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The state is the coldest of all cold monsters.

Nietzsche

How does it feel to be a problem?

W.E.B. Du Bois






WHO DECIDES HOW TO READ A NOVEL?

This one can be read in two ways and this e-book provides you with both. In one version, LILI precedes LYLE. In the other, LYLE precedes LILI.

Their stories are the same in both versions, just in a different order.

The choice is yours.
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That was the year we went to Sardinia to meet John Berger’s mistress. The night train travelling along the Côte d’Azur was packed. The heating in our compartment was fierce, so Minna and I took turns to stand in the corridor, where the windows opened, and blocks of raw spring air moved in. People were sprawled there, most of them teenage soldiers with freshly shaved heads. It was necessary to step over their kitbags, and there was grumbling about that. The soldiers spoke louder than was required and shoved one another. I remember the impatience in their faces. One of them was a stocky Corsican – the others called him Bonaparte with good-natured jeers.

The train was running late, with long, mysterious halts between stations. Back in our seats, Minna and I shared a packet of chocolate-coated shortbread, leaning forward to pass it to and fro. Later, thick with sleep, I stumbled over someone’s legs and went out into the corridor. The soldiers were playing dice like soldiers from the Bible, and the toilet was foul.

The Corsican asked if I knew the red chestnut beer brewed in his village. He was offering me a cigarette when the train dragged to a stop. The window showed a Meccano city, its towers and cubes lit by big golden stars; a different soldier explained that it was an oil refinery. Napoleon said that to understand a man you had to know what the world looked like when he was twenty. I was twenty-two and Minna was twenty and it was 1981.
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At the time of that trip, I’d been teaching at a high school in Montpellier for seven months. There were three assistants at the Lycée Jean Moulin: Felipe, Dieter and me. Like hundreds of other foreigners we were employed by the French government to help with the teaching of our native tongues. Dieter and I had contracts that ran from September 1980 to the end of the following May, but Felipe had been an assistant for longer than I’d been alive. In the last weeks of the Spanish Civil War, aged seventeen, he’d fled over the Pyrenees to France. Fascists, finding him gone, threw his sister down a well. Felipe could be observed in the staffroom drinking sour machine coffee with other old men. I was told that he had seven children. Someone else said five – the truth could have been one or none. Wanton procreation was expected of the Spanish, entrenched in French opinion as a backward, priest-ridden race.

The lycée put me up in its boarding house for the first few weeks of teaching, while I looked for somewhere to live. In accordance with the instructions I’d received in Sydney, I’d arrived in Montpellier a week into September. French students had snapped up all the cheap furnished places by then. At the tourist office, the clerk in charge of rentals couldn’t believe it: turning up after classes had resumed and expecting to find accommodation! He placed his palms on the counter and leaned forward to assess me, tossing up whether to despise a foreigner or take pity on a fool.

Dieter threw a party soon after we met. He lived in a hushed, Haussmann-style building with a slate roof. There was a lift in an iron cage, and a marble staircase whose lower steps flared. I took the stairs to the second floor, where one of the double doors to an apartment was open. Dieter’s mother was French, and the apartment belonged to a distant cousin. This cousin had married a diplomat, who was presently stationed in Amman. Their entrance hall was furnished with locked, glass-fronted cabinets that held Middle Eastern antiquities: clay tablets, unglazed figurines and small bowls. A girl in tartan dungarees with brassy pigtails was looking them over. The first thing Minna ever said to me was, ‘Pillage, obviously. I bet they got them out in a diplomatic bag.’ Her English voice was quiet and fierce. She said, ‘Have you seen the paintings? Through here.’ In the living room there were the Sex Pistols and tortured gilt chairs. Minna turned her back on three canvases: ‘Imagine having the money to buy Arcimboldos and buying Arcimboldos.’ She lit a cigarette, and I noticed that she bit her nails.

Johnny Rotten yelled that he didn’t know what he wanted but he knew how to get it. Dieter blew me a kiss and carried on talking to a boy with the small, sleek head of a dancer. Minna told me that she was an artist. She said that there were several assistant language teachers at the party, and led me to one of them, her boyfriend, Nick. He was talking to Deb, another assistante, who was teaching at a different school. Like me, Deb was looking for somewhere to live, but Minna and Nick had an apartment in the old town, le centre historique. They’d signed the lease in June, and spent the summer working in Toulon. Nick had a dark tan and very light blue eyes – a combination I found both creepy and sexy. He spoke kindly to Deb and me: ‘Look, you can’t leave finding a place until September. You have to know how to manage these things.’

Madame Bisset, the head of English at my lycée, had a room for rent in her house. She showed it to me one day. It was warm and bright and the head of a deer glared from one wall. The Bissets’ son had shot it to celebrate his divorce. Madame Bisset drew my attention to a hotplate: ‘You see, this is perfect for your omelette.’ Her house was a short walk from the school, which meant it was a long way from the centre of town, and the buses stopped running at eight.

In the jetlagged hours I’d spent in Paris before catching a train south, I bought a postcard of a Willy Ronis photo. It showed a naked woman washing herself at a basin, a ewer beside her on the flagstone floor. A window set deep in a wall stood open; it had no pane, only a shutter made of vertical planks. I had the boring version of Johnny Rotten’s problem: I knew what I wanted but I didn’t know how to get it. I wanted to live in le centre historique. What was leaving Australia for France if not a wish to live in le centre historique? At Dieter’s party, I said what I feared: ‘I might have to take the Bissets’ room.’

We were eating pretzels and drinking wine. The others, being English, had spent holidays and school exchanges in France. I heard that it was impossible to find decent potato crisps except in the Marks & Spencer in Paris. Deb pointed out that ‘crisp’ was a really super word because the French couldn’t say it. ‘You go around the class and they get their tongues in such a twist. It’s really sweet. You get through a good fifteen minutes that way.’

‘Jelly’s useful as well,’ said Nick. ‘You ask who’s been to England, and how they liked the food. Then they talk for ages about how horrible jelly is and how it made them feel. If you’re lucky, someone stands up and wobbles.’

Minna was wearing a rosary lengthened at the back of her neck with extra links. She was sucking on the crucifix – when she took it out, it had a red lipstick stain. Different music came on. ‘Scary monsters’ … I didn’t know the song but I recognised Bowie’s voice. He was a scary monster for sure, I said, citing the Thin White Duke’s admiration for Hitler. Deb said that Bowie hadn’t meant it like that. Every white Bowie fan I knew had told me the same thing. Deb’s skin was faintly blue like milk that’s been skimmed. She had a doll’s face, pretty and hard.

Dieter came up to us, twisting the end of a joint, saying, ‘Is everyone happy? Soon we will dance. Germans dancing – do not be afraid.’ He asked if we’d met Adalbert. ‘There, near the music. Mein Schatz.’ His beloved was a tall, severely beautiful man modelled from ice. He was old – possibly thirty! ‘I know,’ Dieter said. ‘You are thinking, He looks like a Nazi.’ He told us that Adalbert had once played an SS officer in a film. The director was up and coming, and the film screened at Cannes. Adalbert felt that his career was assured. The world would never tire of films about the Third Reich. He went to Paris and rented a suite at the George V. ‘He was rehearsing being a star, so that when it happened, he would know exactly what to do.’ At the end of a fortnight, Adalbert had spent all his money. Four years on, the best new role he’d had was in a commercial for an electric shaver.

When he wasn’t being a Nazi, Adalbert kept a photo of a house plant in his wallet. He dug it out to show me. His English, like my German, conveyed goodwill rather than meaning, so Dieter translated: ‘This is called elephant’s foot, and it is Adalbert’s favourite plant. Its name is Ramón.’ I said that a plant with leaves the size of platters grew in Sydney and was known as elephant’s ears. But Adalbert had no feeling for elephants. He ran an amorous thumb over the plastic protecting his Schatz.

The party went this way and that. Minna said, ‘The minute they switch to disco, I’m leaving.’ They switched to disco. Nick was humming the Bowie song under his breath as we left. The door of the lift clanged into place, and Minna said, ‘Adalbert – what a name! He’s probably got a sister called Waltraut. There’s only one question to ask about people like that: what did they do during the war?’

‘He’s not that old,’ said Nick.

‘His father’s Austrian – they’re the worst. They have swastikas under their lapels. As for the French, you’ve seen what Dieter’s thieving landlord is capable of. You know Dieter isn’t out to his family, don’t you? Adalbert isn’t allowed to answer the phone – they don’t know he exists.’

In the street, Minna zipped up her jacket. It was made of synthetic fur in a jubilant shade of green. I had to take a taxi back to the school, dipping into my vanishing savings. Minna and Nick walked me to the rank. When they said goodbye, they kissed my cheeks once, twice, three times in the southern way. ‘So stupid,’ said Minna. ‘It takes forever to leave anywhere.’ She rubbed at the lipstick she’d left on my face, saying, ‘Don’t take that room.’
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A furnished apartment came up for rent in le centre historique, in a street near the cathedral that smelled of cold stones. The building, which was the smallest in the street and seemed to be the oldest, had blue wooden shutters at the windows. A date was engraved over the entrance: 1703. The landlord, Monsieur Laval, met me there, and I followed him up a twisting stair. It spiralled around a massive column of roughly plastered stone that rose up from the lobby. What purpose did it serve? When I asked, Monsieur Laval said that it was a very old building, unlike any other and altered over time.

The apartment was on the top floor. Its two thick-walled rooms were like rooms I’d visited in dreams. They contained a few essential things, chairs, a table, a big, high bed that jutted from an alcove in the main room – my search for somewhere to live had taught me that in France ‘furnished’ was only a label used to evict tenants without a fuss. The kitchen had hexagonal tiles on the floor, uneven with use and a soft, blurry red. There was a shower stall there, in a corner, and a round-shouldered fridge. The toilet was a cubicle at the top of steps that corkscrewed up from the landing. It had a small window above head height, a wooden seat, and an enamel W.C. sign on the door. Not so long ago it must have served the whole building, but Monsieur Laval said that it would be for my exclusive use. The other apartments had their own toilets inside.

He also told me that he’d inherited the property and was gradually doing it up. It contained only four apartments, one on each floor – it was ‘very calm, very quiet.’ He’d done all the renovations himself, he went on, and still had one apartment to tackle, on the floor below. He’d just completed this one – the fresh-plaster smell reached to the foot of the stairs.

Monsieur Laval was as twinkly and weathered as a farmer in a children’s book, with bright blue wrinkles for eyes. He lived on a few acres not far from Montpellier, he informed me, and he asked where I was from. That was a question that made me tense up. Seven years earlier, my family had immigrated to Australia from Asia. Where was I from? Monsieur Laval’s tiny eyes widened when I said Australia. ‘C’est loin!’ he exclaimed. It was what every French person said at the mention of Australia. I agreed that it was indeed far away. I didn’t tell him that the distance made it easier to say I came from Australia. As for ‘I’m Australian’, the span of the planet wasn’t great enough for me to claim that.

The apartment cost seven hundred francs a month, more than I’d hoped to pay, but Monsieur Laval explained that the cost of utilities was included in the rent. He said, ‘C’est intéressant.’ He repeated this at intervals in his singing Midi accent – c’est ang-ter-es-sung – as he showed me around. Intéressant was a word that I didn’t fully understand at first. It could mean ‘interesting’, as I’d been taught, but it also carried the shrewd French sense of ‘in one’s interest’. Monsieur Laval was telling me that here was a bargain, while I thought that he was referring to the romance of the place. Two days later, I propped the Ronis postcard beside the deep porcelain sink in the kitchen. The fridge ground its teeth in welcome. The key to the front door was cold and heavy and the length of my hand.
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My favourite stallholder at the open-air food market always dressed in a cracked leather jacket and motorcycle boots. Sandrine dyed her hair a frank, hard black and wore it in a long ponytail to one side. She liked me and expressed it by drawing my attention to this or that vegetable: ‘C’est ang-ter-es-sung.’ What was interesting about potatoes, about cabbages? This small opacity held my attention like a dark figure in a snowy field. There was something brutal about being flung into a foreign language – something thrilling, too. In those early weeks, I sometimes stood aside from myself, watching my progress as if following a character in a novel. Asking the way or opening a bank account, I’d listen to myself reproducing sentences from grammar books. I relished the strangeness of it as I relished the square-ruled notebook I bought and the chalky ring deposited in saucepans by the hard water. Everything was proof that I was living a different life.

The main square in the centre had an official name, but because it was egg-shaped everyone called it L’Oeuf. A promenade lined with horse chestnuts led away from one end. The trees had ripened and changed colour, and that too, the spectacular intensity of a northern autumn, was new. On weekends, old people sat on benches under the astonishing trees. Small children rode their tricycles carefully into each other. One Sunday there were sideshows. I watched a man aiming rope rings at the necks of dazed, tethered geese. It struck me as a sight from another century, something Flaubert would have seen.
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Nîmes was only half an hour away by train. I went there on a grey Sunday with a questing wind. There were Roman mosaics to inspect, and a Roman amphitheatre where bullfights were now held. The wall in the amphitheatre was just high enough to prevent someone leaping it to escape. That was something I didn’t notice at the time. My mind was busy with sums as I walked about the city under clouds of yellow leaves. My salary wasn’t generous, and I wasn’t used to budgeting by the month. Train fares were cheaper if bought in advance, so along with my ticket to Nîmes, I’d bought two returns to Paris. I had Australian friends there, and we planned to spend Christmas together as well as the three-day break coming up for Toussaint. There was a phrase I’d encountered in novels, un fin de mois difficile. It referred to running short of money at the end of a month – I knew that, but I felt the force of the expression for the first time when I added up my fares, the admission fees to the sites in Nîmes and the cost of the long cheese sandwich I’d bought for lunch.

Crusty flakes from the sandwich littered my coat as I walked the stern gravel paths of a park. If I were to sit on a bench, within minutes a man would sit beside me and ask my name. If I didn’t answer, he’d ask a different question or invite me to have a drink. He’d leave after a while, and almost at once another man would take his place. Men like that were familiar to me. They wandered around Montpellier as well, under the blazing wreckage of public trees. They were North Africans, formally dressed in pressed trousers and jackets that didn’t match. Their shoes had creases across the instep but had been polished until they gleamed. On Sundays, the French retreated to their villas and their families. The streets were left to foreigners who had nowhere to go. If I answered one of those men politely, he’d move up to sit with his thigh along mine.

In Montpellier a flea market was held every Sunday under the eighteenth-century aqueduct that still supplied the city’s fountains. I examined rust-spotted lawn nighties there, varnish-dim paintings, cracked faïence plates. Much of this trash was priced like treasure, but I kept going back. Madame Bisset had lent me bed linen, inherited from her grandmother, to spare me the expense of buying my own. The sheets were monogrammed and weighty, fit for a shroud, and they took two hours to dry. I’d feed coin after coin into a machine in the laundromat and head to the market over the road.

Sometimes a procession of dark blue vans tore up to the aqueduct. Gendarmes would swarm out, station themselves around the market and set about checking people’s papers. I was always asked for ID, but as soon as I showed my passport, I was waved on. Australians were not ang-ter-es-sung. It always ended the same way, with a group of North African men herded into a van. I began to see why they put such effort into looking respectable. The French can overlook a whole heap of things if you’ve taken trouble with your shoes.

In a cafe near my apartment, a hand-tinted photograph of a port hung on a wall. It was labelled ‘Algiers, 1938’. The owner noticed me looking at it and said, ‘The bay was so blue.’ He said, ‘Bloody Arabs!’ and went on polishing a glass. I thought of him, in the park in Nîmes, and I thought of the vans. Then I swore at the man who hissed when I paused to look at a statue. We were the same colour, the North Africans and I, and that counted for a lot, but it didn’t count enough.

Deb told me, ‘I keep a big hatpin handy. Anyone tries anything, I let him have it.’ She offered to procure me a pin. Deb was in my debt. She’d taken Madame Bisset’s room. When I asked how she planned to get around after the buses stopped, Deb said that she’d rented a moped. I was stunned by her efficiency and common sense. I pictured her speeding along boulevards, the wind slapping her pretty, blue face. I didn’t know how to manage these things. When my family emigrated it felt as if we’d been stood on our heads. Events and their meanings came at us from new angles. Seven years had passed, but the three of us were still trying to manage that.
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The scaffolding of study had held me up for as long as I could remember. Now that I’d graduated, the scaffolding had come down. Things felt makeshift. Wind rushed about my ears. Being young and clever and streaked with unfocused ambition, I was given to panic. My life was a bridge strung across a ravine: I was moving over it fast, and it was collapsing behind me like a scene in an old film. Safety lay in keeping my eyes fixed on my destination – but where was that? I tried to believe that I was looking into the unbroken perspective of possibility. I wanted to be loose-shouldered, to leap and twist. I wanted to be adventurous, to flower, but always a whispering voice returned. What will become of you? it asked. I was stalled at the lights. I was waiting for a sign. I was waiting for a letter. The letter might or might not provide me with direction. My days were pure suspension: time out of time, neither before nor after, a tireless now.

All this was complicated by two things. The first was loneliness. In bed at night I’d hold my own hand for comfort when falling asleep. Living alone signified adulthood, but I missed the noises gusting about share houses: voices and music, enormous sneezes, feet thumping down stairs. Loneliness was shameful. The thing to do was to transform it into solitude – but how? Solitude was lofty and literary, the realm of men and exceptional women. I’d written my undergraduate thesis on one of those women. Simone de Beauvoir was philosophy, Paris, politics, progress. I wanted to be her. I wanted her life. She was Bold, Intelligent Woman. When she wasn’t much older than I, de Beauvoir accepted a teaching post in Marseille. She had no friends there and spent her weekends striding about the rocky hills behind the town. When colleagues said that she risked being raped, she dismissed their warnings as ‘a mere spinsterish obsession’. She wrote, ‘there were certain things, such as accidents, serious illnesses or rape, which simply could not happen to me’.

The Promenade du Peyrou ran from one end of le centre historique. I returned to that esplanade often – it gave me Australia’s large sky. There were views over the city and of hills slumped on the horizon. Long walks – stride, stride – carried me to the outskirts of Montpellier, but the hills remained distant. Passing villas submerged in discretion, I fought the wish for someone to talk to. Adalbert had returned to the West Berlin record store where he worked, which left Dieter, too, on his own. But Dieter was taking a linguistics unit at the university and was supplied with student friends. He’d mentioned a gay club as well – he didn’t need my company, and I was too ashamed to ask for his. Minna had given me her address, but I was squeamish about intruding on the life of couples. I thought of it as solemn, ceremonial, fused. My experience of it had been nothing of the kind, but I believed that other people had more talent or fewer doubts.

The other thing on my mind was a discovery I’d made: my apartment was cold. My street was a cobblestoned crevice, and the building across the way was taller than mine. Between four in the afternoon and half-past seven in the morning my windows were black. The sun conducted itself like a timid visitor, entering my rooms hesitantly and fleeing in haste. There was a heater, fired by a hefty blue gas cylinder that Monsieur Laval had promised to replace when it ran out. He set up the heater in the doorway between the two rooms, saying that it would heat the whole apartment. After ten days of heating the whole apartment the cylinder was empty, and I tried to ring Monsieur Laval. I returned again and again to the phone box. Finally, he answered and told me that he’d replace the cylinder at the end of the month.

‘You said that you’d replace it when it ran out.’

‘It should last a month.’

‘It hasn’t.’

‘Buy another one.’

‘Where? And how would I get it to my apartment? In any case, we agreed that you —’

He made one of those expressive French noises like a verbal shrug. Then he hung up.
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When striding around tired me out, I’d go to a down-at-heel cafe for warmth. It was the kind of place where old men hunched over drinks at the zinc-topped bar. Chronic little miseries seeped from the clientele – not operatic desolation, but the everyday erosion worked by creeping age and never quite enough money. A woman with receding eyes was always there, sitting in a corner with the furry croissant of a dog clutched to her heart. It was in that cafe that I learned to drink tea without milk. Milk came in a single-serve stainless-steel jug, whereas hot water was unlimited and free. The toilet à la turque was grim, but for the price of a cup of tea I was left alone for hours to draw up lesson plans, write homesick letters and read. There was never a flick-flick – the lightning, down-and-up glance with which the French took in every detail of someone’s appearance from shoes to hair. In the upmarket cafes at L’Oeuf, the flick-flick assessed, classified and dismissed me in the time it took to blink.

As October lengthened, the cold occupied my apartment like a malign force. The walls were icy – centuries of winter were trapped in the stone. To pass the long evenings, I’d get into bed, fully dressed, and read. The cold pressed into the sockets of my eyes and made them ache. My magnificent sheets seemed permanently damp. I’d go to sleep in my sleeping-bag and wake with my breath misting the air. When I thought of the weather that lay ahead, I knew I’d have to move. But where would I go? No one vacated apartments with winter coming on. Madame Bisset’s centrally heated room hung in my mind; it would be like living inside a mitten. Every time I brushed my teeth at the sink where I washed my dishes – a dual functionality that disgusted me – I was confronted with Ronis’s naked woman and her open window. It was a photograph of summer. Why hadn’t I seen that?

A couple called Berty lived on the ground floor of my building. Whenever I passed their door I’d hear them laughing. If I ran into them in the lobby, they’d greet me brightly, crying Bonjour! with brilliant smiles as they hurried outside or shut their door in my face. The apartment below mine was unoccupied, awaiting the ministrations of Monsieur Laval. The tenant on the floor below that lived by himself. Our letterboxes supplied his name, too: Rinaldi.

One evening as I was heading up the stairs, his door was open. Rinaldi was standing just inside. We remarked on the gusty weather, and he asked where I was from. He said, ‘L’Australie! C’est loin!’ I told him that my flight from Sydney to Paris had taken twenty-eight hours. Rinaldi flapped a veal-coloured hand and looked pleasingly aghast. I must have wanted to convey that I was no stranger to heroic air travel because I found myself telling him where I’d been born. I heard my earnest, teacherly voice add, ‘There are people from all over the world in Australia.’

Rinaldi said, ‘Un pays poubelle.’ His tone was affable – he was merely filing away the fact that Australia was a garbage bin for humans – and he smiled as he spoke. He said that we’d have to have a drink sometime. I went on up the stairs.

After that, it seemed that Rinaldi’s door was open whenever I went past at the end of the day. Warm air was an invitation streaming out. There’d be a light under the door to his living room but his hallway was always dark. A long coat hung there in the shadows – I’d forget about it and then, seeing it from the corner of my eye, think that someone was standing there.
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Days of rain gave way to an urgent blue sky. The wind was hissing at my windows when I woke, but the sky and the sun shouted that this was a You Have Won the Car and the Holiday and the Money kind of day. I went downstairs joyfully, stepped into the street, and the mistral struck. Water from my eyes ran down my face as I sped across squares, along the tight, wind-funnelling streets. A figurine in an eighteenth-century nativity scene at the local museum came into my mind: a shepherd staggering in a wind-swirled cloak, one hand hanging onto his hat.

At the market, Sandrine had abandoned her rock-goddess look for a quilted coat, a scarf pulled up over her mouth and a beanie. The mistral would last three days, or possibly six or nine, she told me – it was always a multiple of three. And snow was predicted the following week, for Toussaint. I said that I’d be spending the holiday weekend in Paris. Sandrine was of the opinion that Paris was a filthy place. A woollen finger pointed to her ponytail. ‘Once I was stuck there for a whole month. The pollution was so bad, I had to wash my hair every week.’

Rinaldi, wearing nothing warmer than a trench coat, was lurking near the letterboxes when I got back. I greeted him and would have continued up the stairs, but he stood in my way. A merry cackling started up behind the Bertys’ door, as if they could see me there, weighed down by shopping, with Rinaldi cutting off my escape.

There was a cupboard in the base of the column that reared from the lobby. That was where the garbage bins were kept – the Bertys put them out for collection at night. Rinaldi deposited a bulging plastic bag in one of the bins and gestured at the stony heights above: ‘One can imagine a woman walled up alive there as a punishment. Or thrown down the stairs, and this structure built to hide the corpse. Things like that used to happen. Those who are chosen feel the reverberations still.’

He smiled then, showing humble teeth the colour of old paper. ‘You understand astrology, of course,’ he informed me. Now we were on familiar ground. Astrology was one of the subjects that came up around me in Australia. The others were cricket, Buddhism, yoga and lentils. ‘I am a Ram,’ announced Rinaldi. ‘You, mademoiselle, are certainly a Virgin. Fire and Earth. It might appear that we have little in common. But there is everything to discover.’

I edged towards the stairs, and he stood aside to let me pass. But he followed close behind, talking nonsense about Destiny – ‘That which is shrouded but certain. You might believe you have eluded yours, but it will be waiting for you.’ On his landing, he said he hadn’t forgotten that we’d agreed to have a drink. He said, ‘Tuesday evening, then.’ That was how he spoke – in assertions. I replied that I didn’t have a free evening that week. To forestall any suggestion of meeting over the long weekend, I added that I’d be going away for Toussaint.

‘We are all on a journey,’ said Rinaldi. ‘But what is the destination? As your Hamlet says,’ he switched to English, ‘that is the question.’
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Returning from Paris, as the train pulled into Montpellier I thought back to the trip going the other way. Then the train had deposited me in a city of silvery light, mist and frozen white skies – it was like being delivered into a pearl. Montpellier was a sapphire, a cold, glitzy blue. As soon as the shops opened, I bought a two-bar electric radiator. It would cost a packet to run, but what was that to me? The bill would go to Monsieur Laval, which seemed only fair. That night I set the heater on low, plugged it in and slept in blissful warmth. A gentle plastic fragrance woke me towards dawn. The plug on the heater cord was melting into the wall socket. Too late, I remembered Monsieur Laval telling me with pride that he’d done all the wiring in the building himself.

One morning soon afterwards I touched the tiled wall while showering, and an electric shock thrilled up my arm. This time I went to a cafe to call so that I’d be warm while I waited. Monsieur Laval answered at last. My voice was triumphant – the apartment was unsafe, he’d be forced to act! I repeated, ‘The shower is dangerous.’

He spoke with the deliberate patience of a Frenchman called on to demonstrate logic to a foreigner. ‘In that case, mademoiselle, don’t take showers.’

On my way home I passed a salon de thé. Someone rapped on the window – I noticed that one of Minna’s pigtails was tied with a sock. I sat at her table, and we began at once, as if we’d planned it, to tell each other about our lives. Minna’s father was a Jew from Hamburg. His father had refused to leave Germany, even after Kristallnacht. He maintained that Hitler looked exactly like a slow-witted stablehand his parents had employed and could pose no credible threat. So Minna’s grandmother arranged visas to Britain for herself and her children, and Minna’s grandfather suffocated in a cattle car on his way to a camp.

On learning that my mother’s mother was Armenian, Minna said, ‘So we both have genocide in our history.’ I didn’t say that my Armenian ancestors had left Turkey well before 1915, because what struck me wasn’t ‘genocide’ but ‘history’. If Minna had asked why my mother’s people left their homeland and ended up in Asia, I’d have answered in terms of wishes and luck. In the same way, I didn’t think of the forces that took my family to Australia as history or even politics but only as our lives. That might have been because none of us had died in those upheavals, but more probably because I hadn’t read about them in novels, unlike the Holocaust and the Spanish Civil War. It was the beginning for me of thinking about why some people had history and other people had lives.

Another thing I learned that day was that months earlier, in London, Minna had fractured her arm. She’d been thinking of taking a year off art school to live with Nick in France, and the accident decided her. They’d driven over at the beginning of June and meandered south. Minna said, ‘It was the time of les fruits rouges.’ She didn’t speak much French but would suddenly pull out a phrase like les fruits rouges. ‘We lived on strawberries, raspberries, cherries. The strawberries were so big, we took turns taking bites.’ The life of couples – loneliness ran into every cranny as if I’d swallowed black milk. Minna’s eyes were as small as almonds, and the colour of almonds as well. They inspected me, and her soft, frightening voice asked, ‘Why are you sad?’ I wasn’t going to admit to feeling lonely, so I told her about my apartment instead.

‘Your landlord is a peasant,’ said Minna. ‘Peasants are rapacious – it’s a universal truth. Marx had no time for them.’ She said that French law required the provision of heating in rental properties – a revelation to me, accustomed to the rubbishy tenancy arrangements of a garbage-bin country. When she heard that I paid my rent in cash, Minna said, ‘Lili, before the end of today you’re going to ring that piece of shit. Tell him he’s guilty of tax evasion for a start. Tell him he’s breaking multiple laws, and that you intend to report him to the authorities. Say “the authorities”. Nothing impresses the French like authority – think what excellent collaborators they made.’

Monsieur Laval resisted at first, so I borrowed Minna’s quiet, scary voice. ‘I’ve been invited to this country,’ I said. ‘I know people in authority.’ After a while it was agreed: Monsieur Laval would provide me with three cylinders of gas a month. He delivered them the following day, huffing them up the stairs one by one. After the third, he had to sit down. He looked at the bottle of wine on my table but accepted a glass of water. He said, ‘Ce n’est pas normal,’ and repeated it a few times. It wasn’t clear whether he was referring to the water or to the bargain we’d struck. In any case he was no longer merry, and I felt sorry about that. Minna was wrong: Monsieur Laval wasn’t a piece of shit but only an old trickster who’d been outsmarted. The people in authority would have happily trampled us both, and that counted for something, although it didn’t count enough.

Another thing Monsieur Laval brought me that day was a rubber mat. He assured me that there’d be no problem if I stood on it while showering. So I did and I also took very good care not to touch the tiles, and in that way I avoided being electrocuted in France.
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At night, electric lanterns strung on chains lit Minna and Nick’s street. In that part of the centre, Enlightenment architects with formal, beautiful pictures in their minds had created mansions of biscuity stone. Once the town houses of aristocrats, they now served as offices for lawyers and medical specialists, or grandiose apartments for the rich. Their street doors, wide and tall enough to admit carriages, were kept shut. A pamphlet from the tourist office had informed me that staircases and courtyards classified as national treasures could be found behind those majestic doors. Sometimes one stood open, allowing a glimpse of an elaborate balustrade or a potted tree. I told myself gloomily that I’d never have access to more of France than its splendid façade.

Minna and Nick’s building wasn’t a mansion but it was solid and high, with long, shallow-stepped flights of stairs. Their apartment, which must once have been used for storage or servants, occupied a space off the landing between two floors. The front door, set flush with the wall of the landing, looked as if it gave onto a cupboard but opened to reveal a string of four rooms. That echo of Narnia lifted the apartment out of the ordinary and the everyday at once. But it cost no more than mine. When Minna handed me a glass of wine on my first visit, I found myself swallowing envy as well. I looked and looked at everything – at art postcards propped on a shelf, a portable sewing machine, a Gitanes ashtray moulded from blue tin. The ashtray was spotless. As we talked, Minna tapped her cigarette on the rim of a vase full of flowers.

When it grew dark and the shutters were closed, lamps turned the rooms tender and mysterious. They were set in an enfilade so people walked through them in a straight line – it made casual movement look ceremonial. The ceilings were low, and Nick ducked his head when passing through a door or under the beam that ran across the living room. He had thick brown hair, the kind described as moppy. His books were stacked beside chairs, mostly white Folio paperbacks. He was reading only French writers while he was in France, he told me. I’d borrowed The Women’s Room from the American Library and felt ashamed.

The street door had a decorative iron knocker, a woman’s hand wearing a wedding ring. The door was kept locked, and the secret apartment had no buzzer, so visitors had to stand in the street and shout. Minna told me to whistle ‘L’Internationale’ on my next visit so that she’d know it was me. I didn’t know the tune, so she stood up and so did Nick. Minna was wearing a blue vinyl mini and a shrunken leopard-print top, and Nick hadn’t changed out of the secondhand suit he wore to work. Side by side, they threw back their shoulders and sang:


C’est la lutte finale

Groupons-nous et demain

L’Internationale

Sera le genre humain!
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Minna’s mind worked in metaphors, spotting hidden connections. At the flea market she pointed to a wastepaper basket with a rim: ‘A perfect summer hat.’ She pounced on a girly maxi dress, blue with yellow sprigs and a ruffle down the front. The next time I saw it, Minna had slit open the ruffle, causing the neckline to plunge and revealing the lime-green shirt she was wearing under the dress. ‘My aim is the uglification of clothes,’ she declared. If I made the mistake of appearing in velvet or paisley, Minna would mime vomiting. ‘The sixties are over! Only someone as pretty as you could get away with dressing like a frump.’ She approved of an oversized, punky jumper with sleeves that hung down over my hands, but said that it would be better if it had holes.

The flick-flicks grew frenzied around Minna. She stirred a special mix of horror and pity in the breasts of French men. They wished to save her, but how? They might have been watching a mountaineer step wilfully off an alp – it was tragic, and there was nothing to be done. Whenever the sight of Minna induced that look of appalled bewilderment, we’d cry, ‘Goal!’, wet a finger and mark a strike on the air.

We were at the flea market one day when the gendarmes swooped. First they rounded up a Roma woman and her two children, all three in dragging skirts. Then they moved on to the North Africans. As usual, I was asked for my papers as I left. Minna wasn’t – she glared at the gendarme who’d stopped me and thrust her passport in his face.

Montpellier had no industry, Minna said, so North African men ended up working in construction or building roads. Many were harkis, Algerians who’d served as auxiliaries in the French army during the fight for independence. Afterwards they’d fled Algeria to avoid reprisals, but France had no use for them now. A reunification program, set up after protracted delays, had finally made it possible for their families to join them, but its implementation was slow. I had an honours degree in French, but that was the kind of thing Minna knew. Once, looking out at the city from the Promenade du Peyrou, she drew my attention to a forbidding set of buildings with small, barred windows. It was the maison d’arrêt, where prisoners were held on remand, and was known to locals as Le Château.

My degree had included a compulsory course in French history, I told Minna. ‘It was called Civilisation. Civilisation began with the Sun King and ended with May ’68. The Algerian war didn’t come into it. Everything we needed to know about Algeria could be found in Camus.’

We paused in front of a patisserie to scrutinise its display. Minna put out a hand and pushed up my fringe. Frowning at my reflection in the window, she asked, ‘Why are you afraid of showing your face?’ Her shaggy green jacket looked opulent, blurred into glory by the glass.
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Sometimes Nick and Minna became a French couple, Gaston and Clothilde. Gaston, the director of his family’s bank, found it disturbing to associate with anyone whose family assets didn’t include a bank. The deaths of only three people stood between Gaston and a château with a vineyard and a torture chamber. Clothilde’s hobbies were attending Mass and pro-life demonstrations. Their daughter, Marie-France, expelled from her finishing school, had taken the skills honed on mutilating small animals to a splinter group of Basque separatists. ‘It is quite usual for young girls to go through a terrorist phase,’ explained Clothilde. ‘I myself remember going out in public without my pearls at that age. You see, I’d recently met Gaston. He was unbelievably handsome in his uniform. Fresh from the colonies, there was such a fragrance of Indochinese blood around him – I quite lost my head.’

‘Never will I forget my first sight of you, chérie. You were as exquisite as my horse.’

Once a week, the three of us would have dinner in a crêperie or treat ourselves to couscous at a Moroccan restaurant called Le Maghreb. Deb usually joined us, and Dieter as well. Dieter had wide eyes and glossy chestnut hair curling above a pure, high brow – he looked like a startled angel. Minna told him, ‘You belong in the lower left corner of a painting, playing a lute.’ She tilted the carafe of wine over his glass and poured too much, creating an overflow. Nick, mopping up the spill, said, ‘It’s always like this. You should see what happens when she runs a bath.’

The sleek boy like a dancer who’d been at Dieter’s party often came along to those dinners. His name was Pascal. He was studying law, and his parents were friends with Dieter’s landlord. Every Frenchman seemed to own a jumper in a well-behaved shade of yellow or blue, and Pascal always wore a pale yellow jumper with argyle socks to match. He never said very much, and I wondered why he bothered with us at all. Minna thought the answer was obvious: ‘He’s spying, reporting back to Dieter’s disgusting cousin about his friends.’

Dieter lived in West Berlin because Berliners were excused from military service, but he’d grown up in Bamberg. Minna said that she’d spent two weeks in Bamberg on a school exchange. ‘It was the worst winter in years, thirty below. We had to eat frozen vegetables. The fresh ones turned black from the cold as soon as you took them out of the supermarket. My host family wanted to show me the region, so I asked to visit Nuremberg. They beamed. They said the castle and the medieval Altstadt were wunderschön. I told them that I wanted to see the courthouse where the trials had taken place, and they were mystified – “What trials?”’

Dieter laughed at Minna’s outrage. Once he arrived with a present for her. It was a photograph of himself and his brothers. ‘I know you will cherish it, Minna. See – all four of us in lederhosen. In the street.’ His teasing was good-tempered – he was one of those rare people with a great capacity for amusement and none for mockery. In the staff dining room at the lycée, he’d nudge me in delight whenever the French did French things: stirring sugar into their yoghurt, or complaining that steak oozing pink had been overcooked.
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A newspaper lay on a table in the staffroom. I read that Louis Althusser had murdered his wife, a sociologist called Hélène Rytmann. There was also a feature on the Yorkshire Ripper. He’d murdered a thirteenth woman, a university student called Jacqueline Hill. At first he’d been called a killer of prostitutes, and that label had persisted, although he murdered all kinds of women. The paper reported that one lived in terror now in the north of England, where no one was safe. I understood that ‘one’ meant ‘women’ and ‘now’ meant ‘since the murder of another nondisposable female’ and ‘no one’ meant ‘not even the middle class’.

The south of France was not the north of England, but the November evenings were just as dark. In the claustrophobic, badly lit streets near the cathedral, it was easy to believe that someone was waiting in a doorway, concealed. At times there really would be someone there, teenage lovers as self-centred as statues, or someone lighting a cigarette out of the wind. My building had no security system, so the street door was closed but left unlocked. If Rinaldi were to murder me, I told myself, it would be blamed on an intruder. The Bertys would howl with laughter at the turn of events.

I spied Rinaldi in the local mini-mart, briefcase under his arm, buying a pack of frozen peas. He was at least forty, but his springy hair was still lavish and dark – even his hair thought well of itself. One half of his shirt collar was tucked into his jumper while the other protruded. It was the kind of detail that would appear in newspaper profiles when he was finally arrested. His freezer would contain nothing but peas and an assortment of body parts. Sometimes I scared myself in a way that tangled with pleasure, and sometimes I was just scared.

I was scared when visiting the W.C. after dark. With stone pressing in on both sides, the stair in my building was always cold. It was also dim, even at noon on the brightest day, but was lit at night with a hard white glare. Whenever one of the lights timed out, the darkness that followed seemed blacker than black. There was a timer switch on my landing but not at the top of the steps that led to the W.C. above. By the time I’d finished in there, the light on my landing had always timed out. I wasn’t afraid of falling as I made my way down in the dark. But anyone could be waiting on the steps below, hidden by the bend in the stair. I’d stand outside the W.C., listening to the silence. Silence is pure potential. It can contain anything. The Yorkshire Ripper had come out of the dark to stab Jacqueline Hill again and again with a screwdriver. By the time he was through, her body must have resembled a pulpy red fruit.

The W.C. problem weighed on me to the point that I considered asking Dieter if he’d sublet a room to me. But which room? His apartment had three bedrooms, but one spare was a study and the other was kept locked. Minna and Nick would try to outdo each other in speculation about what it contained. The stolen Gibson Stradivarius? Pharaonic gold from the Valley of the Kings? I’d have settled for sleeping on Dieter’s couch – but I couldn’t recall a couch, only those nervous golden chairs. Anyway, in daylight hours I was too ashamed to tell people that I was afraid. In daylight hours I’d berate myself for my spinsterish obsession. By that contemptuous ‘spinsterish’ de Beauvoir must actually have meant something like ‘virginal’. She relished sex but was a spinster herself, having turned down Sartre when he proposed marriage. Jacqueline Hill too was a spinster, and I hoped, against the odds, that in her short life she’d enjoyed plenty of good sex.

My jaw often ached that winter – after a while I realised that I was clenching my teeth from fear. Why didn’t I buy a torch to light me down from the W.C.? I could have shone it into the eyes of an intruder. But I reasoned that my fear had no grounds so the expense was unnecessary. What I find remarkable now is that I valued my life at something less than a few francs.
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Minna fingered my duffel coat as I slipped free of it in a restaurant. ‘There’s no lining,’ she said. ‘This coat’s useless.’

A man had bought it for me during the Sydney winter just past. In my black duffel coat, a black poloneck and narrow black jeans, I became Bold, Intelligent Woman. Proof arrived in the realisation that I was wasting my time with the man.

The next time I saw Minna, she led me to a secondhand clothing shop in a pungent street. A rack held suit jackets of the kind North Africans wore. Minna went straight to the winter coats. ‘This one,’ she said.

It was a man’s coat, a dusky-green herringbone tweed, weighty to lift. The lining, pale grey silk, was ripped around one armhole – my hand slid into the lining rather than the sleeve. Minna said, ‘Lots of my London friends have big old coats like that. They’re really taking off.’ She walked around the shop, chewing a fingernail, yanking clothes from racks. She flattened a purple mohair jumper against herself and pulled a face. I bought the coat.

