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For Mark Greif


To thank him for twenty two years of friendship











Within the four seas all men are brothers


— Inscribed on an arch  in Chinatown, Sydney














Home


All of the coastline of Sri Lanka is indented, mysterious, and beautiful—but no place is more mysterious than Batticaloa. The city is famous for its lagoon, where extraordinary things can happen. The fish here can sing: true. Absolutely true. Place a reed to your ear, lean down from your paddleboat, and you will hear the music of the fish of the lagoon. At midnight, the water’s skin breaks, and the kadal kanni, mermaids, emerge out of the lagoon dripping with moonlight.


From the time he was about four or five years old, Danny had wanted to talk to a mermaid.


From the rooftop of his school, he could look over the palm trees and brightly painted houses of his city to the spot where the many-pointed, many-lobed lagoon narrowed before flowing into a greater body of water. Just before joining the Indian Ocean, the lagoon’s face burned like fire, like the unriddling of an ancient puzzle: the motto beneath his school’s coat of arms. Lucet et Ardet. Translated by the gray-robed priests as Shines and Burns. (But what shines? And what burns?)


Now Danny, standing up here, understood.


This lagoon shines. This lagoon burns.


He knew, as he watched the burning spot in the distance, that there was a second place where the lagoon joined the ocean; and that this spot was a secret one—hidden for most of the year, in a spot called Mugathwaram, the Face of the Portal, near the old Dutch lighthouse. Danny was sure it was there, at this hidden portal, that the kadal kanni came out into the open.


He had to wait till he was fifteen, a few years after his mother’s death, to find the Face of the Portal. One Saturday, telling his father that he was going to a school picnic, he sat pillion on a friend’s bicycle and went, for the first time in his life, to the old Dutch lighthouse and then beyond it, to the hidden beach, from where, he was told, you could see the second opening. When he got down from the bicycle, he was disappointed, because all he could observe in the distance was a continuous sandbar blocking this part of the lagoon: “There is no way it could flow out into the ocean here.” After covering the bicycle with palm leaves so that it would not be stolen, his friend, a Tamil Christian, said: “We have to go out there, and it will appear.” So he and Danny stole a boat from the lighthouse and then took turns rowing it all the way out to Mugathwaram. They drew nearer and nearer, beneath them the music from the fish grew louder and louder, and then it happened: the sandbar parted, its unity revealed to be an optical illusion, and now a gap of meters showed between the two arms of sand.


The Portal had opened.


In the middle of the gap gleamed the magic island of Mugathwaram, coral- and jellyfish-encrusted, on which the two boys alighted to watch—as cormorants, red-breasted sea eagles, broad-winged pelicans circled over their heads—the meeting and churning of waters. Currents of the lagoon flowing out and those of the Indian Ocean flowing in neutralized each other, producing an illusion of perfect stillness in the water: a solitary white egret stood with one black foot in the spot, to mark the gateway to the world.


Danny knew he had guessed right. This was where the kadal kanni were most likely to come up. Sitting side by side, he and the Christian friend waited for a mermaid. The tide began to rise, and the boat they had brought began to rock. The light dimmed; the ocean had become the color of old family silver. By now his father, who expected him home at five-thirty every evening to begin his homework, would be sitting outside with a rattan cane. Danny waited. He had a friend by his side; he was not frightened. They were not going back without talking to a mermaid.


Australia


Housecleaner, Danny was about to reply, sixty dollars an hour, but instead smiled at the woman.


Strapped to his back was what resembled an astronaut’s jet-booster—a silver canister with a blue rubber nozzle peeping out and scarlet loops of wire wrapped around it—but it was just a portable vacuum cleaner, Turbo Model E, Super Suction, acquired a year ago at Kmart for seventy-nine dollars. In his right hand, a plastic bag with the tools of his trade.


“I asked,” repeated the Australian woman, “what are you?”


Maybe, Danny thought, she’s annoyed by the golden highlights in my hair. He sniffled. From the outside Danny’s nose looked straight, but from the inside it was broken; a doctor had informed him when he was a boy that he was the proud owner of a deviated septum. Maybe the woman was referring to it.


“Australian,” he hazarded.


“No, you’re not,” she replied. “You’re a perfectionist.”


Only now did she indicate, by pointing with a finger, that she was talking about his way of having breakfast.


In his left hand was a half-eaten cheese roll, which he’d made himself while walking by opening a packet of Black & Gold $2.25-for-ten cheese slices that he’d brought with him along with his cleaning equipment, and placing two slices in the middle of a sixty-cent wholemeal bun—and then the woman, who had apparently been observing him combine things into a sandwich and take a bite out of it, had made these remarks to him.


Shifting his vacuum on his back, Danny chewed and examined what was left of his self-made cheese roll and looked at the Australian woman.


So this is why I have, he thought, become visible. Because my way of eating bothers her. After four years, he was still learning things, still making notes to himself: Never walk and eat in daylight. They see you.


Now talk your way out of this, Dhananjaya. Maybe you should say: I used to do the triple jump in school. Hop, skip, and leap? Same way: plan, eat, and walk. I do these things all at once.


Or maybe a story was needed, a quick but moving story: My father always said no, I couldn’t eat while walking, so now it’s a form of rebellion.


Sometimes, though, with white people, all you have to do is start thinking, and that’s enough. Like in a jungle, when you find a tiger in your path, how you’re supposed to hold your breath and stare back. They go away.


Although she certainly appeared to be going away, the woman suddenly changed her mind and turned back to shout: “That’s irony, mate. What I just said about you being a perfectionist.”


Did she mean, thought Danny as he finished the sandwich on his way to the end of Glebe Point Road, from where he would take a left and walk up to Central Station, that I don’t do anything well?


His forehead was furrowed now with the woman’s word: irony.


Danny knew what the dictionary said it meant. In practice, he had noted, its uses were more diverse, slippery, and usually connected to a desire to give offense with words. Irony.


So by calling me a perfectionist, she must have meant . . .


Fuck her. I like eating like this.


Danny made himself another sandwich on his way to Central, and then a third one on the platform, as he waited for the 8:35 train to St. Peters Station.


His five-foot-seven body looked like it had been expertly packed into itself, and even when he was doing hard physical labor his gaze was dreamy, as if he owned a farm somewhere far away. With an elegant oval jaw, and that long, thin forehead’s suggestion of bookishness, he was not, except when he smiled and exhibited cracked teeth, an overseas threat. On his left forearm a bump, something he had not been born with, showed prominently, and he had let his third fingernail on the right hand grow long and opalescent. His hair had fresh highlights of gold in it.


8:46 a.m.


The train was nearly full. Danny had a seat by a window. Stroking his fingers through his golden hair, for which he had paid $47.50 at a barbershop in Glebe, he became aware that he was being watched and turned toward the Asian man with the black-and-white shopping bag.


The man was looking not at Danny but at his backpack.


Even worse.


An astronaut faced growing competition these days, it was a fact. Two-man, three-man Chinese teams were spreading over Sydney offering the same service, at the same price, in half the time. And let’s not even talk about the Nepalis. Four men at the price of one.


That’s why Danny came with his own stuff. He had invested his capital. In addition to the portable vacuum on his back, he carried, in a plastic bag, a paper roll, disposable pads, a foam spray that he used on glass, and a fire-alarm-red rubber pump that would suck the problems from any toilet bowl. Sure, every home keeps a vacuum and brushes and sprays in a closet somewhere, but a cleaner impresses with his autonomy.


Aussies are a logical people, a methodical people.


Also in his plastic bag: a small but thorny potted plant with care instructions stuck into the dirt (I AM A CACTUS ☺), which he had bought for $3.80 from a woman who sat next to the park in Glebe, and which he planned to give someone later in the day.


A surprise gift.


At Erskineville Station, the Asian man stood up with his shopping bag just before the glass door opened, and Danny knew he was not a rival. That black-and-white bag did not have a portable vacuum inside. This was just a busybody on the train.


Stretching back, running his fingers through his hair, Danny sniffed them to check if the scent of the dye they used at the barbershop was still detectable—nasty stuff—and then raised his fingers to his scalp to stroke himself again.


Legendary.


He remembered the way Sonja’s eyes lit up when she saw his hair. “Weird.” That was what she’d said. That was a compliment. Because people in Australia were famished for what was weird, self-assuredly weird, even belligerently weird: like a Tamil man with golden highlights in his hair. A minority. And once you found out what that word minority means over here, tasted the intoxicant of being wanted because you were not like everyone else, how could anyone possibly tell you to go back to Sri Lanka and once again live as a minority over there?


To celebrate his golden head of hair, Sonja had made dinner in Parramatta the previous night, and Danny had kept looking at her as he ate, refreshing his vision of himself through her vision of him.


I’m here in Australia, he thought. I’m almost here.


