s


‘HISTORY IS ONLY A BYPRODUCT of geography.’ It was Brother Ignatius’s greeting to every new class, the gambit unchanged in thirty-one years. Then very deliberately, with the air of a curator about to reveal a precious artefact, he would manipulate a cord that unrolled a map of the world.


Much creased, nicked here and there, the map brought an unsettling dimension to the room. At once, the gazes of all the boys flew to their island, a dull green jewel fallen from India’s careless ear. It was so small! But no one is insignificant to himself. And in a niche high above the classroom door lay a flat water bottle, its bright red plastic dull with dust, that had been flung up there to avenge a long-forgotten insult; and bedbugs moved in the wooden chairs that the pupils treated at the end of each term, carrying them outside and spraying them with Shelltox. Remembering this, the boys shifted in their seats, certain that the backs of their knees itched. The tips of their fingers grazed words gouged out with dividers and inked into their desks, and they recalled scraping the lids smooth with razor blades, after which they had applied a rag dipped in shoe polish to the wood.


There was the matter of the Indian Ocean. These children were well acquainted with its fidgety expanse. There remained the problem of how to match it to a blue space labelled Indian Ocean. Ravi, studying the map, saw that what he knew of existence, the reality he experienced as boundless and full of incident, had been reduced by the mapmaker to a trifle. If the island were to slide into a crack in the ocean and be lost forever, the map would scarcely change. He was visited by the same sensation that came when a wave pulled free from beneath his feet. Things tottered and plunged.


Brother Ignatius was pointing out the conjunction of trade routes, ocean currents and deep-water harbours that had brought the Phoenicians to their island—and, in time, everyone else. It was vanity that led men to overestimate the force of history, he said, for history was a human affair. But, ‘Geography is destiny. It is old. It is iron.’


Old. Iron. They were not so much words as emanations from the reverend brother’s core.


When Brother Ignatius smiled—rather, when his thin mauve lips slipped sideways—boys trembled with fear. He could be glimpsed around the town on a high black bicycle, very early in the morning or at dusk, when the uncertain light, the silent glide of the bicycle and the figure in white drapery lent these sightings the quality of apparitions.


Without the benefit of notes, Brother Ignatius spoke of the Zuiderzee, the Nullarbor, the Malay archipelago, evoking places he had never seen in such living detail that now and then, in years to come, a man arriving somewhere for the first time would be made uneasy by a persistent impression of familiarity, until, if he were fortunate, he would recall a lesson half attended to on a morning he could barely retrieve from the rubble of days under which it lay.


When the reverend brother turned to the blackboard, there were boys who flicked each other with rubber bands or stared out of the window. The shadow of a great tree lying on the grass contained pieces of light, coins in a dark hand. But Ravi’s thoughts answered to the irrigation systems of vanished kingdoms, to the complexities that attend the siting of cities, to the almost-freshwater Baltic Sea.


Brother Ignatius was a tea bush: born upcountry, a Tamil tea-plucker’s Eurasian bastard, the lowest of the low. Condemned to toil on the plains, he said, ‘Hills are God’s gift to our imagination.’ And, ‘Who can say what lies on the other side of a hill?’


Ravi waited until Priya was out. He knew where she hid her atlas. His thumbnail traced journeys across continents. He went for a walk across the world.


When the time came to choose between subjects, he didn’t want to give up geography.


Carmel Mendis, now in the purple stage of mourning, donned an uncrushable lilac dress and set out to address the problem at its source. Her hair was opulently pinned and curled, for Carmel had trained as a hairdresser before her marriage. Ushered into Brother Ignatius’s presence, she remained undaunted. He was imbued with the awful grandeur of the Roman Church. But she had brought children into the world.


‘My son is going into the science stream,’ she announced.


Brother Ignatius looked at his palms, which were paler than you might expect from the rest of him. ‘Junior science students are encouraged to study an arts subject if they wish.’


Carmel was obliged to speak of a son’s duty to his mother. For what could a tea bush, abandoned at birth and reared by priests, know of that sacred bond? A Rodi woman had told Carmel’s fortune and assured her that she would not want for anything in old age. Carmel knew this meant that her son would be a surgeon. Her eyes, which were large and still brilliant, remained on Brother Ignatius to remind him of origins and limits.


The next time Ravi mentioned going on with geography, the reverend brother’s lips shot sideways, and he assured his star pupil that there was not much future in it.
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LAURA, 1980s


DRIVING HOME FROM A WEEKEND in the Blue Mountains, Hamish misjudged the speed at which he could take a bend. Speaking of it years later, Laura said, ‘It should have been terrible, shouldn’t it? It was, for Cameron.’


At the funeral, her brother had the lopsided appearance of a badly pruned tree. Looking at him, Laura knew how much she had been spared of grief. Flint-eyed throughout the service, she was handing around a plate of chicken sandwiches to people in dark clothes when she began to cry. It was a purely selfish emotion. She was crying for the loss of a family romance she knew only from a photograph. It showed the twins, aged five, leaning into their mother.


When everyone had gone away, Cameron appeared in her bedroom. ‘What are you snivelling for? It’s not as if Hamish liked you.’ Laura beheld him magnified, a long figure with light about his head. ‘Back teeth together!’ cried Cameron. He reached for her wrist and administered an expert Chinese burn. Then he began to laugh. It came out like vomit, in lumps.
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RAVI, 1980s


A MRS ANRADO, KNOWN TO the Mendises from church, was having an extension added to her house. She intended to rent rooms to foreigners, and was urging Carmel Mendis to do the same.