We’d plunged into friendship, Minna and I, like addicts immersing ourselves in a drug. It sustained and surrounded us. We swam about in it, pulled each other in deeper. We used silly translations, saying ‘Stale Mail Street’ for Rue de l’Ancien Courrier, ‘twice-cookeds’ for biscuits. In the street, we linked arms and stared avidly into the faces of passers-by. We’d whisper to each other, ostentatiously covering mouth with hand and sniffing each other’s hair. Anything – a man flinging his scarf over one shoulder, a mannequin in blue lace underwear – could make us laugh so hard that we had to cling together to keep from collapsing. Crammed onto the twirly seat of a photo booth, we grimaced or vamped it up for the camera – what became of those strips of snaps? We stumbled upon The Most Beautiful Woman in France and would gaze respectfully at her through the window of the travel agency where she worked. She was full-bodied, sumptuous. She had cornrows fastened into a chignon, and pastel suits that glowed against her skin. ‘Great colours,’ said Minna judiciously, ‘and awful clothes.’

Our giggly nonsense must have been maddening for Nick – I see that now. At the time I felt only resentful when Minna left me to head home to him. A vague undercurrent ran between Nick and me. For one thing, we were slightly competitive when it came to speaking French. My accent and grammar were better than Nick’s, and my vocabulary wider. But his holidays in France had given him an ease with the language – he slipped into it like a shirt softened by wear. Novels set in the countryside had provided me with words for the natural world, for beech tree and vole and a rut in the road, but I’d arrived in Montpellier not knowing how to ask for a chequebook. Nick knew the name of the leader of the Communist Party and that une clope was slang for une cigarette.

He was enviably adept at defusing tension and setting people at ease. His light manner had real power. The three of us were heading somewhere one evening, when a man in a worker’s blue overall rippled forward. His arms were extended, blocking our way, and it was obvious that he’d been drinking. Nick said pleasantly, ‘Ça va?’

‘Ah non, ça ne va pas du tout.’ The man spoke with a drunk’s concentration, his red lips moving carefully in the thicket of his beard. His mother had died, he said – he was on his way to the station, to catch a train home.

Nick placed his hand briefly on the man’s arm. ‘That’s terribly sad. It’ll be hard without her.’

‘Merci, camarade.’ He was gone.

My thoughts kept looping back to that man. His strained face and solid black beard had lent him the air of a hero from Dostoyevsky: exalted, crazed. I said as much to Nick. He asked, ‘Which man do you mean?’

‘The guy whose mother had died.’

Nick thought a moment. ‘Oh, right.’

He’d known, beautifully, exactly what to say, acknowledging a stranger’s sorrow without offering easy consolation. Then he’d forgotten him. You have to know how to manage these things.
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I didn’t have to teach on Friday afternoons, but Nick did. That was when Minna and I would loll around her place, listening to music and looking through her fashion magazines. Their scented pages trafficked in transformation: Future You is Looking Good! Growing up, I’d tried to avoid magazines like that – they were expensive and they represented defeat. They were devoured by girls who left school at fifteen. Yes, I said to Minna, yes, the clothes were luscious, preposterous and inventive. ‘But who can buy them? They’re stratospherically priced.’

‘Look at the colours,’ said Minna. ‘Look at the shapes. You don’t have to buy the clothes, they’re an invitation to think. Look at the print on this shirt – mauve next to green. You see those colours in Tintoretto. The Venetians loved putting greens next to pinks.’

Sprawled on the floor beside her, eating Belgian chocolates from a box, I thought, This moment, now – this is happiness. However long I live, I’ll never be as happy again. A faint, pleasurable ache came over me, a nostalgia for the present. Minna lit another cigarette and sighed. ‘More and more, I think fashion’s what I really want to do. But how do I tell Nick? You’ve seen those jeans he wears. He thinks fashion’s just … fashiony.’

When I think of Minna, I remember the music we listened to together – Lou Reed, the B-52s, Nina Hagen, the Slits. We played Parallel Lines so often that the tape stretched. Debbie Harry was plastic, photos, pocket computers, phones. She was Sexy, Modern Woman. I wanted to be her. I wanted her life. I wanted to be Bold, Intelligent Woman as well, but could it be done?

We snacked our way through those afternoons – chocolates, little cakes, packets of buttery twice-cookeds. I felt myself slipping back to childhood, to sugar and make-believe. When sugary energy fizzed up in us, we’d pogo around to ‘Spanish Bombs’. There was also a bootleg of Klaus Nomi singing at a German club. We hit rewind over and over, striking dramatic poses and screaming, ‘TOTAL eclipse!’ while Nomi’s countertenor flew.

Minna’s favourite shirt was bubblegum pink with orange leaves. ‘I love this shade of pink,’ she told me. ‘It goes with everything. Neon colours are modern joy.’ Then she picked up a pair of scissors, saying, ‘I have to do this, Lili, you’re driving me nuts.’ In the bathroom, the basin was dusted with freckles of makeup. A black cross-hatching of hair joined them as Minna lopped off my fringe. A stranger’s face was waiting in the mirror. Minna looked as if someone had switched on a light inside her. She said, ‘Don’t you dare grow it again. Ever. Promise?’ She laid her cheek against mine and told my reflection, ‘Your skin’s the most beautiful colour.’

A crack of disappointment opened inside me. Minna might as well have said, See? I find dark skin attractive – congratulate me! ‘Ce n’est pas ang-ter-es-sung,’ I told her. It was our most cutting criticism. We went on examining each other in the mirror, our eyes juicy. Nick’s key grated in the door.
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Dieter and I had a drink after work. I got home to find that the bulb on my landing had burnt out. What was more urgent was that I needed the W.C. I went straight up there, and when I came out I left the door open and the light on. I was fitting my key into my front door, aided by the faint illumination from above, when a voice spoke at my back. ‘Good evening, dear neighbour. Your bulb’s gone.’

Rinaldi had crept up silently behind me. I looked at his feet, as he stood there in the shadows at the head of the stairs – he was wearing sneakers. ‘Oh, I frightened you,’ he said, not apologetically. ‘It is typical of your sign to startle easily. A magnesium deficiency is also indicated.’ He held out something pale – an envelope. ‘A letter for you. It was in my box.’ He’d gathered it up with the rest of his mail, he told me, and only just discovered the mistake.

He handed me the envelope and our fingers touched. ‘Have you received a letter addressed to me, by any chance?’ he went on. ‘I’m expecting an important communication that seems to have been delayed.’ He propped himself against the wall, settling in for a chat.

I said that I hadn’t seen his letter. ‘But I’ll be sure to put it in your box if I do.’

He didn’t like that. ‘Be careful you don’t break your neck going down these stairs,’ he said. ‘It’s the kind of thing that can happen so easily. I’ll have to watch out on my way down. It would be too bad if I had an accident because I came up here to be of service to a neighbour. If you were to open your door and switch on your light, it would be a help.’

He’ll shove me in and rape me as soon as the door’s open, I thought. I pasted on a vacuous expression and offered a breezy, ‘Bye, then.’ It was obvious that I wasn’t budging, and he went away at last.

Five minutes later I followed him down, feeling my way along the wall. Rinaldi’s door was shut, but his music occupied the stairs – it often did, these days. His taste ran to the classical and arduous. It would be further proof of weirdness in the profile: The killer listened only to [insert name of composer]. I felt sure that his story about the mix-up with my letter was a lie. Rinaldi had helped himself to my mail in order to deliver it in person, hoping to be invited in.

At the mini-mart I bought a padlock for my letterbox as well as a bulb. Rinaldi’s music was still bullying its way out of his apartment when I returned. It gave the impression that he was safely inside, but how was I to tell? He could be waiting for me on the last, dark flight of stairs. Everyone who’s seen a horror film knows how it goes: an encounter that seems threatening proves harmless, and the victim lowers their guard. Then the killer strikes. I went up the stairs sideways, spine against the wall. My shoulder bumped the timer on my landing. The light sprang on.

Had the bulb fallen victim to Monsieur Laval’s wiring? It could have flickered out, and later flickered back into life. Another possibility was that Rinaldi had replaced it with a dud earlier in the evening to frighten me, and switched it back again while I was out.

I saw him a few days later, in the street leading to the cathedral. We were heading in different directions on opposite sides of the street, but he crossed over to put himself in my way. He informed me that he’d replaced the burnt-out bulb on my landing. ‘That very evening. Who knows how long our landlord would have taken?’ His smile was greasy with self-love. ‘I knocked on your door to tell you but you’d gone out again.’

Rinaldi didn’t have a southern accent. He spoke the bell-like French of newsreaders – it expected obedience. I was obliged to thank him for the favour of changing my bulb, just as I’d been obliged to thank him for bringing me my letter. ‘Please don’t go to any trouble if it happens again,’ I added. ‘I can change it myself next time.’

That modest show of independence made his temper spurt. ‘I shouldn’t have to provide lighting on the stairs,’ he declared. ‘I’d intended to deduct the price of the bulb from my rent. But since it’s your landing, it would be better if you reimbursed me and settled with Monsieur Laval yourself.’

I tried to pay him on the spot, but he claimed that he couldn’t remember how much the bulb had cost. ‘I wouldn’t want to fleece you,’ he assured me, smarmy again. ‘When I’ve checked the price, I’ll let you know. We’re neighbours, aren’t we? I can knock on your door at any time.’ He let the thought linger, smiling all the while, displaying his tiny teeth. I wished that his head would fall off.
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Deb invited me to lunch. She cooked a cheese omelette, flipping it expertly in the pan. John Lennon had been murdered, and we drank a lot of wine to cheer up. Deb told me that the Bissets were dears. Monsieur Bisset posted her letters at the main post office so that they got to England sooner. Deb wrote to Angus, her fiancé, three times a week, and could hardly wait to see him at Christmas. A fiancé was as astonishing as a moped. None of my Sydney friends had fiancés – I looked on them as a spinsterish obsession that had died out circa 1962. Deb said that when she finished university she was going to marry Angus. He was already practically running the financial sector. They planned to have three children and a pony. I felt as glass-eyed and inert as the deer on the wall. I wanted, urgently, to cry out a warning: CE N’EST PAS NORMAL. But that was wrong. What Deb wanted was all too normal. If the wine hadn’t got in the way, I’d have seen that the correct warning was CE N’EST PAS ANG-TER-ES-SUNG.

In the Bissets’ front yard three disciplined trees stood along a wall as if waiting to be shot. They’d recovered quickly from the rowdiness of autumn and were already sober and bare. Monsieur Bisset was backing his car past them as I was leaving and offered me a lift. He put searching questions to me as he drove. Was it envisaged that Australian women would have the vote one day? By what factor did Aboriginal people outnumber the rest of the population? The eucalypts, so prominent in travel documentaries, at what date had they been imported to Australia from the south of France?

I improvised answers that allowed Monsieur Bisset to maintain his imbecilic vision of Australia; he didn’t strike me as the type to take kindly to correction. He worked in administration at police headquarters, he told me, and was a graphologist as well – it was extremely useful in his line of work. ‘The loop of the capital L is more enlightening than you can imagine. In letters from people applying for work, I look for economy and firmness. A certain kind of downstroke is a warning that it would be madness to ignore.’

‘What about typed letters?’

Monsieur Bisset said that typing was for lunatics and criminals. ‘No respectable citizen would contemplate such a thing.’

I wondered what Deb’s envelopes had revealed about her. ‘Do you know how to interpret foreign handwriting?’ I asked.

Monsieur Bisset replied that it was a grave misfortune to have been educated outside France. But he added in a fatherly tone that there was still a great deal of hope for new countries like Australia. The fate of older civilisations could be studied and precautions taken against undesirable outcomes. Here, everything was finished. If the Socialists won the elections the following May … To take his mind off that catastrophe, I asked him more questions about graphology. His eyes were a dog’s eyes, a soft, meaty brown.
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Minna showed me photos of the installation she’d been working on when she broke her arm. It was called Permanent Red (for John Berger). She’d made faithful copies of paintings analysed by Berger and had scribbled over the results with red. Hals’s regents had bloody hands; blood stained their snowy collars, dripping from their eyes and mouths. Wyeth’s Christina had a dark red patch on the back of her skirt. Gainsborough’s Mrs Andrews held a skinned, red child on her lap – there was a bloody mess around her mouth because she’d bitten off his head. Looking closely, I made out the red outlines of bodies, the kind the police chalk around a corpse, on the Andrewses’ land. What Gainsborough had painted was a crime scene, said Minna, shoving the photos about on the table. ‘The Inclosure Acts seized common land and gave it to rich people. The poor who’d farmed there had to try to find work in factories or starve.’ She gathered up the photos, squaring them like outsize playing cards, and put them away.

That was when she told me that her mother was an art historian. She’d written a groundbreaking book about Charlotte Perriand. I confessed that I’d never heard of Perriand.

‘She’s an architect and a designer. She applied to work in Le Corbusier’s studio, and he told her, “We don’t embroider cushions here.”’

Another thing Minna said was that her mother was very shy. ‘She’s capable of ringing me, saying, “It’s your mother,” and hanging up.’

‘I’d love to read her book.’

Minna said, ‘Oh, I didn’t bother bringing that.’

When Minna and I went wandering around the city on weekends, Nick stayed at home – working, Minna said. I assumed that he was planning lessons or reading ahead for the final year of his degree. Then Minna told me that he was writing a novel, adding in a warning tone that he didn’t want people asking him a heap of questions about it.

She’d once said that there were days when she didn’t get out of bed – it struck me as shockingly lazy. But she’d also mentioned a project that involved taking photos of mannequins, although she rarely carried a camera when we went out. I asked her now if she worked on her project while Nick was teaching.

‘I prefer to work at night. And I like to listen to music while I’m doing it. But Nick has to get up early to write. Anyway, you’ve seen our place. Where would I work?’ Minna sucked her crucifix. She took it out and said, ‘You sound like my mother. She’s always urging me on in that feminist way. I never want to be a mother, do you? Mine’s so predictable. Her family are Catholics. Too posh to wash – that kind. Nazi sympathisers every one, down to the Pomeranians. So of course she had to marry a Jew.’

Throughout this conversation, I was really thinking about Nick. Nick, who was writing a novel. I’d read hundreds of novels, and it had never occurred to me to write one. So many writers were dead or old or far away that they seemed as mythological as fiancés. Now Minna had punched a hole in a brick wall. Nick sat on the other side, one hand plunged in his hair, scrawling in a notebook lit by a lamp. For inspiration, he glanced at the tower of books beside him: all the important modern men were there, Proust, Camus, Robbe-Grillet. That picture flared in my mind again and again. I wasn’t curious about what Nick was writing. It was the act that astounded me, the nonchalant planting of his flag in le centre historique.

There and then, I resolved to write a novel one day. De Beauvoir had ended her first novel, L’Invitée, with a murder, and I’d do the same. My book would be narrated in the first person by a woman who lived in a city where a serial killer was at large. She’d be the kind of woman he liked to murder – young, foreign – and there’d be hints that she’d come to his attention. Suspense would mount, but readers would feel confident about one fundamental point: it was against logic for a first-person narrator to die. It simply could not happen. But those readers had forgotten that the reality of novels was only a fiction – I’d expose it by killing my narrator on the last page. All this arrived in my mind with an animal leap, sure-footed and fierce. I felt elated, certain that it would happen. But my novel was content to wait for now. Time had to pass first, years.
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We all got together for dinner at Le Maghreb before the Christmas holidays. Afterwards, I walked home with Minna and Nick. The air was like iced water, and our footsteps rang out in the deserted streets. Montpellier was a small, provincial place that went to bed early. In winter at night, away from the buzz of the cinemas and cafes at L’Oeuf, there was no one much around.

‘Have you noticed that Dieter never leaves more than a franc as a tip? Less, sometimes,’ said Minna, as we walked. ‘How can a German treat poor immigrants that way?’

We didn’t go to Le Maghreb very often, which suited me. It was pricey. And the Minna who appeared there could make me squirm. She was given to ostentatious mateyness with the Moroccan staff – extravagant tips, questions that bordered on intrusiveness. Anyone could see that the waiters were rushing on those busy Friday nights, but Minna would keep them at our table while she asked about their lives. That night we’d had an anxious young waiter, Jamal. He kept glancing over his shoulder, while Minna attempted pleasantries in her stumbling French – at last he excused himself and moved away.

Her remark about Dieter annoyed me because we all knew that his family was only moderately well off. His parents ran a delicatessen, and he was one of six children – the cousin who’d married well created a false impression. ‘Maybe he doesn’t have much money for tips,’ I said snappishly.

Nick laughed. ‘Not much money.’ He lifted Minna’s hand and kissed her wrist. ‘The thing is, Lili, Minna hasn’t the least idea what that means.’

That’s how I learned that she was rich. It was less easy to gauge in those days when punk’s scruffy, secondhand aesthetic was in vogue. And then, I only knew Minna out of context, in a provisional, foreign setting. Still, I felt foolish. There were the Belgian chocolates, the flowers that always stood by the window. One of my mother’s sour sayings came back: ‘Fresh flowers in a house means money to spare.’ Why had I assumed that Nick and Minna were making do with his salary? My own struggles with les fins de mois should have exposed that blunder. Dependent women and breadwinning men: the Bold, Intelligent Woman had relied on a conventional script.

Earlier that evening, we’d exchanged Christmas presents over drinks in Minna’s apartment. I gave her a Split Enz cassette and Nick a copy of de Beauvoir’s L’Invitée. My present was a dress. Minna had cut off the bodice of a blue and green dress I’d seen her wearing and replaced it with a flea-market find, a pink top threaded with lurex. ‘I wanted to give you something that was mine and not mine,’ she said. ‘It’ll be me and you both.’

Bringing out my own offerings, I’d wanted to apologise: Ce n’est pas ang-ter-es-sung. They were tame purchases from the Fnac. I’d never be bold enough to wear the dress – it was for astonishing, not wearing – but Minna had created something singular and arty. Recalibrating our exchange after I’d parted from the others, I gave in to a petty calculation: I’d spent far more on Minna and Nick than she’d spent on me. It’s the thought that counts – so I’d been raised to believe. But I had more than one thought going on. There was the thought of art versus commodity. There was the thought of rich Minna versus poor Lili. There was the thought of white Minna versus brown Lili. It was the thought that counted, as I made my way home under unsurprised stars. But which thought counted enough?
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We reconvened at Dieter’s place on the sixth of January for the Fête des Rois. Deb was there, and Pascal as well. Still festive from the Christmas break, we knocked back champagne and talked over each other, exchanging news about our holidays around mirror-polished oak. A bowl of mandarins stood on the marble ledge above the radiator, their scent filling the room.

Nick and Minna were the last to arrive. I saw with amazement that her hair was now a dark, cherry red – the most beautiful colour. She sat next to me and asked about my Christmas in Paris. After a while, I spoke to her softly. ‘Last year – I thought your hair really was that colour.’

She wrinkled her nose at me.

‘So what colour is it really?’

‘Who can remember?’

Pascal had brought a galette des rois: the round pastry stuffed with frangipane paste baked for the Feast of Kings. Another cork popped, and the galette was sliced up. Deb’s fork clinked. Her portion held the fève, a little china king. She had to don a golden paper crown and promise to buy next year’s galette. The champagne was making me woozy, and Minna’s smooth head shone like a lamp – there were violet depths in her hair. Why had I taken her for a work of nature? It should have been obvious that she was a work of art.

The party broke up soon afterwards. We clustered on the pavement to say goodnight to Deb. Astride her moped, she said, ‘Did you hear? They’ve got the Yorkshire Ripper.’ She began to laugh. Deb’s laugh was the gurgly kind – it sounded as if a cocktail were being shaken up inside her. ‘So, mes amis, that’s one murdering bastard behind bars.’
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Things slanted and shifted with the new year. Minna had a warmer coat, a thick tangerine parka that shouted against her hair. ‘The uglification campaign continues,’ said Nick. The slippery nylon of the coat made a faint hissing sound when touched – simple actions, Nick placing his arm across her shoulders, Minna putting her hand in her pocket, were accompanied by those whispers.

It was ridiculous, but I kept thinking about her hair – why had Minna never mentioned that she dyed it? That she hadn’t revealed she came from money was understandable. But this was such a trivial thing. When she wore makeup she flaunted it, her eyelids painted red or black, smudgy kohl around her eyes, a clownish triangle of blusher on her cheeks. But her bright hair had looked natural. I scolded myself for affronted vanity – the illusion that I knew everything about Minna had now been dispelled twice. All the same, it felt as if something like trust was over.

As if sensing a withdrawal, Minna offered me a secret. Nick had run into difficulty with his novel, she confided. He’d planned out the whole thing, his characters were alive to him, he’d envisaged every twist of their various fates. And now when he sat down to write, he was overtaken by enormous boredom. He knew everything that was going to happen and couldn’t bring himself to write it down.

Minna decided that it would help if they stirred things up by driving out of the city on Sundays. ‘We need to rest our eyes on distance. And you have to come with us, Lili. Montpellier will be unbelievably tedious without me.’

So we drove out to the Pont du Gard one Sunday, and on another to Aigues-Mortes. Nick’s car was a beat-up blue Citroën DS that he’d bought after reading Barthes. He called it the Goddess, borrowing Barthes’ pun. Minna didn’t have her licence, and I didn’t have an international one, so Nick always drove. I sat in front with a road map on my knee because Minna claimed to have no sense of direction – she said that she often got lost in London, where she’d spent her whole life.

Nick drove fast. The Goddess dashed along Napoleonic roads, sped jauntily past rivals, poured herself around precipitous bends. Minna shouted and threatened from the back. ‘Clothilde, are you forgetting the courage with which your father faced the firing squad?’ asked Nick. ‘What a patently trumped-up charge those Gaullists brought against him after the war – it was nothing but a show trial! Applying a blowtorch to snivelling résistants was that dear man’s patriotic duty. No one called him a traitor at the time.’ Nick smiled sideways at me, cigarette stuck Belmondo-style to his lip, and said, unnecessarily, ‘I love driving.’ It was impossible not to feel drawn to him then – his happiness was a force field in the smoky car.
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There was a cold, clear Sunday with the kind of light you feel you can draw down into yourself if you put up your hand. We discussed driving to Sète, where Paul Valéry was buried. Minna had no interest in him – she called him Paul Celery. She wanted to go up into the hills instead.

At first, the road was a procession of naked plane trees with white bands painted on their trunks; their shadows, precisely spaced across the bitumen, striped it like a flag. The Goddess arrowed past them and up into the garrigue, the herby, limestone Languedoc scrubland. We came to a side road, left the car there and set off on foot, uphill on a stony track. I tied my jacket around my waist and rolled up my sleeves as we climbed. Stride, stride – I was Simone de Beauvoir at last.

Birds were flinging themselves into the air. The messy countryside was full of character. Runtish trees, hung with red fruit, stood here and there. Nick and I wondered if they were safe to eat. Minna had fallen behind us, oohing over rosemary and thyme. ‘It’s bringing out her inner Scarborough Fair,’ said Nick in a stage whisper. ‘Prepare to intervene.’

Althusser was in the news again. He’d confessed at once to strangling Rytmann, saying that he’d done it in a hallucinatory state. Three psychiatrists argued that he shouldn’t be charged with murder and have to undergo a public trial. He had a long history of mental illness, so the court committed him to a psychiatric hospital. It was a humane decision, Nick and I agreed, and of course the hospital was a punishment. At the same time, we both felt obscurely that Althusser had got away with murder. ‘You have to wonder,’ said Nick, ‘what would’ve happened if he wasn’t famous.’

‘Or if he’d strangled a man.’

Whenever I thought of Hélène Rytmann she was accompanied by another woman: Felipe’s sister, who didn’t have a name. I saw her falling into the well, down into endless dark with her skirt over her head.

Nick told me that he’d finished L’Invitée. ‘The ending struck me as contrived. The murder – I don’t buy it at all, do you?’

‘Women are murdered all the time. Hélène Rytmann?’

‘They’re not murdered by women like Françoise. Everything up to that point, the friendships, the tensions, all that’s fine.’ Nick grabbed an overhanging branch and swung himself along the path. His tan had faded, and the inside of his arm was a tender, salty white – I felt a rush of compassion for that strip of helpless flesh. ‘Here’s the problem,’ he went on. ‘You get the detailed build-up of a world and then you get a murder. You can’t put realism and melodrama together. It doesn’t work.’

Minna had caught up with us, rubbing a spike of rosemary between her palms. She said, ‘Gaston, you are simply irresistible when you stoop to groom the feeble female mind. For myself, I have never felt the need to look beyond A Catholic Lady’s Guide to Literature. A slim volume, elegantly bound in the skin of a heathen.’

But I didn’t want to lighten up. ‘De Beauvoir herself said the ending was a mess,’ I told Nick. ‘But she also said she felt compelled to end with that murder. She couldn’t say what she wanted to say any other way.’

‘Look, it’s just a matter of taste,’ said Nick. ‘I don’t think de Beauvoir’s anywhere near as good as Sartre, that’s all. Nausea – that’s a really brilliant novel.’

There was a quality to conversations I had when I was young that resists capture – call it shimmer, call it spring. All it leaves in memory is a flat-footed trace. By contrast, images have kept their clear formations. The Minna of that Sunday is vivid to me. She’s wearing a football shirt as a dress, teamed with lace tights and Converse high tops. The chaos and theatre of her style was a form of melodrama, I decided that day. Melodrama allowed people to express something unacceptable, and by ‘people’ I meant ‘women’. I wondered what Minna might be trying to say. I wondered what had driven de Beauvoir to murder and who or what she’d actually wanted to kill – Sartre or really brilliant novels or always having to make an effort with her shoes?

We picnicked on a rocky ledge cushioned by tiny, creeping pink flowers. ‘This guy on the radio the other day was talking about 1980 being catastrophic for French intellectual life,’ I said, heaping a hardboiled egg with unctuous mayonnaise. ‘Barthes was killed in an accident, Althusser was arrested, Lacan’s Freudian school collapsed. He didn’t mention that it wasn’t a great year for Rytmann either.’

‘The French believe that a menstruating woman can’t make mayonnaise,’ said Minna. ‘And they still guillotine people, don’t forget.’

‘Ma belle Clothilde, have I told you about the time my favourite uncle, the Director of Prisons, took me to see an execution? It was my eighth birthday, so I was allowed to press the button that released the blade. A sublime experience – it remains the happiest day of my childhood, surpassing even the afternoon when I whipped the maids.’

The sky was a blatant, Australian blue – it cared nothing for us. Nick started singing ‘Some Velvet Morning’. Nick could really sing – have I said that? Minna leaned back on her elbows. She said that Christmas had brought home how much she missed London and her London friends. She went on and on: she missed art school, missed going out drinking in Soho, missed that whole world. London calling. It made my heart trip.

Then she said, ‘It made me really determined to get on with work this year. I’ve got a new project, and it stars you, Lili, because you inspired it. You’re going to be my Mam’zelle X.’ ‘Mam’zelle X’ was a story in one of those illustrated weekly papers for girls that had flourished in the 1950s: Girls’ Crystal, perhaps, or School Friend. A neighbour at home had every back issue, and I’d read them all growing up. Mam’zelle X was the Resistance codename of a Parisian nightclub singer called Avril Clair. I’d described her adventures to Minna on one of our languid afternoons. ‘She was beautiful and talented, and she wore slinky gowns. SS officers – they always had a monocle – couldn’t resist her allure. She put up with their advances and drank their champagne. They thought she was harmless, so they talked about military strategy and their secret plans for new weapons in front of her.’

Afterwards, with a trench coat slipped over her gown, Mam’zelle X would pass on the intelligence she’d gathered to the Resistance. Sometimes she sheltered an English fighter pilot who’d been shot down and helped him make his way home to London. Or she’d come to the rescue of a French résistant, distracting his German guards so that he could escape. People spat at her in the street, taking her for a collaboratrice – knowing the truth, she bore their insults with dignity. ‘I really think,’ I’d said to Minna, ‘that Mam’zelle X was the reason I first took an interest in French.’

‘Your precious Mam’zelle X is part of the Great French Cover-up of what went on here during the Occupation,’ she replied. ‘You do realise that, don’t you, Lili? When the real mam’zelles weren’t fucking Nazis they were denouncing Jews.’ Now Minna revealed what she had in mind for her version of ‘Mam’zelle X’. She was ditching the wartime backdrop and pretty much everything else, retaining only the idea of a woman with a double life. ‘But not that Belle de Jour, ice-maiden-does-S&M rubbish – it’s so tedious, you can tell that came from a man.’ ‘Mam’zelle X’ was to be reborn as a photo-story installation called ‘Daring Audrey’: that was me. I was to be a bored, rich woman, given to sneaking out of the house of an afternoon to pick up a life of what Minna described as ‘crime and intrigue’.

Work began the following week. Nick came up with concepts for episodes in the story: ‘The Broken Promises’, ‘Livewire’, ‘Endgame’. Minna usually rejected them and devised her own. With an enormous vase of flowers beside me, I lounged in an armchair, indolently picking at chocolates to convey bourgeois entrapment. Later, I opened the street door to Minna’s building a fraction and peered cautiously to my left. I gripped the steering wheel of the Goddess while scowling at the camera (‘Never smile’: Minna’s unbreakable rule). Once she posed me clambering out of the boot of the car, brandishing a handgun. The gun, an ancient stage prop that a friend had sent from London, came to feature prominently in my adventures. I went down on one knee to fire it or stood side-on like a Charlie’s Angel, clasping it with both hands raised.

Dressing up was required – I suspected that was the project’s real attraction for Minna. I had a negligee, satin slip and plastic pearls for the indoor phase, then a series of retro garments that Minna scouted out. The period tended to veer: there was a delicate, flowered thirties tea gown, and a New Look dress that flared from the waist. Nick was roped in for a scene or two. He wore his suit and sat at a table behind a bottle of whisky and two glasses, while I stood with one hand on his shoulder, smoking a cigar. I had a fedora and a woollen skirt-suit for that shot – I liked the suit, it was warm. I kept my tweed coat on until the last moment for the outdoor shoots. ‘Daring Audrey’s tits are frozen!’ I’d yell when Minna fiddled with her shutter speed, sucking on her crucifix, or instructed me to adjust my pose.
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A great thing about this entire period was that Rinaldi wasn’t there. After our last conversation, I’d left a light bulb, still in its packaging, outside his door with a note. Then I braced for retaliation, certain that he’d feel obliged to punish me for taking away his excuse to meet. The bulb disappeared, but nothing happened. I went to Paris at Christmas, came back and Rinaldi seemed to have vanished. Muscular music no longer shouldered through his door. Lights came on obediently on the stairs.

Monsieur Laval delivered my monthly cylinders of gas. My street was too narrow for cars, so he’d park as close as possible and load the cylinders onto a wooden cart. I’d hear it shuddering over the cobblestones – that sound, too, belonged to Flaubert.

A little ritual had evolved on Monsieur Laval’s visits: after he’d huffed the last cylinder up the stairs, I’d hand over my rent, we’d drink a glass of wine, and Monsieur Laval would smoke a cigarette. When he next turned up, I remarked that I hadn’t seen Rinaldi in a while. Monsieur Laval said that he was often away for work. Sometimes work took him abroad – Belgium, Italy, ‘even as far as England’. I asked what kind of work Rinaldi did, but Monsieur Laval didn’t know. It was all very disappointing – I was hoping to hear that he’d moved out.
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At the market, I told Sandrine about the small red fruit that I’d seen in the garrigue. They were arbouses, she said: winter strawberries that could be eaten raw or used in any recipe that called for berries. She couldn’t believe that I hadn’t picked them, and expressed it bluntly. ‘Vous avez raté l’occasion’ – I’d missed my chance.

The other thing I learned was that Sandrine was engaged to be married. Riad, her fiancé, lived in Algeria, where he worked at a hotel in Oran. She showed me a photo: a gap in a grin, grey hair cropped as close as a rug. They’d known each other for four years and been engaged for eighteen months. Sandrine had gone to Algeria at Christmas – her fiancé couldn’t visit her because he wasn’t allowed to enter France while his application for residency was pending. ‘I have an appointment at the préfecture next week. Second one. They say he’s using me so that he can live in France. They say an Arab could only be after my money – as if I have any! At my first appointment, some bastard asked why a Frenchman wasn’t good enough for me. I told him, “You know what Frenchmen did to Algerian women during the war? They raped them with broken Coca-Cola bottles.” But I have to watch my mouth. Otherwise they’ll find a reason to turn him down.’

I asked why they didn’t get married in Algeria to strengthen their case, and she told me that her fiancé was a widower – one of his sons was hostile to the relationship, she didn’t want complications. When Sandrine said mon fiancé, it sounded defiant and not at all like a spinsterish obsession. She took off her glove to show me her ring: a glinting speck.

In the days that followed, I wondered if I should talk to Monsieur Bisset about Riad’s application with a view to enlisting his help. But I was afraid of blundering in and doing harm. Sandrine had provided the préfecture with copies of their correspondence – if Monsieur Bisset were to study it, who could say what unfavourable conclusions he might draw from Riad’s non-French capital Ls?

I decided to seek guidance. Over lunch in the staff dining room at the lycée, I outlined Sandrine’s situation. Word wouldn’t get back to Monsieur Bisset because Madame Bisset wasn’t there – they lived so close that she always went home for lunch. But the dining room was well attended that day because it was a Tuesday. That meant steak frites – the highlight of the week. Having made my little speech to the table, I ended, rather feebly, by asking if anyone could advise my friend on how to speed things up.

A woman who taught French asked to be passed the mustard. She was blindingly good-looking, type Catherine Deneuve – plainly a woman who didn’t fart. ‘You know, we have no problem with Blacks,’ she told me, slathering her blue steak with mustard. Her French had the same pure note as Rinaldi’s, a clarity I’d spent years failing to attain. ‘They’re Christians, we have the same values. But Arabs are Muslims. They don’t integrate.’

‘Furthermore,’ remarked the head of philosophy, ‘an individual should assume total responsibility for his existence without calling on others for assistance.’

The Woman Who Didn’t Fart thanked him for reminding us of the enduring lesson of existentialism. Her square white teeth looked excellent for biting into apples.

The head of philosophy had a mouth that closed firmly, as if clamping down on a secret. He opened it to wonder aloud if it was ethical to act in such a way that humanity might guide itself by one’s actions. Eventually he concluded that ‘the epistemic humility of Sartrean self-interrogation never fails to reveal the arrogance of so-called compassion’.

He continued to chat with The Woman Who Didn’t Fart. They discovered that they both adored Spinoza. She confessed to a soft spot for Meister Eckhart as well.

A classicist enquired after everyone’s plans for the mid-term break. For herself, she was intending to stay home and catch up on Dallas.

Dieter accompanied me as I headed back to the staffroom after lunch. He had a dear face, Dieter, full of eagerness and humour. He said, ‘You know L’Étranger?’

‘Sure.’

‘It was the first French novel we read in school. We studied Camus’ revolutionary use of the past perfect tense and how it related to his character’s alienation. We talked about what it meant when Meursault said that the sun made him shoot the Arab. That was what we studied, Camus’ philosophy of the absurd and his originality as a stylist. We saw the film – Mastroianni, so handsome, everyone fell for him at once,’ said Dieter. ‘It was Meursault’s execution we mourned, not the death of the Arab. We gave no thought to that or to why the French were in Algeria at all.’
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I had a cold. It came accessorised with a sore throat and a cough. I’d caught it from Deb but I blamed it on Minna. When I’d told her that Deb was ill, she replied that everyone she knew in England had the flu. ‘And here we are in rude good health!’ she said gleefully, adding that it was one of her German grandmother’s favourite sayings. My superstitious soul was scandalised: the smugness of tempting fate! Within hours, the first sneeze came.

While I was ill, a frightening thing happened. I woke up one night because a shape that breathed noisily was dragging itself by degrees towards my bed. It would draw nearer, pause, resume inching on. When it reached the bed it was going to kill me. Then I really woke up. But because the setting of the nightmare was my bedroom, I didn’t realise that I’d been asleep. I went on believing that the shape was close by, huddled on the floor in the dark. If I switched on my lamp, it would spring. My nose was stuffy, my breathing effortful and loud. Eventually I understood that I was the monster I’d heard.

Then a toilet flushed. There were footsteps – quick, light ones. They didn’t stop at my landing but continued down the stairs.

The next morning the W.C. door was closed. I always left it open to prevent someone hiding in there. I stood shivering on the cold stairs, ears strained for the faintest sound. Very soon my bladder grew insistent, and I pushed the door open. There was no one there.

I had no classes that morning, so I went back to bed for a few hours. Later I went to a phone box and called the school to say that I wouldn’t be in that day or the next. The mood of the dream lingered – my terror, the beast dragging itself close. It was so forceful that after a while I couldn’t say if the noises that had followed – the flushing, the footsteps – hadn’t in fact been part of the dream.

At a pharmacy, I bought cough syrup, lozenges and a spray for my throat. The afternoon light was headachy, the sun glimmering under a thin coat of cloud as I made my way home. I turned into my street and saw a waxwork come out of my building. She was whiter than a candle that had been kept in a freezer. Black strands from her chignon lay against her neck as if she’d put up her hair in a hurry, and she brushed away a piece that was blowing across her mouth – even her lips were bloodless. The only bright thing about her was a ring, a stone that flashed blue and green. She looked me full in the face and smiled before walking away. It was a smile of recognition. The terror of the night returned in a rush.

I fell into bed and slept dreamlessly for hours. When I woke I heated up soup. The nightmare was with me still, its elements. Candlewoman seemed to belong with them – the impression she’d given of having risen from a grave. Even her clothes, drapey and earth-dark, were suited to a corpse. Then I remembered that the edges of buildings had gone spongy when I stepped out of the pharmacy that afternoon. While I was walking home, forms in the distance had slurred. I reasoned that Candlewoman, that silent embodiment of B-movie schlock, was only a more elaborate mirage. As for the W.C. door, I told myself that in the foggy thinking of illness I must have shut it behind me the previous night.

I went out onto my landing to go to the W.C. and heard music. It was a gelatinous French love song for a change, but there was no mistaking its source. Rinaldi was back.
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After a few days, I was well enough to go out walking around the city again. In a nondescript suburban street, I stopped to read a plaque. It was fixed to a wall beyond which could be seen only two roofs and the tops of trees. The plaque identified the compound as the site of the Gestapo’s headquarters during the Occupation. Résistants had been tortured in those villas, the survivors executed or sent to camps. The past rose from its grave. My mind lurched, as it had when I learned that Felipe was a veteran of the Spanish Civil War: the shock of the old. The leafless trees peering over the wall were the colour of wolves.

I’d seen another plaque in Montpellier, in le centre historique. It marked the building where Jean Moulin had lived. Moulin, murdered by the Gestapo, was the most famous résistant in France – like my lycée, the street in which the building stood was named after him. Whenever I saw Coke for sale I thought of the Algerian women tortured for resisting colonialism. I hoped that a plaque in Algeria commemorated them. I hoped that they had history as a recompense for their lives. On buses, I’d choose a middle-aged Frenchman and picture him young and uniformed, picking up a curvy bottle and breaking its neck.
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There came a glorious Saturday borrowed from spring. The light was so clear that it was caustic – nothing like Sydney’s smeary brass. It was Nick’s turn to have our cold, but Minna, Deb and I took a bus to the beach. It wasn’t far to La Grande-Motte, a resort developed in the sixties. We found it littered with giant white ziggurats that housed apartments and hotels – they glared in the sun like the bones of dinosaurs or a dystopia-in-waiting. As for the beach, after Australia I had nothing to say about a strip of shuffled sand. But Minna and Deb took one look at the slurpy, silky Mediterranean and stripped down to their underwear. I tested the water with a finger. The others came out after five minutes, goosefleshed, Deb no longer blue but lilac, both gleaming with joy. Minna said, ‘I can’t believe I’ve been swimming in the sea in February.’ Her teeth were tap-dancing. ‘Nick will be so pissed off.’

We’d planned a photo shoot for Daring Audrey. Wearing a paint-splattered boilersuit, I was to stand with one foot on a boat moored in the marina, my binoculars trained out to sea. Minna always said that she wasn’t going to get hung up on technical quality. That was punk at work in her – she wanted her images to look amateurish and off the cuff. But nothing could be done with the light as it was at present. So to pass the time we bought a bottle of Beaujolais and drank it sitting in the sun.

Deb told us that when she was ill the Bissets had insisted on sending for their doctor. ‘He wrote out prescriptions for a ton of stuff, and Claude’ – that was Monsieur Bisset now – ‘went off to fetch it. They really are such dears. And Solange’ – Madame Bisset – ‘said there was no point delaying, they had one of the medicines I needed, and she went away and came back with this really huge pill. I felt so rotten, I asked if she’d mind topping up my water glass. So she did, and I was going to swallow the pill, and she shrieked. She said it was un suppositoire. I told her thank you, but I was thinking, This isn’t the best time for French lessons, is it? She saw that I hadn’t a clue, so she had to explain. Can you believe it? I said no way was I treating a sore throat by sticking things up my arse – only I said derrière, of course.’
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My friends from Paris came south for the mid-term break, and we went to Spain. Minna and Nick spent the week skiing with her parents in Val d’Isère.

When I got back from Spain, Rinaldi’s music was lying in wait. It was another wheedling love song – it always was, these days. Rinaldi’s taste had changed or wriggled free of posh pretence. A Frenchman was crooning, ‘I pursue her along the boulevards,’ as I climbed the stairs with my pack.

School resumed. On the second morning back, I found Felipe alone at a table in the cigarette-scented staffroom. He’d never spoken to me, except for the bonjours required by French manners, but that day he looked up and said, ‘You’ve heard?’

