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In memory of departed friends, Josh and Kirstin

 

Well! And what if she should die some afternoon,

Afternoon grey and smoky, evening yellow and rose;

Should die and leave me sitting pen in hand

With the smoke coming down above the housetops;

Doubtful, for a while

Not knowing what to feel or if I understand

Or whether wise or foolish, tardy or too soon . . .

Would she not have the advantage, after all?

The music is successful with a “dying fall”

Now that we talk of dying—

And should I have the right to smile?

—T. S. ELIOT, “THE PORTRAIT OF A LADY”



PROLOGUE
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Fleur knocked on my door, and I must have been asleep because it seemed to wake me. I guessed that she had heard something of the argument the night before. It hadn’t sounded very loud at the time, but that morning it occurred to me that the whole world was dimmed and muffled. The light was very faint, just leaving night behind.

I let her in. We looked at each other.

“I’ll be back,” she said, and returned a few minutes later with tea in a cup on a saucer. The delicacy of the china was somehow wonderful, transparent even in the dull light. Strength, fragility, all at once.

She sat down in the chair at my desk—I was sitting on the chaise longue—and lit a cigarette. “Sorry,” she said, “I know you don’t like it, but too bad.” She smoked it half down. “I’ll go with you. To the hospital.”

I sat there, quite still. “No,” I said.

“Have you looked in the mirror?” she asked.

I smiled at her, or started to. It hurt.

She finished the cigarette and stubbed it out in a dented metal saucer she had brought in with her. “OK,” she said. “I’ll call Carl.”

I didn’t complain.

She went downstairs and shut her door. The sound of her voice came very faintly through to my room, only because I knew to listen for it.

My dress from the night before lay on the floor in a pool of silk. It was pale oyster gray, with a split up the side that had shown the bruise on my upper leg like an ugly pressed flower. Gil had stayed by my side all night to shield the view. His fury when we walked in the apartment door had been fast and strong, a striking snake.

I’m being dramatic again.

Fleur came back up carrying the newspaper and handed it to me. She had a magazine as well, and she sat down with it. She picked up the little amphora on my desk and held it in her hands, turning it over, then set it down again.

“I don’t like him coming here. I wish you would go to the hospital this time.” She sighed, a short sigh, a sort of huff. “He’s coming anyway, and he’ll stitch you up.”

I must have flinched at that.

She narrowed her eyes at me, then picked up her magazine and put her feet on the desk and started to read. She was wearing striped socks, three colors repeated. I spent a while studying the contrast they made against the white surface.

“I’ll wait here,” she said, without looking at me. She turned a page. “Dad’s gone to the gallery already. His bag is gone so I think he’ll stay upstate.” The statement caused her visible effort.

I hadn’t heard him leave.

There are no mirrors in my room, so I didn’t need to look. Carl was Gil’s cousin, a plastic surgeon with a practice a few blocks away. He faxed through prescriptions for Gil, antibiotics or whatever, and I suspected that he faxed a few for Fleur, too.

The morning suddenly had some structure: I was waiting for Carl to arrive. Then I would wait for him to finish. Then he would leave. That was about all I could think through.

He seemed to take a while. I’d read through the whole style section but couldn’t remember a word of it, I found when I came to the last page, except a vague sense that black and white together were in vogue. I closed and folded it when the buzzer rang and Fleur went to answer it.

I heard them talking. There was the sound of water running in the kitchen sink. Carl came into the room carrying a brown leather case, an old-fashioned-looking doctor’s bag, and Fleur stood behind him, holding a basin. Steam rose from it. Carl was wearing a white shirt and the pants of a gray suit. His teeth were very white when he smiled at me.

“Ingrid, Ingrid,” he said, chiding me.

I started to smile. It hurt, but I kept it up as well as I could. I tried to arrange myself with confidence. My limbs moved stiffly. He dragged the desk chair over to the chaise and sat himself down. Fleur put the basin on the desk. It sat right where her feet had been before. I looked down at them. She had put on soft black ballet slippers that were scuffed around the toes.

Carl smiled his white smile at me and shook his head ever so slightly. “Those stairs!” he said, turning his head an inch and giving me a sideways look. “A real nuisance.” His voice shook a tiny bit and I glanced at him quickly.

“Oh, yes,” I said, keeping it vague.

The muffling that had been there earlier was gone, and I didn’t like the new sharpness in the sounds I was hearing. I frowned. He gave me a tiny medicine cup full of bright red liquid and I drank it. It felt warm.

“Now,” he said, drawing out the word, and got to work.
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It was only three stitches in the end, tiny little strips of sticky tape that held my face together in a line just above my eyebrow. I knew that because I did look up at the mirror later that afternoon in the bathroom, brushing my teeth. I looked away quickly but I saw them.

Carl kissed my hand gently when he was finished. Once his bag was closed he stood up and became very chatty, telling me how much he was looking forward to having us all around to dinner next week.

I nodded. “Thanks, Carl,” I said, “thanks for coming over.” It sounded wrong. “For coming by.”

“You’ve got everything you need?” he asked. “Can I send Fleur out to get anything?”

Fleur raised her eyebrows sarcastically. She was back, leaning in the doorway with folded arms. “We’re fine,” she said. I nodded again.

“Rest,” he said. “You must have one hell of a headache.” His sideways smile again. He left, taking the stairs quickly, in a rhythm, da-dum, da-dum.

A small bottle of the red liquid sat on my desk, its medicine cup showing the trace of what I’d drunk earlier. A little Alice in Wonderland drink, I thought, and reached for it. Drink me.

Fleur poured herself one too after I’d finished. “Cheers,” she said, and drained it down.

I lay on the chaise and closed my eyes. It didn’t hurt. I heard Fleur laughing at something she was reading in her magazine, and I smiled.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at school?” I asked her.

She laughed at me, the same laugh. I opened my eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be at school?” she echoed, mocking me.

“Well, yes,” I said. “No. I don’t have to go today.”

“I’m not going today either,” she said, and flicked a page. “Mondays are a waste.”

A minute passed. “I’m going to the studio later, though,” she told me. “Not for long. I’ll be back for dinner. We can order Thai.”

We ate that night sitting at the island in the kitchen, only because she refused to bring the food upstairs to me and once I was down there in the kitchen I wanted to stay with her.

“You’re looking after me,” I said to her, only realizing it was true as I was saying it. She chewed and swallowed and didn’t say a thing. “It’s supposed to be the other way around,” I said.

“Sometimes it is,” she replied.

I’m not sure what she meant, whether I sometimes looked after her, or that stepmothers in general sometimes looked after their stepdaughters. At the time it sounded comforting. The muffling came down again as I went to sleep on the chaise in my room, but one of my thoughts was sharp through it for a moment. I knew both that she was too young to be looking after me and old enough that she would not be prepared to do it for much longer. I wondered how far she would go to protect me. I wondered how much I had looked after her, and what kind of loyalty that had bought me.

Our shared cup sat on the desk, line of red against the plastic. Not at all like blood or rubies, although it suggested those. Like liquid plastic, unmistakably artificial cherry red. The amphora on my desk was back exactly as it had been before she picked it up, at the same angle, the same spot. She was clever. I knew that already.

