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For Ava, Darcey,
Alcyon and Grace









… there ain’t no free rides, baby. No hitchhiking.


And if you want to strike out in any
new direction – you go alone.


With a machete in your hand and the fear
of God in your heart.


Ursula K. Le Guin









Everything in this story happened.


The names of several characters have been changed.


Some characters are amalgams.


Most are still living their lives.









PART ONE


SYDNEY


If you’re not living in Sydney,


you’re just camping out.


Australian prime minister Paul Keating (allegedly)









Chapter One


Jacked


At seventeen I was convinced I knew how the world worked and conceited enough to show it. I was busy looking bored when they threw a fresher overboard. Apart from this blip, the harbour formal was dull: second-year boofheads – law, med, engineering, who cares – wheeling us around the disco floor to ‘Kids in America’. They wore black tie and Ray-Bans, guffawing in packs. Australia’s future captains of industry. All too drunk to say anything intelligent, and the music too deafening to try. The ejected fresher, Peter – physics major, Dungeons & Dragons fanatic – hauled himself back onto the ferry in time to raid the bar and we sculled stolen tinnies in the uni bus, all the way back to campus.


Then things got interesting.


The Madigan wing of Wesley College is long and wide, with thick walnut doors spaced evenly down both sides. Pip’s door isn’t there. It was three hours ago. And now it’s vanished. She keeps telling me this in a stoned whisper, as if repeating it will make it come back. Her hair halos her head in electric lilac spikes as she darts back and forth past the void where her door used to be. Pip does straight arts and is an American trustafarian with a jock boyfriend in Princeton, but no-one’s perfect. She looks like a demented pixie and smells of patchouli. I like her.


‘Number twenty. Number twenty-four. Where’s twenty-two?’ Pip rattles her keys, puzzled but purposeful, like she’s lost a bus ticket. We gaze through our vodka haze at the blank wall. The solid wood wainscoting, the smooth cream plaster, the rigid cornice edging the ceiling. Rebuking us with their Methodist inviolability. I inspect the carpet, looking for clues. It’s shot through with some heraldic crest, the British Empire’s golden lion perched above three scallop shells, honouring Wesley’s ties to the motherland. Ministrate in Fide Vestra Virtutem, the carpet instructs at orderly intervals. Serve Virtue in Your Faith. Don’t Methodists abstain from alcohol? Another mystery.


A blast of Poison – Dior’s scent du jour – assaults our senses and Sabine, academic gown, pouffe skirt, champagne flute in hand, billows past with her entourage.


‘If you’ve been jacked, consider it a compliment,’ she says with jaded authority. Three boy-men in army coats and eyeliner rocking an Ultravox vibe hustle after her. We stand there, stunned. Sabine – second-year law, German major, asymmetrical platinum bob – is queen of the indie crowd, too cool to partake in hazing. If Sabine and her New Romantic acolytes are in on this, it must be big.


‘I need to spew,’ Pip says neutrally, fishing in her bum bag for a joint. Pip is a prodigious pothead. She established this yesterday, when she wagged the Master’s Welcome ceremony to get stoned in the wisteria outside the Great Hall, wafting weedy drafts across Wesley’s three-hundred strong cohort. I guess that’s what caught the third-years’ attention. The third-year maniacs who did this, while the second-year boofheads spun us round on the boat.


‘Let’s try again,’ I say, protective of Pip. If she feels like vomiting, she shouldn’t have to do it in the unisex loos of lower Callaghan. The genteel administrators of her family trust, digesting their morning mail in Connecticut, would be appalled.


We link arms and focus on the gap where Pip’s door used to be, breathing hard. The wall begins, very gently, to rustle.


Pip sucks at her joint in wonder. ‘These Mullum heads are hardcore,’ she squeaks through pursed lips, exhaling with satisfaction.


I’ve never been stoned and don’t intend to be. Weed is the pathetic refuge of Haight-Ashbury hippies, clinging to the delusion that love will defeat war while Reagan plays Armageddon-roulette with the nuclear bomb. Then again, I’m currently examining a rippling patch of plaster for evidence of a non-existent room. I feel a twitch of paranoia. Maybe I’ve inhaled Pip’s second-hand smoke.


A scream interrupts our reverie. ‘They bloody jacked me!’


It’s Peter, the de-boated fresher. He’s gripping his doorway eight rooms down, swaying in disbelief. A mob of drunk first-years crowd around him in awe. I leave Pip to commune with her undulating wall and wander over to check the damage.


Madigan fresher rooms have the same basic layout: solid single bed, boxy desk and a heavy two-door wardrobe that last looked modern in 1917. Hand-tooled and utilitarian, covered with gum and graffiti and dark brown shellac, the whole stolid ensemble arrayed around a narrow leadlight window. Peter’s is cracked open, a hose snaking over the sill, pumping water from the Master’s pool to the peak of a five-foot volcano with a waterfall and sandy lagoon. It’s a tropical fever dream in miniature, with palm trees and lily pads sprouting from Peter’s rugs and furniture in beautifully landscaped arcs. A boom box has been tucked thoughtfully behind the foliage, blasting Los Lobos’s ‘La Bamba’.