There’d been a coup in Madrid the previous evening, he told me. A lieutenant-colonel had burst into parliament backed by two hundred officers with guns. Shots were fired. The prime minister was led from the chamber and was rumoured to be a prisoner or dead. The officers were holding parliamentarians hostage, and the radio was reporting tanks on the streets of Valencia. Franco had been dead less than six years, and here it was all starting up again. Felipe was clean-shaven but his fingers combed a memory on his upper lip as he spoke. He was on a Spanish hillside, shooting at soldiers across a river. He said, ‘This nostalgia for fascism will never be done.’

Six days earlier, I’d been in Madrid. The city was inward-turned, sluggish, its bombastic squares still winterstruck in spidery sun. Its sleek inhabitants seemed without plans and without joy. Felipe said, ‘I have to go back.’ After the first glance, he hadn’t looked my way. He was wearing a loose white cotton shirt with the cuffs unfastened. I wondered who he was really speaking to, sitting there invisible across the table. The boy running for his life across the Pyrenees? The French girl he’d married? Felipe rose to his feet and straightened his spine – he was ready for orders. The past was where he’d always belonged. But by that evening everything was over. The coup had failed. The king refused to back it, and its leaders were arrested.

At recess the next day, the staffroom was frisky. Roguish smiles greeted my entrance. Madame Bisset scampered over, crying, ‘Votre prince! Il se marie!’ She held up a newspaper, and I saw that the Prince of Wales had got engaged to Deb – there was the same blond mushroom hair, the same pussybow blouse and very likely the same qualms about sticking things up her arse.

Felipe was sitting with his usual cronies, silent in the skittish room. His final invitation to die for the republic had been withdrawn. He had on a knitted vest, and his sleeves were rolled up. I’d been wrong about him the previous day, I realised. He hadn’t stepped into history but out of a painting I’d seen in Spain. The memory of it swirled in his snowy shirt with the billowing cuffs – Goya had given it to the milk-faced patriot about to be shot in The Third of May.
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I went to a cafe with a group of final-year students after school. The sky was mauve by the time I got on a bus to go home. Rush hour brought us to a standstill across the road from a row of parked cars, and I saw Rinaldi heading for them. He’d exchanged his trench coat for a leather jacket and, as I watched, he opened the door of a small van. It was the kind of van tradesmen drove – not at all what I’d expected of Rinaldi with his briefcase and his vowels. There was someone in the passenger seat; with a small shock, I registered her ectoplasmic face. So Candlewoman was real, after all. She must have come from Rinaldi’s apartment that day when I’d first seen her. The bus was stuttering forward. I craned for a last glimpse, but traffic going the other way obscured the van.

It was March. Trees were displaying a fuzz of green. One night I dreamed of Rinaldi: a powerful, melting dream in which his head moved between my legs, and my fingers gripped his conceited hair. The insatiable force that put new leaves into the world was at work in me, too. My body felt insolent, squally, ready to sing.

Now there were afternoons mild enough to do without a jacket. Cleanly outlined bodies went swinging down the street. Students kissed each other open-mouthed on the grey, prison-like expanse of the yard at school. Undressing, I’d discover a white streak on the gusset of my knickers. The only person I’d had sex with since Mr Duffel Coat was me. Mr Duffel Coat once said, ‘Do you know why women have legs? So they don’t leave snail trails everywhere.’ Everyone present laughed, including the women, including me.

De Beauvoir and Sartre had characterised their relationship as essential. With that settled, they had numerous affairs, which they made glamorous and existential by calling them contingent. Chatting to me one morning, Dieter said, ‘Ce weekend, j’ai baisé royalement.’ Dieter and I usually spoke English – ever diligent, he was intent on improving his accent – but he fell into French when speaking of sex. I wanted to be Dieter. I wanted to fuck royally with a contingent man. But there were no candidates in my tight world of assistant language teachers and work. For a while, I considered accepting one of the sibilant invitations that North Africans offered me in the street. But those men were quellingly old – some were even older than Rinaldi! Old men had hair growing out of their noses! It didn’t stop me pinching my nipples and giving my mind over to pictures: the squalid hotel room where I squatted over the bidet to wash, the swollen aqua roses on the bedspread we messed up.
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Deb came to tea. We sat in the kitchen, where the table was spread with pine-nut tarts, chocolate twice-cookeds, and those choux pastries known as religieuses because they resembled fat little nuns – I liked to bite off their heads. Instead of tea, I produced champagne. We were celebrating, I announced: the letter I’d been waiting for had arrived. ‘I’ve got a place at Lady Margaret Hall. I’m going to Oxford in September to do a DPhil.’

‘How lovely!’ said Deb. We clinked glasses. She took a gulp of champagne and said, ‘How’d you manage that?’

‘You know – the usual way. I applied. Provided references, academic transcripts, came up with a research proposal.’

‘It’s just, well, I was always going to go to Manchester, they’re second to none when it comes to modern languages. They discourage you from actually speaking foreign languages at Oxford, you know, they believe that should be left to foreigners. But I know people who sat the Oxbridge exams, as I said not me, but friends.’

‘Angus?’

‘It’s not good enough to get the marks. You have to be the right kind of person. There’s an interview. They press cherries on you and watch what you do with the stones. There’s nowhere to put them. People get nervous and swallow the stones, and that’s them finished. It’s how the royals get in – they’re trained to deal with cherries from birth.’

‘What are you meant to do with the stones?’

‘You have to make a loose fist like this, bring it up to your mouth and discreetly spit the stone into your hand. Then you ask for an ashtray.’

I beheaded a religieuse and spoke through choux pastry: ‘Lucky there’s no interview for postgrads.’

‘The point,’ said Deb, frowning, ‘is that Oxbridge is corrupt through and through. Angus says his boss might have gone to King’s but he needs a calculator to multiply by ten.’ I lent her a book that day, and when it came back it contained a handwritten poem that she’d used as a bookmark. You are my highland hiking girl / Breeze blowing through your hair / My lovely riding, biking girl / My always-to-my-liking girl / And I wish that I were there. Such casual mastery of the subjunctive! Angus rose in my estimation. He’d pinched his poem from Betjeman, but years passed before I realised it, and perhaps Deb wouldn’t have cared.
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‘A weird thing happened yesterday,’ I told Minna. ‘There was a tampon in my toilet bowl.’

‘So? Do you have your period?’

I admitted that I did. ‘But I didn’t leave a tampon there.’

‘It’s like turds – you flush, but sometimes one comes back up.’

‘It didn’t look like one of mine.’ I could picture the tampon clearly, fluffed up, stained pink and stuck with a tadpole of reddish-black matter. There was pale red blood in the water too, whereas I was at the thin, sepia end of my period.

As I explained this, I was thinking of Candlewoman. I almost told Minna about her, but she burst out with, ‘I can’t believe I forgot to show Daring Audrey menstruating. Let’s have blood on the seat of her evening dress while she’s arranging flowers. I’ll call that one “Red Tide”.’ She thought for a moment, fiddling with a wide plastic bangle on her wrist. ‘In another photo Audrey can be getting rid of a used tampon. Stuffing it into a street bin along with a bloodstained weapon – a meat cleaver, something like that.’

‘Or she could be wiping the cleaver on a pad.’

‘Ce n’est pas ang-ter-es-sung,’ said Minna severely. ‘It’s about showing menstrual blood. The point is to break the taboo.’

Nick had gone out to dinner with some teachers from his school that evening. Minna and I were on a bus, heading to the university cinematheque, which had begun screening arthouse classics once a week. In the reorganisation of universities that followed May 68, the arts faculty had been shifted to a suburb, while law and medicine remained in le centre historique. Minna said that the purpose of this was to move left-wing students out of the city. It would facilitate cordoning them off in case of future riots.

We got off the bus at the graceless new campus. A sign on the lawn warned, Keep Off the Grass. This Is Not England. Minna rolled her eyes and then her shoulders. ‘I loathe catching buses,’ she said. ‘They make my breasts judder.’ She had a new lapel pin. It showed the Prince of Wales and Shy Di with thought balloons above their heads. Hers asked, Why Me? and his asked, Why Her?

The film was Die Brücke. Afterwards, the buses were no longer running. It took us an hour to walk home. We’d wept at the final scenes that showed German schoolboys given rifles and ordered to defend a bridge against American tanks. ‘It was so wonderful,’ said Minna. She bit her nails. She said, ‘I never thought I’d cry over baby Nazis,’ and started crying again.

The following week the cinematheque was showing Le Cercle Rouge. There’d be no subtitles with a French film, and Minna’s French wasn’t up to dialogue. So I went to the cinematheque by myself. The walk back, which I’d hardly noticed the week before, seemed endless now. There was not much traffic and no other pedestrians. A thin wind was rushing along the road, a broad one that linked the city with the countryside. A few small, flat-roofed businesses close to the campus had their metal shutters locked down. Further along there was only the occasional villa, sequestered deep in its park behind unscaleable walls and blind, iron gates. The fear that had gripped me in winter, soothed since the arrest of the Yorkshire Ripper, came creeping up again. My thoughts turned to copycat killers. Night smelled different from day, leafier and sharper, as if something savage were on the loose. Widely spaced streetlights only intensified the stretches of darkness that lay between, where shrubs clumped into menacing shapes.

I was coming up to an intersection with traffic lights, where road signs indicated the way to small settlements: Clarensac, Prades-le-Lez. Beyond that ran the long boulevard that would take me back into the centre. There was a latenight cafe at the far end – I could just see its lights.

An engine grew louder, coming up behind me. Belatedly, I realised that I should have been walking on the other side of the road, away from the traffic going in my direction. There was time to imagine a car swinging in across the pavement in front of me, a balaclavaed figure leaping out. A shiver went over my scalp. Then the car overtook me, moving fast – it wasn’t a car but a small white van.

Minna had told me that she spoke fluent Italian. ‘Come with me,’ I said when we next met. ‘It’s Rossellini on Wednesday, Stromboli.’

Minna said that she was pretty sure she’d seen the film.

‘It’s a bit creepy walking back alone.’

‘You could hitch a lift with someone who’s at the film. I can’t promise I’ll find your shallow grave but I’ll definitely go looking.’

What took hold of me then rose from the same abyss as fear but was more useful. It was rage. ‘Why shouldn’t I go to a film in the evening? Why shouldn’t I walk home alone?’ ‘Good questions,’ said Minna. She told me that her mother had travelled to Leeds for the first Reclaim the Night march in 1977. ‘It was organised because the police announced that women should stay at home after dark to avoid the Yorkshire Ripper.’ She snapped her knicker elastic at me. ‘You’re Daring Audrey, aren’t you? Reclaim the Night!’

Simone de Beauvoir was hitch-hiking near Marseille one hot afternoon when two men gave her a lift. The car started heading for a lonely spot. She opened the door and threatened to jump, whereupon the men let her out. It confirmed her belief that being alert and self-assured kept her safe. That was an illusion, but a useful one. Years later, she wrote: ‘It supplied me with a touch of audacity which made life much easier.’

‘If you get scared, you can always run, can’t you?’ went on Minna. She sang, ‘Run run run …’ and danced a few steps. I thought of Deb, how she’d claimed freedom of passage with her moped, and I resolved not to give in to fear. I was a good runner. Minna was right: if I had to, I could sprint. And there was an illusion at hand to supply a touch of audacity – Minna lent me Daring Audrey’s gun.
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The season was loosening, garrulous with leaves. I was having a drink with Minna, when she needed the bathroom. She came out carolling, ‘The fragrance of spring – asparagus piss!’ The Most Beautiful Woman in France switched to short-sleeved suits. There was a burnt-orange one – when we saw her in it Minna and I wanted to kneel in front of the travel agency, but the pavement there was dog-shitty.

Geraniums barged out of window boxes, sunshine switched without warning to gusty rain. At the American Library, I found Walt Whitman: The feeling of health, the full-noon trill, the song of me rising from bed and meeting the sun. Released from clothes that weighed pounds, I walked fast and felt that I could go anywhere. The letter from Oxford played its part in my buoyancy. I knew what was coming now: libraries, scholarship, the electric adventure of ideas. Future Me was Looking Good!

Rinaldi rarely appeared in the street or in our building as spring went on – proof, I believed, that our chance meetings over the winter hadn’t been a matter of chance. When we did happen to meet, he’d greet me with his eyes averted and scuttle off. The force field of his attention had swung away, and he seemed as keen to avoid me now as I’d once been to escape from him. As I passed his door one evening, he was warbling along to his music: ‘She is so beautiful, I will make her mine …’

Not long afterwards, I spotted him having lunch outside a cafe. In defiance of the change of season, his companion had kept her Fresh from the Tomb look. She sent me the same creepy smile, as if a connection ran between us. Perhaps she was hoping to make one, because she might as well not have been there for all the attention she was getting from Rinaldi: the table was set for one, and he was ignoring her while stabbing at his food. Something glistened on the end of his fork – an eyeball? He spotted me on the far side of the street and looked away at once. I hurried on.

I wondered if Candlewoman had renounced food and drink, as befitted the living dead. In any case she was a weirdo, which made her perfect for Rinaldi. Shrouded and silent, Candlewoman was his Destiny. How wonderful that they’d found each other – I needed no longer fear going to the W.C. after dark. An answer to a mystery blossomed in my imagination and was so plausible that I believed it at once: Rinaldi was running late one day, and Candlewoman, waiting on his landing, had needed to change her tampon. She’d gone upstairs and used the W.C., and why would I begrudge her that?

I went alone to the cinematheque every Wednesday. Walking back, I made myself stride. For a long time after arriving in Australia, my instinct had been to creep and pass unnoticed. Servants walk like that in their masters’ houses. It was never discussed in my family, but all three of us were in hiding from something. My father acquired the tic of passing his palm over his face. As for my mother, she developed a problem with her eyes and went around in dark glasses, even indoors. It was pure ostrich magic – not seeing and hoping not to be seen. What exactly had the three of us feared? Nothing/everything – it was the fuzzy, underlying immigrant dread of punishment for being in the wrong place.

Around the time I went to university, I vowed not to give way to it any longer. I ordered myself to take large, confident steps, and now, walking home from the cinematheque, I did the same. From time to time I slipped my hand into my bag and curled my fingers around Daring Audrey’s gun. There were dodgy moments on those walks, when cars went past or shadows turned monstrous. Like the gun in my bag, the confidence implied by my gait was fake. But both were reassuring in the way a lie can have the effect of a truth. I wouldn’t be raped, abducted or murdered – it simply could not happen. And the white van didn’t reappear.
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A teacher at Nick’s school gave him two tickets to a play she was directing. Minna refused to go because she wouldn’t be able to follow the dialogue, so I went in her place. As it turned out, Minna would have been fine. The four actors wore red electrical tape over their mouths. They took turns at manipulating a life-size puppet in a business suit, and a tricouleur that represented France. Sometimes they lay on the stage while a cassette of random noises played. A naked man stepped out from the wings: he represented Death or Possibility. I fell asleep at one point and dreamed I was a small badger. In a bistro afterwards, the director explained that the play was a call to action. France hadn’t had a Socialist government since the 1930s. If the Left lost the elections coming up in May, all protest would be stifled. Social dynamism would cease. Avant-garde art – represented by the noises – would also be destroyed. It was the sound of the cassette being smashed with a hammer that had woken me up.

It was well past midnight by the time Nick and I left the bistro. There were clouds overhead, the moon shining through like a ghost. My hair was drunk, I announced to the world. We cried, ‘Vive le dynamisme sociale!’ and made loud, random noises. Nick turned into my street with me. Everything was making sense by that stage of the night, and it made sense for him to follow me into my building as well – I think we’d decided to have a last glass of wine together.

In the lobby, a smell closed around us like a fog. Nick’s face puckered: ‘What a pong!’ he said. The Bertys weren’t laughing, but there was a dull metallic clatter behind their door. It sounded as if they were cooking, despite the hour.

We climbed quickly to escape the smell, but it twisted around us like the stairs. It was the smell of decay faintly spiked with fragrance, of perfumed fingers trailing over a corpse. My dream came back, and I thought, The Bertys are cooking a badger. On my landing it occurred to me that something terrible was waiting behind my door. I stood there clutching my splendid key, until Nick took it and opened the door.

My bed was as messy as I’d left it, the bolster crumpled and askew. Everything was as usual in the kitchen as well. Mysteriously, the smell hadn’t found its way in. Thinking was effortful – my mind felt as if it was wrapped in a quilt. At last I guessed that the smell was seeping onto the stairs from the W.C. Nick would leave, and I’d be confronted with whatever had been put there for me to find.

He offered to check, or I asked him to – I can’t remember which. Everything – familiar objects, our gestures – seemed unreal. From the landing I watched Nick, his baggy jeans, disappear up the stairs in dreamlike slow-mo. The W.C. light came on. I heard him say, ‘All clear.’

Coming back down, Nick looked like a stranger. That moppy hair was a wig. His pale, creepy eyes were the only true thing about him – the real Nick had died years ago. I had to put my hand inside his smoke-stale jacket, to check for a heartbeat. We kissed, alternating cheeks, once, twice, and the light timed out. Nick reached past me and hit the switch. Enclosed by the smell, we examined each other’s ambiguous, lit faces. A tiny hurricane hurtled about the landing. Death was at hand, and Possibility. The smell was a deterrent – it wasn’t the smell of decay but of evil. I said goodnight, and Nick went away.
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There was a dress in a window. ‘It’s spring. Let’s be boring,’ Minna said. So we went into the shop and bought one each. The dress was a sturdy, windcheater rendering of the woollen sweater dresses that winter had introduced. Mine was blue, pleasing and ordinary. Minna’s was lolly pink. She wore it with the sleeves pushed up to show a blue top with lavender spots. With her red hair, she looked electric. The flick-flicks went into overdrive. We watched a man grow moist and pale as Minna approached in her new dress. He seized his companion’s elbow and hustled her into a dog-grooming parlour to spare her the sight.

Minna and Nick’s bed was always nesty, strewn with Minna’s glossies and her clothes. I no longer glanced at it when I needed to pass through their bedroom on my way to the bathroom. I thought quite often of Nick’s heart clamouring under my palm. Where could that go? Nowhere. His manner with me, teasing, amiable and faintly sparring, hadn’t changed. He’d turned twenty-one during the February break and, according to Minna, he’d begun a new novel on his birthday. This time he was writing without a plan and quickly filling page after page. He wrote in cafes now instead of at home, looking to the streets, to life, for inspiration – it had been a mistake to seek it in books.

Minna asked if I’d tracked down the source of the smell on my stairs. I shook my head. ‘It was gone the next morning. Bizarro.’

‘Nick said that your neighbours were cooking a badger!’

The conversations of couples, gossipy and binding – a draught reached down the back of my neck. I must have burbled about a badger to Nick that night, but I couldn’t remember doing it. What else had I forgotten? What else had Minna heard from Nick? It ended up becoming a joke among us: The Night the Bertys Cooked a Badger.

The weather was stormy and mild. Flotations of pink arrived – they were trees in blossom. Tender radishes appeared in the markets, the narrow kind with a white tip. Sandrine instructed me to dip them in salt and eat them with buttered bread. She also advised me to remove the leaves when I got home – left on, they drained moisture from the radishes. Then she reclaimed the bunch and twisted off the leaves herself. She was doing her best to educate me in the iron French rules about food. I was to boil green beans until they turned grey. If there was no bread, it wasn’t a meal. A camembert had to be ripe enough to overflow its box while remaining free of the smell of ammonia. I never bought camembert because I’d seen supermarket shoppers opening box after box, unwrapping each cheese and sniffing it. If deemed unsatisfactory, it was returned to its shelf.

Sandrine had been summoned to the préfecture again: there was a different official and the same questions. Her fiancé’s dossier was missing a copy of his father’s birth certificate. It had been requested the previous year, procured, filed and now it had vanished. No one could say what had happened, the man behind the desk told Sandrine, smiling.

Riad’s father had fought as a volunteer on the Western Front. ‘He loved the French, pauvre con,’ said Sandrine. ‘They shot him in Sétif in 1945 – the famous massacre. He wasn’t even marching for independence, he was just there to celebrate the end of the war. Riad was ten. He was with his father, he saw everything. Sétif is the reason Riad’s son is against me.’ She shrugged. ‘C’est normal.’

That spring, there were times when I wanted to climb to the top of a hill and bellow. Thick purplish shapes would fall out of my mouth. They would form sentences. The sentences would say, All around the world, young people are studying a really brilliant novel about the murder of an Arab. They would say, If the most celebrated postwar French novel, venerated in France, is about the murder of an Arab, what might be the consequences of that? They would say, Why didn’t the Arab have a name? Then all the sentences would coalesce into a shiny purple headline: CE N’EST PAS NORMAL.
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I’d arranged to meet Minna at her place but found her waiting in the street. ‘Jamal’s invited us to tea,’ she said. ‘We have to walk fast, I told him three o’clock and it’s that now.’

‘Who’s Jamal?’

‘You know – Jamal. From Le Maghreb.’

Minna had run into him the previous day, she told me. ‘He’s cut back his shifts at Le Maghreb because he failed an exam at the end of last year. That’s why we haven’t seen him for ages.’ She added, ‘I think that’s right – I couldn’t always follow what he was saying.’

Jamal was studying maths, I learned as we hurried on. ‘I gather it’s to please his family – he seems attached to them, he kept mentioning an uncle. But what he really loves is art. That’s why we’re having tea with him. He’s going to show me his work.’

Jamal’s hostel wasn’t far from the flea market. An older building, it stood on a boulevard lined with enormous trees. Jamal’s room was on the uppermost floor. As soon as he opened his door, his face said that he wasn’t expecting me. Inside the room, it was obvious. There was a single upright chair, which Minna claimed. That left the bed. I hovered beside it, apologising to Jamal, saying I hoped he didn’t mind that I’d come along, I hoped it wasn’t an inconvenience … I could hear myself making everything worse, but I couldn’t shut up.

Jamal was wearing a green shirt with a slight sheen to the fabric. He ran his hands through his hair – they were chunky hands with emphatic knuckles. His manners asserted themselves, and he invited me to sit, gesturing at the iron bed. He said, ‘I’ll fetch another chair,’ but stayed where he was, looking around as if something he saw would instruct him on what to do.

A towel was folded over the foot of the bed. I sat down there, first shifting our jackets. The mattress was lumpy and soft. The room contained a wardrobe, a table and a sink. The uniform the waiters wore at Le Maghreb, dark trousers and a red tunic with a stand-up collar, dangled from a wire hanger on the back of the door. There was also a synthetic fragrance that I knew but couldn’t place.

A tree brushed Jamal’s window, its leaves moving gently like flirty green hands. ‘What a lovely room,’ said Minna. ‘Look at that tree!’ She was speaking English, and Jamal only stared.

‘We’re admiring your plane tree,’ I told him, in French.

Jamal said that it made him sneeze.

There were books and folders at one end of the table, a single-burner hotplate and a saucepan of water at the other. Jamal had set out two glasses, each containing a tea bag, along with a box of lump sugar and two sticky North African pastries on a plate. He switched on the burner, said, ‘Un moment,’ and left the room. We heard him knocking on a door and then on another, further away.

‘He wanted you to himself,’ I hissed at Minna.

‘No one’s answering their door. When he comes back, ask if the other students discriminate against him.’

Jamal returned, without a chair but carrying a glass. He produced another tea bag from a shelf above the sink. The water started boiling, and he poured it carefully into the three glasses.

‘C’est super!’ said Minna. ‘Thé à la menthe.’ That was what we ordered at Le Maghreb – mint tea, thick with sugar.

‘It’s English tea,’ said Jamal. He looked from one to the other of us unhappily, a glass in each hand.

At Le Maghreb, Jamal was generic, a waiter. Now I saw him, his chubby face, as if for the first time. There was something faintly sullen about his mouth. A muscle moved smoothly in his arm as he sawed at the pastries with a table knife. Honey oozed onto the back of his hand, and he lifted it quickly to his mouth and licked. When he raised his arm, I identified the pervasive smell: it was deodorant.

Minna took out her cigarettes, and Jamal offered her one of his. He showed her the pack – Benson & Hedges – saying, ‘C’est tip-top!’ He’d prepared with such tender consideration: sweet armpits, expensive cigarettes, honeyed treats. The only place he could sit was on the bed beside me. My nipples stiffened as he plumped down.

We made conversation. It felt like that, something manufactured and requiring work. Jamal told us that his uncle owned Le Maghreb as well as a restaurant in Béziers, where his family lived. They’d immigrated when Jamal was four. He had two older sisters and a niece. He wasn’t studying maths but chemistry, although the exam he’d failed was maths. Minna kept firing instructions: Ask if he goes back to Morocco. Ask what work his parents do. Ask what he thinks of the French.

Gradually it became apparent that Jamal’s family was – not rich, but far from poor. He’d been to England, where his uncle had a business contact in Cheltenham. ‘We rode horses,’ Jamal said. ‘It was green and misty. England is very beautiful. I like English people best. I want to go back.’

He waited for me to translate everything. But he looked at Minna as he spoke. I looked at her too: at her beautiful red pigtails and her beautiful sexy miniskirt and the beautiful round promise of her knees. Neither of us ever wore a bra if we could help it, and Minna had chosen to wear a crepey shirt fastened with nappy pins – it clung to her beautiful pushy breasts. Here was Jamal for her taking, and she already had Nick. I swallowed my tea as if drinking hemlock. The clean cotton towel waiting at the end of the bed: I imagined Jamal courteously handing it to her afterwards, so that she could wipe between her legs. Or had he intended to place the towel over the bolster and slide the pillow under her hips? Why Her? said my thought balloon. Why Not Me? Minna was smiling, sitting there in her beautiful white skin – the most beautiful colour. I could have sworn that there was a hum in the air, as if we were sitting under high-tension wires. Cross-purposed lust was coursing through Jamal and me. When Minna agreed to come to his room, how could he not have hoped? At what undertakings had her ragged French hinted? I thought of the way she always poured too much wine – what it signified wasn’t generosity but carelessness.

The walls, painted grey, were marked here and there with traces of old Sellotape. A poster of a French footballer was taped above the bed. ‘I thought he’d have his work on display,’ said Minna when we’d drunk our tea. ‘Lili, tell him I’d love to see it.’

Jamal looked sullen again – it was what happened to his face when he didn’t know what to do. There was no art. Minna had got that wrong as well. ‘I used to like drawing at school,’ he said. ‘When I was young.’

‘It’s such a shame he’s given up art,’ Minna said when we were walking home. ‘It might have been possible to help. Find him a scholarship to study in London.’

‘He doesn’t need you to help him, he needs you to fuck him,’ I snapped. ‘He’d have told you, if I wasn’t there. That shirt he was wearing? It was his best.’

Minna laughed. She was flattered. She cupped her breasts and jiggled them: ‘Oh là là!’ She said, ‘Cheltenham! Who’d have guessed? It’s the whitest of white England.’ She’d written off Jamal – he wanted to ride English horses, he thought art was for schoolchildren, he wasn’t ang-ter-es-sung.

For a few days, I had obsessive fantasies about returning to Jamal’s room. ‘Listen. Do you think you’ll ever fit in? So what if you find an English girl who’ll marry you? You and your children will never be welcome there. The presents they receive from her family at Christmas will always be inferior to the presents given to her sister’s children. We’re two of a kind, you and I, and girls like Minna will never fall through the net.’ That was what I’d say to Jamal as I unzipped him. What would his dick be like? He could pretend that he was putting it into Minna.
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I went to a cafe so that Deb could show me her hair. She’d paid a lot of money to a hairdresser to turn it into a stiff golden flower. I entertained her with an account of the afternoon with Jamal. ‘He was totally in lust with Minna,’ I said. ‘She should never have said she’d go to his room. But what’s really appalling is how quickly she lost interest in him.’ In fact, what was really appalling was that Jamal wasn’t in lust with me. Actually, what was REALLY appalling was that Jamal wasn’t in lust with me because we were the same colour and that counted for everything. But I couldn’t say those words even to myself.

‘Minna wanted to help a poor brown boy,’ I went on. ‘When she realised that Jamal didn’t need helping …’ My hand mimed dropping something from a height. Criticising Minna was intended to make me feel better but was making me feel ashamed. Yet the memory of my craving, unwanted body made it impossible to stop. ‘Saving brown people is a principle with her,’ I went on, fired by self-pity and spite. ‘It’s the reason she’s friends with me.’

‘Surely not,’ said Deb. ‘Shall we get that man to bring us more wine?’

We’d already drunk a carafe between us, so I said, ‘Yes.’ Deb was looking very fetching, with her astonishing hair and a rosy, frilly blouse – Jamal would find her tip-top. They could go riding together in an English mist.

When our glasses were full, she asked, ‘Do you think Minna would go in for a bit on the side?’

‘Surely not.’

Music was playing, a lush, traditional tune, vaguely fascist. We drank more delicious wine. I studied Deb – her abrupt flaring into beauty. ‘Deb!’ I said. ‘Do I know him?’

She began to giggle. ‘We went to see a film. And afterwards we had quite a lot of whisky and things just sort of went on from there.’

I should have seen it at once. Deb looked starry and intrepid. She looked like a plant that had been watered after a drought. ‘Oh, God!’ I said. ‘It’s Nick, isn’t it?’ I wanted it to be Nick. I longed to punish Minna. I didn’t want it to be Nick.

‘That grammar-school Marxist?’ Deb giggled some more.

The media were reporting that across the Channel the Royal Gynaecologist had examined the Royal Bride-to-Be and declared her Fit to Fuck Royalty. I realised that I’d been wrong about Deb’s hair. It wasn’t a flower but a declaration that she was fucking royally. It stood up around her head like the spokes of a crown.
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The April holidays were coming up. Minna told me that she’d be going to Sardinia with Nick. She had an introduction to a woman who lived there, an old acquaintance of Minna’s mother. The woman was John Berger’s mistress, and Minna wanted to visit her because she had urgent questions for John Berger. ‘With any luck, he’ll be there too. Nick worships him. And if he’s not there, we’ll get his address from her and go to see him.’

Two days before Minna and Nick were to set off, everything changed. Nick’s aunt died, and Nick had to fly home. Minna didn’t want to postpone her trip, upsetting the arrangements that had been made, so she invited me to take Nick’s place.

Nick was to have driven the Goddess to Italy, but Minna and I would have to take the train. Minna said that she’d get our tickets. That evening, having seen Nick off on the airport bus, she met me in a red velveteen brasserie for dinner. I asked how much my ticket had cost.

‘Nothing. You’re doing me a favour.’

Part of me – the frightened part that was always adding up sums – wanted to thank her and hang onto the money. I took out my chequebook and pen. ‘How much?’

A list of beers was printed on the big mirror that hung on the wall beside us. Between the florid golden lettering, Minna’s profile struck me as furtive – it was more expressive than her face across the table. I asked, ‘Did you get first class?’

‘Of course not!’ But after a moment she confessed. ‘I tried. But there were no seats. No sleepers either. Everyone’s going away for the school holidays. We got lucky – someone had returned their tickets five minutes before I got to the station.’ Minna reached across to fill up my glass and sploshed wine into our basket of bread. ‘We’ll be sitting up all night. Never mind, we’ll be with all the ang-ter-es-sung people.’

Judging by my trips to Paris, people who travelled without sleepers weren’t ang-ter-es-sung but short of money. I started writing Minna’s name on the cheque.

‘Please just tear up that fucking thing.’

‘I’m not going unless you let me pay.’

On the way home, leftover tension strolled between us. ‘I wish you’d let me buy you that ticket,’ Minna said. ‘We’re girls against the world, aren’t we? I want us to stick together, always.’

‘We are,’ I said. ‘We will.’ I took her wrist and sang backup for Lou Reed. ‘Doo … doo-doo … doo-doo … But sometimes,’ I went on, ‘the coloured girl wins.’

‘It’s not like I’m white white.’

We went on for a few paces. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘The French coined the word racisme. It meant anti-Semitism originally. White supremacists kill Jews, remember?’

We were wearing our windcheater dresses, pink and blue, the same and not the same. ‘They kill people like me for a different reason,’ I said. What I was thinking was, You’re not the one who’s asked to produce her papers at the flea market. Why couldn’t Minna see that? We walked on in silence. My jaw was aching – I realised that I was clenching my teeth. We passed a shop window filled with a green and gold dinner set. Only days before it had made us laugh until we grew weak.

‘Come and have five drinks with me,’ said Minna when we got to her street.

‘I’m teaching first thing.’

‘Don’t you know you’re supposed to wait till you’re thirty before you start drinking in moderation? You’ll be getting into gardening soon if you’re not careful.’

On the platform the next night, waiting for our train, she showed me a faint red mark on her wrist. ‘You did that.’

I picked up her hand with a flourish and kissed it, like Nick. White skin: how the bruises showed up.
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In Genoa, where we got off the train the following morning, I made a joyful discovery: in Italy they ate pastries for breakfast. ‘Let’s stay here for the rest of our lives,’ I said.

We were in a cafe near the station. Minna’s hands were clasped around a thick white cup. She was drinking a cappuccino and expounding her view that to treat clothes like any other commodity was a fundamental Marxist mistake. ‘That’s because Marx was a man. Men think clothes are frivolous because women love them and love buying them. I’m going to tell John Berger that, straight up.’

‘Isn’t the problem the buying, not the love? Marxists are always going to be anti any system that keeps people buying new stuff.’

‘How much new stuff have you seen me buy? You sound just like Nick,’ said Minna. ‘He’s always saying fashion is capitalism. But if I got into the industry, I’d have only two small collections a year. I’d carry over a couple of pieces from one collection to another, and others from one year to the next. They’d be inventive, practical clothes. Affordable, also – but in any case a smart woman would be able to put similar outfits together from stuff she’s already got. Or from flea markets and Oxfam. I’d travel round giving talks on exactly that.’

I couldn’t see what any of it had to do with John Berger. ‘Has he started designing clothes? I thought he was an art historian. I only know him from Ways of Seeing.’

‘That’s what this is about: a way of seeing. Seeing that revolutions are run by men and that what they don’t take into account is pleasure. Women’s pleasure. You can’t overthrow capitalism if you ignore that. That’s where the whole Mao suit thing went wrong. There should have been variations in style, lots of different colours, a range of prints. I’d love to go to China,’ said Minna wistfully. ‘I’d buy all the Mao suits I could get and remodel them. It’s what I plan to do – buy up other people’s overstock at the end of a season and uglify it.’

She licked the tip of her finger and dotted it over her plate to pick up flakes of pastry. ‘I wish Nick could have made this trip,’ she said. I could see that she wasn’t being rude, wasn’t wishing me away. The argument she wanted to lay before John Berger was really intended for Nick – it wasn’t an argument in fact but a quest for approval.

We still had to buy our tickets for the ferry to Sardinia. Enunciating clearly, Minna asked the waiter, ‘Shipping office?’ He replied in Italian. Then he came around the bar, touched Minna’s elbow and led us to the door to point the way. As we headed off, Minna said, ‘The local accent’s impossible – I speak Florentine Italian, it’s very pure.’

The shipping office wasn’t open, but a queue had already formed. We’d intended to leave our packs at the station, but the Bologna bombing the previous year had seen locker service discontinued everywhere. So we were stuck with our packs for the day.

The office opened at last, and after half an hour the queue had barely advanced. Minna told me what we were going to do. We began to sing. We sang ‘L’Internationale’. A man abandoned his position near the head of the queue and walked down it singing, ‘C’est la lutte finale …’ with us. He picked up our packs and ushered us before him to the counter, while everyone in the queue applauded.

The ferry didn’t leave until the evening. At lunchtime, fresh difficulties arose. We planned to buy picnic supplies for the ferry, but we wanted a hot meal now. ‘We need a place where workers go,’ said Minna. ‘Somewhere with cheap, hearty food.’ There were plenty of restaurants, with menus posted in their windows. But Minna decided that some of them were petit bourgeois and the rest were tourist rip-offs. ‘We need somewhere real. Un ristorante popolare.’ She bit her nails and peered through yet another window as if searching for something that hung there, bright and clear. Eventually, with my pack pulling at my shoulders, it seemed to me that what she was looking for was men in collarless shirts and blondes with heavy, pearly arms – the object of her search wasn’t a restaurant but an Impressionist painting.

At last she asked the advice of a passer-by who struck her as sufficiently popolare, judging by his dusty boots. He tugged his ear and embarked on a speech, gesturing away from the port. Minna handed him her notebook and pen, and asked him to draw us a map. Before we parted, he shook hands – first looking down at his hand, then extending it to each of us in turn as if it were a gift.

‘Did you see the way he held the pen?’ Minna asked, delighted, as we walked away. ‘Like a chisel.’

She wouldn’t laugh when I said surely she meant like a hammer. ‘Or a sickle?’

The map led us to a room with five or six long tables, where overalled men sat hip to hip on benches. Steam and the smell of frying gusted from the back. A waiter came up to us, wiping his forehead on his sleeve. It was a set menu, he said, and pointed to a board: carbonara, with liver to follow and a quarter-litre of wine thrown in. At the nearest table, they’d just been served their first course. Each plate of fleshflecked spaghetti had an egg on top, a raw egg in half its shell. A workman upended one over his pasta – snotty filaments of white hung glistening from the shell. Neither Minna nor I spoke as we trudged back to the port. She marched into the first petit-bourgeois place that we saw. The food was delicious, plentiful and cheap.
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That evening, we unrolled our sleeping-bags on the deck of the ferry. Three Italian boys settled down next to us, spreading out their belongings beside ours. A brisk wind arrived as we reached open water – Minna shrugged into her green jacket, and the Italians admired it. ‘It is so perfectly violent,’ said the one who spoke the best English. Soon we were drinking wine together, and the Italians opened tins of tuna. All three were studying history in Turin. They grew even more admiring when Minna told them that she was at art school. ‘Un’artista,’ said the one who wore small oval glasses. I was la professoressa – it sounded both dreary and dubious. But at various moments I caught each of those three looking at me in the way Jamal had looked at Minna: attentively, with hope.

They produced a pack of large, brightly coloured cards and set about teaching us to play scopa. There were four suits, each with its knave, knight and king. Where was the queen? I asked. The boy who didn’t say much pointed to the sky: ‘La luna.’ The queen of the night was lying on her back surrounded by stars that looked sharp enough to scratch. Someone sitting nearby stuck ‘Psycho Killer’ into a tape deck – ‘Fa-fa-fa-faa-fa,’ we all sang together, ‘fa-fa-fa-faa …’ But after our night on the train, sleep was coming for me as stubbornly as death. My body started to reel forward, and I had to make myself sit up. The most valuable card in the game was the sette bello, the seven of coins: I saw it there, in my hand.

The crossing took eleven hours. In Olbia the next morning we said goodbye to the Italians, who were setting out on a hike. Minna and I had to get to the other side of the island, which involved two buses. The first had waited for the ferry and left straight away. It carried us past dilapidated houses set with the blue eyes of glassless windows. Sheep pastured behind a low stone wall showed us their narrow, humourless faces – they’d gladly have watched us hanged as witches. The road curved around a hill, and there, rising like a vision on the far side of a lake of grass, were rows of trees sheeted in white blossom. Almost at once the road swerved, the valley dropped away and, although I clutched Minna’s arm, she missed the orchard. She was wearing a bra for meeting John Berger’s mistress, but, ‘Judder-judder-judder!’ she complained, jiggling her breasts as the bus negotiated the potholed roads.

I’m sorry to refer to the woman we were going to visit as ‘John Berger’s mistress’. I heard her name once or twice and forgot it long ago. Minna preferred to call her ‘John Berger’s mistress’ with calculated scorn in order to show that she wasn’t intimidated. This woman and Minna’s mother had been students together, and that was why John Berger’s mistress couldn’t refuse to see us. ‘There are things,’ said Minna with dark satisfaction, ‘that my mother knows.’

The bus dropped us off in a drab village where we had over an hour to wait. In the single, gloomy cafe, we ate rolls filled with maroon ham. Three old men were playing cards in a corner, and I asked Minna, ‘Did I have the sette bello last night?’ She replied that she’d forgotten everything she ever knew about scopa or the previous night.

We finished our chinottos – ‘The thinking woman’s Coke,’ said Minna – and went outside to the bus stop. A different old man set down the onion he was cutting in his palm, rose from his bench and came over. He was wearing a brown velvet jacket, the nap worn away in patches, and his trousers reached almost to his armpits. Tugging them still higher, he said that there was no bus – he said so incomprehensibly, but there was no mistaking his meaning. He was still shaking his head and pointing at the stop, when a younger man came out of the cafe. We’d seen him leaning on the counter with a beer. In unsteady but unambiguous English he informed us that the bus had broken down and wouldn’t be running that day. He asked where we wanted to go, and when we told him he offered us a lift.

Our saviour’s name was Vittorio. He introduced us to Gina Lollobrigida, who was waiting patiently in his car. The car was a Fiat, and the boot only took one pack, so Minna had hers on her knees. It was a squeeze for me, too, sitting beside Gina Lollobrigida in the back. The vinyl seat was speckled with cigarette burns, and yellow, foamy stuff was escaping from it in places. Vittorio was a chain-smoker who drove leaning back with his arms straight out in front. Minna smoked too, at first. The sky had grown overcast, and rain soon made the hills shapeless. Vittorio kept the windows up, remonstrating with Minna when she tried to wind hers down. He drove fast along the mountain roads and talked just as speedily in Italian. From time to time, he turned around to address a remark to Gina Lollobrigida, crying, ‘Bellezza!’ or ‘Cuore mio!’ The Fiat swung out across the road whenever this occurred.