I knew that trusting her laid burdens on her that were unfair, but I let myself be unfair. The sounds of the traffic outside and far below floated up softly, cars coming and going and sirens wailing in a fading cry. I lay there with my Alice bottle and thought about the story I could tell, the curse that I could lay, the scrolls that I could fill. I could engrave it all on plates of steel, as tall as my body, stacked up against the walls.

Those mirrored, shining doors dissolved and I fell into a dream that was all about escaping on a boat across a river. The island city dropped away behind me. I felt a joyful sense of freedom until I saw the man at the stern of the ferry, his hand held out for payment. Then I knew that the river we were crossing was the one no one ever crossed back from and I grasped his outstretched hand in supplication. He smiled at me, a cruel smile I knew well, and coins fell down around me, welling up around my knees, golden in the shadows.



PART ONE
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1
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There were three letters addressed to me on the kitchen counter when I arrived home that Thursday afternoon in August, white and cream envelopes bright against the blue tile. One stood out as I looked through them: a long envelope, thick with paper contents.

The notepaper inside was a heavy stock, its creaminess matching the envelope. It bore embossed initials: RH.

A message was there in Ralph’s scrawling hand, challenging any reader to make out a word. I took out the envelope’s other object, a plane ticket. One way, business class, Sydney–New York. I laid them both out on the counter.

Julia—

There’s a return waiting for you here. I hope you’ll listen to an idea I have.

Please do come. Saturday? I hope you’re well.

My love,

R.

It was an overly theatrical kind of gesture, even from Ralph. The address was printed on the back of the envelope but I knew it well. Garden Court. Kirribilli. I ran my fingers over the inked-on letters, their imprint on the paper’s surface.

The house was quiet and empty. The kettle began to screech and the sound turned into a song note. I turned off the gas but as my hand moved to do it I fought an impulse, quick and lively as fire, to pick up the paper and touch the corner to the flame. It would have burned nicely. The note drew out all the old, warring feelings. To burn it or to cherish it, keep it safe in a drawer forever. I left it there on the counter for the moment and gave in to blaming myself for being so instantly unsettled.

Outside the window the lawn sloped down to the shade of trees at the end bordering the fence. Its vivid green defied the drought; Jenny, my aunt, swore that it was the toughness of the breed of grass, but I suspected her of extreme overwatering. Beyond the trees the hill began to drop down to the sea. I went out onto the veranda. The grass seemed to hold the twilight like a pair of hands, the light seeping through them and away like water. Or sand. The fine, white grains of the beach. The letter from Ralph was making me think in overdrawn metaphors.

Down at the bottom of the lawn where the trees marked the border there was a stone Diana, half life-size. At least, I had always thought of her as Diana. As she faded away into the twilight I supposed that she could be any classical woman figure, a girl or a goddess, appropriately robed for the purposes of garden art. She might have been part of a fountain once. Beyond the trees the line of the horizon showed, the sea standing up like a wall of water, beginning to lose its distinction from the sky as night came on. I had come from the city across the water and the smog was still there on my clothes, a fine grit on my skin.

My aunt, who owned the house, was sitting a little way over on the lawn in a wooden folding chair. In a second chair was Keith, the owner of the gallery that showed her paintings. The lawn glowed green. They both held cups of tea, and they were talking quietly. Jenny, gray-haired, sat tall in her chair. Keith leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He raised his hand in a questioning motion, gesturing into the distance. My aunt nodded. Words drifted up faintly, muted by the grass and space. I went back inside.

The walls of the house were filled with paintings, Jenny’s work as well as others, most of them gifts exchanged over the years. They made an odd mosaic, small frames hung next to and underneath large canvases. My aunt’s work stood out with its signal blue, abstract and devoted to line. The house had been a precious refuge when I had been smaller, and still felt like one at times. Some people have family homes that their parents have lived in forever, that they can always go back to. My parents weren’t around—father long dead, mother far away—and had moved frequently anyway, but this house was one of the true constants in my life.

Jenny came into the kitchen from the veranda. The sound of Keith putting the chairs back in place against the wall clattered in, and then he stood in the doorway and said hello.

“We’ve been discussing the next show,” he told me, one hand clasped over his other arm, tall body bent against the door frame, slightly hesitant as usual. He had a warm, open face that smiled easily, intelligent eyes. “Your aunt here seems to think she needs a whole six months to prepare.” His tone was friendly, not seriously impatient.

“I don’t paint as fast as I used to,” she said.

We all laughed at that: Jenny had always worked very slowly, in contrast to the finished effects of her paintings with their swift flashes of color.

My aunt rubbed her hands a little at the joint of her thumb as she said goodbye to Keith. The quip about her speed of painting had some truth to it. The beginnings of arthritis had started to slow her down.

“So you have the time you wanted?” I asked her after Keith had left.

She sighed quickly and pulled the screen door so that it was really shut. “Oh yes. More or less.” She didn’t sound satisfied. Her hair was cut straight and blunt just above her shoulders, and she ran her hand through it, as if planning to tie it back, and stopped.

I held the note in one hand. “It’s from Ralph,” I explained to Jenny. “He’s asked me to go see him, on Saturday. So I think I’ll go.”

Even as I said it I knew that the invitation was not like water to a thirsty soul, the way it felt, but more like a slug of whiskey to a recovering alcoholic. Was there a difference, after all? That’s how it went, my self-rationalization.

“OK, good. It’s been so long, hasn’t it?” Her voice was carefully casual.

“He’s sent me a ticket to New York. I don’t know what he’s thinking.” I had some idea, of course, but didn’t want to put it into words.

She put her hand out and rested it on my forearm. I covered it with my own for a brief second. “New York?” A troubled look crossed her face. “Let me know how it goes.”

She finished her gesture with a brief pat to my arm, picked up the mug of tea I had poured, and wandered slowly back down the hall to her studio. The biggest room of the house, during the day it was always lit with sun through its many windows and a skylight in the ceiling. The door was paneled in glass patterned to blur the view of what was inside, as though someone had pressed their fingers all over it while it was still drying. She closed it behind her. The glass panels showed smudged pieces of color and light. It looked like the Bonnard painting of his wife in the bath, one of the only reproductions my aunt had in the house. In the painting, each tile of the bathroom wall glowed with wet, iridescent color, the rainbow of an oil slick.

I looked back down at the note, resolving to put it on the dresser in my room, determined that it would not go into one of the drawers where I would treasure it even if I pretended otherwise. Instead it would probably sit there for months, gathering dust. That looked more like not caring. The difference was not much at all but, I told myself, I had my pride.

It seemed like a long drive to Kirribilli, even though it was only a few miles. I managed to take a couple of wrong turns on the way. I’d driven there many times, but always from another direction, never from my aunt’s house. It was around eleven on Saturday when my car pulled into the driveway. The house looked paler, peach walls more bleached by the sun. The frangipani trees around the front were bare and ugly. I knocked. A beautiful boy of about eighteen opened the door. A fuzz of golden hair was cropped close to his head. His feet were bare, and he was wearing a black sleeveless shirt and a sarong in bright batik colors. He had the calm smile of a Buddha.