Ravi couldn’t stand the Anrado woman. Pointing out walls that could be knocked through, she was all advice and teeth. The neighbour’s daughter came to play, and Mrs Anrado asked Ravi, in front of everyone, if the squint-eyed brat was his girlfriend. How Priya crowed! Mrs Anrado was informing the children’s mother that toast would have to be provided, tourists expected it. And the mulberry would have to go.


For weeks, every conversation led to plumbing and foreign notions of breakfast. Then Carmel Mendis arranged an interview with her bank. Afterwards, whenever Mrs Anrado was mentioned, Carmel’s face tightened. The idea of strangers traipsing through one’s home!
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LAURA, 1980s


THE HOUSE IN BELLEVUE HILL was elevated, split-level, sluiced with light. The terrace dropped to scaly red roofs and a segment of harbour. When Hester left for a flat in Randwick, she mourned the loss of the jacaranda and that different, restless blue. But in low-ceilinged rooms her movements grew expansive. She remembered coming home from dances as a young woman: how spacious life had seemed when she took off her girdle.


Before leaving Bellevue Hill, Hester threw away her sky-blue travel case. Spreading its contents over her bed one last time, she was struck afresh by the fraudulence of souvenirs that suggested pleasure while commemorating flight. The green Venetian bead rolled silently away and came to rest in a corner of the room. There it remained, exquisite and unseen, a solid drop of light-flecked water.
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LAURA, 1980s


AT SCHOOL THEY HAD SAID, Laura is creative. Into that capacious adjective, oddity, uncompromising plainness, a minor talent—in short, much that was inconvenient—could be bundled. Laura had acquiesced, wanting them to be right. Also, she so admired Miss Garnault, the head of Art: the Split Enz badge on her lapel, the bottle-red hair gelled into spikes.


Laura’s misfortune was the ease with which she drew, doublings of the world flowing with incurable accuracy from her hand. It was these nudes and streetscapes and bowls of pears, all flawless and false, that had carried her along to art school. But in that corner of the brain where truth persists, however starved of light, dwelled the knowledge that no one in all the vacant centuries to come would ever stand before work she had brought into the world and know the undoing that came when the wind shivered through a sloping paddock of grass. Or when a fragment of song—that song, the one you had bought the cassette for—wafted into the street from a passing car. With the revelation that arrived when the turned page showed the altarpiece at Isenheim, Laura didn’t presume to compare. A sentence was often in her mind: An eye is not a photocopier. It kept bobbing to the surface of her thoughts that year: a corpse insufficiently weighted.


In an act of quiet desperation, she had perpetrated a perfect copy of Organised Line to Yellow, on which she pasted, here and there, extracts from the more savage evaluations of Sam Atyeo’s painting. She propped her canvas on a table draped in canary-yellow nylon, and laid on this altar an array of factory-fresh yellow offerings: a china rose, a plastic banana, a string of wooden beads, a rubber duck. Filching from Degas, she called it What a Horrible Thing Is this Yellow.


When it was completed, the feeble wit and flagrant ineptitude of this assemblage overwhelmed Laura. Nevertheless, she entered it for the Hallam Prize. Nevertheless, it was declared a wittily iconoclastic appraisal of Australian modernism and included on the shortlist of six.


The annual Hallam Prize, open to all undergraduates at the college, was endowed by a former student who had inherited a largish deposit of opals near Lightning Ridge. It offered the use of a Paris studio for twelve months, an almost-generous stipend and tuition at the Beaux-Arts. Miss Cora Hallam had long since fled her native land for historic stones and up-to-date plumbing in St Germain but remained mindful of those condemned to vacuous ease.


On Laura’s Walkman, Bowie sang of modern love. She crossed a park on wings and never saw the two-tone flare of the magpie who decided, at the last moment, that she wasn’t worth swooping. Nor did she offer her customary salute to the man who sucked sherry from a paper bag, for her thoughts, as cinematically black and white as the birds overhead, were of Belmondo and cobblestones, and herself advancing down a leafless avenue in a slanted hat. Paris was surely her reward for irregular verbs committed to memory, for the existentialist struggle of persisting to the last page of La nausée.


Luckily she glanced down just in time to sidestep the small corpse lying on yellow wattle blossom and wet black leaves.


In a corner cafe, her friend Tracy Lacey was waiting at a metal-bordered table that was genuine Fifties laminex. Tracy, too, was a finalist for the Hallam, with a video that involved a housewife in a robe of steel wool taking a hatchet to Superman. It was uncomfortable viewing, for this radical deconstruction of androcentric hegemony was quite as horrible as Laura’s jaundiced gaffe.


So here were the girls, meeting to celebrate their good fortune with ciggies and cappuccinos.


The announcement of the winner was still a fortnight away, but Laura knew that the Hallam would go to a final-year student called Steve Kirkpatrick for Mr Truong in a Red Chair. She accepted this as right and just, yet being human hoped. Hope beat its wings under her breastbone. It went so far as to insinuate that men with trenchcoats and ageless bone structure would speak to her of post-structuralism on terraces hedged with potted shrubs, while a waiter wrapped in a long white apron plied her with fines.


To suppress these ravings, she asked whether Tracy ever looked up when walking down a street and imagined rooms that hadn’t yet been built. ‘Apartments with people cooking and watching TV where now there’s just air.’


Much of what Laura Fraser said was best ignored. yet how Tracy loved her friend, for Laura was a darl and tried so hard and looked so . . . unusual was the kind way to think of it. And Tracy was all heart. And joyful choirs were making merry in those crimson chambers. Surely even Laura might hear their carolling?