‘Holy shit, man, they back-to-the-futured you to Hawaii,’ observes Sam – first-year philosophy, mullet – a Pink Floyd tragic with a worried diplomat dad in Frankfurt who hopes he’ll transfer to law.


Peter collapses into the lagoon with a heavy splash, dislodging a pink alligator to reveal the plastic ribs of a kiddie wading pool. ‘Where do I sleep? How do I get to Physics by nine?’ he slurs, and slumps against his volcano, defeated. This is unsettling, because Peter is a zero-EQ, left-brain genius who never shuts up. Reluctantly, we shuck off our shoes and roll up our fancy duds and help Pete resurrect his reality.


‘The third-years are sadists,’ Sam mutters supportively.


But we’re all quietly impressed. Our first days at university – the best time of our lives, they keep saying – have been a disappointing blur of stodgy food, uninspiring speeches and beer-soaked parties dominated by the third-year engineers, an ape-like species that drinks more than it talks. Conversation, when it does occur, is alcohol-centric, with Pub Crawl, Goon, Keg, Cask, Cactus, Hammered, Legless, Pissed and Worshipping the Porcelain Bowl essential to successful interaction. Peter’s Hawaiian island, on the other hand, is brilliantly surreal, crafted with care and precision by a creative and exacting mind. In this culturally stunted ecosystem, it’s a beacon of hope.


I return to Pip, snoozing now, her cheek resting delicately in a puddle of vomit. Someone has peeled her rippling wall away to reveal the mechanics of another illusionary masterpiece. Butcher’s paper, fitted flush over the doorway and painted to look like the corridor wall, with scuffed cream plaster and varnished wainscoting. Judging from Pip’s bombed-out expression, decoding this trompe l’oeil to re-enter her room has been one mental step too far. I knock next door to rouse Mel – second-year medieval lit., a willowy introvert with Botticelli hair – and we bundle Pip into a nest of blankets on Mel’s couch with a mug of herbal tea.


I feel selfless, responsible and mature. All three are novel sensations and not unpleasant, I realise, padding with quiet pride back through the college. I stop at the Master’s tearoom, peering through the red velvet portière into the stained-glass chapel. I’ve cared for another and disregarded myself, just like Jesus. He practised compassion and thanks to the Methodists, died for the salvation of all – even intransigent atheists like me. Maybe I do belong here, I think, sauntering on through the cavernous Great Hall, its brass chandeliers glinting in shafts of moonlight. Solemn white patriarchs gaze into the darkness through oil-painted eyes as distant shrieks echo from the floors above – the third-years, no doubt, recounting their triumphant room jacks.


I head across the foyer, its mahogany balustrades and plush British carpets doing their best to muffle the nocturnal emissions of institutionalised Australian youth: the dumb thud of heavy metal, random bong-fuelled rants, a girl crescendo-ing to orgasm, a drinking game in full swing … Here’s to Gazza, he’s true blue, he’s a pisspot through and through, he’s a bastard so they say. Tried to go to heaven but he went the other way. Drink it Down, Down, Down …


In the library atrium, a comatose fresher sprawls in the sandstone pond, still in his tux. Darth Vader – chain-smoking janitor, real name unknown – will be livid. Ponding freshers is one hazing ritual the college has banned; too many long-necked turtles were getting squashed. A dark part of me finds this funny, which is concerning. What if I’m a psychopath? Jesus would weep. I force myself to say a quiet prayer for Wesley’s hapless amphibians, then consign their sad fate to the eternal Buddhist wheel of life and death, which is entirely outside my control. Feeling redeemed, I enter the dark tunnel of lower Callaghan – the place I now call home.


My room has been assigned to me according to an ancient set of protocols known only to the bursar, keeper of the sacred ledger recording whose family contributed what. Callaghan fresher rooms are older than Madigan’s and bathroom-free. Mine is tucked between six red Telecom phone booths and the communal showers. This does not bother me. I plan to lead my university life as a nocturnal dilettante, deconstructing the capitalist state with a select circle of like-minded revolutionaries over snifters of port and replacing it, piece by corrupt piece, with the socialist utopia we are destined to lead. My conspirators and I will perform this crucial work long after the students who still call their parents and maintain healthy hygiene regimes have gone to bed.