True, after the flush of triumph following the first night in bed with Sonja, which was also his first time with someone not Tamil, he was confused by the idea of seeing the vegan Vietnamese girl again. He’d always thought that like marries like. How do you end up with a woman who doesn’t speak Tamil, or know a thing about your heritage? Danny reconciled himself to love. There were precedents at hand. In Malaysia, for instance, so many Chinese-Tamil marriages had taken place. Not that Sonja was Chinese, of course, but he was just saying. These half-Tamil/half-Chinese children did very well in life. One of them had come to Batticaloa for a summer. He lived like a millionaire.


A root of a banyan tree, in a village near Batticaloa, burst through the corrugated tin shed protecting the grave of a pir, a Muslim saint, and touched his green cement grave like a giant’s finger: here on this new continent, Danny remembered that transgressing banyan root, remembered it like one who knew that life had not yet expanded sufficiently through him or through his body.


So he met her again, and then again, and their relationship was now into its second year.


Sonja believed in things. Veganism. Socialism. LGBT rights. Political views. The developers control the Labor Party, yes, but the developers are the Liberal Party. Do you see the difference, Danny? Some of these things Danny didn’t even understand, but he knew Sonja stood on them. Her Beliefs. He liked that about her. He also liked that her place in Parramatta had a spare room. After dinner, Danny went over there and sat by the duvet on the bed, playing with the table lamp, while shouting answers to the questions she asked from the kitchen.


“Yes! Vocational enrichment! I will investigate evening classes at the TAFE! You are so right, Sonja! Cleaning is not enough!”


Maybe she got the hint. Maybe she’d invite him to live in the spare room.


This morning she had called him just before starting work at the hospital—reminding him, ostensibly, to buy the cactus, but he knew it was just to hear his voice—and when she had asked, “What is your plan for this week?,” for she believed that everyone needed a plan, both for life and for each of its individual weeks, Danny had replied: “The average weekly take-home pay, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, is one thousand one hundred—”


“That’s not what I meant,” she had said, laughing. “I meant what is your plan for this week regarding seeing me?”


He got up. Shifting the weight of the canister on his back, he stood by the glass door. He checked the time on his phone: its back had fallen off, and Danny had used Band-Aids to strap the battery into place. The display glass was cracked, an accident, and the time was four minutes fast, by design. The goal was to alternate anxiety—late late late—with relief—four extra minutes, remember, four extra—a pattern that intensified Danny’s sense of duty.


Hissing hydraulically, the glass doors opened at St. Peters Station. Danny hefted his plastic bag and stepped out onto the platform.


Another workday began.


Four dark steel-rimmed chimney stacks, like Egyptian obelisks, rose right outside the station, as if declaring, This Is Where It Ends—though in truth it did not end here, there, or anywhere—always expanding, this city of Sydney, except for those people for whom it was always contracting. Danny walked. He saw, behind suburban fences, tropical plantains, begonia leaves whose undersides were as red as the tongue of a man chewing betel juice, and frangipani trees whose white petals, fallen over the pavement, partially covered handwritten signs in chalk—ABSOLUTELY NO FREE PARKING HERE—PLEASE PLEASE ELIMINATE CHILDHOOD CANCER. Peeping through the charcoal-colored slats, a pitbull terrier, guardian of the secrets of white people, growled.


Danny sneezed. A blue mist sat in the trees like on a throne and the smell of smoke was everywhere: he guessed at once there was a fire in the mountains. Tonight on TV news, they would say: Bushfires that began last night near Blackheath are being put out right now, though we might smell the smoke for days in parts of the city.


He walked by a parked car inside which he observed a pink rubber shark, a newspaper dedicated to racing and betting, and a lovely relic, a mounted globe, the kind that the supervillain flips on a finger. Danny had stooped before the globe, searching for Sri Lanka, when from behind, someone—


Move.


—said something.


He turned but found nothing human there.


A plane flew low and loud over the suburb, passing from one building to another, the red Qantas logo appearing and disappearing.


A pair of broken classical columns had been deposited by the next gray fence; and next to the columns lay a decapitated cement statue, which represented, Danny felt, one of those gods that white people worshipped before Jesus. With the hint of smoke in the air, it was as if this Sydney suburb had summarized centuries of ruination in a night. Danny looked at the statue, wondering if it would make a good gift for Sonja, a better one than the $3.80 cactus he had in his plastic bag, when he heard it again.


It was a brown man’s voice.


Walking around the fence, Danny saw the owner of the voice in the garden. He was wearing a gray mover’s uniform, phone wedged against his right shoulder, and talking, as he ripped cardboard sheets apart with casual power. Each thrust of his brutal forelimbs said: I am here, Australians. Whether you see me or not, standing right here. 


Stopping his work, the muscular man dropped the cardboard and looked at Danny as if he meant to speak to him.


This brown man was Javanese or Malaysian, surely—not one of ours.


Before Danny could say anything, the muscular man turned to the right, shifted about as if finding a direction, then got down on his knees and closed his eyes. His lips moved. After turning his face from side to side, the brown man began to touch his head to the pavement while saying something. Ah. He’s praying, realized Danny. He was looking at me to see if I was a Muslim too and wanted to join him.


Some human bodies generate time from within them. Like this man’s, right now. All the ticking hands in Sydney were being reset to his heart.


They did it five times a day, didn’t they?


So is this the second or the third? Danny wanted to ask as the praying man turned his face from side to side before touching his forehead to the earth again.


An angel with a red-and-green tail materialized over their heads: when Danny looked up, he saw that it was, appropriately enough, an Emirates flight. Sydney airport was not far away.


He sneezed again, and wondered if he had disturbed the praying man.


With a final look at the Indonesian, who, done with his prayer, was again handling furniture, Danny moved.


Thirty-six Flora Street rose above its neighbors, a three-story brick building, bare and basic, built for young professionals. Danny divided Sydney into two kinds of suburbs—thick bum, where the working classes lived, ate badly, and cleaned for themselves; and thin bum, where the fit and young people ate salads and jogged a lot but almost never cleaned their own homes. Erskineville was in the second category. In a suburb like this, a building like 36 Flora Street, with fifteen or twenty units, was a honeypot for a weekly cleaner. Danny sometimes couldn’t believe he had just one regular job here.


First, the key.


A man could break into half the homes in Erskineville just by looking under the doormat or behind the second flowerpot. Here, the key was left someplace even more obvious. Danny raised the broken lid of the mauve mailbox and removed a shiny silver object from it.


Then he entered 36 Flora Street and ran up the stairs.


8:57 a.m.


Empty. Daryl the Lawyer was rarely at home on Monday or Tuesday. Even if you came in the evening to do the place. Sometimes you saw these clients once, on the first day, when you set the schedule, and then never again for months. Years.


Lowering his backpack, Danny dropped it on the floor; removing his T-shirt, he hung it on the bathroom door.


Rule number one: To stay ahead of the competition, always wear a white singlet. As he explained to his girlfriend, “People think the Chinese are cleaner because they don’t have body hair.”


Rules, it’s all about rules.


Many of us flee chaos to come here. Aussies are an optimistic and methodical people and they are governed by law. Understanding the concept of the rule that cannot be broken is vital to adjusting here. (“Through my contradictions you grow: an immigrant addresses the native,” page 24.)


The most useful paragraph of the book. From that one graph and its truths, Danny had forged himself so many rules, and as a result of these rules he was now charged with the weekly cleaning of twelve flats around inner Sydney and an entire house in Rose Bay with a view of blue water and yachts that he cleaned for $110 twice a month, though he did pay nine dollars each time for a car share to the house and back.


Danny tapped on his singlet. He coughed.


One more rule: Never wear a face mask, like many Chinese freelancers do—it scares the customers. Dust? Grime? Inhale, inhale.


Strapping the Turbo Model E to his back, he went to work, making sure not to trip over the dull bloodred cord plugged into the wall.


Bada-bada-bada-bum: making noise whenever he hit a tough spot, Danny moved his vacuum over the carpet. His cell phone, via headphones, played him Golden Oldies. Backstreet Boys. Madonna. Celine Dion. Nothing Tamil; everything English. As he moved, he could see three twenty-dollar bills weighed down by the wicker basket in which the lawyer hoarded twenty- and fifty-cent coins.


Danny saw, and saw, but did not touch.


Not till he was done with the vacuuming. Money left on the honor system, money taken on the honor system. Sixty dollars for cleaning the flat, two bathrooms included, fifteen dollars per extra toilet or bathroom.


Legendary Cleaner.


Danny felt sure that Daryl the Lawyer, House Number Four, had been the first to give him that name; now everyone said it. He had never felt comfortable with that epithet; and, as he reached around the sofa with his vacuum, he wondered if this was another manifestation of that odd, offensive word: irony. He would have to ask Sonja.


Is Daryl the Lawyer mocking me by calling me Legendary Cleaner?


Why do you call him Daryl the Lawyer? Maybe you’re mocking him. That was the kind of thing she would say: point for point.


That woman.


Badabadabadum . . . He drove the vacuum nozzle under a rocking chair. “Daryl the—! Daryl the—!” Danny raised his voice over that of the vacuum’s roar. Here I come, Daryl the Lawyer!