“I’m looking for Ralph—”

Before I could finish saying his name, the boy cut me off. “Julia, yes, of course, come in.” The way he spoke over Ralph’s name made it sound as though he thought I was looking for myself.

“Ralph,” I repeated, and went inside.

It was warm in the house. The familiar hallway stretched away dimly, staircase sweeping grandly up to one side. Light from the stained-glass panels on the door made patterns on the floor. The boy had disappeared. I waited. He emerged from a door off the far end of the hallway, and held it open for me. “In here,” he said. There was a brightness showing through the door, and I caught the sound of running water.

We walked through into a large space of greenery, a glass-roofed conservatory. When I had been to the house before, the family had never used this room, although Ralph’s father had liked gardening. Plants were everywhere in shades of dark green, lightened in some places by paler ferns, delicate against the larger, stronger leaves of what looked like huge aspidistras. The sun shone through the glass but was caught and dappled by the plants, some of them growing tall toward the roof. The light seemed to have had the warmth bleached from it, while a thick, humid heat came from some other source. The sound of water came from a fountain over toward the far corner, half obscured by plants, a large stone urn decorated with garlands of stone flowers. My skin softened with the dampness in the air.

Two cane armchairs sat in front of a black lacquered table. Ralph was seated in one of the chairs, his legs crossed. All the contours of his body, the angles of arms and legs, were dear and familiar and brought about a dull ache in my chest. I’d seen him sit like that a thousand times, in this house, at mine, on a dining table next to a spilled glass of wine late at night in some forgotten kitchen, in the seat next to me in class, across from me at the campus bar. I had missed him and it consumed me now like a sudden thirst. At that first sight of him it seemed impossible that I’d gone without seeing him for so long. It had always been like that when I saw him after a long break, I reminded myself warily.

The boy walked to a cart near the chairs and put ice from a silver bucket into two glasses with a clink.

“Ralph,” I said.

He lifted his arms and said my name in reply, the rest of his body still and cross-legged in the chair. I kissed his cheek, his high cheekbone against the skin.

“It’s good to see you,” he said. “Sit down. I’m so glad you could make it.”

I sat.

“Won’t you have a drink? Wine? Or do you want some whiskey?” He gestured toward the boy and smiled. “This is Aaron.”

Aaron fixed a gleaming smile on me and brought me a glass. It smelled like brandy. I was already feeling light-headed from the heat. The glass was very cold in my hand.

I asked him how he was. It couldn’t be a casual question anymore. He had always been thin, never quite filling his clothes. His clothes now were as expensive and well cut as ever, and they hung from him loosely. A beautiful, coffee-colored shirt. He gave me a smile with one side of his mouth, lips closed. His eyes had the same brightness, brown filled with light.

“The new drugs have done wonders for me, although you may not be able to see it. A couple of months ago I was a lot worse.”

He had inherited this thing with his heart, a kind of arrhythmia that made it sometimes beat too slow or too fast, out of its proper pattern.

“And you’re still working?” he asked, as though it were a peculiar hobby.

“Yes, in the bookshop. It’s going well.”

“And you’re still living over in Mosman with your aunt?”

“Still living there.”

“And Mark?”

“He’s still around.” I waited. “I am thinking about moving,” I said, not sure how many details I wanted to offer. The topic of moving in had been raised again recently with Mark, without much real intention.

“Oh. I’m sorry.” He looked thoughtful. “Moving,” he repeated, with a faint disgust. “It’s always so . . . unsettling.”

I waited. “It’s hot in here,” I said. My dress was sticking to the seat, and my legs sweated inside tights. I remembered reading his note in the kitchen and my urge to burn it and felt the satisfying heat of the flame against my hand as surely as if I had done it after all.

“I’ve asked you here to talk about Ingrid,” he said after a minute, as I had known he would. “I want you to go to New York. I can’t, you know.”

And he explained his idea to me.

“I’d just like to know some basic things. What was she working on? What’s the place like where she was living? What did she like to do there? Maybe you can meet some of her friends. You can give my, you know, regards to Maeve and Gil. I’d appreciate that. It’s just been very hard . . .” He paused, and started again. “I have a lot of regrets, you know, about not being part of her life for the last few years. I just thought that if I could know a bit more about it, it might be easier to let go.”

I looked at him.

“Does that make sense to you at all?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, and it did. I’d thought similar things myself over the past eleven months. It was coming up for a year since her death.

“So you want a kind of report on Ingrid’s life?” I asked.

“Anything you can tell me,” he said. “I don’t expect a whole dossier. I know it’s sort of voyeuristic. But I don’t mean it to be like that.”

Aaron moved around the green room behind us, watering plants from a watering can and spraying the leaves with a fine mist from a bottle.

Ralph looked away. “Gil won’t tell me anything. No one’s been any help.”

“What about Eve?” I asked, meaning his mother. “Isn’t she going there for some reason or other anyway?”

“No,” he said. “She’s not traveling so much anymore. She spends more time in Sydney.”

I asked if she was there, at home, at the house. He said she wasn’t.

“We’ve swapped in a way. It’s funny. About six months ago. She was sick of the house. I was sick of the flat. She’s always loved it—she had owned it for years before I took it. So she moved in there and I moved back here. It’s just me and Aaron now.”

Aaron looked over briefly at the sound of his name, turned back to the plants.

I’d brought the ticket with me with the idea that I might have wanted to give it back. It was in my hands now.

“It’s not refundable,” he said. “I knew you would hate to waste it by not going.”

I laughed.

“I can’t put you up at the Plaza,” he said apologetically. “But I have a place for you to stay.”

It was an apartment that his uncle, Robert, owned in the West Village and stayed in every now and again—he lived most of the time in London, where he ran a couple of restaurants. I had spent some time in New York years earlier, in a year I had spent traveling after finishing high school. It was one of the usual extended around-the-world trips that Australian eighteen-year-olds did: the States, Europe, London, home. In England they had called it my “gap year,” as though it were an empty space. More recently I had visited New York with Ralph for a couple of weeks, not long after Ingrid had met Gil Grey, when we were all still friends.

I thought about the city: the subways, the park, the long, straight avenues and little streets downtown. It took some courage. I thought about the hole in the ground down there at the end of the island.

“I know you’re not back at law school,” he said. I didn’t ask how he knew that. “I’m sure they can do without you at the store for a little while. Just go for a couple of weeks if you like. Take a walk around the Columbia campus. Take a camera. Tell me what’s new in the Prada shop. Or wherever she shopped at. J. Crew. Who knows. Do what you like.” He shrugged, but he kept his eyes on me.

“Aren’t you curious about Fleur?” he asked. “We never did meet her. I’d love to know what she’s like. Did you know she’s taking photographs now, no painting?”

He was persuasive. It might not have worked if a range of factors hadn’t been in place. I was tired of the pattern my life had fallen into: not tired of Jenny and her house, which I couldn’t really imagine leaving for Mark’s flat. I was tired of Mark. I’d taken on more hours at the bookshop after deciding to take the semester off with the dim idea of doing some writing, a script, an outline, something—it was a love story, a mystery, it changed every month—in reality knowing I couldn’t face the mountain of reading and assignments for each week’s class. It was quiet at the shop and Martin often let me go home early. Not much writing had happened. It was another kind of gap year, not like the deliberate coming-of-age overseas journey I’d taken at eighteen, but a kind of hiatus that might never come to a close, a drifting sense of purposelessness.