But Laura had the lid off the powder-blue Bessemer bowl and was intent on sugar—with a figure like hers! So Tracy had to lean forward and hiss, ‘Guess what, guess what!’


Dull Laura Fraser hadn’t a clue.


‘you have to swear you won’t tell anyone. Ant’ll kill me if word gets around.’


Ant was Tracy’s latest, this guy in Admin who looked exactly like Mel Gibson. But a bit shorter.


Laura swore the required oath.


‘Guess who’s won the Hallam!’


For a soaring moment, Laura imagined . . .


‘Mais oui!’ cried Tracy. ‘Moi, moi! They gave Ant the judges’ report to photocopy.’


Boulevards and Belmondo were fast fading to black. It was hard to breathe, the air was so choked with debris from the collapse of flying buttresses. A lightning protest in Laura’s brain declared, I could have had Paris until the announcement if. Fourteen days of sophisticated depravity in garrets overlooking the Seine trembled and were reduced to dust. For the last time, Laura lit another Gauloise and said, ‘Is it not the case that your refusal to place the metaphysics of presence under erasure is always already an aporia?’


Ashamed of such selfishness, she offered congratulations without delay.


‘Thanks, darl,’ said Tracy. ‘you’ll have to visit me. In Paree.’ She wore her hair combed back and up, and tied at the nape with a floppy pink chiffon bow. Under her black quiff, her face was a white pumpkin. But the profile sliced.


‘In any city with decent licensing laws, we’d be calling for Bolly. But while we wait for civilisation to arrive, let’s go crazy and have another round of cappuccinos—n’est-ce pas, Mademoiselle Lacey?’


How Laura’s tongue clattered and clacked, like that wooden noise-maker she had rattled as a child.


‘God, you make me laugh, darl! Mine’s a skinny.’ And when Laura returned with it, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if the Herald did an interview. The Hallam’s never gone to someone in first year.’ Tracy fingered the ironic pink rag at her neck and observed, ‘I’m a break with tradition.’


Laura, reminded of another who would have hoped, and with far greater cause, murmured, ‘Steve.’


‘I still can’t believe they shortlisted him.’ Tracy’s profile stood out as clearly as if stamped on the silver light of Paree. ‘I mean, he’s technically quite good’—for she was magnanimous in victory—‘but where’s the concept in that painting?’


The words truth and beauty occurred to Laura, but after six months at art school she knew better than to utter them. The aroma of ham and tomato jaffles, however, proved irresistible.


As she chewed, the image of the dead mouse over which she had stepped returned to her. The eyeless head had resembled a mask. It was astonishing how a true thing might be taken for an imitation of itself.


Tracy Lacey, gazing on through drifting veils of Camel, was savouring the satisfaction of a woman who has denied herself food. That was the great thing about Laura, the comparison was always in your favour. Tracy was quite overcome with tenderness for her friend. Her complexion was after all rather gorgeous, peaches and cheese.


Here Tracy looked closer, because something in Laura’s face, bent over buttery crusts, suggested despondency. At first she couldn’t imagine why, on this gold and blue day with such news bestowed upon her, Laura Fraser should be glum. For herself, electric eels were slithering along her veins.


When enlightenment arrived, ‘Oh darl!’ she exclaimed and ground out her ciggie. ‘I’m really going to miss you too, you know.’ A damp, greenish seed clung to Laura’s chin, where tomato had spurted when she sliced open her jaffle. But Tracy scarcely noticed it, being sincerely moved.


In her share house in Newtown, when she should have been working on a project or researching an essay, Laura was to be found reading fiction. She read dreamily, compulsively, pausing only to pop in a square of Cadbury’s or knock the hair from her eyes with her wrist. Novels, dutifully taken apart at school for Themes, had reasserted their wholeness, like time-lapse films of decay reversed. Now she read them as if they were guidebooks, looking for directions on which way to turn.


But she was so alone at humid midnight, trying to pummel her pillow into coolness! While still at school, Laura had realised that she could enjoy rather more success than far prettier girls by making it clear to their bumbling, flesh-fed brothers that she was willing to sleep with them. When she tumbled to that little ploy, There’s that taken care of, Laura thought. Many a pleasant hour followed. But it turned out to be no more than a kind of competence, not so different from the facility with which she drew. In both cases, a degree of victory only heightened awareness of all that remained out of reach.


The numbers on her old clock radio clicked over again, and there Laura Fraser lay, thoughts scraping like the lemon-scented gum outside her window: a modern girl in the grip of antique cravings. The next novel waited beside her bed. Passing a bookshop that afternoon, she had spotted one of those brilliant little manuals called something like The Children’s Barthes. Paree flared, quivered, threatened: it was a marble-topped table feathered with grey. But a merciful rush of dun-coloured patriotism came to Laura’s aid. By the time it receded, she was leaving the shop with a secondhand copy of For Love Alone.


Laura picked this up now and opened it with the tips of her fingers. She approached Sydney gingerly in fiction. Was it really up to literature, even the Australian kind? She always feared that it might be like watching someone she cared for, but whose ability she doubted, thrust on stage by an ambitious and deluded parent. What if the performance came over as provincial and amateurish, or blustering and self-important? Sydney was always already: rakish, stinking, damp, radiant, too much with her. She turned a few pages. Multihued ballpoint warned from the margins: Irony. Opinion of Australia.