Darrell – second-year agriculture, plastic pig collector – shuffles out of the showers in his flip-flops, leaving a soft trail of Old Spice and toothpaste in his wake. When he graduates, Darrell will return to the family cattle station to get married and breed, growing wool for the high-end Japanese market until he dies. On the ferry, Darrell invited me to the farm to meet his mum. I watch him disappear with his mapped-out life into the shadows of upper Callaghan and already know I’ll turn him down. Darrell’s future is everything I don’t want mine to be: dull, predictable and safe.


I’m aching to begin my adult life, fearlessly and without judgement, open to anything the universe wants to throw at me. I can feel myself teetering on the edge of a magnificent horizon, its thrilling possibilities finally within reach. They glimmer with the promise of infinite passion, of turbulence and triumph, of heroic struggles and brutal revelations that I will transform into acts of profound significance. And I want it all. Like Anouilh’s defiant Antigone, I will not be worn away like a stone step by whatever the dead college patriarchs – ignorant of Harajuku fashion and Monty Python’s cheese sketch and The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and everything else I hold dear – call life. I will reject the bit of cake the system offers me – the corporate job, the mortgaged slot on the work-to-eat-to-work treadmill – if it means I have to be a good little girl.


The literary giants I idolise illuminate my path like navigational flares. Like Joyce, I will express myself as freely as I can and won’t be afraid to make a mistake; like Hemingway, I will find someone to be warm in bed together and tunnel under Sydney’s sleek facade to unearth my own moveable feast; like Waugh, I will love so deeply that I devour the root of all wisdom; like Orwell, I will counter every assault with a pansophical smile, knowing every joke is a tiny revolution. I will make my own way and it will be exhilarating. My flesh bag may be female, but cogito ergo sum and no causationist sophistry will impede the Cartesian destiny of my mind. I am the cerebral evolution of Annie Lennox, Grace Jones and Sinéad O’Connor, a sapiosexual force field. My cells are inscribed with the nascent words of my own Portrait of the Artist as a Young Woman and when I publish it at twenty, I will be feted in New York and London as the rightful successor to Joyce. My future is written in the stars and the hedge-fund heirs and wheat-fed gentry and parochial do-gooders of this antipodean backwater at the arse-end of civilisation already know, in their maladroit Methodist hearts, that I am too goddamn big to mess with – unlike poor stoner Pip and maths-nerd Pete.


Content with this vision, I open my door.


Oh.


My room is empty. Through the diamond-paned window, silhouetted against the sky, my furniture has miraculously reconfigured itself on top of the Bosch lecture theatre. Everything is placed exactly as it was four hours ago: my bed, my wardrobe, the hatstand with my Boy George fez, my poster of Artemisia Gentileschi’s Judith Beheading Holofernes, hanging just as it used to above my desk, but suspended in thin air. It’s a still life of a college fresher’s room perfectly transposed, as if by magic. I’m not sure what they’ve done with my violin.


I tap softly on the door opposite mine. ‘Sam?’


As diplomat brats, Sam and I have formed a loose connection. It’s about emotion, not status: the shared loneliness of peripatetic childhoods shunted around the world by ambitious dads, his in Europe, mine in Asia. Sam’s luggage, when he moved in, consisted of a military surplus rucksack, The Wall concept album and a tent. I found his deep voice and the languid way he placed his minimalist belongings around his room strangely alluring, but right now I’m hoping this means Sam’s an outdoors guy.


Sure enough, Sam extracts alligator cords and a rope from his rucksack and we find one of Darth Vader’s cobwebbed trolleys behind a rugby trophy cabinet.


We rouse Pete from his sandy bed and start to haul my furniture down from Bosch. Pip joins us in her PJs, offering earnest but unintelligible instructions from the street. The Upper Callaghan Blondes jeer us on from their second-floor common room, lobbing beer bottles into the shrubbery.


‘Viva la revolution! Work so we can party, proles, you’re the backbone of the nation!’ the brassiest blonde – third-year pol. sci., netball captain – heckles. ‘I thought you were a feminist, Broinowski! Why do you need men to move your stuff?’ Lizzo the sex pot – third-year ed., champion rower, spectacular breasts – chimes in.


‘A feminist without a man is like a fish without a bicycle,’ I yell back, then wish I hadn’t. It’s a lame non sequitur. No-one laughs.


‘Hey, Bronski Beat. What do you say to a lesbian feminazi with no arms and no legs?’ It’s Big Name On Campus Jim Mallet – second-year economics/law, rugby prop – an SRC wannabe who’s been buying up the college vote with free kegs of beer.


I ignore him.


‘Nice tits,’ he answers smugly.


The Upper Callaghan Blondes whoop.


I remember Mel’s warning, when we revived Pip, that only the most annoying freshers get hazed. I guess outing myself in the Master’s Sunday tea as an anti-fascist anarcho-syndicalist dedicated to destroying the American military industrial complex counts as annoying. And, clearly, being passionate about anything other than sport has consequences around here.