It wasn’t much to do with Ingrid, my decision to go. She had been shut away into some cupboard of memory by then and the thought of opening that door wasn’t all that interesting. It was just the idea of leaving that was appealing.

But all that might have been irrelevant. On the drive home I tried to remember just one other time that I’d said no to something Ralph had asked me to do. None came to mind. My flight left in three weeks’ time.

Just a few days earlier Mark had noticed the thing that made me realize that I really was tired of the way things were going. He was wearing a towel around his waist, and rubbing at his hair with another towel to dry it.

“It’s been weeks since you’ve taken anything, Julia,” he said. He threw the towel in his hand over his shoulder. “I’ll start to think you don’t care anymore.”

He walked into the kitchen in his bare feet. Cups and plates clinked together. The hallway he came from was in shadow, fighting the sunlight at the only time of day when any light would get remotely close. The morning sun shone brightly through the windows behind me. I stayed sitting in the big old leather chair, the possession of his I coveted most wholly.

He was right, and I hadn’t even noticed. It had been weeks since I’d taken anything.

Mark and I had literally run into each other two years earlier in a bar in Potts Point not far from the bookshop where I worked. He had managed to spill half his beer down the front of my dress, bumping into me by accident; he bought me another drink and hung around while I sat there looking like a wet T-shirt competitor, which he seemed to like, and I didn’t mind. When he turned his head a certain way after the second round the light had caught his dark brown hair and made it look just like Ralph’s. My heart had skipped, guilty and alert.

The first time he stayed I’d taken a big thing—keys—without thinking about it, and realized later that I’d meant for him to come back for them. I had been happy to see him at the door the next day, standing there framed against the evening. He had stayed again, taking his keys with him this time when he left. And leaving behind, unintentionally, a pen I had removed from the pocket of his jacket. It was a small thing. I’m not sure if he ever did notice that it was gone.

It started early with me, not like most girls who begin shoplifting when they turn thirteen and get shamed out of it when their parents have to collect them from the store security office or, worse, the police station. It began with playing with the objects on my mother’s dresser, the fascinating arrangement of perfume bottles, boxes, powders, the silver-backed hairbrush and mirror. That was back in the days when she still wore French perfume and brands you could buy at the chemist, before she switched to jasmine oil and clary sage. I stood there when she was out and examined them all in detail, and made sure I always put them back in precisely the same position. It was a kind of puzzle. One day she came home unexpectedly before everything was back in place. The front door opened and shut. A bracelet of blue beads was in my hand. My fingers closed over it. Everything else was as it had been. I thought about hiding under the bed—why was I so afraid of discovery, I wonder now—but instead slipped out and joined her in the kitchen, where she was taking off her coat and opening the fridge.

“Darling!” she said when she saw me, as though she were surprised to find me home. She hugged me briefly and the beads pressed against me through the fabric of my dress where they sat in my pocket. They were open pockets, two of them sewn onto the outside of the dress, with a rounded shape and a large button on each. I was afraid the bracelet would fall out. It didn’t.

She didn’t say anything about the lost bracelet. I thought about putting it back but I didn’t want to, and I was afraid of being caught in the act of replacing it. It had come from a box containing many bracelets, and it wasn’t one she often wore.

It was months before she mentioned it.

“Have you seen that bracelet of mine with the blue beads?” she asked my father one morning. She had just finished dressing, and she was putting her earrings in as she spoke. She pulled the second one through her ear. “Do you know the one I mean?”

My father hadn’t looked up from the paper. He made a noise that might have signaled a negative answer.

Peter, my brother, looked at me accusingly from the floor where he was lying stretched out with a book in front of him. My mother stalked back to her room and came out again with nothing on her wrists. She didn’t mention the blue beaded bracelet again, and I enjoyed the victorious feeling of having got away with something.

It turned out that I was good at taking things in a way that people didn’t notice, and good at not giving myself away on the occasions when they did. It became a rare event as I grew older.

Mostly I took books from Mark’s house, just occasionally—that wasn’t so pathological—and always left them in a pile in the corner of my bedroom where he’d pick them out and take them home again when he was ready.

Ralph gave me things so often that it didn’t feel necessary to take anything. Whatever it was I wanted from him was so big and so impossible that taking an object would have only made the desire more mortifying.

I took only small things from Ingrid—a pencil from the pocket of her bag, a hairclip—but my heart was never in it and these tokens exuded no power. I put them back. The happiness she got from finding the hairclip I had replaced in her bag made me feel like a benevolent angel. That was new. Ingrid had snapped the clasp in and out when she found it, a piece of metal fixed against the plastic imitation tortoiseshell. It was shaped like a leaf, an autumn leaf. She fixed it into place, and the shine of the plastic showed against her gold hair. I regretted returning it then. The beauty of the object emerged when it was on her, once it was joined to her, something I had missed when I had taken it and viewed it alone.

Some part of me was waiting for something of hers to present itself that would be worth taking. It wasn’t something that would be found by looking. After a while I forgot about it and the desire passed.

Mark handed me the paper when we said goodbye that morning, making sure I was taking something. It was still folded up in its place outside the door to the flat, freshly delivered. I hesitated before taking it. Mark wasn’t good at giving things. He was writing a thesis, a doctorate in philosophy that was all about revising late twentieth-century theories of gift and exchange. Doing all that reading had screwed with his own ability to give anybody anything without being overwhelmed by anxiety about what kind of moral and ethical structures he was condoning or violating. So even the newspaper was weirdly extravagant. At birthdays the issue with gifts became irritating, but most of the time it was OK with me; it encouraged a very minimal sense of emotional obligation, which is what I suppose he intended in a way. Our involvement was like that—always tentative, both afraid of risk in our individual ways. From the most cynical angle I was continuing on with it to prove something to myself or the world: that I was over Ralph and capable of sustaining an adult relationship. Or a semblance of one.

He kissed me goodbye, still wearing the towel. I put the paper on the backseat of my car and didn’t look back at it.
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Before Ingrid became our friend, Ralph liked to tell the story of his first meeting with me. I was working in a video shop up at Kings Cross back then, a shift that started in the afternoon and went through until late at night. The shop was on the border of the Cross and the less sleazy neighborhoods surrounding it, the only video place within a mile that wasn’t dedicated solely to pornography. It was late on a weeknight and quiet. I was eating a bar of chocolate I had taken from the stack for sale on the counter and watching a Humphrey Bogart movie on the TV high on the wall, with the sound turned down low.

The shop was a cavernous space with low ceilings and shelves placed too close together. You entered it by walking down three steps from the street. A red neon sign blinked in the window: VIDE MANIA. The O in VIDEO flickered on now and again. Seen from inside, read backward, the sign always suggested a Latin exclamation to me. Ingrid saw it too, when she was there. “Video, videre, visi, visus!” she would chant triumphantly, reciting her principal parts.