Downstairs, the phone began to shrill. It stood in the hallway, just outside Cassie and Phil’s door, but they were at band practice and wouldn’t be home before two. Tim’s room lay between Laura’s and the head of the stairs, but Tim held himself aloof from domestic activity; he was an artist, he had explained. So Laura heaved herself out of bed. She took the stairs at a gallop—as the young do, upright and unafraid.


There was silence at the other end of the line. Then the click as the caller broke the connection.


It wasn’t the first time it had happened.


Laura switched on the jug for a hot chocky. But then—she checked in the sink and behind the couch—there were no mugs to be found. Tim lived on Vegemite toast and milky tea, and one by one every mug in the house would vanish into his room until someone banged on his door and demanded. Laura got dressed and went out into the night instead.


Above her, stars were conducting their long migrations. Hefty eucalypts filled tiny yards: broccoli jammed into bud vases. The trees must have been planted in the optimistic Sixties, when minds expanded and it had seemed that everything else must follow. When Laura tried to peer past one, a veranda showed its wrought-iron teeth. She ambled on, trailing her fingers against a sandstone wall, crumbling grains that had known the weight of an ocean. Oh, sea-invaded Sydney! The Pacific never tired of rubbing up the city, a lively blue hand slipping in to grope. It made you want to shout or sing—or swig the stars. But what came out of Laura Fraser’s mouth was a giant burp. She was passing an open window at the time. The two on the other side muffled their merriment in a pillow, and enjoyed each other more fiercely thereafter.


She had been walking for a while when a lone car slowed and flashed its lights. Recalled from her trance, Laura remembered that she was female and veered closer to a fence as if its hard brown arms might save her. Over the accelerator’s screech he called, ‘you’re too fucken ugly, love!’ The harbour smell was reaching south to tickle scentless roses.


Laura had been choosing back streets, but instinct now led her towards thoroughfares and lights. Soon she was approaching the place where Glebe Point Road ran into Broadway. It was a junction Laura associated with vivid occurrence. Once there had been a motorcyclist face down in the road and a shriek of sirens. And quite recently, a gust of wind had presented her with a sheet of paper on which someone had copied out the lyrics to ‘Message in a Bottle’ with the chords written in above.


Tonight in the op shop, lights blazed scarily for no one. Drawing closer, Laura saw a big window peopled with frozen brides. They modelled beaded sheaths, dresses that frothed, skirts that belled, empire waists, sweetheart necklines, a bolero, a veil. A cream-embroidered caftan proclaimed that the Seventies were over. Taffeta and lace, rayon and silk proliferated in a bank of dressing-tables at the rear of the display.


At first, what fascinated and appalled was the approximation of life: the mannequins were spooky, multiple, sci-fi. But it was their setting that gradually pressed its claim. The brides posed among the varnished sideboards and satin-skirted standard lamps, tile-topped tables and brown corduroy armchairs of yesteryear. Smack in the middle, posing on a china cabinet that held an orange telephone and a lidless willow-patterned tureen, was a small plush dog of the breed that flourishes in the rear windows of cars. As Laura looked on, its head began to nod; a draught must have crept into the shop. There the little dog sat, assenting to the triumph of time and tawdriness over dreams—secondhand dreams it was true, somewhat threadbare, but impulses towards an ideal, all the same.
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RAVI, 1980s


HE HAD BECOME FRIENDS WITH a boy named Mohan Dabrera. A mild rivalry served to intensify their awareness of each other. They sat next to each other in class and snorted at each other’s jokes. Now and then, overcome by comradely feeling, one or the other would kick or strike his friend.


Dabrera, a short boy with a large head, had a worldly air. His father, an importer of catering equipment, had contacts at the hotels that lined the beach. Dabrera liked to boast of their buffet lunches. But he was essentially harmless. He invited Ravi home one Sunday and let him listen to The Police on the Walkman bought for him by his father on a business trip abroad.


These Sunday afternoon visits soon became a fixture. In Dabrera’s bedroom, which stood at the end of a long, gloomy passage, the boys listened to music; a shelf held a collection of pre-recorded cassettes. Snacks were served to them, and cold glasses of Coke. The ceiling fan wheezed as it turned, while the boys practised card tricks. Sometimes they played Mastermind. Mostly they talked, Ravi cradled in a tangerine beanbag, Dabrera reclining on his bed.


They were at that stage of adolescence which sets great store by purity, Dabrera shedding his ceremonial air to lose himself in fervent homilies on the theme. He revealed that he took a cold shower-bath three or four times a day. To do less was caddish. Where had he picked up the distinctive word? It studded the boys’ exchanges, for like all zealots they were much exercised by what they denounced. They would analyse anything that caught their attention: a classmate’s remark, a line in an advertising jingle. Then: Caddish! They would shout it, jubilant. Entire categories were damned, tourists for instance, a species Dabrera had studied at first hand, who went about with practically nothing on, and didn’t wash their feet at night before climbing into bed.


Carmel Mendis cried, ‘What will you do when you catch dengue fever and die?’ But Ravi had discovered something thrilling: he could ignore his mother. He went on setting up his bed on the back veranda. When he woke at night, the moon returned his stare. He vowed to do stupendous things. But then he felt thoroughly disgusted with life. Because Priya often teased him, poking fun at his mannerisms and turns of phrase, he lost himself in an elaborate story that culminated when she begged for his forgiveness. He assured her that she had it. Then he had her hanged.