No cleaner becomes a legendary one without a certain level of aggression against his client.


Prrrompppp. Danny trilled his lips. Ever since his boyhood, he had been making these sounds whenever doing something unpleasant. Badabadabadabump . . . 


His vacuum snout went through room after room. The canister on his bag, inflated with hot air and dust, relaxed when Danny turned the machine off.


Vacuum put away, dishes done, tables and chairs down, now for the core of the job. You will be judged by your toilets. And your toilets will be judged by the bowls. Removing his gloves as he came out of the toilet, he sat on the lawyer’s chair and surveyed the living room.


He picked up a wine-colored leather volume from the lawyer’s bookshelf: The Reliance of the Traveller: A Guide to Islamic Law. 


Don’t they ever read books about Hindu law? White people. Obsessed with Muslims. Because they’re frightened of them. He flipped through the book.


One afternoon in Lakemba—a tip about a for-cash housepainting job from Abe, his Japanese-Brazilian abseiling friend—Danny had seen three Arab men on a porch, each stripped to the waist, each with a sheeshah, exhaling sultanish smoke over a garden of rust and rubbish. Some of Sydney’s western suburbs—very, very thick bum—were filthy, front yards full of rotting wood, overturned shopping carts, little canals slicked over with white petals; but this Muslim mansion was easily the dirtiest thing he had seen in Australia. Danny loved it. Of course you admired the fuck you white guy attitude, but still you had to wonder, how the hell did people like this become legal, unless there was someone at the Department of Immigration who actually decided: “You don’t look like a terrorist. Sorry, you’ll never get into Australia. Next! Yes, you with the big beard, you can come in for sure!” See: the other day Yahoo! News had this story of an overweight extremely blind Malaysian guy, who plays the guitar, actually can’t play it at all, and the Aussies had an online signature campaign for him, because he’s Muslim, and gave him permanent residency. I tell you, there are Tamil men burning themselves alive.


Last week this man in Melbourne, this Jaffna man, covered himself in petrol and lit himself with a match when they wouldn’t give him refugee status. Who gets it? This Malay Muslim.


Between Muslim and Tamil there had been frequent violence when Danny was growing up. Satrukondan, Xavierpuram, Siththandy: old names, old bloodshed.


Done with Islamic law. But as Danny bent to put the book back in the lower shelf of the bookcase, he had a clear view of the sofa and beneath it, and he saw a ball under the sofa.


It had rolled all the way up to the wall.


In Australia the unwritten rule is that the cleaner never bends down to touch anything below the level of a coffee table. Owner has to pick everything up from the floor before you begin work. There are rules on both sides of this business. (“We have to clean up the place so the cleaners can clean up afterward,” one of his clients, possibly Daryl the Lawyer, had grumbled.) Back home, though, the rule is that while the maid will bend and scrub all you want, she will never touch anything above the level of the coffee table for fear of being accused of theft. Danny smiled. Prrrpmmm. Badabadadum.


Let’s do it. Let’s impress him.


Spread-eagling himself on the carpet, Danny reached with his flexed fingers under the sofa only to find it out of reach. The blue ball.


Prrrrrp. Ba-da-da-da-dum—


He extended his fingers—


“The average weekly take-home pay is eleven hundred fifteen dollars and forty cents, according to the Bureau of . . .”


“. . . the Bureau of Staaaa-tis-tics . . .”


—till rubber tickled the tips.


(“My strange boy,” his mother used to say. When she found out, for instance, that Danny was the one cutting all the thorns out of the roses in her garden: “The thorns are here to protect the roses. If you remove them, you don’t make the roses safer. My strange, strange son.”)


We are a legendary cleaner.


Danny’s fingers reached for the ball—gripped it—and extracted it from far beneath the sofa and presented the object from the darkness to Danny’s nose. A ball: a blue ball. He smelled. Using his long fingernail, he scraped at the blue skin and smelled it again.


An acridity like nonliving body odor, which reminded Danny.


Don’t forget the cactus: she’s working at St. Vincent’s today.


It was a different hospital or aged-care center each week for her. “It’s all privatized now,” she said. “We have to work where the agency sends us and for as long as they tell us or that’s the last time I ever work.”


I should go back and get that Greek statue as a gift.


Up on his knees, Danny walked over to the lawyer’s table and deposited the blue ball there, pressing it with his palm to hold it in place, as he looked around the flat.


When he was a boy, he had asked a neighbor, recently returned from abroad, “What is the city of Toronto like?” The neighbor had asked, “Do you know what the Galadari Five Star Hotel in Colombo is like?” Danny had nodded. “Every square inch of the city of Toronto is like that.”


The things they tell you about the West before you come here. No part of Australia is like the Galadari International. Sydney is filled with roaches, crickets, and flying bugs, except for any room that Danny had just gone over with his vacuum, sponge, and mop.


Legendary Cleaner.


His phone, which was certainly not legendary, beeped at once.


9:16 a.m.


Message from your phone company:


As we continue to build a mobile network for the future, we will have to say goodbye to older forms of technology. That means that the phone you appear to be using, a 2G phone, will no longer work from next week. Buy a new 3G phone as soon as possible from our website, our many convenient retail stores, or any of our retail partners.


The messages had begun two weeks ago. Danny had kept deleting them.


“Welcome, sir,” the man at the convenience store or retail partner says, “a new phone for you, sir? Certainly, sir. What is your tax file number, sir? Do you have your passport with you, sir?”


From the lawyer’s kitchen, the smell of broccoli broke into his nose; his bowels tightened. After all these years, his stomach was unreconciled to that nastiness. How could they eat it, these people, in such quantities, and raw? Broccoli!


Still recoiling from the smell of that vegetable, Danny picked his T-shirt off the hook and then dressed himself before paying himself, removing one by one the three twenty-dollar bills from under the wicker basket heavy with twenty and ten cents and other coins useless to white Australians.


Sixty dollars in his pocket, Danny raised both hands to his hair. He felt through his fingertips the power of his gold-highlighted strands, how they would stir envy in every man, of every race, who saw him.


No one would ever again mistake him for someone born outside Australia.


After all: in a city like Sydney, how can you tell who is a foreigner? Observe, understand, and make a chart. Danny’s way.




Us and Them




	1st & foremost difference: posture.


	Beards (us—too wild) and then haircuts (too docile).


	Paunch. Young Australians don’t have paunches.


	Also don’t spit in public.


	Class (but have no class compared to people back home).








Mimicking a man with an Australian spine, wearing shorts in public, enjoying the low-class thrill of looking like a child again, he had kept himself, for two years, immaculately groomed. Danny’s heart spoke to him in stages; and in the third year, he just grew his hair. Even as a boy, he’d wanted to grow his hair. (That and a dog: an Alsatian.) When his hair had grown so long it curled up at the back, he remembered a man in Enmore. An African who stood below a room he used to clean (House Number Two) and talked about his tattoos. “Finally, I went to Bondi, and the man says they charge two hundred an hour, and it take three hours minimum. You only live once, right? Only live”—as he turned around to show off the tattoo of the parrot wrapping around his black leg, the African’s accent changed and became British, or perhaps it had always been British—“once, right?”


That day Danny had seen his own male form, striped and sheathed in tattoos, and he, the master for the first time ever of his own body, something he could swirl round and round for his own pleasure . . .


Hierarchies exist in invisibility; there are always better ways to stay unseen.


Instead of tattoos (something low-class, even uncivilized, about them), he let his hair grow. That’s not enough, though. No: you are in Sydney. Abe the abseiler colored his hair blond, and he was illegal—so Danny decided to go to the barber in Glebe and just ask. Reddish-brown streaks in the hair? It would cost $47.50, but Sonja approved; she more than approved.


A message from your phone company. 


His machine beeped again. As we continue to build a mobile network for the future, we will have to say goodbye to older forms of technology.


There must be, Danny thought, some way to keep this phone for at least another month or two. Not to have to go into the Telstra office and answer questions about myself for another month or two.


The lawyer’s desktop computer was covered in koalas: chintz tablecloth.


He could do it right here: get on the Internet and search for answers. What was, after all, the password on this computer? The return button. Daryl, you so-called Lawyer.


In the past, Danny had done great things on this very satin-covered desktop computer: he had, in fact, met the love of his life right on this computer.


But since he was going to Newtown today for work, he thought he might check his email for free in the public library there.


Though it denied him medical care, a driver’s license, and police protection, the Australian state offered Danny unlimited and unmonitored access to its public reading rooms and information centers. Not far from the Sunburst grocery store was the Glebe library, a place that every illegal in the area knew well; Parramatta, Blacktown, Surry Hills, and Haymarket libraries were also good; but best of all, because of the high churchlike ceiling and the wide-open first floor where you could lie flat on the floor for hours and hours and forget who you were, was the Newtown library. Danny had even become friends with a smiling bald Indian named Ramesh who worked at the library. That guy was legal, though. Friendship could only go so far.