“What about mania?” I asked her once. Ingrid paused for a moment. “Maneo, manere, mansi, mansus!”

Ralph was sitting in the corner reading, and he rubbed his forehead and observed her doubtfully. “You can’t form mania from that word.”

Ingrid frowned and looked back to the window. The fluorescent light made her yellow hair unusually dull and her red coat was redder than ever. The O on the sign winked and surged. Her face was reflected for a moment perfectly in the window—beautiful in its classic way, features made harsher by the light—and mine behind hers, dark hair and brows, blur of white skin and vermilion mouth.

At high school I had been teased for being a goth by the girls who looked superficially like Ingrid—tanned and blond—because of my coloring: hair so dark it was almost black, and skin that only burned, never went golden brown. And I wore black in the same way that they wore pink or light blue. It didn’t quite make sense to me as an insult—I lacked the black eyeliner and masses of silver jewelry that the real goths wore. Ingrid wasn’t like those girls, which I didn’t see right away; I worked out after a while that the same types at her school had come up with reasons to exclude her, too, and that she looked down on them fiercely.

I knew video as Latin for “I see,” dredged up from some mental warehouse of etymology. I looked up maneo later in my aunt’s battered old Latin dictionary. To stay, remain anywhere. To wait. To await one’s fate.

But neither of us had ever met Ingrid that night Ralph first came into Videomania. It was late 1996, toward the end of second semester, a warm October night. Ralph came in just behind another, older guy who dumped a stack of videos in the return slot. They slid down in a jumbled pile into the box below. Ralph was wearing a brown jacket made of velvety corduroy, his hands deep in the pockets, and tortoiseshell-frame glasses. His brown hair was damp and he ran his hand through it. He watched the screen above for a moment. There were two other customers in the shop, two girls together, and they came up to the counter with two movies. I glanced at them—comedies, new releases—and fetched them from the shelf in the back. They giggled with each other. When they left, Ralph leaned toward me on the counter and tipped his glasses forward so that he was looking over them at me.

“Would you happen to have a Ben-Hur, 1860, with the duplicated line on page one-sixteen?”

I smiled and held his gaze for a second. He was quoting from the movie on screen, a scene that had passed a moment before he’d come in. I reached down to flick the pages of the telephone-book-size volume on the counter, a big reference list of movies that you could use to look up any film and any actor, pretending to search.

“Or a Chevalier Audubon 1840?” he asked.

I closed the book with a slap. “Nobody would,” I said, playing along. “There isn’t one.”

He smiled with his lips closed and looked down, tapped his fingers lightly on the counter.

“Isn’t this the part where I tell you it’s going to rain and you bring out a bottle of whiskey?” I asked.

He looked up. “I can pop around the corner for that,” he said. “Or we could try The Maltese Falcon. That’s the film I’m meant to be watching for class tomorrow.” He stood up straight and began to pull his shoulders back, gave up and slumped.

“You begin to interest me. Vaguely,” I said, and he blinked, hands back in pockets, and gave me a sidelong look.

I bent down to collect the stack of returns. Soft porn with an Arthurian legend theme. A large, jeweled sword featured prominently on the first cover alongside a woman with very long and thoughtfully placed blond hair and a knight with his visor up who was either tying her to a tree or undoing her bonds. It was from the refined end of the section over in the far corner of the shop. When I straightened up, the little bell on the door rang as it opened and closed, and Ralph was gone.

An hour later it seemed unlikely that he would return. I was stifling a yawn and watching the start of The Maltese Falcon when he walked back in, soaked a little by the rain and more rumpled than he had looked before. “Sorry,” he said. “Got distracted.” He was holding a bottle in a brown paper bag and there was a soft packet of cigarettes crumpled in his top pocket.

“Come on back,” I invited him, and opened the section of the counter that came up like a drawbridge.

He grinned, and showed his teeth for the first time. One of his incisors overlapped the other teeth at a crooked angle. There were a couple of chairs behind the counter, cracked vinyl that could have started out any color and were now grayish green, and he took one. His legs were long and thin and he crossed them at the knee with a practiced motion, wound close around each other.

When Ralph told the story at parties and in the campus bar he was usually quite drunk but could always remember the names of the films we watched in the store and back at his flat around the corner after my shift finished. At one point we started Sir Galahard, the returned Arthurian porn that I hadn’t got around to shelving, and stopped in fits of laughter after ten minutes as the second band of maidens entered the knight’s chamber. Mostly we had stuck to noir, and better-tailored damsels in distress.

I remembered the movies too, but it was never me who told the story. By the third time I heard him tell it, to some people who had probably heard it already the first or second time, I stood up and went to get another drink when he got to the part about me inviting him back behind the counter. The next time I stayed to hear it, and it didn’t feel so bad. Ralph and I couldn’t have told this part of the story the same way. The hopeless flip my heart had made when he’d smiled and ducked through the drawbridge of the counter, and pushed a cigarette into his mouth as he grabbed one of the small glasses I had pulled out. What would he have said to that?

He didn’t strike me as exactly good-looking at first, although his face was intelligent and interesting. Usually I fell for conventionally attractive men with evidently damaged personalities and psychic wounds, against all my better instincts. I had been in love before, or so I had thought: a long high-school romance that ended in boredom on my part and chronic infidelity on his; passionate, short-lived flings in various places in the year I had spent traveling before going to university. But I’d never believed in love at first sight, so I dismissed the sheer clarity of that feeling when he smiled and joined me. I didn’t understand it or reflect on it; it was a note in a new key, unknown, pure-sounding. It made more sense to me later to believe that my feelings for Ralph grew over time like a friendship—like our friendship actually did—but in reality the dark heart of it, complete and complex as an old city, was there from the very start.

Occasionally, in Ralph’s retelling, he included a brief version of the story of what he’d been doing in that hour before he came back with the bottle; it involved something anonymous in the laneway behind the bottle shop.

“I’ve never seen Ben-Hur,” the guy next to me said the fourth time I heard the story, sitting on a sagging couch that seemed determined to swallow us all over the course of the evening. We were at the campus bar.

“The book, not the movie,” Ralph said to him scornfully. “We’re talking about The Big Sleep.”

The point of the story seemed to be mainly to display the extent of his ability to quote film dialogue on the spur of the moment, and to exhort admiration for my own abilities in that respect. I agreed that The Big Sleep was worth knowing so well, although not that many people did. In this sense I did feel that we had found a soul mate of sorts in each other. But that wasn’t what Ralph showed by the story. By that fourth time his seemingly endless displays of cleverness were beginning to grate on me. I grabbed the knee of the guy who hadn’t seen Ben-Hur. He was wearing black jeans. “Maybe we could watch it sometime,” he said, and kissed me. I sank further into my seat and felt Ralph get up from his place on my other side and leave.

The night Ralph and I met, I’d fallen asleep on his couch and woken up in the morning to the faint buzz of static on the television screen in front of me and violent sounds of smashing glass outside as the recycling trucks trundled by. We had made bacon and toast for breakfast together, with strong tea. Ralph lived alone in a small flat with high ceilings and lemon-colored walls in one of the art deco apartment buildings in a street at the back of the Cross as it sloped down toward wealthy Elizabeth Bay. It was only about a ten minute walk away from the video shop down narrow, unevenly paved laneways and dog-legged streets.