The wind that was shivering the trees started tearing rents in the clouds. There was black masking tape in the shape of a cross on the back of Vittorio’s seat. The sun came out again, and Gina Lollobrigida began to pant. The miles passed, and a curious smile appeared on her face. She crouched, lowered her head and threw up into the footwell. The Fiat screeched to a halt in the middle of the road – it was a chance to escape into the breezy day. Minna and I admired an olive grove, and Gina Lollobrigida ran around eating grass. With a flow of loud reproaches, Vittorio prised up the vomity rubber mat, wiped it on the verge and stored it in the boot. He forgave Gina Lollobrigida, stroking her with tender cries of ‘Catastrofe!’ and smacking a kiss on the top of her head.

We resumed our journey. The smell in the hot little car was now ashtray, cigarettes, vomit and Gina Lollobrigida’s powerful breath. Eventually she smiled with embarrassment and threw up again. This time, Vittorio used a rag to remove the lumpier bits and the slimy strands of grass. Then he flung the rag away and urged us back into the Fiat, hissing, ‘Speedy! Speedy!’ as he raced to the driver’s door. Gina Lollobrigida, sniffing flowers in a meadow, raised her trusting head too late. She bounded forward, Minna and I shouting, ‘Stop!’ and ‘Gina!’ as if Vittorio had simply forgotten her. He was flooring the accelerator, his arms stretched out straight. He held forth – when I asked what he was saying, Minna replied that he was speaking dialect.

Time passed. ‘I think I’m going to throw up,’ I said.

‘Well, you know what’ll happen to you if you do.’

The smell had worked itself up to the point where Vittorio wound down his window a fraction and authorised Minna to do the same. He carried on smoking and talking nonstop. He looked harmless, which meant that he was probably a murderer. The black cross on the back of his seat – what did it signify? I hummed a few bars of ‘Psycho Killer’, and Minna twisted around to grin at me. ‘Run run run run run run,’ she sang under her breath and began to laugh. Vittorio joined in, laughing hugely at our fun – it was the prelude to killing us, for sure.

In the late afternoon we reached a prosperous-looking village strung along the road. The stone houses were in good repair, and the grass in front of the church was trim. There was a mini-mart and a hairdressing salon, both smartly painted. Minna was inclined to think that we’d find John Berger’s mistress living outside the village. ‘In an old farmhouse, I bet. John Berger would expect a kitchen garden and fruit trees. There might be a pig.’ Vittorio asked a woman sitting on a wall for directions. She was raising her baby in the air and lowering him and raising him again to make him laugh. Every time he did, she kissed his knees.

Her directions took us beyond the village and onto a gravel road. The Fiat pulled up under an oleander, beside a spiky gate set in an undulating, tile-topped wall. We could smell the sea when we got out and hear it wheezing close at hand. Vittorio dismissed our thanks with a wave of his cigarette. He roared off, white dust from the road puffing up behind his wheels.

The buzzer at the gate summoned a security guard. Minna gave him a name, and he said that the person she wanted wasn’t there. Minna pointed to his watch and asked at what time she’d be back. We couldn’t understand what he replied, but he was shaking his head. ‘She’s a friend,’ Minna said firmly, in Italian and then in English. It made no difference to the guard. ‘A very good friend,’ said Minna, and that was useless as well.

I suggested ‘L’Internationale’, but Minna said that we were dealing with a capitalist running dog. We mimed despair, pointing at our packs and throwing up our hands or clasping them in prayer. We carried on like that, and at last the gate swung back. We followed the guard along paths that led past whitewashed, red-roofed villas. Most were shuttered, but one or two had a car parked outside, or a beach towel draped over a plastic chair. ‘What kind of person lives in a gated compound?’ hissed Minna. Some of the air seemed to have leaked out of her. ‘I don’t believe John Berger has anything to do with this woman. It would be just like Mummy to have got everything wrong.’

The guard told us, ‘La dottoressa,’ and rang a doorbell. An old woman opened the door and said, ‘Alfredo. Come sta?’ She was dressed for holidays, in a kaftan, and bright, spotted socks with pool slides. Alfredo talked to her, after which she looked us over, while Minna explained in English. Then she said, ‘Come in.’

On the table in the entrance hall was a little stack of envelopes. Minna’s letter was on top. ‘My mother wrote too, and arranged everything,’ said Minna all over again. The dottoressa spread out the mail she was collecting for her neighbour, and Minna drew her mother’s envelope from the fan. ‘This is all Mummy’s fault,’ she declared in her softest, scariest voice. ‘If only she’d use the phone.’ She chewed her nails. There was nothing to be done – as the dottoressa informed us, the woman who lived in the adjoining villa was away. She’d left weeks earlier, possibly to be with John Berger.

A large, lopsided dog appeared, his claws slipping on the tiles. The dottoressa said that we could stay the night if we didn’t mind sleeping on the floor. Visitors were one of her pleasures, she went on. She, too, had been a great traveller – she flung her arm wide to take in her living room. It contained many carvings, textiles and souvenir dolls from a variety of countries. The dottoressa brought us coffee and said, ‘Now tell me everything.’ Her face was broad, bronzed, gouged by time. She sank into a soft chair, and we sat on a hard couch draped with a mirror-embroidered cloth. The dog had lowered himself with difficulty onto a rug, groaned and fallen asleep. He answered to the name of Dondolo, said the dottoressa, and he had wandered into the village one day. ‘Abandoned. Brutalised. His spine is damaged. Who can say what sorrows he has suffered?’

This prompted Minna to recount the fate of Gina Lollobrigida. ‘What?’ shouted the dottoressa. She sat up so abruptly that her heavy amber necklace jumped. ‘Why didn’t you tell me at once? We must fetch Alfredo and send him to search for this poor animal. You will have to direct him.’ Her hand, covered in stony rings, was already on the phone beside her chair – a magnificent cream and gilt apparatus like a telephone in a film.

‘Vittorio promised to pick her up on his way home tomorrow,’ said Minna. ‘He knows the man whose land she was on. She’ll be quite safe.’

She repeated it a few times, until the dottoressa replaced the receiver. Sardinians were a primitive people, she told us. They believed in giants and elves, and that the little clouds behind the moon were the spirits of babies who’d died without baptism. The girl who came in to clean was eighteen, with two children and no teeth. The dottoressa herself was from the Veneto. But circumstances … The sentence remained unfinished.

She’d been married three times, she went on, the first to an Englishman. ‘I’ve forgotten his name. Ferdinand? Ronnie?’ When she heard that I was from Australia, she fizzed up again. This time there was no preventing her. ‘Derek?’ she said into the phone. ‘Derek? You must come over now. I have an Australian here. Fantastico, no?’

Derek resisted for a while but finally agreed to drop in later. ‘After dinner!’ said the dottoressa when she’d hung up. ‘Who can say if we’ll still be alive after dinner? Men are slaves to the past and the future. They understand nothing of Being.’ Derek was ‘very well placed’ at the Australian embassy in Rome, we learned. He visited Sardinia whenever possible, renting a house in the village. ‘There is a young man there, who is unhappily married,’ said the dottoressa delicately. She turned her rings and told us about her travels. Her mother was Russian. ‘I went to Leningrad after she died. My cousin was still there, living in a communal apartment. We drank tea. Snow was falling. My cousin said, “My dear, I am ready to believe everything you tell me about life in the West but not that you can eat fresh tomatoes in winter.”’ The dottoressa sighed. ‘You would not believe my adventures – even I doubt them these days. In Guadalajara, I once spent an entire night with a gun pressed here.’ She closed her eyes and tapped her fist against her breastbone. The gems in her rings looked archaic, the colour of pus or dried blood.

The dog lifted his head and fixed her with a commanding stare – it meant that his thoughts had turned to food, the dottoressa said. He shared her diet of steak tartare, and hard little biscuits stuck with sugar flowers. While disdaining most alcohol, he would occasionally accept a glass of very good champagne. As soon as the cork popped, he got to his feet, tilting perilously from a ruined hip. The smaller the bubbles, the dottoressa told us, the better the champagne.

There was leftover milk soup in the fridge, prepared by the toothless girl. The dottoressa urged us to try it: ‘It leaves the mind clear and doesn’t bloat the stomach.’ We opted instead for pasta with tinned sardines.

Over dinner, Minna told the dottoressa about the arguments that she wished to present to John Berger. ‘Why consult a man about your path in life?’ asked the dottoressa. ‘Every one of my husbands put his faith in maps. We’d arrive in a new place, and he’d stand on a platform, trying to find north. I would simply go.’ She eyed Minna. ‘What has happened to girls your age? You run after men instead of ensuring that they run after you. And you, with your interest in fashion, look at the way you’re dressed. It suggests a fundamental lack of imagination.’

Minna looked as if she’d been slapped. She was wearing a paint-splattered navy-blue boilersuit – chosen to convey her commitment to working people – but as soon as we’d eaten, she began to drag clothes from her pack. Her green coat appeared, and a top made by joining the upper half of a striped shirt to the lower half of a checked one with big blue stitches. She laid out everything on the floor, arranging garments to show how they clashed. The dottoressa studied it all carefully and said yes, Minna did have a flair.

After a while they grew mutually complimentary, Minna saying, ‘Socks with slides is so great.’ She began setting out her theory of uglification. ‘It’s really a complication, which makes it anti-authoritarian – have you noticed how tyrants love things to be simple?’ A little later, the dottoressa asked, ‘Do you loathe Frida Kahlo?’ and Minna answered, ‘Of course!’ I lay on the rug, beside the sleeping dog. The dottoressa said that he’d never been heard to bark, but muffled yelps were rising from him now, and his legs quivered as all the cats in the world fled before his might.

Derek arrived, a compact man with yellow-grey curls who looked packed into his skin. He was wearing wide shorts and carrying a bottle. He placed it on a table by the door and adjusted his balls, crying, ‘Hello, hello, hello!’ – did he always greet them that way? ‘How are you finding Italy, love?’ he asked Minna. ‘Bit of a change from the big country?’

When his mistake was revealed, Derek looked at me. Wonder flitted over his face and was succeeded by dismay. For the moment it lasted the look said, as crudely as a neon sign, Not a Real Australian. I’d never seen that look in France. The French, knowing nothing about Australia, wouldn’t have thought it strange if my skin were striped.

Trained in diplomacy, Derek recovered well. He removed a geisha doll from a chair with a practised swipe, sat down and spread his knees – there they were again, Hello, hello, hello! Then came the usual interrogation about how long, where from, et cetera. All his life, Derek had believed one thing about Australians, and now people like me were showing up and taking that belief apart. How could he not look on us as a gimmicky trick? I felt kindly towards Derek. He was stuck in the spider web of the past. Future Him was Dead. Meanwhile he’d brought us another bottle of very good champagne.

The dottoressa never caught buses – they were ‘even worse than a camel’ – but Derek assured us that the local one would be leaving at noon the next day. He was bossily affectionate with the dottoressa and told her that her footwear was idiotic. ‘You’ll come a cropper wearing socks with those things.’ ‘“Art is magic delivered from the lie of truth.”’

There was something for everyone in Adorno, agreed Derek. He quoted, ‘“Love exists where one can be weak without provoking a show of strength,”’ and his eyes brimmed.

The dottoressa reached over and took his hand. She reminded him that their favourite game show was about to start. Why did I find her wide, creased face so reassuring? Dondolo heaved himself up and tottered to the door. He stood with his back to it, in a casual way. It meant that he wanted to go out, said the dottoressa, so Minna and I offered to take him for a walk. TV applause and the dottoressa’s shouts of ‘Cretino!’ followed us as we left.

A track from the compound ran along the rocky shore. The wind off the water blew my hair across my eyes. One or two stars were out, walking low. I asked if Vittorio had really promised to return for Gina Lollobrigida, but Minna was scanning the sky: ‘Look! Dead baby ghosts.’ Dondolo limped and lurched behind us for the time it took Minna to smoke a cigarette – it was like being trailed by Quasimodo. With the sea shouting encouragement, he chose a prickly pear tree to make his own. Then he turned for home.

We were to share his bedroom, which was furnished with floor cushions, rugs and a rich, yeasty smell. The dottoressa told us that he wasn’t really called Dondolo. His true name had come to her long ago, in a dream: her father, a lifelong nonsmoker, sat at a table beside her and traced out a word in spilled wine with the stem of his pipe. She had no idea how to pronounce the word or what it meant. ‘But as soon as I met this dog, I knew it was his name. A hidden connection can be the most profound.’ Was the dottoressa a philosopher? A doctor of medicine? An anthropologist? It didn’t occur to us to ask what lay behind her honorific. In our sightless young eyes, she was one thing only: old.

Minna and I rolled out our sleeping-bags and began to undress. ‘You have breasts like Cranach’s Eve,’ Minna told me. She was in high spirits: the dottoressa was going to show us her three Marimekko dresses in the morning, and Minna was to pick out one for her own. ‘I love her,’ she declared. I was drawing one of Dondolo’s ears through my fingers, which slowed his breathing and made him exhale in little puffs. It seemed to be all he dared to express of joy.
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After leaving Sardinia, Minna flew to England to join Nick, and I spent the rest of my holidays in Florence. At the Uffizi, I went looking for Cranach’s Eve.

When I returned to Montpellier, there was a flyer in my letterbox. It was a photocopy of a hand, the white lines standing out on the black palm. One was labelled Ligne de vie and another Ligne du destin. There were white pictographs as well, on the palm and on the tip of each finger: a crescent moon, the symbols for ‘female’ and ‘male’. A scribble across the bottom read À plus tard!

I thought at once of Rinaldi’s babble about Destiny. But the flyers seemed to exceed his reach. For a while they were everywhere: stuck to lampposts, scattered in doorways, plastered against bollards by the wind. Once there was a little heap of them on the bar of my usual cafe. I asked the owner about them. The owner looked nothing like Sandrine but reminded me of her: the dry lips, the perky eyes in a lived-in face.

He’d found the flyers outside the door that morning, he told me. ‘C’est probablement une pub.’ Probably an ad. A palmist seemed obvious, but why didn’t the flyers carry an address or phone number? The owner’s mind moved on a higher plane. He was of the view that the flyers were intended to stir interest in a forthcoming avant-garde event – a play, perhaps, or an experimental film. That was the meaning of the scrawled See you later! A regular client would show up with an explanation, he assured me. ‘We’ll find out everything.’ But the next time I went to the cafe no one had come forward to claim the flyers, and the owner had thrown them away. Now he felt that they must have been ‘une blague de lycéens’ – a high school prank.

The flyers had stopped turning up when my mind clicked: whoever was responsible had been following me around and knew where I went. The flyers had been left where I was sure to find them: near the flea market, in Minna’s street, at the bus stops near the lycée. But that was stupid, I realised – of course I’d seen them only in places I frequented.

A storm came, bringing a huge silver wind. It left the air shifty and scented. The weathered remains of a flyer fluttered on a parking sign. Line of life. Line of destiny. See you later! I couldn’t decide if the message was sinister or jaunty. The hand was small and shapely, a woman’s hand, black and white like a badger. The Night the Bertys Cooked a Badger – the flyers were like that smell, something puzzling and unexplained.
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None of this struck me as very important. My thoughts were busy with a letter. Signed ‘Lucio’, it had been waiting in my pigeonhole at the lycée one morning. In patched-together English, Lucio reminded me that we’d played scopa on a ferry. He had ‘a grand hope’ for socialism, he wrote, and he was thinking of coming to France for the presidential elections in May. He asked if I’d like to see him if he did.

‘Do you think he’s a serial killer?’ I asked Minna.

‘He’s going to a lot of trouble about it if he is. He could’ve just strangled you on the ferry and shoved you overboard. But how did he know where to write?’

‘Apparently we all swapped addresses.’

‘You know he wants to fuck you. I suppose he could kill you afterwards. Or first, if that’s his thing. Just remember that I won’t be around when you scream.’

The final round of voting in the elections was to take place on the three-day weekend that marked the Allied victory over Germany in the Second World War. Nick and Minna planned to spend it in Lyon, where a friend of theirs lived.

The poster for Mitterrand’s Socialist Party was everywhere at the time: a ham-pink fist fastened around a red rose. Lucio was to arrive on a Friday, the first day of the long weekend. On my way to meet him, I accepted a scentless, long-stemmed rose from a campaigner, who was handing them out on the steps of the station. I’d sent Lucio a postcard that consisted of a sentence, and he’d sent me one with the time of his train. When it pulled in, I didn’t know which of the Italians I’d see. The tall one or the one with glasses or the shy one? I realised that the rose was a stupid encumbrance. Would Lucio recognise a socialist emblem? What if he mistook it for romance? That would be far more embarrassing than if I’d turned up to meet him naked. Dodging travellers, I rushed about searching for a bin. In the end I dropped the rose on a seat. As the platform cleared, a boy with a knapsack and black hair remained by a vending machine – Lucio was the shy one. But in my bed he wasn’t shy at all. Over the three days we spent together, I learned quite a few Italian words.
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The cinematheque held its last screening before the summer break, Saura’s Peppermint Frappé. The freshly socialist streets were dark when the film ended, but the sky was a beautiful, spooky greenish-blue. As I walked home, I pretended that Lucio was waiting in my apartment. More than a week had passed since he went away forever, but my small, high breasts still grew warm as I thought of him. On the morning of the elections he’d bought me a bunch of tulips. They’d wilted since and been thrown away but remained open and lush in memory.

A placid breeze was moving through the trees, and the air smelled of water. My cells were stretching like contented beasts. As I was coming up to the intersection, blurry stars appeared in the distance. The white van and I arrived at the traffic lights together. The lights turned green. The van didn’t move, and nor did I. My bag was slung across my body, and I clutched its buckled strap. Daring Audrey’s gun lay inside – that useless toy. Run, I commanded myself, run! But I was in the grip of a large, peaceful emotion. It was the calm that arrives when uncertainty thins like mist and the way forward shines clear. The whole year seemed to have been building to this moment. I thought, Here it is!

The lights switched back to red. The change released me. I sped across the intersection, against the lights, my bag thumping my hip. Rinaldi was at the wheel of the van, Candlewoman frozen beside him. Neither looked at me, although I was impossible to miss. Their eyes were fixed forward as if peering into the future. I kept running, and as I ran I realised that Bold, Sexy, Modern and Intelligent were all beside the point. The only word that counted was Woman. That was the reason I had to run.

When I could hear the pinball machines in the late-night cafe, I came to a stop. With my breath tearing up my chest, I looked back at the intersection. There was nothing there.
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The last time I saw Sandrine, she invited me to her wedding. Riad’s papers had come through that week. ‘The bastards are afraid of workers, now that the Socialists are in. They think we’re going to rise up and cut their throats.’ Then she laughed. ‘No, their minds are too small to imagine a revolution. They’re frightened we’ll take away their pensions.’

I told her that on the night of the elections, there’d been a light in every room at the préfecture – tier upon tier of shining windows, including the mansards. Someone in the crowd said, ‘They’ll be going through all the files, getting rid of anything incriminating.’ I wondered if Monsieur Bisset was in his office, tearing up letters stamped Damned For All Eternity because they’d been written by people with unauthorised capital Ls.

On that Sunday evening, Lucio and I had got dressed and gone out when the shouts and the firecrackers began. People were surging through the centre of the city. Horns sounded nonstop, a victory tattoo. Music swelled from cafes, from cars. We linked arms with strangers, joining a human line that was wheeling across a street. A chant went up: El pueblo unido jamás será vencido! I spotted Dieter: he’d climbed onto the base of a statue and was taking photos of the crowd. He turned at my shout, but there were so many people between us that Lucio and I were swept on.

Rain fell, a brisk shower. Lucio and I ducked into a narrow street and came across Adalbert sheltering in a doorway. He’d given up smoking that year, and now there was a little wreath of flesh around his face. The handsome lieutenant was making way for the middle-aged Gruppenführer – he’d caress his chins while signing death warrants.

Adalbert took out his wallet and showed us a photo. He said that Ramón was dead. A neighbour charged with watering him over Easter hadn’t done so – or perhaps she’d overwatered, it was difficult to tell. Adalbert had tried to nurse Ramón back to health but in vain. His voice was steady, but his face convulsed as he spoke and tears filled his eyes. The rain was easing, and I urged him to come with us, but he wouldn’t leave his doorway. Years later Adalbert appeared before me, extraordinarily handsome and larger than life. He gazed out of a window and uttered his only line in the film: ‘What a magnificent autumn we are having.’ Behind him, Jews were dragged from wardrobes, from under beds.

Sandrine’s face as she told me about her wedding was indescribably happy. It was to take place in June. I wouldn’t be there, I explained. My friends and I were going to backpack for a month – I was heading off to Paris to join them in a week, at the end of May. Sandrine said, ‘But you’ll miss les fruits rouges!’ Her tone was scandalised, as if the prospect were unthinkable. It was ridiculous, but the appalling sensation that something had slipped through my grasp crept over me. My time in France and all it had held – faces, streets, impressions, rooms – crowded into my mind, sliding past as remorselessly as lives glimpsed from a train.
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The days that remained were spiky with goodbyes. Between them, I packed up my things and cleaned my apartment. On the last Sunday of the month, I was going to Sète with Minna and Nick. I’d catch a train to Paris that night, and they’d drive to Spain the following day.

On Friday evening I came home late after a boozy farewell dinner with Dieter and other teachers from the lycée. Key in hand, I ran lightly up the stairs, past Rinaldi’s silent door. There was a smell of cigarette smoke on the stairs, but even as I registered what that meant, I was around the final bend. A man rose from the W.C. steps. ‘I thought you were never coming home,’ said Nick. ‘Where is she? What’s she told you?’ The light went off. If I stayed forever I wouldn’t get used to the light on those stairs, its heart-stopping transformations. Nick spoke through the dark, saying, ‘You have to tell me where she’s gone.’

Once inside, he asked for a glass of water. He sat at the kitchen table, words falling out of him, the water untouched. Two days before he’d come home and found Minna gone. The letter she’d left said that she was going away to be alone and work out what she wanted to do with her life. She didn’t want to see him over the summer, and he was not to try to find her. ‘Where is she?’ he asked again.

I was trying to grasp that Minna had left – left without a word or a sign to me. On the weekend we’d paid our last visit to the flea market. Minna was wearing sparkly socks, Doc Martens and a child’s puff-sleeved frock – she’d inserted panels of clashing fabrics into the side seams to make it fit. A long, ratty waistcoat, blue and orange bands with metal toggles, caught her eye at a stall. She slipped it on over her dress. The result was pure uglification, but she didn’t buy the waistcoat. I knew why now: it would have been one more thing to abandon when she left. Why hadn’t she confided in me? I want us to stick together, always. Wasn’t she the one who’d said that? Our winding conversations, Daring Audrey, Sardinia – they all slid into a ravine. None of it counted for her, I told myself. My mind went shimmery with self-pity and wine. There wasn’t any wine to hand – a stupid oversight.

A length of stale baguette lay on the table. Nick tore off a piece and ate it, and then he ate another. I found a wedge of brie in the fridge and placed it before him with a knife. When I asked why it had taken him two days to tell me about Minna, he said, ‘I thought she’d be back. She hadn’t taken her clothes.’ In a different tone he added, ‘Her fucking clothes!’ He crammed in great chunks of cheese and bread, and between each mouthful his voice changed. The voice would accuse Minna of selfishness and lies, and then it would speak of loss. It was a striped voice. It said, ‘She’s nothing to me/She’s everything.’ Both declarations were true.

The voice talked about a man in Lyon. Pete was making a documentary about immigrant workers there. The voice believed that Minna had gone to him. ‘I’ve seen the way she looks at Pete. He’s the still-waters kind. Runs shallow. But handsome, I’ll give him that.’

How plainly did Minna have to speak before she was believed? ‘She’s told you she wants to be alone,’ I said. ‘Why imagine she’s with someone else? She’s not a parcel to be passed around.’ Before I’d finished I was yawning, and my words slurred. Minna and Nick – I was tired of them both. But Nick at least could be put to use. There was the same faint hum that I’d heard in Jamal’s room – it was the sound of my blood coursing. ‘You’d better come with me,’ I said and pushed back my chair. ‘I’m going to bed.’
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There were no sheets on my bed. I’d returned them to Madame Bisset that morning. Before that, I’d taken them to a blanchisserie, where they were laundered, starched, ironed, folded and wrapped in snowy paper. ‘Forty-seven francs,’ announced the manager, placing the package on the counter. Forty-seven francs! How much had those sheets cost me over the year? ‘They’re magnificent, aren’t they?’ I said, trying to claw back some profit, if only a compliment about a dead woman’s taste.

The manager sniffed. Her cheeks were flushed, which I’d put down to the heat in the blanchisserie. Working people couldn’t afford luxuries, she informed me. But there were those who threw out money as they threw out fine words. I realised then that she was pink with emotion. She was addressing me from 1789: the Bastille was fresh rubble and duchesses were quaking in broom cupboards. ‘Things are different now,’ the manager proclaimed. ‘The rich will have to watch out.’ Declarations that the world had been turned upside down were everywhere in those giddy weeks after the elections. ‘Tout a changé.’ ‘Rien n’est pareil.’ The tone – gleeful, menacing, doom-laden – varied with the speaker. I left the laundry in my new role as an enemy of the people. The manager followed me to the door and stood there with her arms folded. She was watching me ascend the scaffold, wrapped in a monogrammed sheet.

Nick and I slept on a bare mattress on Friday night, my sleeping-bag at hand to cover us when we grew cold. He went away early the next day. I packed up my last two boxes and took them to the post office. They held winter clothes, novels, a flowered tin for twice-cookeds and a lapel pin that said, ‘Nucléaire? Non, merci,’ with a picture of a smiling sun. One of those boxes never arrived in Sydney. I lost my warm coat, the Ronis postcard and the arty dress that Minna had made for me.

Nick came back on Saturday night – of course he came back. Very early on Sunday I woke and heard him muttering in his sleep. In the kitchen I drank a glass of water, watching the first scrapings of light in the sky. No need to hurry. No need to sparkle. The American Library had brought me that, too, a final gift. Minna was a sparkler, I thought. There was no reason why Nick and I couldn’t go to Sète without her to visit Valéry’s grave. Hindsight shows me a small-minded wish to mark out my difference from Minna – me, the one at home in French literature, like Nick.

We were slow getting out of bed that morning, slow to get dressed. But the day was as bright as tin, and Sète wasn’t far away. I shouldered my pack, and we headed down the stairs. There was a commotion in Rinaldi’s apartment – men’s voices, thumping, and what could have been doors or drawers slammed shut. It sounded as if noisy burglars were searching the place. I hoped so – but perhaps Rinaldi was moving out at last and had people in to help.

In the foyer, I dropped my key in the Bertys’ letterbox as instructed by Monsieur Laval. Their silence was disappointing. Didn’t they realise that it was their last chance to laugh? Vous avez raté l’occasion, I informed them smugly.

Outside my building, Nick stopped to light a cigarette. Even on that summery day, the smell of cold stones persisted. From the far side of the street I looked up at my apartment, where minutes earlier I’d closed and fastened my blue shutters. Candlewoman was smiling down at me. I saw her face at the W.C. window, which was too high for a shutter or a face. ‘What’s up?’ said Nick, tilting his head back to look at my apartment. But there was no one at the window, only a smudge of sunlight against the glass.

A tangy breeze gusted through the car as we sped along the coast, the Goddess exercising her lungs. The sea shone like spit, and all the little waves were wearing lace. I can’t say exactly when it dawned on me that the outing was a mistake. Nick sang, ‘“Some velvet morning …”’ He’d forgotten; then he broke off. Minna was there anyway, chewing her nails in the back seat, invisible, outlandishly dressed, throwing out silent commands. Nick and she must have told each other the things that people in love say. They must have believed that they were unique, like no other lovers in history. Two days after she left, he’d followed me to my bed. Rocking inside me, he said that it was what he’d wanted to do from the first time he saw me. Lucio had said the same thing. I wondered if an Italian girl had gone away leaving him only a letter. I wondered if she bit her nails.

In Sète the restaurants along the waterfront were crowded with families. At last we found a table under an awning. ‘Monsieur, madame, je vous écoute,’ said the waiter, preparing to take our order. He brought us a carafe of icy white wine while we waited for our food. What would happen if I wrote our names in the condensation on the glass, enclosed them with a heart and transfixed it with an arrow? I saw myself rushing about on a station platform that stretched forever, trying to dispose of a telltale red rose. Sex was a cover story for someone like me – it obscured a craving for affection. A white-haired accordionist was moving slowly along the street, pausing at tables. He was playing ‘Le temps des cerises’. That song, associated with the Paris Commune, was another thing heard everywhere in those May weeks. I don’t know why – the cherries that it described fell like drops of blood. It was said to inspire hope, but it was a song about a defeat.

Nick reached under the table and tiptoed his fingers up my calf. His skin was sun-dark again – he looked thinner, tougher. We ate in silence. Monsieur, madame, I’m listening: but there was nothing to hear. We were a worn-out couple of thirty-six hours with no words to offer each other. Uppermost in our minds were sex and Minna. The first didn’t require conversation, and we couldn’t talk about the second. Tripwires crisscrossed our past, so I searched the future and asked Nick whether he’d be working on his novel over the summer. ‘Oh, she told you about that, did she?’ he said. He looked grimly pleased, as if it proved that Minna had always been sly. The striped voice appeared: Minna had never respected his writing, The Face was her notion of literature, she was a spoilt TV child who placed images above words. She was a serpent. She was a swallow. The voice cried, ‘What will I do without her?’ In bed Nick had spoken of his family, saying, ‘We’re middle class now. But my great-grandfather was a fisherman. He went to sea when he was nine. There’s a photo of him standing on a wooden chest: a frightened boy.’ The way he said a frightened boy told me that he was talking about himself.

When I wiped myself in the restaurant toilet, the paper came away with a stringy blob of white. There were shiny stains on my thighs, where trickles of semen had dried. Nick and I had showered that morning, and then, ‘One last time,’ we agreed.

After lunch we drove to the Cimetière Marin, named for Valéry’s famous poem. In the car park at the foot of the hillside cemetery, we kissed again. I was leaning against the Goddess, and Nick’s mouth tasted of wine, tomatoes, cigarettes and very faintly, very beautifully of me.

At the caretaker’s lodge we were handed a map that showed the location of Valéry’s grave. We set off, on an upward path. Dark cypresses were keeping watch, the most soldierly of trees. In Sydney, too, there was a cemetery that overlooked the sea. The dead had the same white houses there, and the sky was the same seething blue. But grass and flowering weeds burst from those Sydney graves and broke up the paths between them. Here, impeccable brick and asphalt conspired to crush eternal life. And still Minna tailed us with her mocking chant: Paul Celery.

We found Valéry’s tomb at the end of a sweaty climb. Until then, we’d had our backs to the view. Now we sat for a while on the edge of his marble coverlet, seeing what he’d seen: the white boats like doves, the twitching sea. Resting there, with death close all around, my body felt arrogantly alive.

Nick was trying to remember how ‘Le Cimetière Marin’ began. He recited, ‘Ce toit tranquille, où marchent des colombes, / Entre les pins …’ and then he was stuck. ‘The next bit’s entre les tombes. But there’s a verb before that.’ Screwing up his eyes against the glare, he repeated, ‘Entre les pins, entre les pins …’

‘It’s palpite,’ I said. ‘Entre les pins palpite.’

Nick looked at me. It was a look of pure astonishment. It lasted three seconds – forever. ‘Of course,’ he said and turned back to the view. ‘Well done you.’ The sea flinched, the light went on darting about. It was like the light flashing off the Arab’s knife on that beach in L’Étranger. Who could say whether the Arab had a degree in French and could recite Valéry by heart? What was certain was that Meursault hadn’t expected that knife any more than Nick had expected to find someone like me in possession of le centre historique.

His hand began to straighten and close on his knee, straighten and close. He might have been calculating whether there’d be time for one last time – ducking behind shrubs or on the baking back seat of the car – but more probably he was shooting accusations at Minna. She was there in her tartan dungarees, perched on the roof of a mausoleum, ignoring him. ‘We have work to do,’ she hissed at me, under cover of the cicada static. ‘Girls against the world, remember?’ What Minna kept forgetting was that only one of us was the most beautiful colour. We could Reclaim the Night, marching side by side, and that counted a lot, but could it ever count enough? As for Nick, he was welcome to le centre historique – it was cold and creepy and no place for someone like me. But I’d go on ransacking it: for Cranach’s paintings and L’Invitée and Valéry’s poems and the full-noon trill. Nothing would stop me, not a gun or a look. I was Bold, Sexy, Modern and Intelligent. History would have to sprint to keep up with me.
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In the Paris train that night there were only four of us in the compartment. A woman and her small daughter stretched out on one of the long vinyl seats, and an old man and I made the best of the other. I slept well in the swaying dark. When I woke we were forty minutes out of Paris. The man had gone, leaving a copy of Midi Libre. The woman was slumped near the window, dozing. Her daughter was asleep too, her head in her mother’s lap.

I found my washbag and left the compartment. When I came back, the child was sitting up. From her oversized front teeth I guessed her to be about seven. She saw me looking at her, pushed both hands into her hair and lifted it – a woman’s gesture. Beside her, her mother stirred and yawned. I reached for the abandoned newspaper and turned it over. The Most Beautiful Woman in France smiled out below a headline: Crime atroce à Clarensac. A journalist informed me that Marianne Sagara’s mutilated body had been found on wasteland near a village forty kilometres from Montpellier. She’d been missing for over a week. The police had a suspect in custody, and further developments were expected.

I learned that Marianne Sagara’s family had immigrated to France from Mali. She was twenty-four and she had a fiancé, a soldier. I might have those details wrong. While I was reading, all I could see was an intersection. A sign there indicated the road to Clarensac, and a white van was hesitating at the lights. Now and then I wonder if the child with the heavy black hair ever asks her mother, ‘Do you remember that girl on the train? The one who looked as if she’d lost something vital?’ But in those days I believed that the past could be left behind like a country. I believed that this plumy morning was the start of a new life. The first slate-roofed apartment blocks had appeared beside the track. The train was carrying me forward, everything was changing, sapphire into pearl.
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A letter came to find me in Oxford that winter. It had gone to Sydney, and my mother had sent it on across the world. Minna was living in New York. She’d spent the summer in Greece, teaming up with a bunch of Americans she’d met on an island. They rented a white house with a mulberry tree. A storm blew up when Minna was on a ferry and she was unspeakably seasick. The ferry capsized, and she’d thought she was going to die. A fishing boat rescued her. A ribbon of skin got torn off her shin in the process. The Greeks had fought fascism with unsurpassed courage. They were also pointlessly cruel to animals. If she’d had a gun, Minna would have gone around shooting all the chained and beaten dogs. The icons made her want to paint. A dessert called bougatsa made her believe in heaven. There were many ruled, yellow pages to her letter but that was mostly the kind of thing they said.

Then she wrote:


The summer before Montpellier I got pregnant. We were working in a hotel in Toulon, Nick was a waiter and I was helping in the kitchen. In the afternoon, between shifts, we’d lie in our attic room and argue. Worse was when there was silence that built up like the heat. It was too hot for clothes. We kept the shutters closed, but I remember bars of light and shade across our bodies as if there were slatted blinds at the window. It must have been a dream. It was August, and I felt faint a lot of the time. One day I was given a heap of mignonette lettuces to wash and prepare for lunch. I tore off all the dark edges and threw them away – I thought they were rotten, although I’d eaten them in salads often enough. Charlotte Perriand said that in every important decision, only one option represents life. Nick said that she was right. He said that we should choose our lives, not throw them away on a mistake.

In the end I saw a doctor to arrange an abortion. She was concerned about my pressure. And I didn’t know my blood group, which amazed her. She sent me to a clinic for a blood test. They love them in France, I’m surprised French people have any blood left. At the clinic, I had to take off all my clothes in a room full of other women and put on a hospital gown. Then we all had to file through to a different room where there were barriers to control us and keep us in line like cattle. One by one, each woman passed her arm through an opening in a screen, and an invisible person on the other side drew her blood. When it was my turn I walked past the screen and left.

That night I had a miscarriage. The cramps weren’t much worse than a bad period. I looked down and saw it there in the loo. The baby I’d spent nineteen days imagining was only a few red clots.



There was an address in Bleecker Street, but nothing about what Minna was doing there and not a word of enquiry about me. But she’d enclosed a photo of Daring Audrey. When I dug out that photo the other day, I saw a child’s expectant face. I’m not sure that I’d know her if she came towards me in the street. Gun at the ready, she confronts the world in a wide-skirted dress cinched at the waist. Minna had used black-and-white film but coloured my dress golden. I kept her letter all this time, but just now I dropped it in a bin. Minna always signed her name with a circle over the ‘i’ instead of a dot. I’d asked Monsieur Bisset what that meant. He said that it denoted narcissism, fantasy and underlying anguish.

Sometimes a voice or a gesture makes me think of Minna – I see her pigtails or her whispery orange coat. They pass through my mind in an instant, carried on a strip of ice-blue light. Did Nick tell her about us? Sitting on a grave, he said that he’d filled two suitcases with Minna’s clothes and left them in the street, along with her sewing machine. It wasn’t the striped voice but one that was tired and pitiless. Nick married a short, intelligent, chivalrous, tender girl who dreamed of providing Africans with clean drinking water or saving an endangered rodent, but who settled for a corner office. Nick made her happy in bed and uneasy everywhere else. Those are delusions. I never heard from him again. The one I miss is Minna. She taught me that hot pink is really a neutral. She taught me to show my face.

In the summer of 1983 I was in Paris doing research. One night I turned on the radio, and Klaus Nomi was singing ‘Total Eclipse’. When the song ended, the DJ announced that Nomi had died. Hushed, jittery talk was going on everywhere about an illness that was killing gay men. Dieter and I had exchanged a few postcards, but it was months since we’d been in touch. My time in Montpellier already felt so remote that it seemed to belong to a book I’d once read. In the apartment opposite mine a baby was screaming. Its parents were holding a dinner party on their terrace and ignoring it. A sensation of cold made the hair float up along my arms. Dieter was dying – the baby seemed to confirm it, crying by itself in the dark. The next day I called the Berlin number I had, but the woman who answered had never heard of Dieter.

At this distance the pictures of Lucio that I hold in my mind merge with those of Nick. A lanky man slouches contented against my bolster. He has ears like flowers – which one is he? It was definitely Lucio who bought me tulips. He said that their purply-pink openness reminded him of my fica. Whenever I see that shade of pink it’s raining, Lucio is inside me, if I turn my head I can see a jug of tulips and a buttery plate.

I haven’t said how the rain put a sheen on the cobblestones that night of 10 May 1981, the night that gave Mitterrand the Élysée Palace. Montpellier had turned into a Chinese painting, all watery greys. There was a light, unpleasant wind. ‘All Shook Up’ was playing in a cafe where people were jiving. The dancers spilled out into a square that had a fountain and a tree. One of them was a woman with yellow taffeta petals around her head. Her skirt flew out like spray from the fountain. Pascal was flinging her about and pulling her near with polished ease. She still sends me a card every Christmas, Deb. It’s full of closely written news. Just as she’d planned, she got her pony and her three children – she got two of them with Angus and one with his best friend. She runs an organic farm in Kent and invites me to stay.

Late on election night, a crowd gathered at the lookout on the Promenade du Peyrou. When Lucio and I joined them, someone tapped my arm. I don’t think Felipe ever knew my name. The second time he spoke to me, it was as frank and impersonal as the first. I happened to be there, and the film that was always playing behind his eyes had been reversed at last. His sister was flying up from her well with her toes pointed, and Franco had never been born. ‘I’ve been waiting for this day all my life,’ Felipe said.

That was what the world looked like when I was twenty-two. We chanted, ‘They shall not pass!’ and believed that the monsters had been put to rout. All around me, people were striking matches and flicking on lighters that they raised high, hundreds of dithering little flames. ‘L’Internationale’ started up. Lucio sang in Italian, grandly off key. In the distance, tiny lights pinpricked a massive façade – the prisoners in Le Château were holding up matches at their windows. When I saw all those shaky lights answering one another across the dark, I thought of an orchard breathed into new life by white blossom. It was one of those puzzling connections suited to dreams, but I’ve never doubted that it was really there.
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The state is the coldest of all cold monsters.

Nietzsche

How does it feel to be a problem?

W.E.B. Du Bois






WHO DECIDES HOW TO READ A NOVEL?

This one can be read in two ways and this e-book provides you with both. In one version, LILI precedes LYLE. In the other, LYLE precedes LILI.

Their stories are the same in both versions, just in a different order.

The choice is yours.
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Lately I’ve been thinking about the day Alan died. He’d grown old, and one morning there was a scatter of drops on the couch. What we had to do was painful, but as Chanel pointed out, it was for Alan’s sake. Chanel is the one who sees ahead and plans. She takes the lead in all our decisions, great ones or small.

Alan came to live with us when Sydney was six. We were walking home from the park on a Saturday and saw Fraser come out of his house. A ‘For Sale’ sign had gone up at his place, four doors along from ours in Spumante Court. Here is a house that can accommodate the joys and sorrows of your family, it said.