Danny packed up his cleaning equipment and heaved the vacuum canister onto his back: an astronaut again.


The next home—Danny checked his cell phone for the time—was Rodney Accountant’s flat in Newtown, about halfway down King Street, where he would find, in addition to a white cat that he was strictly not to let out, three twenty-dollar bills on top of the fridge covered with slogans against uranium mining.


Right. Let’s go.


But it was waiting for his final lookaround to materialize above the lintel: black and threatening, a little Shiva, with many tentative arms.


At once he got his cell phone out, scrolled down the numbers, got to


Sonja


And pressed the green call button.


“Danny,” Sonja said, answering, “I’m at work, what is it.”


“I’m at Daryl the Lawyer’s. Cleaning? And there’s a spider. Right above the door. I have to walk under it.”


“What kind? Huntsman?”


“I don’t know. It’s big and hairy.”


“Yah. That’s a huntsman. They’re harmless. Don’t worry. Walk under it. It won’t fall on you, and if it does, it won’t hurt.”


“But I’m a legendary cleaner. If the lawyer comes back and sees this spider, he’ll think—”


“Danny. Don’t hurt it. It’s harmless. I have to work now. I am a nurse, Danny: I have people to take care of. It’s a busy day.”


He put the phone back in his pocket. All right. He stared at the motionless thing above the door.


“Huntsman,” Danny gave the beast its name.


Shooo. Shooo. They can sense when you don’t mean it. More sound effects (bada-bada-bum-bum). Nothing.


A slamming door might scare it.


He turned the knob on the front door and pushed it open to find three policemen in blue uniforms running up the stairs straight at him.


Danny stood still.


Passing him without a word, they kept moving up the stairs to the level above the lawyer’s flat. There one of them began knocking on a door. Another stood still. A third looked down at Danny from the top of the stairs.


9:21 a.m.


“Mate, you live—?” he shouted down.


After nodding, Danny stepped back into the lawyer’s flat and closed the door.


He came back into the security of the huntsman’s stare.


Count to ten, to twenty, thirty: then he opened the door a bit. One of the three policemen, the one who had said something, was running down the stairs.


The policeman stopped and observed Danny through the open door with narrow eyes: he was blue, immensely, whalishly blue, and his belly butted against his shirt and surged over his black belt like a sac of hard blue flesh. Putting his hands on his hips, he pushed it out farther and exhaled.


“Mate. I asked you: you live here?”


“. . . just the . . .”


Touching Danny, moving him to the side, the policeman poked his head in and peeked around the cleaned apartment. He sniffled as if he too were about to sneeze.


“. . . cleaner . . .”


The policeman said, “All right. Aaaaallll right. That’s what I thought. Something’s going on across the street. Just checking things out.”


“Yes, sir. Okay, sir.”


At least they have not come for me. At least I am safe for now. Danny locked the door. The thing across the street—the police must be talking of the fire in the Blue Mountains, the one filling the streets with smoke. Nothing more than that. The big spider up there was still looking at him; but Danny knew how to distinguish, within his gut, the treble line of nervous tension (Australian police) from the bass line (Sri Lankan police). Whatever the police are here for, he reminded himself, they are not here for you. They can’t even see you.


So he raised the chintz koala dress off the desktop computer, hit the return button, and waited. As soon as the screen came to life, he went to Google News and typed in: Kiran Rao.


Danny thought he was the only cleaner in Sydney who carried a book with him. A man must keep reading if he must keep thinking. Initially, it had been a pink paperback: Splendid in Satin, by Madeline Bright. Then, in the Newtown library’s discarded books bin, he had found Kiran Rao’s Through My Contradictions You Grow, seen Kiran’s handsome South Asian face on the cover, after which this book, smuggled in with the toilet brushes and sprays and Black & Gold cheese slices, had accompanied Danny on his cleaning trips for over a year, until he knew most of it by heart and no longer had to bring it along.


Book of the Century, as far as Danny was concerned.


News (past 24 hours)


Rao speaks at the Sydney Festival


. . . in his customary dark suit and red tie, Kiran took questions from the audience, on the bitter and the sweet side of the immigrant’s life in Sydney.


Raising his hand before the computer in Daryl the Lawyer’s home, inviting himself into the audience, Danny turned a difficult situation into a question for his favorite author:


What should I do if they ask me for my tax file number when I go to hand in my phone, Kiran?


He could hear that respectable, besuited figure turn from his admiring audience at the festival to say:


You have plenty of time with the old phone, Danny. Don’t think about it so much. And if I were you, Danny, I’d worry about only one thing. Keeping my relationship working. (The audience laughed.) That’s the toughest thing for an Aussie, trust me.


Really? Danny hadn’t found it so hard: his relationship with Sonja was great. And it had all begun right here, at this lawyer’s unguarded computer. A friend, an Australian who knew all his secrets, a person full of wise sayings, had told him about the dating site, and he had logged on to it right here.


VeggieDate 


Love Without Cruelty


“Vegetarians. The best-looking ones in Sydney are vegans.”


“But I eat—”


“Listen, you idiot: they think all Indians are vegetarians because they worship cows. Don’t you have a feel for a good scam?”


Of course he knew it was wrong: wrong to use the lawyer’s personal computer and wrong to contact the women. Vegetarian? Danny loved mutton. He loved pork.


This is wrong, all wrong. They call me Honest Danny. But he did it anyway. He did have a feel for a good scam.


Sonja was the third vegan woman he contacted. They met that weekend in Parramatta.


He got there to the pub first, and waited for her in a wooden booth, observing himself in the wall mirror as he did so. Light settings designed to optimize the sex appeal of a fairer-skinned people garishly illuminated, he felt, the cuticles of his dark fingers and the whites of his eyes. “Look intelligent,” he cajoled his image, and had interlaced his fingers with the thumb bent backward to touch his mouth—a thinking pose—when she found him.


“You know what I like about Indians? Indians are the world’s only fat vegetarians. Happy, fat vegetarians.”


She was a short, not unattractive, determined girl, wearing a T-shirt that said VEGANS FIRST and with eyes eager for otherness. And she was Chinese.


Vietnamese. Gentlemen did know the difference?


She ordered beer for both of them, a kind that she said was organic. As she spoke about the injustices done to animals, Danny strained the muscles above his ears and smiled. “You know what milk is? A kind of pus. Think about that, you’re guzzling pus.” She said this and sipped her beer thrice before putting it down. Danny thought, She is also nervous.


About to pick up her beer again, she asked: “Are you a Muslim?” His answer clearly disappointed; but she recovered and noted, “At least you’re not a suit.”


This was confusing because Danny had always thought of himself as a man who had come to Sydney to wear suits. Tip-top woolen suits with silver buttons and a silk handkerchief in the pocket. Only one tailor in Batticaloa could cut a high-class suit like that, and only four people in town could afford something like it.


“What do you feel about milk as a food source?”


“How actively do you support animals’ rights?”


“Are there vegans where you come from?”


Steering the conversation away from food, he explained to the vegetarian about Sri Lanka and then Dubai. Yes, he had been there. Had worked there for a year, in a business motel in Deira, Dubai. Had worn a green suit and green tie and checked people in with a smile. No, seriously: that had been Danny’s job before he came to Australia. Here? He was a cleaner. Housecleaner. Yes, he was looking for something better.


After a while the two of them went walking by the Parramatta River.


It was unlike any he had seen before: its banks were perfect and green, as if punched into the earth by a river-making machine.


“What does that thing mean?” she asked. “Do you know?”


He noticed that her eyes had wandered to an old building by the river.


“Why do they put letters like that in old churches. What does it mean?”


Danny peered.


MDCCCLVVII.


“Eighteen seventy-seven,” he informed her.


Her mouth opened. “How do you know all this?” Romans, he explained, had a very peculiar way of writing numbers, which was hugely improved when they stole decimals from Hindus.


She looked at him and demanded: “Did you read a dictionary as soon as you came to Australia?”


Without his saying a thing, she darkened and smiled, realizing how offensive what she’d said was.


From then on, he did most of the talking.


Eventually, she asked: “You live by a real lagoon in Sri Lanka? Why did you give up all that and come to Australia?”


“I have a condition,” said Danny. “It is called a deviated septum.” He touched his nose. “Means I get fever quickly. My sinuses get heavy.”


It was true.




Sinus Safety List


1. Warm water: as soon as the sinuses become heavy, start gargling.


2. No smoking. Strict. No bad habits.


3. Menthol spray on days one and two.





Life with bad sinuses the main subject, he walked with the vegetarian girl all the way to a small dam where the water fell and joined a darker body. She turned to him and said: “Will you stop talking about the deviation in your septum and answer my question?”


“Sorry.”


“My question was this: why did you give up a lagoon to come to this country?”


Now I’ll have to start lying, Danny thought, when the Parramatta River saved him: a white feather came floating along its surface, and he pointed it out to her.


“That’s because they’ve privatized everything in Sydney,” the vegan said, assuming that he was referring to the floating rubbish. “Even this river.”