I sometimes dreamed about living on my own, the pleasure of a space that was entirely mine, but the expense of it was out of the question for me. I’d finally graduated up to the best room in my house, the balcony room at the front, after living there for a year. It was a crumbling, narrow Victorian terrace in Newtown a few blocks away from the south side of campus that I shared with two other students in fields that were mysteriously alien to me—speech pathology and medicine. The balcony sagged alarmingly in one spot, but that was easy to avoid, and I loved to lean on the iron lace railing with a drink in the evening, watching the smog hanging dense in the sky through the leaves of a tall eucalyptus tree at the front of the house, and the fizz of the streetlights starting up for the night.

After that Ralph came to sit with me at the video store most Wednesday nights and we would watch whatever he’d been assigned to see in his film studies class, or a Humphrey Bogart film, or whatever was on top of the return pile that we hadn’t seen. We watched The Big Sleep together every now and again. For some reason Ralph hated Casablanca and left in a bad mood the one night I wanted to watch it. I watched it to the end, and was crying into a tissue when the last customer of the night came in and wanted a list of every film with any of the Baldwin brothers in it, and rented them all. There had been stranger requests.

It turned out that we were both students at Sydney University, the old, gothic sandstone campus in the inner city, miles west from the Cross—I was in my second year and Ralph was in his third—and had somehow never wound up in the same classes, although we were both studying arts and taking classes in English and art history. Ralph’s schedule was chaotic, with courses in every department from Russian to Archaeology, Philosophy, and Linguistics while he tried (unsuccessfully, it turned out) to decide on a major.

I used to tease him that he chose a subject determined by the beauty of the building it was housed in, always avoiding the ones stuck in the ugly modern extensions around campus. Ralph stuck with philosophy much longer than he should have simply because he loved the winding stone staircases in the old quad and the worn gargoyles that jutted out from the gutters, vomiting water when it rained. That, and the fact that the classes were filled with more thoughtful, good-looking boys than other subjects. The big concrete library was a source of constant disappointment and disgust to him, and whatever time he spent studying on campus was based in the small art history collection in the Mills Building, with its whitewashed, mossy exterior walls, next to the dilapidated tennis courts. We shared a fascination with the Transient Building across from Mills, a huge, rust-edged structure of corrugated metal that had stood there since the 1940s and was almost beautiful in its bleak simplicity, fluorescent strip lights winking through the aluminum windows.

We met every Friday in the bar on campus where my other friends went and played Trivial Pursuit in the corner over beer, sitting on one of the dirty red couches until it was dark outside. Ralph turned out to know some of my friends in the scene there and slotted right in. There was an intensity to our connection right away that was different from the rest of my friendships, most of them people I had met in class, and their friends who hung out in the bar and coffee shops in the student union buildings. These had never quite managed to turn into closeness. I found something with Ralph that I had been longing for without even realizing it, a rapidly formed version of intimacy. My social circle expanded to include his other friends as well and we trudged from one party to another over the weekends, from Newtown, where I lived, to Surry Hills in the east, another neighborhood bordering on the Cross with a high proportion of students. Once or twice we made it out to Bondi, where I ended up alone one night, freezing, waiting for the late-night bus, after Ralph disappeared downstairs with someone I vaguely recognized from my English tutorial (all I remembered was that he was very enthusiastic about Keats).

I started going to lunch with Ralph at his family’s house every couple of weeks, a meal that went on for hours into the late afternoon and invariably included roast meat of one kind or another. The big old mansion sat on the north shore of the harbor and had a rambling garden filled with frangipani trees, poinsettias, and climbing jasmine. It was solid and squarish and beautiful with a red-tiled roof and walls painted a dirty peach color that had faded over time and showed through more brightly in little patches under the windowsills. Inside it was all burnished wood and bronze and antiques, a wide carpeted staircase and rooms with perfect proportions and tall windows.

The day I met Ingrid it had been several weeks since Ralph had visited, and I was meeting him there. His mother was around, back from one of her frequent long trips, and he had been avoiding her. She was a buyer for some kind of high-end boutique, a job that she didn’t seem to need but liked. It seemed mainly to involve flying all around the world, looking for pretty things to take home.

Ralph’s father, George, was good-natured with a kind of surface crankiness that he performed happily, embracing the role of grumpy old man in his late middle age. When I visited he liked to start halfhearted fights with me. He was tall like Ralph and always wore the same checked shirt in a slightly different color, sometimes with a gray cardigan. His wealth came from his work in finance, trading stocks and lending money, but he seemed to be now mostly retired after a bad heart attack the year before. Every now and again I heard him on the phone, yelling at an office underling or talking intently, advising a colleague. The heart condition was serious but he hated any mention of it; he waved his arms, glass of wine in hand, and argued when Ralph made any suggestion at the table about something he might want or not want to eat or drink.

“No damned difference!” he would shout. “It’s all damned genetics! Now pass the bottle or I’ll get up and fetch it myself and give myself a cardiac arrest.”

He had it in his head, wrongly, that I was a film student, having put that together with studying art history and working in a video store. I wondered sometimes if he was a little deaf. “How’s the opus?” he would ask every time, studying me attentively. By this he seemed to mean my own film, or possibly a film script or long essay. “Eh? How’re the studies? Studying hard, I hope!”

Ralph was subdued around him. He made more thoughtful displays of cleverness, hoping to get his father’s attention, but there was real affection between them. It was always Ralph who fetched the bottle and poured from it in the end, or passed the potatoes, and handed him his cup of tea at the end of the afternoon.

It was Ralph’s mother, Eve, who answered the door that Sunday. I was late. Eve kissed me and covered me in a cloud of Chanel. “Come in, darling. I’m so glad you’ve come. Come in and let me introduce you to my niece. You’ll be thrilled to meet her.” Their little greyhound, Racer, came with her and sniffed me disinterestedly, and loped away.

We passed through the hallway. It was wallpapered in dark red and black, wooden coat racks and side tables shining. The living room we went into was dominated by a large bay window. A velvet armchair was facing away from me as I entered, showing above its back the dark-blond head of the figure sitting in it. It was flanked by George on one side, sitting in his usual worn club chair, and Ralph’s friend Ed on the other, in a chair that looked as though he’d dragged it across the room to be closer to the velvet one in the center. Racer had gone to sit next to it too. Ralph himself stood, one foot crossed over the other at the ankle, gazing down at the woman in the chair with rapt attention. He glanced up and gave me a brilliant smile.

“Julia!” he said. “Come and meet Cousin Ingrid.”

Ingrid looked then, showing the full beauty of her profile as she turned toward me, and the solemn eyes, hair gathered at the back.

Eve was busying herself with tea and coffee on the other side of the room. She wore an emerald green shift of shot silk, the brightest thing in the room, and no shoes. Her toenails were painted a perfect bright red. She was small, a full head shorter than Ralph. I had never seen her exchange more than a sentence with Ralph’s father. Their antagonism was rooted in some ancient feud that Ralph couldn’t even remember the source of. In front of me they just seemed to ignore each other as much as possible, but, according to Ralph, without visitors around, whenever they did talk to each other there were arguments.