What I don’t understand is how my gender is relevant. It’s confusing, like being slapped for something I didn’t do. I only began menstruating six months ago – I barely identify as a woman myself – but why are they using my femaleness to insult me? Why does being politically outspoken make me a lesbian? I’m no bluestocking: I wear dresses, shave my legs and, judging by the odd throb of pleasure I felt watching Sam move into his room, I’m probably straight. But what’s wrong with loving women and wanting equality anyway? And what, exactly, beyond Simone de Beauvoir’s critique of the patriarchy in The Second Sex, is feminism?


‘They are not being cool.’ Pip pats my hand.


‘Vacuous drunks,’ Sam grunts, helping Pete manoeuvre my bed up Callaghan’s cobblestone steps.


‘Stuff ’em,’ says Pete.


These are my people, I think, adding feminism to my mental to-do list and filling with warmth. The hippie, the dreamer and the genius – the exceptions to the mainstream, the aberrants in the pack.


We find my violin, an 1899 German workers’ fiddle gifted to an ancient aunt by the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, tucked inside one of the Telecom phone booths. It’s comforting to know one of the seniors has a conscience. Maybe Jim Mallet and the Upper Callaghan Blondes are bad apples and the rest of the college follow their higher angels, adhering to Wesley’s creed of holiness and grace.


A beer bottle smashes onto the cobbles, narrowly missing my head.


Pete’s right, I decide, sidestepping the glass. Stuff the pack. If this place defines me by gender, I reject it. Wittgenstein is on our side: the world is constructed by the language we choose and on this third dawn of the rest of our college lives, we will – united in our otherness and armed with our words – survive. How hard can that be?









Chapter Two


Clitsoc


I moved from Japan to start uni in Australia in the mid-1980s, an apocalyptic mess of rage and excess in which big men did stupid things.


French president François Mitterrand detonated nuclear bombs on Mururoa and blew up Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior. Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein built a dam on Mosul’s gypsum plains and called it Saddam Dam. The CIA sold weapons to Iran to fund the contra rebels in Nicaragua. US B-grade actor turned president Ronald Reagan turbocharged the Cold War by spruiking a Star Wars-style missile shield against Soviet nukes. Virgin Records daredevil Richard Branson attempted the world’s fastest Atlantic crossing in a priapic-hulled speedboat, and crashed. Movie star Yul Brynner died of smoking and disgruntled US mail workers went postal, shooting colleagues with an anarchic anger that captured the spirit of the age.


Iron Lady Margaret Thatcher, proving she was more dangerous than any man, squashed the UK miners, waged war in the Falklands and eviscerated welfare, declaring there was no such thing as society. The future smelled of money and power was the new game. Tom Cruise felt the need for speed in Top Gun, triggering a 500 per cent spike in US navy enlistments. Robert Palmer was addicted to love in the form of supermodel clones with Valium eyes. In the shadow of the mushroom cloud, the airwaves crackled with greed-is-good individualism as ageing peaceniks clung to communal values and scientists warned of Armageddon. The Chernobyl reactor melted down, irradiating Europe. An ozone hole appeared above Antarctica. Billy Ocean’s exuberant catch-cry ‘When the Going Gets Tough, the Tough Get Going’ inspired everyone: corporate climbers hell-bent on getting to the top, and doomsday clock-watchers like me, who wanted to get the hell out.


While first-world families like the one I’d left in Tokyo bought Apple printers, played Super Mario and succumbed to Gordon Gekko’s Wall Street mantra that there is no nobility in poverty, artists chipped at the edges. Margaret Atwood wrote The Handmaid’s Tale. Parisian busker Philippe Petit tightrope-walked between the Twin Towers, the epicentre of capitalist might. Filmmaker Peter Richardson made Eat the Rich, in which homicidal chefs butchered fine diners into nouvelle cuisine. The Australian Cultural Terrorists stole Picasso’s Weeping Woman from Victoria’s National Gallery, demanding more arts funding as ransom. Bob Geldof staged the Live Aid concert for Africa, bringing together U2, Bowie and Queen’s Freddie Mercury, who, secretly battling AIDS, delivered the greatest live performance in rock history.


Beyond the glare of these televised revolutions, the young and cynical, who I was determined to emulate, danced to a nihilistic beat. Countercultures thrashed and thrived in the mosh pits and zines of the underground, where fame was anathema, selling up was selling out, and Art was political rebellion. German diva Nena, pilloried by the Murdoch tabloids for her unshaven armpits, sang about ninety-nine years of war; Aussie rockers Midnight Oil, dismissed by pundits as a bogan protest band, captured our existential dread with visions of a world blasted by nukes; avant-garde violinist Laurie Anderson shot to the top of the Indie charts as she sought comfort in the military arms of an electronic, insentient mother.