“The fishes in my lagoon,” Danny told her, “can sing.”


Really, he told the incredulous woman, showing her how you just placed a reed to the surface of the lagoon back in his unprivatized home, and heard them buzzing and humming beneath. Batticaloa, city of the singing fish. Jewel of the east of Sri Lanka. Fire-walkers at the temple. Tongue-piercers. Silver beaches. Mermaids living in the lagoon. Kadal kanni, we call them.


“Do you understand a word of what I’m saying?” he asked her, and she shook her head before saying, “Not necessarily, but go on.”


And he did go on, not necessarily about the lagoon.


“Do you follow football?” she demanded.


“No.”


“Cricket?”


“No sports at all for me,” Danny said. “See: the range of human achievement in sports is only one to one point four.”


“What does that mean?”


Danny grinned. “Achievement means ment that is achieved, no?”


She laughed. “What the fuck?”


After two years of great care with his accent, Danny had never repressed this peculiarity in his speech. Sugar-free means no sugar, no? Singsong tautologies came naturally to him. Yes, inside his accent (not quite Australian but neutral), there was an animal from another English, and now, after two years here, he let it purr.


Now he explained to her the essential fraudulence of all sporting glory.


“Average twenty-one-year-old male, given basic training for one month, can run a hundred meters in about fourteen seconds. Okay? Fastest man runs same distance in nine point nine seconds. Not much of a difference. One to one point four is the range. Now, what is the difference between an average man’s intelligence and Einstein’s? Cannot measure it.”


Facts came from Danny like this, strange facts, connected only by a vibrant thread of subversion, as the two walked up and down the river in Parramatta. A small bird zigzagged around them, as if he had found a field of sugarcane all to himself.


The next morning, while Danny was filing cans in the Sunburst grocery store in Glebe, when someone phoned and it turned out to be Sonja, he felt his heart pound and remembered all the race horses together thumping past Tom Cruise in that great, great scene in Mission: Impossible 2.


9:43 a.m.


“It must be over now,” he said out loud.


That “thing across the street” must be over. The blue uniforms must be gone, so Danny rose from the computer, stood by the door, and put his ear to it.


Can I ask you, Officer, if something is wrong.


Sorry. Just standard procedure. There’s been an incident across the road. We were just taking photos of the place from here. Standard procedure. 


Incident?


Yeah. A murder.


Holy shit. Who was it? 


Did you know your neighbors? 


Not really. No. Which building? What did you say her name was? No, don’t know any woman by that name.


He stepped back from the door.


He wondered how long he would be stuck in here now, and whether he had to call and warn Rodney Accountant he might be late.


And this reminded him too that he had not yet killed the big spider overhead.


9:47 a.m.


Holding a can of insect repellent kept under the sink by Daryl the Lawyer, Danny drew near the brown-legged spider. He started humming the theme music to Mission: Impossible to give the creature one last chance. But the spider just twitched its legs as if enjoying the music and the joke. Too late, it understood; it began to move. But Danny already had pressed the white button of the spray. It curled up and fell.


Compacted, redder, in death it resembled something much more dangerous, thought Danny as he lifted it up in a paper napkin.


The window above the sink, the only one in the place facing the back road, was always bolted down; holding the dead spider at the end of an extended right hand, Danny unbolted and lifted the window with the other. The first time in months he had done this and looked out onto the quiet road that was behind Flora Street.


Down below on the street, like something that had been conjured there just to punish him for his decision to open the window, a blue and red light turned silently on top of a van, parked right in front of a building.


A police van.


The only occupant of the street, a man in a blue uniform, stood with his back against a big gum tree, exhaling stallion-strength cigarette smoke.


The gum tree was a giant, and its mottled white-and-gray bark was peeling, like old paint. When you first come to Australia, the skin of these trees can frighten you, because they remind you of leprosy and other things that are still feared back home.


Danny’s eyes turned back to the police van and then to the new brick building right behind it, which they climbed up floor by floor.


There. The fourth floor. Danny stopped to check.


On the fourth floor of that building behind the police van was a window in which red tulips grew in a black tray.


Now, the policeman he had seen outside the door had clearly said, There’s been a murder across the road. Not behind the street. So this, Danny told himself, can’t be the building—can’t. Just can’t.


Because this building in front of which the leprous gum tree grew, the one with the tulips on the fourth floor, you know this one—it is her building. Radha’s.


Danny’s throat scratched.


Every Monday morning for two years, nearly two years, he had gone to that flat with the tulips with his vacuum and kit. That was House Number Five.


There’s been a murder across the road.


The dead spider! He had forgotten all about it. Danny let the napkin drop and saw the weightless red form swirl down to the street. He lowered the window and fastened it.


He breathed one-two-three, one-two-three, like they taught in Dubai in the business motel staff training program. Then he scratched the back of his neck. Removing his cell phone from his pocket, he went down the address book, taking a while to find the number . . .


He scrolled down to the eighteenth entry in the phone book.


Which was identified only as


H5


Meaning, House Number Five.


Yes. There she was. The owner of the flat with the red tulips on the windowsill, right behind the street.


Or across the street. The way Australians speak English. Across, behind.


Just call her, call and make sure she is all right. Make sure it was some other woman across the street.


He was about to press the dial button. But there was a police van down there with a revolving blue and red light. If he called her phone and they were inside her place . . . They can trace anything back to anything these days, the police in Sydney.


Standing by the wall next to the kitchen window, he slowly looked down onto the road below.


The cop leaning against the leprous gum tree threw away his cigarette just as another blue policeman came over to join him.


Danny stepped away from the window. Then he stepped toward it again and lowered the blinds.


He looked at the blue ball on the desk; then he picked it up, bounced it on the floor, and nudged it with his shoe until it rolled under the sofa again. There. Go back.


This dark spot under the lawyer’s sofa Danny recognized now as another of the forbidden places of the city of Sydney: should never have put my hand in there.


Back at the desktop, sitting down again, he typed in: Sydney murder news.


Still waiting for the slow computer to turn up the search results, he brought out his cell phone, opened the address book, and scrolled down, moving his thumb higher up on the list, all the way to the first entry


Home


and pressed the green dial button on the phone. Four rings, then a click, then an old man’s voice, slow, with a 1970s pop song in the background.


“Why you calling me? I have so much tension,” said his landlord. “Very bad morning it is for us. Very bad.”


Tommo never used the pronoun us for anyone but the Parramatta Eels—his football team.


“Tommo. Can you check the TV for me?”


“They say that Joey Mitchell can’t play next year. And don’t call me on your cell phone, Danny. You know this.”


“Urgent. Can you see if there is a murder?”


A pause.


“In Erskineville. Near Flora Street. Are they saying anything on TV?”


“Murder?” Tommo Tsavdaridis’s voice dropped low. “You are working in Erskineville today, no?”


“Yes. Can you check the TV for news about a murder in Erskineville?”


The phone went dead.


Fuck him. Danny went back to the kitchen. He raised the window again.


Playing with the address book again, he scrolled down to the nineteenth entry on the list, which was identified only as H6.


If something had happened to House Number Five, then House Number Six would know, surely.


Instead of calling H6, though, Danny rang


Sunburst


again.


“Tommo, please turn on the TV. I can’t get TV on my phone. Old phone.”


“Danny, why are you calling? I told you once never call me.”


“Just tell me if the TV says a woman named Radha was murdered.”


After a pause, Mr. Tsavdaridis, the owner of the Sunburst grocery store, where Danny had lived for four years, asked: “Why?”


“Just see if there is a woman named Radha Thomas who was murdered last night. In Erskineville. I’m waiting here till you tell me.”


Mr. Tsavdaridis’s voice stayed low. “Danny. Danny. Joey Mitchell was suspended today. We are finished.”


And with that, his landlord and protector hung up.


A pair of perfectly round yellow eyes peered at Danny from the windowsill. A crow—but not the animal called by that name back home—some other creature, twice as large, with cartoonish eyes, sat on that side of the glass, the sun beating down on its glossy skin.


These beasts—Australian crows—had been one of the puzzles in the first few days. What did they feed them here to make them so big? And so loud?


All at once, home is just around the corner.


He could hear from the street murmurs of the police, and the pedestrian indicator that was emitting the beep-beep-beep noise.


Danny stood at the window, watched those red tulips—they looked so vivid, so alive—and thought once again about phoning Radha Thomas, House Number Five. If she picked up the phone, he could tell her to come to the window. Just so he could see her.


But when the tulips shook together, and the window opened—it was no woman but a man, a white man, who peered out of the window to show the policeman the view—Danny knew at once who that white man was. Mark. Her husband. His face was red, and he had been crying.


And she—


9:54 a.m.


The lawyer’s home filled with sound; another plane was descending through the suburb of Erskineville toward Kingsford Smith International Airport.


9:56 a.m.


“Drugs.”