Sometimes, taking Marmite with him on her chain, he slipped out into the street. Feelings of wonder and tenderness for all living things would overcome him. There was also the great mystery of selfhood. It was amazing that he was he, Ravi Mendis, with all that he thought and felt accessible to him alone. How terrible that the intricate web of his consciousness could never be experienced by, say, the one-eyed man who called periodically at the house to buy old newspapers. Or for that matter by Sting. Ravi held out his hands: there, at those ten fingertips, he ended. The sea sighed as it stretched in its bed. Marmite licked his knee.


There came an afternoon in July when Dabrera’s feelings were tuned to an excruciating pitch. His face was strained, and his voice, habitually sonorous, disintegrated into childish piping as he swore Ravi to secrecy. Then he announced that their form teacher, Brother Francis, masturbated with the aid of a mango skin. Dabrera always avoided slang, preferring to say masturbation, penis, and so on; the formality lent his disapproval a redoubtable force. Swaying back and forth on his short legs, he refused to reveal how he had learned about the mango skin, saying only, ‘Trust me, our so-called reverend brothers are a filthy lot.’ And—a scatter of fine spittle accompanying his climax—‘It’s all just unspeakably caddish.’


Dabrera often required Ravi to accept his claims without question. But his loftiness grated this time. Perhaps Ravi had tired of his role as guest, with treats portioned out like devilled cashews— gratitude is rarely an emotion that keeps. Or perhaps it was just the irritability that spurted in him these days, causing him to take offence at the least little thing.


He said, ‘I don’t believe you.’


It was one of those suspended moments. It might have ended in a blow or—the vision that came to Ravi was at once precise and highly peculiar—a caress. But Dabrera only stood on tiptoe and fumbled along the top of his almirah. Then he held out a copy of Playboy. He had found it the previous week, he said, hidden in his father’s desk.


‘Can’t you see?’ Dabrera’s voice shot up the scale again. ‘It’s much worse than you think. No one—no one—is above caddishness. It’s all around. There’s nowhere safe.’ He crossed the room. ‘Move over.’ He settled himself into the beanbag and said, ‘Look at it, will you.’


Side by side, neither sitting nor exactly sprawling, they looked. Ravi turned the pages, sometimes quite fast. Now and then the movement brought his arm into contact with Dabrera’s shoulder. In the distance, or it might have been just outside the window, a crow cried, Ah-ah-ah.


Light was starting to fade, rubbed from the sky with a dirty eraser, when Ravi left. He walked down an avenue of crotons, away from the large, silent house. The only other person he had ever seen there was the grey-haired servant who brought them their nibbles and drinks. Dabrera was an only child, and Ravi had never met his parents. He had the impression that Mrs Dabrera was sickly; the long, dim passage suggested hankies soaked in cologne. But now and then, an angry female voice rose behind ‘Roxanne’. The servant’s face was always frightened and exhausted. Ravi began to walk faster and, eventually, to run.


On and on he sped, and a piano hurled the notes of an arpeggio after him like stones. He passed a broad, dark banyan tree and a green where cricket was played. Still he fled, running past the rest house, running past people and open-fronted stalls.


He reached a street lined with souvenir shops and places where tourists went to eat. He dashed across, and into a lane. Here, after the brassy streetlights, shadows surged to meet him. Blinded, he ran into a pale shape.


Brother Ignatius said, ‘Always rushing to get on, Mendis.’


The shock of the collision caused the emotions of the afternoon to swarm up in Ravi. His thoughts flashed in all directions. Dabrera hissed, They’re a filthy lot. But why was Brother Ignatius on foot, where was his bicycle? Confusion and embarrassment mingled in Ravi and filled him with rage.


Mrs Anrado’s guesthouse stood halfway down the lane. A group of foreigners came strolling out of the darkness, young people in bright, loose clothes, one girl with a temple flower in a wave of yellow hair. She was saying, ‘I don’t care if it’s Bali and Phuket. I just want to go somewhere cheap and with great food.’


On a great surge of courage, Ravi turned to Brother Ignatius. ‘Geography is destiny? you don’t know anything!’ If he stopped for a second, he knew he would be lost. He shouted, ‘People like that—’ But he didn’t know how to say what he meant.


‘Pray for them, child. Going here and there, far from home.’


Now Ravi was close to tears. Again he yelled, ‘you don’t know anything!’ Then he ran away.


At school it was easy enough to avoid Brother Ignatius. But what furtive purpose had taken him to a lane that led only to hippies and fields? Then anger would rescue Ravi from the swirl of shame and helplessness stirred by the memory, and he would conclude that the reverend brother was just a dirty fool.


As if by agreement, Dabrera and Ravi greeted each other in class with the flawless civility of mutual mistrust. By the middle of the week, Dabrera had been granted permission to exchange his desk for one on the far side of the room; a note from his mother claimed that the light from the window was weakening his eyes. In any case, there would have been no more afternoons at his house. In the north, Tamil guerrillas slaughtered fifteen Sinhalese soldiers in an ambush. Very soon the retaliations began, and Dabrera was missing when school resumed. His classmates learned that his mother was a Tamil. In Colombo, a mob had set her parents’ house on fire and hacked the old people to death. Dabrera’s mother would no longer let him leave the house. Ravi pictured him, a prisoner in a bedroom with The Police in his ears. When his jailer wasn’t screaming orders, she couldn’t stop crying. Ravi remembered the servant’s frightened face.


Another awful thing was that Marmite settled down on the veranda, gave a mighty thump of her tail and died. Priya wrapped the old dog in a towel and placed her in her grave. She had once shrouded her dolls in handkerchiefs and buried them in the same spot under the mulberry, then as now rounding on Ravi when he tried to help.