This was the doom-charged soundtrack of my first year at Sydney University, Australia’s oldest tertiary institution and proud bastion of the Sandstone Four. With its mock-Gothic towers and wrought-iron gates, the campus was sequestered from the dystopia of the North by 16,000 kilometres and a century of carefully managed cultural isolation. The doomsday clock was reduced to a tiny echo, its urgency distilled by distance until only a scintilla of entertainment remained. In this privileged cocoon, Timbuk 3’s anti-nuclear anthem ‘The Future’s So Bright, I Gotta Wear Shades’ was nothing more than a fashion statement …


Which Clitsoc are doing their manly best to adhere to now, as they survey Wesley’s fresher cohort through mirrored wraparounds.


It’s the final day of Orientation Week and the forecourt lawn steams in the heat as Clitsoc’s three burly members – third-year engineering, identical pink t-shirts with cartoon vaginas – examine the bounty of last night’s Scavenger Hunt. Jim Mallet hovers behind with a clipboard, eager to please. Clitsoc have already kicked in four fresher doors and drenched the chapel choir with a sprinkler. They can sing the college song and chunder simultaneously, and are rumoured to have scored more freshette head jobs on the O-Week ferry than their archrivals, the Knights of Upper Purser. These feats have cemented Clitsoc’s power, giving them the right to bestow free beer on the most successful scavengers and to punish those who’ve failed.


The freshers stand nervously beside their exhibits, awaiting Clitsoc’s verdict. Pip, Peter and I lounge under the frangipani with the seniors. Our freshly jacked status has given us precious twenty-four-hour immunity, earning us the right to enjoy the spectacle and the envy of our peers. Laserbeams – psych. major, zits, bifocals – holds up a foot-long black dildo. Redacted – vet sci., a self-proclaimed onanist who conducts shady experiments with hamsters and tape – leans against a massive bronze statue of King Gilgamesh. Wazza – economics/law, merchant banker scion, old-boy smuggery written all over his Chesty Bond head – proffers a smudgy polaroid of Jim Mallet peeing on an upper Callaghan door. Mallet protests vociferously but Clitsoc decide the photo proves Mallet is circumcised and therefore Jewish, allowing it on the grounds that information is property too.


Not to be outdone, the first-year med students have raided the mildewed bowels of the Anderson Stuart anatomy building to produce a pickled foetus and two human skeletons, and manifested an ambulance on the lawn fresh from Royal Prince Alfred Hospital where one of their dads is head surgeon. There are also two traffic cones, three stop signs and some lacy knickers hot from the Women’s College dryers.


Clitsoc strut around with tape measures, scoring each scavenge out of ten.


‘Name the statue,’ demands Clitsoc One, inspecting Gilgamesh.


‘Really Big Cunt?’ Redacted tries.


Clitsoc confer with each other.


‘Ignorance of cuneiform mythology and sculpture in general,’ Clitsoc Two says primly.


‘Five points – pond him,’ orders Clitsoc Three. Jim Mallet, determined to regain his dignity, writes it down.


‘Did you pay for this?’ Clitsoc One asks Laserbeams of the dildo.


‘No. Nicked it from Midnight Shift when the desk poof was selling handcuffs to some trannies.’


‘Safe,’ says Clitsoc Two reluctantly.


‘Are these from campus or outside?’ Clitsoc Three asks the freshette with the traffic cones.


‘Um, they’re from the St Paul’s car park.’


Clitsoc One shakes his head sadly. ‘You can nick anything from St Paul’s. Paulines are wusses.’


Clitsoc Two concurs. ‘Zero difficulty. Three points. Pond her.’


Mallet nods with approval but Clitsoc are not happy. So far, the punishments are disappointingly light. The med students share a cigarette and blow smoke rings in Clitsoc’s direction, daring them to fault the ambulance.


The standoff is interrupted by Sajiv Ramassamy – civil eng., scholarship guy, rare non-Anglo Wesley inhabitant – who runs triumphantly up the forecourt with a stop sign. Six beady Clitsoc eyes light up in unison.


‘I extricated it surreptitiously from an excavation pit while the municipal labourers were taking their tea,’ Sajiv beams.


‘Lack of imagination,’ Clitsoc One sighs, pointing out the other three stop signs.


‘And past the deadline. You still on Bombay time?’ Clitsoc Two grins.


‘Zero points. Gap him!’ bellows Clitsoc Three.


The seniors cheer as Clitsoc tackle the bewildered Sajiv to the ground. They tear off his clothes and Jim Mallet ceremoniously hands him a sock. Then they bundle Sajiv into a pink Torana waiting at the bottom of the lawn.


***


On the majestic curve of Old South Head Road, facing the windswept cliffs of Gap Park, sits a 1930s bungalow with an Australian flag. The Gap has been a popular suicide spot since colonisation. Its rugged promontory rises fifty-six metres above the Pacific’s crashing surf, promising a treacherous end to ships failing to navigate into Sydney Harbour and welcome oblivion to the souls who leap from it. They have done so at the rate of roughly fifty a year, ever since Anne Harrison, wife of the Watsons Bay publican, became the first recorded jumper in 1863. Her hoop skirt worked as a parachute, sailing her safely over the rocks and into the waves. She bobbed like a deflating balloon until she drowned.