Danny said the word again and again and felt better. He had washed his face three times and chosen not to wipe it dry. Nothing in Australia is hard to understand once you know that all the young people have glassy blue eyes because they’re on drugs.


He made sure he had taken everything with him.


So, Danny. Someone on drugs broke into her home, and shot her dead, or strangled her, or . . . She may not even be dead. You don’t know why the police are there, Danny. No triple jump on this.


He locked the door behind him, went down the stairs, left the key in the mailbox of 36 Flora Street, and stayed calm, very calm, when two enormous blue creatures, two beat officers, two New South Wales policewomen, walked straight toward him from the other side of the pavement, and Danny froze, thinking, They’ve seen me.


His leg started to vibrate. He felt his teeth bite each other. Villawood!


The two policewomen walked right past him, and he exhaled. Withdrew his hand from the mailbox and ran it through his hair.


Safe?


He could see the four gray brick towers in the distance, with St. Peters Station next to them—but the road in between here and there was thick with Zebra Crossings, 50 signs, dots, dashes, curves—a forest of white arcs, swerves, enigmatic numerals, and zigzags of thick paint on asphalt—because this was no longer a road, it was the painted and tattooed war body of the hunter. Called the City of Sydney. Small things fit into bigger ones, automatic toll booths fit into ATMs, and they fit into swipe cards and into pay-wave cards, and all of this adds up to one anytime-and-everywhere machine. Which is hunting for a man named Dhananjaya Rajaratnam.


Danny.


10:11 a.m.


SURVEILLANCE CAMERAS CONTINUALLY MONITOR THE INTERIOR AND EXTERIOR OF THIS TRAIN, said the sticker on the glass door, although the electronic message in orange letters on the monitor board of the train reiterated the message—with one emendation.


. . . continually monitor interior and the exterior of this train.


Sitting in the last compartment of the train, Danny studied the discrepancy between the sticker and its electronic restatement.


The blue canister on his back, the spray gun and foam brush in his bag, grew heavier.


He looked around. He was going to play an old game.


This woman reading The Sydney Morning Herald, for instance: her blonde hair in a bun; lines of tension visible in the tight strong jaw. If the Sri Lankan military police or immigration sat that one in a cone of light, she’d just suck her lips in. And say nothing. How she’d eat up taunts: reverse psychology, insults, slap to the face . . .


But a cigarette in your thigh, miss?


The blonde turned the pages of the newspaper. Danny cupped his hands around his eyes. Ridiculous. You are in Australia. You have been here for four years. Start thinking like them.


House Number Five. Now, she could have beaten the torture. Yes, she could have.


Strong woman, House Number Five, Radha: wide-hipped, muscled, he saw her now, wearing a white shirt that fell over tight-fitting black gym pants. There was strength in this woman, yet she was light; she was a dancer, and Danny saw her on that rooftop in Hong Kong, doing the Lindy Hop. She was quick.


It wouldn’t have been easy, killing her.


If she’s dead. Maybe the police were asking her husband about something else. He’s a real estate agent, isn’t he? One of them was arrested the other day for fraud. It was in the paper.


Just call Radha, Danny told himself. House Number Five. Ask if she’s all right.


The creaking of the rear compartments grew and grew, as if, any minute now, the back of the train would detach itself from the rest.


But if she’s not all right, the police have her phone.


Near Central Station, a gray-shirted employee of the railways with glossy silver hair and a silver beard, an Aussie version of the Tamil sage Thiruvalluvar, his hands behind his back, hunted for something on the tracks.


The train passed the sandstone clock tower of the station: Danny remembered a minaret with a timepiece set into it near Batticaloa that glistened in silver light all through Ramadan. Quick. Stare at it, Danny, note down the time. People used to think like this when he was a boy because they had nothing, not even a wristwatch, in those days. How near it feels again: home.


Just then the silver-haired railway man on the tracks raised his head and found Danny’s eyes.


“O-kay,” Danny said aloud.


That was how she said it: her one peculiarity of speech, the only alien thing that came out of her Australian mouth, a breath of H on the vowel, and the kay exploding, a nervous tic, an attempt to placate trouble.


“O-kay,” he repeated.


The air inside the train circulated a reek of rancid animal fat that no other passenger seemed to notice, making Danny worry that it was the smell of his cleaning equipment or his fate.


In the seat opposite to him, someone unfurled the newspaper. Danny saw an advertisement facing him: Chinese Dragon, $8 Menu, 7 Days!


The animal fat smell in the air tightened. Do not do something stupid, Danny warned his stomach, do not vomit. To be invisible for four years, you need the tongue of an Australian, we all know that.


When I was new to Sydney, and I still spoke with an accent like some new immigrants do, I was picked on in school, but I talked sense and reason with the bullies, and they became mates. (“Through my contradictions you grow,” page 12.)


Even before he got to Australia, Danny was practicing becoming Australian. All the way back in Batticaloa. In front of a mirror. Slowing down his V’s. Biting his lower lip when saying volleyball.


Later, in the Sunburst grocery store in Glebe, while filing cartons of longlife milk and chocolate shakes, he searched for the magic keys to Australianness. He remembered what he’d heard in Dubai, that villagers in China were asking doctors to cut a groove in their tongue so they could speak English without an accent. If they can do that, I can do this. I reckon I can. Because what is the thing that makes an Aussie an Aussie? Sounding Aussie. Eliminate the tics that Tamils bring to their English: the undulating rhythms, yo and ree tagged on to words, the use of no for emphasis or a pause in a sentence.


He enjoyed this change.


Because compare and contrast, point for point, with how people back home argue. Smoking causes cancer, you say one morning: O, no, no, re, no! What about Eswaran over there who has lived to ninety-nine years, no, smoking beedis morning, evening, and night? Exception to the rule, buddy, the Aussie points out. Danny liked that. Logical. Other day, cleaning House Number Nine, in Ashfield, he flooded the bathroom, but once he’d explained to the owner of the place, a red-haired marketing woman, that the water faucet was broken, and he was able to prove this by demonstration, she calmed down. Not Danny’s fault—and she even felt she owed him twenty-five dollars for the extra time he had put in. Logical people. Your life is yours, my life is mine.


The tongue of an Australian. Never say receipt with the P. Be generous with I reckon. Add a loud Look—at the start of the sentence, and ridiculous at the end. If you are happy, talk about rugby: “Go Eels.” If you are unhappy, talk about rugby: “What about the Rabbitohs?”


And do not ever call it rugby.


You need the tongue of an Australian, sure; but to stay invisible, you also need, at the opposite end, the bowels of an Australian.


Chinese Dragon, $8 Menu, 7 Days!


Please turn to another page, Danny begged the man reading the newspaper. I don’t want to shit right here.


Turning away from the newspaper, he glanced behind him and to his left, and that is how he found out he was being watched.


The woman in a white shirt and jeans was reading a newspaper, but her blond child, his head on his mother’s thighs, like a cat on a lap, was looking at Danny.


In the shade of his mother’s newspaper, his eyes began sparkling. The highlights don’t fool me, mate. I know what you are.


Obnoxious legal thing. Danny tilted his head to the side and returned the child’s stare.


Little legal policeman. I am never going back home.


The child tilted his head a little more and a little more and kept staring.


Danny did the same.


I haven’t lasted four years here, little policeman, to be caught by you.


First Year as an Illegal


Not even six months in, one morning at the shopping mall in Burwood, they caught him. 


Holding a powerful green umbrella over her head, she suddenly stopped to stare at Danny; and then the bag in her free hand dipped, as if it had become heavier. She was Tamil, for sure. And she knew at once, he knew at once, he was from Sri Lanka and Tamil. From the fullness of her shopping bag, from her way of walking in the sun rather than avoiding it, he knew she must be legal: and from his way of doing the opposite of these things, she knew he was illegal.


At once Danny turned around and ran.


When he confessed to Tommo that a woman from back home had spotted him, or almost certainly had, the old Greek man sat down behind his counter, pointed to the street, and shouted, “Get out right now. Get out. I’m a citizen. I have a passport. I took the oath in the public hall in Parramatta, and I have my citizenship certificate, and they can’t do a thing to me. Danny. I could rent this room out to some uni student for three hundred dollars a week. Easy. But I give it to you for free. Why? You are useless. Totally useless.”


Running up the metal stairs, Danny lay on the sofa in the storeroom of the Sunburst grocery store in Glebe, his ears alert for—“Is an illegal down there? Is an illegal from Sri Lanka down there?”


He knew Tommo would betray him in a second.


I am sorry for what I did, he wished he could tell the police, and immigration, and customs, and his father back home. He wished he could tell them more: that from the day he had become an illegal, he had been trying to reverse things. To find some way around his decision.


Q:


I came to Australia on a student visa, but I realized that my college is a “ripoff.” They will not help me find a job here, so I dropped out. But I made an honest mistake and stayed for more than twenty-eight days after I left my college. Can anyone in this forum tell me, is it now possible to make a petition to the department, to give me an extension?