Eventually, there came the news that the Dabreras had been granted asylum in Norway. Then someone else said Denmark—at any rate, somewhere where they could be certain of being cold.
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LAURA, 1980s


AT THE END OF HER first year at art school, Laura looked carefully at all her work. Then she withdrew her enrolment. A few days later, in a video shop, she ran into one of her teachers—a lovely, sexy man!—and told him of her decision. Charlie McKenzie nodded. ‘Smart girl.’ She ended the summer in his bed.


Self-conscious under his gaze, Laura drew a red quilt over her stomach, her heavy breasts. He went away from her on bare feet and returned with a book. ‘No need to hide.’ Laura inspected the dimpled thighs and pear-shaped torso of Rembrandt’s Hendrickje and was not reassured.


Charlie was a squat-bodied man with a tiny, hooded penis scarcely larger than Laura’s thumb. But he was imaginative and unhurried. There was a dollop of Maori in his ancestral mix, making him a prize in certain quarters. At parties, Laura Fraser thrilled to the novel sensation of being envied.


Quite soon, there were other women. But Laura couldn’t learn to share. When she said so, Charlie remained a friend, now and then still meeting her in bed. She was restful, he once remarked. Laura would have wished for a gaudier assessment. By that time she was in her final year of English at university, yearning for irrevocable acts and large, sincere, nineteenth-century fictions.


On a blustery October morning, Hester sneezed. Six days later she was dead.


Laura left a message at the law firm where Cameron was a partner. He didn’t return her call. Donald Fraser had remarried the previous year. He and his wife, a brisk anaesthetist, were doing something medical and crucial in Boston when Hester died. They sent a wreath. The card read, A great innings! That would be the anaesthetist, thought Laura, she was from Melbourne.


With Charlie’s help, Laura packed up her great-aunt’s flat. A chest of drawers yielded a photograph album with matt black pages. Two sepia children posed in buttoned boots: Hester and Ruth said an inscription in an upright hand. The album couldn’t be given to the Salvos or thrown into a bin, but how many photos could Laura keep? The day passed in decisions that were betrayals. Charlie, returning to the room with a mug of instant in each hand, found Laura stricken. She had come upon a toffee tin containing every birthday card she had given Hester: ‘I missed 1984.’ Charlie tried to console her, but like most people, Laura dispensed self-reproach in inverse proportion to the damage done.


Hester’s ancient transistor still lay beside her bed. A death notice, a funeral: these are formal, they have a shape. But what is to be done with the spreading sadness of a radio in a perforated leather case? Laura slipped the strap over her wrist and held the trannie to her ear. On winter afternoons Hester had sat like that, listening to the footy. She had spent two years in Ballarat as a girl and retained a life-long fervour for Australian Rules. When the enemy had a free kick, she would cross her fingers and hiss maledictions. The twins had imitated and mocked, chanting, ‘Chewie on your boot! Chewie on your boot!’ if ever they found Hester in a tricky manoeuvre such as the separation of whites from yolks.


One last relic pierced afresh: it was a charcoal portrait of Hester. Laura was responsible—how she hated it now. The drawing was as exact as a coffin: all that had escaped was everything vital. ‘It’s so lifelike!’ Hester had exclaimed. But the lifelike is not life.


At her bridge club, Hester had flexed an old talent at discreet intervals; a blue bankbook revealed a surprising sum. She had left her father’s gold watch to a man in London with fourteen letters in his name; everything else went to Laura. The anaesthetist would report, eventually, that her husband considered the will insulting.


And so, like a heroine, Laura came into an inheritance. There was only one thing to do. She set out to see the world.
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LAURA, 1980s


LAURA HAD READ WIDELY TO ready herself for adventure: travellers’ tales, histories, guidebooks. They warned of pickpockets, rabid dogs, unboiled water, children’s eyes in which the incautious might drown. But no one mentioned the sheer tedium of being a tourist. Dreaming of travel, Laura had pictured a swift slideshow of scenes. But oh, the long, blank hours that linked! They were spent waiting for buses, trains, ferries, flights, waiting to cash traveller’s cheques, waiting for the museum to open, waiting to make a booking or a call. Once, Laura waited to buy stamps while the clerks read her postcards with frank interest, passing them from hand to hand. It was like being trapped in a particularly irritating Zen koan: In order to advance, the traveller must stay still.


She came to savour the brief minutes at the end of every journey when travel was over but arrival remained prospective. The bus bumped into the station, the plane slipped into its bay. People rose, straightened their clothes, looked around for their belongings. Their involvement with each other held but was already infiltrated by change. Soon they would scatter, individual and purposeful as seeds.


In Bali, the plane door opened and there was the smell of the tropics, a moist coupling of fragrance and stench. Laura crossed the tarmac, stunned by a marvel: This is Asia and I am in it.


Dusk brought jetlag and large, velvety black butterflies. One startled her by having a face. Then she saw that it was a bat.


She couldn’t wait to write to Charlie, to describe and enthuse.


There were Australian voices in the street, bars that advertised Foster’s, surfers with eyes like blue fish.


It was nothing like home.


A man staying in the same losmen in Ubud addressed Laura at breakfast. He had been spending his holidays in Bali since 1971, he announced. ‘Of course it’s not the same these days. Legian was a fishing village. Have you seen it now?’