Inside the white bungalow, next to the front door, is a small glass jar and a suitcase. These belong to Fleur Rogers – resident of forty years and bookkeeper for husband Len, self-made plumber, now retired. Fleur stops vacuuming her peach shagpile and looks apprehensively at the jar. It’s gapping season and she knows to be prepared. She tops up the jar with five-cent pieces and settles onto her sofa with a pot of Lipton’s for her evening date with Dynasty. Just as Krystle accuses Alexis of being a miserable bitch and pushes her into the pond of Carrington Manor, the doorbell rings, followed by repeated, desperate knocks. Fleur huffs and opens the door.


Sajiv stands there naked, apart from a sock covering his genitals.


‘Good evening, madam, can you please tell me in which direction I might find the University of Sydney?’


Fleur ushers Sajiv in, sizes him up, and rummages in the suitcase for one of Len’s shirts and a pair of pants. She serves him a glass of milk and two Tim Tams and gives him fifteen cents. ‘The next bus is at six twenty-eight,’ she tells Sajiv, pointing out the bus shelter on Derby Street. ‘It’s thirty minutes to Central.’


Sajiv is beside himself with gratitude, waving all the way down the footpath. Fleur returns to her sofa, tutting. Len’s plumbing business exposed her to the wealthiest houses of the eastern suburbs, where framed degrees hung in oak-panelled studies, markers of refinement and class. Fleur may have acquired her wisdom in the university of the streets, but she knows right from wrong. The idea that education makes you civilised is poppycock: what they do to these kids each year is barbaric.


‘You’re a couple of female mud-wrestlers, I won’t stand for it. Do you understand?’ Blake admonishes Krystle and Alexis, still floundering in Carrington Manor pond. ‘Too right,’ Fleur nods at the TV, her sense of propriety restored.


Sajiv receives a hero’s welcome when he returns to the Great Hall in time for tea. We’re eating curry dog, the most palatable of the multicoloured concoctions the kitchen serves up as dinner – the other iterations being white dog (chicken), shepherd dog (cottage pie), corned dog (beef) and yellow, red or grey dog (chef’s special stews, uniformly avoided). Three hundred students drum the long refectory tables with their knives, producing a deafening roar as Sajiv, wavering between embarrassment and relief, selects a seat on our bench. Pip, Peter, Sam and I exchange glances. Our little club of misfits – the Stoner, the Nerd, the Dreamer and the Feminazi – has a new member: the Foreigner.


‘You’ll need this,’ Sam tells Sajiv, sliding him the salt.


Sajiv grins and seasons his curry and we clink glasses of tepid shiraz, feeling buoyant. O-Week is over. We’ve survived and got off lightly compared to other freshers on campus. Being in the uni’s only co-ed college has insulated us from more extreme hazing rituals: Women’s freshettes suffered a week of insomnia caused by the Bull Runs of the St Andrew’s Animals, who invaded their dorms in naked, screaming packs and masturbated into their shampoo bottles. The freshers of St John’s had tequila bottles taped to their forearms and were forced to drink around an open skip bin until they vomited. In the antique-filled chambers of St Paul’s, where the Old Boys plaque boasts twenty-eight Rhodes scholars, thirteen judges and two prime ministers, one fresher was apparently ordered to defecate into an upright piano and ten others were manipulated into a bloody fistfight by a second-year mole.


The Wesley grapevine is buzzing with a new rumour that a freshette from a local Catholic school has just been gangbanged by four seniors from one of the men’s colleges, who pinioned her to a rose garden lawn with croquet hoops. The gossip blames the victim, not the perps: she was drunk in a leather mini and stilettoes, and besides, wicked Catholic girls are always up for a good time. Shocked, I catch Pip’s eye.


‘Men’s college residents are entitled troglodytes,’ I tell her, trying to sound blasé and above it all, like Oscar Wilde. ‘I suspected they’re not worth our company but this confirms it.’ Sam offers me a supportive smile but Pip shudders. We share a look, mentally resolving never to cross the tennis court between Wesley and St Paul’s.


Shrieks erupt from the other end of the hall as Clitsoc and the Upper Callaghan Blondes clamber onto their tables, pelting each other with buns. The neatly assembled cohort joins in and dinner degenerates into a full-blown food fight. I watch the melee with creeping dread. No-one will do anything about the alleged rape, I realise. It will be treated as the unverifiable by-product of boys-will-be-boys high jinks, consigned to a footnote in the general debauchery of O-Week and quickly forgotten.