Nike and Alan ran out past Fraser and into the yard. Sydney was in the same class as Nike. The two of them began to race around, making vrooming noises under their breath. Fraser and I chatted. He was carrying a tennis racquet and took low swipes at an invisible ball as we spoke.

At dinner I mentioned that our neighbours were relocating to Perth. Sydney piped up. ‘Alan isn’t, he’s going to the farm, Nike said. So he can play with the other animals.’

Mel gave a little laugh in her throat.

‘What?’ said Sydney.

‘Sydney’s dumb,’ said Mel. ‘You’re so dumb, Sydney. You don’t know anything.’

Chanel said, ‘Don’t speak to your brother like that.’

‘He’s so dumb. He doesn’t even know what going to the farm means.’

We were all looking at Mel. She jabbed her spoon into her potatoes, pushed the mash into her tomato sauce and began spreading it in red and yellow swirls. She’s always been very creative. Keeping her ferny lashes lowered, she said, ‘The vet’s going to kill Alan. Sydney’s the only person in the whole world who doesn’t know that ’cos he’s dumb.’

Sydney’s dinner was two pieces of peanut-butter toast. All he would eat that year was what he called ‘toast spread with peanut butter right to the edges’. As we watched, furrows turned his forehead into a small ploughed field. A tear fell onto the tea towel tucked under his chin. He’d started pestering us for a pet almost as soon as he learned to talk.

As Chanel remarked when we talked things over in bed, it was useful to learn a new expression. We already spoke fluent English when we arrived in Australia but we couldn’t always understand what was said here. Going to the farm –who could have guessed what it really meant?

‘Everyone has rescue pets these days,’ Chanel went on. ‘Erin’s got a three-legged poodle. Does Alan still have all four legs?’

‘This afternoon he did.’

‘I’ll message Fraser anyway. Lots of Australians have a dog or a cat. We should have got one sooner.’

That was how Alan became part of our family. Back when Chanel worked at The Other Corporation, Erin was her manager and a reliable guide on how things were done here. Erin said that it was quite okay to feed Alan in the morning and leave him outside to amuse himself in the yard. ‘It’s called Set and Forget,’ she told Chanel. Alan didn’t bark much as we headed off for the day, leaving him alone – he was used to that way of life.

Then Ivy joined our household. Ivy is my mother, and she had Alan inside all the time. I tried to explain about Set and Forget. The news was on, and a government hatespokesperson was telling us why it was necessary to detain asylum-seeking queue-jumpers on an offshore island forever. Ivy said, ‘I suppose that’s called Set and Forget, too.’

But I’ve strayed from my subject of Alan’s last day. My mind has started showing this tendency to play tricks. There was that time a bulb went, and when I fetched a new one from the cupboard it was labelled ‘Worm White’. How strange, I thought, before realising that it was ‘Warm White’. It must be overwork – I stay later and later at the Department these days.

Naturally we said nothing to Mel and Sydney about what we had to do. My flexi-day came, a winter morning with a vinyl sheen. The children were at school, so that left Ivy. I found her sitting on the sunny side of the patio with her face turned to the sky. She had a tube of Factor 73 beside her and Alan on her lap.

This is Melbourne. It was three degrees outside. Ivy was wearing Ugg boots, a beanie, a down jacket and gloves. She’s always felt the cold. It caused difficulty when she came to live with us. After the first winter power bill, I had to point out that we couldn’t keep the heating on just for her. She was to switch it off when the children left for school and switch it on when they came home. When I say ‘point out’, I mean that I was tactful. I left the bill lying around, and talked about what heating had cost the previous year and how much more we were paying now. That was when Ivy started going out on cold days, crossing the city on buses and trains. She went to places we had no idea were places. Altona! Brunswick! Before setting out, she’d take Alan for a long walk, so that when he came home he slept for hours. Now that he’d grown old and whined when left alone, she stayed with him whatever the weather.

‘Alan’s due for his injection,’ I told her.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I have the reminder in my phone.’

One of Ivy’s eyes has grown hooded and cloudy with age. Back then her eyes were still wide and grey, giving the impression that she spent her time looking into the distance. Chanel used to say that Ivy’s eyes made her seem vacant, but Ivy can be very sharp. For a moment I was afraid that she’d insist on going to the vet with me. But Ivy doesn’t like vets – they’re too close to doctors. Her dread of the medical profession is totally irrational. She says, ‘What do doctors know? They know about blood, eyeballs, what it’s like on the inside of your lungs. We have nothing to say to each other.’ Long ago back home, Ivy had a kidney stone. When they finally operated, the stone was so big that it was put on display in a medical museum. The surgeon said that the pain would have been unimaginable. Ivy had put up with it for five months rather than consult a doctor.

Ivy said, ‘Brave boy.’ She kissed the springy white fur on top of Alan’s head and lifted him down.

When I came home, Ivy was in the kitchen. She saw me dangling Alan’s lead attached to his empty collar, and lurched sideways as if she’d been hit. I told her the harmless, comforting story that Chanel and I had prepared. Alan’s heart gave out the minute the vet lifted him onto the table, I said. ‘It was very quick and peaceful.’

‘I should have known,’ said Ivy. ‘It was the four of clubs this morning – deceit.’

‘It was a kindness,’ I told her. ‘You know yourself how slow Alan had become. There was no lingering this way, no pain. Everything happened for his own good.’

Ivy said, ‘You mean for the good of your couch.’

She spoke as if I had no feeling for Alan. But I’ve never forgotten the time when Sydney talked about him at school. His teacher said, ‘Oh, you have a dog? For some reason, I thought your family were Muslims.’ We were frightened when we heard that – what if other people made the same mistake? Chanel and I chose photos of the children cuddling Alan for our screensavers, and we bought a ‘Beware of the Dog’ sign for our gate. When Islam was banned and the arrests followed, who knows what difficulties might have come our way if not for Alan? Of course I was sad when he had to go.

I’ve just remembered that when the ban came in, Ivy told the children that no one could ban the new moon. She said that Muslims would be able to look up at it and take heart from the symbol of their faith. We had to warn the children against repeating her nonsense to anyone. That’s the kind of thing we’ve had to put up with from Ivy over the years.

What I’d told her about Alan was quite true. It was very peaceful at the end. Everyone at the clinic understood how I felt. The nurse put on soft, calming music. The vet took Alan away to get the cannula in place without distressing me. After it was all over she said that I could sit with Alan for as long as I liked, and the nurse offered me a cup of tea.

The thing that sticks in my mind, even after all this time, is Alan coming back into the room with the cannula in his stumpy leg. It was secured by multicoloured tape, red, yellow, green, that stood out brightly against his fur. When he was led away he must have thought that he’d be spending the day at the clinic, as had happened once or twice when he wasn’t well. Finding me waiting for him, he lowered his ears in greeting, lifted his head and stepped up his pace. He looked so gallant, trotting towards death with its cheerful colours taped to his leg.
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It’s Monday morning, and I’m at The Coffee Spot. It’s in our shopping centre, a short walk away on the far side of Blue Nun Road. I’ve been coming here on my flexi-day for years. It began when Chanel insisted that I join a gym. I argued that lots of Australian men have a pot belly, but Chanel said that it was rarer in senior management. She’s more ambitious than I am – it’s the one area in which we hold different views. She tells me, ‘Russ is a fool. You say so yourself. How come he’s your manager and not the other way around?’ She knows the answer as well as I do: Russ’s brother-in-law is a cabinet minister. Not that it matters to me. I believe that it’s best for people like us not to aim for the heights. It creates envy and attracts unnecessary attention. My unfailing advice to the children was: Study hard enough to be in the top ten but not so hard as to end up in the top three. That’s my prescription for happiness. At work I strive to be nondescript and indispensable. My unassuming, unthreatening competence is recognised by the Department, and I aspire to no more than the middling level of seniority where I’ve made my niche. At a performance review, my former manager once told me, ‘You know, Lyle, there’s no kill in you.’ She was trying to spur me on, but I took it as a compliment. In the restructures, the killers go. Chanel understands my caution but it exasperates her. She’s the kind of person whose intelligence and drive lift her through the ranks. There’s also the Corporation factor. The multinational that she works for rewards visionary unprinciples, excellent muscle tone and healthy backstabbing in its employees.

To please Chanel, I signed up at the local gym. But I always walk straight past it and settle down in The Coffee Spot instead. My favourite table is in the right-hand corner, near the trough of plastic succulents. If it’s occupied, I take the corresponding table on the left. But on a Monday morning the few other customers are likely to be young mothers with preschoolers. They prefer the bigger tables in the middle where they can get together and there’s room for strollers and highchairs. If by chance neither of my preferred tables is free, I take it as a sign that misfortune is headed my way.

As a child, I liked to count the mynahs pecking at our lawn: One for sorrow, two for joy … Australians apply this rhyme to magpies, so now I do the same. This morning there were seven magpies in Blue Nun Road. Seven for a secret never to be told. That was a good omen, on top of which my table at The Coffee Spot was free. Dalma lifted her eyebrows when she saw me, and I waggled my fingers in return. She brought me my latte and almond croissant almost as soon as I’d sat down. ‘How are you today?’ she asked. ‘Good?’ No response was required. That’s what I value in Dalma. She exudes warmth, and you bask in her atmosphere without being held to a rendering of accounts. Dalma could be ten years younger than I am or ten years older. Her movements are efficient yet without haste. Sometimes a toddler upsets a cup of juice or jabs another child in the eye. Dalma is there instantly, a monument of calm. She mops up and soothes, and the commotion is over before it’s begun.

An old man used to come here quite often. He liked to sit near the coffee station, his stick hooked over the back of a chair. He’d just sit there, his cup in front of him, staring straight ahead. Dalma never hurries anyone out, so he could well have sat there all day. He made me uneasy from the start. Whenever I thought of him, I’d picture him in a brown plaid dressing-gown with yellowish stains. It was always a little shock when I saw him tidily dressed in slacks and a woollen vest.

One day he lost control. It began with a low keening that turned into a sort of howl, and then he shouted, ‘It’s just another name for murder!’ He grabbed his stick and started beating off invisible assailants. The stick caught on a chair and overturned it. Dalma was there at once. She touched his elbow, and he dropped his stick. At a sign from her, the barista brought over a fresh cup of coffee. The old man was pouring out a torrent of muttered words. Dalma picked up the fallen chair and sat on it. When I left, she was still holding his hand across the table. I heard her tell him, ‘It’s your time to shine.’ That’s the kind of thing she says.

Before everything went electronic, the Department used to provide me with a motivational desk calendar. The first thing I’d do on arriving at work was to flip over the page and read my message for the day. Those messages were read by office workers all over the country, yet each one seemed to speak to the individual heart. Their spirit lives on in Dalma. ‘You’ve done amazing,’ she tells a young woman reeling towards despair because a child has hurled the sachets of sugar to the floor. We all come away from Dalma comforted, renewed, armed for the struggle by her words.

The shouting incident took place months ago, and I haven’t seen the old man since. I long to ask Dalma what he told her and if she knows what’s become of him, but I’m sure that she wouldn’t say. If I were granted a wish, I’d ask for Dalma to sit there across from me, holding my hand, while I unburdened myself of everything on my mind. At the end she’d say, ‘Everything happens for the best’ or ‘You’ve done amazing’ – something I need to hear, something ordinary and kind.

[image: image]

I remember when Markus joined the Department, appointed to head up Tech. Markus was Danish and had just arrived in Australia. Who would have guessed? Markus was so tall and had such yellow, abundant hair and spoke such faultless English. All the way home on the train, I felt envious of Danes. They possess what every immigrant longs for: invisibility. No one would spit at Markus in the street or shout abuse at him from a car. If a pandemic spread outwards from Scandinavia, no one would chuck a brick through his window or beat him up on a train. He wouldn’t have to keep his gaze on the floor in a supermarket since eye contact can be taken for arrogance. Danes could be captaining football teams and reading the evening news and running outback roadhouses, and no one would suspect a thing.

People like us will never be invisible, so we have to make a stupendous effort to fit in. Chanel grasped this much sooner than I did – as I said, I merely follow her lead. Take our names: we haven’t always been Chanel and Lyle. Chanel chose new names for us as soon as our application to immigrate was approved. They’re not so far from our original names, which we can hardly remember now. Chanel explained that the way forward was to forget everything we were leaving. She said, ‘Don’t look back. That’s not the Australian way. It’s a modern country that looks to the future.’ I didn’t appreciate the force of her advice until my second trip back home.

Chanel’s sister lived in the States, and her parents had recently settled there as well. Ivy was the only reason Chanel and I returned to our homeland that first time. We’d have preferred to explore Australia on our holiday, but Ivy wanted to see us, and my stepfather refused to fly. He was already ill, and Ivy wouldn’t leave him. (Ivy has always been called Ivy, by the way – her ancestry is very mixed.)

When my stepfather died, I went back again. Chanel was pregnant with Mel by then, and it wasn’t safe for her to travel. The day after the funeral, I heard Ivy call from the garden, ‘Come here, little prince!’ Her use of that childhood endearment touched me deeply. Smiling, I strolled outside and found Ivy caressing a cat.

There’s no joining past to present – I saw that then. My old, whole self was gone for good. Immigration breaks people. We try to reconstitute ourselves in our new countries, but pieces of us have disappeared. Immigrants are people with missing pieces. Those of us who assume that the pieces can still be found, lying around in the places we’ve left, become people with suitcases – they keep going back, looking for ways to plug the gaps.

I don’t make their mistake – Ivy did me a favour, in that sense. Watching her fuss over that cat, I understood that the past was no longer a reliable guide to the future. That was when I became a modern person. It was frightening. Then I thought, Which comes first, the future or the past? Surely the past only reveals itself fully when we look back at it from now? That’s why I’m sitting in The Coffee Spot today, going over everything: in the hope that my journey to this point will become clear.
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My father was a journalist, who also wrote plays about oppressed workers. Ivy met him when she auditioned for one – she’d been brought up to share those politics. My father died when a car skidded into his motorbike on a rainy morning. I was a baby; I don’t remember him. Two years later Ivy married a man who’d produced some of my father’s plays, and who belonged to the same forward-thinking, liberal set as my parents. My stepfather was considerably older than Ivy, a wealthy widower with teenage daughters. It was an easygoing household. My stepfather treated me like a son, showing me every consideration. My stepsisters played with me and petted me, and decanted the all-consuming dramas of school and love into Ivy’s ear.

After my stepfather’s death, the bulk of his estate was divided between the two girls. But his will made handsome provision for Ivy, too. She received a lump sum, a very nice little portfolio of shares and a monthly allowance. My stepfather also left her a house set on a large piece of land in a different part of the city. On her death, that property was to come to me.

My stepfather had informed us of these dispositions years earlier. I was only a boy then, and his arrangements struck me as sensible and just. Later I wondered if I didn’t deserve more. When I mentioned it to Ivy, she replied that my stepfather had always provided unstintingly for me. That was true. Our decision to emigrate saddened him, yet he paid our fares and the migration agent’s fee, and took our side against Ivy, who was furious. I say ‘our decision’, but it was Chanel’s idea, of course.

When Ivy was left a widow for the second time she saw a lot of my stepsisters at first. Then the older one moved to a city in the north where her husband was sent for work. That threw Ivy back on the younger girl. She’d married a man we all disliked, and he began to clash with Ivy on every occasion. From loyalty and pride, my stepsister took her husband’s part, and her relations with Ivy cooled. It was around this time that Ivy was operated on for kidney stones. Afterwards, without warning, she sounded old – one day it was there, in her voice, when she called. In the course of her convalescence she began to fret about the future. Who would care for her? My older stepsister urged Ivy to join her, but Ivy refused to live in the north as the pollution there was foul. Time would show that Ivy got it right. My stepsister died at fifty of a respiratory disease, and her husband followed her soon after. They’d fled the north some years earlier, but the damage was already done.

Anyway, the upshot was that Ivy came out to Australia to live with us. The arrangement was very satisfactory, really. Those were the grinding times, when Chanel and I were coping with small children while trying to consolidate our careers. As well as helping with household tasks, Ivy walked the children to school every morning and fetched them home in the afternoon. After they changed school to one further away, Chanel dropped them off in the morning and they had to catch a bus home. But we still relied on Ivy. She met the children at the bus stop and kept an eye on them at the end of each day.

The children were eleven and nine when Chanel and I decided to send them to a private school. ‘We want to give them the best education possible,’ Chanel explained to Ivy. ‘That’s why we came to this country – so that we could give our children the best of everything.’

‘I thought it was to give yourselves the best of everything,’ said Ivy.

Chanel has immense stores of patience and perseverance. ‘You’re right,’ she replied. ‘It’s how things are done here. Australians are never satisfied with what they’ve got. They – we – always want more. We aim for the highest, we strive. It’s called aspiration.’

‘It used to be called greed.’

Ivy clings to the notion that hardship confers a moral advantage. It’s a scandalous pose, given the way she lived after marrying my stepfather: the house full of valuable furniture that seemed to clean itself, the meals that arrived three times a day prepared by invisible hands. When Ivy moved here, I handed her a key to the front door. She stared at it in wonder. It was a novelty – until then, there’d always been someone to open the door to her. But consistency is beneath Ivy. At home, she always voted Communist. It was her tribute to the dead – nothing more. She has no idea of economic or social barriers, and will talk to anyone. Her idea of communism is a large, airy room painted sky blue or pale green in which lively people share food, discuss provocative ideas and flirt. When I was a teenager, I once asked Ivy, ‘Do you really believe that everyone is equal?’ She looked at me, baffled. The look returned my own thought: Are you a fool?

Over the years, Ivy has remade her youth into a golden era of austerity and idealism, ‘when we were satisfied with simple things and cared only about art’. By ‘art’ she means my father’s plays, which were staged in a tiny, stifling theatre, riddled with bedbugs, and the ‘simple things’ are represented by the blue dress that she wore when she starred in the first one. Ivy played an heiress whose family turned her out onto the street for organising the workers in her father’s factories into a union. Later the heiress found true love with a machinist and harangued the audience about slum latrines. Ivy keeps a photo of herself in the blue dress by her bed. No one looking at it would believe for half a minute that she knew the first thing about factories, latrines or slums.

‘At the local school, it’s not just a matter of student–teacher ratios and ten toilets for five hundred children,’ I told her. ‘You know that new boy in Mel’s class they call Stoppa? His real name is Bus Stop Eighty-three. That’s where he was conceived, apparently. He comes from that social housing estate near the freeway. You won’t find children of that type in the school we have in mind.’

Chanel read aloud from the prospectus. ‘“Fortunatas College offers grassy quadrangles and colonnaded buildings that encourage best-practice serenity and individualism. Our co-ed student body benefits from our Executive School (firing range), Creative Lab (investment art planning), Technology Hub (rooftop weather station), Olympic pool, five FIFA-regulation soccer fields and two AFL grounds. In these inspirational surroundings, elite achievement is optimised.”’

I played the Fortunatas promotional video on my laptop. When she talks about her days on the stage, Ivy will say frankly, ‘I wasn’t much good.’ People think she’s being modest, but she’s only telling the truth. My father was once asked to write a film script. Shooting began, but then the whole thing collapsed – one of those fiascos that’s commonplace back home. My stepfather salvaged the footage, and years later we watched it together one afternoon. Ivy looked adorable and did everything – boarded a train, blew her nose, slapped a lover – with huge enjoyment. She was acting. You could see the pleasure she took in it.

So all I had to do was play Ivy the part of the video that showed the multipurpose auditorium at Fortunatas. The roof rolled back, the voiceover murmured of cutting-edge technology, and the orchestra pit disappeared under the moveable floor. Ivy’s nose was practically touching my laptop screen. I guessed that she’d changed into her blue dress and placed herself on that stage. Her hair was black silk, she was moving like a bird in air, and the playwright had told her that she looked like Liz Taylor. Hands clasped, she delivered her lines as if addressing a rally. Only consider the overflow from these lavatories! Do you not see that this filth resembles the state of your hearts? All the while, every man in the audience was thinking of one thing only: a blue dress draped over the foot of his bed.

One of the marvellous things about Australia is the amount of public money that a school like Fortunatas receives. A private student gets ten times as much government funding as a public one! No way would that happen at home. But Australia is an egalitarian place. The rich aren’t discriminated against and left to fend for themselves here.

Unfortunately, we aren’t rich. We’re an ordinary, working family, and private-school fees remain staggering. I replayed the video. ‘Of course, a school with these facilities is very expensive,’ I said when it ended. ‘We’ll have to look around for one of the cheaper kind. After all, drama classes are a distraction from serious study.’ I located the relevant bit of the video and played it again.

‘How much?’

‘Oh no, Ivy, there’s no question of that!’

‘What good are those bracelets and things doing in a drawer?’

The bracelets and things were gifts from my stepfather. Ivy insisted on selling them all. She kept back only an emerald half-hoop ring – it was to go to Mel on her wedding day. What’s mysterious about situations like these is that as soon as I’ve won Ivy over, I feel uneasy. She’s put me in the wrong. She does it obscurely, without a look or a word. I call it Poison Ivy. There she was, pushing small leather boxes and little silky bags across the table, and I swear that she was smiling. She has no sense! Her smile is a weapon. It expects the best of me.

During the pandemic, the managers of a Japanese amusement park realised that shouting on the rollercoaster risked spreading infection. They instructed patrons of the ride to ‘Please Scream Inside Your Heart’. That’s what happens when I come up against Ivy – she smiles, and I start screaming inside my heart.

Her jewellery covered one year’s fees. For one child. Ivy’s under the impression that she put Mel and Sydney through school. We let her believe it – we always indulge her, if we can.
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The leftists who raised Ivy had neither the means to send her to a reputable school nor the courage to entrust her education to the state. She ended up at a cut-price convent school run by Anglican nuns. The only useful thing they did was to teach Ivy to sew. After she’d mastered sewing by hand, she was permitted the use of the convent’s only machine – a treadle. Ivy says that she’d have preferred to learn carpentry but it wasn’t on offer. She had to leave school at fifteen because her parents couldn’t support her any longer, and she earned her living as a dressmaker. I believe that I was the last baby on the planet to have a handsewn layette: tiny smocked shirts, embroidered bibs, bath sheets bordered with appliquéd ducks.

When Ivy moved in with us she made all the children’s clothes. The underlying smell in our house was always of freshly cut cloth. Ivy used to take Mel shopping, stopping at fabric stores first. Then, in the children’s department at David Jones or Myer, Mel would pick out outfits she liked. She’d try them on in the change room, and Ivy would produce a tape measure from her bag.

Mel has her own YouTube channel these days. She’s studying architecture in Chicago, and her videos form part of an ongoing creative project. Each one begins with Mel stating her commitment to ‘the architecture of the face’. When she calls, Ivy and she pick over the most recent episode of Beauty with Mel. ‘Palladian You: The Nine-Square Face’ has attracted the most views to date, but Ivy’s favourite is the episode on brows. Ivy’s eyebrows have faded and grown scant. Mel sends her the latest American products with which to fill them in, and together they score the results.

Chanel had splendid eyebrows when we first married, but in Australia she began plucking them to a pencil line. She said that only migrant women had ‘those awful bushy brows’. Now her eyebrows won’t grow back in, and Ivy points out that fleecy brows are on trend. She talks about ‘feathering’, and offers to share her Boy Brow with Chanel. ‘Microblading could be the way forward for you,’ she says.

In bed Chanel tells me, ‘When I do boxercise, guess who I visualise punching?’

That’s a joke. There’s no discord in our family – we all have each other’s interests at heart. Here’s an example. Ivy was over sixty when she wanted to immigrate, so she needed a reserve of capital to prove that she wouldn’t be a burden on the Australian taxpayer. She sold the shares that she’d received from my stepfather as well as various rugs, items of furniture and so on in order to gather the necessary sum. The day after she stepped off the plane, she insisted on transferring all that money to me. ‘Take it,’ she said. ‘You’re providing me with a home.’ I protested, but in the end I gave way. Our mortgage was a sinkhole, and there was the children’s education to consider.

Don’t forget that after the transfer, Ivy still had an income. My stepfather’s estate went on paying her a monthly sum, and there was also the rent she received from the tenants in her house. The Australian dollar was strong at the time, so the exchange rate was against Ivy. But as she said, ‘I have enough for my needs.’

Ivy’s needs! What were they, exactly? We fed and housed her. I used to come home ruined by a day at the Department and find a vase of jonquils or poppies on the kitchen bench. What purpose did they serve? They drooped and died, proclaiming that life was short and there was no time to lose. Did I want to be reminded of that? I had to get up the next morning, put on a suit that smelled of dry-cleaning fluid and deliver myself to a temperature-controlled environment to do the kinds of things I’d done the day before. My life was a road that rolled flat and featureless before me. In case that sounds attractive – anything can appear on a road – let me tell you that the vanishing point was six inches from my nose. Meanwhile, how would Ivy be spending the day? Testing a florist’s patience, rhapsodising over lilies and peonies before settling on a bunch of reduced-for-quick-sale tulips. Half the petals would fall off on the bus.

It should be clear by now that Ivy has no feeling for money. Call it gullibility, call it a glitch in the system, call it history or luck. She used to keep a jar filled with unhygienic gold coins. She gave the coins to beggars, although I’d told her that they were pawns controlled by drug lords from Taiwan. The correct, compassionate response was to indicate the way to the nearest food bank. If the beggar remained on the pavement behind a piece of cardboard with lies written on it, it was good citizenship to alert the police.

Ivy likes to say that she grew up among people who thought money was shameful. ‘But it’s all anyone talks about now.’ I like to point out that there had always been people around her who thought constantly about money. At home, the poor and the maimed lined the streets. I tell Ivy, ‘You were driven past them in a car.’

Generosity is admirable but only when it’s prudently directed. What would have become of Ivy’s money if she hadn’t transferred it to us? A scammer would have come to the door with pictures of a sanctuary for the last koalas or bedraggled foreign children in tents. Ivy would have expected us to be pleased.

After the transfer, we assured Ivy that we’d look after everything for her. ‘You’re so wise not to burden yourself with money management,’ said Chanel. ‘We’ll take care of anything you might need.’
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The other evening, a word in a headline caught my eye: ‘Grindmother’. I blinked, and it turned into ‘Grandmother’. It had been a long day at the Department, yet another when I’d stayed late to analyse a spreadsheet for Russ. My eyes were strained by the time I left, and the smoke happened to be bad. I didn’t look at a screen on the train home and I made liberal use of my free, government-issued lubricating drops to ease my eyes.

When I got off the train I had a fifteen-minute walk to my car. Out here towards the fraying edge of the city, infrastructure can’t accommodate all the newcomers streaming in from rural areas. No matter how early I arrive in the morning, the station car park is full. There are reports of commuters being mugged when returning to their vehicles after dark. It’s agreed that ruros are responsible – many are homeless and roam the streets with a foggy look and insolent hair. One of them was standing under the plastic hood of a payphone as I left the station. Tell me a single reason to trust someone who can’t afford a mobile. Cattle prod at the ready, I made it safely to the Predator. My poor eyes looked at me redly in the rear-vision mirror as I drove home to Spumante Court.

In the old days, I used to pause with my hand on the door to savour the moment of entering our house. With the dark and windy cold still on my face, I’d step into lighted rooms. The children would be upstairs with their homework, and Chanel and Ivy would be busy with dinner. If I was later than usual, they’d be watching TV. Ivy might have been knitting – and no, that’s not the twinkly, pastel, sweet-old-lady activity ‘knitting’ might imply. The socks and scarves and thick, cable-stitch cardigans that Ivy presented us with over the years weren’t clothes, they were statements in punishing colours guaranteed to make people stare. We were careful never to wear them in public. After a while, Chanel would dispose of them on the quiet, stopping off at charity bins on her way to work. Ivy, busy with her next horrible gift, never seemed to notice that the previous one had disappeared.

Knitting is another thing the nuns taught Ivy. If anyone were to ask why they judged it a useful skill for children living in the tropics, Ivy would say, ‘Sister Perpetua had the gift of visions.’ She believes that Sister Perpetua looked into the future and saw Ivy and all the other thin-armed little girls walking down a bleak grey street without shelter and without end, with only the flimsy, useless garments of home to warm their pitiful frames.

Ivy often tells us, ‘I was the one the sisters liked best.’ She speaks without a trace of pride or smugness, taking their admiration as her due. Ivy has always attracted women whose lives lack fulfilment. She enjoys their company and accords them no importance – importance, for Ivy, is the preserve of handsome men. Fanta, her hairdresser, is her chief devotee. In the past that honour has fallen, in turn, to a woman Ivy met at Line Dancing for Seniors, the one who organised the local walking group, and the one who used to partner Ivy at bridge. It’s been a while since Ivy went on an organised walk, line-danced or played bridge, but those women stay in touch. Ivy believes that knowing her brings them happiness, and they appear to think the same.

I’ve wandered off the track again. I’m trying to convey the quiet joy that I used to feel on coming home: myself as vertical and cold-skinned as the city, the women suburbanly domestic, ceiling-recessed halogen lights making the scene glow. It was a pleasure confined to those few moments, and I miss it. With the children gone, everything has changed. The house is dark when I enter it, the television pale and starey. Something gleams on the Caesarstone island bench – the pack of chicken breasts that we’ll grill for dinner. Our shrunken family consumes more lean meat, decaf, almonds and frozen kale, less full-cream milk, pasta and cheese.

These days Ivy has dined on noodles or soup and retired to her room by the time I return. She says that the house is ‘like a morgue’, so she’s switched on her electric blanket and climbed into bed by seven. She amuses herself there for the rest of the evening with – Retroflix, sudoku, voodoo? Recently it’s been a relief not to see her, to tell the truth.

If Chanel has come home first, she’ll be exercising on the landing. That’s where she keeps her elliptical and her weights. She used to keep them in the spare room, but now that’s where we’ve stockpiled food, medicines and toilet paper in preparation for The Next One. Chanel subscribes to an American trainer’s YouTube channel and doesn’t even realise that I’m back. Climbing the stairs, I hear her say, ‘Come on, knees – give me a great, heart-healthy workout today!’ Sometimes I wonder, How did we get here? When did my wife become a woman who talks to her knees?

When we moved to Spumante Court, it struck us as a place free of history. The crooning of traffic on the freeway provided a modern soundtrack to our days. All the five-bedroom, detached, Colgate-white houses were taller than the trees. They still are – our street trees have never really flourished. We were so proud of our new neighbourhood and of owning our own house at last. A heart-stopping mortgage was a fundamental step forward on our journey to belonging. Renting is emphatically not the Australian way.

We bought our house from the original owners, Christian migrants from the Middle East. If they’d been Muslim, it would have brought the price down, but the real estate agency provided a guarantee. The owners were elderly people whose children had long moved out, and they offered to sell us their furniture because they were downsizing. We declined. Secondhand things have backstories, smells. They encourage nostalgia. When Chanel and I were preparing to emigrate, my stepfather offered to ship out anything we might like to have from his house. Chanel saw the danger at once: starting life in a new country with furniture from the old one could give rise to conflicting loyalties. Those big, dark sideboards and bedheads would loom over our lives like grim-faced ancestors. The past should weigh less than a photograph – we abandoned or deleted most of those as well.

Every eight years, we replace our furniture. We went to Fantastic Furniture at first, and later progressed to Freedom. Then, after Chanel’s last promotion, one of the Corporation’s senior managers invited us to dinner. You could almost see the money rolling around that house. Everything in it was mid-century modern, so now we’ve gone down that route as well. All our furniture is repro from Matt Blatt. It’s the perfect solution: old furniture that’s new. We renovate a bathroom every seven years, and the kitchen every ten. The expense is essential. Household debt and home improvements are key Australian values. Chanel and I never feel more assimilated than when we wake up with headaches from the smell of paint or when an apprentice plumber is ensuring that our new sink will fail to drain.

The first time we redid our kitchen, the builder found a small package behind the wall oven. Waxy cloth folded back, and a Christian image was revealed. Perhaps in the previous owners’ homeland there was a tradition of keeping an icon in the hearth, and hiding one behind the electric oven was an approximation of that rite. Religion was one of the things that Chanel and I chose to leave behind, but Ivy took the picture into her room. It’s still there, in its blackened tin frame. She also has a tapestry Jesus on a cushion cover, a plastic Kuan Yin, and a Buddha framed in tiny electric lights. Ivy has never outgrown the retrograde practices instilled in her by those nuns. Her instincts are more sweeping, that’s all. Every morning she shuffles a pack of playing cards and draws one out – the day is foretold.

People talk readily to Ivy. She looks harmless, I suppose. In the days when she was well enough to get about, she used to volunteer at a food bank. The stories she brought home! There was a girl who lived at a Moorabbin storage facility because a unit there was all she could afford to rent. Another time it was an old man who cooked up enough porridge to last a week and kept it in a drawer. That was how his mother had done it in Aberdeen, and he saw no reason to change.

Ivy gave everyone she got talking to her phone number. The porridge man arranged to see her. They met in the city and went to one of those Hare Krishna eateries in Swanston Street for lunch. Next thing, they were meeting every week. Chanel and I became alarmed. Ivy wore her emerald ring on those outings – what if he snatched it from her finger? Who was paying for his lunch? When we asked Ivy what they talked about, she said, ‘The beauty of algebra.’ We learned that he’d been a mathematical whiz kid who had a breakdown at the age of twenty – his life never got back on track. We wondered if Ivy was giving him money to buy a fridge. Luckily, lockdown arrived, and they switched to calling each other. One day he told her, between bouts of coughing, that his whole body felt hot. He could barely summon the strength to pick up his phone. After that, no one answered when Ivy called. She told us that at the end of their last lunch, he’d got down on his creaky, swollen knees and clasped her shins. It was safer than shaking hands or kissing her cheek. We pointed out, very gently, that the pandemic was a mercy for someone like him – what kind of life was that, a rented room with porridge in a drawer?
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Ivy tires easily these days – lethargy is one of her symptoms – but she’s perfectly comfortable. Bram sees to that. Bram is Chanel’s cousin. They’d been close as children, and Bram ended up following us out here. Back home he was considered a tearaway – fast cars, faster girls – but he got through medical school all the same. He went on to specialise here and is a gastroenterologist now. Bram earns big and spends it unwisely. For a while there he owned ‘one leg of a racehorse’, as he liked to say.

Ivy soon came to depend on Bram. Learning of her reluctance to consult a doctor, he encouraged her to summon him whenever she wasn’t well. He’s written prescriptions for her, administered vaccinations, collected specimens, listened to her lungs. He jokes with Ivy, teases her, kisses her hand. It allows Ivy to pretend that he isn’t visiting her in a professional capacity. Bram reports on women who are showing interest in him, and asks Ivy’s opinion of this one or that. He’s small and trim and ugly, topped off with many unstructured curls. The curls are key to his success with women, Ivy says – he tells her that they want to muss them. To show her gratitude to Bram, Ivy has left her eyes to science. Does science want the eyes of an old woman with cataracts? It’s never occurred to Ivy to ask.

Bram recommended the dermatologist who’s treating Chanel for the pale patches that have appeared on her skin. He told us that there were mysterious illnesses out there. ‘Not necessarily anything to worry about,’ Bram said. ‘But new viruses come out of nowhere these days.’ His vagueness was deliberate since it’s unwise to speak directly about the consequences of environmental change. When Sydney moved north for his doctorate, Chanel and I made him promise never to speak of the PFZ but to say the Bush-Cleansing Precinct instead. That’s the approved designation, and it shows that the government cares about our mental health. Who wants to be reminded of a Permanent Fire Zone? We hope Sydney bears in mind that only Green Brigade terrorists say PFZ, and that he could endanger us all if he were to use the term.
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I used to enjoy setting out for work – light playing over the owner-occupied homes, surveillance cameras and drought-resistant gravel gardens of Spumante Court, my neighbours heading off in their tall, gleaming cars as if to war, all of us suited up for battle. On a fine spring morning, the drive along the leafy upper reaches of Blue Nun Road was a roll of drums. Eucalypts and flowering shrubs still mark the entrance to the crematorium there, but these days the traffic backs up for blocks at the intersection. Once onto Cold Duck Parade, we inch past the fast-food joints and car dealerships, the discount outlets and service stations. When the sun is out, windscreens intensify the glare. If the smoke is bad, the overhead warnings light up: Wind up Windows. Switch on Recycled Air. Then comes the free-for-all of finding a parking spot within walking distance of the station.

As for the train, it no longer provides a tranquil interval in which to plug in my earphones and allow Coldplay to carry me away, soothed by the compound aroma of toothpaste, deodorant and takeaway coffee. Quite often now I have to stand all the way. One morning a girl sitting near me yanked down her mask, hung her head between her knees and vomited. We all kept our eyes down, thinking, Is it starting again? It’s rumoured that The Next One will be gastrointestinal. We busied ourselves with hand sanitiser. Officers in protective clothing were waiting at the next station to take the girl away. We were ordered onto the platform and had to stand in the stabby sun while railway staff sealed off the carriage. More officers arrived to register everyone who’d been travelling in the contaminated space and check our ID. The officer checking mine took her time about it. Sydney always says that facial recognition technology only works with white people. By the time the officer moved away, a headache had started up along my hairline. I released a nervous cough into my elbow – people turned and glared. The loudspeaker announced that we might have to present at a pop-up clinic for testing. Allowed to resume our commute, we had to cram ourselves into packed carriages. For the rest of the journey, I tried not to breathe. I was three hours late for work. By lunchtime, someone was hammering nails between my eyes. I looked down, and there, near the bottom of my trouser leg, was a vomity speck.

Even the Department is not what it used to be. For one thing, Lorna’s gone. She used to work in Evaluations, which is my section. In Evaluations, we act as a clearing house for Security. If a case involves terrorism, we’re bypassed, and the investigating authority goes directly to our colleagues upstairs. But as the number of proscribed acts and organisations increases, so too does the number of cases in which Security has a potential but not clear-cut interest. These murkier cases arrive in our section every day, and we evaluate the risk they pose. How many times have I tried to explain this to Sydney? In his opinion, working for the Department equals complicity with a police state. He throws around terms like ‘coercive powers’ and ‘unlawful surveillance of private citizens’, and I repeat, ‘I’m only an administrator.’ Any reasonable person could see that I coerce no one. I simply recommend. A recommendation is no more coercive than a suggestion. Security makes all the decisions that count. Here in Evaluations, we evaluate. That’s all.

Lorna was our executive assistant: a solid, freckly woman, whose jutting jaw made her seem to be spoiling for a fight. I once heard her say that she liked to walk around a park near her home, stopping to touch the trunks of trees. I glanced down at her hands when she said that – they had dimples for knuckles. Over the years, I learned a bit about her life. She had a son called Tex who was profoundly autistic. Her husband, Frank, was employed by an airline. The pandemic put an end to that, and he couldn’t find work again. He developed a problem with online poker – so the whispers that went around said.

The building that houses the Department has views on three sides, all of them grey. But on smoke-free winter afternoons, the sunsets arrive. When Lorna was here she’d pause to admire them, lingering by the windows on her way from the kitchen with her mug of tea. Sometimes I’d join her there to stretch my back. The sunsets put me in mind of a house that I used to drive past every day in Cold Duck Parade. Squished between a Forty Winks and a tyre mart, it had the wounded look of a rental: broken venetians, brick fence gappy where a car had crashed through, wrought-iron gate flaking rust. But every winter, big pink flowers covered the tree in the yard. The drought finished off the tree a few years back, and the house was bulldozed last month. While the site awaits development, a billboard has appeared. Is Your Iron Causing Constipation? it asks.

With Lorna gone, I stay away from the sunsets. They have the same power to disturb as those cups of pink light. At the sight of them, something inside me would uncurl. The horizon in front of my eyes grew distant and bright. I wondered if the sunsets affected Lorna the same way, pricking her with awareness of something greater. Her fighting chin lifted when she stood at the window, but whatever fight there might have once been in her had gone missing long ago. One day she asked me, ‘What will happen to Tex when I die? Or when I’m too old to take care of his needs?’ She sipped from her mug and said, ‘You can’t count on Frank.’

In the last restructure, Lorna was let go. It was largely cost-cutting – it always is. But not only that. Lorna was turning up with hair that looked big and exhausted. Latterly, she forgot to do things or messed them up. She missed deadlines. She started calling in ill. Then she really was ill, hospitalised with dysentery. She couldn’t afford bottled water and had been slipshod about filtering. When she resurfaced she looked as if she needed a coat of paint. No one was surprised when she was called in to see Russ.

Lorna came out of Russ’s office and crossed to her desk. She dropped her photo of Tex into her bag. She put on her jacket, did up the buttons and heaved up the lapels. The strangest emptiness crept over me, as if I were losing much more than a colleague. To this day, I don’t like thinking about it. It’s never made sense.
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Ikea, the administrative officer in Evaluations, also had to leave at around that time. Her brother had been discovered attending a clandestine mosque. It emerged that Ikea had once been called Zaynab. She’d changed her name, as so many Muslims did when the ban came in. Since practising Islam is a terrorist offence, the whole family was repatriated at once.

When Ikea/Zaynab went, her position was rolled into Lorna’s and filled by Lyric. They’re young and super-efficient and they walk softly in big white sneakers. I recognised their perfume straight away. It’s Chanel’s favourite, too, and it’s called Beware. Chanel describes it as ‘intimate and incredibly emotional as well’.