Hairy and resolute as a character from Tolkien, he moved without invitation to Laura’s table. His name was Darrell; he was in concrete in Alice, he said. It was easy to picture him on a municipal plinth scanning the spinifex for wear and tear—but that was quite wrong, the beard marked him plainly as a garden gnome. The gnome squeezed lime juice over the sunset flesh of a papaw, saying, ‘This place used to be paradise. It’s ruined now.’


For the next twenty minutes, he spoke, in statements indistinguishable from accusations, of the forested acres felled since he had first come to the island, the multiplication of hotels, the destruction of reefs, the corruption of values, the poisoning of water and air.


What was totally infuriating was that not everything he said could be dismissed.


Laura had just finished a postcard to Charlie. There was a little cartoon of herself overflowing a flowery sarong, recumbent under a palm tree. Miss you, heaps of love. Dull lies were all that came as soon as she held a pen. That didn’t matter because the real letter, a long one, was being composed in Laura’s head. Among other things, it told Charlie about the affection the Balinese lavished on the very young. We’d call it spoiling a child. When did we decide that love was a curdling agent?


Darrell was saying, ‘Take Kuta. you’ve been there, of course.’


There was no denying it.


‘Rip-offs and tacky nightclubs and pissed footballers everywhere you turn. Burgers and bananasheks on the menus. The whole place shut down by ten when I was first here. you could hear a pin drop. Even Ubud’s not the same these days.’ He inventoried changes, all of them for the worse.


Near the entrance to the losmen, a bowl held the daily offering of flowers and cooked rice. The more distant view was of terraced fields. Laura’s eyes followed a frieze of men and women labouring in the mud, watched by the sun’s ancient face. Her letter continued: A factory might save them from breaking their backs. But this gnome I know would have something to say about pollution. Anyway, who’d want to take a photo of a factory?


Darrell leaned in. ‘First time?’ It was less a question than a diagnosis. When she confirmed it, he brightened. ‘No worries. Reality’ll soon set in.’


Reality/concrete: they were the same, Laura realised, something grey that spread and trapped.


A waterfall in a forest was mourning its lost life as a cloud. Under the lament, a whisper reached Laura: What are you doing here? She shook her head and raised her camera. But the question remained.


She blamed it on Darrell. How dare he assume that she was a green girl? Stuffed into the back of a bemo, with something alive and unhappy fastened up in wicker and wedged into her ribs, Laura added to her phantom letter. It noted that ugliness, typically attributed to the modern by orientalising foreigners, was present equally in age-old elements. It cited the toddler with ulcerated sores along his legs, the man bowed with exhaustion between the shafts of a laden cart, the fly-wreathed filth by the wayside, the savage, stick-figure dogs. Nor did it neglect what progress had brought: the ominous flutter of discarded plastic bags, the traffic-choked road designed for the passage of beasts, the pink-kneed Dutchman across from Laura whose T-shirt, suitably illustrated, bore the legend Bali— Land of Tits. She alighted at her destination bone-rattled, filmed with dust, refreshed.


What she couldn’t know was that Darrell was only a pre-figuration. Across the world, the world-weary were waiting. Time after time, Laura would learn that she had missed the moment; to be a tourist was always to arrive too late. Paradise was lost: prosperity had intervened, or politics. The earthquake had finished off Naples. Giuliani had wrecked New york. Immigrants ruined wherever they squatted. France—well, France had always been blighted by the necessary evil of the French. But if only Laura had seen Bangkok before the smog/Hong Kong before the Chinese/Switzerland before the Alps/the planet before the Flood.


A girl called Corinne befriended Laura. They stood before a famous temple where tour buses exhaled. A sign declared in multiple tongues that menstruating women were not welcome. That morning, the girls had risen before dawn and been jolted on a bus for three hours. Corinne, who stepped lightly and stood perfectly straight, placed her hands on her hips. ‘Fucking priests. The same shit everywhere.’ In Montreal, Corinne had been educated by Ursulines; she owed them her spine and her contempt. She travelled with only a child’s brown suitcase and was dressed always in creaseless white. Her cotton dress, bound with a temple sash, was a patch of light moving through dim, sacred interiors, along stairs, pausing to examine stonework. In the noon haze of a courtyard, she seemed to float. Laura, heaving along behind, wondered uneasily when and where she might change her tampon. Corinne appeared on a high brick outcrop, balanced on one leg, her joined palms raised. A volcano, not extinct, was propped above the temple. Laura pictured the punitive spurt, people fleeing and dogs, the lava nipping her guilty heels.


Mica glittered on a black beach where a gnome clad in a breastplate of fur placed himself in her way. Stupid Laura Fraser forgot the quiver of scorn she had prepared. Instead of letting fly with, Do you imagine you’re not a tourist? and Hasn’t anyone ever told you that describing a complex culture as paradise is deeply patronising?, she gushed, ‘Isn’t this the most beautiful place? Aren’t we lucky to be here?’


Out of dull dreams, she opened her eyes and found that she was wide awake. Above the paddies, a cloudy crystal ball. Outside her window, one of her countrymen throwing up. A drum sounded somewhere, faint and insistent. How many Balinese would visit Australia to spend up on bargains and vomit in the streets? What are you doing here? Now she knew that the whisper had nothing to do with Darrell. It merely pursued everyone who left home.
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Her guidebook had guided: Stay in family-run losmens. Your money goes directly to locals, not to the multinationals who own the big hotels. So Laura stayed with Balinese families and talked to their children in Useful Vocabulary. Corinne, who had studied anthropology, spoke of the benefits of cross-cultural encounters. ‘In the measure one learns from the Balinese people, our Western egotism erodes. Have you remarked their faces? So full of joy!’ Then she asked how much Laura was paying for her room. Laura named the sum—a few Australian dollars. Corinne was dismayed. ‘But it is bourgeois to pay what they ask! That I can tell you without error. To respect their culture, you must not give more than half.’