It doesn’t occur to me, or to any woman at Wesley that night, to join forces and protest against the men’s colleges or lodge a complaint with the vice-chancellor on our sister’s behalf. It’s the individualistic eighties and women are meant to fend for themselves. We’re lucky to be in this sanctuary of masculine power; now we must compete with each other to get up the pole.


Sam, Sajiv and Peter erect a tower of plates to shield our table from flying gobs of blancmange and Pip and I demolish a fresh bottle of shiraz, obliterating an unspoken fear: the Catholic fresher’s fate, but for the grace of God – or, more accurately, a random collision of time, alcohol and geography – could be ours.









Chapter Three


Duckbill Loafers


This strange country I’ve landed in prides itself on a unique ideal of mateship which transcends money and class. But within the university’s secluded cloisters, as I’m about to discover, Australian egalitarianism is a myth. There is a rigorously upheld divide between the haves and have-nots, determined by what postcode one belongs to and the nuanced use of a singular but versatile word: cunt.


On the first day of semester, still ignorant and brimming with excitement, I dress for my Constitutional Law lecture in a calf-length gingham dress and patent-leather flats. I look conservative and squared away, ready to mingle with the greater student body in Carslaw – a pastel-green 1960s pile on City Road known to harried second-years as Coleslaw. Years of gruelling all-night study jags have delivered me to what is, after medicine, Australia’s most prestigious degree. The Americans in my Tokyo high school fought tooth and nail to get into Ivy League law schools, and while Sydney’s five-year arts/law course sure isn’t Harvard, it’s the next best thing if you have parsimonious parents who value a free university education. To prepare, I’ve read One L by Scott Turow, an ambitious Amherst graduate who survived the punishing demands of Harvard law. He now earns big bucks prosecuting white-collar crime alongside an elite coterie of hard-drinking wits he met in his lectures. I can’t wait to assemble my own.


I select a bench in the 200-seat theatre, just close enough to the back to appear intelligently detached rather than insubordinate. My clique will skew more Oxford than Harvard, in the tradition of Shelley, Waugh and Wilde. Americans, with their fixation on SAT results and sporting prowess, are too earnest. I prefer the Oxbridge model, honed by generations of iconoclasts and perfected by Monty Python, in which intellectualism is tempered by public displays of lunacy – like jumping fully clothed into rivers after being trashed with confetti and custard at end-of-year exams. The Pythons considered having fun and being irreverent vastly more important than the stolid business of actually completing their degrees. I will cultivate a similar dedication to the distractions of university life, and an elegant disaffection in attaining the marks that will keep me here.


Coleslaw’s raked wooden benches are beginning to fill up. The rows nearest the lectern, predictably, are populated by bland types with studious expressions. I look around keenly, rehearsing the icebreakers I’ve prepared to attract my future comrades. ‘A good lawyer makes you believe the truth, but a great lawyer makes you believe in the lie’ strikes the right balance between provocation and self-deprecation; Charles Dickens’s ‘If there were no bad people, there would be no good lawyers’ is an inoffensive back-up. I’m reserving the Japanese proverb ‘Only lawyers and painters can turn white to black’ for people I find genuinely interesting.


The bench jolts and three Preppies in a gelato cacophony of Lacoste slide in next to me. One of them, a sunburned blond, wears Ralph Lauren duckbill yachting loafers in what I assume, with quiet approval, is sartorial irony. I give him a stoic nod and haul The System of Law and Courts Governing New South Wales from my rucksack with a weary sigh, like I’ve done it a thousand times before.


Duckbill Loafers winces. ‘Crap. Forgot the fucking book. Hope we don’t get questions. What school did you go to?’


The question blindsides me. In what remote galaxy is school important? How is it even vaguely cool to refer to childhood now that we’re sophisticated adults, a trillion light years away from the people who changed our nappies and told us what to do?


The second Preppy seizes on my puzzlement to interject.


‘Shore. You?’


‘Kings – boarder,’ says Duckbill Loafers.


‘Knox,’ says Preppy Three.


They all nod, as if an important matter has been settled. I suddenly recognise Duckbill Loafers as Wazza, the smug fresher who photographed Jim Mallet’s penis for the Scavenger Hunt. It’s a connection that feels oddly irrelevant, and one we both choose to ignore.


Down at the lectern, an ancient man in a voluminous silver suit is fiddling with Coleslaw’s defective mic.


‘HSC?’ asks Wazza, over the squeaks and pops of the speaker.


The other two shoot back decimal figures in the nineties.


‘Dad manages hedge funds – he wants a lawyer in the family,’ Wazza divulges.


‘Know what you mean,’ Preppy Two chuckles. ‘Can’t trust the cunts; they charge by the second and add Armani tabs as residuals. We’re in casinos. Safer to have the lawyers in-house.’


They both turn to Preppy Three and wait.