What has me stumped is Lyric’s ethnicity. I don’t like to ask and I can’t figure it out. Half their hair has been shaved off, and the rest might be blue with orange spots – the colour changes every few weeks. Their skin is bronze, you could cut yourself on their cheekbones and their long eyes have a tilt. Some days those eyes are topaz and some days they’re aqua and some days they’re pumpkin-seed green. Their brows are soft and full, and so are their lips. Their face is as smooth as glass. In certain lights, it glows.

I described Lyric to Mel, and she said, ‘Da-ad! That’s Instagram Face. I did a whole episode on it, like, weeks ago.’ So I googled ‘Instagram Face’, and it was just like looking at Lyric. Where do their people come from? Latin America? The Middle East? Spain? Their only name is Lyric, which is no help.

I used to envy Danes but now I envy Lyric more. Their look is a whole new take on belonging. It makes it impossible to pinpoint their background, it mixes everything up. According to Mel, ‘It takes serious makeup to do Instagram Face. You’re talking, like, twenty different products.’ But I don’t think Lyric is wearing makeup, although I don’t dare look too closely. Beware, I think. Beware.

Maybe everyone will resemble Lyric one day. Maybe it’s a mistake to look to place for their origins and I should look to time instead. Maybe Lyric is a post-racial delegate from the future. What could be better? Chanel got it right on the plane coming here. Don’t look back. It’s not the Australian way. That’s the problem with Aboriginal people – they’re a living reminder of the past. Who feels comfortable facing up to old mistakes? It’s the reason why pictures of environmental degradation are banned. If I knew any Aboriginal people, I’d tell them, ‘Please stop reminding everyone that you belong to the oldest civilisation on earth. Don’t you see what a disadvantage that is? You’re history.’ The whole point of Australia is a bet on the future. Lyric has got it nailed.
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It’s always been my policy to make myself indispensable to the head of Evaluations. Since Russ’s appointment, I’d estimate that in addition to my own work, I wind up doing twenty per cent of his. I believe he looks on me as something like an extra function key on his laptop. He can tap it and make work disappear.

Russ moved to Melbourne after his apartment building was one of those that collapsed into Sydney Harbour. But he was luckier than most Sydneysiders trying to remake their lives here. His background is in marketing, but his brother-in-law, the cabinet minister, seized on a restructure to slide him into the Department. Russ was doubly fortunate in his choice of wife because Porsche is a Melbourne girl. There was a house waiting in Kew, and weekend getaways to her family’s hobby farm on the Mornington Peninsula have never been easier.

Porsche and Russ have a small daughter. Russ has older children from his first marriage, but he’s found fatherhood more exacting this time. As he confided soon after Prada was born, ‘These young wives are something else, mate. They expect us to be involved in bringing up our kids.’

‘You have my full support,’ I said. ‘Please feel free to slip away whenever Porsche needs you. It’d be my pleasure to take care of anything urgent.’

It was three in the afternoon. Russ winked and fingergunned me. ‘Cheers, mate. It’s this Moldovan au pair. She can’t follow the simplest instructions. Last week she let Prada crawl over a floor that had been Roombaed but not Swiffered. Remember the good old days? German girls, Swedish girls lining up for work visas. Even the Albanians don’t want to come out here now.’

Lyric had been in the Department a few weeks when they emailed me requesting a meeting. They got to the huddle space first, and I had to sit facing the window, sunlight blurting across the table and into my eyes. ‘You logged into Russ’s computer last night,’ Lyric said without preliminaries. ‘Why?’

It was an impertinence. They had no right to interrogate me. But I’ve had to practise self-control so often since coming to this country that it’s automatic now. I explained that Russ had asked me to check a report for him. ‘Checking a report for Russ’ means writing it – Lyric and I both knew that.

‘Why did you have to access his computer? Surely Russ sent you whatever files you worked on.’

‘Of course. But we can’t always know in advance which documents I’ll have to consult. Last night I needed information that wasn’t in the files I had.’

Their fabulous brows drew together. It was almost thrilling to see. ‘Russ shouldn’t be giving out his password,’ said Lyric. ‘It’s against protocol at his level. He’s got access to restricted information.’

‘I feel honoured to have Russ’s trust,’ I replied. ‘I believe it arises from my many years of employment here. But perhaps you should discuss this matter with him.’

‘It’s his flexi-day.’ That, too, was something we both knew. Russ had headed out early the previous afternoon, off to the hobby farm for an extended weekend. ‘He’ll have to change his password,’ Lyric went on. ‘I’ll be taking it up with him the minute he’s back.’

And good luck with that, I thought. ‘Very wise,’ I said, inclining my head to show humility. Lyric stared at me. Their eyes are bird’s eyes. They survey me from a life apart.

On Tuesday morning, when Russ was supposed to be back at work, he called. He asked if I’d check a PowerPoint presentation that he was due to give that afternoon – right now he had to take Prada to Tadpoles. What if she got into difficulties in the pool? The Moldovan couldn’t even dog paddle.

I mentioned the matter of his password (it’s Babygirl16). ‘Yeah, saw that message,’ said Russ. ‘Seems to be a fetish with Lyric. That kind has issues, Porsche tells me. There’s one at that wine bar she used to like.’ A child screamed in the background. ‘Got to run, mate. But no worries. I’ll have a word with Lyric.’

The next time I used Russ’s password, Lyric didn’t react. What could they do? They could report the incident to Security, and after that? The head of Security reported to Russ’s brother-in-law. Not so long ago Lyric was competing with all the other overqualified overachievers for casual hours at the warehouses of megastores. It’s unlikely that they’d want to find themselves back there.
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When the Amendment passed into law a few years ago, I saw the news that evening. There’d been another protest outside parliament – health professionals and the usual socialists, and a small band of Christians hoisting placards that promised dire Biblical avengings. The Minister for Health, speaking from the steps of Parliament House, assured us that safeguards were still built in. The Amendment simply made everyone’s life and death easier by doing away with the superfluous bureaucratic regulations that had burdened the original act of parliament. ‘Dignity, choice and speed,’ repeated the minister. He spoke about the ongoing damage to the economy inflicted by the grey tsunami and the imperative to unlock the housing market. He mentioned the cost of residential facilities and stressed the relief in sight for ordinary working families struggling under the burden of elder care. The Humans Against Boomers Authorised Activists stomped their boots and cheered.

The minister’s father was interviewed next. He had pulmonary fibrosis and was delighted with the new legislation. ‘I’ll be taking the Amendment as soon as I can,’ he said. ‘If those medicos outside parliament really cared about our welfare, they’d be supporting this government’s determination to bring our suffering to a quick, painless end.’

That was the first time I heard the expression ‘taking the Amendment’. I didn’t pay attention to it back then because I was preoccupied with an urgent matter involving Bram. He used to attend the same yoga class as Chanel, and they’d often have breakfast together afterwards. On the most recent occasion, he’d confessed that he was in a terrible predicament. Chanel went over their conversation in detail when she told me about it in bed that night.

Over their muesli and kale shakes, Bram informed her that Jared, his accountant, had been arrested. He reminded her that Jared had once drawn his attention to an exciting opportunity: the chance to invest in a funeral home. A client of Jared’s intended to take over the business and was putting together a consortium. Jared told Bram that the funeral industry was booming, on top of which his client had a foolproof growth strategy for the new venture. He intended to take it downmarket, offering the bereaved cut-throat rates and amazing special offers for cash. ‘The projected return was twenty per cent,’ Bram said.

‘I remember,’ said Chanel. ‘And I asked you, “How come twenty when four to five is the norm?”’

‘That was great – it really pulled me up.’

(I bet Bram ran his hand through his hair at that point. But Chanel is immune to his curls. She’d have raised one of her unfashionable brows and waited for him to go on.)

Bram repeated that he hadn’t invested in the funeral home. ‘Not because I advised against it,’ said Chanel to me. ‘But it came up just after that luxury eco-retreat Bram had shares in burned out. Remember that? I’d warned him against buying into that as well, but he said the retreat was sited in old-growth rainforest that had never known fire. One of Jared’s twenty-four-carat investment strategies. Anyway, that disaster kept Bram out of the funeral home thing.’

Now the police were alleging that the real purpose of the funeral home was to launder money. The entrepreneur behind it was an underworld figure suspected of trafficking ice. There was a warrant out in his name, but he’d disappeared. Jared was in custody, along with all the shareholders in the home. Bram learned everything from Jared’s sister, who was one of his patients.

The problem was that in the glory days when the ecoretreat was raking it in, Jared had underreported Bram’s income. Bram swore that he hadn’t asked Jared to do anything of the kind. ‘You know how it goes,’ he told Chanel. ‘You sign the form that says everything in your tax return is true and that you’ve checked it all yourself – but who does? That’s what we pay accountants for. And let me tell you, Jared didn’t come cheap.’

‘Bram knew perfectly well what Jared was doing,’ Chanel said to me. ‘But you know – it’s tax. Who doesn’t love sticking it to the man? Bram asked me, “How many billions of tax dollars did you help the Corporation not pay this year?” There wasn’t anything I could say to that.’

At the mention of tax evasion I was out of bed, dread sloshing about my stomach like thin, cold soup. The cops would go through the names on Jared’s client list, looking for further evidence of criminal activity. They’d track every digital footprint and scrutinise every official document. ‘They have special programs,’ I told Chanel. ‘Run a tax return through one of them and anomalies light up.’

Every newcomer to this country fears repatriation. Even those born here aren’t exempt if their parents or grandparents weren’t – one immigrant grandparent in four is enough. It’s a provision that always puts me in mind of Bram’s racehorse, which broke just one of its four legs and had to be destroyed. The horse’s name was Catacomb; Chanel called it Catatonic. It always finished in the last three – its legs brought that animal nothing but bad luck.

‘We’re not immediate family,’ Chanel said. ‘Anyway, Bram might not be repatriated. He knows a lot of powerful people and he’s highly regarded in his field.’

‘What about that footballer whose father got into trouble? If they can repatriate a sporting hero …’

‘Bram’s not a Muslim – never has been. That’ll count in his favour. He could get off with a fine.’

‘So far, the only migrants who’ve got off with a fine have been white.’

Among the photographs on the chest of drawers, I noticed one of me as a young man. How strange, I thought, didn’t we ditch all those photos when we left? Then I realised that it was a photograph of Sydney. Sydney is a lamppost, long and lean. He takes after Chanel’s father and looks nothing like me.

Chanel said, ‘We’re so lucky that you can take care of things.’

I’d seen that one coming like a coronary. I refused. I refused at once and I went on refusing.

‘I’ve already told Bram that he can count on us,’ said Chanel. ‘He’s family.’

‘Not immediate. You said so yourself.’

‘He’s family just the same. Think of everything he’s done for Ivy. I’ve told him that we’ll help.’

‘You mean you’ve told him that I’ll help.’

‘Yes.’

‘No.’

‘Even if it’s only a fine, you know what’ll happen. It’ll go on Bram’s record and his name will be flagged. Ours as well, because we sponsored his application to immigrate.’ Chanel said, ‘Think of the children.’

I lay down on my side and stared at the walk-in wardrobe. My suits and shirts were lined up behind the mirrored doors. For the office, I always choose natural colours that don’t draw attention – mud, rain clouds, the sky with a pall of smoke. When Mel was a teenager she looked at me one morning and said, ‘If you stood next to a filing cabinet, you’d be invisible.’ Exactly! Now Chanel – Chanel! – expected me to jeopardise everything, including the no-brand identity I’d laboured to create. My throat closed up. My dear suits! Their situation, hanging there empty in the dark, was pitiful. I wanted to stroke their sleeves, assure them that they were loved and safe. Chanel seemed to be talking – did I hear ‘calling in the debt one day’? I can’t swear to it. She might have said something or nothing. But I hope I’ve made it clear that Chanel is extraordinary. It’s possible that even at that moment, she was thinking ahead.
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First thing the next day, I downloaded the Whack-A-Mullah app. The government hatespokespersons claim that the game is only a harmless bit of fun. They insist that the app isn’t tracked, but I was careful to play it repeatedly every day while I waited. It could be a tiny thing in my favour if I were caught helping Bram.

In the period that followed, I woke every night at three. Just before that an old acquaintance from school would show up. He chased me along an endless narrow space – an alley? a corridor? a trench? – crying, ‘See you! See you!’ On waking I’d creep downstairs, not bothering with the staircase light. Looking back, I wonder if I secretly wanted to fall and injure myself so that nothing could be expected of me. In the kitchen I’d make coffee and settle down in the home-entertainment zone to self-soothe with Retroflix. A documentary about the Rajneesh movement engrossed me. Towards the end Osho, their leader, fled their Oregon compound by plane. Among the belongings hauled on board was Osho’s throne. What was strange was that the throne seemed to be a shabby armchair covered in scratchy-looking fabric. Had banknotes or precious stones been sewn into the upholstery?

Perhaps I’m remembering the throne incorrectly. That night, I’d just reached the turn of the stairs when Ivy came out of her room off the hall. She didn’t see me but went blundering about, her hands outstretched as if searching for something. She must have woken needing the bathroom and, muddled by sleep, was wandering towards the front door instead. Her hair was undone. It fell about her shoulders in thin white strands. The loose hair, the short summer nightdress and Ivy’s hesitant, stumbling gait put me in mind of a child. The child seemed in need of protection. Later, contemplating the notion while watching Osho board his private plane, I saw that it was laughable.

Back then, Sydney was studying marine biology at Melbourne University. He was living in a share house and he’d started sending us a photograph every day. I remember a photo that showed the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, and another of deforestation in the Amazon. Chanel and I were thankful that Sydney observed the prohibition on publishing or sharing Australian pictures of that kind and sent only photos of other parts of the world. When we asked him why he was sending them to us, he replied that he hoped to drive home the wickedness of Australia’s climate no-policy. He seemed to think that our government was behind starving polar bears and industrial pollution in China! As for what he called ‘personal responsibility’, we reminded him that we filled up our recycling bin every fortnight and took our ColesWorth-generated soft plastics back to the supermarket to be turned into new stuff.

We’re very proud of Sydney – look at him now with only one year of his PhD on manta rays to go! – but we dread what might come from his fixation on the environment. We’d hoped that he’d train as a doctor and we blame Ivy’s prejudices for turning him from that path. There were also the David Attenborough documentaries they watched together when Sydney was small. We raised no objection at first, believing them to be educational. Then Sydney began having bad dreams. Night after night he cried out under his Spider-Man doona because so many animals had disappeared or were doomed.

Another mistake we once made was to go away for our anniversary, leaving Ivy in charge of the children. We were gone three nights, and returned to find a ruro and his goat installed in our yard. The bearded man, the animal with jewel eyes, the old woman, the capering children – it was a scene from a fairytale, by which I mean menacing and strange. Seeing us, Alan started to bark and trampoline behind the patio doors. The man had lost his family in a bushfire and his business when his town ran out of water, Ivy explained over the racket. She was paying him to teach the children to milk the goat. He gave me a laminated leaflet, germy with fingerprints, which claimed that the experience ‘encouraged a child’s empathy with nature’. There was also propaganda about the benefits of goat dairy products. Sydney held up a Streets ice-cream container, so old that its red plastic showed blurry white stars. I’d last seen it full of dirty water from washing the windows – now it held an inch of unsanitary milk. The goat wore a ragged bandana. It had eaten our gazanias down to the soil. Pellets that looked like tiny footballs were scattered on the patio. Chanel said some words. She spoke softly, with a smile. The ruro left our property without a fuss, but led his goat around the neighbourhood for months. During all that time, I was forced to drive everywhere. I was afraid that the ruro would hail me if he came across me in the street. To this day, the long brown puddles that form after rain remind me of him – I have no idea why.
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What with Sydney’s awful, pointless photographs, sleep deprivation and the thought of what lay ahead, it was a shocking time. It was almost a relief when I had to act. At two o’clock one afternoon, Russ stopped by my desk, keys in hand. He was wearing a lilac shirt and carrying a linen jacket over his arm. This is Melbourne. It was three degrees outside. Cleaning his ear with a key, he asked me to ‘run through the thing that came in from the feds at lunchtime and allocate the necessary tasks’. He no longer bothered with excuses for leaving work. Until I met Russ, I’d never seen a face like his on a grown man. Sunglasses mask its opinions. When the glasses are removed, the eyes meet yours frankly. Who, me? they ask. I haven’t done anything wrong, mate. That face confirms my belief that Australian lives have no previous acts.

Before Russ joined us, Initial Assessment of incoming cases was always carried out by our section head. But Russ hasn’t bothered with IAs in years – that responsibility has devolved to me. What he’d sent me that afternoon was the list of Jared’s clients. Expecting to feel fear, I’d told myself that when the moment arrived it would be imperative to avoid nervous mistakes. But when I opened Russ’s file and saw what it contained, I felt only relief. It was here, I knew exactly what to do, and the risk was slight.

There were several hundred names on the list: private individuals, businesses, organisations. Ten per cent or so of Jared’s clients, all of them individuals, had been coded red by the federal police. The assessment of those cases was our priority. We’d discover that some people had earned a red code because they were former Muslims – they appeared on every list we received. Others would have a family link to an unauthorised activist. The rest would have posted rashly on social media or signed certain petitions or been photographed at certain protests or made donations to certain organisations or provoked concern in some other way. Each red name on Jared’s list also displayed at least one numeric code. A single code predominated – unsurprisingly, it stood for tax evasion.

Most of the names on the list were coded yellow. They belonged to clients suspected of an unlawful activity that wasn’t a national risk. Once again the code for tax evasion was everywhere. Finally, a few names – twenty-seven in all – were coded white. Those surprising clients had refused or dodged Jared’s more dubious services, and the police investigation had found no reason to suspect them of anything else.

Bram’s name was coded yellow and carried two numbers. I’d been afraid that the police might have unearthed something else against Bram – a hushed-up malpractice suit, a social media post about the underfunding of health care. But Bram confines his recklessness to money. The numbers he’d been allotted signified ‘tax evasion’ and ‘immigrant’.

Once the priority cases are comprehensively evaluated, a few end up recoded yellow or white. Russ does that, following the recommendations made by his staff. Then he forwards all the names that still carry a red code to Security. Once all the yellow cases are evaluated, they’re sent on to an appropriate authority as well – for most of Jared’s clients, that would be the tax office. What I had to do was simple, really. I keyed in Russ’s password, which enabled me to edit the spreadsheet, and changed Bram’s code from yellow to white. Next I deleted his tax-evasion number, leaving only the one that identified his immigrant status – his name suggested as much anyway.

When I’d told Chanel what I planned to do, she asked, ‘Why don’t you just take Bram’s name off the list when you get it?’ I explained that Lyric keeps a copy of every document that comes into our division along with a copy of every one that goes out. There was no reason for them to check the number of cases on the reassessed list against the number on the list we’d received. But I take no chances in that quarter. So: a virtuous white coding for Bram.

The recoding was the first thing I did, and it was easy. Then I set about dividing up all the cases for evaluation. It’s a delicate task. Along with the staff cuts have come murmurs about overwork, so I make a quick appraisal of each case to determine how long it’s likely to take. It’s a matter of pride with me to distribute work as fairly as possible, reserving the most complex cases for myself. It’s been noted – several of my colleagues have expressed their appreciation. One or two have said things like, ‘It’s an outrage that you were passed over for head in favour of Russ.’ Those people are killers. They won’t last.

Evaluations emptied as I worked, whole areas of our floor receding as the dark was switched on. I checked the time – after seven. Then – Beware. Beware. I’m not comfortable when Lyric gets up close like that. It’s like when shoppers would push past me to grab the last toilet rolls during the pandemic. I want to say, Please go away and stand over there.

‘Working late again?’ they said. ‘What can’t wait now?’

I replied, in a quiet, dignified manner, that I was carrying out case allocation. ‘So why did you need to use Russ’s password?’ they asked.

‘A precaution,’ I said, smiling, as if welcoming the interest Lyric was taking in my duties. ‘From time to time I notice slip-ups with codes. Only the other day, a Middle Eastern name came in with a white code. I recoded it as red.’

‘Not everyone with a Middle Eastern name is a former Muslim, you know.’

‘Correct. But I evaluated the case myself and discovered that the investigating authority had made a mistake.’ It pleased me that this was absolutely true. I make it a principle to adhere to the truth where possible. ‘In our kind of work, we can’t be too careful,’ I went on. ‘The security implications for Australia of a coding error …’

‘If you’re concerned about security, you shouldn’t be keying in Russ’s password’ – they did air quotes – ‘“as a precaution”. You’re only authorised to use it when it’s necessary.’

‘You’re quite right,’ I said. I passed my hand across my eyes and sighed. ‘Thank you so much for pointing it out. I must remember to apologise to Russ. I’ve been working such long hours that my vigilance fails me from time to time.’

Make no mistake: I’m grateful for Lyric. Passwords used to be monitored by Tech. Those guys have Security on speed-dial – they’d have reported me at once. But Tech grew so overstretched with all the threats to our cybersecurity that each section is responsible for its own password management now.

Have I mentioned that Lyric has supplemented their range of eye colours with a fiery opal? It’s all the rage. Everywhere you look, the young look back with opalescent eyes. Mel tried it out but concluded that it didn’t suit her skin tone. Lyric’s gaze flickered blue and pink above me. Finally, ‘Don’t stay too long,’ they said. A minute passed. I heard the lift open and I heard it close. I realised that my armpits were drenched.

Bram’s eyes glistened when he thanked me. I fingergunned him and winked. ‘Think of the care you’ve shown Ivy,’ I said. ‘You’re one of the family. I know you’d do the same for us.’
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Not long afterwards, Bram sent us a message. ‘Guys, it’s not great news. Ivy’s stool sample has tested positive for traces of blood. Taking into account other symptoms she’s been presenting with (weight loss, et cetera), I can’t rule out the possibility of cancerous cells in the bowel. That’s very treatable if detected early, so a colonoscopy is the next urgent step. I think we can all predict Ivy’s reaction! How about I stop by tomorrow evening and discuss everything with her? Be great to have you guys back me up.’

I talked my feelings through with Chanel in bed that night. Chanel was doing face yoga. She has to multi-task whenever possible. Think of her wellness schedule: half an hour of cardio, ten minutes of weights, morning yoga once a week, lunchtime swimming once a week, evening Pilates once a week, hot-stone massage once a fortnight, Feldenkrais once a month, lymphatic drainage once a quarter, barre on Saturday, boxercise on Sunday, five minutes of pelvic-floor exercises, five minutes of walking backwards the length of the hall. And that’s not taking into account monthly hair, nails and tweakments. I’ve probably forgotten something. Chanel has a spreadsheet to keep track of it all.

Does it seem excessive? Chanel has explained why it’s not. A man delivering hard facts to his colleagues derives all the authority he needs from a forceful suit. It’s different for a woman, no matter how commandingly dressed. Could a woman with lunch-lady arms, a menopausal waistline and a less-than-showroom-condition booty whip a board of management into line? Possibly, but Chanel doesn’t work for a German NGO. There are only two senior women at the Corporation, both white, bronde, streamlined, and one hundred per cent sugar- and child-free. They look durable all over like guns. Chanel is focused on a single goal: Chief Financial Officer. She wears Spanx Super Higher Power Shorts because her dream ends the day she can’t shoehorn herself into a size 10.

Years ago, Chanel had breast-reduction surgery. She was still at The Other Corporation at the time. Business was entering a downturn, but Chanel’s hard-headed advice was being ignored. She announced losses and the need to cut costs, while her breasts suggested nurturing and fullness – they were costing her the respect of executives. Chanel’s investment in herself paid excellent dividends. Six months into her C-cups, the Corporation’s headhunter called.

While we spoke about Bram’s message, Chanel widened her eyes so that I could see all around the irises. It made her look sceptical, but she had to keep her eyes like that until they watered. ‘I knew I’d have to face this loss one day,’ I said. ‘But when Ivy goes, I’ll be an orphan. I’ll feel so … exposed.’ Tears started running down Chanel’s cheeks. She pursed her lips and blew me a kiss. That, too, was part of her face-yoga routine – but I felt supported and comforted even so.
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I came home from work earlier than usual the next day to find that Fanta had done Ivy’s hair, coiling it behind her head. She’d begun coming to the house, cancelling any pre-existing appointments when Ivy called. In preparation for Bram’s visit, she’d also done Ivy’s makeup and nails.

I once saw Ivy hold out a fan of playing cards and invite Fanta to select one. ‘The five of diamonds – that’s a change for the better,’ said Ivy. Fanta’s face crumpled with joy. What could a change for the better mean for Fanta? She’s a former Muslim from one of those unlucky countries you see on the news that seem to be made of dirt. Even the skyscrapers are only rubble-in-waiting. Fanta can never escape her homeland – she’s a person with a suitcase superglued to her hand. Not that she goes back there. What is there to go back to? An orphanage where rubbish blows along corridors, rapists patrol the dormitories and weeds fountain in the broken concrete yard.

Fanta’s hair is a galleon, but her shoulders put you in mind of a horse. All her clothes look like sleepwear. She taught herself English from YouTube clips. She says, ‘You look totally sick!’ and ‘How good is Australia!’ and ‘Goodbye, it’s been so lovely meeting you.’ On the day of Bram’s visit she’d brought Ivy a cyclamen. Her gifts litter Ivy’s room – a scented candle, chocolates shaped like shells. A glass jar contains a powdery herbal tea from Fanta’s homeland that she swears protects against everything. It looks like dirt.

A little chaos on the global markets meant that Chanel was still stuck at the Corporation when Bram arrived that evening. Ivy likes to receive him in the lounge – it adds to the pretence of a social occasion. For the first time, I followed Bram into the room. Ivy raised no objection. She was sitting with her spine an inch from the back of the modular couch – her posture is another thing she owes to the nuns – and she had on her best outfit: the emerald half-hoop, and a stiff, shimmering dress, in a vicious shade of pink, that reached to her Homypeds. Ivy’s mind is clear, but the heroine who stars there is twenty-six. The last time she’d worn the pink dress was to Mel’s graduation. When I helped her off with her coat I saw people wondering why this old woman was dressed for the opera at ten in the morning.

You can rely on Bram like a Toyota. He complimented Ivy’s dress and her matching nails. He held her hand and talked to her about what the test had revealed. In a straightforward way, he informed her that a colonoscopy was the next step.

‘Why?’

‘To determine whether cancer is present. A biopsy is taken and —’

Ivy said, ‘I don’t want to know.’

‘I need to know to determine your treatment. Bowel cancer presents variably but it’s eminently treatable if picked up early.’

‘What kind of treatment?’

‘That depends on what the colonoscopy shows. A tumour would be surgically removed, and there’d be follow-up —’

‘I’m never consenting to being cut up again.’

On and on it went, back and forth between them. Bram was wearing one of Ivy’s knits, an astroturf-green collared cardigan with leather buttons. I believe he keeps it in his car and only puts it on when he comes here. I have the same cardigan in electric red. I wear it for doing odd jobs around the house. In between, it hangs in the garage, where moths congregate in spring.

Ivy was holding a white handkerchief embroidered with white flowers. As Bram talked to her, she touched it to the corner of her mouth. It hit me as nothing else had done: I was going to lose Ivy. Overcome by emotion, I cut across whatever Bram was saying. ‘We’re all here for you as a family,’ I told Ivy. ‘That includes Bram. All of us only want what’s best for you.’

‘Advice best not taken,’ said Ivy, ignoring me and addressing Bram. ‘That’s what the seven of spades told me today.’

In the end, Bram said that he’d call by again in a week. If Ivy remained certain that she didn’t want a colonoscopy, there was another option. ‘A barium meal test is painless and non-invasive. All you have to do is swallow a liquid like a flavoured milkshake and be X-rayed afterwards. It won’t tell us as much as a colonoscopy but —’

‘The only thing I want to be told,’ said Ivy, ‘is how long I’ve got.’ Her bridge partner’s husband had been diagnosed with bowel cancer when he was seventy, she informed us. ‘That was nine years ago, and he’s still around. Thuy’s only sixty-eight. She wants a divorce, but the children get upset when she mentions it.’

Bram said that he couldn’t offer a prognosis without diagnostic testing. ‘So many factors are involved. If you have a tumour, we need to determine how big it is, its location, the spread. How can I say if you won’t help me out?’

There was a hint of impatience in his voice. Ivy touched the hanky to her lips again. Bram corrected himself at once. ‘I’m probably stuck with you for years,’ he said gently, with a smile.

When he got up to leave, he told Ivy, ‘Whatever you decide, remember that I’ll be looking after you. I’ll always make sure that you’re comfortable. We’re pretty good at things like pain management these days.’

Ivy held out her hand so that he could kiss it. She said, ‘I’ve never been frightened of pain.’
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Predictably, Ivy refused further investigation of her symptoms. From that day on, she had Bram confine himself to routine things like flu shots and blood pressure checks. I keep reminding myself that Ivy is responsible for the situation she finds herself in now. No one else is to blame. It’s her stubbornness alone that’s made it impossible for Bram to rule out cancer.

So why do I find myself thinking back to a silly thing that happened shortly after we came to Australia? An old schoolfriend emailed me. It turned out that he, too, was a recent arrival, and we arranged to meet for a drink after work. He was one of those people who always look a little sweaty, and his face was pitted with acne scars. But he had a quick, simple way of speaking that was appealing, and we spent a pleasant hour talking about old times and new. On parting, he grinned, held out his hand and said, ‘Ta-ta!’ It was how we used to say goodbye when we were at school – our catchphrase, serving to mark off our set from the other boys. I shook his hand and said, ‘See you.’ The smile dropped from his face.

Why didn’t I use our old, comradely expression? Because I’d never heard ‘See you’ at home and I wanted to show my command of Australian ways. Okay, it might have been a little boastful, but I certainly didn’t intend it as a rebuff. It’s true that I didn’t hear from him again, and that I didn’t attempt to get in touch. That doesn’t mean anything, because our ways had already parted after school. Yet as soon as I said, ‘See you,’ my eyes felt hot. I had the impression that I’d damaged something delicate and of incalculable worth. That feeling has thinned over time but it’s never entirely gone away. There can be no connection between what happened that day and what’s happening tomorrow, but I feel that one exists all the same.
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One time I was about to leave a huddle meeting just as Lyric was heading into the room. They were wearing a little T-shirt that displayed their healthy arms. I held the door open and stood back. They said, ‘I’m perfectly capable of opening a door, Lyle.’

‘I was only trying to be helpful,’ I replied. But what came out of my mouth was, ‘I was only trying to be hurtful.’ It was hard to say who was more startled, Lyric or I. I glanced around, hoping to suggest that someone else had spoken. Lyric asked, ‘Are you okay?’

No, I wasn’t. But I could hardly tell them about the mystery playing itself out on Chanel’s skin. She said that it caused her no discomfort, but it was spreading – the splotches had appeared further down her leg, and some of the little ones on her stomach were joining up. There’s an autoimmune condition called vitiligo that causes loss of pigmentation, but Chanel had tested negative for that. She was using a corticosteroid cream that seemed useless, but Qing, her dermatologist, encouraged her to persist. He told Chanel that treatment in these cases is long and tough. What cases? Qing admits that he’s never seen anything like it. He’s consulting colleagues around the world. So far, no one’s had anything useful to say. Qing advises Chanel to wear a hat and keep out of the sun. She pays him thirty per cent over our health insurance rebate for that – advice you can read on any public poster about skin cancer. If there’s no improvement, there are other treatments to try: pills, exposure to UV light, lasers. Everything comes with side effects. Qing assures Chanel that there’s nothing to suggest the problem is contagious, but he’s moved their consultations to Zoom.

As a precaution, I started sleeping – or not sleeping – in Sydney’s room. I found his Spider-Man doona cover in his wardrobe, tucked under his trackies. He must have hidden it to save it from Chanel, a ruthless declutterer. When I shook out the cover, the past snapped red and blue. It showed me an afternoon when Sydney was small. We were playing kick-to-kick in the park, and after a while clouds began massing. The wind grew shouty and started bullying some stunted shrubs. Sydney plucked at my hand, saying that we had to leave at once. On the way home he told me a story that he’d heard at school. A woman was out riding in the bush a long time ago and found herself caught in a storm. As she was approaching an enormous tree, lightning split it open. Inside the tree stood a man holding a spear. The man was made of bones. Sydney’s voice rose as he repeated, ‘There was a man made out of bones inside the tree.’ He was thrilled and frightened in equal parts. Who would tell a story like that to a child? I can’t stop thinking about it now, the way old, forgotten things can suddenly appear. Sydney was right to be afraid – it’s frightening. The past should remain in the past.

Memories are the stuff you can’t declutter. Here’s another one: it dates from an evening long ago when we were all watching a talk show. One of the guests asked what the others would remember in the last minutes of their lives. An ad break intervened, and Chanel said, ‘Such a good question! I’ll have to think about that,’ and I said, ‘What about you, Ivy? What do you think will come into your mind?’

Ivy was knitting. ‘The moment I first held you,’ she said. Her tone was matter-of-fact. She came to the end of a radiation-green row and began counting stitches. I have no reason to remember this – it was only a routine example of Ivy’s self-deceit.

I set it beside something else I remember. When I was about five, there was a party for my stepfather’s birthday. Ivy wore wide, soft silver trousers. She dabbed perfume on her neck and wrists, whistling all the while – it was a time when I often heard her whistle. I could say that I loved her but would it be true? The word itself meant nothing then. ‘Love’ was something like a perfume to me and something like a tune.

The party began, and I wandered among the guests, helping myself to food from trays. In one room there was a piano that I liked to play by thumping my fists on the keys. It was occupied by a wilted aunt of Ivy’s, so I went into a bedroom – whose? – and crawled under the bed. I picked at the skin around my fingernails. Soon I’d be missed – what an uproar! Ivy would grow frantic. She’d run through the house and out into the garden, calling my name, her trousers shining among trees.

When I woke, the house was quiet. I went along a corridor and found my stepfather with a small group, their chairs drawn close, deep in the endless, dreary adult pastime of talk. Unnoticed, I passed onto the veranda and there, at the far end, were the silver trousers. Ivy was leaning on the balustrade with a friend of hers, a woman whose hair made a golden rope around her head. At the sight of the silver and gold, I said to myself, The stars and the sun. Ivy called, ‘Up so late, little prince?’ but went on talking to her friend. When children hide, they’re asking to be found. Who doesn’t understand that? When Ivy was a child, did she play a game called hide-and-ignore?

Don’t think that I waste any sympathy on that boy. I left him there, curled up with his dust bunnies in the dark. He has nothing to do with the person I’ve become. It’s just that the past crouches and waits, and springs from the long grass.

There are nights when I wake up, too agitated to sleep. Screens aggravate insomnia, so the first time it struck, I plucked a paperback from Sydney’s shelves. It opened at a page streaked with yellow highlighter. By my love and hope I conjure you, throw not away the hero in your soul. That kind of thing is why I’ve never been a reader. Chanel has a collection of riveting audiobooks – her all-time favourite is The 127 Top-Secret, Must-Have, Clinically Proven, Executive-Strength, WINNING!!!! Tips for Growing Your Unethics – so I took to listening to those instead.
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After Mel finished her arts degree, she picked up the usual casual hours here and there – at a bar, in a shop, at an escort agency. We were alarmed about the last, but Mel explained that it was an upmarket, progressive agency that didn’t allow touching. Time passed. One day she called to tell us that she’d applied to a college in Chicago and been accepted into its architecture program. ‘Doing architecture in Chicago has always been on my vision board,’ she said.

Tuition fees, exchange rates and airfares were stampeding through my mind. ‘Why can’t you study architecture here?’ I asked.

‘Da-ad! You know how it goes. I’ll find way better work in Australia if I have an American degree. It’s really patriarchal of you to try to destroy my career before it’s even begun.’

As Chanel said afterwards, it was an escalated repeat of that time when Mel had wanted three new statement dresses: one for the Fortunatas Year 10 formal, one for the tennis club’s Christmas party and one for Hawaii, where we were to meet up with Chanel’s family for the holidays. Mel stipulated that Ivy was not to make any of the dresses – that would be ‘beyond tragic’.

‘Can’t you wear the same dress?’ asked Chanel. ‘There’ll be different people in those three places.’

Mel burst into tears. ‘Oh my god, I can’t believe it!’ she gasped between sobs. ‘Gaslighted by my own mother. Oh my god!’

‘I don’t get it, darling. What’s wrong?’

‘Do I have to get out the crayons to explain everything? What kind of moron hasn’t heard of Instagram? Do you want everyone in the whole world to see me forced to go everywhere in the same dress like a loser ruro?’

The Mel who always sways up first in my mind has a yellow gazania in her hair. She’s smiling and has one arm around a goat. There must be a ladder that stretches between that Mel and the one who can now be seen in a latex jumpsuit on YouTube, but the ladder is missing its rungs. Mel tells her viewers that she’s embraced sustainable fashion and explains that latex is vegan, eco-friendly and ethical. When Ivy saw the jumpsuit, she applauded Mel for taking pride in her body. She said, ‘What wouldn’t I have done with that freedom as a girl!’

While we were hesitating about Chicago, Mel informed us that hospitality and retail were no longer ‘viable career options’ for her, which left only the escort agency. The upmarket, progressive branch had folded due to client dissatisfaction, so Mel would be working at the special-offer, old-timey branch where everything was allowed. The following day, we agreed to fund her studies in the States. As she pointed out, she could have chosen a school in New York or California, but she’d picked Chicago so that she could live with her aunt and spare us the cost of housing. When everything is weighed in the balance, Mel has grown up to be a deeply thoughtful young woman, as her decision to wear latex shows. Chanel and I are so proud of the way our daughter shows consideration for others without sacrificing focus on her goals.

At Christmas, we offered Mel a ticket home for the holidays. She said, ‘What am I going to tell my friends? I set up new social media accounts when I got here, remember? Most people don’t even know I’m from Melbourne – I sort of let them think I grew up in New Zealand or something. Being Australian is so, like, shameful. Everyone just assumes you’re a racist, Islamophobic climate vandal and coffee snob. I suck up filter by the gallon here and don’t say a thing in case I’m, like, outed.’

‘Can’t you tell your friends that you’ll be spending Christmas in New Zealand?’

‘Da-ad! We don’t lie to each other in my friendship group. Also, like, Insta?’

That conversation put a dent in Chanel’s – what should I call it? Her faith in progress? Her confidence in her vision board? A moody abstraction would settle on her at times. It first appeared about a month after Mel’s call. Early one Sunday I took Chanel a cup of tea, expecting to find her getting ready for boxercise. She was still in bed. Rain was banging on the roof, the tail end of the Severe Weather Event that flattened Brisbane. Chanel spoke to the ceiling. ‘Do you think we made a mistake? Do you think we should have migrated to the States instead?’

I can’t overstate the weight of her question. Even to hint that we might have erred in our judgment tears at the soul. Everything we abandoned, all the struggles we’ve faced, the colossal effort, renewed every day, to be ordinary Australians – if we should have aimed to be ordinary Americans instead, we’ve thrown our lives away. A rushing black river opened at my feet, and I clutched Chanel’s hand. Our children’s assessment of Australia did nothing to help. ‘Loserland’: Mel. ‘Pariah on the global scene’: Sydney. Add to that the lurching of our economy as one country after another applied sanctions over our climate no-policy – there was crazy talk of even Russia following suit.

‘We were totally right to come here,’ I said firmly. ‘Look at everything we’ve achieved: elite futures for our children, healthy superannuation balances, a stack of frequent flyer points, a really spacious garage …’

I went on, but I could see that Chanel wasn’t listening. ‘You know, as a girl, I used to dream about living in the States,’ she said. ‘Then my sister went and got engaged to an American. I didn’t want to look like I was copying her. That’s when I made the mistake of focusing on Australia instead.’ It was terrible to witness Chanel – Chanel! – brought low with doubt. Luckily, inspiration arrived. ‘You know what’s going on?’ I said, squeezing her hand still tighter. ‘This feeling that the States would have been a better choice only goes to show how perfectly you’ve assimilated. Wanting to be American is authentically Australian. Do you know what I learned recently? Halloween wasn’t always celebrated in this country. Hard to believe, isn’t it? Now that Black Friday and Cyber Monday are retail fixtures, it’s only a matter of time before Thanksgiving appears on our calendar. Personally, I hope we’ll be giving thanks because we’ve become the fifty-first state.’

After a while, Chanel sat up in bed and cranked out a smile. I told her that if the children seemed to be rejecting our choices at present, that wouldn’t always be the case. ‘Right now they’re driven by a harmless, healthy need to make their own way in the world – just as we were when we decided to emigrate no matter what our parents said.’ With every word, the black river quietened and sank until it was only an icy trickle at my feet.

Since that conversation, we’ve tried not to think about the States. It’s difficult with Mel over there. At present she’s an intern in an architectural practice. She has a mentor called Dene. Soon after they met, they spent a weekend together in New York. Mel drew silver hearts all over Dene in her Instagram story. His eyes are silver, too, and there are silver brushstrokes in his beard. He wears cardigans – can they really be fashionable for men? Chanel and I have a few casual questions for Dene, starting with: How much money do you have? Coloured grout – yes or no? Do you suffer from any hereditary illusions?