“I’ve been telling Ralph for weeks now to come home and meet Ingrid,” Eve said. “You know I brought her back from Perth, from Western Australia. Ralph, get some more milk. Julia, Ingrid’s at university, she’s just started—maybe you know her too.”

Ralph disappeared into the kitchen. Ingrid remained in her seat. We said hello. She was wearing a dress that looked as though it were covered in squashed roses. Her thick blond hair was drawn all over to one side of her neck and forward over one shoulder. She pulled at the ends of it. There was a delicate silver oval frame that looked as though it had once held a cameo, now empty, hanging from a chain around her neck.

She looked at me, a trace of reserve. I recognized her: two rows in front of me in the big lecture theater the week before, a lesson on Robert Browning’s “My Last Duchess” and some other poems. She had been wearing a red coat, shrugged off to sit crumpled behind her on the seat. There was something solid to the shape of her shoulders, the look of a frequent swimmer. Her chin had been cupped in her hand for the whole hour, elbow on the little fold-up desk, other hand busy taking notes. The boy sitting next to Ingrid had noticed her too, and I had watched his little glances to the side, his swift smile upward when he dropped his pen and bent to pick it up. Ingrid had barely turned her head then but had chatted graciously with him when the lecture ended and they filed out, red coat clutched in her hands. I had looked down at my own sparse notes at the end of the hour.

Neptune???

How we know

Command he can’t refuse

Secret—spot—stain of feminine sexuality—smile

Image—something to be possessed—statue, power

Speaker/audience

They went on like that, a telegram with no finished clauses.

I looked at her now. Up close the squashed roses on her dress looked as though they had been painted on, brushstrokes of red against old silk. Eve started talking to her, continuing a conversation that my arrival must have interrupted.

“I’ll help Ralph,” I said, and retreated.

He was pouring milk from a carton into a silver jug.

“Cousin Ingrid?” I asked him.

“Half-cousin. But yes.” He closed the fridge door and leaned his arms on the counter. “You know Eve was over in Western Australia after her brother-in-law died, to help close up the house or sell it or whatever—it turns out that Ingrid was his daughter, she’s my cousin. Her mother was Eve’s half-sister. She died years ago. Eve didn’t see that much of her sister to begin with, and didn’t like her husband, so we never had anything to do with those cousins—I’d forgotten I had cousins on that side, to tell you the truth—and now she’s staying here.”

I rubbed my finger on a spot of tarnish on the jug. Ralph’s hand brushed mine as he grasped the handle. A drop of milk spilled over the side.

“We’ve even been in class together. I hadn’t been paying attention to anything Eve said to me. I thought she’d been talking about a Cousin Margaret. Ingrid says she just didn’t guess. Maybe she’s shy. You like her, don’t you?” he asked. “She’s brilliant, you know.”

“I like her,” I said. Why did it sound as though I was protesting? “I don’t know—I’m surprised, that’s all.”

He cradled my cheek for a second with one hand, his thumb just to the side of my mouth. I could hear Ed’s voice, inquiring, Ingrid’s voice, responding. It was a nice voice, slightly hoarse and light at the same time. Ralph dropped his hand and walked back to them all.

Ingrid was the center of attention at the lunch table and bore it with a detached kind of ease. It wasn’t clear whether she was aware of her own beauty. It wasn’t exactly modesty although it was something like that. Ed made attempts to impress her. He was a friend of Ralph’s from school, and Ralph looked pale and thinner than usual next to Ed’s muscle. He was a rower with a square jaw and extremely good teeth, studying economics, probably destined to be a conservative politician. I had met him a few times with Ralph on campus. He was always expressing frustration with his apparently Marxist tutor. Ed was the only person I knew who lived on campus, in one of the wealthiest and oldest residential colleges, built of stone with picturesque leaded casement windows set deep into the walls. All my other student friends were still at home, or had moved into a shared student house like mine if they could afford it. As well as being the most privileged, Ed’s college had the worst reputation on campus for debauched parties at which women students were routinely date-raped. He didn’t strike me as someone who would take part in that aspect of the college culture, but I maintained a kind of prejudiced wariness of him for a while all the same.

My hair was newly cut in a short, straight bob with a high fringe, and George took to calling me “Pandora” over lunch, saying I looked like Louise Brooks in Pandora’s Box. There was a poster from the film on the wall of the video store in a cheap plastic frame, Louise staring down with her heavy-lidded gaze and rosebud mouth.

“Yes . . .” Ralph said, happily. He was sitting next to me.

“Yes, well, you can’t quote a silent film at me,” I said.

“That’s true.” He looked disappointed.

“I was going for a kind of flapperish Lois Lane,” I said. “Try that.” But he had turned back to Ingrid, across the table.

Ingrid looked over and caught my eye and gave a small smile. We didn’t talk much to each other over lunch. She was monopolized by the men at the table.

Eve looked admiringly at what she had brought home with her, pleased at her success. She shared with me her impressions of Perth. “It’s such an innocent-looking place,” she said. “So dull, really.”

Ingrid ended up in the kitchen with me after the meal, clearing the remains of roast chicken and preparing plates for the enormous pavlova that Eve had bought for dessert.

“I’m sorry about your father,” I said.

I ran my fingers across the paintwork on the plates in front of me, gold paint over black-and-red-painted designs on the borders. It looked as though it would scratch away with a fingernail, but it didn’t. She turned off the tap—she had been rinsing plates in the huge porcelain sink.

“Thanks,” she said evenly. She dried her hands on a red-and-white-checked towel. “You’ll meet Victoria if you come over next week,” she said. “My sister.”

“Your sister?”

“Oh, she’s the pretty one.” Ingrid smiled.

“Really?” I wondered what that made Ingrid.

She answered my thought. “I’m the one, I suppose, into books.”

I steadied the dessert plates in their stack on the counter. She leaned back against the sink. “Do you want to go and get a drink after this?” she asked. “Back over on your side?”

“OK,” I said. I was curious about her. And something even then told me that she was destined to be part of Ralph’s life in a way I couldn’t ignore. “Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t know!” Ingrid laughed. “I’m new in town, remember? From innocent old Perth.”

She took a large knife and started to slice the pavlova with some clumsiness. “Let’s do this at the table.”

Eve had flown over to Perth just after the death of Ingrid’s father, “to help take care of things,” she told me as we sat in the living room after eating. Ingrid had been alone there in the house, trying to decide what to do with it after her sister, Victoria, had gone back to Queensland following the funeral. Eve arranged for the house to be put on the market. “It was in good shape,” Eve said. “In a good area. Too far out from the city but near the beach, at least. They’ll do well with it.” Real estate was one of her many areas of knowledge and expertise. Ingrid had been thinking of applying to the University of Sydney in any case—she was in her second year at the University of Western Australia then, studying classics and English—and Eve helped to “speed up the process” so that she could start this semester, even though it was a week or so into term. Eve was good friends with someone on the university Senate and not afraid to call on them. “It would have been nonsense for her to have been stuck over there.” She grimaced. “So I brought her back with me. It’s not bad to have some company here in this big old house anyway.”