‘Fowler-Ratchett,’ he states simply, and holds out his hand.


The others shake it vigorously. The Fowler-Ratchett family owns a print media empire. I catch Fowler-Ratchett’s eye, hoping his genetic alignment with the news has imbued him with the ability to discuss actual ideas.


‘Broinowski,’ I say in an authoritative tone. ‘Thanks to Bentham, I’m not that interested in what they want to teach us, given “lawyers are the only persons in whom ignorance of the law is not punished”. But I do want to know if the new media-ownership laws will destroy the independence of the fourth estate. You?’


Fowler-Ratchett stares at my outstretched hand with mild curiosity, like it’s an obscure aquatic specimen newly dredged from the deep. Wazza snickers. Then Fowler-Ratchett flashes a brilliant smile, $10,000 worth of Macquarie Street orthodontics, easy, and brushes my hand with cool fingers.


‘Bentham also said, “The power of the lawyer is in the uncertainty of the law”, which I suspect answers your question, given news proprietors are more litigious than journalists. Where did you say you’re from again?’


It’s code, I realise, and start to formulate something about eight schools in five countries, but this doesn’t make me a PLU in Fowler-Ratchett’s universe and he’s already looking away.


Professor William Loutit Morison, avid contributor to the Sydney Realist Society’s Heraclitus journal and author of the brick-sized book in front of me, finally wins his battle with the mic and delivers a mind-numbing monologue punctuated by sporadic disappearances beneath the lectern, when he is bent double by a racking cough.


Wazza, Fowler-Ratchett and Preppy Two lounge back and survey the cohort, barely registering Morison’s analysis of the enduring influence of Westminster’s Star Chamber on Australian law despite the establishment of Federation in 1901 – an apparently monumental split from British authority which, in Morison’s hands, has all the drama of slowly oxidising chalk.


At the front of the theatre the spocks hunch over Morison’s tome, scribbling furiously. The Preppies find this amusing.


‘Check out the dish pigs, cramming before their next kebab-shop shift,’ Preppy Two snorts.


‘Most day rats don’t get into law first time, poor cunts – transfers from arts,’ Wazza observes.


‘Don’t shit on our public-school colleagues, boys; their hunger for silk makes them fearsome adversaries and they won’t be fighting for the big end of town.’ Fowler-Ratchett flashes his megawatt smile and slides on his Ray-Bans as Morison, spent, shuffles out of the hall.


‘Cheeky beer at Manning?’ he asks Wazza.


‘Nah. Gotta get to Rose Bay – testing a new catamaran,’ Wazza replies, hustling past me. So the duckbill loafers aren’t ironic, I think, deflated, as words and numbers I don’t recognise circulate amongst my decamping peers. Grammar 98.1. Ascham 97.8. Riverview 99.1. Cranbrook 99.8. Once the code is cracked and allegiances established, they ask each other the thing that seems to matter most: ‘What does your dad do?’


I trudge toward the Main Quad, gutted. That hazy golden promise of a classless utopia in the Foster’s beer ads, the euphoric hits on Countdown, Skippy the Bush Kangaroo and Gough Whitlam’s defiant speeches – all of which I devoured on Asian TV screens for clues about the country in my passport – is a lie. University may still be free, but it’s no longer driven by the ideological largesse of the 1970s Labor visionaries who believed in advancement for all. The status-conscious eighties have resurrected Menzies-era segregation based on patriarchal lineage and wealth. Class has always been a white Australian myth, I reason. There are no real blue bloods; the ‘old money’ is 200 years young. But with the nouveau riche calling the shots, egalitarianism is dead. ‘Mateship’ around here is exclusive, insulating the private-school toffs from the public-school grunts. As a college girl who grew up in an expat bubble of cooks and chauffeurs, I guess I belong to a female subset of the haves. This makes me feel uneasy, not safe. I’m not sure it’s a club I want to belong to, how to navigate it, or whether I should just escape.


The Quad’s vast lawn spreads out before me, bisected into four shadeless squares by arrow-straight paths. Tall sandstone buildings glitter bleakly in the noonday sun, a lone jacaranda the only organic shape disrupting this picture of intellectual order, of a once-unruly paradise paved over by the stringent aspirations of British colonialism. Gargoyles leer on the clock tower above a coat of arms – a lion and a book, framed by the Southern Cross. Along with the university motto, it’s a stark reminder to anyone bothering to look up that the knowledge enshrined here is imported: Sidere mens eadem mutato – the same learning under new stars. Eight months from now the jacaranda will explode in purple blooms, an ominous portent for those yet to study that they will fail their exams. In the glossy brochures I pored over in my Tokyo bedroom, the Quad and its auspicious jacaranda seemed magical, promising a journey of enlightenment rooted in the traditions of Oxford. Now, in Sydney’s unforgiving glare, the whole thing looks oppressive and fake.
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