We see future stories unfolding on Mel’s Instagram. We see Mel and Dene with champagne flutes – there’s a frozen lake in the background, and a flash of emeralds on Mel’s hand. Later, American babies play with guns in sleek, architectural spaces set high above the earth. They’re replaced by teenagers with eyes like mercury who ask, ‘Who are you?’ when we call. Chanel and I don’t discuss our fears, but they’re a vapour trail that follows us around. When I wake at night, it’s hovering above me, spooky and truth-telling. It says, You’ve made all the wrong choices. It says, You’ve lost your daughter. It says, You’ve lost your son.
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When I said that Sydney has only one year of his doctorate to complete, that was quite true. But it’s equally true that Sydney has had one year to go for – well, definitely more than a year. The last time we saw him was when he came home for a few days, bringing us all presents. Ivy was given a crystal prism. Sydney hung it at her window, saying, ‘It’ll throw rainbows around your room.’ Chanel and I got a packet of tempeh, made in Byron Bay and superior to all other brands of tempeh, and a jar of homemade kimchi. Over the course of his visit, Sydney ate them both.

On his last evening in Melbourne, Sydney waited until Ivy had gone to bed. Then he told Chanel and me that he’d taken leave of absence from his PhD. Now and again Ivy peers out from Sydney’s face. They have the same sly smile. Sly is wrong, I meant shy. Sydney’s elbows rested on the table, the sleeves of his jumper pushed up. There was a new tattoo on his forearm: Perhaps the future is a dream. Perhaps dream is a comand. It was peak Sydney to use a tattooist who couldn’t spell. Perhaps he hadn’t noticed. Mel once captioned an Instagram photo of Sydney: My brother the stoner. It’s legal now, Chanel and I remind each other, and it could be much worse.

Chanel remained unruffled, merely asking Sydney what he planned to do instead of his doctorate. He replied that a company operating eco-tours to the Remains of the Great Barrier Reef Mausoleum had offered him ‘regular casual hours’ as a dive guide.

‘Does that pay a living wage?’ I asked.

I could see Sydney thinking, Dad question! That smile appeared again. ‘I don’t need much,’ he said.

No argument there. Sydney lived in a caravan behind a share house, a ramshackle weatherboard place where the only toilet was in the yard. We went up north to visit him once. Sydney served us Turkish apple tea in jars. His wetsuit hung from a hook in a corner of his caravan, next to his warm black Melbourne coat. Chanel suggested that he store the coat away to avoid moths. ‘It has to stay there,’ Sydney told her. ‘A bat’s made its home in one of the pockets.’ When we questioned the hygiene of the arrangement, he said, ‘It’s only a microbat.’ Our son was sharing a caravan with a microbat called Ding. The caravan had no cooking facilities, but in any case Sydney lives on tempeh, coconuts, and mangoes that are probably stolen from other people’s trees. As for clothes, he has shorts, a single pair of jeans and a few T-shirts. When he visits us he wears his old trackies, and a jumper with holes at the elbows. Ivy knitted it long ago: shocking-blue with red sleeves. We used to send Sydney decent clothes for his birthday, polo shirts, brand runners – he probably sold them and bought weed. Last year we sent money to save him time.

‘Would it be an option,’ asked Chanel carefully, ‘to finish your doctorate part-time? Having a higher degree will help you find more secure work. Better paid, too.’

‘For now I want to put distance. Between myself and the system,’ Sydney told her. He speaks in a considered way, with pauses, a style that turns the most mundane utterance into a cosmic truth.

‘Won’t you end up with quite a lot of time on your hands?’ went on Chanel.

‘Dive Clean. I plan to step up my involvement.’

Dive Clean is a volunteer project organised by Sydney’s university department. The participants bring up debris from the ocean floor. Everything a diver retrieves is recorded, and the state of the site where it came from is tracked over time. When Sydney became a volunteer, a new series of photos replaced the old one. These photos came twice a week and showed us what he’d retrieved: fishing line, bottles, drink cans, packaging, unidentifiable synthetic fragments … Sydney photographed them arrayed on a scrubbed wooden table – they could have been an art installation. Because he didn’t show his finds littering the ocean, the images weren’t illegal. But once, in the early days, Sydney sent us a photo of a plastic bag floating under water like an eerie white fish. His message said that soon the ocean would contain more plastic than fish. We deleted the photo and message immediately, and bought new phones for us all.

Sydney was touching his face as he talked to us. It’s something he often does – I suppose his beard makes his skin itchy. He said, ‘The thing I really came down to say. I’m planning to go off grid for a while.’ When he returned north he’d be leaving his caravan, he informed us. He’d been accepted into a green community committed to ethical, mindful practices and sustainable living. ‘In shacks made by hand from recycled materials. And powered only by renewables. There’s also a hand-built communal space.’

‘Green’ had me on alert straight away. Sydney was saying that the community was called Shaking the Grass. ‘Because society teaches us only to comply. And accumulate. And life slips by like a field mouse / Not shaking the grass.’

The last bit sounded familiar. ‘Is that from a desk calendar?’ I asked.

‘We look forward to seeing photos of your new home,’ said Chanel, speaking in the warm, supportive tone parents must use when deeply alarmed.

‘See, the thing is. At Shaking the Grass we’re not into disembodied technologies. I’ll be giving up my phone.’

‘But how will we contact you?’

‘It would be better – safer – if you don’t. For a while.’ Sydney scratched the back of his neck.

‘No,’ said Chanel, very quietly. ‘Not the Green Brigade. You can’t do that to us.’

‘If you won’t think of us, think of your sister,’ I cried. ‘Think of your grandmother! Think of being repatriated at Ivy’s age!’

Sydney was holding up both hands. ‘Whoa! Who said anything about the Brigade? Shaking the Grass is about peaceful, loving interactions. With all living beings. And the planet.’

‘So why do we have to break off contact for our safety?’

‘A community got closed down. Last year in New South Wales. There were arrests.’

That was a community notorious for its opposition to fracking. It was closed down after the Green Brigade kidnapped the Minister for Fossil Fuels, when all sorts of things were proscribed from one day to the next. I remembered the tide of names coming into the Department from all over the country.

‘Is anyone in your community leafleting farmers about sustainable crops or tree-planting or animal rights?’ I asked. ‘Anyone speaking out against the Proud Nazis? Anyone advocating for Aboriginal rights or women’s refuges or a universal basic income?’ I went on like that, cataloguing activities that attract surveillance and could be banned at any time.

Sydney was shaking his head, No no no. Dive Clean was the issue, he said. ‘Lots of us volunteer from Shaking the Grass.’

Ocean clean-ups aren’t illegal, but any kind of environmental activism can be interpreted as criticism of our climate no-policy. Chanel and I have always felt uneasy about Dive Clean – we haven’t forgotten that plastic bag. But as Sydney reminded us, the professor who runs the group keeps things low-key. Dive Clean has no website, and no information about the project can be accessed by the public. ‘I’m just being super-cautious and thinking. Of you guys,’ Sydney said.

‘Okay. So you have to promise us one or two things,’ Chanel told him, while I made gurgling noises. ‘If there’s any trouble around clean-ups, your father will hear about it in time to warn you. They’ll go for the university first, so leave the community at once. Go straight to the nearest police station and make a statement to the effect that you were a naïve student misled by your supervisor. Your former supervisor. Point out that you’ve distanced yourself from the university and explain that you’ve now broken with Shaking the Grass as well.’

A lot of talk about ‘betrayal’ and ‘karma’ and ‘emotional violence’ followed. We heard Sydney out but stayed firm on the need for a contact number. ‘It’s not just about politics,’ Chanel told Sydney. ‘We have to be able to get in touch if one of us has an accident. There’s also Ivy to consider. You’ve seen how fragile she’s looking.’

Sydney had taken Ivy to the food court in our local shopping centre that day. They’d had tofu and avocado sushi for lunch. It was a selfless act on Sydney’s part because the food wasn’t organic and the rice was white and the soy sauce contained MSG. But nowhere within walking distance could meet his criteria for healthy, sustainable eating, and he wouldn’t borrow one of our not-electric cars. Ivy donned her pink dress for the outing. It was the first time she’d worn it in a while. Her collarbones made a coathanger on which the dress flapped – we all tried not to stare.

The children don’t know that Ivy might have bowel cancer. After all, there’s no proof. A few ambiguous symptoms and Bram’s guesswork are hardly enough to justify distressing Sydney and Mel. Instead, we’ve spoken about their grandmother’s health in terms of the ageing process. ‘Ivy’s doing okay at present,’ Chanel told Sydney. ‘But people her age can go downhill fast.’

‘She’s been drinking this amazing herbal tea. From Fanta. It sounds amazing. Natural healing, yeah?’

In the end, Sydney saw the sense of our request for an emergency contact. ‘You could message Astrid,’ he said. Chanel and I took care not to look at each other. That time we visited Sydney’s caravan, he walked us through the house on our way out. We passed through smells of incense and fermenting, and found three or four girls on the sagging veranda. They had bare feet and were dressed in flowing cotton or softly faded overalls – they were girls who’d stepped from a commercial for boutique beer. Upper arms welded to ribs, they offered us stiff little starfish waves. ‘Hi,’ they said, ‘hi.’ The free hands brushed ripply hair from the faces. Then another girl came through the gate: muscled, hair cut close as a soldier’s and greedy, intelligent eyes. Her skin, eyes, clothes and what was left of her hair were all beige. As we drove away in our rental car, ‘That’ll be Sydney’s girlfriend,’ Chanel said.

Sydney and Astrid lasted until she attended a workshop called Creaturely Relations. It revealed that Sydney was conducting himself unethically with Ding. Naming a creature was a possessive, hegemonic act that abused his agency. Sydney offered to stop using the name, but the ill feeling between the two of them persisted.

So we’d been told. But it didn’t escape our notice that Astrid’s number was the one Sydney gave us that night. Not that he was happy about it, or about anything else. The last thing he said, scratching his face, before we all went to bed, was, ‘The repatriation law silences migrants. It singles us out.’

It wasn’t the first time he’d said it, and he was right. Our prime minister is a strategic genius. Since seventy-five per cent of the population have a grandparent born overseas, his repatriation policy had an immediate effect on dissent.

I met Sydney’s complaint the way I always do. ‘Remember Lilian,’ I said. Lilian was Ivy’s cousin. She ended up living in France, where she came to the attention of a killer who targeted immigrants. He tracked Lilian down and murdered her. I want Sydney to understand that a repatriation policy isn’t required to make life dangerous for people like us. Remember Lilian. It never fails to silence Sydney – for a while.
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Before Sydney left, he also granted us permission to write to him at the share house address once a month. Astrid volunteered with Dive Clean, he told us, and would pass on his mail. ‘A letter is old technology,’ said Sydney with that smile of his. However, we were not to write more often, as Shaking the Grass preferred to keep its distance from the world. ‘We approach everything from a standpoint of openness. And curiosity without judgment. But these early days of building a utopia are precarious. Old, destructive thought-structures can impinge.’

Chanel and I assure each other that Sydney’s dream of building a new world is thoroughly Australian. Besides, the young are drawn to blank slates, fresh starts. If Sydney’s break with society requires a break with us, we’re confident that it will pass. Chanel tells me, ‘There’s this neuroscience website. It says that adolescence lasts until twenty-eight in males.’

Sydney is twenty-six. Two years is a long time to wait. Every morning at work, I check the daily Notification of Alerts as soon as it arrives. There’s been nothing about ocean clean-ups or off-grid communities, so far. I google pictures of those communities – is Sydney living in a yurt while handbuilding his shack? What became of the microbat formerly known as Ding? Chanel and I are tormented by all the questions that we didn’t ask. Astrid and Sydney once attended a month-long eco-festival where they helped dig a latrine trench every morning. What are the toilet arrangements at Shaking the Grass? Sydney informed us that there was a ‘no waste’ rule – does he clean himself with leaves? We remember how he seemed itchy and we wonder about rashes. The community takes its name from the habits of mice, which suggests that it’s overrun by rodents. Sydney also told us that meals were served from large stainless-steel pots and eaten sitting in a circle on the floor. None of it sounds hygienic. Do the cooks scrub their hands for twenty seconds before handling food? Alcohol is forbidden, so where does that leave hand sanitiser? And does the community tolerate soap? ‘They probably make their own,’ says Chanel, for where our children are concerned, we can read each other’s mind. ‘But does it lather?’ We risk activating old, destructive thought-structures to ask Sydney these and other questions when we write to him, knowing that he won’t reply.

We enclosed a cheque – old technology – with our first letter. It still hasn’t been cashed. These days we send stamps. They come in booklets of ten, but we’ve noticed that the stamp on our envelope from Sydney changes after nine months. Nine wombats, nine Anzac nurses, and we’re onto Joyful Occasions now. Who gets the tenth stamp? Does Sydney send Astrid a love letter once every ten months? Chanel says it’s more likely to be a letter of protest to a politician – we hope that he writes under a false name. Every month Chanel and I write separately to Sydney but fold both printouts into the same envelope because one letter is all that we’re allowed. Last month I peeked at Chanel’s page and saw ‘… TWO rounds of “Happy Birthday”’. My letter explained that our principal motive in coming to Australia was to ensure that our children would never have to live in improvised shacks without proper sanitation as the destitute do back home.

Given that Sydney’s utopia is fenced with rules and prohibitions, we wonder if our letters are censored. We picture a girl who looks like Astrid, soldierly and pure and beige, slitting envelopes. It doesn’t matter – we always write in code. If the girl is a master cryptographer, she’ll find the same message every month: When you come home there’ll be toast spread with peanut butter right to the edges.
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Around the middle of each month, there’s an envelope with no sender’s name or address in our letterbox. That’s all it is: an envelope. Sydney has the large, wavering handwriting of a child. The envelope represents one of the promises that we extracted from him: he’s letting us know that he’s safe and well.

The three of us – Ivy, Chanel and I – gather around that envelope as if it had priceless wisdom to yield. We turn it over and hold it up to the light. It was Ivy’s birthday last month, and the envelope held a tiny, soft green feather.

Say it’s early in the month or late. Say it’s a Sunday. An envelope from Sydney is doubly impossible. The wind cuts as if it’s factory-fresh from Gillette, but the letterbox must be kept clear of junk mail all the same. Something papery – the edge of an envelope? – gleams in the slot. Back inside, I chuck out a flyer for pizza that a snail has nibbled into lace. It’s on a Sunday that the pebble in my chest first makes itself known. In the afternoon it drizzles. I look out of an upstairs window and see Chanel making her way to the letterbox. There’s a spider web of drops on her hair.

Ivy doesn’t know about Shaking the Grass – we’ve asked Mel not to say anything to her either. The fewer people who know about Sydney’s involvement in the community the safer, and Ivy can’t be trusted not to let the information slip. She believes what we’ve told her: that Sydney’s reached a stage in his studies where he has to carry out research in a remote area with no phone coverage. The only email address that we have for him is his old university one, and Ivy has seen for herself that mail sent there bounces back. She accepts Sydney’s letterless envelopes as an idiosyncrasy – she’s used to his ways.

Once, our explanations might not have satisfied Ivy, but her curiosity about the world has dimmed. She still sits out on the patio in dark glasses and Factor 89, tilting her face to the sun. But her mind is turning inwards, concentrating on the demands of her body. At times she has a preoccupied look, as if grappling with an intractable problem.

The rental income Ivy derives from her house back home pays for her care package – grab rails in her bathroom, a hot meal delivered on weekdays for lunch, a chiropodist called Kostya who stops by to scrape out her corns and trim her toenails. Visits from a nursing aide were available as well, but Fanta wouldn’t allow it. She calls every morning now in the hope that Ivy wants help getting showered or dressed, and she drives over in the afternoon. If Ivy and the weather are up to it, the pair of them walk up and down Spumante Court. On bad days Ivy has a dragging step like a seal. They promenade for twenty minutes, the seal and the horse, arm in arm. They’ve decided that they’ll be reborn as clouds, Ivy announces. She unwinds a scarf, crying, ‘The core of our minds will be crystal drops.’

Fanta sings to Ivy. She sings ‘The Ballad of Lucy Jordan’. Mel spent spring break in Paris with Dene. Her Insta story showed the two of them in a convertible with the top down, the Eiffel Tower in view on the far bank of the Seine. Dene was wearing a silver cardigan, Mel was wearing an orange neoprene dress, and the soundtrack was provided by Marianne Faithfull. Fanta saw Mel’s post and only heard a woman singing about hopeless longing. By the end of the song, the longing has been both fulfilled and destroyed – Faithfull was a former junkie who knew the danger of dreams. Fanta can’t be expected to understand that. She sought out the song on Spotify, saying simply, ‘Lucy is me.’ If, at the age of ten, you were being treated for typhoid in a city hospital and a stray American bomb obliterated your village and everyone you’d ever known, would you be able to distinguish between reality and dreams? Fanta’s mind is an enchanted place, and the words of the song are potent spells: Paris, sports car, warm wind. Of course it might be the reference to hair that has her bewitched – hair disturbed by the wind, requiring her services. Ivy says that Fanta has a voice like a dentist’s drill. What would Ivy know about dentists? As far as I know she’s never needed one, although she eats chocolate before going to bed and falls asleep without brushing her teeth.
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There are afternoons when Russ’s pastel shirts look strained across the chest. On those days, a meeting ends, but Russ is reluctant to let me leave. He wants to reminisce about what he had to give up when he moved to Melbourne – the panoramic views from his penthouse, the elation of speeding across the harbour on floral evenings as Porsche and he headed to the opera house in their private water taxi. The blank blue of Russ’s eyes turns shiny. That’s when he describes things that I could never have guessed he’d notice. He tells me that he prefers the sound washing machines make in Sydney. He talks about the smell of the sea finding its way among skyscrapers, and grieves for Sydney’s golden light. ‘It looks like it’s bounced straight off wattle,’ he tells me. ‘Even the light’s fucking freezing here.’ Sometimes it seems that Russ isn’t mourning a lost city but something far more elusive. As if to confirm it, he says, ‘Mate, do you remember a time when your life was really shambolic? When you could still fuck it up more ways than just one?’

Once I asked why he hadn’t stayed on in Sydney after his building collapsed. Russ looked amazed. ‘Didn’t you see what happened? The Severe Weather Events? Whole headlands went. And don’t forget the virus clusters. Woollahra had that super-virulent Aspen strain. Porsche said she’d never feel safe bringing up a family there. Her wellness guru advised against it. You can burn all the sage sticks you like, he told her, those mansions will be shedding virus forever. No, there’s no one but renters and Lebs all through the eastern suburbs now.’

‘But there must be places away from the water?’

Russ flinched. ‘Better Melbourne,’ he said.

Real estate was on my mind because of a conversation I’d had with a neighbour. Bonny and Evan had always lived across the road, but now their house was up for sale. Emptynesters, they were retiring to New Zealand. Evan is a Kiwi, so they were spared the arduous immigration process that keeps most Australians out. Bonny and I happened to be Whipper-Snippering our nature strips at the same time, and when we’d finished we had a chat.

‘We’re worried,’ Bonny told me. ‘We’ve had heaps of people through, but mostly Sydneysiders. You know – the kind who used to have it sweet up there before their houses fell into the sea. They’ve been renting in Melbourne while looking around to buy, and they’ve finally worked out that they can’t afford anything closer in.’

‘Isn’t that good?’

‘The thing is, the feedback from our agent is that Sydney buyers are pretty hard to please. Have you heard of walkaround closets? Walk-ins don’t cut it with that mob. They demand a pool. They can’t believe there’s no executive retreat. Then there’s the number of bathrooms, only they don’t call them bathrooms, they say wetrooms. There has to be one for every bedroom. A woman said, “I have two teenage girls, do you seriously expect them to share a wetroom?”’

‘But surely you’ve had interest from Melbourne buyers as well?’

‘Yeah, nah. Couples with young kids. But they’re concerned about what their commutes are going to cost from out here. Also, they want solar panels, and one bloke went on about the freeway and insisted on full disclosure about the level of lead in the soil. The agent thinks it was just a strategy for lowering the price, but I don’t know.’ Bonny sighed. ‘Evan’s cracking the shits because I tracked down some of those retro candles that smell like Gwyneth’s vagina. They cost an absolute fortune on eBay, but he thinks that they’re putting people off.’

The auction took place on a soft spring Saturday. Chanel and I needed only our lightweight Uniqlo thermals as we followed the bidding from our yard. The highest bid made us thoughtful. In the end, Evan and Bonny withdrew their house from sale. They decided to rent it out and try to sell it in a few years. A family from Samoa live across the road at present, and they’ve let the nature strip go. Soon the grass will be higher than my knees. We check every day to see if the Samoans have broken the venetians. The world is askew on its axis – renters in Spumante Court!
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Chanel’s CEO and his wife came to dinner. We’d invited her CFO and his wife as well, but he sent a message on the day saying that his wife wasn’t up to long-distance travel at present. It didn’t matter – as Chanel pointed out, it would make the evening more intimate. ‘A chance to really get to know Gavina and Craig.’

At forty-five, Craig was the Corporation’s youngest-ever CEO. Before that, he’d destroyed a telco and strolled away with sixty million. Lately, he’d discovered an Aboriginal dictionary of Kulin-Nation languages. The Guardian called him ‘the C-bomb’. Chanel called him ‘a game-changer’. They both had in mind his insertion of Kulin words meaning things like ‘I will light a big fire’ and ‘shut your eyes’ and ‘let us walk together’ into media releases explaining why Aboriginal sacred sites had to be sacrificed to mining.

Our guests arrived an hour late. Craig pressed a bottle of warm Veuve Clicquot to my sternum, saying, ‘We should have used an ice pack. But we had no idea it would take us so long to get here.’ Gavina was trying to suffocate Chanel with a colossal bouquet. ‘Here’s me, Melbourne’s leading property curator, and I’d never even heard of your suburb,’ she said.

We ushered our guests into the lounge, Gavina asking whether we’d describe the area as ‘peri-urban’. Then Ivy made her entrance. She never dresses up now, not even for Bram, and had contented herself with her best tracksuit. But the emerald half-hoop was in place, and her nails were a sparkly turquoise masterpiece by Fanta. She crossed to Craig, who was standing with his hands behind his back. He submitted at once to her, following her meekly to the couch. I went around with tepid champagne and heard her saying, ‘Now tell me all about you.’

Ten minutes later, Craig was still murmuring about his childhood in Canada. Stray words reached the rest of us: ‘kayak’, ‘chokecherry’, ‘a lethal politeness’. The lounge looked wonderful – Chanel had bought fresh artificial flowers for the occasion, authoritative arrangements of mixed blooms and leaves. Gavina leaned sideways from her caramel nuvinyl Swan chair. Her hair didn’t budge – it was a frozen, ice-blue bob supported by her shoulders. The tip of her finger caressed a gynaecological rayon lily. ‘Extraordinary!’ she said, and settled back in her chair. She was wearing black and diamonds, like a mafia widow. Whenever Gavina glanced at Ivy, her eyes went sliding away. Ivy’s eyebrows were stylish silver slugs, but she’d lost interest or hand–eye coordination further down. Her lips moved, emaciated old-lady worms, in the depths of a lopsided lipsticked mouth. Gavina seemed to be struggling to formulate something between a prayer and a vow, something between Please shoot me if and I swear to God I’ll never.

Swivelling to me to escape, she asked, ‘What’s that noise?’

‘Coldplay.’

‘The other noise.’

‘It’s the freeway,’ said Chanel, coming back into the room with a platter of spicy beef salad spoons.

‘Urban sprawl’s certainly a thing,’ said Gavina. ‘I had no idea that Melbourne was so … far-flung.’

‘Where do you live?’ asked Ivy, abandoning Craig.

‘Hawthorn,’ said Gavina to the wall unit. ‘You probably don’t —’

‘A long time ago, I walked along the river there on the Richmond side. It was autumn and beautiful.’

‘Our place backs onto the river. The lawn runs down to our jetty. We keep two deckchairs there, and it’s our happy place. It’s so important to keep in mind that we live on a star.’

‘Do we really?’ I said, interested because it contradicted everything I’d been taught about the solar system.

Ivy said, ‘I felt very sad that day because I thought, All the people who live in those mansions will have to be shot. My parents were communists, you see, and I was educated by nuns. We were divided in opinion about the Romanovs’ dogs – should they have been spared? Craig’s been telling me that he was raised by prairie radicals. They shot their dogs without hesitation at the first sign of illness. We were both taught the difference between right and wrong, and confused by being encouraged to question our elders.’

It wasn’t the champagne. When I’d offered her a glass, Ivy looked at it as if it contained a spider. She merely believes that everyone is fascinated by the story of her life. Thankfully, the late arrival of our guests meant that she was soon exhausted and had to go to bed. She rose and held out her hand to Craig. He jumped up and shook it. I could see Ivy thinking, What a clod!

‘Wonderful old girl!’ said Craig to me when she’d gone.

Lazy descriptions of that kind are often affixed to Ivy, labels that glamorise and excuse. ‘Yes, an eccentric,’ I agreed, joining the masquerade. ‘Her age, you know …’ I touched the side of my head. The fact is that Ivy is annoying in ordinary ways. If only Craig could hear his wonderful old girl sneeze! His thoughts would fly to aerial bombardments, natural disasters, terrorist attacks. Later he’d think ‘biohazard’ as he went over every surface with antibacterial wipes.

The four of us moved to the dining table. Chanel and I tried out a range of ethnic cuisines when we first came to Australia, but over the years she’s specialised in Thai. That’s what she prepares for those World Food Days we both have at work. Every year someone says, ‘Oh, I didn’t realise you had Thai heritage,’ and we have to explain: ‘We’re real Aussies – we love all ethnic food. Our favourite just happens to be Thai.’ Naturally, we never, ever cook food from our homeland for other people. That would be a blunder comparable to wearing traditional dress. Where would it get us? Into a mural that celebrates multiculturalism – flat, colourful figures to be marvelled at, assessed and never mistaken for the human race. Here’s a test: has a Dane ever featured in a mural like that?

We had fishcakes for our first course. Craig asked Chanel for the recipe, and Gavina had the Thai heritage conversation with me. It was when we were halfway through our seafood red curry, garlic beef, jasmine rice and green papaya salad that the catastrophe occurred. The door between the dining area and the kitchen was open, and so was the door from the kitchen to the hall. Ivy’s ensuite has a second door onto the hall so that it can be accessed by guests as well. There came one of those lulls in conversation, and into it arrived … a noise. It was followed by another – I hope that my meaning is clear, I hope that I don’t have to get out the crayons. With admirable presence of mind, I reached for my phone and turned up the music. It failed to mask what came next, which can only be called an eruption. Afterwards we heard, ‘Bugger it!’ It reached us faintly under Chris Martin’s chords.

Over sweet dumplings and coconut ice cream, the conversation drifted to our families. Craig’s parents were no longer alive – his mother had gone a long time ago, and his father in the pandemic. ‘He was a wonderful old boy,’ said Craig. ‘Plenty of good years still in him. And we couldn’t even say goodbye – not properly.’

‘I’m married to a big, boofy golden retriever disguised as a man,’ said Gavina. ‘Isn’t that right, Craigles? If you want the truth, reaching out to Rob on Zoom couldn’t have been more rewarding. I felt wholly present at his end-of-life experience.’ She looked at Chanel. ‘What about your olds?’ she asked. ‘Did they make it through?’

‘They did. They’re in Chicago, where my sister lives. Our daughter’s there also, studying architecture.’

‘I suppose they all live together.’

‘My parents were with my sister at first, but then they got a condo in a seniors’ apartment building. Now they’re into competitive Scrabble, ballroom dancing and travel. They’ve turned into one of those couples you see on superannuation websites wearing matching puffers and inspecting Niagara Falls.’

‘You’re so lucky that it’s your sister who’ll have to step up when they become a burden,’ said Gavina. ‘I mean, society just doesn’t need anyone over the age of seventy-five. The way I see it, sustainability requires answering a simple question: Who do we take into the future? Mum and Dad were fantastically useful when the twins were small, but Alexa and Siri are teenagers now.’ She was so radiant, Gavina, that I could hardly look at her – there was the dazzling, glacier hair as well as the glare of her diamonds. She should have come with a warning notice and those safety glasses used for staring at the sun.

‘My dad’s seventy-four,’ she continued. ‘He’s on medication for hypertension, and Mum’s lungs never really came good after Covid. That was the problem with that virus, wasn’t it, it didn’t ease away nearly as many olds as we hoped. It really leaves only one option. My brother and I know that we’ll have to have the Amendment convo with our parents before things get out of hand. Dad’ll be fine with it, actually. Mum’ll be the challenge – mothers are, aren’t they?’

‘It’s so wonderful that you’ve taken yours in,’ said Craig to me. ‘Such a great old —’

‘Intergenerational living’s one of those fantastic ethnic things,’ Gavina informed us. ‘It’s like being able to squat on your heels – it comes naturally to people like you. Westerners lost the knack before … microwaves. Our culture is completely different, I’m afraid.’

‘Craigles,’ I said to Chanel later, when we were clearing up. She went on transferring garlic beef to a plastic container, using a spatula to scrape out the dish. There was no expression on her face. ‘It’s okay,’ I told her. ‘I checked everything before we served dessert. Ivy had made an effort, she really had. I gave the bowl another scrub and plugged in a new air-freshener to be safe. The bathroom was fine by the time Gavina used it.’ The fridge closed with a sigh, and Chanel turned around. I felt afraid.
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To this day I find myself wondering which were the decisive words. Ethnic? People like you? Squat? Not that Chanel and I discussed anything that was said over dinner that night – we talked about real estate instead. Real estate is another way to say Australia. Acquiring it, changing it, making a profit on it, in short, managing the property cycle with confidence – it’s the story of our nation. Chanel and I have always found it an affirming theme, one that both energises and soothes. Still, I was taken aback when she announced one Sunday evening that it was time for us to move house. ‘But we’re due to renovate the upstairs bathroom next year,’ I said. ‘We’ll be able to spend weekends in showrooms and rethink taps.’

I already knew, of course, that our dinner party had been a huge success. Craigles had started swinging by Chanel’s office every week. He always asked to be remembered to Ivy. He said that he’d never seen such remarkable eyebrows on a woman her age. Significantly, he’d added a new word to his Kulin vocabulary: kutuk. It meant ‘little sister’, and Chanel interpreted it as a sign that Craigles intended to shatter the Corporation’s tinted-glass ceiling – he was taking her into the future.

That Sunday, as we lazed in the home-entertainment zone after dinner, Chanel had further revelations. Mac, the CFO’s assistant, had told her that the CFO was under tremendous pressure to return to Zurich. ‘Apparently, his wife misses compulsory military service,’ Chanel said. ‘Mac can’t stand the woman. He claims she misses avalanches as well – they’re nature’s way of clearing foreigners from the cantons.’ Chanel and Mac had reached the same conclusion: the CFO had another year at best.

‘We’ll want to downsize sooner or later,’ Chanel went on. ‘And I’ll want to entertain regularly once I’m promoted. Dinner parties for the other executives, barbecues for the financial team. We can’t expect people to travel out here. And it’s not just the distance and the ruro problem around the station. Everyone will see that there’s a rental across the road. Which reminds me, weren’t you going to talk to the Samoans about that nature strip?’

‘The girl came to the door – the one who looks like a young tree. She said that the nature strip is her rewilding project.’

‘Rewilding! Did you tell her to google Australian snakes?’

Chanel opened her laptop. ‘Come and sit here,’ she said, patting the couch. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’ That was when I learned that Gavina had been in touch about her latest curation, an upmarket apartment complex that was getting under way. ‘At this stage,’ Chanel said, ‘Gavina’s just reaching out to a few friends as a favour, so that we can buy off the plan and save.’

‘Did she really say friends?’

‘She said friends.’

‘Where is it, this complex?’

‘Inner north.’

‘But where exactly?’

The name of the suburb meant nothing. Chanel said, ‘It’s only fourteen, fifteen kilometres from the CBD.’

‘Inner!’

‘Okay, outer inner. The point is, it’s a luxury development in a precinct that’s still just a little bit edgy. That adds up to very sexy real estate.’ Chanel passed her laptop to me. ‘We’re talking exclusive living in a building with a historic footprint. It used to be an abattoir. Obviously it’s being remodelled to the highest contemporary design standards. But they’re planning to preserve the original bluestone slaughter floor – that’s where the enoteca and providore will be.’

The Prime Cut website described ‘an urban village in an emerging precinct where imagination, history and visionary architecture come together to create a whole new story’. Noting the ‘transport links within easy reach’, I located the complex on Google maps. There was a bus stop almost within walking distance, and a ring-road close at hand.

‘It sounds stunning,’ I said. ‘Or should that be stun-gunning?’

Chanel was unamused. ‘An opportunity like this comes once in a lifetime. I emailed Gavina to thank her, and she came back to me saying that if we act within a month, she can give us a five per cent discount. That’s on top of the savings on stamp duty.’ Chanel added, ‘Look – Gavina’s been here. The way I see it, she’s letting me know that this suburb isn’t what the Corporation expects of senior management. She’s trying to help. It’s a hint.’

Perhaps it is a comand, I thought. But when I looked at the display suites, I couldn’t help being impressed. There were so many sophisticated finishes and creative touches! The light in the pictures was golden and warm – there must be a filter called Bounced Off Wattle. People of all ages with cheekbones that caught the light were buying cheese from a smiling man in a striped apron or drinking wine on landscaped terraces under a smoke-free sky.

‘Let’s find out what it costs to live in a building with a historic hoofprint,’ I said, choosing Price Ranges from the menu options. I was silent for a while. Then I said, ‘The one-bedders won’t do, of course. And did you look at the penthouse? Price on enquiry.’

‘Obviously the penthouse is above our price point. And we don’t want anything on the lower floors.’

‘Definitely not! There are home invasions all the time in the north.’

‘That’s the west. Anyway, read the bit about state-of-the-art security. The perimeter fence is electrified, and the guards will carry tasers. Not that it’s relevant. We’re looking at mid-level.’

I was running numbers in my head. ‘We’re still paying off this place,’ I pointed out. ‘Even if we get a way, way better result than Bonny and Evan at auction, I don’t see how we can make it work.’

‘We’re not going to sell,’ said Chanel. ‘This is Mel and Sydney’s childhood home. I get that property around here’s depressed right now, but over time bricks and mortar can’t fail. This house is an investment in the children’s future. We’ll rent it out. There’ll be a clause about maintenance of the nature strip in the rental agreement.’

‘But how do we finance our new place? Just look what they’re asking for two bedrooms plus a study.’

‘It’s called downsizing,’ said Chanel. ‘The clue is in the name. We won’t need a study. A two-bedder will do fine. That’ll come with two bathrooms as well as a powder room for guests. If Mel and Sydney happen to visit at the same time, Sydney won’t mind the couch.’

‘Yes, but …’ I cleared my throat. Ivy had gone to bed, and the door to the hallway was closed. In spite of that, I lowered my voice: ‘What about Ivy?’

Chanel placed her hand over mine. ‘I know it’s a change of perspective,’ she told me. ‘But we’re talking about the future. This is post-Ivy.’

Post-Ivy! It sounded like something growing on a paling. Chanel squeezed my fingers. ‘We’ve got enough equity in this place to remortgage. That’ll take care of the down payment on our forever home. I’ll contact the bank on Monday.’

‘The down payment’s one thing. What about the rest? Even if your promotion comes through —’

‘We sell the house.’

‘You just said we’d rent it out.’

‘Not this house. Ivy’s house back home. Property prices are through the roof there, and our dollar’s rubbish. It’s the ideal time to sell that place. Have you thought about the land value alone? You’re going to inherit a packet when Ivy goes.’

Post-Ivy. The pebble between my ribs was thickening into a stone. I could see myself: a defenceless orphan, trying to combat grief on a terrace with an unimpeded view of a ringroad. I also saw that Chanel’s calculation was flawed. ‘You’re forgetting what it’s like back there,’ I told her. ‘Winding up an estate, getting rid of tenants, selling a house – any of it can spin out into lawsuits. The whole thing will take a year at best, realistically longer.’

‘Yes.’

‘When’s The Prime Cut due to be completed?’ I scrolled through the information. ‘Eighteen months,’ I said. ‘That could push out. But whether it does or doesn’t, how can we be sure that Ivy … ?’

Even as I formulated the question, the answer appeared. I looked at Chanel, at her calm, steady face. Lorna’s voice came out of the past to find me. It said, ‘You can’t count on Frank.’ The disturbing thing was that I could always count on Chanel.
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A week went by. I don’t believe I slept. You could say that I was facing a choice between my mother and my wife, but it went much deeper than that. I’d arrived at one of those defining moments, when a person has to choose between the future and the past.

Chanel sent me a YouTube link. She wrote, ‘It’s best to be clear about what might lie ahead.’ The link brought up a video in which a woman described nursing her father through terminal bowel cancer. That was a different kind of future, one nobody ever wanted. The woman was pleading for the legalisation of assisted dying. I expected Chanel to discuss the video with me that evening, but she returned late. She’d stopped off after Pilates to pick up a tres leches cake – my current favourite – and she was exhausted after her long day. When I woke that night, my mind summoned the minister’s words on the steps of parliament: Dignity, choice and speed. They were reassuring words. There were certain terrible sentences uttered by the woman in the video, and then there was dignity, choice and speed. That woman had wanted only what was best for her father. I thought, Can a discussion do any harm?

‘It can’t do any harm to discuss things with Ivy, can it?’ I asked Chanel a few days later.

She thought for a while. ‘I don’t see how it can,’ she said.

‘Lay out the options kind of thing.’

‘That sounds so sensible.’

‘Just so that Ivy can make an informed choice.’

‘It seems only fair to her, really.’

So we arranged to see Bram after work that Friday – it wasn’t unusual, we all have a drink or dinner together from time to time. Thin, petulant rain was falling when I finished up at the Department. Waiting for the lift, I looked out of the window and saw the city stacked and tense over a roof of umbrellas.

By the time my tram reached Richmond, the sky had cleared, and the clouds carried thin golden crusts. A ruro went past, cuddling a rat with a dog’s face – no, I mean that the other way around. I got to Bram’s building just as Chanel was parking the Xcessiva in the rock-star spot right outside. She can parallel park anything anywhere in twenty seconds. How it’s done is treasured family lore: you line up your steering wheel with the midpoint of the rear window of the vehicle you’re parking behind, and then – AND ONLY THEN – start angling in.

Bram ushered us out onto his landscaped terrace. It has Italian terracotta tiles, a water feature, and conifers and camellias in glazed ceramic planters. It also has a view to the public housing towers in the distance and to factories repurposed as apartments closer in. ‘Have you noticed,’ I said, ‘that the rich live in apartments and the poor live in flats?’ The others ignored me. They were inspecting the camellias. A picture of a flower as formal and ruffled and white as an Elizabethan was attached to each shrub with a green plastic tie. Bram was complaining that he fed the plants a special camellia mix and kept their leaves free of dust. Still they refused to bloom: the buds appeared, turned brown and fell off. ‘It’s the pollution,’ said Bram at last. ‘It’s worse every year.’

That took us onto risky ground, so we fell silent. Bram fetched Negronis and olives and cheese, which required our attention for a while. The lights in the housing towers were coming on like signals for help. I watched a straggle of ink-blot tests cross the sky – where were the bats heading, I wondered aloud. ‘Kew and beyond,’ said Bram, ‘to the big gardens and fruit trees.’ Bats colonised a tree near my bedroom window when I was a boy. They used to wake me with their brawling. I let a little film play in my mind. It showed Russ, Porsche and Prada snoring in their beds while bats feasted and fought in their trees. Only the Moldovan, exhausted and insomniac, lay cursing the racket. One thing she knew for certain was that she’d never lived on a star.

By the way, the snoring is no flight of fancy – not in Porsche’s case, at least. I have Lyric’s word for it. Russ asked them to research cures for snoring because Porsche was keeping him awake at night. Lyric looked into it and recommended a white-noise machine. Oh yes, Lyric has unbent towards me. This is how it came about. We were the last two left at work one evening, and I was heading out. I was about to call, ‘Goodnight, Lyric,’ when something about their posture, as they sat there outside Russ’s dark office like a faithful, pink-haired terrier, made me go over. ‘I’m just leaving,’ I said. ‘I hope you don’t have to stay much longer.’

They were cupping their phone in both hands as if protecting something feeble. ‘My grandad’s passed,’ they said, still looking at the little screen. The strip lights had placed grey smudges under their tangerine eyes. I offered condolences and suggested a cup of tea. All the time I was thinking, Passed! How did this delicately spoken young person square with the Lyric I’d once heard grumbling that their fuck-buddy wasn’t free to come over that evening?

They declined tea. ‘I’m about to go. I’ll get the bus to Mum’s,’ they said. ‘I’ll be okay.’ Still I remained there, a respectful distance away. That risked annoying them, but it seemed wrong to leave them alone. Not so long ago, Mel tried out that same cerise in her hair. I hoped that she’d never end up alone and sad in a darkening American office with grey carpet tiles and ergonomic chairs.

Lyric packed up their things and tucked their hoverboard under their arm. I punched in the security code, and we rode down in silence in the lift – I stood as far away as possible. In the street, they said, ‘Thanks, Lyle,’ before putting on their headphones and hovering away.

Since that evening, Lyric often gives me a small smile. They told me about the snoring while we were waiting for Russ one day. He arrived in a pastel flurry. ‘Sorry, guys! Last-minute drama – the Moldovan announced at breakfast that she wanted to go home. She claims she misses it. What’s to miss about a shithole? Nah, she was after screwing a pay rise out of us. If Prada wasn’t so attached to her, I’d have driven her to the airport then and there.’