Ingrid didn’t seem to be listening to any of this. She was talking to Ed and Ralph, and George was watching them. Racer sat up beside her, his gray jaw on her knee, and she stroked his head gently. George seemed older than he had the last time I’d seen him; his graying, sparse hair was thin, swept back from his face, and his cheeks were sunken. He was wearing slippers instead of his usual battered loafers. Despite his look of tiredness there was a light of interest in his eyes, turned on Ingrid.

He looked over at me and winked. “The dog thinks he’s hers now,” he said cheerfully. “No loyalty.”

Ingrid protested, smiling. Racer stayed next to her, his body stretched along the floor and paws out in front of him. Ralph stood up and stepped over the dog carefully and came over to me.

“Come on outside,” he said. “I’ve hardly talked to you.”

We stood outside the back door and he smoked a cigarette.

“Dad’s happy,” he said. “He adores her.”

“That’s good.”

“It’s good, isn’t it?”

“It’s really good.”

The grass of the back lawn was darkening as the light went and the air smelled damp.

“Ralph,” I said. “Are you sick too?”

I don’t know what made me ask it. His arms were folded across his body. He didn’t look at me.

“It’s all in the bloody genes, isn’t it?” He ground his cigarette under his shoe. “Well, not exactly. Let’s go in.”

“Ralph.”

“No. Julia, I don’t want to talk about it. I mean, I’m fine.”

He took my hand quickly, just the fingers, and let it go, and went back inside. My pulse raced and slowed. I followed him in.

It took a while for the gathering to wind down. George was drinking sherry by then, Eve eyeing him grumpily, Ralph fussing over him, finding him the particular glass he liked, the one with the gold rim. Ralph and Ed were staying at the house to “watch the game” with George, a ritual that revolved around tennis on television.

“See you next week,” Eve said to me, and kissed my cheek.

When Ingrid and I left, Ed insisted on driving us to the ferry stop in his newly bought car, a vintage Jaguar, just to show it off. The car was sitting in the driveway next to the house, green with dark green seats and the little leaping cat on the front. The body was a bit knocked around, a dent in the driver’s door, and the paint was wearing thin. I fought an urge to take hold of the cat, to see how firmly it was stuck there, to see if it would break off in my hand.

“It’s nice,” Ingrid said.

She opened the door and sat in the driver’s seat. Ed looked nervous. He was holding the keys in his hand and looked unsure about what to do with them. His other hand rested on the roof of the car. Ingrid put her hands on the wheel.

“I need a car,” she said. “I like this one.”

For a moment Ed looked as though he was going to hand the keys over to her right there. If she’d looked up at him just then I think he might have. But she gazed ahead and dropped her hands and got out of the car.

“You can help me buy one,” she said. “I don’t know anything about cars.”

“Sure, great.” Ed sounded relieved. “I can help you find one.”

“I’d like a Karmann Ghia,” she announced. “Or a Bug. One of those old ones, but it has to go well. Do you think I can find one of those?”

Ed said he thought that would be possible. Ingrid opened the back door and sat down, hands on the back of the driver’s seat. “It’s so strange to have money,” she said, almost sadly.

Everything today was strange, I reflected. Even more than usual the North Shore felt like another—much richer—planet compared with the city I knew across the bridge, and I felt suddenly impatient to leave. I went around to the other side of the car and sat down in the front passenger seat.

Ed took us down the hill, driving too fast, and returned to the house. As we waited there the sky turned into night over the water. On the ferry we sat outside and shivered. Ingrid looked at the city hungrily as it came closer. I didn’t know whether they had ferries in Perth. It seemed like a stupid question.

“Do you like Sydney?” I asked.

“I love it. It’s great to finally be here. I’ve wanted to come east for so long.”

Everyone from Perth who made it east always seemed happy to have left. The salt and spray hung in the air, and the dank smell of the ferry itself, metal and wood. Fireworks started to explode in the sky over Darling Harbour in the distance, followed by a series of muffled bangs as the sound traveled across the water. Showers of orange and green fell and disappeared. We looked at each other, wondering what they were celebrating. I shrugged.

Her cheeks were pink from the cold, eyes shining. We talked about buses and trains and which one we would catch next. The ferry pulled in and we stepped across the swaying deck onto the pier.

We wound up at a pub near my house in Newtown and drank steadily until closing. Ingrid played pool well and beat me three games in a row. “There’s not much else to do in Perth,” she said.

“I thought you were the bookish one.”

“Oh, I am,” she insisted. She shot a red ball into its pocket with a neat clack and chalked her cue.

She drank and talked with me with a kind of obscure determination, as though she were practicing for a part or fulfilling an obligation to its furthest extent. It was hard to tell some of the time whether she was actually enjoying herself. It wasn’t that she was ill at ease. Her composure was the same as it had been all that day. It was a sense of presence that conveyed a strange lack of depth, although her cleverness was obvious. Or it was that whatever depths there were seemed entirely unguessable, unplottable. A dark flash of sadness and seriousness crossed her face now and again, cloud across the sun, and then was gone just as fast. “She’s brilliant,” Ralph had said. She probably was. It was easy to imagine her being a very good student and turning in all her work on time. The jealousy I had felt when she appeared with her empty necklace and pretty hair was a little stone in my heart. It never went away; I feel it still, sometimes, pushing gently against my insides.

But that wasn’t all there was to it. I reminded myself that she was grieving, and recognized the robotic aspect it could produce, the need to concentrate harder than usual to perform everything normally. Perhaps this was behind the earnest way she questioned me about life in Sydney, curious about the neighborhood we were in, how long I’d lived there, the girls who shared the house with me.

I told her what I could about Leah and Johanna. We didn’t all hang out together outside the house, preferring to keep our lives separate. Johanna seemed to spend all her time either studying or partying hard on drugs mixed up by some chemical whiz med student friends, two boys with permanently bloodshot eyes who dropped over once a week and managed to seem competent and smart despite their obvious addictions and insanely risky hobby. It was a different recipe every time, some version of ecstasy or cocaine in little misshapen pills that I tried once or twice but never enjoyed much. Leah was wrapped up with her boyfriend, an intense and silent guy who tried not to stare at my legs if he ran into me coming out of the shower, or making breakfast in the morning.

“It sounds like living with two sisters,” Ingrid said.

I blinked in surprise. “No,” I said. “I don’t think so, anyway. But I guess I wouldn’t know.”

Ingrid nodded thoughtfully. She finished her drink at exactly the same time as me, went to the bar with our glasses in hand and fetched fresh ones, lined up the balls neatly and shot them down, never faltering when she missed, smiling brightly when she won. Losing to her didn’t worry me, and I felt a glow of satisfaction in her skill, pleased and somehow proud to be with someone who played so well. She wasn’t competitive in any straightforward way; it seemed that her pleasure was in the game well played, the difficult shot achieved, rather than in simply beating me. She wore her superiority in the game calmly, but I couldn’t help wondering how she would react if I suddenly pulled off a string of successful shots, as occasionally happened after my second drink. My winning streak didn’t arrive that night and I didn’t get a chance to find out.
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