Best Answer (3 likes):


Mate, can’t you read a calendar? As a law enforcement officer, I can tell you what is going to follow very accurately because I have arrested dozens like you: I know perfectly well that you did not overstay by mistake. You chose to be here. Doesn’t matter. Honest or (more likely) dishonest, twenty-eight days after you left your course and had not left Australia, you became illegal. You have probably seen enough of this country to believe that it has zero tolerance for illegal activity of any kind. This is not France. This is not America. We are an island, and you cannot get on or get off without our clearance. My recommendation: kindly surrender at once to an immigration office and receive the sentence of deportation immediately. Because if you keep doing what you are doing, if you run and dodge and hide until you get arrested (and you will be arrested), then you face a much worse time. Understand that every police officer, taxation man, and immigration or customs officer has the power to arrest you immediately and hold you indefinitely unless you can show, on the spot, documents authorizing your presence in Australia. There is also something called the citizen arrest option. I am betting you have an accent, which in other words means: Hey, law enforcement officers, come check out my legal status not to be here.


Q:


And?


Best Answer (3 likes):


And. Son. Let me tell you. And you will get caught, yes, and this comes next: Spending your days in a room with lots of strangers—maybe you’ll have Iraqis, maybe Pakistanis, but basically, they will be a bunch of lovely people. Hope you enjoy Arabic for breakfast! Before we deport you, you will have to face court for your illegal activities and failure to pay tax. Expect the subsequent bill from the government to be over ten thousand dollars. You will pay all of the expenses for your deportation, including the three hundred dollars or so for each day you are held in a detention center. Hey, and guess what . . . when you logged in with your question, son, your IP was recorded. Since law enforcement actively monitors Yahoo! answers for pedophiles, crooks, druggies, and illegal aliens like you, they already know what town you are in, if not what house you are living in. Do you understand what I am saying, son—do you know enough English?


Q:


Yes. Nandri.


Best Answer (3 likes):


And what the fuck does that mean?


It meant: each time a door opened or slammed in Glebe, Danny’s heart contracted; he saw a brown man who held a cigarette in the fork of his fingers; a Sri Lankan interrogation officer normally stationed somewhere around Bandaranaike International Airport. Each time a door opened or slammed, he wanted to shout, I am sorry, sir. I am so sorry. But what was the point of saying that now? He was now a man without rights in this world.


10:32 a.m.


Seven exits lead out of Central Railway Station, depositing you behind the city, in the shade of Surry Hills; or directing you into the bright central business district through a U-shaped sandstone arcade; or lifting you up an escalator to the light rail; or, in the case of the long tunnel paved with mosaic tales that Danny was walking through, leaving you in Railway Square, a bus stand.


He stopped in front of a sandwich shop with a TV screen affixed to a corner of its ceiling; a woman behind the counter was wiping a plate and looking at the man with the astronaut backpack and the plastic bag.


In a minute he would be told that facilities were only for customers, but for now, mouth open and clutching his bag full of cleaning equipment, he was watching the TV screen:


. . . police are asking anyone with information about the murder of a woman from Erskineville to step forward. The woman, a forty-three-year-old former Medicare administrator, was found near a creek in Toongabbie. After being stabbed to death, her body was wrapped in a leather jacket, which was filled with stones and dumped into the creek in a bid to sink it. But it rose to the surface and washed ashore, where it was discovered early in the morning by a jogger. Police have described the injuries to her neck and head, committed with a knife, as horrific.


Now they were showing an old photo of the dead person, a brown woman with a broad smile and strong thick arms. Unbloodied, unhurt. He immediately closed his eyes.


Prrrrrrmp. Badabadabadabum. I am Honest Danny.


Because once, as a boy, he had walked for six kilometers to return an umbrella left behind by an old relative. “Abraham Lincoln,” someone remarked, “did the same thing at the same age. This boy will become a great man.” He became a business motel assistant manager in Dubai. One day Danny found dollars in a wallet dropped by a guest who was already in a taxi to the airport. The guest sent him a PDF attachment letter of appreciation for his honesty. You had no choice where Danny grew up; in Batti, even criminals had to be law-abiding. One evening, see, the government declared a curfew. Every shop has to be shuttered before eight. Two policemen, walking about the market, hear a noise behind a shutter: “Open up!” Turns out the shopkeeper and his son are having dinner behind the closed shutter. Technically, the two police say, since we could hear your eating noise from outside, you are breaking the curfew. Come. Father and son wash their hands and go into police custody. Father comes out that evening, drunk as a dodo. Police are misunderstood chaps, really. Lovely people. Son doesn’t come out the next day. The father goes to the station daily to check. A week later, a naked body is found floating facedown in the lagoon, piece of wood around the ankle. Father spends hours trying to identify it. So if the curfew was at eight, you observed the curfew starting at 7:45. If the law said, a, you said, A.


One hundred percent Honest Danny.


Prrrrrrrrmp. And opened his eyes.


The TV was still showing an old smiling photograph of Radha Thomas, his former employer, the owner of House Number Five.


So they didn’t break in to her flat with the red tulips. It wasn’t for drugs or money. The police were there only to question her husband, maybe. Another set of police must be down at the creek, where they recovered the body.


Killed at a creek. Wrapped in a jacket and dumped into it.


A drowned body, he thought, looks nothing like this. Like the TV was showing. He knew. A day after the tsunami of 2004, he’d been standing in a crowd on the Kallady Bridge, which connected Batticaloa to the world, and peering down at the water, watching as those who’d gone missing were now returned one by one by the swollen lagoon—each new bloated, milk-white corpse greeted by a cry of recognition from the bridge.


That’s what Radha Thomas would’ve been like when she washed up. Except she was dead even before she drowned.


Stabbed. What does it feel like, when the blood spurts out? What does blood look like? Shark liver oil, maybe. Danny had been fed it as a boy by his mother. She had told him it was shark’s blood, to make him strong.


A hunger for meat twisted his stomach: a short eat with pork or egg inside, a triangular wedge of paratha with dark flesh wrapped snugly inside, a fried samosa, all the compact fried stuff kept behind glass in Sri Lankan teashops for difficult moments in the day. But no more meat, ever again. That was the price of being with a vegetarian woman.


He shifted the weight of his backpack about, glanced around, and saw a clock.


Wait. He turned back toward the television. What color was the jacket? Did they say that?


10:37 a.m.


“Everything okay, buddy?” asked a lady from behind the sandwich counter.


Danny smiled at her.


The TV was now saying:


The fire burning in the Blue Mountains is expected to last most of the—


Turning around, Danny walked back toward the trains and ran up the stairs to the first platform he could find. He stood there without knowing where that train went.


A crushed can of Diet Coke, trapped in a vortex of little winds, rattled complicatedly about the tracks.


Call Dr. Prakash. Just call. See if he has heard the news about House Number Five. That’s all.


You could smell the forests burning all the way in the Blue Mountains even here on Platform 17, Central Station. Standing right by the yellow line illuminating the edge, Danny turned from the tracks toward the people behind him.


A weak-eyed boy wearing a Sikh’s turban was staring at the electronic noticeboard as if it were something he had been told to eat. Three Catholic nuns gossiped in what Danny thought might be French, or perhaps Spanish—and he heard Hindi, and also somewhere else on the platform (far away), Tamil: this was inner-city Sydney, and a crowd like this, warm, expanding, like the convection-powered liquid molecules he remembered from his physics textbook, would envelop and conceal Danny—unlike the other sort of crowd he had seen in Australia, on the platform of a country town or bus station far from Sydney—cold and Caucasian, contracting into itself and stranding you farther and farther away. Danny felt safe right here, on this yellow line, at the edge of this platform.


But when he turned back to the Sikh boy, Danny caught his eyes: and they were hazelnut in color.


The color of Dr. Prakash’s eyes. Radha Thomas’s lover. The man whom, for nearly two years, Danny had called House Number Six.


What color, Danny wanted to ask the Sikh boy, was the jacket? The one the killer wrapped her in? Do you know?


Down on the tracks, the metal can rattled louder and louder, because the next train was approaching.


10:44 a.m.


Behind the glass door of the train, an Indian, wearing a blue suit, waited with her eyes to the floor; the moment the doors opened and the commuters stepped down onto Platform 17, she raised her eyes, threw her hair back, and gazed straight at Danny.


Radha Thomas.


Weren’t you killed last night? Weren’t you dumped into the creek, and didn’t you wash up this morning, and weren’t you discovered by a jogger, who must have, I assume, screamed at the sight?


The Indian woman in the blue suit went past, and swallowing down the lump in his throat, Danny followed, until he lost her in the crowd.


10:54 a.m.


Seven exits lead out of Central Station, and up above the flight of steps, out there in the sunlight, stands the seventh.


That bright street beyond it is Chalmers Street, and when you are there, you are behind the city.


This time the man bearing the silver jet-booster on his back was trying to leave Central Station by the rear exit.