In Richmond, the sunset died at last. Bram switched on the lights in his water feature and those concealed in the conifers. ‘So,’ he said when he sat down again. It was a question. He crossed his arms and put his hands in his armpits. Then he took them out and rubbed his palms together briskly. The overhead heater was no match for the wind, but when the calendar says spring, Bram likes to have pre-dinner drinks outside.

Chanel talked softly for a while. Our dinner party and everything that followed had had a marvellously restorative effect on Chanel. Her moodiness vanished, her spirits lifting as if sponsored by Wonderbra. Bram listened to her without interruption – no doubt he’d heard the same kind of thing from other families. When she finished, he said, ‘No way.’ His chair was the furthest from the lighted conifers, and he seemed to bark from the shadows. ‘We don’t even have a diagnosis.’

‘We’ll never have one,’ said Chanel. ‘As you know. You must have noticed that the zest has gone from Ivy. The Amendment was designed for this situation.’

‘It’s up to Ivy,’ said the same raspy voice. ‘The request must come from the patient.’

‘Is Ivy even aware of the Amendment? You know how unworldly she can be. That’s why we’re asking you to talk to her and run through her options. It’s only fair to her. You say there’s no diagnosis. But you’ve told us you can’t rule out cancer, right?’ Bram didn’t respond, and Chanel pressed on. ‘How far do you think it’s progressed? Stage two? Three? It’s the suffering that concerns us.’

‘If cancer’s present, it’s progressing slowly,’ said Bram after a minute. ‘I feel confident of that. There’s Ivy’s ongoing difficulty with bowel movements, but her weight has stabilised. She’s slowed down overall, but that’s not surprising at her age. To talk of suffering …’

‘There’s a woman on YouTube whose father had bowel cancer,’ Chanel said. ‘He was vomiting faeces in stage four. We’re just asking you to have a conversation with Ivy, lay out what could happen without medical intervention and discuss what taking the Amendment would mean. The decision will be entirely hers.’

‘Why don’t you talk to her, Lyle? You’re her son. It’s not a conversation for me.’ Bram got up and went inside.

Chanel’s eyes met mine. She’d proposed the same thing. But how could I bring up the subject? There was The moment I first held you. I saw myself getting ready to speak to Ivy and discovering that the stone in my chest had turned into a rock on my tongue. And then, while I sat there unable to speak, what might Ivy not say? I told Chanel, ‘I’d be no more use than that!’ and pointed. She looked in a puzzled way at the nearest conifer in its ceramic pot.

A toilet flushed and a tap ran. Bram reappeared, bonsai and graceful as he crossed the golden expanse of his lounge. He was wearing a tracksuit and sneakers, but he looked as polished and urban as his room. On the terrace, he leaned forward in his chair so that his face was in the light, and spoke evenly. It was the controlled, explanatory voice a parent uses with overexcited children. ‘Look – there’s a fair amount of stink in medical circles around the Amendment. On the whole, it goes against the grain. But you get cases of practitioners speeding things up, colluding with families for a fee. One or two people have been struck off. Even if Ivy wants to take the Amendment, there’s no way I can truthfully certify that she’s going to die within three years.’

‘Can you truthfully certify that she isn’t?’ asked Chanel.

Bram’s living room was shining like bullion behind him. The parquet, the champagne-coloured walls, the tasteful light diffused by side lamps, the lacquered armoire, the yellow chinoiserie vase in its spotlit niche – it was all gleam and glow. I felt my temperature change. Chanel and I had talked everything over, and her directive was clear: ‘Let me take carriage of the conversation.’ But the golden room instructed me otherwise. I’d risked my family’s future so that Bram could continue to enjoy that room. And now he dared to speak of truth! ‘How’s Jared?’ I asked in an easy, conversational way. ‘Is he out of prison yet?’
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Ivy no longer eats her nutritionally balanced care-package meals. They languish in the fridge, and Fanta prepares the lunch that Ivy insists on: soft, starchy rice drowned in Vegemite mixed with hot water, and a fried egg on top. So when Bram arrived to see Ivy the following Saturday, I asked him to talk to her about her diet, among other things. ‘I’ve been talking to her about her diet for years,’ he replied. ‘She’s never taken any notice. And what does it matter now?’ It mattered because it was a situation that lent itself to misunderstanding. Chanel and I are neither neglectful nor abusive, but who knows what kind of crazy spin an unstable person like Fanta could put on things if we didn’t make it plain that, in trivial things as in large ones, Ivy’s wellbeing has always been our prime concern?

Ivy saw Bram in her room because I’d told her that I had to vacuum the lounge. They were in there together, with the door closed, forever. When Bram finally emerged, Chanel and I were waiting. In place of his astroturf knit Bram was wearing a dark suit that he must have thought appropriate to the occasion. And he’d had his curls trimmed, which always makes his head look tiny and unreasonable. ‘Sit down and have a drink,’ said Chanel, ‘and tell us what happened. Did she agree?’ She mimed vomiting. ‘Stage four. Did you … ?’

‘She agreed,’ said Bram, still standing there at the entrance to the lounge. He was almost transparent with anger and the effort to control it.

‘That’s wonderful!’ said Chanel. ‘What would we do without you, Bram?’

He offered us a smile like a slap. ‘There are things she wants to talk about with Lyle,’ he said, as he turned away. ‘She insists.’ I could tell that he’d urged Ivy on, saying something like, ‘You should discuss it with Lyle before coming to a final decision. And remember – no matter what anyone might say, you can change your mind at any time.’

When Bram had gone, Chanel said, ‘I’ll call Mel. I’ll knock on Ivy’s door in fifteen minutes and say she’s on the phone.’ She did the vomit thing again, gesturing forcefully away from her lips. ‘Stage four.’

Whenever I’m in Ivy’s room it’s as if I can hear muffled voices from an attic. The air seems thicker and older there than anywhere else in the house – it’s twentieth-century air, leaking from the photos of the not-yet-dead. Like so many of Sydney’s ideas, his prism was sweet and useless. Ivy’s window looks south and onto a fence. There are no rainbows on the walls. A stiletto of light pierces the room for roughly ten minutes a day.

I sat down beside Ivy’s bed. My quick wits had formulated a strategy between her door and the chair – it was called Take the Lead. ‘So!’ I said. ‘Has Bram explained everything? It took me some time to process the idea when he first came up with it, but then I saw that it was an excellent suggestion. I’m a little surprised that you agreed so quickly. But really pleased for your sake. It will … ease so much.’

‘But I don’t agree,’ said Ivy. She looked bright and combative, sitting up against her pillows.

Here we go, I thought. I said, ‘There’s this YouTube clip that I think you should see. Believe me, I only care about your comfort and dignity.’

‘Yet you treat me like a child. Dietary fibre! Even the words sound like sawdust. I’ll eat what I want to eat. I’d have thought that you of all people would understand.’

My confusion must have been apparent. ‘Have you really forgotten?’ said Ivy. ‘When you were small, you wanted cold mashed potatoes for dinner every night for a whole year. The mash had to be cold – you insisted on it.’

I remembered nothing of the kind, but cold mashed potato had launched Ivy on a wave of reminiscence. ‘Do you remember Solveig, the Norwegian friend I had at the time?’ she went on. ‘The one with a no-nonsense nose and golden hair? She looked like a Roman emperor with plaits. She was a photographer. For weeks and weeks, she came to our house every day to tell me that I should go away with her and lead a different life. We talked about it for hours – it was great fun, like writing a play together. We were to live simply in a different country in a house by a mountain lake. While we looked for the right house, we were to camp or live on a houseboat. Solveig was going to take photos and paint, and I’d knit jumpers that she was confident could be sold for large sums to people in Oslo. We’d also grow sunflowers to sell locally, and herbs. If I closed my eyes I could see the sunflowers, hanging upside down in a thatched shelter to dry.’

I tried to get a word in, but Ivy swept on. ‘Solveig drove an old jeep, and we were to take no more than we could fit into it when we left. We made lists with a felt-tipped pen on a notepad, arguing back and forth about board games and tinned fish. I could bring you along or leave you behind – it was a matter of indifference to Solveig. She said, “If he comes, there will definitely be no room for chequers.” I wondered what it would mean for your schooling, but Solveig said that you’d receive a far richer education at a village school than you could ever hope to have in the city. I was also worried about the journey there, which would involve passports, a ferry and treacherous roads. That was when Solveig realised that I couldn’t drive. I explained that while I was growing up, no one I knew could afford a car. “And now that I have one,” I told her, “I enjoy being driven about.” Solveig said that I’d just summed up everything that was wrong with my life. She spoke of a “gilded cage” – the way she talked was much less interesting than the way she thought. She was thirteen years younger than me, and there was a lot that was mysterious to her. I tried to describe the time after your father died, when I was alone with a small child. Solveig had never been afraid, so she couldn’t understand safety. At thirty-six I considered myself very old because I was married and had you.

‘The felt-tipped pen ran dry because we kept tearing up the lists and starting again. I told everyone, inside the family and out, that we were planning a holiday. Sometimes it was all a game to me and sometimes it was a dream and sometimes it was life.

‘One morning I suddenly said, “We haven’t consulted a single map!” Solveig looked like a dog that’s been kicked. As clearly as if it had been spread on the table between us, I remembered a map printed in a newspaper. It showed the country where we were to live. The eastern region was a war zone.

‘So now I was the adult who’d overheard a child telling herself stories and spoiled everything with boring facts. Solveig went away early that day. If we hadn’t been sitting on the veranda, she might have slammed the door like an actress in an Ibsen play. Your father considered Ibsen overrated, but he was important to Solveig. She believed that women were oppressed by men. I believed that we all oppressed each other whenever we could. I thought that I’d seen the last of Solveig, but she came back the next day with a book. It was an old-fashioned children’s book, written in a language I couldn’t understand, and it had beautiful pictures. There was a house with pink walls, and a blue lake with houseboats, and mountains with snowy hats – it was all there, even the sunflowers. They’d been hung upside down to dry, and when I saw them, I thought of dead people. Solveig had been reading that book since she was seven, she told me. That was what I was to overturn my life for, a book written for Norwegian children long before either of us was born.’

Once, a long time ago, there’d been silver trousers and golden hair on a veranda. The sun and the stars – my mind whirled with them. I was fighting the sensation, confined to conversations with Ivy, that a subject set to advance on the broad, safe highway of reason had inexplicably veered over a cliff. At last, ‘Was your diet the only thing that Bram talked about?’ I asked.

‘Oh, we discussed the Amendment as well.’ Ivy looked at me intently. ‘Bram said that taking it would be against Sister Perpetua’s teaching. He never knew her, of course. I had to explain that she thought it a kindness on the Bolsheviks’ part to shoot the Romanov dogs. Were they spaniels? I seem to remember spaniels. In any case, Sister Perpetua always said, “What kind of life would they have led? No one wanted them.”

‘What do you think?’ Ivy went on, leaning in, her hooded eye and her large one never leaving my face. ‘What would you have done with the dogs, son?’ Only she didn’t say ‘son’ – she used a different word, a word that means ‘son’ in a language I’ve forgotten. It made me feel very strange. I wanted to clutch Ivy’s hand. I wanted to beg, Please tell me the one thing every child needs to hear from their parent. Please say, You’ve done amazing, son.

I had to look away. There was a nylon curtain at the window. As I gazed at it, its white folds turned into snowdrifts in which Russian spaniels were floundering, buried to the neck. Little Bolshevik children chucked rocks at their tiaras, shouting, Die, imperialist fuckers! After a while, I told the curtain, ‘Chanel and I have only ever wanted what’s best for you. But the decision is yours. If you choose not to go ahead, no one will ever mention it again.’

‘Sister Perpetua was quite right,’ said Ivy. She lay back and closed her eyes. ‘If you’re not wanted, better a quick end. It was the five of spades this morning. That always brings a blessing in disguise.’

What happened next was predictable: Poison Ivy. Poison Ivy is illogical, powerful and unjust. It followed me out of Ivy’s room and it’s stayed close – it’s here now, stinging and winding about me in The Coffee Spot, informing me that I’ve failed a test.
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These days the process is entirely straightforward. The applicant puts in a request to the ministry. It must be accompanied by a declaration from the coordinating medical practitioner to the effect that the applicant has an illness which is expected to end their life within three years. That’s it. A federal medical board assesses the request – if the paperwork’s in order, approval is granted within a week. Once the hefty service fee is paid, you receive a PDF called ‘Moving On Emotionally’, along with e-vouchers for discounted bunting and champagne. Then it’s a matter of setting the date.

Before the Amendment, everything dragged. A specialist physician had to testify that the patient had only six months left, two witnesses were required, there had to be three requests in total, on and on, a tangle of nitpickery. The Amendment has cut through all that, and that’s not the only benefit it’s brought: the economy is perking up as inheritances are spent, the housing shortfall has been alleviated. Chanel tells me that Melbourne’s tenth crematorium is scheduled to open next year.

Bram sent us his paperwork with no further discussion. He’s changed his yoga class to an evening one and no longer has breakfast with Chanel. When she calls him, he doesn’t pick up. ‘Okay, so he’s furious with us,’ I told Chanel. ‘He’ll get over it. If he doesn’t, I can live with that, can’t you?’

‘He isn’t furious with us,’ said Chanel. ‘He’s furious with himself. He could have refused to sign the medical declaration. He could have gone to the cops, confessed to tax evasion and risked losing everything he’s worked for here. But he didn’t, so now he knows the truth about himself. He’ll never get over that.’

The declaration Bram sent us is a brief, standard document that can be downloaded from the Ministry of Health website. Easy-peasy – e-signatures are authorised, so all Bram had to do was sign and forward it to me. I printed it off, along with the one-page application form that I’d filled in. All that was needed after that was for Ivy to sign the form and someone to act as her witness.

The witness can’t be a beneficiary of the patient’s will, so the matter required careful thought. Ivy’s old bridge partner, Thuy, was Chanel’s initial choice. She reminded me that Thuy had been keen to get rid of her husband, which struck us as promising. But we discovered that Thuy’s husband had died at last, leaving Thuy free to move to Tasmania. Then I suggested Ivy’s chiropodist, Kostya. Chanel wondered if we could count on him. He’s young, and the young are generally in favour of the Amendment, but there are always exceptions. Kostya has rimless silver glasses and a bowl cut. Chanel suspected him of holding outdated opinions. Ivy calls him ‘a lovely boy’. Fanta calls him ‘devil’. She’s jealous, of course – jealous of Kostya’s shining nail clippers and safety-slide callus shaver, jealous of Ivy’s swollen feet cradled in his latex-gloved hands. Ivy has antennae for emotional turmoil and exploits it for her own amusement. I’ve seen her show Fanta a greasy playing card and claim that it always turns up when Kostya is due: the jack of hearts, a fair-haired man, a young admirer.

No, there was only ever one realistic choice. Over time, we’ve learned quite a bit about Fanta. Her dishevelled brain informs her that if only she hadn’t been away from her village on that fateful day, a magical force field radiating from her ten-year-old body would have averted the air strike. She entertains thoughts of self-harm, so she sees a psychiatrist and swallows the pills that he hands out like sweets. What use are they? They treat troubles of the mind, and Fanta suffers from turbulence of the soul. It expresses itself in random tremblings, lightning headaches, gastric frenzies, accidental vomits. On the whole, we felt it safe to assume that Fanta would sympathise with anyone who wished to bring their life to a dignified, effortless close. ‘The other advantage,’ said Chanel, ‘is that she probably won’t understand what she’s signing. Anyway, we can put a sheet of paper across the rest of the page, like they do with wills.’

We chose a brownish Sunday afternoon of totally acceptable smoke levels. Ivy and Fanta were promenading up and down Spumante Court in their N95 masks. Chanel had made a red velvet cake. While it cooled on a rack, she was walking backwards the length of the hall (it stretches the hip flexors, she tells me).

I’d had an upsetting start to the day. I got out of bed, swinging my legs out from under Spider-Man, and then I saw. It was all over my right foot – in fact, a few white blotches had appeared on my calf as well. When Chanel woke up, I was standing by her bed, pointing at my leg. She was magnificent – she held out her arms. ‘At least we can go back to sharing a bed,’ she said. ‘I’ve missed you.’ Afterwards, she assured me that I’d find the change painless. Her back and shoulders are affected now, and it’s almost covered her thighs. Lying beside Chanel, I thought back to that girl on the train and the speck she’d left on my trouser leg. I asked Chanel if she remembered anyone vomiting on her. ‘Relax,’ she said. ‘Honestly, I don’t think we should be too concerned. If anything I feel more – well, more empowered as it spreads.’

My face looked puff-cheeked and elderly all day. I avoided mirrors – they insisted on showing me a long-dead uncle. I dragged the stone in my chest over to the picture window to await the return of the walkers. The gargle of a neighbour’s intercom reached me through the Sunday silence. Standing there, I found myself choked with love for Spumante Court – for the democracy of identical houses, for the fed and drowsy people inside, for the big, benevolent sky watching over our unexceptional lives. Certain lilac evenings returned, king prawns on the barbecue and the pylons like kindly guardians along the horizon. The Hills Hoist and the Roll-A-Door pleaded their immense, practical goodness. Why were we leaving? This flat, unsexy street produced our tall children. This house had accommodated the sorrows of our family, and its joys. I wanted Spumante Court and The Coffee Spot and the consoling purr of the freeway for the rest of my life.

Chanel had walked backwards into the kitchen and was calling out, saying that Gavina had a new post on Facebook. Yes, as soon as we signed the Prime Cut contract, Chanel and Gavina became Facebook friends. We’ve seen Craigles in the Goddess Pose in his happy place, and Gavina reading The Little Book of Mindful Capitalism. I returned to the kitchen and beheld the twins on their sixteenth birthday in identical vintage T-shirts that said NICK WELCUM IN MY CAVE.

The front door opened. Ivy disappeared into her bathroom, and Fanta seemed disposed to stand by the door, waiting like a horse. ‘There’s cake in here,’ I said, sticking my head into the hall. ‘Just baked. Don’t worry about Ivy – she’ll be a while.’

‘I know,’ said Fanta, bristling at the suggestion that there might be a corner of Ivy’s existence into which she hadn’t peeped. But the smell of cake lassoed her into the kitchen, and Chanel cut her a gigantic wedge. Fanta’s hair was freshly mutilated, and she’d swapped her sleepwear for a tent. Toilet-water blue, it buttoned loosely down the front and had long, wide sleeves. When she heaved herself onto a barstool, the bottom of the tent fell open to expose knees like boulders. Further down, there were feet jailed in patent-leather ankle boots. Fanta always dresses up for church on Sundays. Attendance is mandatory for ex-Muslims and is tracked on an app. Ivy says that Fanta watches YouTube on her phone during the service – what’s required of her is obedience, not belief. The church is an enlightened one, with a smiling pastor in a navy-blue blazer. It’s replaced all that archaic harping on right and wrong with a single, positive teaching: the higher the income, the closer to God. The downside is that Fanta is encouraged to authorise a monthly transfer from her bank account to the pastor’s. In return, she receives a discount on all Justin Bieber tribute albums, available exclusively on the church’s website for the first month of release.

‘Iced coffee?’ I offered, placing a tall glass on the island bench and adding a fourth scoop of vanilla ice cream. Chanel swung herself up onto a stool next to Fanta, and I leaned casually against the dishwasher. At the other end of the bench, the application form lay face down in a plastic sleeve. ‘There’s something here that Ivy has to sign,’ Chanel told Fanta, touching the plastic lightly. ‘Just one of those formality forms. The thing is, she needs a witness, so we wondered if you … What do you think of the cake?’

Fanta said something made indistinct by ice cream. We waited with patient smiles. Eventually we heard, ‘Is the Amendment?’

‘That’s it,’ I said in a carefree, sunlit voice. ‘Has Ivy brought you up to speed? It was so thoughtful of Bram to suggest that course of action. It’s important to take expert medical advice on board, isn’t it?’

‘Ivy telling me everything always,’ said Fanta. She licked her spoon, drawing back her upper lip. Her teeth are as white and even as those of celebrities or the children of dentists. Since Fanta is neither, they must be false. ‘You not wanting Ivy,’ she went on. ‘I know.’

‘You’re so funny, Fanta!’ said Chanel. ‘Where’d you get that idea?’

‘I signing,’ said Fanta, ‘because Ivy want. She have too much pain here.’ An industrial-grade fist thumped her chest. ‘How good is Australia! Ivy can taking Amendment. My country, people having only this pain and situations of war. This pain is world turn to orange and room go spinning round.’

‘It’s no use,’ said Ivy, coming into the kitchen, adjusting her tracksuit pants. ‘I don’t know why I even bothered to try – it was the two of clubs this morning, obstacles to success. What are you guzzling there, Fanta?’ She sank down on the couch in the home-entertainment zone. Almost at once her head tipped back and she was asleep. Fanta has taken to putting combs in Ivy’s hair, holding it back from her face. Sleep turned her face soft and full – it looked as it does in the photo with the blue dress, as the freshly dead are said to look.

Fanta slurped the last of her coffee. Ivy’s head jerked upright with a snort, and she wiped her mouth with her hand. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Chanel reach for the form.
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There was a terrifying development at work last week. On Thursday an email arrived from the minister himself, informing the whole Department that a breach of security had come to light. Consequently, an external investigation team had been appointed to examine our case files and check our findings over the past seven years. If anyone had even the slightest suspicion of irregular activity within the Department, we were to report the matter in confidence using the phone number provided.

All I could see was Bram’s name on a spreadsheet. I saw my fingers on a keyboard, and his name changing from yellow to white. And right then – Beware. Beware. Lyric strode past and into Russ’s office. I lowered my eyes and waited for the summons. I drank some water from the bottle on my desk.

For the rest of the day, whispers – who, what, why – flew. I played Whack-A-Mullah as often as I could. At three, Russ appeared by my desk. He was in a temper. There were blue slits in his face. ‘Mate, I’ve sent a few things your way,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to get home – this Georgian’s so clueless, I’m missing the Moldovan.’

‘That must be very difficult,’ I replied. ‘But please don’t worry about work. Leave it all with me.’

His face softened. ‘Cheers for that,’ he said. ‘It’s the last chance I’ll have to get away. Can you believe this fucking investigation team arrives at eight tomorrow? And I’m expected to be here. It’s not like it’s even anything to do with Evaluations. Some dickweed in Security gets sprung taking backhanders, and next thing the whole Department’s put through the wringer.’

Would Russ intercede for me with his brother-in-law if my recoding came to light? Would we be spared repatriation? Hope flared and failed as I worked on his files late into the evening. I reminded myself that hundreds – thousands – of cases are recoded by Evaluations every year. To assess and reclassify is the nature of our task. The investigation would prioritise threats to national security. Would they even bother with tax evasion? One minute I’d feel confident, the next I’d start to sweat. Lyric had only to enter a number into their phone and say, ‘It’s probably nothing, but there’s this guy who uses Russ’s password.’ My knee jiggled of its own will. Most of my right leg was speckled by then – the loss of pigmentation was progressing a lot faster than it had with Chanel. It didn’t make me feel in the least empowered, only very afraid.

Broad frosted bands run across the glass wall that fronts the main meeting room. On Friday morning, there were horizontal stripes of three grey-faced, grey-clad strangers in there. Lyric was coming out as I arrived. Our glances crossed, and their eyes flickered. It might have meant something or it might just have been their eyes. Opal is back this week, setting pink and green flashing in their face.

Outside, a heatwave predicted – again! – to be recordbreaking was getting on with it. Ash and carbonised leaves were falling. It meant that the old fires had blazed up, and new ones were sparking on the outskirts of the city. All day, someone wearing shoes with iron spikes stamped around and shrieked in my head. The temptation to plead illness and leave at lunchtime was irresistible. I resisted it – it would look suspicious. Chanel and I were both on leave the following week, and I wondered if I should cancel mine.

At five, I couldn’t stand it any longer. As I left my desk, Lyric called, ‘Happy holidays!’ Others repeated it: Happy holidays. Happy holidays. It sounded like mockery. ‘Thank you so much,’ I managed to babble. ‘Not a lot of R&R, I’m afraid. Things to take care of around the house, you know.’
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Happy holidays. It’s Monday now, and happy holidays is still stuck in my ears. On the weekend, Chanel asked why I kept shaking my head. Not that it was any use: I couldn’t dislodge Lyric’s voice. Happy holidays – it has a sinister ring. Did Lyric know that this week would hold neither holidays nor happiness for me? Will a message come, commanding me to return to the Department at once? At my table in The Coffee Spot, I keep switching my phone off, on, off. Chanel said that if Lyric intended to report me, they’d have done so right away. But Lyric might be planning to leave me my break and report me next Monday, when I return. On the other hand, there were those seven magpies this morning: Seven for a secret never to be told. I took heart and switched on my phone. At once it went pang. Pang pang pang, it insisted. I’ve switched it off again.

It’s much cooler today, and if the forecast is correct, Ivy will have perfect weather tomorrow. We have plenty to do with all the preparations, but Chanel shooed me out of the house at nine. She said that exercise would relax me, so I came here. Passing the gym, I saw a notice on the door about train spotting. Wow! Gyms have really diversified, I thought, before realising that it was sports training. It’s not just the situation at work that’s stressing me out – this morning there was a pale patch on my left elbow. At present we can keep our affliction hidden, but what happens if it spreads to our faces and hands? Chanel is going to call Qing’s receptionist to insist on a Zoom appointment for me this week, but what good will it do? Dermatologists and laboratories around the world are mystified. ‘They all come back to me with the same conclusion,’ says Qing. ‘The loss of pigmentation is the only abnormality they can detect. Everything else points to ordinary, healthy skin.’

Chanel will be out all day – errands, massage, hairdresser, nail bar, Qwik Lift Tweakment Klinik. Her last stop will be a florist’s. Flowers wouldn’t have occurred to me, but Chanel is endlessly caring. When she goes home, she’ll empty our vases of their artificial blooms and fill them with jonquils, roses, lilies, overstated peonies – all the scented waste of money that Ivy craves.

At home, Fanta is in charge of Ivy. She arrived early, carrying the pink dress. It shimmered in its dry-cleaner’s plastic sheath. Fanta’s eyes were the same colour – she must have been crying again. The dress has been altered as well as cleaned and will fit perfectly when Ivy puts it on for her Joyful Occasion. As I was heading out, I heard Fanta assure her, ‘You look totally sick!’

We’ll be quite a crowd tomorrow. Ivy wanted a party, and as Chanel said, Why not? It’s not as if we have anything to hide. Ivy made a guest list, and we spoke to everyone on it. They all expressed support for Ivy’s decision and admiration at our courage. People from her old walking group will be coming along, as well as several line-dancing seniors. Thuy is getting an early flight from Hobart, and the girl from the food bank will be catching a train from Ballarat – she settled in a storage unit there when the rent at the Melbourne facility drove her out.

Ivy wanted to tell Mel that she’d be taking the Amendment, and have Mel and Dene attend her Joyful Occasion on Zoom. We had to point out that strong emotions could destabilise Mel, who’s immersed in her all-important final project. The concept is Reimagining Chartres Cathedral, and she’s working 24/7 on a really innovative design for a multistorey shopping centre.

That still left the question of Sydney. Chanel and I discussed our options. We could send him a message via Astrid. But Sydney is sure to be against the Amendment since he opposes the government on principle. It was more than likely that his community would share his views. They might all feel compelled to travel down to Melbourne together, seizing an opportunity for shaking the grass. Chanel and I pictured a yurt city in Spumante Court, media and dissenting healthcare workers alerted, placards and cameras at every window. Sydney would sit beside Ivy, scratch himself and talk, the maddening slowness of his speech adding weight to his words. It was quite possible that, just to please him, Ivy would change her mind.

In the end, we advanced the same reason for not inviting Sydney as we had for Mel – it would be too wrenching, we told Ivy. ‘You know that we all love you dearly,’ said Chanel. ‘But Sydney is the really sensitive one. Your Joyful Occasion could throw him badly off kilter. He’s so close to getting his doctorate – you wouldn’t want to jeopardise that, would you?’ Ivy considered this. She said, ‘We could postpone everything until he’s finished his studies.’ But she sounded uncertain, and that was when I came up with my brilliant idea.

‘Let’s video the whole thing,’ I suggested. ‘Every minute, first to last. The children can watch it when the time’s right. You could begin with a message to each of them. It’ll make a really special keepsake.’

Ivy was delighted with my suggestion – it appealed to her instinct for theatre. She’s spent the last two weeks writing her final messages to the children and learning them by heart. She’s also memorising the speech she’ll make at her party. When she said that she was going to make a speech, my scalp shrank. Throw not away the hero in your soul. But of course it’s nothing of the kind. Ivy will deliver the Monologue of the Blue Dress, and she wants to rehearse it this evening. Chanel will be busy cooking Thai snacks for tomorrow, so it’ll fall to me to hear Ivy’s lines. I’ll have to endure the whole thing twice. There she’ll be, propped up against pillows, hands clasped, launching into Only consider the overflow from these lavatories! A rehearsal. When I heard that she wanted one, I realised that sometimes it was all a game to Ivy and sometimes it was a dream and sometimes it was … life.

There’s no question of the children ever seeing the video. Chanel and I will offer them a gentle story instead. ‘Ivy’s heart failed,’ we’ll say. ‘She just slipped away in her sleep. There was no suffering. It was very quick and peaceful at the end.’

We’ll only be telling them the truth. Ivy’s Joyful Occasion will begin with everyone gathered in the lounge. There’ll be food and wine, and it will be Ivy’s time to shine. She’ll deliver her lines from the couch, and then people might feel compelled to make speeches about her. Thuy might discuss Ivy’s bidding strategies. Neela, one of the line dancers, can’t attend as she has a clash with another Joyful Occasion, but she’s sent a message that she wants me to read out. It says that Ivy loved macadamias, presents wrapped in layers of colourful tissue, and quadratic equations. Can any of it be true? We had no idea that Ivy loved those things. Neela is probably talking about herself.

When the speeches have ended, we’ll toast Ivy one last time. Bram will have slipped a sedative into her glass. Fanta will start whimpering, which runs completely counter to etiquette – where’s her Joyful Attitude? She’ll sob, ‘Goodbye it’s been so lovely meeting you,’ and Chanel will have to jostle her into the kitchen. Ivy will grow drowsy, and Bram will help her to her room. Any doctor, or even a registered nurse, can act as the service provider at a Joyful Occasion, but of course Ivy insisted on Bram. When she’s nodded off in bed, watched over by Kuan Yin, Jesus, Buddha and just possibly a miraculous rainbow, he’ll administer an injection. Ivy’s heart will stop.

Afterwards, Chanel will serve coffee and chocolates. I’ll do my best to master myself but I might be too overwhelmed to help. Fanta will wipe her eyes, saying, ‘How good is Australia!’ Bram will leave the house.

Everything is clear up to that point. Then comes Post-Ivy. And what I’ve discovered today is that Post-Ivy isn’t a creeper-clad paling, it’s a blank. I’ve tried to imagine it but I can’t. Which leaves me with a terrible possibility: what if my future disappears along with Ivy? It’s not a rational idea but it’s making me so anxious that I’ve even considered messaging Bram: ‘Please put a stop to everything NOW.’ Then I’ll get Ivy, and we’ll drive away fast. She’ll direct me to a house by a mountain lake, and the two of us will live there forever.

Dalma just brought me a supersize raspberry brioche and my third latte for the morning. Drinking my coffee, I thought, Man up, Lyle! With all the concentration I could summon, I had another shot at Post-Ivy. But it happened again: as soon as I tried to picture the future, my mind slipped backwards, into the past.

Like this: When we woke up yesterday, Chanel said, ‘Ivy might like to go for a drive this morning.’ I was appalled. There was still time for Ivy to come out with something freakish. The first time I held you. No way did I want to be trapped in a car with her. ‘It’s an extremely challenging time for me,’ I told Chanel.

‘I’ll be there.’

‘But it’s boxercise!’

‘I can skip one Sunday.’ She squeezed my hand.

Preparations for her Joyful Occasion had enlivened Ivy in recent weeks. But we found her slumped and dejected when we went downstairs. She was colourless, her flesh octopusy. Anyone could see that the weather was getting to her. This is Melbourne. It was fifty-three degrees outside. Overnight the wind had salted the yard with a fine pink dust. But we’ve all had to adapt to our new-normal summers. What would it be like if we let mere weather keep us from getting on with life?

Chanel went into Ivy’s room to help her get dressed and jolly her along. I watched ads for home-security on my phone. There was one where the voiceover suddenly went creepy and quiet, and I heard Chanel say, ‘… massive power outrage.’

‘What were you thinking?’ I asked when she came into the kitchen. ‘Why call it that?’

‘Call what what?’

‘The Amendment – you called it a power outrage.’

Chanel gave me a look. ‘Power outage,’ she said. ‘They’re warning that all the air-con will send the grid into meltdown today. I was telling Ivy that we’ll be better off in the car.’ She handed me a tube of Factor 102. ‘Don’t forget.’

We fitted on our smoke masks, lubricated our eyes and wrangled Ivy into the car. Chanel was driving, so I had the relative safety of the back seat. I pretended to be asleep in case Ivy was tempted to talk to me. A few minutes later, I thought of something and opened my eyes – too late, I’d missed my chance to direct Chanel along the twisty rat-run of Brandivino Drive, away from the crematorium. The trees at the entrance were already in view, and Ivy turned her head to the window. She must have passed that spot hundreds of times on the bus – had she looked steadily at it or away? The air-con had kicked in, and Ivy put up a hand and lifted the collar of her shirt. That made Lorna appear, heaving up her lapels. Lorna’s eyes were blue, but when she walked out of the Department that day her eyes had turned black. I wanted to shout at Ivy, It was your decision to take the Amendment! Why didn’t you refuse? We left the crematorium behind, and Ivy looked away from the window. I started screaming inside my heart.

After a while, I closed my eyes again. Quite soon I could see that if my stepfather’s will hadn’t prevented Ivy from getting rid of her house, she’d have sold up before coming to Australia, and things would be different today. At my stepfather’s funeral, my brother-in-law, the one no one liked, drank a bottle of whisky and told me, ‘I suppose the old man didn’t want your mother to sell the place and hand the money over to you.’ I ignored him at the time, the drunken dickhead, but now I spotted the sparkle of truth in his words. Knowing Ivy, my stepfather must have feared that she’d give the house to the first thief who asked. Reasoning it all through like that, I was able to move on emotionally. Everything was my stepfather’s fault.

By that time Chanel was pulling into a designated parking space facing the water. There was only one other car in the car park, and no one at all on the beach and the pier. The sky still looked like a dirty pillow, but the light didn’t seem as woolly. The display on the dash showed that the temperature had fallen nine degrees. Chanel opened her window far enough to stick out her hand. ‘The wind’s changed,’ she said. We sat there in our masks with the engine and the air-con running, and it was really quite peaceful and lovely.

Chanel’s phone hummed. ‘Aww,’ she said, reading a message. ‘Dene’s given Mel a present that affirms and celebrates her agency.’ There was another hum. Chanel said, ‘Wait.’ She passed the phone to me. I studied the photo – Dene had chosen thoughtfully, picking a gun that was long and black to match Mel’s hair.

Ivy was holding out her hand for the phone, but luckily a familiar tune reached us, faint at first but growing louder. ‘Mr Whippy!’ said Chanel, as I tucked her phone into my pocket. ‘I wouldn’t say no to an ice cream, would you, Ivy?’

The van pulled up at the far end of the car park. I hopped out, but the couple from the other car beat me to it. I had to stand there, lifting my feet so that the soles of my UV-proof sneakers didn’t stick to the tarmac, while they changed their minds over what to get. When they went away at last, I asked for three soft-serve cones. Unbelievably, the sun fought its way out as my order arrived. I heard Chanel call, ‘No!’, and I turned around to see Ivy clambering out of the car. I went over to her, and we stood there for a minute or two, me with soft-serve dripping over my knuckles, looking out at the water. It always finds me unprepared, the astonishing brightness of the sea.

[image: image]

Lately I’ve been thinking about a story Ivy used to tell. Not long after my parents married, a friend of theirs, an anthropologist, decided to make a film about a remote hill tribe. He invited my parents along on the trip because my father was considering writing a play about rural life. There were five of them in the expedition, Ivy and my father, their friend and two of his students, boys he’d brought along to help with the film.

They travelled by car to a forest where the trees were as tall as towers, and their roots, hanging down, were thicker than limbs. When they came to a stony stream on the edge of the forest, the vehicles were unloaded, and the drivers turned for home. The others camped there for the night. At dawn the next day local men arrived with ponies, which they loaded up with equipment and food.

The long trek to the village began. It was easy walking at first, despite heat and insects, but increasingly taxing as the path began to climb. Around a bend, blueish mountains hung against the sky. The burdened ponies stepped nimbly along, as did the men leading them. The air freshened, and by evening it was very cool.

They camped out on the second night too, in a shallow cave formed by an overhanging cliff. My father had blisters that Ivy burst with a needle. The pony men built a fire at the mouth of the cave, and they all sat around it eating, while a night-bird called. It sounded like a woman mourning lost children, said Ivy, and it made her spine prick.

As they set out the next day, a yellow mist made up of tiny butterflies surrounded them for a minute and was gone. Everyone was tired and inclined to complain. They’d slept badly, unable to get comfortable on the rocky floor of the cave. The day wore on, and even the grumbles died away. There was only the sound of the ponies’ hooves.

In the late afternoon they came to a valley, and there, in a clearing on a hill, was the village where they were to stay. The villagers knew the anthropologist and were expecting the visitors. A few men came out to meet the group. They looked nothing like the people of the plains – they were stockier, with wide faces and a different style of dressing. One of them stepped forward and greeted everyone in turn. He was the headman, and his son was about to get married – the wedding was to be the subject of the film. My parents didn’t speak the local language, but bowed to everyone to show goodwill.

The newcomers were billeted around the village. My parents were installed in the headman’s house. A windowless inner room had been set aside for them, whoever usually occupied it chased out into the family’s living area. They met the headman’s wife and his two sons, a small one and a boy of about nineteen – the groom. An old woman served the visitors warm drinks, something like tea but muddy.

These formalities had hardly concluded when the headman spoke to the anthropologist, gesturing outside – what he said was translated later for my parents. A feast had been planned for that evening. The next morning, the groom, together with every man in the village, was to have set out to meet his bride. Her village lay over the mountains, on the far side of a ravine. The bridal party having set out at the same time as the groom and his escort, the two groups would meet halfway. The bride and her companions would be accompanied to the groom’s village, there would be more feasting, and the marriage ceremony would take place the following day.

But word had come from the bride’s village at noon. Although it was the dry season, the skies on the far side of the mountain were threatening rain. By the time Ivy and the others arrived, clouds had formed over the groom’s valley as well. In rain, the route between the two villages was impassable. The ceremony would have to be postponed. Before the evening meal was served, the first drops fell.

It rained for two days. Sometimes it eased for an hour, but it never stopped altogether and soon it would thunder down again. There was nothing for my parents to do except eat, read and play cards. The anthropologist didn’t mind the delay. He used the time to film interviews with villagers, dashing between their low houses with his helpers whenever the rain allowed.

The old woman was the headman’s aunt. She wore a bracelet made of seeds on her scaly arm. Her age was a mystery, but everyone knew that she’d never married. When she wasn’t occupied with household tasks she sat beside Ivy, leaning against her to squint at her cards or her book. Every morning, she combed and braided Ivy’s hair. She laughed a lot and liked to stroke Ivy’s face.

On the evening of the second day, as they sat down to eat, the rain stopped – just like that, as if someone had turned off a tap. The headman said that if the sun shone the next day, the route between the two villages would dry out enough to be safe. If that happened the first feast would be held the following evening, and the wedding parties would begin their journeys on the day after that.

There was excitement over the meal that night, with everyone talking at once. The empty bowls had been cleared away when the old woman pointed at the door and spoke. Everyone except Ivy was to leave – they could stand outside or visit another house, the old woman didn’t care. She had something to tell Ivy and Ivy alone.

Everybody was in a cheerful mood, and she was the senior woman in the village. Good-naturedly, they all did as she asked. When the door closed behind the last straggler, the old woman motioned Ivy into the inner room. They remained there for quarter of an hour, and for all that time the old woman looked into Ivy’s face and spoke gravely to her. At the end, she took off her bracelet of red seeds and rolled it over Ivy’s fingers and onto her wrist.

When the others were allowed back inside, the old woman announced that she’d held onto an important secret for most of her life and now she’d passed it on. The anthropologist said, ‘But Ivy doesn’t understand a word of what you’ve told her!’ The old woman looked at him with pity and scorn. She informed him that he’d missed the point. She’d unburdened herself of her secret before she died, and had done so in a way that preserved its secrecy.

Ivy woke up early the next morning. She crossed the living area, where people were still sleeping on the floor, opened the door a crack and slipped outside. What she saw there, through the mist drifting in the valley, turned her bones to ice. All the trees on the hills were hung with white. Later, walking about the village, Ivy would see the fallen blossoms everywhere, tiny stars stuck in the mud. But standing in the doorway, she didn’t realise at first that the rain had caused the trees to burst into flower. ‘When I saw all that white,’ said Ivy, ‘I thought of brides. I thought, They’ve killed all the brides and strung them up in trees.’

Why am I remembering this? It all happened a very long time ago, and Ivy hasn’t told the story in years.




To continue reading, click on the link below
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