On Laura’s last evening on the island, Wayan, the owner of the losmen, inserted a tape of gamelan music into a cassette recorder and placed lanterns around the yard. His barefoot daughters began dancing, costumed in sarongs tucked up under their arms. Nimble as fish, their hands darted and curved. The smallest child wearied of the performance, broke off mid-step and went away; she reappeared from the shadows later to pick up the dance. On a woven mat beside Laura and Corinne, the children’s grandmother had nodded off. When the tape came to an end, only the two visitors applauded.


The next morning, when the last strap on her backpack was fastened, Laura looked around her room. Quite soon, it would be swept clean. Someone else, pillowed on fresh linen, would dream in her bed. The clouds would still press on the hilltops, the children’s voices would sound like rain. But the quilted green view would keep no trace of her gaze. The life of the place would flow on as if it had never known Laura Fraser. She dismissed the thought— it was plainly nonsense.


When she had settled her bill, Laura followed Wayan into the family’s living quarters for farewells. A patch of colour sang in the dimness there. It was a cardboard box, decorated with purple and yellow tulips, that had once held Kleenex. Laura had thrown it away the previous day. Now it displayed its pretty pattern on a shelf.


Laura made a to-do of getting out her notebook and speaking to the children. In a flurry of shame, she wrote down their names and the family’s address. Corinne appeared, yawning in a white cotton nightie. She had already explained that she wouldn’t be staying in touch: ‘To travel is to say goodbye.’


The rest of the day, vexatious with fumes and delays, barely registered with Laura. She was light-headed with schemes: she would write to every guidebook and tourist office recommending the losmen, she would pay for the education of the youngest girl. She would send the family . . . something marvellous and transforming, a new motorbike or an electric jug. She had taken photos of everyone: she would post them copies, for a start.


But in India, Laura’s canisters of film disappeared from her pack while it was strapped to the roof of a bus. Months later, in London, the losmen children rose from an address in her notebook; it wasn’t too late, she could still send them little gifts. While hesitating over what to buy, she decided to enclose a letter, explaining the absence of photos, describing her adventures. So much had receded that loomed large when she was staying with the family: the old lady’s cataracts, Wayan’s plans for expanding the business, the children’s progress at school. The letter would enquire about all these things. She embarked on it at once and covered three pages with barely a pause. Then came a knock at her door or some other distraction. Laura had every intention of finishing the letter, buying the presents, posting the package. But she never did.
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LAURA, 1980s


SHE CLIMBED INTO AN AUTORICKSHAW outside the bus station in Pondicherry and gave the driver the name of the guesthouse she had chosen.


‘Oh yes, madam. Number eleven.’


Thinking he had misunderstood, Laura repeated the name.


‘yes, madam,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Number eleven, Lonely Planet.’


Laura consulted the map in the travellers’ bible. The guesthouse was the eleventh item in the key.


In a gloomy coffee house in Thanjavur, she ordered prudently milkless tea. Courting couples had sought refuge in the adjoining booths, where they nestled with decorum.


A waiter making passes at Laura’s table with a filthy rag enquired where madam was from. When she told him, ‘Dean Jones,’ he murmured.


Laura had arrived in India not knowing this deity and had quickly been enlightened. ‘David Boon,’ she replied.


‘Merv Hughes.’


‘Allan Border.’ And politely added, ‘Kapil Dev.’


‘Kapil Dev!’ he repeated, eyes aglow.


The ritual satisfied, he asked how long she was staying in Thanjavur.


She was leaving the next day, said Laura. ‘I’m going on to Madurai. And to Kanyakumari after that.’


‘Then Kovalam and Trivandrum,’ he supplied. ‘And backwater boat trip and Alleppey and Cochin.’


‘But how do you know?’ cried Laura. She had spent pleasurable hours putting together her itinerary from guidebooks and maps.


He was equally astonished. ‘All the tourists are going there, madam.’


On an afternoon in spring, she rested against fallen marble near a Moghul tomb. There were birds, stretches of grass, the names of God carved between chipped tiles of celestial blue. Families were picnicking under trees, while a group of young people photographed one another beside fragments of masonry, or climbed a flight of steps that ended in air. Then they, too, settled down to eat.


Laura had come to this place some miles outside Delhi in the company of two young men, students encountered at the Red Fort. What was irritating was that she could find no reference to the tomb in her guidebook, although this one was the superior kind devoted to culture and art. The omission might mean that she had arrived, at last, at one of tourism’s blank spaces. But how annoying not to have any information about the ruins. Again she checked the index. Her new friends were no help. One said that the tomb housed the bones of a prince, while the other insisted that they were those of a saint. Was the prince worshipped as a saint? wondered Laura. The boys neither accepted nor rejected her hypothesis. Aziz had a famous picture of Che Guevara on his T-shirt, Sanjay a photo of Michael Jackson. To tell the truth, they were both hungry, for the journey to the tomb on a scooter borrowed from Sanjay’s uncle had been a lengthy one, and they gazed with longing at the picnickers around them. Each felt obscurely that Laura, a Westerner and a female, should have provided their party with food; each recognised, too, that this was unreasonable. On the grass, the group of young people laughed and pinched one another’s arms. The scent of pakoras teased.
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