Still on the dark steps, as people took the stairs or the escalator on either side of him, he watched the trees beyond the thick black line, on the road. Prosperous with the Sydney light, the leaves swayed and wooed him. Come on, Legendary Cleaner. Cross the black line. Ask Prakash what he knows of the murder.


But there is a black line Danny had to cross to get to the leaves. No Aussie saw this line, which followed Danny around the world; but anyone who grew up in Sri Lanka in the 1990s knows this black line, what it loudly commands of one, what it quietly permits.


Taboo.


And the black line states:


Survive. 


Don’t be involved in this.


You’re a man without rights in this world.


But on the other side of the thick black line, every incandescent leaf tip, each sun-darkened vein in the trees, was saying in a dead woman’s voice:


There’s a reason I can’t ever leave Sydney and it is the light. You know I had an offer to work in the biggest hospital in Hong Kong as an administrator. Offers from Dubai too. Everything’s tax-free there. I could have gone anywhere—Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore. But I can’t leave this light. 


Looking at the sunlit trees, Danny, an expert negotiator with taboo, proposed this: he had another hour and a half to make it to the Accountant’s place. Another hour and a half before he returned to his day’s duty.


I’ll go out into Central for just five minutes. Then I’ll come back.


What are you doing? The black line thickened.


If he had free time, he should spend it in Glebe. In the storeroom. Or in the library, talking to the other illegals. Not out here.


With each new arriving train, he could hear steel carriages pulverizing that stray Diet Coke lying on the tracks at Platform 17.


Brushing past Danny, a white man hurried up the steps and toward the bright road, turning to check him out from the corner of his eye.


Danny felt it like a punch in his stomach. I must look ridiculous. He could feel the comic weight of all those gold-tinted, shampooed strands of hair on his scalp. It was a huntsman sitting on his head and he was carrying it around Sydney. Go back at once, said his shame, to the storeroom in Glebe and wait.


But then all the leaves rippled in the wind and glowed in southern hemisphere light.


But for you, Nelson, this must be a terrible city, right? Some mornings, it must be. A prison of light. I will try to help you, Cleaner. I know people in the government, and I’ll ask them, without mentioning any names, of course. I’ll ask if there’s a way for you to say sorry and be forgiven for what you did. I will ask.


In the end, it was too strong. The dead woman’s voice was just too strong.


10:57 a.m.


Commuter trains packed full of honest suburban people were still drawing into Central Station as he walked alongside the trees with glowing green leaves.


He had done it. Breaking his taboo, he had left the station and run across the road.


Immediately, he wanted to eat something fried, something with chicken, or pork, or egg. Mutton.


If he can’t have meat, a man has to have a friend.


Danny set his teeth and walked.


Down Chalmers Street, he saw a twenty-four-hour convenience store and moved toward it, because he knew at once who ran a place like that.


The door chimed as Danny pushed it open, looking about for the owner.


11:01 a.m.


In the city of Sydney, the shopper is a child in a fairy tale: sweets and colors surround her in a magic castle, and the Wicked Witch squints from government messages.


Behind his mountain of $2.50 candies and $3.50 pink greeting cards stood a brown man, his head blocking a SMOKING KILLS sign, as he guarded his most valuable cargo: scratch-off lottery tickets and cigarettes, both of which were encased in protective glass.


The man behind the counter was burly, bearded, probably Bangladeshi, and, Danny thought, extremely legal.


You can tell from the way he watches you.


The brown man in a white man’s city who is watching other brown men. Danny had studied all the ways this was done, from the amiable glances of the Western Suburbs Indians, smug in their jobs and Toyota Camrys; the easily acquisitive Sab Theek Hai, Bhai? (or, more recently, the mysteriously Jamaican Hey, maaan) of the fresh new students in Haymarket, the ones who are running madly across roads; the ostentatiously indifferent I’ve got nothing in common with you, mate glances of the Australian-born children of doctors in Mosman or Castle Hill (Icebox Indians, Danny called them, because they always wore black glasses and never seemed to sweat, even in summer); and worst of all, those families visiting from Chennai or Malaysia, clicking photos of the beach, or loudly double-checking on the phone with relatives back home exactly which cholesterol medication or marsupial souvenir was needed from Australia. Man who has run from his family, you’re not natural, brown people told Danny, and he, with his innate instinct for double or nothing, had streaked his hair in a barbershop. Standing in front of a mirror, he had imitated the gaze of an Australian-born man: My father is a surgeon at Westmead Hospital. I don’t have time for immigrants like you. He had fixed his posture too. On the streets of Sydney, Pakistanis, Indians, Sri Lankans still looked at Danny, but now they looked with envy.


Easiest thing in the world, becoming invisible to white people, who don’t see you anyway; but the hardest thing is becoming invisible to brown people, who will see you no matter what. Since they must see me, Danny thought, let me be seen this way—not as a scared illegal with furtive eyes but as a native son of Sydney, a man with those golden highlights, with that erect back, that insolent indifference in every cell of his body. Let them observe that Danny is extremely icebox.


Not here, though. Because no one is icebox around Central Station.


Here in these streets still resounding with the bodies of trains passing over old iron tracks, Chalmers and Devonshire, Danny had seen only the raw gaze, the Central Station stare, eyes that convey a desperate truth from one immigrant to the other: every brown man in Sydney, one day or another, has to beg. 


Today is my day to beg, Danny pleaded with his eyes to the Bangladeshi, for I am in such trouble today, my legal brother.


Legal? Much more than legal—this young Bangladeshi was a brick wall in which each block said: Ideal Bloody Immigrant.


Returning Danny’s gaze, he folded his arms across his chest, the image of respectability, diligence, and responsibility to family, everything the whites wanted in someone they let into their country: he did not have to talk about the weather, or about cricket or football, to curry favor with his clients; secretly, they envied his faith, his purpose, his strong alien core.


To win him over, step by step, Danny touched the top of a stack of Daily Telegraph newspapers, curved his spine, hunched, and smiled.


Meaning: Can I look at the paper without buying? Cricket? Only for cricket?


All this without words. South Asian to South Asian, ignoring the highlights.


Without a smile, the Bangladeshi relented, adding: “Don’t make dirty.”


Danny wandered past more greeting cards, small useful metal things hung in plastic, and a freezer just for Magnum ice cream, before he reached for The Daily Telegraph.


Danny turned the pages. Don’t make it dirty. Legal idiot.


Nothing in the paper. So it must have been late at night. Still gazing at the paper, he played the knife murderer and made thrusts into the air. You’d have to be bloody strong to do it. Even if it was a big knife. She was a tough woman. She would have fought.


From where he stood, he now overheard the Bangladeshi store manager whispering into the phone: “. . . real malik is Louiebhai, he is the real . . .” and Danny was charmed momentarily by that name, Louiebhai, before he thought, Unless she knew the murderer and wasn’t expecting to be stabbed, so she didn’t, until he was summoned to the present by the snapping of fingers:


Danny looked up. The Bangladeshi was pointing straight at him. Time’s up.


Folding the newspaper, Danny replaced it with a big smile. Thank you, brother.


“I have a cactus,” he said. From his bag, he had removed the thing wrapped in thick plastic.


The Bangladeshi looked at it almost curiously. Danny knew why his eyes were sparkling like that.


Instead of the bonsai version with branches, Danny had bought the other, less endearing, domelike kind of cactus.


“For my girlfriend. Sonja. Nurse. She is a nurse. At St. Vincent’s today. Very good nurse. She’ll like the cactus, I reckon. Yes, I reckon.”


The domed cactus was sixty cents cheaper than the branched kind, and didn’t the Bangladeshi know it? Look at him grinning.


“Do you have Knitting magazine?” Danny raised his voice. “She likes stitching. Aussie girls don’t stitch, but she does. Very good stitcher.”


“Over there.” The store manager knew Danny by now. “Don’t read it for free.”


By the time Danny had moved over to the rack with the women’s and craft magazines, the TV newsreader had begun talking about sports.


As Danny browsed through the only knitting magazine on the shelf, another customer came in and actually bought something.


“Do you want the receipt?” the Bangladeshi man asked this customer, and Danny smiled: He still pronounces it with the p.


But the Bangladeshi man had nothing to hide: he was a legal, and whether or not he pronounced his p, Danny’s time inside this store was now over.


Louiebhai, Danny thought as he left the store, Louiebhai, the new Malik, the new Boss of multicultural Sydney. He is the one I have to talk to, Danny thought, right outside the Bangladeshi’s store, as the trains moved over their noisy tracks. Louiebhai, louiebhai.


Stress always made his sinuses painful. Danny felt the holes inside his skull become heavy; the deviation inside his nose hurt; and he shivered. Louiebhai, louiebhai . . . He looked around for a cigarette butt on the pavement. Please. Even the smell of tobacco made a man more rational.


Walking around Central Station, searching for something to eat or something to smoke, or just to sniff, Danny saw, instead, shards of glass.


A hole had been knocked in the middle of a window, and the pieces lay on the pavement. You don’t ask why in Sydney, because young white men just do these things. Punch, smash, and wreck.
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